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Chapter 1

Introduction

Samuel C. Rickless

The purpose of this volume is to provide a wide-ranging and state-of-the-art examination of the philosophy of George Berkeley, Ireland’s most famous philosopher. It is divided into three thematic sections that focus on Berkeley’s metaphysics, epistemology, and value theory, respectively, followed by a section in which Berkeley’s philosophical views on a variety of topics are historically contextualized through comparison and contrast with the views of important predecessors, contemporaries, and successors.

My aim is to briefly introduce and summarize some of the main themes to be found in the first three sections. With a solid grasp of these themes, the reader will find deeper understanding by venturing into the details of Berkeley’s agreements and disagreements with the views of other philosophers in the final section.

Generations of students have been introduced to Berkeley’s remarkable and unsettling idealism, that the world is composed of only two kinds of things, minds (and mental acts) and ideas (and notions), and the thesis’s companions or corollaries, that sensible objects (such as tables and chairs) are nothing more than collections of sensible qualities (such as colors, tastes, shapes, and sizes), and that sensible qualities are nothing more than sensations (i.e., ideas of sense). And they have been shocked to find that Berkeley is also an immaterialist, not only in the sense that he denies the existence of matter (i.e., material substance), but also in the sense that he denies its very possibility.

The arguments for idealism and immaterialism are mainly found in his two best-known works, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), widely referred to as the Principles, and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (1713), popularly known as the Dialogues or the Three Dialogues. Many philosophers who have been exposed to these arguments have found them tantalizing, even mesmerizing, but ultimately unconvincing. David Hume is a representative example. In a footnote to section 12 of An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume writes: “[Berkeley] professes … to have composed [the Principles] against the sceptics as well as against the atheists and free-thinkers. But that all his arguments, though otherwise intended, are, in reality, merely sceptical, appears from this, that they admit of no answer and produce no conviction. Their only effect is to cause that momentary amazement and irresolution and confusion, which is the result of scepticism” (EHU 12,15:203).

Hume’s disparaging words here should strike us as insufficiently charitable. Berkeley is not a skeptic, and his arguments are not skeptical, in the sense that they do not establish, nor are they intended to establish, that we have no knowledge of, or justified belief in, the existence and nature of sensible objects. If a table is a collection of ideas in my mind and I know that those ideas exist (from the fact that I perceive them), then it follows that I know that the table exists. Berkeley is a skeptic about material substance, but not a skeptic about sensible objects. And yet Hume accurately identifies a feature that is common to both Berkeley’s arguments and skeptical arguments, namely, that they leave us in a state of perplexity and irresolution, tongue-tied and confused. It seems incredible that we would not know of the existence of sensible objects (e.g., from the fact that we perceive them), and it seems equally incredible that the sensible objects of which we have knowledge are nothing but collections of ideas in our minds.

And yet, as Hume himself readily accepts (“they admit of no answer”), it turns out to be rather difficult to explain where and how Berkeley’s arguments for idealism and immaterialism fail, if they do. First, what are the arguments? Are the arguments deductive or inductive? If the former, do they rely on unsupported and implausible premises? Or is the reasoning Berkeley uses invalid, in that his conclusions would not follow from his premises even if the latter were true? Berkeley scholars have diverged on these questions, with some being highly critical and others more friendly. After a chapter that introduces the reader to Berkeley’s life and times, and to some of the main themes in Berkeley’s philosophy (chapter 2), various chapters examine Berkeley’s metaphysics, in particular his discussion of idealism and immaterialism (chapters 3, 5, 6, 7, and 9), with chapters 5 and 6 focusing on Berkeley’s arguments for idealism and various arguments against idealism that he himself considers and chapter 9 homing in on Berkeley’s conception of qualities as ideas, with particular attention to his worries about the distinction between “primary” qualities and “secondary” qualities.

Chapter 3, in particular, discusses Berkeley’s hostility to so-called abstract ideas, and what role this hostility might play in his case for idealism. An idea is abstract if it is mentally separable from other ideas, either separable from other ideas with which it is united (as when the idea of extension is mentally separated from the idea of color), or separable from its particular determinations (as when one frames the idea of extension but not any particular extension, or the idea of color but not any determinate color). Most of Berkeley’s philosophical predecessors, whether scholastic followers of Aristotle or those friendly to the doctrines of René Descartes or John Locke, Berkeley’s major forebears, gave prominent place to the doctrine of abstraction. Famously, though, Berkeley uses most of his Introduction to the Principles to argue that abstract ideas are impossible and that the very notion that there might be such ideas is philosophically pernicious. Interestingly, although Hume is critical of Berkeley’s idealism, thinking that it devolves into a kind of mind-bending skepticism, he shares Berkeley’s hostility to abstraction (THN 1.1.7:17–22), and this topic frames much of the discussion of the relation between Berkeley and Hume in the chapter that discusses them together (chapter 31).

Berkeley’s case for idealism gives him a standpoint from which to criticize materialism, the claim that there is such a thing as material substance. In the Principles, Berkeley argues that matter, by definition, is an unperceiving support of sensible qualities, particularly the so-called primary qualities, such as extension, solidity, size, shape, motion, and number. But, as Berkeley argues in the first of the Three Dialogues, sensible qualities are all ideas. So matter, if it existed, would need to be an unperceiving support of ideas. But to support an idea is to perceive it, so matter would have to be an unperceiving perceiver (of ideas). This being self-contradictory, the very notion of matter turns out to be incoherent, and hence the existence of matter is impossible (in just the same way that it is impossible for there to be a circle that is not a circle) (PHK 9:44–45). Berkeley also seems to argue that the notion of matter is empty and explanatorily superfluous (DHP 215–226). Questions relating to Berkeley’s immaterialism are the focus of chapter 7.

Berkeley holds various views about the nature of ideas and their relation to minds, and these views lead to potential tensions or inconsistencies in his worldview. One major difference between minds and ideas, as Berkeley sees them, is that minds are active whereas ideas are passive. This is a major theme in the chapter that focuses on Berkeley’s theory of mind (chapter 8). But Berkeley also holds that representation is a matter of resemblance, so that ideas come to represent only by resembling what they represent. And since the passivity of ideas and the activity of minds together entail that minds and ideas are radically dissimilar, it follows that ideas cannot represent minds. And this causes trouble within Berkeley’s conception of reality, since it appears to be by means of ideas that we think of other things. Berkeley’s answer to this problem, emphasized in the second (1734) edition of the Principles, is that although we can use ideas to think of other ideas (including sensible qualities and objects, which are no more than ideas or collections thereof), our conception of active minds is not by means of ideas but by means of notions, which appear to be mental acts (PHK 142:106). The potentially worrisome doctrine of notions is the main topic of discussion in chapter 4.

Thus far, Berkeley’s conception of the world does not require any appeal to the existence of God, and his arguments for idealism and immaterialism could be accepted by theists and atheists alike. But Berkeley was ordained as an Anglican priest in 1710, around the time of the publication of the Principles, and eventually made his way up the Anglican church hierarchy, becoming dean of Derry in 1724 and bishop of Cloyne in 1734. Theism was a very important part of Berkeley’s life, and it was partly in order to vindicate theism (as well as anti-skepticism) that Berkeley wrote the Principles and the Three Dialogues. Berkeley is worried that a wholly material universe, full of material substances bumping into each other and causing the world to be as we experience it, would have no need of God as a force within it or outside it, except perhaps to set the machinery of the universe in motion. But Berkeley’s view is that the sensible world, in all its variety and complexity, serves as incontrovertible evidence, not only of God’s existence, but of his ever-present role in our daily lives. In particular, Berkeley’s God causes (most) sensations in all of our minds from moment to moment (the rest being caused by other finite minds), and ensures the continued existence of sensible things by perceiving them when finite minds do not: in order to exist, ideas (and collections thereof) must be perceived, and thus must be perceived by an infinite (divine) mind when no finite mind perceives them. It is not for nothing that Berkeley’s favorite part of the New Testament is Acts 17:28: “In [God] we live, and move, and have our being” (PHK 66:70; PHK 149:109; DHP 214; DHP 236; Alc 4,14:159; the title page of TVV). How exactly Berkeley conceives of God, what reasons he gives for God’s existence, and the relation between God and finite minds is the topic of chapter 10.

One of the more fascinating aspects of Berkeley’s thoroughgoing theism is that not only does God cause ideas of sense in our minds, but the visual ideas he produces in us literally constitute a language by which he speaks to us at every moment. The idea of vision as a divine language is a running theme in Berkeley’s metaphysics (NTV 147:231; Alc 4,7–15:149–162; TVV 38–40:264–265). And God speaks to us, not aimlessly, but with the purpose of instructing us “how to regulate our actions in order to attain those things that are necessary to the preservation and well-being of our bodies, as also to avoid whatever may be hurtful and destructive of them” (NTV 147:231). It therefore becomes important to understand how Berkeley conceives of the nature and function of language, and this is the topic of chapter 11.

Perhaps surprisingly, Berkeley insists that his own idealistic worldview is far more commonsensical than its major philosophical competitors. In many places, Berkeley claims to make common cause with “the illiterate bulk of mankind that walk the high-road of plain, common sense” (PHKI 1:25), including gardeners (DHP 234), against philosophers who, unlike the common folk, “run into absurdities and contradictions” (PHKI 2:25). Thanks to philosophy, says Berkeley, “we have first raised a dust, and then complain, we cannot see” (PHKI 3:26). Hylas, the materialist foil to Berkeley’s spokesperson, Philonous, in the Three Dialogues, finds himself “departing from common phrases and opinions” when he is brought to the point of accepting that “real sounds are never heard” (DHP 182–183). And Philonous, in the Third Dialogue, insists that “it is against these and the like innovations, I endeavour to vindicate common sense” (DHP 244). And yet Berkeley also finds himself saying things that may appear “harsh and ridiculous,” such as that “we eat and drink ideas, and are clothed with ideas” (PHK 38:56) and that “a spirit heats” rather than that “fire heats” (PHK 51:62). Berkeley’s famous response to these worries is that “we ought to think with the learned, and speak with the vulgar” (PHK 51:62). It is therefore less than clear how best to understand Berkeley’s claim to be the vindicator of common sense, and it is the aim of chapter 12 to disentangle these apparently incompatible strands.

For Berkeley, as for his contemporaries, philosophy is not a discipline sharply separated from other disciplines, such as science and theology. And when it comes to science, Berkeley very much wants his own idealistic picture of the world and its denizens to save the appearances (PHK 50:62). But Berkeley cannot accept the dominant scientific paradigm of his day, corpuscularian mechanism, according to which natural phenomena are properly explained as the causal result of microscopic (and possibly even submicroscopic) material corpuscles of various shapes and sizes colliding with each other at various speeds, and sometimes combining with each other to form greater and greater material wholes. For Berkeley denies that corpuscles, which are, after all, no more than collections of ideas, if they exist at all, can cause anything, given that all ideas are merely passive. So, Berkeley needs to replace mechanistic causation with a different explanatory template. His answer is that we can explain the workings of nature as falling under general laws, the laws of nature, instituted by God for the benefit of humanity, and that these laws, though in some sense “mechanical” (PHK 62:68), are really rules by which certain ideas serve as signs of other ideas. Thus, for example, “[t]he fire which I see is not the cause of the pain I suffer upon my approaching it, but the mark that forewarns me of it” (PHK 65:69). To read these signs—particularly the visual ones, which, as we have seen, literally constitute a language—is the business of all human beings; but it is the business of the scientist (or natural philosopher) to learn the grammar of that language, to understand the rules in accordance with which God produces sensations in our minds. It is the main aim of chapter 13 to clarify Berkeley’s new and distinctive approach to scientific explanation, in which the relation of causation is largely replaced by the relation of signification.

Berkeley does not merely want his philosophical worldview to make room for, and to be consistent with, the best science; he also thinks that replacing causal mechanism with ideational signs does a better job of saving the appearances in the branch of science that most interests him: vision. The issue for vision theorists of Berkeley’s day was to explain how we see distance and estimate the size or magnitude of objects by sight. The standard, geometrical theory of distance perception at the time was due to Descartes, who hypothesized that a perceiver uses the angle formed by two optic axes to compute an object’s distance: an obtuse angle signals near distance, whereas an acute angle signals farther distance (NTV 4–5:171–172). But Berkeley argues that mediately perceiving an idea, such as distance, requires perceiving it by perceiving another idea: and the problem is that the lines and angles of the Cartesian theory of distance perception are not themselves perceived (NTV 12:173). Instead, Berkeley offers a different theory, based on various ideas that we really do perceive, first, “the sensation we perceive by the turn of the eyes” (NTV 17:174), second, the degree of confusion experienced during visual perception (NTV 21:175), and third, the sensation of eye strain required to resolve visual confusion (NTV 27:176–177). In addition, Berkeley provides various arguments for what has come to be known as the heterogeneity thesis, according to which “the things [we] see are so very different and heterogeneous from the things we feel that the perception of the one would never have suggested the other to [our] thoughts, or enabled [us] to pass the least judgment thereon, until [we] had experienced their connection” (NTV 108:214). These themes, along with the issue of the veridicality of perception more generally, are explored in chapters 14 and 15.

Berkeley’s interest in science extended much farther than to distance perception through vision, and led him into controversies in mathematics, chemistry, and economics. Unlike the mathematicians of his day, Berkeley does not think that mathematics (geometry and arithmetic) is concerned with the discovery of relations among abstract ideas. For, as we have seen, Berkeley argues that abstract ideas are not merely nonexistent, but impossible. In the case of geometry, Berkeley struggles over time with what appears to be a corollary of Euclidean axioms, namely, that each geometrical magnitude (such as a line or angle) is infinitely divisible; for Berkeley claims that such magnitudes, if they exist, must be ideas, that all existent ideas must be perceived, and that it is impossible for a finite mind to perceive an infinity of geometrical magnitudes. In his early Notebooks, Berkeley tries to replace classical Euclidean geometry with a geometry of finitely many minima sensibilia, which produces nonstandard results. Later, in the Principles, Berkeley revises his approach and takes an instrumentalist position, treating Euclidean geometry as a literally false but useful fiction. In the case of arithmetic and algebra, Berkeley adopts a formalist account, treating these subjects as a search for which combinations of signs can be constructed according to an arbitrary set of predetermined rules. His most important contribution to mathematics was a criticism of Isaac Newton’s method of fluxions as a way to found the calculus, a method that Newton and his followers advertised as more rigorous than the supposedly slipshod Leibnizian alternative based on infinitesimals. This controversy led to a war of works and pamphlets, sparked by Berkeley’s The Analyst (1734), and continued in A Defence of Free-Thinking in Mathematics (1735) and Reasons for Not Replying to Mr. Walton’s Full Answer (1735). Berkeley’s views on mathematics, and the details of the debate over the calculus, are explored in greater detail in chapter 16.

Berkeley’s views on chemistry lie at the heart of his last work, Siris (1744), a notorious defense of the therapeutic effects of pine-tar water, sufficient to classify it as a panacea. Chapter 17 argues that Berkeley conceives of chemistry as the science of the principles of bodies, and that chemistry leads us to belief in a providential God, rather than to some sort of materialist conception of the human soul. In this way, Siris can be read as an extension of Berkeley’s attack on free-thinking initiated in Alciphron (1732).

Chapter 18, which discusses Berkeley’s views on the economics of poverty, serves as a kind of segue from Berkeley’s scientific views to his social and political philosophy. In 1720, Parliament in London passed the South Sea Bill, which gave a monopoly on trade with South America to the South Sea Company. The result was massive speculative investment in the South Sea Company and other companies, many of them fraudulent, and what became known as the South Sea Bubble eventually burst in the same year. In 1721, Berkeley published An Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain, excoriating stock-jobbing and other get-rich-quick schemes as immoral and irreligious forms of legalized gambling, proposing instead a series of measures to promote manufacturing of, and trade in, useful goods (such as paper and lace). Berkeley scorned passions for wealth and luxury, arguing that the British economy would improve only if its aim was to promote honest industry. These themes were picked up and extended in the Querist (1735–1737), when Berkeley was back in Ireland after having traveled through Europe and to the North American colony of Rhode Island, where he stayed for several years waiting for money to arrive from Parliament to support his (eventually abandoned) scheme of founding a college in Bermuda. This time, though, Berkeley applied his economic defense of frugality and industry to the case of Ireland, where he was horrified at the extent of seemingly entrenched and irremediable poverty. Chapter 18 proposes that Berkeley’s account of the economic incentives that perpetuate poverty is insightful and prefigures modern capability theory.

Reading Berkeley’s scattered and somewhat unsystematic presentation of his approach to political economy (in the form of questions, no less) may suggest that he was something of a dilettante in political matters. But nothing could be further from the truth. In A Discourse on Passive Obedience (1712), Berkeley offers a systematic defense, based on foundational moral principles integral to his theism, of a subject’s duty not to resist (even unjust) laws promulgated by a sovereign, except when the latter is a usurper or insane. In this, Berkeley sets himself against the dominant trends in the political philosophy of his day, most of which look to the works of Hugo Grotius, Samuel von Pufendorf, and John Locke. Berkeley is particularly opposed to Locke’s view that a subject’s duty is limited by transactional consent. Chapter 19 examines Berkeley’s arguments for passive obedience to the sovereign, comparing and contrasting them with similar (Anglican Tory) views defended by his contemporary, Mary Astell, whose work, A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, Berkeley excerpted and published (though under the name of his friend Richard Steele) in The Ladies’ Library in 1714.

Rounding out the thematic sections of this volume is chapter 20, which considers Berkeley’s theological views, which are perhaps more scattered and unsystematic (in sermons and essays) than one would expect of an Anglican clergyman. But apart from some unorthodox and possibly heretical doctrines propounded toward the end of his life in Siris, Berkeley’s conception of God and the afterlife as beyond our understanding is in keeping with standard Anglican theology. An ineffably great happiness will be ours if we follow the precepts of Christianity and keep to the straight path of honest virtue. The road to heaven runs through the knowledge of God’s existence obtained via reason-driven natural theology and the Christian mysteries revealed in the New Testament.

With a solid grasp of the main aspects of Berkeley’s entire philosophical worldview, it becomes easier to understand the various ways in which Berkeley agrees with, and departs from, the views of other philosophers. Chapters 21–34 represent a cornucopia of essays that help to place Berkeley’s oeuvre in its proper historical context, from his reactions to Descartes’s dualism and controversies with his Irish contemporaries to Mary Shepherd’s remarkably perceptive diagnosis of the problems with Berkeley’s case for idealism. Those who read this volume from start to finish will, I hope, gain a near-complete understanding of the depth and reach of Berkeley’s work.

The debts incurred in putting this volume together are too many to list. The world of Berkeley scholars, particularly through the auspices of the International Berkeley Society, welcomed me with open arms when I was just starting out thinking and writing about Berkeley’s work a little more than a decade ago. What brought Berkeley to life for me was the work of trailblazing scholars such as Margaret Atherton, Martha Brandt Bolton, Stephen Daniel, Georges Dicker, Robert Muehlmann, George Pappas, and Ken Winkler. I thank them all for helping me to understand just how rich and rewarding it is to study Berkeley’s work, from a historically informed analytic perspective. But I am also invigorated by the exciting work of a new generation of commentators, including those whose exceptional contributions grace the pages of this book. Working with thirty-three scholars who embody the very best that scholarship has to offer, in terms of both passion for the subject matter and generosity of spirit, has been both humbling and immensely rewarding. Having completed this project, my hope is that it will stimulate yet more insightful work on Berkeley and related philosophers, particularly women whose work deserves further study, such as Shepherd, Mary Whiton Calkins, May Sinclair, and Hilda Oakeley, whose philosophical views were formed in significant part in reaction to the idealism that Berkeley’s arguments placed squarely on the map of ontological possibilities.

I am deeply grateful to my wife and colleague, Dana Kay Nelkin, for her invaluable assistance and encouragement. I would also like to thank Peter Ohlin, our editor at Oxford University Press, as well as his staff, for supporting and helping shepherd this project to completion. And a shout out to Kenny Pearce, who helped me identify the right portrait to place on the cover of the volume.


Chapter 2

The Life and Times of George Berkeley

Daniel E. Flage

Life

George Berkeley was born on March 12, 1685, in the townland of Kilcrene, about a mile outside the city of Kilkenny, Ireland. He was raised at Dysart Castle near Thomastown. Berkeley identified himself as an Irishman (N 392–394:47). His ancestral roots were English.

Berkeley entered Kilkenny College, an Anglican (Church of Ireland) secondary school, on July 17, 1696. While there, he met Thomas Prior, who became a lifelong friend and correspondent.

Trinity College

On March 21, 1700, Berkeley began a twenty-four year career at Trinity College, Dublin. Queen Elizabeth I chartered Trinity College in 1592 as part of an attempt to establish Anglicanism in Ireland. Due to William Molyneux’s (1654–1698) influence, the philosophy curriculum Berkeley studied included the works of such recent philosophers as René Descartes (1596–1651), Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715), and John Locke (1632–1704).

Berkeley received a BA in 1704. He won a competitive fellowship in 1706 and became a junior fellow on June 9, 1707. Fellows were not allowed to marry, and they were required to take religious orders. On February 19, 1709, St. George Ashe, bishop of Clogher and former provost of Trinity College, ordained Berkeley as an Anglican deacon. The following spring, Bishop Ashe ordained Berkeley as an Anglican priest. In 1717, Berkeley was awarded the Bachelor of Divinity and Doctor of Divinity degrees and promoted to a senior fellow.

Berkeley’s early years as a fellow are known as his “heroic period,” since they were the years in which he wrote his most influential works. In 1709, Berkeley published An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, which challenged the standard account of depth perception. The standard account was based on geometrical calculation. Berkeley’s alternative is empirical. He also argues that the objects of sight and touch are numerically distinct (the heterogeneity thesis) and develops an analogy with language to explain how visual objects can represent tactile objects.

In 1710, he published A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Part I.1 In the Introduction to the Principles, Berkeley argues that all philosophical disputes are rooted in the doctrine of abstract ideas, and he sketches a theory of language that avoids positing abstract general ideas. In the body of the Principles, Berkeley argues that everything that exists either is a mind or depends for its existence upon a mind (idealism) and that material substance does not exist (immaterialism).2 The book was not well received; Berkeley contended that he had been misunderstood (CGB 43–46). In 1713, he published a new case for immaterialism, Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. Some of the arguments in the Three Dialogues parallel those in the Principles, as does the immaterialist conclusion. Whether he developed the overall argument in the same way in both works is a matter of controversy.

In November 1711, Berkeley presented a series of sermons on moral and political philosophy in the college chapel. These were published in 1712 under the title Passive Obedience. Although this was not one of the principal focuses of Berkeley’s early work, it was a topic to which he periodically returned: Advice to the Tories Who Have Taken the Oath (1715), An Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain (1721), portions of Alciphron (1732), and A Discourse Addressed to Magistrates and Men in Authority (1738).

In January 1713, Berkeley went to London to oversee the publication of the Three Dialogues. It was to be a short visit, but Berkeley remained outside Ireland for more than eight years. He befriended some of the literary lights of the time: Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope, Joseph Addison, and Richard Steele. He wrote several entries for Steele’s daily essay paper, The Guardian,3 and edited Steele’s three-volume Ladies Library, which were primarily religious writings. He also traveled. Lord Peterborough planned to attend the coronation of the king of Sicily; in October 1713, Berkeley was named his chaplain during that trip. Berkeley traveled across the continent. He probably met Malebranche in Paris that November (see CGB 106 and 108). He traveled across the Alps in winter (CGB 109–110). He returned by way of Paris, Flanders, and Holland, arriving back in London on August 1, 1714. He was in England in 1715 when Scottish and English followers of James Francis Edward Stuart attempted to reclaim the British throne for the Stuarts. In response to this, Berkeley wrote Advice to the Tories Who Have Taken the Oath. In 1716, Ashe offered Berkeley a tutorship for his son, and for five years Berkeley traveled the continent with young George Ashe. They spent much of the time in Italy. While returning to England in 1721, Berkeley entered De Motu, his treatise on immaterialistic physics, in a contest sponsored by the French Academy of Sciences. It did not win the prize.

Berkeley returned to Trinity College in the fall of 1721, but not all his thoughts focused on teaching. Berkeley was a cleric, and he sought preferment (advancement) in the Church of Ireland. Through the intervention of Trinity College, Berkeley became the dean of Derry (Londonderry) on May 4, 1724. A dean is the chief clerical officer of a cathedral. The position required that he resign his fellowship at Trinity College. Other than arranging the rental of the properties that came with the position, there is little evidence that Berkeley was an active dean. Why? Beginning in about May 1722, Berkeley developed a plan to found a college in Bermuda (CGB 185).

The Bermuda Project

There is reason to believe that Berkeley had become disenchanted with civilization in Europe. When Berkeley returned from his continental tour in 1721, Britain was in the throes of the South Sea Bubble, an economic bubble caused by speculation on the stock of the South Sea Company. King George I became governor of the company in 1718. In 1721, the South Sea Company offered to take over the British national debt. Prices in the company soared briefly before the market collapsed later that year. Berkeley’s An Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain (1721) attacked economic speculation on moral and religious grounds; it called for a return to religion, industry, frugality, and public spirit. This and other economic bubbles of the time seem to have convinced Berkeley that civilization in Europe was on the decline. This is reflected in his “Verses on America,” the most famous of which reads:


Westward the Course of Empire takes its Way;

The four first Acts already past,

A fifth shall close the Drama with the Day;

Time’s noblest Offspring is the last. (CGB 220; also BW 7:370)


Why did Berkeley favor Bermuda for a college? In literary works of the day, Bermuda was depicted as a tropical paradise. William Shakespeare’s The Tempest was set there. Sir George Somers wrote adventure tales based on his 1609 shipwreck in Bermuda. It was the subject of poet Edmund Waller’s Battle of the Summer-Islands. Since Berkeley’s objective was to train both the sons of planters and Native Americans as missionaries for the Church of England, he took the fact that it was about 600 nautical miles from anywhere in the colonies as advantageous, particularly given his assumption that the colonies suffered from a poor state of transportation and moral turpitude (BW 7:449). In his Proposal for the Better Supplying of Churches in Our Foreign Plantations, he lists other virtues of Bermuda: the quality of the air; the ready availability of inexpensive provisions; the ease of communication and interaction with all parts of America; safety from pirates, “savages,” and enemies; and, given its relative isolation, a lack of temptations from riches and luxuries that could dissuade students and faculty from their academic pursuits (BW 7:348–349; cf. CGB 185–187).

The early eighteenth century was a period of missionary zeal. Berkeley’s proposal was supported by both the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge and the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel. His colleagues at Trinity College were enthusiastic supporters. In 1723, he inherited what he initially estimated to be more than ₤3,000 from Hester Van Homrigh (CGB 188), although it proved to be significantly less, since her estate was so encumbered with debts that they were not cleared until May 1727 (CGB 250–251).4 By February 1724, he had additional contributions and pledges that totaled about ₤4,000 (CGB 219). In 1725, he received a royal charter for St. Paul’s College. In April 1726, the House of Commons authorized a ₤20,000 grant to fund the college, which was signed by King George II in July 1727. The funds were to be drawn from the sale of the island of St. Christopher (now St. Kitts). Unfortunately for Berkeley, the grant did not stipulate when the monies would be paid.

In August 1728, Berkeley married Anne Forster, and the next month they set sail for Newport, Rhode Island. Even though the grant from the British government was not forthcoming, he believed he owed it to those who had contributed to his project to take positive action. He chose Newport because Henry Newman, secretary of the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, had many contacts in New England and, since the grant from the government required that building on the college commence within eighteen months after Berkeley landed in Bermuda, it was prudent to establish his initial base of operations elsewhere. There is also some evidence that Berkeley was reconsidering the location of the college (CGB 265, 271, 277, 283, 284).

Berkeley settled in to wait for the royal grant. He bought a 96-acre farm for ₤2,500, ostensibly to provide provisions for the college, and built a house, Whitehall. He worked with James Honyman, “the only Episcopal clergyman of this island” (CGB 267), and preached at Trinity Church, Newport. He befriended Samuel Johnson, who had been a philosophy tutor at Yale and was later to become the first president of King’s College, now Columbia University, in New York City. Berkeley’s correspondence with Johnson is his most philosophically perspicuous correspondence. Whitehall became a center for religious and philosophical discussion. He also wrote his principal criticism of free-thinking, Alciphron, or the Minute Philosopher, while in Newport.5

The college in Bermuda was not to be. While Berkeley was in Rhode Island, many critics of the project surfaced in England. By 1733, Prime Minister Horace Walpole advised the bishop of London that Berkeley should no longer expect funding from the government. Berkeley left Newport in September 1731, went to Boston, and visited Harvard University before setting sail for England. He arrived in London on October 30.

While the Bermuda project failed, Berkeley’s sojourn in Rhode Island was not without impact on American education. He sold his farm to Yale for five shillings. The rent and the proceeds from the farm funded two graduate scholarships for Yale students. In 1733, he sent eight cases of books to Yale and a case of books to Harvard. In the nineteenth century, several Yale alumni traveled to California and founded a college and a town named Berkeley.

Bishop of Cloyne

Upon his return to England, Berkeley published Alciphron (1732), which was originally published with a slight revision of the New Theory of Vision as an appendix. The New Theory of Vision was criticized in an article in the Daily Post-Boy on September 9, 1732. Berkeley replied with his Theory of Vision … Vindicated and Explained in 1733. In 1734, he published revised editions of the Principles and the Three Dialogues, editions that introduced “notions” as a technical term concerning one’s knowledge of minds. He also published The Analyst or a Discourse Addressed to an Infidel Mathematician in 1734, which is a criticism of the Newtonian notion of fluxions (infinitesimals) and an indirect argument for Christianity. In 1735, he published A Defence of Free-Thinking in Mathematics and Reasons for Not Replying to Mr. Walton’s Full Answer in a Letter to P.T.P., which was a reply to critics of the Analyst.

The initial period in England was also a period of waiting for a preferment (advancement) in the Church of Ireland. In early January 1734, he was offered the Diocese of Cloyne in southeastern Ireland. He was consecrated bishop on May 19, 1734, at St. Paul’s Church, Dublin, and moved with his family to Cloyne in early summer. Except for attending a session of the Irish House of Lords in 1737–1738, he remained continually in residence at Cloyne until August 1752.

Berkeley was a very good bishop. An Anglican bishop in a country that was primarily Roman Catholic, he was concerned with the welfare of the members of the community, whether Protestant or Catholic. He established a spinning school for the production of linen and a workhouse for the production of rope (CGB 398). He provided limited care for the sick (CGB 523).

His concerns were largely practical. Between 1735 and 1737, he published The Querist, one part each year, a book composed solely of questions. In it he argued for greater economic independence for Ireland through the founding of a national bank that would issue paper money, through the greater use of Irish-produced goods in Ireland, and through a greater commitment to the virtues of labor. Beginning in 1741, he argued for the medicinal virtues of tar water—water infused with pine tar—which he took to be a panacea. He focused on tar water in the first 120 sections of his Siris (1744). The popularity of tar water was phenomenal; it was of some medical value, presumably because it was less toxic than the beer and whiskey that were regularly consumed.

In 1745, Charles Edward Stuart (“Bonnie Prince Charlie”) led an attempt to overthrow the Hanoverian monarchy. In October, Berkeley responded with two letters to the Dublin Journal. He addressed the first to the Protestant clergy. It expressed as much concern with the temporal interests that would be gained by the “infidels” (free-thinkers) as with the papists. He encouraged the Protestant clergy to arm themselves with spiritual weapons. He addressed the second letter to the Roman Catholic clergy and stressed prudence: if they followed the Stuarts and the rebellion failed, their condition would be worse than it was under the Hanoverians. The second letter was so popular that it was reprinted at the request of both Protestant and Catholic clergy.

In August 1752, Berkeley retired and moved to Oxford to oversee the education of his son George. He died on January 14, 1753. His clerical influence continued, however, since it was through the efforts of his son George that the first American Anglican bishop was ordained.

Times

Who influenced Berkeley? We have evidence of unique kinds. In 1733, Berkeley sent eight hundred books to Yale College. Perusing the list tells us which books he considered to be educationally important; it is a list of some of the books with which Berkeley was familiar (see Anonymous 1933). In 1796, his library was sold. Some of those books were in Berkeley’s own library; some were added by his descendants. R. I. Aaron’s discussion allows us to discern some of the works that Berkeley probably read late in his life (Aaron 1932).

In this section, I examine some intellectual issues that were common during Berkeley’s life, issues with which he dealt in his philosophy. I shall not discuss the philosophers he criticized in the development of his immaterialism. It is widely granted that the principal objects of his criticisms were Locke and Malebranche; beyond that, he considered his criticisms to apply to the entire “materialistic” tradition that preceded him. This appellation included materialists properly so called, that is, philosophers holding that only matter exists, in which camp he placed Thomas Hobbes and Baruch Spinoza, as well as dualists such as Descartes. Berkeley’s “materialists” included any philosophers who accepted a theory of material substance. He was also acquainted with Pierre Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary, the foremost skeptical work of the late seventeenth century, since he utilized some of Bayle’s arguments in his attacks on the materialists, and Bayle was presumably one of the skeptics to whom Berkeley replied.

Vision

As Berkeley inherited it, the problem of vision concerned depth perception (judging the distance from the retina). Since the times of Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), the problem of depth perception was treated as an optical problem. There were two points of general agreement: (1) visually, one directly perceives only height and width, with depth being inferred; and (2) the inference of depth is made by an innate, unconscious geometrical calculation. It is likely that Berkeley was familiar with discussions of this view in the optical works of Descartes (=:167–170), Malebranche (ST 1.1.7:34–35, and 1.1.9:41–44), William Molyneux (1709, 103–104), and Isaac Barrow (1669). Descartes’s account in the Optics is typical. Alluding to his blind man with sticks analogy, Descartes wrote:

[image: image]


We know distance by the relation of the eyes to one another. Our blind man holding the two sticks AE and CE (whose length I assume he does not know) and knowing only the distance between his two hands A and C and the size of the angles ACE and CAE, can tell from this knowledge, as if by a natural geometry, where the point E is. And similarly, when our two eyes A and B are turned towards point X, the length of the line AB and the size of the two angles XAB and XBA enable us to know where the point X is. (CSM1:170)



It is this type of reasoning Berkeley criticizes in the New Theory of Vision and the Theory of Vision … Vindicated.

Although the geometrical theory was the standard explanation of depth perception, it was not the only proposed explanation. In his Optics, Descartes also presents an empirical explanation of depth perception (CSM1:171–172). This focuses on two issues: (1) the distinctness or indistinctness of the shape seen and (2) one’s previous knowledge of the distance between things perceived. Berkeley develops this kind of theory in the New Theory of Vision, showing that it explains not only distance perception but also the perception of magnitude and the moon illusion.

One of the issues that spurred Berkeley’s inquiry into vision was the Molyneux problem. This was a question Molyneux posed to Locke. Locke reports it as follows:


I shall here insert a Problem of that very Ingenious and Studious promoter of real Knowledge, the Learned and Worthy Mr. Molineux, which he was pleased to send me in a Letter some Months since; and it is this: Suppose a Man born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to distinguish between a Cube, and a Sphere of the same metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as to tell, when he felt one and t’other, which is the Cube, which the Sphere. Suppose then the Cube and Sphere placed on a Table, and the Blind Man to be made to see: Quaere, Whether by his sight, before he touch’d them, he could now distinguish and tell, which is the Globe, which the Cube. To which the acute and judicious Proposer answers: Not. For though he has obtain’d the experience of, how a Globe, how a Cube affects his touch; yet he has not yet attained the Experience, that what affects his touch so or so, must affect his sight so or so; Or that a protuberant angle in the Cube, that pressed his hand unequally, shall appear to his eye, as it does in the Cube. I agree with this thinking Gent. whom I am proud to call my Friend, in his answer to this his Problem; and am of opinion, that the Blind Man, at first sight, would not be able with certainty to say, which was the Globe, which the Cube, whilst he only saw them: though he could unerringly name them by his touch, and certainly distinguish them by the difference of their Figures felt.  (E 2.9.8:145–146)



The Molyneux problem played a major role in Berkeley’s discussions of vision. The problem of visual distance perception already assumed that humans have direct access to a three-dimensional physical world on the basis of the sense of touch. If there is one world accessed by multiple senses, then the man-born-blind-made-to-see—the Molyneux man—should be able to visually distinguish a cube from a sphere, since it was assumed that there is one object (with the same primary qualities, such as shape, size, and motion) perceived by both senses and the Molyneux man had been able to distinguish a cube from a sphere on the basis of touch. The Molyneux problem poses an epistemological challenge to a metaphysical assumption. In the New Theory of Vision, Berkeley accepts Molyneux’s and Locke’s conclusion that the Molyneux man would not be able to visually distinguish a cube from a sphere and argues that the objects of sight and touch are distinct (the heterogeneity thesis). This, in turn, provides the basis for his divine language argument, his argument that the objects of sight and touch are connected by divinely instituted laws of nature, laws that are learned through experience. His discussion of the divine language is found in the New Theory of Vision, Alciphron, and the Theory of Vision … Vindicated. The case of the Molyneux man was strictly speculative at the time Berkeley wrote the New Theory of Vision. By the time he completed the Theory of Vision … Vindicated, there was a report in the Philosophical Transactions of a blind-man-made-to-see that tended to support the assumptions of the Molyneux problem (TVV 70:275).

Analytic Method

Many early modern philosophers explicitly distanced themselves from the methods of their scholastic predecessors. Francis Bacon’s New Organon is a paradigm of that movement, but discussions of the analytic and synthetic methods were predominant in the modern period. The synthetic method—also known as the progressive method, the method of composition, and the method of instruction—is the classic method of Euclid’s Elements and of Spinoza’s Ethics: one deduces consequences from a set of basic elements. The objective of the analytic method—also known as the method of discovery, the method of resolution, and the regressive method—is to discover the basic elements that could be used synthetically. Its focus is primarily explanatory. Scientists discussed it and identified it as their method of inquiry (Galilei 1967, 51; Newton 1952, 404–405; cf. Newton 1966, 398–400); many logic textbooks of the period discussed it (Arnauld and Nicole 1996, 233–239; Watts 1996, 330–332; Hutcheson 2006, 54; Steele 1782, 269–280). In the Theory of Vision … Vindicated, section 38, Berkeley indicates that he used the method of analysis in the New Theory of Vision.

Analysis is a search for explanatory principles; among these are the first principles of geometry, metaphysics, or the natural laws of science. It “takes things apart” in the sense that it seeks the “simpler” components of which objects are composed. First principles and natural laws were deemed simples. One begins with the phenomenon to be explained. As Immanuel Kant succinctly (and optimistically) puts it, “The analytic method so far as it is opposed to the synthetic, … signifies only that we start from what is sought, as if it were given, and ascend to the only conditions under which it is possible” (Kant 1950, 23n4). Analysis was the method Descartes claimed to use in the Meditations (CSM2:111).6 In terms of order, Descartes claims, “The items which are put forward first must be known entirely without the aid of what comes later; and the remaining items must be arranged in such a way that their demonstration depends solely on what has gone before” (CSM2:110). He adds:


Analysis shows the true way by means of which the thing in question was discovered methodically and as it were a priori, so that if the reader is willing to follow it and give sufficient attention to all points, he will make the thing his own and understand it just as perfectly as if he had discovered it for himself. But this method contains nothing to compel belief in an argumentative or inattentive reader; for if he fails to attend even to the smallest point, he will not see the necessity of the conclusion. Moreover there are many truths which—although it is vital to be aware of them—this method often scarcely mentions, since they are transparently clear to anyone who gives them his attention.  (CSM2:110)



Descartes traced the method of analysis to Pappus of Alexandria and other ancient geometers who sought the general principles upon which synthetic (deductive) geometry is founded (CSM1:18, 2:5; for Pappus’s account, see Hintikka and Remes 1974, 8–9). Since the confirmation of an analysis requires that one deduce the original phenomenon to be explained from the discovered principle plus an additional—often factual—premise, the method of analysis is comparable to looking for the missing premise in an enthymematic syllogism. Descartes held that when one discovers the proper principle in a metaphysical inquiry, one recognizes it as true by the light of nature. The principle discovered through a first instance of analysis becomes the phenomenon to be explained in the second instance, the second principle discovered becomes the phenomenon to be explained by a third analysis, and so forth. The result is a system whose internal coherence is confirmed by synthetic deductions, which constitute the proof of the analysis. When we employ analysis in empirical inquiries, the conclusions must also cohere with experience.7

So, how does this apply to Berkeley’s theory of vision?

Analysis focuses on explanation; indeed, among contemporary explanatory models, it is closest to argument to the best explanation. Berkeley’s discussion of distance perception shows both that the standard geometrical model will not explain distance perception and that his empirical model will.

The geometrical model of vision calculates distance on the basis of triangulation. So, knowing the angles and rays-as-lines is essential to determining distance. The geometric theory rests on mathematical necessities. Berkeley’s empirical alternative rests on regular correlations of kinesthetic sensations, faintness, and confusion (blurriness) that occur when seeing and tactile distance. Visual ideas signify tactile ideas. It is a purely contingent theory.

The problems with the geometric theory include the following: (1) lines and angles on which the calculations are allegedly based are imperceptible (NTV 12:173); (2) we are unaware of the alleged calculations (NTV 19:175); (3) children and beasts are able to perceive distance, and the perception of distance is virtually instantaneous (NTV 24:176); and (4) the Barrow problem—when viewing a point through a lens, the point appears to grow closer as we retreat from the lens, while geometry requires that the increasing acuteness of the angle should make the point appear more distant—was a recognized counterexample to the geometric theory (NTV 29–39:177–185).

Berkeley’s account rests on learned correlations between ideas of sight and ideas of touch (NTV 45:187–188). One’s constant experience of correlations between ideas of sight and ideas of touch results in habits of expectation. The kinesthetic sensations in one’s eyes change as the distance between the eye and the object change (NTV 16:174). As objects become closer to the eye, the ideas become more confused (NTV 21:175). The mind develops habits correlating visual ideas with tactile ideas; distance is directly known only by touch. These considerations allay the problems he raises regarding the geometrical theory and provide the basis for his analysis of the moon problem.

Abstraction

Abstraction is an epistemic thesis. It maintains that one is able to form an idea of a property apart from any object that has that property. Berkeley put it this way: “It is agreed on all hands, that the qualities or modes of things do never really exist each of them apart by it self, and separated from all others, but are mixed, as it were, and blended together, several in the same object. But we are told, the mind being able to consider each quality singly, or abstracted from those other qualities with which it is united, does by that means frame to it self abstract ideas” (PHKI 7:27). While Berkeley’s criticisms focus on Locke’s account of abstraction, he seems to do so because he believes Locke presented the most intelligible theory (N 567:71). Since he suggests that the doctrine of abstract ideas “had a chief part in rendering speculation intricate and perplexed, and to have occasioned innumerable errors and difficulties in almost all parts of knowledge” (PHKI 6:27), it is not unreasonable to suggest that he considers his attack on abstraction directed toward a very broad target. So, we shall briefly look at some historical precursors to Locke.

That abstraction is an epistemic thesis, that it is independent of the metaphysical thesis that “All things that exist, [are] Particulars” (E 3.3.1:409), is clear from discussions in Aristotle and “the Schoolmen, those great masters of abstraction” (PHKI 17:35). In a passage in the Metaphysics (K, 1061a29–1061b4), Aristotle claimed that just as the mathematician abstracts the notions of quantity and dimension from the sensibly given, just so the metaphysician abstracts the notion of being. He describes abstraction in much the same way Locke does, in terms of the stripping away of sensible qualities. Since Aristotle was a metaphysical realist, his commitment to abstraction was clearly epistemic.8 Similarly, no less a scholastic than Thomas Aquinas wrote: “To know, however, what names are properly communicable, we must consider that every form existing in the singular subject, by which it is individualized, is common to many either in reality, or in idea; as human nature is common to many in reality, and in idea; whereas the nature of the sun is not common to many in reality, but only in idea; for the nature of the sun can be understood as existing in many subjects; and the reason is because the mind understands the nature of every species by abstraction from the singular” (Aquinas 1981, Q 13 A 9; cf. Q 40 A 3; Q 54 A 4 Rp 2; Q 55 A 2 Rp 2; Q 57 A 2 Rp 1; Q 79 A 3). Both Aristotle and Aquinas were metaphysical realists. Both were concerned with abstraction as the means by which one comes to knowledge of a form (universal). Aquinas introduced a theme that became prominent among the moderns, namely, the tie between abstraction and communication, particularly the meanings of general terms.

There are two models of abstraction: the separation model and selective attention. Berkeley’s critical focus is on the separation model.9 On the separation model, one strips away all the properties other than that (those) of which one is forming an abstract idea. The idea formed is distinct from and simpler than the idea(s) from which it is formed. Locke puts it this way:


Words become general, by being made the signs of general Ideas; and Ideas become general, by separating from them the circumstances of Time, and Place, and any other Ideas, that may determine them to this or that particular Existence. By this way of abstraction they are made capable of representing more Individuals than one; each of which having in it a conformity to that abstract Idea, is (as we call it) of that sort.  (E 3.3.6:410–411)



Berkeley describes this type of abstraction in sections 8–9 of the Introduction to the Principles. A general word picks out the general idea, which resembles all complex ideas containing that property or properties. Where W stands for word, AI stands for abstract idea, M stands for means, R stands for resembles, and O stands for object, this model of abstraction may be represented as follows:

[image: image]

This model is the object of his criticisms in the Introduction to the Principles, the Draft Introduction to the Principles, and in sections 123–125 of the New Theory of Vision. We should notice that Berkeley’s criticisms of abstraction are not exactly similar in these three cases.

Selective attention does not require the separation of the property or properties from the object(s) that has (have) them. One attends to them. Descartes seemed to champion such a view in his discussion of how universals are formed. He put it this way:


These universals arise solely from the fact that we make use of one and the same idea for thinking of all individual items which resemble each other: we apply one and the same term to all the things which are represented by the idea in question, and this is the universal term. When we see two stones, for example, and direct our attention not to their nature but merely to the fact that there are two of them, we form the idea of the number which we call “two”; and when we later see two birds or two trees, and consider not their nature but merely the fact that there are two of them, we go back to the same idea as before. This, then, is the universal idea; and we always designate the number in question by the same universal term “two.”  (CSM1:212)



Where W stands for word, M stands for means, R stands for resembles, and O stands for object, the Cartesian model of selective attention may be represented as follows:

[image: image]

Free from words, selective attention is the ability of the mind to attend to a single aspect or collection of aspects of a more complex idea. In this sense, anything like the Lockean account of abstraction assumes selective attention, since one must be able to attend to the aspect(s) in which ideas resemble. The Cartesian model of linguistic meaning avoids the introduction of an abstract idea as a separate entity that stands between a word and any determinate idea that provides its meaning. In this respect, it provides a simpler model of the linguistic meaning of general terms than is provided by the Lockean model of meaning.

The logic book tradition also contributes to discussions of abstraction. For example, in Arnauld and Nicole’s Logic or the Art of Thinking, we find a distinction between three types of separation of things into components (abstraction): integral parts (parts that can exist apart from the thing of which they are parts), modes apart from substances, and “things” that are only conceptually distinct (for example, the tri-linearity from the tri-angularity of a triangle) (Arnauld and Nicole 1996, 37–38). Since Berkeley’s allusion to three kinds of abstraction (PHKI 10:29–30) is not found in Locke, it is not unlikely that he drew it from a source such as Arnauld and Nicole’s Logic.

Free-Thinking (Minute Philosophy)

In his Discourse of Free-Thinking (1713), Anthony Collins wrote: “BY Free-Thinking then I mean, The Use of the Understanding, in endeavouring to find out the Meaning of any Proposition whatsoever, in considering the nature of the Evidence for or against it, and in judging of it according to the seeming Force or Weakness of the Evidence” (Collins 1713, 5). This makes it sound as if a free-thinker is simply a careful philosopher. As practiced in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, it was a movement ostensibly espousing rationality in religion and actually raising skeptical arguments against revealed religion and the church.

English free-thinking in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries can trace its roots to the Protestant Reformation and the scientific revolution. The former challenged the authority of the Roman Catholic Church, in part, on the basis of rational argumentation. Following the new science, free-thinkers were often champions of the principle of parsimony: if a phenomenon can be explained on a purely naturalistic basis, then there is no reason to presume the existence of God, or, if God is assumed, he is the deistic God who sets things up and leaves them alone. Free-thinking ethicists were parsimonious. Hobbes was an ethical egoist: moral obligation is based on long-term self-interest. Bernard Mandeville, author of The Fable of the Bees (whose views are defended by Lysicles in Alciphron), is often understood in the same way or even less favorably: he is taken to be concerned with the moral virtue of greed (and other vices).10 Lord Shaftesbury (whose views are defended by Alciphron in Alciphron), Francis Hutcheson, and Hume, among others, attempted to ground morals naturalistically on a moral sense or sentiment: the God of the scholastics and the natural lawyers is irrelevant.

We find the philosophical roots of much eighteenth-century free-thinking in Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding. In book 4, chapter 18, Locke discusses the ties between faith and reason. Reason is the discovery of the certainty or probability of a proposition based on deductions from ideas obtained from sense. Faith is the assent to a proposition “upon the Credit of the Proposer, as coming from GOD, in some extraordinary way of Communication” (E 4.18.2:689). What Locke calls “traditional revelation”—scriptural revelation—can communicate no ideas that are unavailable to sense experience, since words alone cannot communicate new simple ideas (E 4.18.3:689). Knowledge gained by revelation can never exceed that gained by sense and reason, and the assurance that a purported revelation is such is always less than the assurance of the senses and reason (E 4.18.4–5:691): “Faith can never convince us of any Thing, that contradicts our Knowledge. Because though Faith be founded on the Testimony of GOD (who cannot lye) revealing any Proposition to us; yet we cannot have an assurance of the Truth of its being a divine Revelation, greater than our own Knowledge” (E 4.18.5:692). This becomes Locke’s mantra: nothing contrary to reason can rightly claim to be known by revelation (E 4.18.692), and any claim that a proposition is known by revelation must be established by reason (E 4.18.6:693, 4.19.8:694). Locke was not a free-thinker. He allowed that there are cases in which reason can establish that a traditional revelation is genuine, and in such cases, if reason can establish only that the revealed proposition is probable, one ought to assent to the revelation (E 4.18.9:695). In section 10, he summarizes his position:


Whatever GOD hath revealed, is certainly true; no Doubt can be made of it. This is the proper Object of Faith: But whether it be a divine Revelation, or no, Reason must judge; which can never permit the Mind to reject a greater Evidence to embrace what is less evident; nor allow it to entertain Probability in opposition to Knowledge and Certainty. There can be no evidence, that any traditional Revelation is of divine Original, in the Words we receive it, and in the Sense we understand it, so clear, and so certain, as that of the Principles of Reason: And therefore, Nothing that is contrary to, and inconsistent with the clear and self-evident Dictates of Reason, has a Right to be urged, or assented to, as a Matter of Faith, wherein Reason hath nothing to do. Whatsoever is divine Revelation, ought to over-rule all our Opinions, Prejudices, and Interests, and hath a right to be received with full Assent: Such a Submission as this of our Reason to Faith, takes not away the Land-marks of Knowledge: This shakes not the Foundations of Reason, but leaves us that Use of our Faculties, for which they were given us.  (E 4.18.10:695–696)



While Locke raises a high bar, he holds that we are justified in believing that some traditional revelation is of divine origin. Nonetheless, the simplistic theology of The Reasonableness of Christianity shows that much of traditional revelation does not cross Locke’s rationalistic bar.

John Toland (1670–1722), Anthony Collins (1676–1729), and Matthew Tindal (1657–1733) were the three prominent early-eighteenth-century free-thinkers. I shall focus on Toland, adding a few words on Collins and Tindal.

Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious (1697) assumes Locke’s epistemology and argues that “there is nothing in the Gospel contrary to Reason, nor above it; and that no Christian Doctrine can be properly call’d a Mystery” (Toland 1697, 6); rather, the early church fathers introduced the mysterious elements of the Christian religion to placate the Gentiles and further the interests of the clergy (Toland 1697, 151–169).

He begins with a brief discussion of Locke’s comparison of ideas and demonstration (Toland 1697, 11–15), the sources of information (Toland 1697, 16–18), and the ground of persuasion, “that Rule by which we judg of all Truth, and which irresistibly convinces the Mind” (Toland 1697, 16; see also 18–24). Given our common notions, nothing contrary to reason—inconsistent—can be mysterious, since we can have no idea of it (Toland 1697, 28–29). If scripture appears to be inconsistent, but we are required to verbally assent to it, the assent cannot be based on reason. It is unintelligible. Such assent is based on fear, superstition, indifference, or interest (Toland 1697, 36). What God reveals must be intelligible (Toland 1697, 42), and there are scriptural cases in which the person to whom God revealed his word required rational evidence to support it (Toland 1697, 43–44). Toland claims that even miracles show that Christianity is intended to be rational and intelligible (Toland 1697, 46–56). So, Christianity cannot be contrary to reason.

Nor can Christianity be above reason. That is, it can be neither (1) intelligible but so covered with figurative words and ceremonies that reason cannot understand it nor (2) properly unintelligible (Toland 1697, 66). Neither of these is properly a mystery. Tracing the term mystery to Gentile religious practices, he identifies their case with the first sense of above reason (Toland 1697, 67–74). The Christian cannot claim that religious beliefs are above reason in the second sense, since although none of our ideas of things religious are adequate—containing all the properties of a thing—the same applies to all of our ideas of natural substances: whether of natural or religious things, we can know nothing more than a Lockean nominal essence.11 Biblically, what were mysteries covered by ceremony in the Hebrew Bible were revealed in the New Testament, so they are no longer mysteries. The source of Christian mysteries as properly inconceivable claims—requiring merely allegorical understandings—he traces to the church fathers (Toland 1697, 115–120). Ultimately, he traces the introduction of mystery to the missions to the Gentiles. When converting the Gentiles to Christianity, the church fathers incorporated the notion of mystery from the Gentiles’ religions, and subsequent clergy developed rituals to hide the message of Christianity and strengthen their own positions (Toland 1697, 151–169).

Christianity is not mysterious. Contradictions represent no ideas. Words that do not represent ideas are meaningless. Once one has eliminated both, no mysteries remain—nor does much content.

By 1713, free-thinking was a popular intellectual movement, particularly outside the universities. Free-thinkers were not friends of the established church, as some of Berkeley’s Guardian essays show. Collins’s Discourse of Free-Thinking includes ad hominem attacks on the church, contending that its practices entail a commitment to the virtues of free-thinking and that some of its most eminent divines were free-thinkers. Regarding the first, Collins asks: “For how can the Society for propagating the Gospel in foreign Parts hope to have any effect on Infidel Nations, without first acquainting them that it is their duty to think freely both on the Notions of God and Religion, which they have receiv’d from their Ancestors, or which are established by Law among them, and on those new Notions of God and Religion brought to them by the Missionaries of the Church of England?” (Collins 1713, 41). Similarly, his discussions of prominent free-thinkers include Solomon, the Jewish prophets, Josephus, Origen, and John Tillotson, archbishop of Canterbury.

Tindal’s Christianity as Old as the Creation, volume 1 (1730),12 carried the arguments further. Tindal, an Anglican clergyman, sets the tone of his work as follows:


the Christian Religion has existed from the Beginning; and that God, both Then, and Ever since, has continu’d to give all Mankind sufficient Means to know It; and that ’tis their Duty to know, believe, profess, and practise It; so that Christianity, tho’ the Name is of a later Date, must be as old, and as extensive, as Human Nature; and as the Law of our Creation, must have been Then implanted in us by God himself.  (Tindal 1730, 4)



Tindal’s epistemology is Lockean. He argues that all religion is natural religion, that is, religion known by reason alone, and revelation can only degrade the value of religion. Moral law is natural law. He argues, for example, that if we take biblical scripture at face value, that is, assuming that words have their common everyday meaning, scripture is inconsistent. We can resolve at least some of these inconsistencies if we read scripture allegorically, but there are multiple allegories and there is no key to determine which allegory is correct, so allegorical interpretations only multiply inconsistencies.

Christianity as Old as the Creation is a very erudite work. Tindal discusses, and tends to bring into the free-thinker’s camp, major religious writers such as Tillotson and philosophers such as Samuel Clarke, as well as numerous religious writers of the time. Berkeley attacks Tindal’s views in the early sections of the Theory of Vision … Vindicated.

Mathematics

Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica dominated eighteenth century British mathematics. It contains Newton’s calculus. The German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz developed the calculus independently of Newton at about the same time.13 While Newton’s work dominates Berkeley’s mathematical discussions in the 1730s, he had some familiarity with Leibniz’s work (An 18:75–76).

Berkeley’s concern was with the doctrine of fluxions or infinitesimals, bits of space whose dimensions are greater than zero but infinitely small. The notion of infinitesimals was generated by attempting to determine the area under a curve. One can approximate the area by drawing rectangles of equal width under the curve, rectangles that have a corner tangential to the curve. By adding together the areas of the rectangles, one can approximate the area under the curve. Of course, it’s not the area under the curve; there is some space between the top of each rectangle and the curve that is not included in the calculation. If the rectangles are narrowed, they are also lengthened so that a corner will be tangential to the curve. By each narrowing and extending of the rectangles, the sum of the areas of the rectangles more closely approximates the area under the curve. So, if the rectangles become infinitely narrow, the sum of the areas of the rectangles is equal to the area under the curve. Berkeley describes it this way: “They suppose finite quantities to consist of parts infinitely little, and curves to be polygons, whereof the sides are infinitely little, which by the angles they make one with another determine the curvity of the line” (An 5:67).

What goes for space goes for time. The velocity of descent is represented by a curve. So, if both space and time are infinitely divisible, where dt is an infinitesimal change in time and dy is an infinitesimal change in place, the velocity of a falling object at an instant is dy/dt.

Berkeley’s criticisms of infinitesimals in the 1730s built on his criticisms in the Principles (PHK 120–132:96–102).

Conclusion

Berkeley was a prolific philosopher. His earliest works on vision, idealism, and immaterialism continue to be influential. He wrote on ethics, politics, mathematics, and physics. His religious apologetics attacked the deists and other free-thinkers. The works he produced before he became bishop of Cloyne were more overtly theistic than those produced after he became bishop, although a careful examination of his early writings might suggest that his philosophical theism was not an uncritical introduction of religious doctrine (Flage 2018). As bishop of Cloyne, Berkeley tended to focus more on the humanitarian and secular. He wrote on economics (The Querist). His discussions of the medicinal values of tar water are legend. Whether the philosophical portions of his Siris are compatible with his earlier immaterialism remains an open question.

Notes

1. There is no Part II. Berkeley told his American correspondent Samuel Johnson that the manuscript was lost in Italy in about 1716 (CGB 305). The “Part” designation was dropped from the second edition of the Principles (1734).

2. Some scholars collapse this distinction. Others understand idealism in a slightly different way.

3. The Guardian essays were unsigned. Berkeley’s son, George, attributed numbers 3, 27, 35, 39, 49, 55, 62, 70, 77, and 126 to his father, although scholars have challenged Berkeley’s authorship of some of those and argued that he probably was the author of some others.

4. As late as May 1741, he was still dickering with Van Homrigh’s brother regarding the inheritance (CGB 422).

5. He had originally criticized free-thinking in several of his Guardian essays (1713) and returned to it in his A Discourse Addressed to Magistrates and Men in Authority (1738).

6. Some have argued that it is the elusive “Cartesian method” (see Flage and Bonnen 1999; Hintikka 1978).

7. Newton put it this way:


As in Mathematics, so in Natural Philosophy, the Investigation of difficult things by the Method of Analysis, ought ever to precede the Method of Composition. This Analysis consists in making Experiments and Observations, and the drawing general conclusions from them by Induction, and admitting no Objections against the Conclusions, but such as are taken from Experiments, or other certain Truths. For Hypotheses are not to be regarded in experimental Philosophy. And although the arguing from Experiments and Observations by Induction be no Demonstration of general Conclusions; yet it is the best way of arguing which the Nature of Things admits of, and may be looked upon as so much the stronger, by how much the Induction is more general. And if no Exception occur from Phænomena, the Conclusion may be pronounced generally. But if at any time afterwards any Exception shall occur from Experiments, it may then begin to be pronounced with such exceptions as occur. By this way of Analysis we may proceed from Compounds to Ingredients, and from Motions to the Forces producing them; and in general, from Effects to their Causes, and from particular Causes to more general ones, till the Argument end in the most general. This is the Method of Analysis: And the Synthesis consists in assuming the Causes discover’d and establish’d as Principles, and then explaining the Phænomena proceeding from them, and proving the Explanations.  (Newton 1952, 404–405; cf. Newton’s “Rules of Reasoning in Philosophy,” in Newton 1966, 2:398–400. See also Robert Boyle, “MS Notes on a Good and an Excellent Hypothesis,” in Boyle 1979, 119.)



8. Aristotle also accepted the thesis that Berkeley ascribed to the abstractionists, namely, that it is impossible for qualities known by abstraction to exist apart from some object (PHKI 7:28). See Physics, bk. 1, ch. 4, 188a5–12.

9. It is not clear that Berkeley himself deems selective attention a model of abstraction, since it is the practice he himself employs to form general ideas (PHKI 16:34–35).

10. I leave open the question whether that is the proper reading of Mandeville. In his Letter to Dion, Mandeville complains that Berkeley had misread him, that his own objective was to explain social life, rather than to develop a normative system. Some of the remarks in the second volume of The Fable of the Bees (1728) seem to warrant such a reading.

11. A nominal essence is an abstract idea that provides the meaning of a sortal term. As abstract ideas, nominal essences are created by individual human beings and are subject to change as one’s knowledge increases. See E 2.6.19–29:449–454.

12. Tindal finished the second volume before his death in 1733, but the executor of his will destroyed it.

13. Those of us who are mathematically challenged will find that Berlinski (1995) is a very readable history of the development of calculus.
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Part I

Metaphysics


Chapter 3

Berkeley on Abstract Ideas and Idealism

Martha Brandt Bolton

Abstract Ideas in the Context of Berkeley’s Philosophy

Berkeley’s opposition to abstract ideas takes up a large part of the Introduction to A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (PHK), where it is said to “anticipate the design” of the work itself. A partial overview of this preliminary section (hereafter “Introduction”) helps to situate the topic in the Principles’ broader aims. Abuses of language are the primary concern of the Introduction. It identifies them as the main source of the confusions, difficulties, and contradictions that hinder the advancement of knowledge. Most harmful, on this view, is the principle that a name in a language is significant only if it stands for exactly one thing or idea; otherwise, it has no clear signification (PHKI 18:36).1 With this in mind, philosophers contend that in order to stand for a kind, an idea must include all qualities in respect of which all things in that kind are alike and exclude all qualities in which they differ. Berkeley contends that such abstract ideas are inconceivable and impossible. The point is important to him in part because it undermines an established theory of names which stands in the way of his linguistic theory of the natural order:2 in nature, sensible things are not just mind-dependent particulars but also bearers of signification, related to other sensible things as signs are related to what they stand for in such a way as to form a language (see NTV 147:231; PHK 66:69–70; PHK 108:88–89).

Abstract ideas bring into view the traditional problem of universals—the problem of what collects, or unifies and distinguishes, all and only things in the same kind.3 But its resolution is not Berkeley’s uppermost concern in the Introduction. He has a solution which is in some ways similar to Locke’s. Both of them hold that everything that exists is entirely particular, and that names and ideas which are particular in their being may take on a general signification. That is, they can be made to stand for many things by operations of the human mind. Locke maintains that particular ideas are set up to stand for many things by acts of abstraction.4 Berkeley maintains that a particular idea is made to signify all things in its kind by a mind’s intending to use it for that purpose. However, why having this intention suffices to give it general signification is not explained in the Introduction. In this text Berkeley’s sights are set on exposing the fallacious source and utter falsity of the theory of abstract ideas, apparently in an effort to smooth the way for idealism.

Three parts of Berkeley’s view of abstract ideas are considered in this chapter: the argument against their possibility, how particular ideas come to signify all things in a kind, and how the attack on abstraction anticipates the design of establishing the idealist theory of sensible things.

Against the Possibility of Abstract Ideas

We learn what ideas are for Berkeley at the outset of the Principles. They are one of two fundamental sorts of beings we are said to know; minds, or spirits, are the other. Ideas are either (i) imprinted on the senses, or (ii) perceived by attending to the passions or operations of the mind, or (iii) formed by memory or imagination which either divide, compound, or merely represent ideas of the other two types (PHK 1:41). Sensible objects are then identified with collections of ideas given names such as books and trees. Ideas of type (i), those imprinted on the senses, are passively received by the mind (see PHK 29:53). They are co-extensive with Aristotle’s proper sensibles: light and color, which come from sight; hard, soft, hot, cold, motion, resistance, and the like, from touch; and so on for taste, smell, and hearing. Turning to ideas of type (ii), what sorts of ideas are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind? It is difficult to be sure.5 But because mental operations can be known by their effects, it would seem the ideas in view either result from the passive reception of ideas or are caused by mental operations. We might think of them as properties of ideas, being perceived (a perception), being remembered, imagined, or otherwise thought of. But Berkeley’s ideas are not properties of other ideas but parts that can belong to larger collections of ideas. If a mind has an idea of another type, a type (ii) idea comes along with it.

The third type of ideas differs from the other two in several ways. They are actively exerted by means of the imagination; they are secondary ideas-of previously acquired ideas which copy and represent them. Some, but not all, ideas are images, according to Berkeley. Whereas Descartes takes all ideas to be image-like in that they are intrinsically of objects, Berkeley holds this to be true only of ideas of type (iii) (see, e.g., PHK 87:78–79). Ideas imprinted by sense do not refer to anything, or introduce anything to thought. They are the objects of sensory knowledge, “real objects,” nothing less and nothing more.6 When Berkeley calls them ideas “of” qualities—color, motion, etc.—the word “of” is used to specify what the idea in question is.7 By contrast, ideas formed by imagination, “being less regular, vivid and constant, are more properly called ideas, or images of things, which they copy and represent” (PHK 33:54).

Berkeley wrote an unpublished introductory essay, given the title Manuscript Introduction by its modern editor Bertil Belfrage, which has to do with abuses of language and the doctrine of abstract ideas.8 According to this essay, an idea represents a sensible thing in virtue of nothing but resembling it.9 If an idea can represent a sensible thing only if it includes all the qualities of the thing, the impossibility of abstract ideas is evident. However, this account of ideal representation is not found in PHK or, to my knowledge, other published works of Berkeley. Although they say that an idea represents a thing only if it resembles that thing, they place no condition on the extent of resemblance (see PHK 143:106–107).

Four types of abstract ideas are mentioned in the Principles—two in the Introduction and two in the body of the work. (1) One sort has been dubbed “singling abstract ideas.” They would occur if, for example, a person saw an object that was extended, colored, and moving, and considering each part separately, she formed simple ideas such as color exclusive of extension, motion exclusive of extension, and so on (PHKI 7:27–28).10 (2) Abstract ideas of kinds of sensible things, which have been called “generalizing ideas,” have the form previously described. For instance, the abstract idea of extension in general “is neither line, nor surface, nor solid, nor has any figure or magnitude, but is … entirely prescinded from all of these” (PHKI 8:28). In addition to general abstract ideas of qualities, there are those that purport to represent a man, an animal, a body, etc., in general.

(3) A third type not mentioned in the Introduction has to do with the existence of a sensible thing: “For can there be a nicer strain of abstraction than to distinguish the existence of sensible objects from their being perceived, so as to conceive them existing unperceived?” (PHK 5:42). To form this conception would be to form an abstract idea: “[I]t [is] perfectly unintelligible and involving all the absurdity of abstraction, to attribute to any single part of [the furniture of the world] an existence independent of a spirit” (PHK 6:43). This is akin to abstract ideas of qualities, but neither being perceived nor existing is a quality. Whereas qualities are proper sensibles, existing and being perceived are more like metaphysical attributes. It is important to try to clarify this notion of abstraction because it is a fulcrum for idealism. For Berkeley, perception is a relation that holds between a mind and ideas. He maintains that minds and relations are entirely different in kind from ideas; a mind can neither be perceived nor represented by an idea (PHK 25:51–52; PHK 27:52–53; PHK 89:79–80; PHK 142:106). So in the description of the illicit abstraction, the phrase “being perceived” cannot express the mind’s perceiving the object but rather only one term of this relation—the object’s mode of being, that is, being perceived.11 I rank this as a type (ii) idea. Berkeley has it, then, that if a person perceives an object, she perceives not just the qualities it comprises but also their being things that are perceived, and separation of the latter from the former would allededly be an illegitimate abstraction.

(4) In the Principles and elsewhere, there is mention of a fourth type of abstract idea that includes ideas of being in general, entity, existence, and absolute existence.12 These are abstract ideas that push generalization to the limit. Absolute being would be mere being, the being of nothing in particular. To Berkeley’s mind, it is null: “[T]he general idea of being appeareth to me the most abstract and incomprehensible of all other” (PHK 17:48). If the idea of being in general were conceivable, as it is not according to Berkeley, it would give significance to the names “being in general,” “absolute existence,” “a being,” and the like. As it is, according to Berkeley: “I own indeed, that those who pretend to the faculty of framing abstract general ideas, do talk as if they had such an idea, which is, say they, the most abstract and general notion of all, that is to me the most incomprehensible of all others” (PHK 81:75). In other words, they use a name that signifies nothing, believing their speech has a meaning.

Berkeley maintains that all four types of abstract ideas are inconceivable. Two ways he might argue for this claim come readily to mind. First, he might argue that abstract ideas purport to represent things that are impossible, assume that what is impossible is inconceivable, and conclude that allegedly abstract ideas are inconceivable.13 Some scholars maintain that this is Berkeley’s only argument against abstract ideas.14 There are several occasions on which Berkeley argues against the conceivability of a certain idea in this way; for instance, he argues that because the philosophers’ definition of matter, as an inactive substance that causes ideas in minds, contains a contradiction, he can form no idea of it (DHP 216: 232–233-3). This is not, however, an abstract idea.15 Second, he might contend against the conceivability of abstract ideas because of what they themselves would need to be. This is far and away his most frequent approach. He repeatedly urges that in order to know whether a certain abstract idea is conceivable, we need only attend to our own ideas or inquire into our thoughts.

Before saying more about this, let’s get Berkeley’s use of Locke’s remark about the abstract general idea of a triangle out of the way. Both the remark and Berkeley’s use of it are more rhetorical than substantive. Locke says, “the general idea of a triangle … must be neither oblique nor rectangle, neither equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once. In effect, it is something imperfect that cannot exist, an idea wherein some parts of several different and inconsistent ideas are put together” (E 4.7.9; as quoted in PHKI 13:32). A literal reading of the parts Berkeley italicized allows him to charge the idea with the fault of being “made up of manifest, staring contradictions” (NTV 125:222). Yet, in the context of the Essay, it is clear enough that Locke wants only to convey that the idea represents all species of triangles regardless of their differences, but in an effort to highlight the skill needed to form the general idea, he uses a figure of speech.16 In fact, when speaking of this passage elsewhere, Berkeley takes Locke to say that the differences are omitted from, not included in, the idea.17 It is also clear that the overly inclusive idea does not conform to Berkeley’s profile of generalizing ideas, and is hardly relevant to the conceivability of them.

Most often, Berkeley attacks abstract ideas on the ground that attention to one’s own ideas shows the impossibility of forming them.18 The reliability of a person’s cognitive access to her present mental states in general is questionable. But Berkeley was familiar with a tradition going back at least to Descartes in which philosophers found reasons to say we can be certain that at least some of our ideas are as we take them to be.19 Berkeley maintains that qualities imprinted on the senses are present in awareness; perception is a sort of immediate knowledge of them which is enhanced by attention. Attention enables the perceiver to discriminate the various elements perceived together in a thing and consider the possibility of conceiving them apart. He might say the same about ideas a mind deliberately conceives or imagines. He claims not that this sort of knowledge is indubitable or completely unmistakable, but that it has epistemic value. In attending to her ideas, a person “cannot easily be mistaken” and “clearly and adequately” knows them (PHKI 22:39). To those who pursue knowledge, Berkeley’s advice is to endeavor to conduct their thoughts by attending to nothing but bare ideas, keeping words out of mind as much as possible. This provides assurance that they are not misled by words (PHKI 23:39).20 It accords with this epistemic policy that Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas consists of two probative processes: one consisting of attention to one’s ideas and another consisting of reasoning expressed in words. The one complements the other.21

Abstract ideas are attacked by nothing but the experiential procedure in Introduction 10. The focus is on combinations of qualities perceived together in a thing. The conceivability of some without others is tested by imagination. This is as it should be; the proprietary operation of imagination is to form images that copy, represent, divide, and combine objects of perception (PHK 1:41). Berkeley reports that his efforts to conceive singling and generalizing abstractions are in vain, but he succeeds in imagining qualities separately in cases where they are parts of the same thing. It is possible for him to imagine the head of a man without the rest of the body, and the smell of a rose without the petals (PHK 5:43), but his efforts to separate, e.g., a color from an extension are so futile as to establish that it is not possible for them to be separated. In sum, he reports himself able to conceive “some particular parts or qualities” without others with which they are united in some body, provided they can exist apart: “But I deny that I can abstract one from another … those qualities which it is impossible should exist so separated; or that I can frame a general notion by abstracting from particulars in the manner aforesaid” (PHKI 10:30). The general description of what he can, and cannot, separate in thought is an inductive generalization based on the outcome of a certain number of trials.

As Margaret Atherton (1987, 49–50) explains it, readers are invited to make a thought experiment. Starting from a cluster of same-sense ideas imprinted together, try to frame an idea that includes some and excludes the rest as an abstract idea is supposed to do. Berkeley anticipates that a reader will not just fail, but realize that she is utterly unable to effect it. This is due to no weakness that could be remedied, but to the structure of the assembled qualities.22 The experience of an unalterable inability to effect the abstraction shows their inseparable metaphysical fusion; the inconceivability and the impossibility of separate existence are known at once. It might be objected that, after all, we need not imagine a determinable extension without some determinant because we can form non-sensory concepts of such things. The reply is in part that the extension in question is precisely sensible (see DHP 93–94).

An experience that shows certain qualities to be inseparable in thought might be explained. Atherton explains one such outcome this way: “If we take away all the ways in which expanse is colored, we have also taken away all the ways in which it can be visually extended, because the way to take up visual space is to be colored. You can’t remove the color and have any visual taking-up-space left” (1987, 50). The explanation adds a way of understanding the experimental result.

The thought experiment does not work in just the same way when it comes to generalizing abstract conceptions. To form such an idea requires conjuring something from nothing. The different colors displayed on a paint chart have no color in common. Bare color is not a color. The relevant thought experiment consists in trying to fabricate it without sensible ideas to work upon. In the case of an abstract indeterminate extension: “Now I do not find that I can perceive, imagine, or any wise frame in my mind such an abstract idea…. A line or surface which is neither black, nor white, nor blue, nor yellow, etc., nor long, nor short, nor rough, nor smooth, nor square, nor round, etc., is perfectly incomprehensible. This I am sure of as to my self: how far the faculties of other men may reach they best can tell” (NTV 123:220). This can be explained by the fact that imagination can produce only ideas it copies from ideas imprinted on the senses.

General Ideas

According to Berkeley, a thing’s being general consists not in its being a universal nature or conception, but in its having a relation to many things it signifies or represents (PHKI 14:33). As he sees it, an idea which is particular in its nature is “rendered universal” by being used to represent all things in the same kind. For instance, to demonstrate a general theorem, a geometer draws a particular triangle, isosceles as it may be, and uses it to stand for all triangles. It is not a matter of abstracting and excluding: “But only that the particular triangle I consider, whether of this or that sort it matters not, doth equally stand for and represent all rectilinear triangles whatsoever, and is in that sense universal” (PHKI 15:34). It seems the mathematician chooses what it is about the particular that is to represent all others by selecting it for attention; it might be triangles, closed figures, red objects, groups that number three, and so on.

Further, Berkeley claims that the general idea of a triangle established in this way supports knowledge of general truths in cases where none of the idea’s specific features is “concerned in the proof,” or “mentioned.” The second edition adds: “And here it must be acknowledged that a man may consider a figure merely as triangular, without attending to the particular qualities of the angles, or relations of the sides. So far he may abstract: but this will never prove, that he can frame an abstract general inconsistent idea of a triangle” (PHKI 16:35). Against this, it is objected that to say someone can conceive a particular triangle as a triangle assumes what Berkeley purports to explain, what it is that collects and unifies things in a kind.23 A second, perhaps more obvious, objection is that unless a person has the ability to recognize a particular as a member of the kind triangle, she cannot conceive it as such or intend it to stand for all triangles. This ability is assumed, but not explained, in the passage.

The force of these objections depends on exactly what the doctrine of general ideas is intended to explain in the context of the Introduction. Its main aim is to undercut general ideas that are abstract in order to prepare the way for idealism. Still, Berkeley owes an account of how particular things are made to serve as universals, a debt unpaid in the Introduction.

The resources needed to discharge it are developed in the earlier Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, where it is in the service of the doctrine that vision is a language used by the author of nature (NTV 147:231). For present purposes, the application of the theory to vision need only be mentioned in passing.24 Berkeley’s theory of linguistic signification consists of two main parts. One is the doctrine of immediate and mediate perception which is underwritten by what we might see as a precursor of the theory of associative learning. The second is his account of the basis of signification, specifically in a language.

Berkeley maintains that a person’s knowledge of what a sign stands for consists largely of a functional relation between cognition of (tokens of) the sign and thoughts of things it signifies. This is the pattern of Berkeley’s concept of immediate and mediate perception: immediate auditory perception of, say, a howl is apt to cause the perceiver to form an idea of an animal in distress. Causal dispositions that fit this model arise from habits picked up in experience, according to Berkeley. In particular, someone who regularly perceives two sorts of things together—or, not to beg the question, mutually similar things together with different mutually similar things—may form a habit by which perceiving one tends to cause her imagination to form an idea of the other. In Berkeley’s terminology, the one “suggests” the other.

According to this theory, having causal dispositions that follow this pattern enables one to comprehend what is signified by expressions in a language. It would not suffice for understanding signs of all sorts. Berkeley maintains that the relation between a sign and what it stands for can be based on any one of four relations: resemblance, geometrical (logical) inference, a strictly exceptionless law of nature, or arbitrary institution (TVV 14:257; also Alc 4,12:157–158). But, he argues, signs in a language are not based on the first three, but established by the fourth. “Arbitrary” is best understood not as having no reason, but as not being based on natures of things. Natural languages used by human beings are sustained by conventions established by those who use them and most often picked up by interacting with those who speak them. In the Principles, the requisite habits are reduced to patterns of ideas that tend to recur in a mind.

Returning to Introduction 15–16, the claim that we can consider a triangle as such confronts the objection that this assumes what it purports to explain. Although the text seems to make a start on this by stating that a particular triangle can be set up to signify all other particulars in the same kind, this is exposed to the obvious objection that doing this presupposes, but does not explain, the ability to recognize a particular as triangular. Berkeley could respond to the second objection that the person in question understands a language in which “triangle” is a name.

Berkeley’s account of signification in a language also responds to the primary objection that he fails to explain what collects and unifies instances of the same kind. What collects things in the same kind on Berkeley’s theory is given by the following biconditional form: particular x and particular y belong to the same kind if and only if were a spirit to perceive x and things similar to it together with y and things similar to it, the spirit would be apt to form a habit manifested by the pattern of immediate and mediate perception that is the core of linguistic comprehension. To explain what unifies things that satisfy this form, we should look to the apparatus of mental passions and operations that issues in these recurrent patterns, but little is said about spirits and their affections in NTV and the Principles. That reductive account may not be a proper theory of universals, but it is offered as a functional equivalent.

Abstract Ideas and Idealism

Judging by the remark about anticipation of design, the attack on abstract ideas makes a start on proving the idealist theory. Some scholars doubt it has the relevance this suggests, but I belong to the group convinced that Berkeley’s assessment is right.25 In what follows, I argue that the mind-dependence of sensible things is directly inferred from the claim that key abstract ideas are inconceivable in PHK 5, briefly in PHK 6 and 24, and the master argument in PHK 22–23 consists of a similar anti-abstractionist move.26

Before going on, we should get clear about Berkeley’s notions of impossibility, inconceivability, and unintelligibility. According to him, something is impossible if its notion contains a contradiction or “repugnancy.” In the usage of his time, the word could mean a contradiction, inconsistency, or incompatibility (OED). Conceivability is a matter of a mind’s ability to form a certain conception or thought. Roughly put, something is conceivable just in case it is thinkable. Finally, unintelligibility is a property linguistic expressions have just in case they are taken to have signification but actually signify nothing.

Berkeley holds that if something is impossible, it is inconceivable (DHP 232). It would be open to him to use this as a premise to argue from the impossibility of abstractions to their inconceivability, but it would be circular to infer from this that what the pretended idea supposedly represents is impossible. Now some scholars maintain this is the only way Berkeley attacks abstract ideas.27 If this were right, the threat of circularity would bar him from inferring the idealist theory from the inconceivability of an abstract idea. However, it is not right. In DHP, Hylas’s suggestion that absolute rather than sensible extension inheres in matter starts an argument. When Hylas allows he is unable to form the idea of an extension which has no secondary quality, Philonous notes that nothing with a definition that “implies a repugnance” can possibly exist, and continues: “Since therefore it is impossible even for the mind to disunite the [idea] of extension … from all other sensible qualities, doth it not follow that where the one exist, there also necessarily the other exist likewise?” (DHP 194). Philonous has said nothing that exposes a logical repugnancy in the general idea. If anything shows it is repugnant, it is Hylas’s professed inability to form the idea and the claim that the mind is unable to disunite the idea of an extension from all other sensible qualities. Turning to singling abstractions, the text makes passing reference to a common view that such things are impossible. But it is unclear how one might prove that its logical inconsistent; to my knowledge, no argument to this effect against abstraction of qualities can be found in the philosophical writings of Berkeley.28 This clarifies two points. The repugnancy of both types of abstract ideas of qualities consists in nothing but their being inconceivable, or unthinkable; no logical inconsistency is ever revealed. And the necessity of an extension’s existing together with a secondary quality is known by attending to the futility of the mind’s effort to pry the ideas apart.

I want to suggest there is a reason for Berkeley to use this mode of proof to attack abstract ideas: the impossibility of illegitimate abstractions is inherent in the necessities and possibilities specific to the constitution of sense experience. For Berkeley, knowledge of things we perceive is a sort of acquaintance which is prior to propositional means of expressing it; sentences in a language can only describe, or report, it more or less well.29 A verbal argument that two elements of an experience cannot exist apart stands to be validated, or not, by reacquaintance with experience. In other words, the relations among ideas that give experience its distinctive morphology are best and first known by analyzing experience itself, noting which elements found together can, and cannot, be decomposed by imagination.

In an article that argues against the relevance of the attack on abstract ideas to Berkeley’s argument for idealism, Samuel Rickless focuses on PHK 4 and 5.30 Although this is part of a more extensive argument, Rickless claims that on the best interpretation, they prove his point. The fourth section records the prevailing opinion that books and mountains exist in nature without a mind and produces the following argument to prove it cannot possibly be true: mountains are things we perceive by sense; the things we perceive by sense are ideas; it is not possible that ideas exist unperceived; so it is not possible that mountains exist without a mind (PHK 4:42). Section 5 opens with the following two sentences: “If we thoroughly examine this tenet, it will, perhaps, be found at bottom to depend on the doctrine of abstract ideas. For can there be a nicer strain of abstraction than to distinguish the existence of sensible objects from their being perceived so as to conceive them existing unperceived?” (PHK 5:42).

What does this remark about the doctrine of abstract ideas mean? If it means that the doctrine is a necessary condition of the truth of the prevailing, so that if the doctrine were true, the opinion would be true, then we might expect Berkeley to argue from the impossibility of an abstract idea to the mind-dependence of sensible objects. On the other hand, if the remark means the doctrine is sufficient to explain the prevalence of the opinion, Berkeley might well invoke the fallacious doctrine for this purpose. He might say that because the mistaken theories have long been taught by the learned, many people are inured to speaking without thinking of what they might mean. They utter a sentence such as “Mountains exist unperceived” without realizing it signifies nothing. Indeed, Berkeley needs to explain how they think they believe something they cannot think of. Rickless observes that both interpretations are semantically permissible, but argues that the second is clearly the better. He contends that because Berkeley has already argued that it is impossible that mountains exist unperceived, he has no need for a second argument in section 5. That would be repetitious and pointless. The second interpretation gives the argument in PHK 5 a clear purpose and place in Berkeley’s defense of the idealist theory. Overall, Rickless concludes, this is the sole purpose of PHK 5. Nothing else is said to depend on that doctrine. Rickless is right that section 5 offers this defense, but it also contains an argument against the conceivability of mind-independent sensible objects which needs to be taken into account.

There are three main problems with Rickless’s interpretation. First, if we can take Berkeley at his word, he is “content to rest the whole” on one argument which consists of a particular thought experiment (PHK 22: 50). I do not take his word lightly. Second, Berkeley plainly has a motive for following PHK 4 with a second proof of the idealist doctrine: the preceding argument is unlikely to carry the conviction of many readers. After all, it takes as a premise that sensible objects are nothing but ideas which, as Locke put it, cease to exist when they cease to be perceived. This is the sticking point of the idealist claim. Readers are no more likely to credit the premise than the conclusion. The second proof makes up for this by showing why in general something that is immediately perceived by and present to a mind, as ideas are, cannot be separated from cognition of it. Third, as I understand the argument in PHK 5, it is not an inference from an epistemically prior argument, but a self-contained proof.

The relevant part of the text poses a question: is it possible to separate, even in thought, things we see and feel from perception? A two-stage reason for the negative answer follows. In the first stage, Berkeley relates his own conceptual abilities. He says he “might as well divide a thing from itself” and continues with a reprise of the report of his thought experiments in Introduction 10. To repeat, the summary claim that what is impossible exceeds his power of conception is an inductive inference from a small number of trials. These reports provide a sort of foundation for the second stage: “Hence as it is impossible for me to see or feel anything without an actual sensation of that thing, so is it impossible for me to conceive in my thoughts any sensible thing or object distinct from the sensation or perception of it” (PHK 5:43). If the first premise were the tautology that it is impossible that something is seen or felt and not seen or felt, the argument would be invalid. On a more nuanced reading it expresses the thought that a person cannot see or feel an object without a sensation of it, a sensation that represents it as something that is sensed. As I understand it, the principle of the inference is that we must conceive sensible objects to be as we perceive or sense them to be.31 The conclusion follows accordingly: it is impossible to conceive a sensible thing apart from a sensation or perception which represents it as something perceived. The main difference between this and Philonous’s proof of the inconceivability of the general abstract idea of an extension is that in the present case, Berkeley needs to bring out what the elements that constitute sense perception of an object are.

The following section, PHK 6, makes explicit appeal to conceptual feats readers may find they are unable to perform. It expands the reasoning in the previous section in two ways. One is by explicitly including in its scope all bodies comprised by the universe. To suppose that any part of the “choir of heaven and the furniture of the earth” exists otherwise than in a mind involves “all the absurdity of abstraction” (PHK 6:43). Another is by including both finite spirits and an eternal spirit in the scope of spirits that perceive sensible things. For proof of these weighty contentions, Berkeley appeals to a thought experiment once again: “To be convinced of which, the reader need only reflect and try to separate in his own thoughts the being of a sensible thing from its being perceived” (PHK 6:43).

What has come to be known as the master argument (PHK 22–23) challenges readers to “conceive it possible for a sound, or figure, or motion, or colour, to exist without the mind” (PHK 22:50) and promises to concede the possibility if they meet the challenge. It cannot be met, Berkeley argues, because in order to conceive it possible that books exist without a mind, a person must “conceive them existing unconceived or unthought of” (PHK 23:50). This is said not to be possible because if she conceives books, they do after all exist in her mind. Several things seem to be amiss here. But I will just briefly explain how I understand two key notions and construct an interpretation in terms of them.

What is it to exist in a mind? All qualities and sensible objects exist in a mind, and they do so if and only if they are known or perceived by a mind (PHK 2–3:41–42). Ideas imprinted by the senses exist in a mind, and they exist in a mind if and only if the mind perceives them (PHK 6:43).

The second key issue is how the verb “to conceive” is used in this passage. The verb takes a grammatical object which can signify either a thing to which the conception is directed or something internal to—specified by—the conception. If used in the first extensional way, it is impossible that a thing be conceived and not exist in nature. If used in the second intensional sense, the thing conceived need not exist outside of the conception. As we will see, the intensional reading is preferable.

Berkeley argues that conceiving books in a closet where no one is in a position to perceive them does not meet the challenge because when we concentrate on conceiving books without a mind, we take no notice of ourselves even as we think of them: “the mind is … deluded to think it can and doth conceive bodies existing unthought of or without the mind” (PHK 23:50). On the most common reading, this is to say that if actual books are conceived they are thereby thought of. It invites the response “So what?” If I happen to conceive my copy of Locke’s Essay, it is true that the volume is thought of but it need not have been. By contrast, Berkeley is engaged to show that its being perceived is necessary for its existence. This is reason to prefer the intensional interpretation of “conceives.”

As I understand it, the challenge is to conceive what realists suppose they are able to do, that is, to form a positive conception of books existing not in a mind. The rub is that if someone deliberately forms a conception of books existing not in a mind, she cannot avoid knowing the conceived books are thought of. There are, then, two things she conceives: books not existing in a mind and their being thought of. The second element represents books which are internal to the conception as books that are thought of. So although readers might conceive the former and omit their being thought of, as Berkeley says, selective attention takes nothing away from what she conceives. In effect, readers are tasked with conceiving books without knowing it. The inability to execute the task is intended to show that things of the sort that sometimes exist in minds essentially do so. Their mode of being is mind-dependent. It is very important that the master argument does not apply to spirits, which cannot exist in a mind to begin with. More would have to be said to develop this sketch into a full-blown interpretation. Whether that would advance the case for idealism is yet another question. But I hope what I have said is plausible enough to contribute to the textual evidence that the impossibility of abstractions is used for the purpose of proving idealism in the Principles.

The following section, PHK 24, broaches the question of what it might be for sensible things to exist otherwise than in a mind, were it possible. Readers are asked whether or not the phrase “absolute existence of sensible objects in themselves, or without the mind” can be understood (PHK 24:51). They are expected to find that it expresses either a contradiction—inert sensible objects exist in the manner of active spirits—or nothing at all. To conceive an existence which is neither that of something that is perceived nor that of something that perceives, that is, of nothing we know, is the most general, abstract, unintelligible idea of all (PHK 17:48; PHK 81:75–76; see especially PHK 89:79).

In conclusion, the attack on abstract ideas of qualities is a model of argumentation which is the pattern for arguments against certain abstract metaphysical ideas. Although some scholars hold that anti-abstractionist reasoning presupposes independent proof of the impossibility of the supposed separation, there is reason to think the former is epistemically basic in the Principles. Discursive arguments that sensible things cannot exist unless perceived need to be validated by direct examination of the structure of experience.

Notes

1. Another error is the assumption that the only use of words is to convey the thoughts of the person who utters them (PHKI 19–20:36–38).

2. This is discussed at length by Kenneth Pearce (2017, 8–30).

3. Kenneth Winkler (1989, 30–31) and Howard Robinson (2003, 696 ff.) give particular importance to the problem of universals in discussing the doctrine of abstract ideas.

4. E 2.11.9; 3.3.11.

5. As several scholars have noted, Berkeley holds that passions and operations of mind, being its affections, are not ideas and there can be no ideas-of them (PHK 27:52–53; PHK 142:106; TD 196).

6. According to Berkeley, ideas of the first sort can be made to signify other ideas in nature and by human convention, but this requires that they be put to a certain use by some mind.

7. In Bolton (1987), I say that ideas are objects, that this explains why abstract ideas are impossible, and that the theory of idea-objects is an axiom of Berkeley’s philosophy. These are views I still hold, although several scholars have made objections to them; for references, see Rickless (2012). I concur with the defense against these objections in Pearce (2017, 19–21). As I see it, the main difference in the present account lies in my coming to understand that Berkeley has a reason to ascribe considerable probative value to attending to one’s own ideas.

8. MI. This has often been assumed to be an early draft of the Introduction to PHK, but as Belfrage shows, there is no clear evidence for this. Belfrage argues that it is likely to have been written in 1708, two years before publication of PHK, but no exact date has been established so far.

9. “[Ideas] are not thought to Represent [things] any otherwise than as they resemble them” (MI 20:83). The fact that this thesis does not appear in PHK is noted and its possible causes are discussed in MI.

10. Cf. E 2.2.1.

11. Compare Locke’s view that “consciousness … is inseparable from thinking…. It being impossible for anyone to perceive, without perceiving that he does perceive” (E 2.27.9).

12. George Pappas (2000, 44) aptly calls this type of abstract ideas “category-transcendent.”

13. Berkeley endorses the principle that we have an idea (conceive) of a thing only if it is possible (DHP 232).

14. Winkler (1989, 33); Rickless (2012) holds this to be true of singling, but not generalizing, abstract ideas; also Rickless (2013, 106–108).

15. Also Alc 2,6:333–334.

16. Locke’s notion of ideas is somewhat different from Berkeley’s; if the latter cannot accommodate abstract ideas, it remains to be seen whether the former can. There is, however, no reason to think Locke is committed to the view that the abstract idea of a triangle is a single idea; on the contrary, it is a complex simple mode. Michael Ayers (1991, vol. 1, 248–252) maintains that Locke’s view is not different from Berkeley’s; Jonathan Walmsley (2014, 29–58) makes a critical assessment of this.

17. Winkler (1989, 49–52) seems to have been first to bring this out.

18. This is urged in Atherton (1987, 49–53); Pearce (2017); and Rickless (2012) takes this to hold only for generalizing abstract ideas.

19. E 4.2.1 is a good example.

20. But Michael Jacovides (2009) argues that Berkeley’s performance is due to the fact that conception is a “suggestible faculty” which can be influenced by what a person believes on the basis of an argument he produced.

21. See also Pearce (2017).

22. See Rickless (2012, 734n10).

23. Robinson (2003, 698).

24. Bolton (2015).

25. Others include Atherton (1987) and Pappas (2000).

26. In addition, claims to the effect that certain abstract ideas are inconceivable or unintelligible serve as a premise in two arguments against the intelligibility of an abstractionist definition of material substance (PHK 17:47–48 and PHK 81:75–76) and as a premise in an argument against the materialist theory that primary qualities exist in material substance whereas secondary qualities exist only in the mind; primary qualities cannot be conceived apart from secondary ones (PHK 10:45).

27. Winkler (1989, 28–33); Rickless (2012) takes this to be true of singling abstract ideas only.

28. See also Ott (2004). PHK 4:42 contains a discursive argument to show that it is impossible that sensible things exist unperceived. Its place in Berkeley’s overall strategy of arguing for idealism is discussed below.

29. Bolton (2011).

30. Rickless (2012); Rickless (2013) makes a similar argument with some additions.

31. Michael Ayers (in Berkeley 1993, xxiii) suggests that the constraint in view is: we have to think of a sensible thing as it would be if we were perceiving it. This As I see it, this is close to what Berkeley wants to hold but it does not identify the crucial feature a thing would have if we were perceiving it.
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Chapter 4

Berkeley on Ideas and Notions

James Hill

Beginning with Descartes, the “new philosophy” of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is famous for using the term “idea” to refer to all the immediate contents of the mind. It was also often held that one cannot know a thing without having an idea of it. Indeed, the term “idea” became so central to philosophical discourse that conservative opponents were moved to decry “ideism” (John Sergeant) or the “New Way of Ideas” (Edward Stillingfleet). Berkeley, like Descartes and Locke, certainly makes systematic use of the term “idea,” treating ideas as the direct objects of our perceptions, thoughts, imaginings, and volitions, and for this reason one may be tempted to see him as another follower of the “New Way of Ideas.” Such a view, however, would be seriously defective, for Berkeley, unlike Descartes and Locke and their followers, held that the immediate knowledge we have of our own selves—knowledge of our mental powers, as well as of our emotions and of our active spiritual substance—is not mediated by ideas at all. “The grand Mistake,” Berkeley wrote in his Notebooks at the age of twenty-two or twenty-three, “is that we think we have Ideas of the Operations of our Minds” (N 176a:24; my emphasis).

In his mature writings, from 1734 onward, Berkeley refers to the immediate knowledge of the self and its mental operations by the term “notion,” which he introduces in deliberate distinction to “idea.” The doctrine of notions has given rise to diverse readings. Sometimes it has even been dismissed as an unfathomable mystery because its presentation has been thought to be so sketchy and vague as to lack any clear determination (Warnock 1969 [1953], 196–197; Grayling 1986, 156). In what follows, I aim to show that, despite its rather minimal exposition in Berkeley’s works, the doctrine of notions is a significant part of his thought that offers a fresh approach to self-knowledge in the context of early modern philosophy. I shall also explore the developments in Berkeley’s thinking about notions in the later stages of his philosophy, and suggest that the doctrine should make us wary of the textbook categorization of his philosophy as empiricist. But first let us examine how Berkeley uses the contrasting category of idea.

Ideas, or “Things Perfectly Inert”

We know from the Notebooks that Berkeley had been, from the beginning, suspicious of the term “idea” and was moved to employ it largely because the word “has obtain’d” (N 685:83). He was alert to what he saw as unwelcome tendencies that the term “idea” brings with it, including the ease with which we can introduce a vacuous intentionality by using the phrase “idea of” (N 660:80), and the ease with which proliferation of the term can obscure the crucial divide between passive perceptions and active volitions (N 643:79). Thus, he resolves to treat the term with caution, shunning its indiscriminate use as a “grand Cause of perplexity and darkness” (N 643:79).

Despite these misgivings, Berkeley does grant the term “idea” a central place in the expression of his idealism, and in certain basic respects his view of ideas is in accord with the canonical use of Descartes. He tells us early in A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge that “the existence of an idea consists in being perceived” (PHK 2:42). This clearly means that ideas are constituted by their relation to minds and are not therefore capable of existing in separation from them—something that Descartes had recognized by characterizing ideas as, strictly speaking, “modes of thinking” (AT VII 40; CSM2:27). It also indicates that ideas are beheld by the mind in an immediate act of perception. Berkeley thus endorses Descartes’s definition of idea, stated in reply to Hobbes, as “whatever is immediately perceived by the mind [immediate à mente percipitur]” (AT VII 181; CSM2:127). As we shall see, Berkeley holds that much less can be immediately perceived in this way than Descartes held and therefore the term “idea” will have a considerably narrower extension than it does in Descartes’s work, but he certainly agrees in treating ideas as intrinsically perceptual.

One obvious difference between Berkeley and Descartes is soon apparent. While Descartes thought that the mind has innate ideas as part of its original makeup, Berkeley holds that all ideas are ultimately derived from sense perception. Imagination and memory work on ideas previously presented to sense, which they “compound, divide, or barely represent [i.e., present again]” (PHK 1:41; see also DM 53:45). Images of the imagination are copies or rearrangements of the immediate material presented to the five senses, and to bodily sensation—we have ideas not only of sensory qualities such as color and shape, but also of internal bodily sensations of pain and pleasure (DHP 176–177) and their modes of ease and uneasiness. Berkeley never seems to have abandoned the narrow stipulation of the Notebooks that “by Idea I mean any sensible or imaginable thing” (N 775:93).

But while Berkeley has an empiricist understanding of ideas and of their genesis, he rejects a standard empiricist explanation of how we arrive at conceptual thought, namely, by abstracting the content of particular ideas to produce general representations. Much of the Introduction to the Principles is taken up with an extended polemic against the doctrine of abstraction, which he associates with Locke, and with “those great masters of abstraction,” the scholastics. Abstract ideas, he argues, not only are psychologically unattainable, but involve manifest contradictions. Berkeley concludes that all ideas are particular and that we render them general—and thus acquire concepts—by employing a particular idea “to represent or stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort” (PHKI 12:32).

One claim in the course of this polemic—crucial to our discussion of notions below—is the denial of our ability to conceive of simple ideas. Simple ideas, or elements of experience which may be isolated by the mind and seen to possess an intrinsic unity, had played a vital role in the presentation of Locke’s empiricism, just as they would in Hume’s. But Berkeley abandons any advocacy of simple ideas because such ideas presuppose an ability that we lack, that is, to “view each [idea] by it self,” exclusive of all the others with which it is blended in sense experience (PHKI 7:27–28; see also Luce 1967 [1934], 72; and Winkler 1989, 65–73). A simple idea of a color, to use Berkeley’s favored example, cannot come before the mind without it necessarily having spatial dimensions, and thus cannot be abstracted from extension (PHKI 7:28). The same inseparability is true of motion (PHKI 7:28), of solidity (PHK 11:46), and, we can take it, of all the other simples mentioned by Locke.

Simple ideas may have been a part of Berkeley’s thought in its earliest stages, judging by the Notebooks (for example, N 53:13, N 133:20, and N 378:45), and his abandonment of them, though becoming evident in later entries in the Notebooks (for example, the retrospective recto addition N 53a:13), was probably only complete by the time of the first edition of the Principles in 1710. It is perhaps not accidental that the Principles also sees the first clear statement of his related thesis that we lack any idea of unity or oneness. The positing of simple ideas would, after all, not only demand the impossible task of separating one idea from all others, but it would also require that we attribute intrinsic unity to the content of that idea. Berkeley tells us that unity is not to be conveyed by idea at all (PHK 13:46), thus thoroughly negating Locke’s claim that unity is “the most universal Idea we have” and that it is suggested by “every Idea in our understandings” (E 2.16.1:205). Unity, for Berkeley, is an act of the mind and in no way a property of “inert” ideas (see the section on “The Development of the Doctrine of Notions” later in this chapter).

The feature of ideas that Berkeley is above all concerned to impress upon his reader is their lack of active power. He repeatedly characterizes ideas as “passive,” “inactive,” or “inert.” By this he does not, of course, mean that ideas cannot represent motion or change. Rather, he means that ideas cannot be the sources of causal power—they cannot originate change either in themselves or in other things. Ideas may become signs of causality, but they themselves are devoid of any such power. The argument for this inertness of ideas appeals to our direct experience of them: they are “visibly inactive,” and “bare observation” is enough to show that one idea cannot make any alteration in another (PHK 25:51). This observational argument is supported by Berkeley’s conviction that ideas have no hidden aspect—their esse is percipi and there is “nothing in them but what is perceived”—and so their apparent inertness to introspection is enough to guarantee their real inertness in fact (PHK 25:51). It is further supported by the proto-Humean hypothesis that when we seem to observe causal power in ideas, we have, in fact, mistakenly “attributed power and agency” to ideas (i.e., things perceived) to make sense of their lawlike succession in which our own power and agency have no part (PHK 32:54).

It should be noted that the term “inertness” is Berkeley’s least ambiguous term for the often-stressed lack of causal power in ideas. “Passivity,” after all, is used to characterize not just ideas, but also spirits, and it indicates a susceptibility to external action. Thus, spirits are passive in perception (DHP 197; BW 2:293), but passivity in the case of spirits is combined with a potential for activity. “Inertness,” on the other hand, indicates the lack of any potential active power (Brykman 1985, 127–128). Ideas are, in this sense, “things perfectly inert” (DHP 231).

Notions

What, then, are notions? We might begin by observing that the Latin notio (plural notiones) had traditionally been used in a rather narrow way in the philosophical literature. This noun, derived from the verb noscere, meaning “to know,” was used by Augustine to indicate a special kind of immediate knowledge—an intimate spiritual awareness that “we have received through no gateway of the flesh” (Augustine 1997, 251). Augustine’s notions are not pictures or images rooted in bodily sensation, and he uses the term notiones in conscious distinction to imagines. Notions, for Augustine, reveal emotions and acts of will which are known by a kind of direct, internal act of awareness (O’Daly 1987, 184). Indeed, Augustine holds that passions are not to be treated as passive sensual perceptions at all but, by having their source in the soul itself, they are essentially willings (James 1997, 114). In the Cartesian tradition, notions (Latin notiones; French notions) were transparently known intellectual objects—the simplest constituents of rational thought. Descartes links the meaning of the term to the etymology: notiones are per se nota—“known through themselves,” or “self-evident” as the phrase is rendered in the now standard English translation (AT VIIIA 8; CSM1:196).

No doubt aware of these and other predecessors, Berkeley uses “notions” to refer to a special kind of immediate, non-sensory knowledge. “Human knowledge,” writes Berkeley, “may naturally be reduced to two heads, that of ideas, and that of spirits” (PHK 86:78). The second species of knowledge here, the immediate awareness of spirit and its acts, is characterized, from 1734 onward, as knowledge by “notion.” While the first species of immediate knowledge, involving ideas, amounts to perception of corporeal things, including our own bodies and our bodily states and feelings, the second species reveals to us something entirely different: our active, thinking spirit. There is no object common to these two species of immediate knowledge.

[image: image]

Knowledge by notion, because it grasps our own spiritual self and its agency, also furnishes us with a knowledge of active power—and so of causation—in general. In addition, it brings us knowledge of substance, since self-reflection reveals that the spiritual self is the thinking principle in which our ideas have their support and on which they depend (Atherton 2020, 165; see also Daniel 2018 for a contrasting view). Ideas themselves are not apt to provide or constitute a conception of substance because they can at best depict a physical “support” for qualities, such as pillars bear to a building (PHK 16–17:47–8). What is more, ideas require support in substance themselves, and to treat that support as constituted by further ideas, or something resembling ideas, would generate a regress and be “evidently absurd” (PHK 135:103). To understand substance, we must, instead, turn to ourselves and grasp our own active being by notion (PHK 89:80; PHK 139:104–105). The primary ontological categories of Berkeley’s idealist metaphysics—causation and substance—are therefore not derived from sensory ideas of corporeal things but are discovered through the immediate awareness we have of ourselves. Though the term “notion” may be introduced relatively late in Berkeley’s career, the species of knowledge in question was already a salient part of his philosophical system in its first phase, and is by no means an afterthought.

But what exactly is this knowledge by notion? One thing is clear: it does not involve beholding our minds in a Cartesian inner theater. We do not know our willed mental activities as an intellectual spectacle. Rather, we know our mental acts through our performing them. Notions, therefore, unlike ideas, are non-perceptual, and “I know [my own self] immediately, or intuitively, though I do not perceive it” (DHP 231). Notions signify the transparent knowledge that the doer has of her own doing, or the agent has of her agency. To exercise the mind’s operations is eo ipso to know those operations from within. Thus, notions can even be said to be the mental operations (Siris 308:142; Siris 309:143). Kenneth Winkler has made this elemental point in the following way:


The acts and operations of the mind are not known insofar as we contemplate and view them; they are known insofar as we enact and perform them. The mind itself is also not an object that we contemplate and view, but a thing known through acting, operating, or performing.  (Winkler 2011, 230)



The identification of notions with the very performing of mental operations means that they are not things or mental “objects.” Nor are they phenomenal items with which we are “acquainted” in introspection (Dicker 2011, 219). Notions should not be reified into representations that stand before the mind and inform us of what our minds are up to—whether, say, willing, perceiving, or reflecting. That would be to make them ideas in all but name and to miss the radical difference between the two kinds of immediate knowledge that Berkeley wishes to distinguish. Notions are not entities, however peculiar. Rather, they have an epistemic status, marking the special knowledge that is internal to mental operations. Talk of notions indicates the self-transparency of the active mind, a transparency that is not susceptible to the division between a knower and an object of knowledge.

Notions Versus “Ideas of Reflection”

The theory of notions can be illuminated by an examination of Berkeley’s rejection of Locke’s ideas of reflection. Locke had stated that, in addition to ideas of sensory perception, there is a second source, or “fountain,” of ideas—the “Perception of the operations of our own Minds.” These were treated as known to “reflection” which, he wrote, “might properly enough” be called “internal Sense” (E 2.1.4:105). Locke sought to establish a strong analogy between the sensing of external objects and our awareness of our own mental activities. Indeed, the very first sentence on the human understanding that he committed to paper asserts this fundamental analogy between the two: “I imagin that all knowleg is founded on and ultimately derives its self from sense, or something analogous to it,” Locke wrote at the beginning of “Draft A” (Locke, Drafts, 1, §1), and “the something analogous” to sense we are told is “noething but the experience of the operations of our owne mindes” which gives rise to “certaine Ideas such as … to Thinke beleive assent doubt desire love feare hope hate &c.” (Locke, Drafts, 7, §2). This view, as it is expressed in many places in the published Essay, is almost certainly the template for the “grand Mistake” which Berkeley diagnoses in his Notebooks.

In rejecting the Lockean account of reflection, Berkeley rejects all analogy between the ideas of sense and the inner awareness of our mental operations. Knowledge of the nature and activities of our own mind is not an internal counterpart to outer “sense.” We do not have any “Perception of the operations of our own Minds” that might parallel our perception of corporeal things. Knowledge by idea and knowledge by notion concern two utterly disparate “things,” bodies and spirits, that are more distant from each other “than light is from darkness” (PHK 141:106), and their heterogeneity extends to the contrasting ways they are presented to our awareness: “souls are not to be known in the same manner as senseless inactive objects, or by way of idea” (PHK 142:106), and “it ought not to be looked upon as a defect in a human understanding, that we cannot perceive an idea of spirit” (PHK 135:103; my emphasis).

Knowledge by notion is sui generis. Berkeley thinks that Locke, in adopting the view that we know ourselves “by way of idea,” had obscured this sui generis character and had, as a result, encouraged unwarranted dissatisfaction with the state of our knowledge of spiritual substance. This also led to the delusory hope that by a “multiplication or enlargement of our faculties, we may be enabled to know a spirit as we do a triangle”—something “as absurd as if we should hope to see a sound” (PHK 142:106). That said, Berkeley does not wish to enter into a dispute about words. He allows that we may be forced to give up the terminological distinction between idea and notion, which “clearness and propriety” dictate, and to speak about ideas of mental operations “if the world will have it so.” The crucial point is to recognize the real distinction in our doctrine. If that is achieved, then Berkeley seems ready to concede that it may not be worth fighting a rearguard action against the “modern way” of speaking (PHK 142:106).

A remnant of Locke’s doctrine of reflection does perhaps remain, as Berkeley will still talk, on various occasions, of “ideas of reflection” even when setting out his own position (e.g., PHK 25:51; PHK 68:71; PHK 74:73). While these could just be careless turns of phrase, it is much more likely that they indicate how not quite all the content that Locke had assigned to reflection is automatically to be reassigned to notions. If so, then Locke’s divide between ideas of sensation and ideas of reflection does not neatly coincide with Berkeley’s divide between ideas and notions. Notoriously, in the very first section of the Principles, Berkeley mentions ideas we perceive when “attending to the passions and operations of the mind” (PHK 1:41). These residual ideas of reflection which persist in Berkeley’s system are perhaps best interpreted as internal states of pleasure and pain. On this reading, our mental endeavors are accompanied with feelings of uneasiness and exertion, or of relief and satisfaction, which are known by idea (Pearce 2017, 125n1). It may well be such ideas, accompanying our mental operations, that are being referred to in the first section before Berkeley introduces the knowledge of spiritual substance and its activities (PHK 2:41–42).

A further complication—though this time only verbal—is that Berkeley occasionally refers to his own doctrine of notions as a species of “reflection” (PHK 89:80; DHP 233). “Reflection” here should be understood as the generic term for self-awareness and not as indicating any endorsement of the Lockean doctrine of internal sense or of perceptual knowledge of the mind’s operations by idea. Berkeley has not lapsed into committing the “grand mistake” himself, but is rather referring, in the standard way, to the branch of philosophical inquiry concerned with awareness of the self. It is perfectly innocuous to describe the theory of notions as a theory of reflection in this broad sense.

Notions and Language

Berkeley often reminds us that we have notions of the self or of our mental operations by pointing to our use of the relevant linguistic signifiers. A typical example is his assertion in the Principles that “it must be owned … that we have some notion of soul, spirit, and the operations of the mind, such as willing, loving, hating, in as much as we know or understand the meaning of those words” (PHK 27:53), and in the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, he again supports his claim to direct knowledge of the active spirit by notion by telling us that “I know what I mean by the terms I and myself” (DHP 231). Such statements might suggest that Berkeley wishes to treat notions as non-denoting theoretical terms, somewhat as he treats the term “force” in De Motu (see Woozley 1976, 304–306). This linguistic reading would deny that notions amount to immediate self-awareness, for they would necessarily require the medium of conventional signs. To assess such a linguistic interpretation, we must address the general question of how Berkeley thinks notions are related to words.

A useful place to start in answering this question is the Notebooks, where there is a short episode of reflection on Locke’s theory of linguistic meaning. Locke had written: “The use … of Words is to be the sensible Marks of Ideas; and the Ideas they stand for, are their proper and immediate signification” (E 3.2.1:405), thus asserting a straightforward identification of linguistic meaning with the ideas that attend our words. It is well known that Berkeley came to reject such a view because of his concern with the pragmatic meaning of certain terms in physics, theology, and mathematics, such as “force,” “grace,” and “imaginary number,” but his original opposition to the “Lockean” doctrine actually arose from Locke’s own mention of an exception to the identification of meaning with ideas.

In his chapter on “particles” (E 3.7:471–473), Locke allows that there are certain words that “shew or intimate some particular action” of the mind (E 3.7.1:471). These words link the assertions in a “coherent discourse” and express the way the mind connects the sentences or clauses. Locke considers at most length the particle “but” which, among other things, directly expresses “a stop of the Mind, in the course it was going,” without answering to any idea (E 3.71:473). Locke’s comments about particles are brief, but Berkeley clearly thought them significant. In the Notebooks, three entries (N 661:80, N 661a:81, and N 667:81) react to Locke’s short chapter, the third of which sums up what he sees as the import of Locke’s concession:


Tis allow’d that Particles stand not for Ideas & yet they are not said to be empty useless sounds. The truth on’t is they stand for the operations of the mind i.e. volitions.  (N 667:81)



Berkeley takes the chapter on particles as oblique recognition on the part of Locke of a more general truth: words referring to the self and its actions, though they have no idea constituting their meaning, are not “empty useless sounds,” for they “stand for the operations of the mind.” One might notice how Berkeley has silently modified Locke’s view on particles here by treating these words as “standing for” the operations of the mind, when Locke himself had said—in a quasi-emotivist vein—that they “shew or intimate the actions of the Mind.” Berkeley is already working with his emerging theory of notions which treats the terms in question as genuine referring expressions.

If we now return to Berkeley’s references to the meaningfulness of words referring to the active mind and to mental operations in the Principles and Three Dialogues, we can see that the stress on intuitive meaning is part of the same endeavor to resist the strict identification of meaning with ideas. Berkeley’s underscoring of the fact that the words in question have meaning is intended evidentially. It is meant as proof that verbal significance is not confined to ideas, just as Locke had in fact admitted in the case of particles. It should not be thought, therefore, that the references to language and meaning indicate that Berkeley treats the words expressing notions as anything other than genuine referring expressions (as emphasized in Pearce 2017, 128–135). His concern is rather to block a “Lockean” objection based on a widespread simplification of Locke’s theory of meaning.

A Relative Notion of the Mind?

The immediate knowledge of spiritual substance in Berkeley is questioned by another line of interpretation, which treats such knowledge as relative and indirect; or by “description,” not “acquaintance” in the Russellian sense. This kind of interpretation was put forward by George Pitcher (1977, 211–223), but it has been more systematically argued for by Daniel Flage (1987, chap. 4; see also 2014, chap. 6, for a modified view), and it has remained influential in recent scholarship (Fields 2011, 119–120).

The interpretation finds perhaps its best textual expression in section 27 of the Principles, where Berkeley asserts:


Such is the nature of spirit or that which acts, that it cannot be of it self perceived, but only by the effects which it produceth.  (PHK 27:52)



Proponents of the “relative notion” reading treat this sentence as stating that we do not have direct knowledge of the nature of spiritual substance at all, but only indirect knowledge of spirit through the effects it has (“what it produceth”) as it perceives ideas or summons them up in imagination or memory (Pitcher 1977, 222; Flage 1987, 151ff.). This view that the mind is picked out by description of its effects, but that its underlying nature is not accessible to immediate acquaintance, is actually not far from Locke’s agnosticism about the real nature of “the something in us, that has a Power to think” (E 2.1.10:109).

Here is not the place to offer a detailed critique of the relative notion view, but I shall at least suggest a more adequate reading of the comment we have just quoted from the Principles. The key to understanding Berkeley’s point here is, I believe, to put the emphasis on “perceived”—the nature of spirit “cannot be of itself perceived.” Berkeley will then be understood to say that if we seek to perceive the nature of spirit, we will fail to grasp it, and at best we will acquaint ourselves only with “the effect which it produceth,” that is, with the ideas and changes in ideas that it causes. Far from being an avowal of agnosticism about the inner nature of spirit, it is concerned with pointing out the limitations of the faulty perceptual approach. Such an approach gives us, in Berkeley’s view, no acquaintance with the essence of spirit, and the best it can deliver is knowledge by description: that our mind is “the x that produces this or that effect.”

The perceptual approach misses its target because it would seek to use ideas to reveal a thing that is completely different from ideas. As Berkeley states early in the Principles, “an idea can be like nothing but an idea” (PHK 8:44), and the perceptual approach cannot escape the circle of inert ideas as it tries to grasp active spiritual substance. But Berkeley holds, in direct opposition to Locke, that the nature of spirit is perfectly knowable, despite its not being perceivable, as frequently indicated (PHK 89:80; PHK 142:106; DHP 231; DM 21:36; DM 30:38). In the Three Dialogues, Berkeley makes this point about the failure of the perceptual approach, while explicitly asserting our immediate knowledge of spirit by notion:


I own I have properly no idea, either of God or any other spirit; for these being active, cannot be represented by things perfectly inert, as our ideas are. I do nevertheless know, that I who am a spirit or thinking substance, exist as certainly, as I know my ideas exist. Farther, I know what I mean by the terms I and myself; and I know this immediately, or intuitively, though I do not perceive it as I perceive a triangle, a colour, or a sound.  (DHP 231))



It is only when we stop seeking to “perceive” the soul, on the model of perceiving such things as triangles, colors, and sounds, that we are able to appreciate the appropriate species of knowledge for spirits—knowledge by notion.

“The Grand Mistake”

Why is the claim that we have ideas of mental operations such a serious error in Berkeley’s view? Certainly, we can see that his account of immediate self-knowledge through the exercise of our mental powers has advantages. It escapes certain problems in Descartes’s own perceptual account of self-knowledge. One problem, initially remarked upon by Hobbes, is of an infinite regress that threatens to arise from self-knowledge by idea, as each internal perceptual act demands a further idea of itself, and so on ad infinitum (AT VII 173; CSM2:122–123). A similar point was made by Sergeant in relation to Locke’s theory of reflection which, he argued, requires a never-ending series of acts of reflection, with always the last act of reflection being unconscious (Sergeant 1697, 124–125). This regress, which Berkeley may have in mind in section 135 of the Principles (PHK 135:103), never gets started in Berkeley’s account of self-transparent activity. A second problem with the perceptual model is that it seems ill suited to make sense of our knowledge of our own willing, because knowing what one is willing seems to be inseparable from the very act of willing. I do not peer at my act of will in order to discern its nature and determine what I am doing, but rather I, as the moving force, know it from within—a point that Descartes himself seems to concede in the Passions of the Soul, when he writes that the “perception [of the volition] is really one and the same thing as the volition” (AT XI 343; CSM1:335–336).

These advantages accruing to Berkeley’s approach, however real, are probably not the fundamental source of his opposition to ideas of mental operations. That, it would seem, lies in what he sees as the danger of a slide from the admission of ideas of reflection to the acceptance that either we do not have any knowledge of the real nature of the mind, or that it is actually material in nature. “From the opinion that spirits are to be known after the manner of an idea or sensation,” Berkeley writes, “have risen many absurd and heterodox tenets, and much scepticism about the nature of the soul.” It has even “produced a doubt in some, whether they had any soul at all distinct from their body, since upon inquiry they could not find they had an idea of it” (PHK 137:104). In other words, Berkeley’s doctrine of notions constitutes a part of his opposition to skepticism about the nature of spirit, and to what he sees as skepticism’s malign offspring, materialism. No doubt he has in mind the incipient materialism in Locke, who, while he never actually excluded the possibility of spiritual substance, did allow that “some Systems of Matter fitly disposed” might be divinely endowed with “a power to perceive and think” (E 4.3.6:540). For Berkeley, the entertainment of the possibility of “thinking matter” was an indirect result of Locke’s theory of internal sense which was inimical to a proper understanding of spiritual substance. It set one off on the wrong track by using ideas—epistemic vehicles suited to inert bodies—to represent our active, inner being.

But the “grand mistake” is not only found in the empiricist writings of Locke; it is also found in the Cartesian tradition. There, too, it was assumed that to know the self or spiritual substance, we must have an idea of it. For Descartes and his followers, including Malebranche, this idea would be one of pure intellect. As such, it would still be a perception of the mind, in the broadest sense of that term; that is, it would still be a passive representation beheld by the “eye” of the mind. Descartes may have resolutely rejected any “image” (imago) of mental substance, but he nevertheless thought it was to be intellectually perceived:


I … realize that none of the things that the imagination enables me to grasp is at all relevant to this knowledge of myself which I possess, and that the mind must therefore be more carefully diverted from such things if it is to perceive [ut percipiat] its own nature as distinctly as possible.  (AT VII 28; CSM2:19))



Berkeley sees how Descartes’s initial optimism about self-knowledge by idea—evident in the passage just quoted—had issued, in the work of Malebranche, in a forlorn skepticism. Malebranche, assuming the soul could only be known by idea, would be numbered among those who “upon inquiry could not find they had an idea of it” (PHK 137:104). While God must have an idea of the human soul, Malebranche holds, he has not allowed us to see it in him, and the best we can do is to be acquainted with our own selves in the turbid medium of “conscience,” or inner sensation. In striking contrast to Descartes himself, Malebranche concludes “we are but shadows to ourselves” (ST 626). The source of Malebranche’s skepticism is, in Berkeley’s view, his very quest for an “idea” of spirit—a quest as hopeless as trying to comprehend a “round square” (PHK 136:104). As Berkeley remarks in his Notebooks:


Absurd that men should know the soul by idea ideas being inert, thoughtless, Hence Malbranch confuted.  (N 230:30; cf. N 888:104))



The Notion of God

Berkeley’s philosophical project is in great part, as the subtitles to both the Principles and the Three Dialogues attest, a defense of theism and he is therefore particularly concerned with the conception of God. His theory of notions is an attempt not only to establish and vindicate knowledge of our own active minds, but also to show how we may conceive of the divine spirit.

Berkeley objects to Locke’s account of the formation of the concept of God, according to which we actively construct, or “compound,” a complex idea to represent him. His dissatisfaction is evident quite early in the Notebooks. At N 177, he enters the following query:


Qu: How can our idea of God be complex or compounded, wn his essence is simple & uncompounded v. Locke b.2.S 35  (N 177:24))



The reference here is to chapter 23 of Locke’s Essay (Berkeley omits the chapter number, but the book and section numbers make the reference clear), where the explanation of how we conceive of God had been put forward in sections 33–35. In the passage in question, Locke had argued that we arrive at a conception of God’s nature by taking ideas of our own mental operations, along with the idea of infinity gained from sensation, “putting them together” to “make our complex Idea of God” (E 2.23.33:314). This constructivist approach, while fully in accord with the constraints of Locke’s empiricism, had an obvious limitation from the theological point of view. It sought to use the vehicle of a complex idea to explain our understanding of God, whose nature was traditionally thought to be without parts and perfectly simple. Locke’s response to this difficulty—a response which could hardly satisfy Berkeley—was to offer consolation in his general skepticism about real essences. Our failure to represent the simplicity of God’s essence is nothing surprising, Locke remarked, when we are ignorant of the real essence of a pebble, a fly, or even our own selves (E 2.23.35:314).

Berkeley uses Philonous to put forward his own positive account of the process by which we arrive at a conception of God in the third of the Three Dialogues. Some commentators have sought to assimilate this process to the constructivist approach of Locke we have just summarized (see Jessop and Luce’s footnote to DHP 232; and Grayling 1986, 187). However, unlike Locke, Berkeley does not have us “adding,” “joining,” “compounding,” or “putting together” ideas to construct a conception of God. Rather, he writes:


[A]ll the notion I have of God, is obtained by reflecting on my own soul heightening its powers, and removing its imperfections. I have therefore, though not an inactive idea, yet in my self some sort of an active thinking image of the Deity.  (DHP 231–232))



On this account, the conception of God is founded on the knowledge, or notion, of my own soul, and it inherits the simplicity and indivisibility of my finite spirit—the attributes to which Philonous has just called attention in the passage in question (DHP 231). This approach has the merit, from the theological point of view, of making sense of the Imago Dei doctrine. My own nature is taken to be the “active, thinking image of the Deity.” True, my powers are “heightened,” and my “imperfections” are subtracted when conceiving of God. These modifications, however, do not involve any supplementation or compounding of qualities, but rather the intensification and purification of what is already present in my active nature. In particular, I exclude all the passivity and dependency that I discover in myself, including all feeling by sense (DHP 241). Whether the purely active divine nature is, in fact, conceivable in this way is, naturally, open to question. For one thing, the active powers that we, finite spirits, enjoy would seem to require passive objects, or ideas derived from sense, to work upon. Trying to conceive these powers purified of any passivity threatens to lead us into the kind of perplexities that Berkeley had so ruthlessly exposed in relation to abstract ideas. Is not the notion of a spirit without passivity as inconceivable as motion without some determination of speed or direction?

But whatever doubts we may have about the accessibility of Berkeley’s notion of God, the important contrast with Locke remains. Locke had ideas of reflection and sensation being combined in a complex representation: Berkeley has a notion of our own simple substance being augmented and purified. Certainly, Berkeley is ready to admit, in line with theological orthodoxy, that the conception of God thus achieved is “extremely inadequate” (DHP 231). Inadequate because the “heightening” of powers can only be continued to a limited degree by a finite spirit, and the resulting conception is thus unequal (adequatio: equality) to the infinite being. However, though inadequate, our knowledge of God’s nature is complete in the sense that it is not limited to some part, or parts, of God, for he has no parts. The knowledge of our own being by notion allows us to fully grasp his simple active nature, and to assert that he is an unextended spirit (DHP 240; Bettcher 2007, 67–68), despite our inability to comprehend his limitless powers.

The conceiving of God is, for Berkeley, a special case of conceiving of any spirit other than ourselves. In the case of other finite spirits—for example, our fellow human beings—we know them, too, “by means of our own soul, which in that sense is the image or idea of them” (PHK 140:105). Our conception of other human spirits is, however, not “inadequate,” as there is no need for any significant “heightening of powers” or “removing of imperfections.” As in the case of God, we take advantage of the special way in which the soul, known by notion, has the capacity to represent by resemblance. While our ideas fail to represent more than the body and behavior of others—there being no likeness between the inert objects of perception and active beings—our own spirit can act as an image (i.e., resemblance) of their spirits.

The Development of the Doctrine of Notions

As previously indicated, Berkeley did not use the term “notion” in the narrow, technical sense until 1734, when he oversaw new editions of the Principles and the Three Dialogues. The new terminology indicates his desire to emphasize the departure from “ideism” in his philosophy, and we also witness an expansion of the kinds of things that Berkeley thinks we know by notion.

There is a new emphasis on the passions, with “loving” and “hating” being placed alongside “willing” as operations of the mind of which we have a notion (PHK 27:53, 1734 ed.). This is not strictly an addition to the doctrine, as there had previously been indications that Berkeley was inclined to number the passions among our spiritual acts (N 854:101; DM 53:45). Passions had, of course, traditionally been thought of as processes that we undergo in a state of passivity, comparable to sensory perception. Yet, because they are dynamic processes that undeniably influence our thoughts and behavior, Berkeley clearly finds it inappropriate to categorize them as utterly inert ideas. He thus treats them as operations of the soul alongside volition.

A real expansion of the doctrine is witnessed in the addition of relations to the list of notions in passages added to section 89 and section 142 of the Principles. Section 89 now includes the following comment:


In like manner [to the knowledge of our own minds] we know and have a notion of relations between things or ideas, which relations are distinct from the ideas of things related, inasmuch as the latter may be perceived by us without our perceiving the former.  (PHK 89:80, 1734 ed.))



Relations fall into that class of knowledge that cannot be known by perception or idea. Berkeley tells us that while ideas are presentations to perception, relations between ideas are known “without our perceiving” them. Relations fall on the mental side of Berkeley’s crucial divide between inert ideas and active minds. They are constituted by our active response to ideas, rather than present in our passive uptake. When Bertrand Russell remarked that Kant was the first to hold that “relations are the work of the mind” and that the mind “produces the relations which it judges [things] to have” (Russell 1967 [1912], 51), he was overlooking this significant development in Berkeley’s doctrine of notions.

Exactly what relations does Berkeley have in mind? Is he thinking of such primitive sensory relations as one red surface being brighter than another? Would his talk of relations be applicable even to spatial and temporal orderings where one thing is above or below another or one thing comes before or after another? It is far from clear. The comments about relations in the 1734 edition of the Principles are frustratingly brief, and it would be unwise to try to extract too much from them. An additional uncertainty is created by the lack of simple ideas in Berkeley’s system, which means there are no clearly delineated units that might act as the unambiguous relata of the relations in question.

There do seem to be two areas, however, where the comments about relations are directly applicable. The first is Berkeley’s explanation of how we are able to think generally, or “universally,” in the absence of abstract ideas. As I remarked earlier, the generality of an idea does not consist in some special, intrinsic feature of the idea in question, as the theory of abstract ideas would have it. Rather, it consists in “the relation it bears to the particulars signified or represented by it” (PHKI 15:33–34; my emphasis). In other words, Berkeley thinks that by relating one particular idea to a class of other particular ideas, we render that first particular idea general. To establish such a representational role for an idea is to actively affirm and circumscribe its relation to other ideas. For example, a single, concrete irregular triangle could be used to represent all triangles of exactly that irregular character, or it might simply represent all triangles, or, indeed, it could represent all geometrical shapes, and so on. The relation in question is not to be passively read off the idea, but is rather established by our active use of the idea in a certain, circumscribed way, identified in a definition (PHKI 18:36). General concepts may inter alia require the perception of particular ideas, but their generality arises from our active determination of relations between ideas. Concepts are thus unthinkable without the relations that we know by notion. With this in mind, it comes as no surprise that ten years later, in Siris, the relations of “likeness” and “parity” are included among notions (Siris 308:142), for these relations are fundamental to determining how one idea shall represent others.

A second case where relations seem to play an evident role in Berkeley’s thought concerns the combinations of parts that allow us to speak of units and of unity. In the absence of simple ideas, simplicity is to be found only in the “active, simple, uncompounded” substance of the soul (PHK 141:106), and any unity in ideas arises from the activity of this same simple substance. Countable units are formed by—and relative to—a mental act. So much is perhaps already indicated in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, where Berkeley rejects the view that number is a property of things themselves. Rather it is “intirely the creature of the mind,” for “as the mind variously combines its ideas the unit varies: and as the unit, so the number, which is only a collection of units, doth vary”:


We call a window one, a chimney one, and yet a house in which there are many windows and many chimneys, hath an equal right to be called one, and many houses go to the making of one city. [ … ] Whatever, therefore, the mind considers as one, that is an unit.  (NTV 109:215)



In the New Theory of Vision, however, this active determination of unity was explicitly applied only to how the mind “parcels out” the colors and light that come “crowding into” it, thus establishing the visual unities associated with such words as “head,” “foot,” and “man” (NTV 110:215). But the thought about unity has more general significance for Berkeley, who holds that there is no de re unity in ideas at all and any unity they have is owed to the way the mind conceives of the numerically indeterminate deliverance of sense (Roberts 2007, 28–34). Such a general ontological principle is made fully explicit in Siris, where sensible things are endowed with unity by an active mind, which “by virtue of her simplicity conferreth simplicity upon compounded beings” (Siris 356:160). Here we also learn that number itself is an act of the mind (Siris 288:134)—a yet more radical thesis than the earlier claim that it was the “creature” (i.e., creation) of the mind. We actively create and sustain the unity of objects in sense experience. This conception has interesting similarities with the act of synthesis later found in Kant’s critical philosophy (Dawes Hicks, 1992 [1932], 210-11).

Ideas and Notions and the Question of Berkeley’s Empiricism

Ever since G. W. F. Hegel declared, in the course of a brisk treatment of Berkeley in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy, that Berkeley’s idealism shared “the standpoint of Locke” (Hegel 1896 [1840], 364), Berkeley has generally been seen as an empiricist. The empiricist reading was defended by T. H. Green, the British Hegelian, just as much as by the anti-Hegelian Bertrand Russell, and it was also endorsed by many other authors—among them A. J. Ayer, Jonathan Bennett, and J. O. Urmson, to mention just three. There have been dissenters from the empiricist paradigm, including Harry Bracken and Joseph Browne (Bracken 1974; Browne 1975), but their impact on the mainstream view has been slight.

One can see why Berkeley has been thought to be an empiricist. The core doctrine of empiricism is usually understood to be the genetic thesis that all the contents of the mind, even the objects of the intellect, originate in sense perception of one kind or another—nihil est in intellectu quod non prius fuerit in sensu, as the scholastic principle has it. A strong vein of genetic empiricism is visible, as already noted, in Berkeley’s view that all the ideas in our minds ultimately proceed from sense experience. If we confine our attention to ideas and we treat being “in the mind” (in intellectu) as being the immediate object of mental perception, then his philosophy is, indeed, straightforwardly empiricist in character.

Nevertheless, the empiricist interpretation has obvious drawbacks in the light of what I have said about notions. In contrast to the interpretation presented here, it must either look upon Berkeley’s theory of notions as a mere verbal deviation from Locke’s “ideas of reflection,” or it must deny that notions constitute a real source of immediate knowledge, perhaps taking the line of those who think Berkeley grants only a “relative notion” of the mind. What is more, the empiricist interpretation must explain why Berkeley at first remained quite silent on Locke’s famous polemic in the First Book of the Essay, entitled “Of Innate Notions” (E 15), except to express his regret that the Essay should have been introduced in this way (N 717:87). And it must explain why, in Siris, Berkeley looked upon this polemic and its attempt to “explode” innatism as an attack on a straw man (Siris 309:143). It comes as no surprise that Siris itself has generally been looked upon by empiricist interpreters as a late eccentricity which can be safely ignored.

If we recognize Berkeley’s doctrine of notions as epistemologically significant, and if we register his rejection of any analogy between notions and sense perception, then his position looks to be closer to the rationalist tradition. Notions are, after all, a non-sensory, internal source of intellectual and spiritual elements—such as substance, cause, and unity—which ground a metaphysics that is developed through “meditation and reasoning” (DM 72:52). It is perhaps no accident that there are passages, even in Berkeley’s earlier work, that strongly suggest he would be happy to accept some version of the rationalist “pure intellect” in describing knowledge of the inner sphere, as long as pure intellect is not thought to be a faculty perceiving abstract ideas, but rather one of intuitive, non-sensory knowledge (DHP 193–194; DM 53:45; see Luce 1967 [1934], 116; and Roberts 2007, 35–39). Nor does it come as a surprise that in Siris, he can happily invoke the view that “the soul of man was originally furnished with native inbred notions” (Siris 309:142–143).

Indeed, a rationalist reading gains strength from the notable similarities between Berkeley’s doctrine of notions and the self-reflective version of innatism that is advanced in Leibniz’s later philosophy. For Leibniz, innatism comes down to one’s ability to derive certain fundamental intellectual elements from knowledge of one’s own perceiving self. On Leibniz’s open-ended list are “being,” “substance,” “simplicity,” “immateriality,” “God,” “one,” “same,” “cause,” “perception,” and “reasoning,” all of which are taken to be innate in this sense (Leibniz 1998 [1721], 30, 272; 1996 [1765], 110–111). Not only is such a dispositional and self-reflective innatism strikingly similar to Berkeley’s doctrine of notions, but Leibniz’s very list of innate concepts (compiled here from the Monadology and the New Essays) reads like an enumeration of what is known by notion in Berkeley’s philosophy. It might also be observed that Berkeley and Leibniz agree, in opposition to the Cartesians, that our innate knowledge does not extend to space, or “intelligible extension,” since such a concept could hardly be derived from reflection on the thinking subject.

But Berkeley’s theory of notions, despite its strong affinities with Leibniz’s self-reflective innatism, is not in the end a theory of innate ideas. The crucial difference between Berkeley and early modern innatists is that they—but not he—are of the view that innate knowledge is presented to the mind in the form of abstract perceptions which are surveyed by the eye of the intellect. Berkeley’s dynamic conception of notions as internal to mental operations divides him from the innatists and, I believe, frustrates any attempt to situate him on one or the other side of the divide between empiricism and innatism. Perhaps we should take seriously Berkeley’s own view, stated in Siris, that his understanding of ideas and notions marries together the central claims of empiricism and rationalism:


[Aristotle] held that the mind of man was a tabula rasa, and that there were no innate ideas. Plato, on the contrary, held original ideas in the mind; that is, notions which never were or can be in the sense, such as being, beauty, goodness, likeness, parity. Some, perhaps, may think the truth to be this: that there are properly no ideas, or passive objects, in the mind but what were derived from sense: but that there are also besides these her own acts or operations; such are notions.  (Siris 308:142)



On this account, the empiricists are right to say that all inactive ideas are acquired from sense and that no idea is innate; but the rationalists are also right in thinking that there are notions innate to the mind, as long as these are taken to be self-transparent mental acts. Berkeley thus came to see his own philosophy, with its fundamental distinction between ideas and notions, as providing a reconciliation of empiricism and innatism. The two doctrines are rendered inseparable complements to each other.1

Note

1. I would like to thank Sam Rickless for his insightful comments to an earlier draft. I thank too the Grant Agency of the Czech Republic, GACR 19–07384S, for supporting research on this study.
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Chapter 5

Berkeley’s Arguments for Idealism

Benjamin D. Hill

Idealism, the doctrine that the only things that exist are minds and their ideas, was the centerpiece of Berkeley’s philosophical thinking. It was, in fact, the center of his entire web of beliefs, a thesis that he never revised and from which he never wavered. Consequently, his arguments in support of it have long attracted philosophical attention. Hume famously quipped that all of Berkeley’s arguments produce only amazement and confusion and never produce any conviction.1 The quip—and scholars’ fondness for repeating it—is telling. Why didn’t Berkeley share everyone else’s amazement and confusion? What did he see or know that none of the rest of us can? Is the problem with us or with Berkeley? Of course, the problem could lie with Berkeley. But clearly, he was an insightful and incisive thinker with a penetrating philosophical gaze. So, because historians ought to give their figures of study the benefit of the doubt, we typically assume, as at least a matter of heuristic principle, that the problem lies with us rather than with Berkeley. Furthermore, we typically presume that if we just understood Berkeley’s arguments a bit better, we would be better positioned to see their coherence and plausibility.2

Unfortunately, little consensus regarding Berkeley’s arguments and how they work has yet emerged. It has been especially difficult for scholars to agree on the connections between the various arguments Berkeley presents across his various texts and the roles played by several concepts or sub-theses Berkeley flags when presenting his arguments, i.e., the heterogeneity thesis, anti-abstractionism, anti-representationalism, and immaterialism. This contribution will outline the current state of the recent attempts to interpret Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism.

Berkeley’s Idealistic Thesis

One of the most important things in interpreting and assessing an argument is identifying what exactly the conclusion is supposed to be. Berkeley defends idealism, of course, but what exactly does that involve? There are at least three grades of idealistic commitment, each of which has been implicated in scholarly discussions of Berkeley’s philosophy.

The first and weakest grade consists of partial forms of idealism.3 Partial forms would be doctrines that maintain that only some features or properties of things are, properly speaking, mind-dependent. Other properties therefore are mind-independent or objective, or at the very least their mind-independent status is left open. In the case of Berkeley, there is a tradition of maintaining that he defended a partial idealism in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision before moving on to full-blown idealism in A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. The idea is that the idealism that Berkeley defends in NTV concerns all the sensible qualities except the tangible. The tangible qualities in NTV are therefore mind-independent features of the world and the things in it, according to this tradition. Accordingly, Berkeley’s major insight there is alleged to be that the visual qualities align with the obviously subjective olfactory, auditory, and gustatory qualities. The reasoning behind this interpretative tradition is that since Berkeley’s resolutions of the paradoxes of vision rely on learning associations between the mind-dependent visual experiences and the experiences of a mind-independent tactile world, it is concluded that he only needed, and so was defending, a partial idealism. Thomas Lennon (2008) has, however, conclusively rebutted this interpretation of NTV. So, there is really no longer any reason to talk about Berkeley arguing for a form of partial idealism, at least in NTV.

A second, yet also weak, grade of idealism consists of limited forms of idealism. Limited idealism maintains that some type of thing or entity, which is commonly thought to be mind-independent, is in fact mind-dependent. It differs from partial idealism in that it concerns things or entities (along with their properties), rather than just the properties of things, and maintains that those things that are ideal are wholly and completely ideal, unlike partial idealism, which maintains that things are in some part ideal and in some other part real. Yet, in allowing that other things do or may exist that are real or non-ideal, it differs from the total idealism described below. Limited idealism is, just as the name suggests, a limited ontological thesis. In the case of Berkeley, limited idealism seems to be on the table when he speaks just of the idealism of sensible objects. Sensible objects are one very important type of thing, but they are only one type. Other types are possible, at least prima facie or in principle, and arguments that only establish the idealism of sensible things establish thereby only a limited form of idealism. Samuel Rickless (2013, 1n1) has suggested that this limited form of idealism is for Berkeley “idealism par excellence” and that further principles extend this limited form of idealism, which is established independently and prior to these further principles.4

A third, strong form of idealism consists of total idealism, which is the thesis that the only things that exist are minds and their ideas. The “only” strengthens the idealistic commitment by excluding the possibility of non-ideal things also existing. This grade of idealism captures the meaning of the Berkeleyesque slogan, esse est percipi aut percipere (to be is to be perceived or to perceive). The key for reading total idealism into this slogan is taking the disjunction to be exhaustive and not allowing additional types of existence. The closest Berkeley ever comes to actually articulating this slogan is in the Notebooks, where he writes: “Existence is percipi or percipere” (N 429:53).5 Even if, however, Berkeley seemed to limit himself in his published works to saying only that the esse of sensible things is percipi, Samuel Johnson naturally read Berkeley in the broader way,6 and, traditionally, scholars seem to have largely followed Johnson in understanding this to be Berkeley’s doctrine. It is commonplace, therefore, to think that Berkeley’s idealism consists of the thesis of esse est percipi aut percipere read as a form of total idealism.

The significance of getting clear about Berkeley’s idealistic thesis consists in how it determines an interpreter’s divisions of the arguments presented in Berkeley’s texts (especially PHK). Scholars have long recognized that Berkeley’s idealism and his immaterialism (the thesis that material substance is impossible) are closely connected. They have also long recognized that they are spatially closely aligned in the text of PHK. It is traditional to identify PHK 1–6 as containing Berkeley’s arguments for idealism and PHK 7–24 as containing his arguments for immaterialism. And it is traditional to ask the question, “Does Berkeley’s idealism depend on his immaterialism?”7 But what is being asked here depends on how one understands the scope and import of the phrase “Berkeley’s idealism.” If “Berkeley’s idealism” is equated with the limited idealistic thesis that for all sensible things, their esse is percipi, and for all minds, their esse is percipere, maintaining that Berkeley’s idealism does not depend on his immaterialism looks easier and more promising. But if “Berkeley’s idealism” is equated with the thesis of total idealism, the thesis that for all things, their esse is either percipi or percipere, maintaining that Berkeley’s idealism does not depend on his immaterialism looks, prima facie, more difficult to maintain, precisely because the role of the immaterialist arguments seems to be to establish that nothing else exists except sensible things and the minds that perceive them. The following is a breakdown of the theses involved:






	Limited Idealism (PHK 1–6)
	Total Idealism (PHK 1–24)





	For sensible things, esse is percipi.

For minds, esse is percipere.

Insensible, non-minds may also exist (for all we know).

For all things, esse is percipi or percipere or ??? …
	For sensible things, esse is percipi.

For minds, esse is percipere.

Material things (insensible, non-minds) are impossible.

For insensible things, esse is percipere.

For all things, esse is percipi or percipere.







This difference in focus and conception regarding what “Berkeley’s idealism” means divides a lot of the scholarship and gives the impression that scholars are disagreeing more, and more deeply, than they in fact are. Indeed, not only may this difference obscure significant interpretative overlaps, but it may obscure potential alignments of interpretations that can in fact be reconciled. Rickless’s interpretation is a case in point. When Rickless maintains that “Berkeley did not rest his arguments for idealism in PHK on immaterialism, anti-abstractionism, or the likeness principle,”8 he is focusing solely on the limited idealism that he previously labeled Berkeley’s “idealism par excellence,” the thesis that for all sensible things, their esse is percipi. For this, Rickless makes a powerful and compelling case, and I am personally quite drawn toward his interpretation. But when Lisa Downing writes, “Berkeley defends idealism by attacking the materialist alternatives,”9 and Georges Dicker maintains that Berkeley “argues for his idealism indirectly, by attacking philosophical theses that upheld the existence of matter,”10 they seem to be focused on Berkeley’s total idealistic commitment instead. In fact, looking at Rickless’s whole footnote on page 1, we might think that Rickless, Downing, and Dicker in the end agree to a large extent in that Rickless suggests that it is the likeness principle that for Berkeley eliminates the possibility that some insensible, non-minds can exist.11 There are differences, however, but they concern the larger structures into which their interpretations of specific passages and texts fit.

On Rickless’s interpretation, the overall structure of Berkeley’s thinking is something like this:


1. Berkeley establishes that the esse of sensible things is percipi;

2. Berkeley accepts that the esse of mind is percipere;

3. Thereby Berkeley establishes limited idealism;

4. Berkeley establishes that non-sensible, non-minds do not exist;

5. Thereby Berkeley establishes total idealism.



On the others’ interpretation, however, the overall structure of Berkeley’s thinking is something like this:


1. Berkeley accepts that sensible things exist;

2. Berkeley accepts that minds exist;

3. Nothing can exist whose esse is not percipi or percipere;

4. Therefore, the esse of sensible things must be percipi;

5. Therefore, the esse of minds must be percipere;

6. Thereby Berkeley establishes total idealism.



With those differences regarding the theses Berkeley is taken to establish and the larger structure of how he is taken to establish them, let us turn to Berkeley’s texts and the arguments themselves. Since Lennon has already conclusively shown that NTV began as a response to an objection to total idealism, we need not look to it for arguments in favor of idealism. Let us begin with PHK 1–6, then.

The Argument(s) from PHK 1–6

As mentioned above, it is customary to see PHK 1–6 as containing Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism. This is so simply because he stated and seems to have drawn the idealistic conclusion there. There seem to be four statements in toto of the idealistic conclusion there. In PHK 3, Berkeley claims regarding “unthinking things … [that] their esse is percipi, nor is it possible they should have any existence, out of the minds or thinking things which perceive them” (PHK 3:42). In PHK 4, he claims that “whoever shall find in his heart to call [the strangely12 prevailing opinion that all sensible objects have a natural or real existence distinct from being perceived] in question, may … perceive it to involve a manifest contradiction” (PHK 4:42). In PHK 5, he claims: “[S]o is it impossible for me to conceive in my thoughts any sensible thing or object distinct from the sensation or perception of it” (PHK 5:43). And finally, in PHK 6, he says: “Some truths are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only open his eyes to see them. Such I take this important one to be, to wit, that all the choir of heaven and furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their being is to be perceived or known” (PHK 6:43). These formulations of the thesis are slightly different, but they are all trending toward the same thing—that, for sensible things, their esse is percipi.13 The bases of these conclusion-like statements are what scholars are debating about. There are three approaches to this.

The intuitively known interpretation: There is some clear and compelling evidence that Berkeley is presenting the idealistic thesis as self-evident. This means that it is not something that has to be argued for but rather something that philosophers need only be pointed toward. In PHK 3, for example, Berkeley says that “an intuitive knowledge of this [i.e., that sensible objects cannot exist otherwise than in a mind perceiving them]” may be obtained through reflecting on the meaning of “the term exist when applied to sensible things” (PHK 3:42). Intuitive knowledge, as any early-eighteenth-century reader of Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding would have known, should be contrasted with demonstrative knowledge, in that intuitive knowledge occurs “immediately” and “without the intervention of any other” ideas because “the Mind is at no pains of proving or examining, but perceives the Truth, as the Eye doth light, only by being directed toward it” (E 4.2.1:530–531). For Lockeans, what is intuitively known is self-evidently known, and not to be proved or argued for. This notion of self-evidence is reinforced in PHK 6 when Berkeley, in introducing the idealistic thesis, emphasizes that “some truths are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only open his eyes to see them.” And the way he puts it in PHK 4 and 5, namely, that the denial of the idealistic thesis is a “manifest contradiction” and impossibility, again by seeming to echo Locke’s way of talking about self-evident, intuitively known propositions of identity, further supports the notion that what Berkeley really wants to do here is to show readers that idealism is, properly speaking, self-evident, rather than present an argument, proof, or demonstration of it in PHK 1–6. Despite that textual evidence, however, few scholars have put much weight on this interpretation of idealism as intuitively known as an account of Berkeley’s thinking.14

The demonstratively known metaphysical interpretation: The vast majority of interpreters want to locate some sort of philosophical argument in PHK 1–6. Some see several distinct arguments manifesting at various sections of the text, but others see an argument or two extended across several sections of the text. Although there is no consensus, there are some clear trends among the interpretations.

PHK 3 is often flagged as containing a semantic argument for the idealistic thesis, an argument from the meaning of the word “exist”:


The table I write on, I say, exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I should say it existed, meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it. There was an odour, that is, it was smelled; there was a sound, that is to say, it was heard; a colour or figure, and it was perceived by sight or touch. This is all that I can understand by these and the like expressions. For as to what is said of the absolute existence of unthinking things without any relation to their being perceived, that seems perfectly unintelligible. Their esse is percipi, nor is it possible they should have any existence, out of the minds or thinking things which perceive them.  (PHK 3:42)



There is really not much to say about this argument: because “existence” when applied to a sensible thing means only that it is perceived, or at least perceivable, according to Berkeley, it follows that the notion of an absolute existence unrelated to being perceived is, in the case of sensible things, unintelligible.

Often, PHK 3 is dismissed as a bad or failed argument. Dicker (2011, 74) goes so far as to say that he “regards it as a nonstarter, at least as an argument for idealism.” Rickless (2013, 97) maintains that “when appropriately supplemented,” it is “far from a non-starter,” but nevertheless concedes that because “it does implicitly rely on two claims, [which] require support that is independent from the Semantic Argument, … there is no easy road from the semantics of existence claims to idealism.” Earlier, Kenneth Winkler (1989, 178) had flagged it as “the least argumentative” in that “Berkeley simply assumes a general view about the meaning of sentences or statements, and then reaches the only conclusion about the meaning of the word exist that is consistent with that view”; and he concluded that it “provides very little that can be used against the materialist who affirms the kind of absolute existence Berkeley so confidently denies.” The central problem seen in the argument concerns the connection between the three disjuncts and the idealistic conclusion. In particular, the second disjunct—to say that the table exists means that were I in the study, I might perceive it—does not entail the mind-dependence of the table, which is sufficient to render the argument invalid.15

PHK 4 and PHK 1 (or 1–3) contain what most interpreters identify as Berkeley’s main argument(s) for idealism: “For what are the forementioned objects but the things we perceive by sense, and what do we perceive by sense besides our own ideas or sensations; and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these or any combination of these should exist unperceived?”16 Rickless (2013, 121) identifies this as the only explicit argument for idealism in PHK 1–6 and calls it “The First Simple Argument”:


Sensible objects are perceived by means of the senses.

Anything perceived by means of the senses is an idea.

So, Sensible objects are ideas.



The first simple argument is not, Rickless concedes, very plausible on its own. But, he suggests, it fits with an implicit argument contained in PHK 1, which he calls “The Second Simple Argument”:


Sensible objects are collections of sensible qualities.

Sensible qualities are ideas.

So, Sensible objects are collections of ideas.17



These two arguments are, more or less, George Pappas’s two “collections” arguments, mentioned above in note 15. Dicker (2011, 68–73) also, like Pappas, focuses on PHK 1–3 and PHK 4 to locate two primary arguments rooted here. And Winkler (1989, 137–138), too, identifies PHK 4 as one of Berkeley’s most important arguments and offers a reconstruction much like Rickless’s.18

Even though everyone acknowledges the significance of these arguments for Berkeley, they are not any kinder in their assessments than they are regarding the semantic argument. Rickless identifies the arguments as question-begging. According to Rickless, both premises of the second simple argument beg the question, the first because realists would not all agree that sensible objects consist only of sensible qualities19 (think Locke’s substratum), and the second because no one would agree that all sensible qualities are ideas, even though they might allow that some qualities are (e.g., the secondary qualities: color, taste, smell, sound, and tactile properties, such as hot and cold). And both of these concerns feed into the central problem with the second premise in the first simple argument: because realists allow that sensible objects and sensible qualities that are not themselves ideas are nevertheless perceived by sense, they would not accept that second premise. If there is any consensus among interpreters here, it is that Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism in PHK 1–6 require substantial additional support for the claim that all the objects of sense are nothing but ideas, support which Berkeley completely fails to offer.

Therefore, interpreters seeking philosophical arguments in PHK 1–6 are facing a bit of a crisis. Berkeley’s seeming simplemindedness and his insouciance (bordering on negligence), along with the obvious implausibility and the abject philosophical inadequacy of his arguments, force commentators to think that there must be more to the story and to look elsewhere. Interpreters of Berkeley’s arguments stand, therefore, at a crossroads after PHK 1–6. It is worth noting that advocates of the intuitively known interpretation do not face any such crisis or stand at any crossroads here. For them, the simplicity and philosophical inadequacy are just as expected, and constitute further evidence in favor of their interpretation precisely because the idealist thesis, according to Berkeley, is supposed to be evident as soon as it is understood. Indeed, the next thing Berkeley does in PHK, i.e., dismantling the realists’ materialism, is natural and expected on this interpretation, in that it involves removing the epistemological obstacles and mistaken beliefs that hinder philosophers from properly seeing what is “so near and obvious to the mind” and that are the potential causes of backsliding away from the idealistic commitment. But, for all the advocates of a demonstratively known metaphysical interpretation, the inadequacy of the arguments and Berkeley’s lack of concern with their bases is a problem that forces them to turn elsewhere. They have a few directions in which they can turn, however.

Daniel Flage provides one possible approach, namely, retracing the path just covered and finding something previously overlooked that makes the simple arguments better. He focuses on the epistemological context of the arguments and encourages us to read into them a restriction to the object insofar as it is known.20

This gives us what we might call the demonstratively known epistemological interpretation. By limiting the scope of Berkeley’s arguments, they might be made more plausible and easier to defend, but this comes at the cost of limiting the idealistic conclusion and commitments that they can support to mere partial idealism.21 Flage needs to find something more to move Berkeley’s position past partial idealism and toward some form of total idealism. Although Lennon’s critique of the usual partial idealism interpretation does not address Flage’s version, laying Flage’s version along the total idealism interpretation defended by Lennon makes Flage’s interpretation look odd: why would Berkeley have decided to defend only a partial idealism in PHK and then transition to a total idealism after having presented and defended total idealism in NTV?

A more common reaction is to return to Cummins’s question and answer it in the affirmative (“Yes, Berkeley’s idealism in even the limited sense must somehow depend on his immaterialism”), and then look for proper support for the two simple arguments in PHK 7–24, or even for an entirely new argument supporting the idealistic thesis. Downing runs down this path from the very outset of her presentation, for example.22 Let’s thus consider Berkeley’s immaterialism as support for his idealism.

The Argument(s) from PHK 7–24

The simple arguments are considered question-begging because realists can invoke a distinction between how non-ideas are perceived by sense (mediately) and how ideas are perceived by sense (immediately). Of course, what this distinction amounts to is the invocation of indirect or representational realism. So, interpreters zoom in on PHK 8 and Berkeley’s likeness principle as the needed support for the simple arguments because it closes off the main option available to representational realism, the possibility of resemblance grounding the mediate perception of non-ideas:


But say you, though the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet there may be things like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which things exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance. I answer, an idea can be like nothing but an idea; a colour or figure can be like nothing but another colour or figure. If we look but ever so little into our thoughts, we shall find it impossible for us to conceive a likeness except only between our ideas.  (PHK 8:44)



Because representative realists conceive of sense perception as consisting of immediately perceived ideas that resemble qualities inhering in a substance, they can label those qualities (and the substances consisting of them) as sensible without being forced to label them ideas. Berkeley, these interpreters maintain, seeks to break that—and thereby defend idealism—by breaking the resemblance relation between the realists’ sensible ideas and their sensible qualities. And with that broken, Berkeley can then force the realists to admit that their sensible qualities collapse into sensible ideas. Berkeley’s point thus revolves around the concept of resemblance rather than the concept of idea: resemblance requires some sort of ontological parity between items said to resemble, and the representative realist’s position violates this.23

There seems to be widespread agreement that PHK 8 is an effective criticism of representational realism in general.24 But Rickless (2013, 120) casts doubt on its use as support for idealism by pointing out that the context for the argument is immaterialism and immaterialism alone: “Berkeley appeals to the likeness principle to answer an objection to the claim of PHK 7 (W2: 43) that ‘there is not any other substance than spirit, or that which perceives.’ ” In other words, the likeness principle argument is not, as Rickless rightly points out, a response to an objection to PHK 4. Interpreters such as Winkler, Dicker, and Downing see it as such a response, and want to see it as such a response, precisely because of the interpretative crisis generated by PHK 1–6, however.

As previously noted, much of the remainder of PHK 7–21 is directed at establishing immaterialism, which transforms limited idealism into total idealism by eliminating the possibility of material objects whose esse is neither percipi nor percipere. There is, however, one final candidate for Berkeley’s argument for idealism, his infamous “master argument” (PHK 22–24). The name was coined by Andre Gallois (1974) because Berkeley suggested that he was “content to put the whole upon this issue” and granted that “the bare possibility of [the realist’s] opinion being true, shall pass for an argument that it is so” (PHK 22:50). There is as much in the master argument’s buildup and summation to support the intuitively known interpretation (that it is guided self-reflection pointing to a self-evident truth) as there is to support either the demonstratively known metaphysical interpretation or the demonstratively known epistemological interpretation (i.e., the view that it is an argument providing a demonstration).

The argument is set up as a reductio ad absurdum of the realist’s doctrine of the “absolute existence of sensible objects in themselves, or without the mind.” It runs as follows:


1. Assume the realist’s account of the absolute existence of sensible objects;

2. Therefore, according to the realist, it is possible to imagine a sensible object existing “and no body by to perceive” it (see PHK 23:50);

3. But this, according to Berkeley, is merely framing in one’s own mind one set of ideas (the sensible object) without another set of ideas (an observer);

4. And doing that, emphasizes Berkeley, is irrelevant, and not at all what the realist’s position dictates;

5. Were the realist’s position true, it would be possible for us to conceive of the sensible object existing “unconceived or unthought of, which is a manifest repugnancy” (see PHK 23:50);

6. Therefore, the realist’s position regarding absolute existence “mark[s] out either a direct contradiction, or else nothing at all” (see PHK 24:51).



As an argument for idealism, this would be a direct argument for total idealism, given that there does not seem to be any reason why it would not work for sensible objects as well as insensible objects.

Almost all scholarly attention regarding this argument is directed at why it so badly fails.25 One of the notable exceptions is Rickless (2013, 127–130), who provides a reconstruction of the argument that emphasizes its validity, although it must be said that he does not see it as being offered in support of idealism but rather as yet another anti-materialist argument. Rickless also emphasizes that the plausibility of the master argument is hampered only by Berkeley’s leaving a key premise undefended, namely, that the objects of conception are only ideas. Rickless, however, argues that Berkeley supplies the missing support for the master argument in the First Dialogue of Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, and indeed that the primary purpose of the First Dialogue of DHP is to supply the missing supports for both the simple arguments and the master argument as presented in PHK. It is perhaps, then, time to turn our attention away from PHK and look toward DHP to see if we can find Berkeley’s more considered arguments for idealism.

The Argument(s) from DHP

There is a persistent view that Berkeley published DHP in 1713 merely to popularize the arguments and positions of PHK, which was published in 1710. The idea is that PHK’s poor reception so bothered Berkeley that he thought it better to repackage it in an easier format before moving on to parts 2–4 of the Principles project. This view strongly suggests that there should be no essential change in the arguments for idealism between PHK and DHP; there might be some added detail in DHP, and some of the enthymematic arguments presented in an expanded form or some of the concepts explained further, but the overall character of the argument(s) for idealism should be preserved if DHP is merely meant to popularize the theses of PHK. Rickless’s interpretation suggests something stronger regarding the relationship between PHK and DHP, however. According to Rickless’s view, DHP is intended to correct an oversight in PHK, namely, the failures to properly support the simple arguments and the master argument by allowing the realist to invoke the mediate-immediate perception distinction and wriggle out of the idealists’ snare.26 The similarities here with what other interpreters see as going on in PHK 8 should be obvious, though Rickless does not see Berkeley attempting to address this realist move in PHK. Under Rickless’s version of the demonstratively known metaphysical interpretation, then, DHP is a necessary improvement that Berkeley had to write after digesting the criticism of PHK and not a mere rephrasing or simplification of it. In other words, in Rickless’s estimation, even if the same argument(s) are being presented by Berkeley in DHP, they are significantly improved versions and worthier of being considered Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism than the two limited or faulty versions of PHK. Interpreters advocating an intuitively known interpretation also take a stronger view of DHP, albeit somewhat different from Rickless’s. According to the intuitively known interpretation, what Berkeley came to realize based upon the poor reception and critical feedback of PHK was that idealism is not in fact self-evident and intuitively knowable for early-eighteenth-century realists. It was something that either needed to be argued for or something whose evidence needed to be further excavated before Lockeans and other realists could see it just by opening their eyes. There is, in fact, considerable overlap between Rickless and the intuitively known interpreters here; the only real difference seems to be in whether Berkeley was failing to present good arguments in PHK, even though he himself might have been persuaded by them, or whether Berkeley was successfully presenting something in PHK that really was self-evident to him but that other early-eighteenth-century philosophers were not yet ready to receive or yet positioned to see and appreciate the self-evidence of.

Regardless, on all interpretations there is a clear change in strategy in DHP. Berkeley begins DHP with an important analysis of the concept of sensible. His spokesperson, Philonous, characterizes the sensible as what is immediately perceived: “It seems then, that by sensible things you mean those only which can be perceived immediately by sense” (DHP 174). He also adopts a new approach toward the claim that all sensible qualities are ideas. In DHP, Berkeley offers an enumerative argument structure that purports to show that all sensible qualities are ideas whose esse is percipi, by showing for each and every sensible quality that it is an idea. Together, these seem to address the main deficiencies scholars have flagged in the argument(s) for idealism in PHK. Restricting the topic to objects immediately perceived by sense cuts off the realist’s dodge of the simple arguments, and providing an exhaustive enumeration of the sensible qualities and showing that each is an idea provides the missing support for the second premise in each of the simple arguments (as well as the missing support for the master argument).

Within this enumerative argument structure, Berkeley uses two argument forms to establish that a particular sensible quality type is an idea. One is typically called the pain-pleasure argument, and the other is the argument from perceptual relativity. Most scholars prioritize the argument from perceptual relativity. The form of this argument revolves around the fact that different perspectives result in perceptions containing incompatible sensible qualities even though the change in perspective entails no change in the object observed. This fact, conjoined with the law of noncontradiction (nothing can contain contradictory properties), entails that the sensible quality type in question is not a quality contained in the observed object but rather must be contained within the different perceptions. The sensible quality must be, in other words, an idea immediately perceived in the different acts of perception. Berkeley walks the reader through various examples of sensible qualities and versions of this argument form, but scholars credit his application of it to the so-called primary qualities (in addition to the so-called secondary qualities) as the real breakthrough: “PHILONOUS: But what if the same arguments which are brought against secondary qualities, will hold good against these [primary qualities] also? HYLAS: Why then I shall be obliged to think, they too exist only in the mind” (DHP 188).

Most scholars privilege the argument from perceptual relativity because it is believed to be a wiser approach for dealing with the early-eighteenth-century audience of realists and because it is believed to be a more defensible argument than the pain-pleasure argument as well as being applicable to more of the sensible qualities Berkeley needed to enumerate. Most scholars view the pain-pleasure argument as merely softening up the reader.27 Rickless, however, is one of the notable exceptions. Rickless advocates for the pain-pleasure argument as Berkeley’s real argument for idealism and reads the argument from perceptual relativity (along with Robert Muehlmann 1992) as “no more than an ad hominem attack on materialism,” as it was in PHK 14.28

The pain-pleasure argument revolves around the identification of the perception of a sensible quality with pain or pleasure, which are ideas whose esse is percipi:


1. An experience of an intense heat (or cold) is eo ipso a great pain;

2. An experience of a gentle warmth is eo ipso a genuine pleasure;

3. Pain and pleasure are nothing but ideas within the perceiver;

4. Therefore, heat and cold are also nothing but ideas within the perceiver.



This type of argument looks difficult to apply to all sensible qualities, especially the so-called primary qualities (such as solidity, extension, shape, size, motion, and number) (see Rickless 2013, 164–165). Moreover, it seems to strain credulity even in best-case scenarios such as heat, odor, and taste. Rickless, however, has a clever approach toward making the pain-pleasure argument relevant for all qualities. He interprets Berkeley as offering the pain-pleasure argument only for the secondary qualities, but then he has Berkeley invoking an inseparability thesis—primary qualities are inseparable in reality from secondary qualities—to bring them under the umbrella of the ideal characterization of the secondary qualities. Rickless (2013, 182) draws this inseparability thesis from the following passage: “PHILONOUS: Since therefore it is impossible even for the mind to disunite the ideas of extension and motion from all other sensible qualities, doth it not follow, that where the one exists, there necessarily the other exist likewise? … Consequently the very same arguments which you admitted, as conclusive against the secondary qualities, are without any farther application of force against the primary too” (DHP 194).29 What scholars need to do to follow Rickless here is buy into his analysis that the argument from perceptual relativity is nothing more than an ad hominem attack against materialism that, like Rickless’s take on PHK 8, has nothing to do with idealism. Thus, the downgrading of PHK 8 and perceptual relativity seem to go hand in hand for Rickless and his interpretation of Berkeley’s argument for idealism. Some, however, might find this challenging because the various arguments from perceptual relativity are so tightly woven into the development of the idealistic thesis in DHP. Add to this the fact that Berkeley did not actually offer pain-pleasure arguments for all of the secondary qualities and the fact that the invocation of the inseparability thesis occurs after Berkeley ends the series of enumerations (DHP 191) and begins addressing moves that shield the realist from admitting the force of the idealistic argument (in particular, the thesis is invoked to counter the claim that pure intellect allows for a distinction between absolute and sensible extension [DHP 192–194]), and some interpreters might prefer to stay with the conventional view that Berkeley primarily relies on the argument from perceptual relativity to fill out the enumerations constituting the argument for idealism in DHP. Whichever direction one leans to, it seems that the differences regarding the importance of PHK 8 and perceptual relativity constitute a tipping point between Rickless’s interpretation and more traditional ones.

Berkeley again offers the master argument in DHP. But there does not seem to be any great change or improvement in that formulation of the master argument. Most interpreters simply consolidate the presentations of the argument in PHK and DHP, e.g., Dicker (2011, 139–141), Downing (2013), Rickless (2013, 127–133), and Winkler (1989, 183–184). Thus, there is not much for us to say about Berkeley’s re-presentation of the master argument in DHP other than that he still seemed equally committed to essentially the same argument despite any changes or improvements he made to his other argument(s) between the publication of PHK and that of DHP. Whether that suggests that Berkeley believed the alterations he made to the earlier argument(s) for idealism in DHP were minor, irrelevant, or independent of the reasoning underlying the master argument is left to the reader to decide. One might think of this defense of the traditional conception of DHP as merely a repackaging of the same arguments as PHK. Or one might put it in the service of defending the intuitively known interpretation by claiming that Berkeley is able to retain the master argument as originally presented because now, given the changes made in the earlier bits of DHP, Berkeley expects realists to be properly positioned to see the self-evidence of idealism in the thought experiment that composes the master argument, which he expected them to have seen in PHK but which they proved not yet ready to see.

The Conceptual Basis for Berkeley’s Idealism

We have seen that there is considerable disagreement among interpreters regarding whether Berkeley believes that idealism is intuitively known or demonstratively known, as well as considerable disagreement regarding which argument(s) are being offered by Berkeley in support of the idealistic thesis and which are being offered in support of the immaterialistic thesis. And we have seen that there are disagreements with respect to how to outline and reconstruct many of the specific premises and inferences in those arguments. It should come as no surprise, then, that there is considerable disagreement regarding the underlying conceptual source and motivation for Berkeley’s idealism. There are three main candidates for the conceptual core and source of Berkeley’s idealism: perceptual heterogeneity, anti-abstractionism, and immediate perception.

Thomas Lennon (2011), following the lead of Robert Muehlmann (though taking it in a much different direction), has argued on behalf of perceptual heterogeneity as the core, the “main part and pillar,” of Berkeley’s idealism. The perceptual heterogeneity interpretation begins with the idea that each sensible quality is a proper or special sensible, that there are no common sensibles and there is no commensurability between the different types of sensible qualities. On Lennon’s reconstruction of Berkeley’s argument for idealism, perceptual heterogeneity is a direct consequence of the passivity of perception (what Lennon calls “the pathos principle”): in perception, the perceiver is always a patient suffering an experience (Lennon 2011, 103). The model is the experience of pain (and pleasure), in which something is done to us. Because we passively suffer and receive experience, there is no act or activity that we do or engage in. Because there is no act or activity that we engage in, there is no act-object distinction. And because there is no act-object distinction, there is no object, either; on Berkeley’s pain model of immediate perception, there is just a mind in a perceptual state and nothing more. Consequently, in perception there is no thing (external or otherwise) that we engage with; there is only our suffering or sensing. The sensible object, in other words, is only perceived and exists only if and when perceived, just like a pain is only felt and exists if, when, and just as it is felt.

Lennon does not systematically interpret the arguments of PHK or DHP in light of his emphasis on the pathos principle. But he does point to places in Berkeley’s arguments where the principle plays an important role, and it is not difficult to gain a sense of how the arguments could be interpreted. Lennon’s interpretation casts the arguments of DHP, especially the pain-pleasure argument and the master argument, in a completely new light. As on Rickless’s interpretation, the pain-pleasure argument is given the central place, but unlike on Rickless’s interpretation, the master argument is also thrust into the spotlight. In both cases, Lennon sees the arguments as illustrating how the act-object distinction in immediate perception is rejected by Berkeley. Lennon is keen to emphasize that what is at stake between the idealist and the realist here is a commitment to a model of sensation and the “logic of sensation.”30 This seems to suggest that the “arguments” Berkeley is offering might not be best understood as deductive arguments establishing the truth of idealism but rather as illustrations of the idealist’s model and logic of sensation. Lennon’s analysis seems, furthermore, to cohere nicely with an intuitively known interpretation. But a detailed exploration of how Lennon’s suggestion fits the texts of the argument(s) for idealism would be a welcome addition to the scholarly discussion.

One nice feature of Lennon’s heterogeneity analysis is that it places considerable emphasis on the Cartesian and Malebranchean accounts of abstraction and the purely intellectual conception of extension as obstacles to accepting Berkeley’s pathos principle and his logic of sensation. Berkeley himself flagged abstraction as a source for the realists’ error and a barrier to perceiving the idealistic thesis in the introduction to PHK.31 According to Lennon, even though Berkeley seems to target Locke and his process of abstracting in his criticism of abstraction, it is really the Cartesian and Malebranchean doctrines of intelligible extension that threaten his idealism.32 It is the misguided acceptance of intelligible extension that blinds realists to the pathos principle and its concomitant denial of the act-object distinction in perception. Lennon’s analysis, therefore, explains why anti-abstractionism is so important to Berkeley’s vision, but without suggesting that Berkeley’s idealism follows from or is motivated by anti-abstractionism.

Pappas, however, is a scholar who sees Berkeley’s idealism as following from anti-abstractionism and sees a central role for it in the simple arguments and the master argument for idealism. According to Pappas (2000, 23–146), the abstract idea of existence is Berkeley’s target, and its rejection is central to how he thinks about idealism. Pappas attaches his interpretation onto the seemingly inconsistent way that Berkeley describes the denial of the idealistic thesis, as a contradiction or manifest repugnancy or as a meaningless expression. This duality of description suggests a duality in how Berkeley conceives of the idea of existence.33 The duality revolves around a Lockean conception of existence as something of which we can have an idea, versus a Berkeleyan conception in which existence is not a quality or feature of things of which we have an idea but rather the state of being perceived. Uncovering this duality in Berkeley’s thinking leads Pappas to a version of the intuitively known interpretation of idealism: the simple arguments and the master argument are “dispensable” because they highlight the absurd consequences of thinking about existence in the Lockean way; the semantic “argument” of PHK 3, which is really an occasion for “a moment’s” “calm reflection” about the notion of existence, is the primary support for idealism, provided that the reader has followed the anti-abstractionism Berkeley defends in the introduction to PHK.34

Rickless is critical of interpretations of the argument(s) for idealism that use or appeal to Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism as a premise.35 Rickless does, however, find a crucial but limited role for Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism in extending the ideality of the secondary qualities as established by DHP’s pain-pleasure argument to the primary qualities. The inseparability thesis that Rickless has Berkeley using here is grounded, says Rickless, in the impossibility of mentally separating an idea of a primary quality from the concomitant ideas of secondary qualities, which is one component of his analysis and critique of Lockean abstractionism (anti-abstractionism toward “singling abstraction”).36 This limited role, Rickless emphasizes, is a long way from constituting the conceptual core and basis for Berkeley’s idealism, and we might add that under Rickless’s analysis, it only occurs in DHP, which is late in the development and defense of Berkeley’s idealism.

Rickless himself favors the hypothesis that Berkeley’s idealism ultimately rests on his doctrine of immediate perception:


Berkeley’s argument rests on two crucial premises, (OP) and (PIP):

(OP) Sensible things are perceived by sense.

(PIP) Everything perceived by sense is immediately perceived.

… Berkeley struggles with these premises over the course of his life. The problem lies in the fact that the premises are ambiguous, because the phrase “perceived by sense” can be understood in two different ways. On one interpretation, to perceive something by sense is to perceive it wholly by sense…. On another interpretation, to perceive something by sense is to perceive it partly by sense.  (Rickless 2013, 188)



According to Rickless, Berkeley’s idealism needs the “wholly perceived” interpretation to be sound, but he has to make some room for a type of mediate perception, since it is so obvious that we do mediately perceive many things. The development of this distinction between mediate and immediate perception and its deployment in DHP are the linchpins to Berkeley’s argument for idealism and its defense. In the end, Rickless does not believe Berkeley is successful because there is no reason for realists to grant the “wholly perceived” interpretation of OP. Although “Berkeley had hoped to be able to produce a valid argument for idealism grounded in premises that his realist opponents could not reasonably deny,” what results is “a kind of philosophical stalemate” (Rickless 2013, 196).

Although Rickless does not mention or explore heterogeneity as an underlying principle, there are clear synergies and overlaps between Rickless’s and Lennon’s analyses. I am inclined to see that they can merge and that placing heterogeneity and the pathos principle at the core of Berkeley’s account of immediate perception can explain why there seems to be a stalemate between the realists and idealists as well as provide material for potentially shifting the allegiances some might have to realism or idealism. And I am inclined to synthesize their analyses within the framework of the intuitively known interpretation of idealism. How such a synthesis would go should be relatively clear to readers of both interpretations, as well as its powers and limitations as an interpretation of Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism (what is to be done with the perceptual relativity arguments, for example).

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have sought to showcase the diversity of current approaches to, and interpretations of, Berkeley’s argument(s) for idealism. The emphasis has been on the current lack of consensus. But it is hoped that by bringing this variety together, pathways forward and toward a firmer and widespread consensus might appear. It is clear, I hope, that I wish scholars would seriously consider the hypothesis that Berkeley believed the idealistic thesis was intuitively known by his philosophical contemporaries, that it just needed to be stated and brought before their minds for them to accept it, and that when the presentation of PHK failed to reach them, he changed his approach toward positioning their thinking about idealism, but retained the conception that it was something they could, and should, find self-evident. It is also clear, I hope, that I think Lennon’s and Rickless’s analyses together show promise for “attaining the same train of thought in reading, that [Berkeley] had in writing” his argument for idealism. So, I hope that despite the current lack of scholarly consensus, this survey of the current state of scholarship optimistically points toward a future of better understandings of Berkeley’s texts, deeper appreciations of their plausibility and coherence, and growing consensus regarding their interpretation and assessment.

Notes

1. “[Berkeley] professes, however, in his title-page (and undoubtedly with great truth) to have composed his book against the sceptics as well as against the atheists and free-thinkers. But that all his arguments, though otherwise intended, are, in reality, merely sceptical, appears from this, that they admit of no answer and produce no conviction. Their only effect is to cause that momentary amazement and irresolution and confusion, which is the result of scepticism” (Hume, EHU, 12.16n32:203).

2. Berkeley himself asked us to carefully reconstruct his thinking when reading the text: “Whoever therefore designs to read the following sheets, I entreat him to make my words the occasion of his own thinking, and endeavour to attain the same train of thoughts in reading, that I had in writing them. By this means it will be easy for him to discover the truth or falsity of what I say” (PHKI 25:40).

3. Something similar can be found in the distinction between partial and full idealism drawn by Lennon (2008, 103).

4. The importance of this for Rickless’s overall interpretation will be evident below.

5. Berkeley later emended this to read, “Existence is percipi or percipere or velle i:e. agere,” which is an important change but does not move it any further away from a form of total idealism. Berkeley nods toward this slogan in the Principles when he writes, of unthinking things, that “[t]heir esse is percipi, nor is it possible they should have any existence, out of the minds or thinking things which perceive them” (PHK 3:42).

6. Johnson to Berkeley, September 10, 1729: “What is the esse of spirits? … Is then the esse of minds nothing else but percipere, as the esse of ideas is percipi?” (CGB 293).

7. This was, in fact, how my adviser, the great Berkeley scholar Phillip Cummins, formulated the question in a graduate seminar many years ago.

8. Rickless (2013, 138).

9. Downing (2013).

10. Dicker (2011, 5).

11. The likeness principle (PHK 8:44) is the principle that “an idea can be like nothing but an idea.” It is meant to be a constraint on the resemblances involving ideas that are possible. See Cummins (1966) and Ryan (2006) for discussions of the principle and its sources in Berkeley’s thinking.

12. This is an obsolete usage of the term “strangely” that means “to an exceptional degree” or “very greatly.” By using this term, Berkeley was not noting that the opinion, or its prevailing, was odd; rather, he was noting that it was greatly or extremely prevalent.

13. The statement from PHK 3 can give the impression of making a larger claim, one that is closer to total idealism than limited idealism, because it purports to be about “unthinking things” simpliciter rather than merely “sensible things.” But this broader reading is mitigated when put in the textual context of what comes before and what follows, which emphasizes that it is perceived unthinking things that Berkeley is talking about, not unperceived, or even unperceivable, unthinking things. There is not much to indicate that “unthinking things” should be read in a strong way that closes off the categories needing to be closed off if the conclusion were to support total idealism. But whether to read “unthinking things” as a synonym for “sensible things” or as a more extensive ontological category is one of the many interpretative decisions that need to be made.

14. Fogelin (2001, 29–36).

15. George Pappas (2000, 113–124) offers perhaps the most sophisticated discussion of the semantic argument. Ironically, however, Pappas’s discussion involves neither a reconstruction nor a defense of the argument as such, but rather is meant to show that Berkeley’s thinking about the meaning of “existence” is disjointed in the same way as his thinking about material substratum, which blinds him to the logical error in the two arguments Pappas flags as Berkeley’s primary arguments, the “collections” arguments of PHK 1–3 and PHK 4—cf. Rickless’s two “simple” arguments (2013, 120–127). See below for more on these arguments.

16. It is noteworthy for those who read Berkeley as pushing the intuitive self-evidence of idealism that the argument from PHK 4 is presented in terms of a rhetorical question rather than as anything like a demonstration or proof.

17. Rickless (2013, 122).

18. “The argument is simple: We perceive houses, mountains, and rivers (the ‘real things’ of Philonous’s peroration). But we perceive nothing but our own ideas or sensations, which exist only in the mind. Therefore houses, mountains, and rivers—real things of all kinds—are ideas and sensations, which exist only in the mind.”

19. Locke, for instance, holds that sensible objects also contained a substratum, which support the sensible qualities (E 2.23.1–2:295–296). According to Locke, this substratum was not itself sensible, which was why it was a “something-I-know-not-what” that was “supposed” rather than perceived. Nevertheless, it was, pace Berkeley, a necessary component of sensible objects according to Locke. Descartes and Malebranche, to cite another instance, hold that sensible objects also consist of intelligible extension, which was not sensed or perceived even though it might be intuited or discerned in a sensory experience, such as in the contemplation of a ball of wax. They hold this to be a necessary component of all extended, sensible objects, albeit one that lay behind or beneath the sensible extension seen or felt in sensory perception. Neither kind of realist would grant Berkeley’s claim.

20. “Berkeley is primarily an epistemologist. He is concerned with what is known and the conditions for knowing. If he is also building an ontology, then there is an isomorphic relationship between the elements in his epistemology and those in his ontology” (Flage 2014, 68; see also Flage 2004).

21. “Thus a commitment to idealism, as such, does not show that matter does not exist. To show that ordinary objects are at least ideas does not show that they have no other properties. To show that the only kind of substance that exists is mental does not also show that it is not composed of matter. Defending immaterialism is Berkeley’s next task” (Flage 2014, 70).

22. “In his two great works of metaphysics, Berkeley defends idealism by attacking the materialist alternative…. Berkeley recognizes that these philosophers [the realists Descartes and Locke] have an obvious response available to this argument [the first simple argument from PHK 4]…. Berkeley devotes the succeeding sections of the Principles to undermining the representationalist response to his initial argument” (Downing 2013).

23. There is considerable disagreement within the scholarly literature regarding the grounds for Berkeley’s likeness principle. Cummins (1966) gave the classic exposition. Ryan (2006) has offered an important alternative account. Winkler (1989, 141–148) has offered criticisms of Cummins and sketches an epistemological basis rooted in N 378, which points toward Ryan’s alternative. The ground for Berkeley’s commitment to the likeness principle is not unrelated to its use in arguing for idealism, of course; but it is, strictly speaking, a separate matter from using it as part of an argument for idealism.

24. Dicker (2011, 163–169) seems to be an exception.

25. Rickless (2013, 127) writes, “Berkeley scholars are almost all agreed that the master argument fails, indeed that it commits a spectacularly shameful blunder.” See Dicker (2011, 139–145); Downing (2013); Pappas (2000, 134–141); Pitcher (1977, 112–113); Tipton (1974, 161); Tipton (1987, 97); Winkler (1989, 184–187).

26. “I argue that the most important function of DHP 1 is to remedy the defects of the two Simple Arguments and the master argument (thereby remedying the defects of the Semantic Argument) in PHK. Once it is understood what DHP 1 is designed to accomplish, it becomes impossible to read it as anything other than a deliberate attempt to shore up the earlier arguments for idealism by defending the very principles that Whiston and Clarke so breezily dismissed [Berkeley’s ‘first principles’—‘that everything that is perceived by sense is an idea; that sensible objects are collections of sensible qualities; and that sensible qualities are ideas’]” (Rickless 2013, 138).

27. Dicker (2013, 90–94), Flage (2014, 101), Pitcher (1977, 100–103), Winkler (1989, 167–170).

28. Rickless (2013, 166).

29. This passage, as Rickless (2013, 181–182) points out, echoes PHK 10.

30. He expresses this in terms of the “familiar situation in philosophy, where one man’s modus ponens is another man’s modus tollens” (Lennon 2011, 106).

31. “In order to prepare the mind of the reader for the easier conceiving what follows, it is proper to premise somewhat, by way of introduction, concerning the nature and abuse of language. But the unravelling this matter leads me in some measure to anticipate my design, by taking notice of what seems to have had a chief part in rendering speculation intricate and perplexed, and to have occasioned innumerable errors and difficulties in almost all parts of knowledge. And that is the opinion that the mind hath a power of framing abstract ideas or notions of things” (PHKI 6:27).

32. The Cartesian and Malebranchean doctrines of intelligible extension are that there is some purely intellectual form of extension, something like a mathematical, three-dimensional manifold, that is logically prior to and necessary for the physical extension(s) that constitute space and body. This purely intellectual or intelligible form of extension is not seen or perceived, even though it is conceptually connected to extension that is perceived. It is known only through the intellect or intellection, in Descartes’s case through an intuition and in Malebranche’s case through an illumination from God. For Descartes and Malebranche, the really important point was that this intelligible extension was conceptually prior to physical extension. For Berkeley, however, the important point was the connection between intelligible and physical extension, and severing that connection so that only physical, or sensible, extension remained.

33. “[I]t is natural to think that when Berkeley states his [critical] point variably or disjunctively [“meaningless” or “contradictory”], he is saying that one or the other of these is the case depending on certain other factors or depending on how one conceives of certain things. This would be an exact parallel to how he reasons on the question of matter. Under some ways of understanding what matter is, he holds it to be contradictory; on others, … his point would be instead that the word ‘matter’ has no meaning. I think Berkeley has the same sort of thought about the concept of existence. In one way of thinking about existence the EIP [esse is percipi] principle will come out as a necessary truth because its denial will be a necessary falsehood. In another way of thinking about existence, the denial of the EIP principle will lack meaning and thus be unintelligible” (Pappas 2000, 122).

34. See Pappas (2000, 144–146).

35. Rickless singles out Pappas’s reconstruction of the master argument and an interpretation offered by Margaret Atherton. He also criticizes the idea-object interpretation developed by Martha Brandt Bolton as being “just too easy.” See Rickless (2012) and Rickless (2013, 104–115).

36. See Rickless (2013, 184). ”Singling abstraction” is the mind’s alleged ability to consider a single sensible quality alone and in the absence of any other sensible quality. Single ideas of sensible qualities are separated from one another so that the mind contains the one simple sensible idea of interest. See PHKI 7:27–28. This is contrasted with “generalizing abstraction,” which is the mind’s alleged ability to see a shared characteristic among sensible objects and separate the idea of that general characteristic from its particular manifestations. See PHKI 8–9:28–29.
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Chapter 6

Berkeley on Objections to Idealism

Georges Dicker

Berkeley may well be his own best critic, for he anticipates and states with crystal clarity a large number of challenging objections to his idealism. His treatment of them makes up roughly one-third (sections 34–84) of A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and most of the Third Dialogue in Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. The purpose of this chapter is to expound and assess a selection of these objections and Berkeley’s replies to them. Limitations of space compel me to select those that I regard as most important.

Berkeley’s idealism is the view that everything that exists is either a mind or an idea that exists if and only if it is perceived by a mind, and the chief corollary of that view is that non-minds, notably what we commonly call physical objects, are only collections of ideas (PHK 1:41). Although Berkeley addresses some important worries about his notion of a mind, I shall restrict myself to three objections to this corollary. Berkeley thinks that it has compelling advantages over the common view that the natural world consists of mind-independent parcels of matter: it solves the skeptical problem of how we can know with certainty that such a world really exists (since the world consists of ideas, which we certainly know do exist); it dissolves the problem of how matter can causally interact with mind (since matter does not exist), and it provides conclusive arguments for the existence of God, thereby refuting the atheism that the good bishop abhorred. One approach for assessing Berkeley’s view is to evaluate the arguments that he advances to prove that matter doesn’t exist and that “physical” objects are only ideas. Another, complementary approach—one which may facilitate deciding whether Berkeley’s cure for skepticism, for the mind-body problem, and for atheism is better or worse than those diseases—is to consider the objections that can be raised against his position. This chapter takes the latter approach.

Does Idealism Abolish the Difference Between Appearance and Reality?

If someone seriously tells the proverbial “person in the street” that the physical world consists of nothing but ideas, the response is likely to be that this amounts to denying that there is a real world at all. So it’s not surprising that the first objection Berkeley considers in PHK is this:


[I]t will be objected that by the foregoing principles, all that is real and substantial in Nature is banished out of the world: and instead thereof a chimerical scheme of ideas takes place. All things that exist, exist only in the mind…. What therefore becomes of the sun, moon, and stars? What must we think of houses, rivers, mountains, trees, stones; nay, even of our own bodies? Are all these but so many chimeras and illusions on the fancy?  (PHK 34:55)



Berkeley retorts:


I answer, that by the principles premised, we are not deprived of any one thing in Nature. Whatever we see, feel, hear, or any wise conceive or understand, remains as secure as ever, and is as real as ever. There is a rerum natura [a nature of things], and the distinction between realities and chimeras retains its full force. This is evident from Sect. 29, 30, and 33, where we have shewn what is meant by real things in opposition to chimeras, or ideas of our own framing; but then they both equally exist in the mind, and in that sense they are alike ideas.  (PHK 34:55)



As Berkeley’s reference to previous sections shows, this response rests on points that he here takes himself to have established earlier. Foremost among these is his doctrine that all the objects of sense perception are only ideas. Although Berkeley argues for this doctrine at length in DHP, in the early sections of PHK, as Samuel Rickless notes, “Berkeley assumes that sensible qualities are nothing more than ideas.”1 He probably makes this assumption because PHK is addressed to readers who he thinks (with considerable justification) already accept the view that the immediate objects of sense perception are ideas rather than material things. He then proceeds to explain why, despite the fact that objects are only collections of ideas, there is a difference between the ideas that constitute objects, which he calls “ideas of sense,” and those that are only figments of our imagination, fictions of the mind, dreams, and hallucinations. Key parts of his explanation go like this:


The ideas of sense are more strong, lively, and distinct than those of the imagination; they have likewise a steadiness, order, and coherence, and are not excited at random, as those which are the effects of human wills often are, but in a regular train or series, the admirable connexion whereof sufficiently testifies the wisdom and benevolence of its Author. Now the set rules or established methods, wherein the mind we depend on excites in us the ideas of sense, are called the Laws of Nature. (PHK 30:53)

The Ideas imprinted on the senses by the Author of Nature are called real things: and those excited in the imagination being less regular, vivid and constant, are more properly termed ideas, or images of things, which they copy and represent. But then our sensations, be they never so vivid and distinct, are nevertheless ideas, that is, they exist in the mind, or are perceived by it, as truly as the ideas of its own framing. The ideas of sense are allowed to have more reality in them, that is, to be more strong, orderly, and coherent than the creatures of the mind; but this is no argument that they exist without the mind.  (PHK 33:54)



Berkeley’s response to the accusation that his idealism obliterates the difference between appearance and reality, then, is that ideas of sense possess a regularity, uniformity, order, steadiness, coherence, and predictability that mere appearances do not exhibit, and that the explanation of this regularity is that the ideas of sense are imprinted on our minds by a benevolent God, according to “set rules or methods … called the Laws of Nature” that God instituted for our benefit. Berkeley insists that he is not denying the existence of anything that we perceive: “In the sense here given of reality, it is evident that every vegetable, star, mineral, and in general each part of the mundane system, is as much a real being by our principles as by any other” (PHK 36:56). All he denies is the existence of “that which philosophers call matter or corporeal substance … [which] the rest of mankind … will never miss” (PHK 35:55).

I shall now raise a difficulty for this reply that I believe Berkeley’s critics have overlooked. In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant draws a distinction between the temporal order in which what he calls “representations” or “appearances” occur in a person’s consciousness and the temporal order in which the objects that those representations or appearances are of exist (or are conceived to exist) (Kant 1997 [1781, 1787], A 177/B 219, A 182/B 225, A 189–199/B 234–244).2 To use his example, suppose that you are looking at a house. Then, depending on the position and motion of your own body, you may see first the roof and then the basement or first the basement and then the roof, first the right side and then the left side or first the left side and then the right side, first the back and then the front or first the front and then the back, and so forth. Thus, the temporal order in which you obtain representations or views of the house is successive and variable, but the order in which the parts of the house exist is simultaneous and invariable (Kant 1997 [1781, 1787], A 192/B 237–238). Now, when we try to put this point in Berkeleyan terms, we immediately run into trouble. For the items that for Berkeley are equivalent to Kant’s “representations” or “appearances” are the ideas of sense. But for Berkeley, the ideas of sense are not ideas of bodies; rather, they are supposed to be bodies.3 In Berkeley’s scheme, it is impossible to say that our ideas of sense occur in one temporal order while bodies or their parts exist in a different temporal order, because the ideas of sense constitute bodies. For anyone who has been convinced by reading Kant or his commentators (especially Peter Strawson) that denying the distinction between the time-order in which our ideas occur and the time-order in which objects of those ideas exist obliterates a fundamental difference between appearance and reality, Berkeley’s inability to accommodate this distinction is a major obstacle to accepting his metaphysics.4

There is another way in which this distinction militates against Berkeley’s attempt to differentiate “creatures of the mind” from “real things” (PHK 33:54). Suppose we ask: is the steadiness or coherence that he equates with the law-like-ness of nature a characteristic of the time-order in which ideas of sense occur in a person’s consciousness, or is it a characteristic of the temporal order in what we take to be the objects of these ideas are supposed to exist? To be sure, there are cases in which the order in which certain sorts of ideas of sense occur mirrors the order in which certain events lawfully occur. For example, visual ideas of forked lightning are always followed by—or, for simplicity’s sake, may be supposed always to be followed by—auditory ideas of thunder, and no doubt (to use a gruesome but less disputable example) visual ideas of another person’s beheading are always accompanied by visual ideas of that person’s now-divided body ceasing to move. But such examples do not establish Berkeley’s view that a law of nature is only a regularity among our ideas of sense. It is a law of nature that iron that is left out in the rain for several days rusts, it is a law of nature that caterpillars turn into butterflies, and it is a law of nature that acorns grow into oak trees. But it is not the case that ideas of iron sitting in the rain are always followed by ideas of rusty iron, or that ideas of caterpillars are always followed by ideas of butterflies, or that ideas of acorns are always followed by ideas of oak trees, if only because one may never again see the piece of iron that was left in the rain, never see the butterfly that emerged from the caterpillar, and never see the oak tree that grew from the acorn. Our ideas of sense do not exhibit anything like the amount of order and regularity that laws of nature imply.5 Berkeley seems to have read into his ideas of sense an order and systematic character that belong only to a world that is distinct from those ideas, and whose existence he denies.6

It might be countered on Berkeley’s behalf that if we enrich these examples by reference to other ideas of sense that were not mentioned in my description of them, the needed regularities are restored. For instance, if we include visual ideas of distancing oneself from rain, kinesthetic ideas of moving one’s body in certain ways (which, at least for the sake of the argument, we may count among our ideas of sense), and so on, then the sequence of intact-iron ideas followed by rusty-iron ideas may be counted as a law-like one. I will not go so far as to say that this manner of defending Berkeley’s position is hopeless. But it faces very difficult challenges. For one thing, it is not enough to speak in general terms of filling in the ideational sequence with visual ideas of motion away from rain and of certain kinesthetic ideas; one must be able to describe the additional ideas in an exact, detailed way, and to identify laws governing numberless relations between multifarious visual, tactile, kinesthetic, and perhaps still other ideas. But it is questionable whether such a formidable feat is possible; it is akin to the phenomenalists’ problem of expressing all truths about the physical world in terms of ideas or sense data, including conditionals whose antecedents and consequents refer only to such items. Furthermore, it must be shown that the ideational sequence, once enriched as much as possible in such ways, could not occur in an extended dream or hallucination; otherwise, Berkeley’s view that the difference between ideas of sense and ideas had in hallucinations, imagination, dreams, etc., is just a matter of orderliness is little more than wishful thinking.

Does Idealism Entail That Objects Exist Intermittently?

Berkeley holds that an idea can exist at a time t if and only if it is perceived by a mind at t. So if an idea ceases to be perceived, then it ceases to exist. This gives rise to the best-known difficulty in his system, which I will call the intermittency objection. According to Berkeley, a sensible object such as a table or a car is just a collection of ideas. So, what happens to the table or car when one stops perceiving it? Berkeley’s theory seems to imply that it just stops existing, and that it (or a new object) begins to exist again when one perceives it again. More generally, Berkeley’s theory seems to imply that when we do not actually perceive bodies, they cease to exist, and that when we begin to perceive bodies again, they begin to exist again—that the entire natural world has an intermittent, off-again, on-again existence. Now, we saw that Berkeley insists that on his principles, “we are not deprived of any one thing in Nature” (PHK 34:55). But to say that objects go out of existence when we stop perceiving them seems to do just that.7

As in so many other instances, Berkeley anticipated and forcibly stated this objection:


[I]t will be objected that from the foregoing principles it follows, things are every moment annihilated and created anew. The objects of sense exist only when they are perceived: the trees therefore are in the garden, or the chairs in the parlour, no longer than while there is some body by to perceive them. Upon shutting my eyes all the furniture in the room is reduced to nothing, and barely upon opening them it is again created.  (PHK 45:59)



Berkeley’s initial response to the objection goes like this:


In answer to all which, I refer the reader to what has been said in Sect. 3, 4, &c. and desire he will consider whether he means any thing by the actual existence of an idea, distinct from its being perceived. For my part, after the nicest inquiry I could make, I am not able to discover that any thing else is meant by those words. And I once more entreat the reader to sound his own thoughts, and not suffer himself to be imposed on by words. If he can conceive it possible either for his ideas or their archetypes to exist without being perceived, then I give up the cause: but if he cannot, he will acknowledge it is unreasonable for him to stand up in defence of he knows not what, and pretend to charge on me as an absurdity, the not assenting to those propositions which at bottom have no meaning in them.  (PHK 45:59)



This “hang tough” response does not answer the objection; rather, it seems to say that if it is a consequence of Berkeley’s view that objects have an intermittent existence, then so be it.

A little later in PHK, however, Berkeley offers this response:


[T]he objection proposed in Sect. 45 will not be found reasonably charged on the principles we have premised…. For though we hold indeed the objects of sense to be nothing else but ideas which cannot exist unperceived; yet we may not hence conclude that they have no existence except only while they are perceived by us, since there may be some other spirit that perceives them, though we do not. Wherever bodies are said to have no existence without the mind, I would not be understood to mean this or that particular mind, but all minds whatsoever. It does not therefore follow from the foregoing principles, that bodies are annihilated and created every moment, or exist not at all during the intervals between our perception of them.  (PHK 48:61)



Berkeley’s line of thought here is clear: his theory does not entail that bodies cease to exist when we do not perceive them, because some other mind may be perceiving them. What other mind? Earlier in PHK, Berkeley gives a clue to its identity:


[A]ll those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, … their being is to be perceived or known; … consequently so long as they are not actually perceived by me, or do not exist in my mind or that of any other created spirit, they must either have no existence at all, or else subsist in the mind of some eternal spirit.  (PHK 6:43)



The words “some eternal spirit” reveal Berkeley’s best-known (and probably favorite) reply to the intermittency objection. This is that bodies need not cease to exist when no finite, created minds perceive them, because God may still be perceiving them.8 By this novel version of the Christian notion that God creates and sustains the universe, the good bishop reinforces the central role of God in his idealism.

In DHP, Berkeley turns this reply to the intermittency objection into an argument for the existence of God, which commentators call his continuity argument.9 His spokesman, Philonous, says this:


To me it is evident … that sensible things cannot exist otherwise than in a mind or spirit. Whence I conclude, not that they have no real existence, but that seeing they depend not on my thought, and have an existence distinct from being perceived by me, there must be some other mind wherein they exist. As sure, therefore, as the sensible world really exists, so sure is there an infinite omnipresent spirit who contains and supports it…. Men commonly believe that all things are known or perceived by God, because they believe the being of a God, whereas I on the other side, immediately and necessarily conclude the being of a God, because all sensible things must be perceived by him…. Besides, is there no difference between saying, there is a God, therefore he perceives all things: and saying, sensible things do really exist: and if they really exist, they are necessarily perceived by an infinite mind: therefore there is an infinite mind, or God. This furnishes you with a direct and immediate demonstration, from a most evident principle, of the being of a God.  (DHP 212)



Here Berkeley gives an argument for the existence of God that turns on the point that the sensible things that constitute the natural world exist because God always perceives them. Now, it is highly implausible to suppose that Berkeley is here thinking of the “sensible world,” of “all things,” or of “all sensible things,” as having an intermittent, on-again, off-again existence; his language strongly suggests that he is thinking of the natural world, as people always do, as having a continuous existence. But then the core of his argument is the thought that since sensible things have this continuous existence, but are not continuously perceived by any finite spirit, God must continuously perceive them, so that God must therefore exist. A more explicit statement of the argument is this passage in the Third Dialogue, where Philonous says:


When I deny sensible things an existence out of the mind, I do not mean my mind in particular, but all minds. Now it is plain that they have an existence exterior to my mind, since I find them by experience to be independent of it. There is therefore some other mind wherein they exist, during the intervals between the times of my perceiving them: as likewise they did before my birth, and would do after my supposed annihilation. And as the same is true, with regard to all other finite created spirits; it necessarily follows, there is an omnipresent eternal Mind, which knows and comprehends all things [my italics except for “omnipresent eternal Mind”], and exhibits them to our view in such a manner, and according to such rules as he himself hath ordained, and are by us termed the Laws of Nature. (DHP 230–231)10



However, Berkeley’s use of the continuity argument may well seem to raise a problem for his position. Consider these five propositions:


(a) Objects are collections of ideas.

(b) Ideas exist only when perceived by a mind.

(c) Objects are not continuously perceived by finite minds.

(d) Objects continue to exist even when no finite mind perceives them.

(e) There is an infinite mind that continuously perceives objects.



The intermittency objection is that the combination of (a), (b), and (c) is incompatible with (d). Berkeley’s response to this objection in PHK 48 (quoted above) is that these propositions are not really incompatible, because (e) could be true. In the continuity argument, he argues from (d), together with (a), (b), and (c), to (e): the continuity argument is simply the argument that takes (a)–(d) as its premises and (e) as its conclusion. But this use of this argument threatens to render Berkeley’s position viciously circular, for in replying to the intermittency objection, Berkeley seems to use (e) as a premise to support (d), whereas in the continuity argument, he uses (d) as a premise to support (e).

Berkeley could reply, however, that he is not guilty of this circularity. It is true, of course, that if, in replying to the intermittency objection, he were using (e) as a premise to prove (d), then there would be a circle, since he clearly does use (d) as a premise to prove (e) in the continuity argument. But it would be a misrepresentation of Berkeley’s position to say that his reply to the intermittency objection uses (e) to support (d). Rather, Berkeley uses (e) only to answer the charge that (d) is incompatible with (a)–(c), as can be seen by looking back at PHK 48. His point is merely that since (e) may be true, it is possible that (a)–(d) are all true together. This is not the same thing as using (e) to prove that (d) is true. So, it is legitimate for him to use (d) to support (e) in the continuity argument.

Still, Berkeley is not out of the woods, for a critic can now raise an objection that is not so easily answered. This is that even if (d) is not incompatible with (a)–(c), a person who holds (a)–(c) is not entitled to take it for granted that (d) is actually true. For all Berkeley knows, since for him objects are merely ideas that exist only when perceived, and objects are not continuously perceived by finite minds, objects may well be perpetually jumping in and out of existence. So, Berkeley is not entitled to use (d) as a premise in his continuity argument after all. Furthermore, he has no good reason to believe either that objects continue to exist while no finite minds perceive them, or that God exists. For all he has shown, perhaps objects exist intermittently as ideas in the minds of finite spirits in a Godless universe.

However, Berkeley’s system contains further resources from which we can extrapolate a strategy for answering this objection. For he has another argument for God’s existence, which commentators call the passivity argument, that occurs in both PHK and DHP, and that does not rest on (d).11 In PHK, it begins as an argument for the existence of a mental substance other than any human mind, which occupies sections 25–26 and 28–29. Its first several steps may be summarized as follows:


(1) Ideas contain only what is perceived in them.

(2) No force, power, or agency is perceived in any idea.

(3) No idea contains any force, power, or agency. [from (1) and (2)]

(4) No idea can cause or produce another idea, or do or cause anything. [from (3)]

(5) We perceive a continual succession of ideas.

(6) These ideas must have some cause.

(7) This cause cannot be other ideas or combinations of ideas. [from (4)]

(8) So, this cause must be a substance. [from (7)]

(9) There is no such thing as material substance.

(10) So, this cause must be mental substance or mind. [from (8) and (9)]

(11) We humans ourselves produce some of our ideas voluntarily, but most of our ideas—namely, our ideas of sense—don’t depend on our wills and are not caused by us.

(12) This cause must be some other, nonhuman spirit. [from (10) and (11)]



The opening premise is based on the principle, emphasized by Descartes, that the contents of our own thoughts are perfectly known to us: everything that we perceive in an idea is really included in its content, and that content includes nothing that we do not perceive in it. Premise (2) depends on Berkeley’s imagistic notion of ideas as mental pictures. It rests on the point that a force, power, or agency cannot literally be pictured or depicted (though its effects can be pictured). From (3), which logically follows from (1) and (2), Berkeley derives (4)—his principle that ideas are totally passive or inert and cannot cause anything. Step (5) is a premise that reports a datum of experience. Step (6) follows from a principle that Berkeley takes to be self-evident, namely, that everything—or at least everything that is not eternal and unchanging—must have a cause. Step (7) rests on (4). Step (8) follows from step (7), given the assumption that what exists can only be an idea or a substance—an assumption that, from Berkeley’s point of view, is equivalent to the metaphysical principle that what exists can only be a quality or a substance (though for Berkeley the qualities depend on substances not by inhering in them but by being perceived by them, since they are only ideas that cannot exist unperceived).12 Step (9) is a proposition that Berkeley takes himself to have established in previous sections of PHK, notably section 9, though it is implicit in sections 3, 4, 5, and 7. Having thus ruled out the possibility that the cause of the ideas that continually succeed each other in our minds is either other ideas or matter, Berkeley concludes in (10) that this cause must be a spirit or mind. Steps (11) and (12) are meant to show that this spirit is no mere human mind.

At this point, the argument breaks off, but it resumes, over a hundred sections later, like this:


But though there be some things which convince us, human agents are concerned in producing them; yet it is evident to every one, that those things which are called the works of Nature, that is, the far greater part of the ideas or sensations perceived by us, are not produced by, or dependent on the wills of men. There is therefore some other spirit that causes them, since it is repugnant that they should subsist by themselves. See Sect. 29. But, if we attentively consider the constant regularity, order, and concatenation of natural things, the surprising magnificence, beauty, and perfection of the larger, and the exquisite contrivance of the smaller parts of the creation, together with the exact harmony and correspondence of the whole, but above all, the never enough admired laws of pain and pleasure, and the instincts or natural inclinations, appetites, and passions of animals; I say if we consider all these things, and at the same time attend to the meaning and import of the attributes one, eternal, infinitely wise, good, and perfect, we shall clearly perceive that they belong to the aforesaid spirit, who works all in all, and by whom all things consist. (PHK 146:107–108)13



The additional reasoning, after the backward reference to section 29, may be summarized as follows:


(13) The ideas caused by this spirit exhibit an amazing degree of regularity, order, and beauty, especially the order found in the domain of living things.

(14) This spirit is God. [from (12) and (13)]



Niceties apart, the kind of order to which Berkeley is chiefly appealing in (13) is teleological order, that is, the kind of functional structure that things exhibit when they have been designed for a purpose. Thus, the final step of this argument is essentially a Berkeleyan version of the teleological argument for the existence of God. The key claim of this argument is that the teleological order we observe in the world is so impressive that we may infer, with a high degree of probability, that the world was purposefully created by God in accordance with a plan or design.



[image: image]

Figure 6.1 The relation between the passivity argument and the continuity argument.



In light of the addition of the passivity argument, it may now seem that Berkeley could defend his use of the continuity argument by adopting the following strategy, illustrated in figure 6.1: first, use the passivity argument to support (e); second, use (e) to support (d); third, use the continuity argument as a supplementary argument for (e).

Although this strategy seems to be the best one available to Berkeley, it is still flawed. To be sure, Berkeley’s case for (e) is not circular, because he does not use (e) to support the premises of the passivity argument. However, the continuity argument fails to provide any supplementary support for (e) because its key premise, (d), rests only on (e): (e) is the only reason Berkeley has for accepting (d). Proposition (d) only seems independent of (e) if one ignores (a)–(c). So, the continuity argument is superfluous, and Berkeley shouldn’t have used it.14 The upshot is that, ultimately, both (d) and (e) rest on the passivity argument: that argument is the fundamental one in Berkeley’s positive metaphysics. It would not do for Berkeley to respond by saying that since (d) is simply a common-sense belief that it would be absurd to deny, he can legitimately appeal to it in giving the continuity argument. For people do not ordinarily believe (a)–(c)—specifically, they do not believe (a)—and a philosopher who holds (a)–(c) to be true cannot reasonably hold that (d) may be accepted just because it happens to be a common-sense belief.15

The dependence of object continuity on the passivity argument ultimately undermines Berkeley’s reply to the intermittency objection. For even if we grant the passivity argument’s first several steps for argument’s sake, the final step from (13) to (14) is very weak. I think that the best way to flesh out that inference is to model it on Alvin Plantinga’s summary of the teleological argument (Plantinga 1967, 100–101), like this:


(A) The world (for Berkeley, this is the set of all the ideas that constitute the natural world) exhibits amazing teleological order.

(B) All objects exhibiting such order, and such that we know whether or not they are products of intelligent design, are products of intelligent design. (This premise could be put as “All objects exhibiting teleological order, and such that we know what the cause of that order is, are products of intelligent design.”)

(C) Probably, the world is the product of intelligent design. [from (A) and (B)]

(D) Probably, God exists and created the world. [from (C)]



The heart of the argument is the analogy, invoked in premise (B), between human-made artifacts and machines on the one hand, and the natural world on the other. The idea is that the only objects exhibiting teleological order, and such that we know what the cause of this order is, are human artifacts and machines, and that in the case of human artifacts and machines, we know that their teleological order is caused by intelligent design. So, in the case of the world, where we observe teleological order but have not observed the source of that order, we may infer by analogy that its teleological order, too, is the product of intelligent design.16

Nowadays many people would say that evolution has taught us enough about the origin of teleological order in plants and animals to shed considerable doubt on premise (B). But even apart from the anachronistic appeal to evolution, the argument is vulnerable to a crucial objection made by Hume in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. This is that even if the argument establishes (C), it cannot possibly establish (D).17 For it cannot show any of the following things: that God is infinite; that God is perfect; that God is responsible for what good there is in the world; that there is only one God; that God does not have parents; that God does not have eyes, a nose, mouth, ears, etc. (Hume 1980 [1779], 37). Finally, and most important in the present context, there is a point that Hume did not bother to add: nothing in the argument shows that the order we find in nature was produced by a being (or beings) who continuously perceives objects. Perhaps it (or they) perceives objects only intermittently, or ceased to perceive them a long time ago, in which case Berkeley’s reply to the intermittency objection collapses.

Does Idealism Entail That Objects Can’t Be Intersubjectively Perceived?

Late in the Third Dialogue, there is this exchange:


HYLAS: Is it not your opinion that by our senses we perceive only the ideas existing in our minds?

PHILONOUS: It is.

HYLAS: But the same idea which is in my mind, cannot be in yours, or in any other mind. Doth it not therefore follow from your principles, that no two can see the same thing? And is not this highly absurd?  (DHP 247)



Here Hylas purports to show that Berkeley’s position has the absurd consequence that two or more persons can never perceive the same object, for objects, like the ideas or sensations that constitute them, are perceivable by only a single mind; like afterimages or toothaches, they are private, or accessible only to one person. Hylas’s argument, which I will call the no-intersubjectivity argument, can be stated as follows:


(1) Objects are merely collections of ideas or sensations.

(2) No idea or sensation can be perceived by two or more minds.

____________________________________________________

∴ (3) No object can be perceived by two or more minds.



Philonous accepts the first premise. The second premise, which I shall call the no-shared-ideas principle, generalizes Hylas’s statement that “the same idea which is in my mind, cannot be in yours, or in any other mind.” I shall call its negation—that the same idea or sensation can be perceived by two or more minds—the shared-ideas thesis.

To illustrate the no-shared-ideas principle, consider a mental image, such as the one you might form when you imagine your best friend’s face. It seems obvious that no other person could have this very mental image. Someone else could conceivably have an image just like yours, an image that “looks” just like yours, but no one else could have the very image that you have. Someone else could have an image that was qualitatively the same as yours, but no one could have numerically the same mental image as yours.

It may be objected that this example is unfair to Berkeley. For a mental image is not, by Berkeley’s lights, an idea of sense; rather, it is an idea of the imagination—a “creature of the mind,” an idea “of our own framing,” which, as Berkeley would presumably agree (or ought to agree, on pain of lapsing into plain falsehood), is private to the person who has it. But, the objection would go, this does not mean that ideas of sense are also private in this sense. Perhaps, unlike ideas of imagination and their kin, they are intersubjectively or publicly perceivable.

To test this suggestion, recall the differences between ideas of sense and “creatures of the mind.” Berkeley claims that there are two such differences: (1) ideas of sense are more orderly, consistent, or regular than mere figments, and (2) ideas of sense are “imprinted” on us by God.18 Does this mean that an idea of sense, unlike a mere mental image, is intersubjectively perceivable? No. For although an idea of sense is related to other ideas differently from a mental image, and caused by a different spirit from a mental image, its ontological status is otherwise the same as that of a mental image; nor does it make any difference whether an idea of sense is also more strong or vivid than a mental image.

There is at least one passage where Berkeley explicitly acknowledges the privacy of ideas of sense, even if somewhat obliquely:


[A]s we conceive the ideas that are in the minds of other spirits by means of our own, which we suppose to be resemblances of them: so we know other spirits by means of our own soul, which in that sense is the image or idea of them, it having a like respect to other spirits, that blueness or heat by me perceived hath to those ideas perceived by another.  (PHK 140:105)



Berkeley’s purpose in this passage is to explain how we conceive of other minds: our own soul is in a loose sense an “image” or “idea” of other minds. But the passage also shows that, here at least, he is prepared to grant that the same ideas of sense are not perceived by two different minds. For he says that the idea of blueness or heat that I perceive stands in the same relationship to the idea of blueness or heat that you perceive as does my mind to your mind: and this relationship is plainly not the relationship of identity. Indeed, Berkeley also explicitly says that we “suppose” our ideas to be “resemblances of” other people’s ideas. This supposition, which he not only reports but also endorses, implies again that one person’s ideas are not the very same ones as another person’s ideas. Thus, here Berkeley seems to admit that the no-shared-ideas principle is true.

Is there an argument for the shared-ideas thesis? Well, Berkeley holds that God perceives all ideas. So, it may be argued that when a given finite mind, call it M1, perceives any idea, that idea is identical with one of God’s ideas. Thus, we already have a case where one idea can be in two minds, God’s mind and finite mind M1, which contradicts the no-shared-ideas principle. But there is more. If an idea can be both in finite mind M1 and in God’s mind, then there is no reason why that idea cannot also be in another finite mind, M2. But if an idea in mind M1 can be identical with an idea in God’s mind and that idea of God’s can be identical with an idea in mind M2, then, by the transitivity of identity, an idea in M1 can be identical with an idea in M2, and so the no-shared-ideas principle is false even as applied to finite minds. Let’s use one more label and call this reasoning the transitivity argument. 19

I do not think that the transitivity argument works, for its key premise—that God perceives all ideas (and so must perceive all finite minds’ ideas)—need not be taken as strictly as the argument requires. It may mean only that God has knowledge of all our ideas by having his own ideas of our ideas. Berkeley uses “perceives” in a broad sense, on which it sometimes only means that one knows or comprehends that which is said to be “perceived.” So, God could “perceive” our ideas by having representations of them and, since God is omniscient, they would be perfect representations and he would know that they were perfect. It might be thought that this scenario is incompatible with God’s omniscience because, while it allows that he has “knowledge by description” of our ideas, it denies that he has “knowledge by acquaintance” of them. But if God’s divine ideas are perfect representations of their objects, then God can gain no further knowledge of those objects by the mere confrontation with them that acquaintance presumably involves. Indeed, though I shall not press this point, it seems to me that bare confrontation with something is not a species of knowledge at all, so that its absence cannot count against God’s omniscience.

So far I have (a) appealed to mental images to argue for the no-shared-ideas principle, (b) given textual evidence from PHK 140 that Berkeley sometimes concedes the no-shared-ideas principle, and (d) faulted the transitivity argument for the shared-ideas thesis.

Berkeley, however, could legitimately say that the no-intersubjectivity argument is invalid—that (3) does not really follow from (1) and (2). The reason for this is twofold. First, in order to perceive an object, one need not perceive every part of it.20 I can see the Queen Mary, for example, by seeing its bow, I can see a friend by seeing her face, and I can see my cat by seeing his tail. Second, an object could be composed of many different people’s ideas, for example, partly of my ideas, partly of yours, partly of a third person’s, etc. Indeed, this seems to be Berkeley’s own view, since he presumably holds that I do not at any time perceive all the ideas that constitute an object, so that the others must be perceived by some other mind(s), if only by God. But in light of these two points, we can see that despite (1) and (2), different people could perceive the same object. They need only each perceive different parts—“their” parts, so to speak—of that object.

However, this reply does not dispose of the basic difficulty, for the no-intersubjectivity argument can be modified as follows:


(1ʹ) The constituent elements of an object are merely ideas or sensations.

(2) No idea or sensation can be perceived by two or more different minds.

_________________________________________________________

∴ (3′)  No constituent element of an object can be perceived by two or more different minds.



The argument is now valid, but (3′) is highly paradoxical: it seems absurd to hold that objects are composed of elements none of which is intersubjectively perceivable. Furthermore, the following proposition seems to be a conceptual truth:


(4) If no constituent element of an object can be perceived by two or more minds, then no object can be perceived by two or more minds.



But then (3′) leads back to (3), since (4) and (3′) entail (3).21

In light of the foregoing, it seems that the only way Berkeley could show that his idealism accommodates the belief in the intersubjective perceivability of objects is to refute the no-shared-ideas principle. I think that the foregoing discussion militates against the prospects of refuting that principle. Further, as we saw, in PHK 140, Berkeley himself endorses the no-shared-ideas principle. Nevertheless, there are also passages that can easily be read as endorsing the shared-ideas thesis (PHK 6:43, 48:61). Thus, there is conflicting textual evidence as to whether or not Berkeley accepted the shared-ideas thesis; perhaps he was just undecided about it. Be that as it may, in the continuation of the passage from the Third Dialogue quoted at the beginning of this section, Philonous attempts to defend it:


PHILONOUS: If the term same be taken in the vulgar acceptation, it is certain (and not at all repugnant to the principles I maintain) that different persons may perceive the same thing; or the same thing or idea exist in different minds. Words are of arbitrary imposition; and since men are used to apply the word same where no distinction or variety is perceived, and I do not pretend to alter their perceptions, it follows, that as men have said before [that is, before they realized that bodies are only ideas], several saw the same thing, so they may upon like occasions still continue to use the same phrase, without any deviation either from propriety of language, or the truth of things. But if the term same be used in the acceptation of philosophers, who pretend to an abstracted notion of identity, then, according to their sundry definitions of this notion (for it is not yet agreed wherein that philosophic identity consists), it may or may not be possible for divers persons to perceive the same thing. But whether philosophers shall think fit to call a thing the same or no, is, I conceive, of small importance. Let us suppose several men together, all endued with the same faculties, and consequently affected in like sort by their senses, and who had yet never known the use of language; they would without question agree in their perceptions. Though perhaps, when they came to the use of speech, some regarding the uniformness of what was perceived, might call it the same thing: others especially regarding the diversity of persons who perceived, might choose the denomination of different things. But who sees not that all the dispute is about a word? to wit, whether what is perceived by different persons, may yet have the term same applied to it? Or suppose a house, whose walls or outward shell remaining unaltered, the chambers are all pulled down, and new ones built in their place; and that you should call this the same, and I should say it was not the same house: would we not for all this perfectly agree in our thoughts of the house, considered in it self? And would not all the difference consist in a sound? If you should say, we differed in our notions; for that you superadded to your idea of the house the simple abstracted idea of identity, whereas I did not; I would tell you I know not what you mean by that abstracted idea of identity; and should desire you look into your own thoughts, and be sure you understood yourself.  (DHP 247–248)



I shall not address all the issues that this passage raises, but only discuss its chief line of argument. First, we should ask a preliminary question: is the passage intended to show that two or more people can perceive the same object despite the fact that they cannot perceive the same ideas, or is it intended to show that two or more people can perceive the same idea (and therefore also the same object)? The words “same thing,” the cognate expression “thing the same,” and the antonym “different things” occur altogether eight times in the passage, but the word “same idea” occurs only once and the expression “same thing or idea” occurs once. So, it might seem that Philonous’s purpose is to show that two people can perceive the same object (“thing”) even if they can never perceive the same idea. Nevertheless, I shall formulate the argument as an attack on the no-shared-ideas principle, for two reasons. First, so far as I know, Berkeley nowhere shows any inclination to argue that objects might be intersubjectively perceivable even if ideas are not; rather he seems to assume that if ideas are private, then so are objects, and to have never considered the possibility that objects might be publicly perceivable even if ideas are private. Second, Philonous’s use of the expression “same thing or idea” in the topic sentence of his reply to Hylas is significant: he means to show that, contra Hylas’s assertion that “the same idea which is in my mind, cannot be in yours, or in any other mind,” it is “certain” that the “the same thing or idea [may] exist in different minds,” where the “or” does not signify disjunction, but rather is a way of saying that whether one is referring to a “thing” or to an idea makes no difference: both a “thing” and an idea, Philonous wants to maintain, may exist in different minds.

In accordance with this preliminary point, I offer the following reconstruction of Philonous’s argument.


(1) If “same” is taken in the ordinary sense, then it is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive the same idea.

(2) If “same” is not taken in the ordinary sense, then the question of whether two or more persons can perceive the same idea has no correct answer.

(3) Either “same” is taken in the ordinary sense or “same” is not taken in the ordinary sense.

(4) Either it is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive the same idea or the question of whether two or more persons can perceive the same idea has no correct answer. [from (1)–(3)]

(5) If the question of whether two or more persons can perceive the same idea has a correct answer, then it is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive the same idea. [from (4)]

(6) The question of whether two or more persons can perceive the same idea has a correct answer.

(7) It is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive the same idea. [from (5) and (6)]



The important premises of this argument are the first two. To justify premise (1), Philonous points out that on the common use (“vulgar acceptation”) of the term “same,” people apply this term so long as no difference (“distinction or variety”) is perceived between things, or in virtue of “the uniformness of what [is] perceived.” In other words, people say that X is the “same” as Y provided that they perceive no difference between X and Y. Therefore, Philonous argues, we can say that an idea in my mind, I1, is the “same” as an idea in your mind, I2, without violating the common use of language, provided that no “distinction or variety” is perceived between I1 and I2. And this condition will often be satisfied, because we are “endued with the same faculties, and consequently affected in like sort by [our] senses.”

To justify premise (2), Philonous argues that if anyone proposes to use the term “same” in some way other than this common one, then, despite what philosophers may say, there is really no right answer to the question whether I1 is the “same” as I2. The question is a purely verbal one; any answer to it is arbitrary; we can say what we like. For the example of the house whose walls remain but whose rooms are changed shows that we have no clear concept of identity applicable to sensible objects other than the common, “vulgar” one just described.

I believe that this attempt to establish (7) is mistaken. It is true that when we perceive no difference between X and Y, we may say that X is “the same” as Y. For example, if we see no difference between two left-hand gloves of the same shape, size, color, texture, and workmanship, we may say of one glove that it is “the same” as the other. But when we say that one glove is the same as another, we obviously do not mean that that glove is the same one as the other, but only that it is the same as the other—that it is just like the other. We are not saying that one glove is numerically identical with the other; we are only saying that one glove is qualitatively the same as the other—that it has the same characteristics (the same shape, size, color, texture, etc.) as the other. Philonous’s defense of (7) ignores the distinction between qualitative identity and numerical identity.

The bearing of this distinction on Philonous’s argument is this. The fact that there may be no discernible difference between an idea or sensation in my mind and one in your mind means only that they may be qualitatively the same. But this in no way supports (7), because (7) means that it is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive numerically the same idea. By the same token, the fact that there may be no discernible difference between an idea or sensation in my mind and one in your mind in no way goes against the no-shared-ideas principle, because that principle clearly means that no two or more persons can perceive numerically the same idea or sensation. (Notice, incidentally, that Philonous may be trying to exploit the point that no difference could be perceived between our ideas because no one can perceive both of them—a point which contradicts the very claim he is defending, namely, that two people could perceive the same idea!)

Does Berkeley have a reply to this objection? Yes, he does, and that reply is contained in premise (2). For the point of that premise is to block the appeal to the distinction between qualitative sameness and numerical sameness, by claiming, in effect, that with respect to sensible things, the only kind of sameness that exists is qualitative sameness. To support this, Philonous appeals to his example of the house whose walls have been left intact but all of whose rooms have been replaced.

But what does that example really show? It may show that there are cases where there is no correct answer to the question of whether X is numerically the same as Y; let us suppose that it does show that. But this does not prove that we have no concept of numerical identity applicable to sensible things.22 It shows only that this concept, like many others, does not come with rules or criteria for its application that cover all possible cases. Some concepts come with such rules, for example, the concept of an even number. We know exactly to which numbers that concept applies, and to which it does not. By contrast, consider the concept of baldness. Presumably, a man who has only a single hair on his head is still bald. But do we know exactly how many hairs he must have in order not to be bald, or where baldness leaves off and non-baldness begins? Of course not. There are cases where there is no right answer to the question of whether a person is bald, or to the question of when a person first became bald. It does not follow that we have no usable concept of baldness, or that it is always arbitrary whether we say that someone is bald or not bald. Some people are clearly not bald; others clearly are bald. Now, all that Philonous’s remarks about the house show is that the concept of numerical identity may work in the same way as that of baldness. There may be cases where there is no right answer to the question of whether X is numerically identical with Y, just as there are cases where there is no right answer to the question of whether a person is bald. It does not follow from this that we have no concept of numerical identity applicable to sensible things, or that questions concerning the numerical identity of sensible things are always undecidable.

Here is a concise way of putting my criticism. Premise (1) is true provided that “same” means “qualitatively the same.” In other words, (1) is true if it means:


(1a) If “same” means “qualitatively the same,” then it is perfectly correct to say that two or more persons can perceive the same idea.



But if we paraphrase (1) as (1a), then we must paraphrase (2) as


(2a) If “same” does not mean “qualitatively the same,” then the question of whether two or more persons can perceive the same idea has no correct answer.



But while (1a) seems perfectly acceptable, there is no reason at all to accept (2a). Hence, the view that there is a sense of “same” where it means “numerically the same,” and that in that sense, no two people can perceive the same idea, remains untouched by Philonous’s arguments. I conclude that Berkeley has not succeeded in refuting the no-shared-ideas principle. Therefore, he cannot avoid the consequence that the constituent elements of objects, and therefore those objects themselves, are not intersubjectively perceivable.23

Notes

1. Rickless (2018, 84).

2. The importance of this distinction as Kant’s key insight into the nature of objectivity is highlighted in Strawson (1966, 123–124) and, following Strawson, in Dicker (2008, 112–116).

3. For an insightful elaboration of this point, see Bolton (2008).

4. Rickless suggests (in correspondence) two ways in which Berkeley could respond to this objection: (a) deny that as one moves around, one obtains views of the same house; say, instead, that one sees a “sequence of visible houses, each numerically different from its predecessors and successors,” or (b) say that “as we walk around the house, we see patterns of light and color that suggest other ideas (of shape, size, color, and so on) that might be perceived at different times … and that bodies are composed not only of ideas perceived now, but also of ideas suggested by those ideas.” Certainly, there is textual evidence that Berkeley would appeal to (a) and/or (b), and a full critical response to these options would take more space than is available here. I will only say that both (a) and (b) lead to many troubling questions. For example, regarding (a), can a purely visible house have occupants, or inside parts? If not, how can something that cannot have occupants or inside parts really count as a house at all? I suppose that in defense of Berkeley, Rickless might reply that the house (or, more accurately, houses) that can have occupants and inside parts is (are) not the visible house(s) but the tangible house(s), and that the visible house(s) serve(s) as a sign(s) that, say, if I walk in a certain direction, I will bump into a tangible house(s) (see Rickless 2013a, 75–77). But this implies, contrary to plain common sense, that (none of) the house(s) I saw is (are) identical with the house(s) I later bumped into. As for (b), how can a merely suggested idea exist at a time other than the moment when it is before the mind? If a view of the front of the house now suggests a view of the back of the house that I would have later under different circumstances, how can that amount to the back of the house already existing now (as opposed to my believing that it exists now)? If it doesn’t, then does that not negate Kant’s point that the back of the house exists simultaneously with (my perception of) the front of the house?

5. Compelling expressions of this point are in Kant (1997 [1781, 1787], A 182/B225, A 189/B 234, A 190/B235, A 192/B237, A 193/B 238, A 198/B 243).

6. Rickless suggests (in correspondence) that “the order and regularity need not be in my experience …, but in the collective experience of human minds over time. More generally, laws of nature, for Berkeley, are just expressions of God’s will concerning what we will or would experience under specified conditions. For example, if a piece of iron is left out in the rain, then, according to God’s will, someone arriving later will or would experience signs of rust.” A full critical response to this point would require more space than is available here. I will only say that Berkeley stresses that “the set rules or established methods, wherein the mind we depend on excites in us the ideas of sense, [which] are called the Laws of Nature, [are ones] we learn by experience, which teaches us that such and such ideas are attended with such and such other ideas, in the ordinary course of things” (PHK 30:53–54), and that he characterizes this experience by saying, “we perceive certain ideas of sense constantly followed by other ideas” (PHK 32:54). It should be clear, despite the “we,” that Berkeley is here referring to regularities within a single mind’s experience, not to regularities within or across many minds’ experiences, because one human mind cannot inspect or survey the ideas had by another human mind, and thus cannot acquire knowledge of such trans-mind regularities based on its own experience. I contend that the “order” to which Berkeley is referring can in truth only be an order among mind-independent events whose existence he denies, as opposed to what Paul Guyer aptly calls “the omnipresent succession of mere representations” that constitutes each individual stream of consciousness, and that, as Guyer explains at length, Kant showed to be distinct from the (especially causal) order among the objects of our representations (Guyer 1987, 248).

7. Jonathan Bennett has skillfully and vigorously argued that Berkeley was indifferent to object continuity. In Bennett’s opinion, Berkeley cared only about the “reality” of things, which he defined partly in terms of the strength and coherence of his idea/things and partly in terms of their being caused by God, but which he distinguished sharply from continuity, which he simply did not care about. Bennett first advanced this view in 1965 (see Bennett 1968 [1965]). Bennett’s paper drew a reply from Furlong (1968 [1966]). Bennett defends his position in detail in Bennett (1971, 169–198) and reiterates it in Bennett (2001, 180–185). Bennett’s position is criticized in Tipton (1974, 322–350) and in Grayling (1986, 117–129). These critics argue that despite the ingenuity with which Bennett defends his position, his proposed divorce between the reality and the continued existence of things is neither textually nor philosophically plausible. There is an interesting defense of a view akin to Bennett’s in Bordner (2017, especially 245–246). I cannot go into this debate here. I will only say that I am convinced by Berkeley’s texts that he was committed, even if somewhat grudgingly, to preserving the continuity of sensible things.

8. In PHK 3, 58, and 59, Berkeley hints at a different account of the status of unperceived objects, now called “phenomenalism,” and in the final episode of the Third Dialogue, Philonous offers a hybrid variant of phenomenalism that appeals to God’s intentions to cause ideas in finite minds. Space limitations preclude exploring these here, but I discuss them in Dicker (2011, 264–280).

9. This name was coined by Bennett (1968 [1965]) and used again in Bennett (1971, 169–172).

10. Rickless suggests (in correspondence) that each of the two passages from DHP just quoted contains a “very short argument” for the proposition that objects continue to exist even when no finite mind perceives them. That argument, he says, is contained in Berkeley’s statements, “seeing [sensible things] depend not on my thought, and have an existence distinct from being perceived by me, there must be some other mind wherein they exist,” and “now it is plain that [sensible things] have an existence exterior to my mind, since I find them by experience to be independent of it.” Now, in discussing these same passages elsewhere, Rickless writes: “Berkeley says that the reason why sensible things exist in the mind of another is that those very sensible things exist independently of his mind because he finds them by experience (that is, by the experience of their non-responsiveness to his volitions) to be independent of his ‘thought’ (that is, independent of his will” (Rickless 2018, 100). That seems to me exactly right, if only because it avoids attributing to Berkeley the self-contradictory view that I can know by experience that sensible things exist when I am not experiencing them, or, as Hume put it, of “suppos[ing] that the senses continue to operate, after they have ceased all manner of operation” (Hume 1978 [1739, 1740], 188). However, I cannot agree with Rickless that Berkeley’s statements support the proposition that sensible things continue to exist when no finite mind perceives them. At best, given Berkeley’s rejection of blind agency, and thus of the view that God could intend to cause an idea in some finite mind without God himself having that idea, it shows that sensible things exist in God’s mind. But it does not show that they exist there continuously. They could exist in God’s mind when and only when God decides to imprint them on some finite mind(s).

11. The name “passivity argument” comes from Bennett (1971, 165).

12. For an illuminating treatment of this point, see Cummins (2007, 127–140).

13. Rickless has persuasively argued that Berkeley takes himself to have argued that the Judeo-Christian God exists as early as PHK 33, and that PHK 146 merely fills in an enthymematic argument presented in PHK 29–33 and even more fully in DHP 210–211 (Rickless 2013b, 149–159).

14. See Tipton 1974, 322.

15. See Tipton (1974, 324).

16. I realize that step (13), like section 146 of PHK on which it is based, alludes not just to teleological order, but also to nature’s beauty and to regularities, such as the rotation of planets and the succession of seasons, which are not merely teleological, or at least not obviously so. But although treating step (13) as merely an appeal to teleological order is a simplification, I don’t think that this matters for an understanding of the argument. In fact, I think that adding “aesthetic order,” “causal order,” or the like to (A) would not strengthen the argument, and might even weaken it, by making (B) less plausible.

17. My exposition of this criticism, below, follows Plantinga (1967, chap. 4) and Plantinga (1977, 83–84).

18. Sometimes Berkeley also says that ideas of sense are “more strong” or “vivid” than other ideas.

19. This argument is based partly on a different one offered in Berman (1994, 51–52). I discuss Berman’s argument in Dicker (2011, 283–284).

20. Rickless remarks (in correspondence) that although some objects can be seen without seeing their every part, other objects, specifically the Berkeleyan (purely) “visible objects” that he discusses elsewhere (Rickless 2013a, 79–86), can be seen only by seeing their every part. I agree that if there were such objects, that would (tautologically, I think) be the case, but I must note that adverbialists about sense experience, including myself, do not accept such an ontology.

21. George Pappas (2000, 201–202) has argued that even if one concedes (3’) (which he does not), one cannot derive (3), because (4) is not a necessary truth, and a similar view is advocated in McKim (1992, 229–230). I criticize Pappas’s and McKim’s analyses in Dicker (2011, 288–289).

22. The qualification “applicable to sensible things” is needed here, because Berkeley would not say that we lack a concept of numerical identity applicable to minds. As Rickless notes (in correspondence), Berkeley himself also needs to apply this concept to sensible qualities, to his visible and tangible objects, and to his archetypal ideas.

23. I thank Samuel Rickless for his careful and thought-provoking comments on an earlier draft of this chapter. I do not assume that he would agree with everything I say in response to them.
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Chapter 7

Berkeley on Materialism and Immaterialism

Melissa Frankel


HYLAS: You were represented in last night’s conversation, as one who maintained the most extravagant opinion that ever entered into the mind of man, to wit, that there is no such thing as material substance in the world.

PHILONOUS: That there is no such thing as what philosophers call material substance, I am seriously persuaded: but if I were made to see any thing absurd or sceptical in this, I should then have the same reason to renounce this, that I imagine I have now to reject the contrary opinion.

HYLAS: What! can any thing be more fantastical, more repugnant to common sense, or a more manifest piece of scepticism, than to believe there is no such thing as matter?  (DHP 172)



What reason could induce a person to deny the existence of matter? Hylas is incredulous: surely no reasonable person, no self-described defender of common sense, could deny that material things exist. But perhaps this is approaching the issue the wrong way around. What reason, we might ask, might induce a person to believe that there is such a thing as matter? For Berkeley, the doctrine of material substance is a philosophical doctrine, and indeed, explicitly not a doctrine held by the layperson—not a doctrine supported by common sense. This is not to say that only philosophers believe that matter exists! But to the extent that the non-philosopher’s belief in matter overlaps with the philosophical doctrine of matter, abandoning this doctrine will do no violence to their common-sense beliefs about the world: “The only thing whose existence we deny, is that which philosophers call matter or corporeal substance. And in doing of this, there is no damage done to the rest of mankind, who, I dare say, will never miss it” (PHK 35:55).1

In order to see why Berkeley might think that there is no such thing as matter, then, we must first ask what it is that “philosophers call matter or corporeal substance”—or at least, what it is that Berkeley thinks philosophers mean by “matter” and “corporeal substance,” and why it is that he thinks we should deny that such a thing exists. Berkeley uses a wide range of different tactics in his attempts to undermine materialism. He appeals to considerations involving arguments from perceptual relativity, arguments against abstract ideas, the likeness principle (that ideas can only be like ideas), the theory of meaning, and arguments about causation, among others. He argues variously that the concept of matter is inconsistent, that it is empty, that it is explanatorily superfluous, that either no reason can be given for belief in matter, or the reasons given for such a belief are incoherent. This is because materialism, as a philosophical doctrine, is something of a shifting target—that is, although philosophical materialists might share a core commitment to the existence of material substances, nonetheless different materialists might formulate that commitment in differing ways, or give differing reasons in support of it. Thus, we will begin not only by outlining what Berkeley takes to be the core commitment of materialism, but also by listing a number of ways of cashing out that commitment, before turning to Berkeley’s arguments against materialism. The purpose in what follows is not to give a full reconstruction of the Berkeleyan arguments, or even to evaluate their success; rather, the purpose is to try to reconstruct the various theses against which Berkeley is positioning himself, and to try to give a sense of the structure of his arguments against these theses, in order to see why it is that Berkeley ultimately thinks that we ought to abandon the doctrine of matter altogether.

What Is Matter? What Is Materialism?

“Materialism,” for Berkeley, is the doctrine that there exist material or corporeal substances. It is not the doctrine that the only things that exist are material—it is not what we these days call “physicalism.” To be sure, Berkeley emphatically rejects such views; he routinely derides “Epicurism and Hobbism” as atheistic and idolatrous (see, for example, N 17:10; N 824:98; PHK 93:81–82).2 But although ultimately Berkeley thinks that materialism always opens the door to atheism, nonetheless his principal materialist opponents are not atheists, nor do they deny that there are or may be spiritual (nonmaterial) substances. Indeed, at least some of his opponents are the so-called substance dualists, who hold that there exist both material and spiritual substances. For Berkeley, the doctrine of materialism is the doctrine that there exist material substances at all: Berkeley’s immaterialism involves the denial that any such substances do or can exist.

So, what are material substances, according to Berkeley? Berkeley describes material substances variously as “senseless,” “unthinking,” or “unperceiving” (see, for example, PHK 9–10:44–45 and DHP 176ff.); when trying to give a positive or relative characterization of matter on the materialist’s behalf, he talks of matter as a “support,” or a thing “in which” qualities exist (see, for example, PHK 9:44 and PHK 76:74); after dismissing positive or relative conceptions of matter, he sometimes talks of matter as a mere cause—a “thing [that], whatever it be,” causes ideas (DHP 216). That is, a material substance is one whose nature is fundamentally non-mental or non-spiritual, and that typically plays the role either of supporting qualities or of causing sensory ideas.

Thus, there is a fairly wide-ranging set of claims that might be associated with the philosophical doctrine of materialism, and that Berkeley rejects. Some of these claims are metaphysical: they pertain to the existence of a mind-independent material world, or to its nature. Beyond the straightforward claim that there exists a mind-independent material world, that is, a world of material substances or substrata in which qualities inhere, materialists might be committed to the claim (1) that material substances have certain intrinsic qualities or characteristics (“primary qualities”), or (2) that they have a certain essence/essential nature. In giving these characterizations of the material world, too, the materialists sometimes make claims that are perceptual or conceptual, that is, claims that pertain to our perceptual or conceptual access to that world. These might include the claim (3) that we have ideas that represent material substances or substrata, or (4) that we have ideas that represent the intrinsic qualities of mind-independent substances by resembling those qualities, or (5) that we have ideas that represent the nature or essence of mind-independent substances. These kinds of perceptual/conceptual claims purport to show how our ideas aim or succeed at matching up with the material world. But materialists also sometimes make claims going the other direction, that is, from the world to our ideas. Typically, these are causal claims; they might include the claim (6) that mind-independent substances cause us to have ideas, or (7) that mind-independent substances are occasions on which God causes us to have ideas.3

Who were the materialists Berkeley had in mind? Berkeley is well known as an interlocutor of Locke, who argued for some proper subset of the above claims—plausibly (1), (3), (4), and (6). (I say “plausibly” here, since, for many of these views, there is a scholarly literature questioning whether Locke indeed held this view. But at the very least we may say that plausibly, Berkeley read Locke as holding these views—and that there is some textual reason for him to have done so.) He also saw the followers of Descartes as among his opponents, who argued for a different proper subset. Although Berkeley may have been acquainted with some of the now lesser-known Cartesians, especially through Pierre Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary,4 he paid special attention to the views of Descartes and Malebranche, each of whom argued for a different proper subset of the above claims—for Descartes, plausibly (1), (2), (5), and (6); for Malebranche, plausibly (1), (2), (5), and (7). Philosophical materialism is thus not a unitary doctrine, but a set of commitments that might differ from one materialist to the next; no surprise, perhaps, that Berkeley mounts a barrage of arguments against it, each of which seems to target some of these theses—thus some of his materialist opponents—and not others, but all of which together undermine any chance the materialist doctrine has of getting off the ground. Some of the materialist theses, Berkeley thinks, are positively inconsistent or “plainly repugnant” (PHK 4:42; see also PHK 17:48; PHK 76:74; DHP 233); where they are not inconsistent, they are either empty or unmotivated. It is worth taking some time, then, to go through the various materialist claims, in particular by looking at some of the texts in which Berkeley articulates those claims on behalf of the materialist (fairly or unfairly), in order to then see how it is that Berkeley attempts to undermine the differing philosophical versions of materialism with which he is acquainted.

The Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction

For Berkeley, materialism as a metaphysical view is a view not only about the existence of a mind-independent material world, but about its nature—about what it is like. In this regard, Berkeley sees a strong association between materialism and the distinction between primary and secondary qualities. This distinction, often associated with the mechanist corpuscularians (especially Robert Boyle), has it that some small number of qualities are intrinsic to bodies, that is, they are basic and irreducible in bodies; these are the primary qualities, which stand as the basis for scientific explanation. Typically, the primary qualities are identified as the geometric or quantitative qualities—shape, size, solidity, motion, and so forth. The secondary qualities, on the other hand, are the sensible qualities: color, sound, odor, taste, and so on. These are neither basic nor irreducible qualities of bodies, but rather are (as with other phenomena) explained by means of the primary qualities; on differing accounts, the secondary qualities are dispositions of primary qualities, or reducible to primary qualities, or the purely mental sensations that are the results of primary qualities operating on our senses.5 That Berkeley sees materialism as strongly linked with this distinction emerges clearly in a number of texts. Early in A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, for instance, almost immediately after laying out his own idealism (PHK 1–7:41–44), Berkeley proceeds to attack the alternative, materialism, by describing and arguing against the primary/secondary quality distinction (PHK 9–15:44–47); in the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley’s defender of matter, Hylas,6 explicitly invokes the distinction as early as DHP 187, not even halfway through the First Dialogue.

One vital aspect of the materialist’s distinction, per Berkeley, is the claim that the secondary qualities do not inhere in bodies—that is, as Berkeley reads it, that to attribute secondary qualities to material bodies is (for the materialists) to make a mistake. Instead, secondary qualities are ideas, which by virtue of their nature cannot inhere in non-spiritual material substance: as Berkeley writes, “for an idea to exist in an unperceiving thing, is a manifest contradiction” (PHK 7:44). Thus, as we will see shortly, in attacking the distinction—in arguing that there is no principled way to distinguish between the primary and the secondary qualities, or indeed, that such a distinction is incoherent—Berkeley thinks of himself as showing that the materialists must hold that the so-called primary qualities are ideas as well, and so, like the secondary qualities, that they cannot—on pain of contradiction!—inhere in material substance (hence his sometimes characterization of materialism as an “evidently impossible” doctrine, or one that is “a plain repugnancy”; PHK 76:74). But it also follows from this that the materialist (or rather, the materialist proponent of the primary/secondary quality distinction) is going to run into trouble in her attempt to characterize material bodies. After all, this characterization runs through the claim that there are primary qualities that really inhere in matter. As Berkeley puts it, “philosophers describe matter” as “an inert, senseless, extended, solid, figured, moveable substance, existing without the mind” (PHK 67:70). Thus, as we will see, by attacking the distinction, Berkeley thinks of himself as showing that the materialist (that is, the materialist who appeals to this distinction) is left with a very thin characterization of matter—indeed, a virtually empty one.

Let me begin with the former point, that is, that the primary/secondary quality distinction is a badly motivated or incoherent distinction, and hence that when materialists attribute primary qualities to material substance, they commit themselves to a contradiction. Berkeley often identifies the primary/secondary quality distinction with the claim that secondary qualities do not exist in bodies at all, but rather are purely mental. He writes, for instance, that “[the secondary qualities, that is,] all sensible qualities beside the primary … [the materialists] assert are only so many sensations or ideas existing no where but in the mind” (DHP 188; similar claims can be found at N 20:10; N 392:47; NTV 43:186; PHK 9:44–45; PHK 10:45; and PHK 73:72–73, among other places).7 Berkeley is not alone in understanding the primary/secondary quality distinction as involving a claim that secondary qualities are sensations; Bayle provides a similar characterization in his Dictionary, where he writes in his entry Pyrrho that according to “the new philosophy,” “Heat, smells, colors, and the like, are not in the objects of our senses. They are modifications of my soul.”8 Bayle may have had Descartes and Malebranche in mind here (the locution “modifications of my soul” certainly suggests it), but textual cues suggest that Berkeley was primarily thinking about Locke as a materialist proponent of the primary/secondary quality distinction.9

In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Locke takes on board the material world, and the primary/secondary quality distinction, in the articulation of his theory of ideas.10 After defining an idea as “Whatsoever the Mind perceives in itself, or is the immediate object of Perception, Thought, or Understanding,” Locke goes on to note that “the Power to produce any Idea in our mind, I call Quality of the Subject wherein that power is” (E 2.8.8:134). Locke thus takes on board the view that there are qualities (powers) outside of us that produce our ideas, and more, that there are material subjects (or substances) outside of us in which these powers (qualities) inhere (more on this point in the section “Material Substance or Substratum” later in this chapter). He then notes that such qualities can be divided into, on the one hand, “those [that] are in [bodies], whether we perceive them or no,” that is, the primary qualities, and on the other hand, the “Power[s] that [are] in any Body, by Reason of its insensible primary Qualities, to operate after a peculiar manner on any of our Senses,” that is, the secondary qualities or “sensible Qualities” (E 2.8.23:140). Now, there is some question as to whether Locke takes the secondary qualities to genuinely be qualities of bodies, or whether they are to be identified with ideas or sensations, as Berkeley thinks is the case.11 But there are at least some texts in which Locke seems to be leaning toward the Berkeleyan understanding of secondary qualities, as when he writes:


Light, Heat, Whiteness, or Coldness, are no more really in [bodies], than Sickness or Pain is in Manna. Take away the Sensation of them; let not the eyes see Light, or Colours, nor the Ears hear Sounds; let the Palate not Taste, nor the Nose Smell; and all Colours, Tastes, Odours, and Sounds, as they are such particular Ideas, vanish and cease, and are reduced to their Causes, i.e. Bulk, Figure, and Motion of Parts.  (E 2.8.17:138)



It is no doubt this passage, among others, that Berkeley has in mind (and indeed, seems consciously to be echoing) when he writes that “there are others who say the Wall is not white, the fire is not hot &c We Irish men cannot attain to these truths” (N 392:47).12

The question, then, is whether the materialist’s analysis of secondary qualities as sensations—as mental states that cannot, by their nature, inhere in bodies—can be restricted to those qualities; Berkeley argues that it cannot. He advances at least two strategies in this regard. One is an ad hominem strategy: he argues that the considerations that materialists advance in favor of secondary qualities being mental can also be applied to the case of primary qualities. He thus writes, for instance, that “Primary ideas prov’d not to exist in matter, after the same manner yt secondary ones are provd not to exist therein” (N 20:10); he reiterates this claim in the Principles, where he writes, “I shall farther add, that after the same manner, as modern philosophers prove certain sensible qualities to have no existence in matter, or without the mind, the same thing may be likewise proved of all other sensible qualities whatsoever” (PHK 14:46), and similarly, “let any one consider those arguments, which are thought manifestly to prove that colours and tastes exist only in the mind, and he shall find they may with equal force, be brought to prove the same thing of extension, figure, and motion” (PHK 15:47; see also DHP 188ff.). The arguments to which he is referring in these passages are the perceptual relativity arguments, that is, the arguments that appeal to the fact that our perception of qualities varies in accordance with circumstance; as Berkeley points out, both secondary and purportedly primary qualities admit of this variability.13 The other strategy to which Berkeley appeals involves his anti-abstractionism: he holds that the only way to distinguish the primary from the secondary qualities is to abstract the one from the other, which (as he argues in the Introduction to the Principles) simply cannot be done.14 Thus, he writes:


They who assert that figure, motion, and the rest of the primary or original qualities do exist without the mind, in unthinking substances, do at the same time acknowledge that colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like secondary qualities, do not, which they tell us are sensations existing in the mind alone…. Now if it be certain, that those original qualities are inseparably united with the other sensible qualities, and not, even in thought, capable of being abstracted from them, it plainly follows that they exist only in the mind. But I desire any one to reflect and try, whether he can by any abstraction of thought, conceive the extension and motion of a body, without all other sensible qualities … extension, figure, and motion, abstracted from all other qualities, are inconceivable. Where therefore the other sensible qualities are, there must these be also, to wit, in the mind and no where else.  (PHK 10:45; see also N 288a:36 and NTV 43:186)



That is, if the primary qualities cannot be abstracted away from the secondary qualities, and if secondary qualities are ideas that cannot inhere in “unthinking substances,” then primary qualities, too, cannot inhere in material substances: they must be “in the mind and no where else.”

To be clear, Berkeley takes materialist proponents of the primary/secondary quality distinction to be embroiled in rank contradiction. Recall that “for an idea to exist in an unperceiving thing, is a manifest contradiction” (PHK 7:44). But in attributing primary qualities to material substances, materialists are precisely attributing ideas to unthinking or unperceiving things, thereby making these unperceiving substances perceivers. It is for this reason that Berkeley often characterizes materialism as an inconsistent doctrine, arguing, for example, that “nothing inconsistent can exist, and that the existence of matter implies an inconsistency” (DHP 234). But, having said this, if the materialists have no recourse to the primary/secondary quality distinction, then they are still in trouble. Without recourse to primary qualities that inhere in material substance, they have no way to give a characterization of material substance—or at least no positive way, that is, no way that runs through a description of its properties (DHP 197). Instead, the materialists will be left with the bare posit of material substratum, that is, of the substance in which such properties inhere. As Georges Dicker puts it: “The purpose of the argument is to force Locke to admit that … there will be no qualities left for matter to have and, therefore, nothing left for matter to be, except … bare ‘material substratum’ ” (Dicker 2001, 25).

We will turn to Berkeley’s discussion of material substratum shortly. Before doing this, however, it is worth noting that with respect to the primary/secondary quality distinction, Berkeley recognizes that there is a different thesis to which the materialist can appeal at this point: a thesis about the relationship of our ideas to the material world.

Our Ideas of Primary and Secondary Qualities


HYLAS: To speak the truth, Philonous, 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 and representations. Now I own, ideas do not exist without the mind; but the latter sort of objects do. I am sorry I did not think of this distinction sooner; it would probably have cut short your discourse.  (DHP 203)



As Berkeley well knows, most of the materialists against whom he is arguing are what we now call “indirect realists.” That is, they do not think we have direct access to the material world, but rather think that our access to that world is mediated by ideas—whether sensory or non-sensory—that purport to represent that world. We have seen, for instance, that Locke writes that ideas are the “immediate object of Perception, Thought, or Understanding” (E 2.8.8:134; my emphasis). But as Berkeley recognizes in the above passage from DHP 203, although Locke takes ideas to be the immediate objects of perception, nonetheless he also thinks that we can mediately grasp the material world via these ideas, insofar as they represent the material world. Thus, Berkeley via Hylas recognizes that to say that even the purported primary qualities are ideas, hence that they cannot inhere in material substance, is insufficient to fully dislodge the materialist argument. The materialist may concede that they are ideas insofar as they are immediately perceived, but nonetheless insist that those immediately perceived primary quality ideas represent qualities that genuinely inhere in material substances.

For Locke, this representation claim is bound up with a claim about resemblance. Locke argues that while secondary quality ideas do not resemble anything in the external world, nonetheless “the Ideas of primary Qualities of Bodies, are Resemblances of them, and their Patterns do really exist in the Bodies themselves” (E 2.8.15:137; see also 2.8.25:142). As with the claim that secondary qualities are just sensations, there is a debate about whether Locke is genuinely committed to the resemblance thesis, and just what he means by “resemblance.”15 That said, Berkeley seems to take Locke at his word here; he surely has Locke in mind when he writes on behalf of the materialist, “But say you, though the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet there may be things like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which things exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance” (PHK 8:44), or “the ideas we have of [secondary qualities] they acknowledge not to be the resemblances of any thing existing without the mind or unperceived; but they will have our ideas of the primary qualities to be patterns or images of things which exist without the mind” (PHK 9:44).

Berkeley advances at least two kinds of arguments against the claim that our ideas of qualities represent the material world. The first kind of argument mirrors his strategy in attacking the primary/secondary quality distinction. Just as he uses an ad hominem strategy to argue that if materialists take secondary qualities to be ideas, then they must take primary qualities to be ideas as well, so too does he use this strategy to argue that whatever considerations a materialist advances in favor of thinking that secondary qualities cannot resemble their material counterparts, those same considerations hold with respect to the primary quality ideas. Again, Berkeley appeals to perceptual relativity arguments here:


[I]t is said that heat and cold are affections only of the mind, and not at all patterns of real beings, existing in the corporeal substances which excite them, for that the same body which appears cold to one hand, seems warm to another. Now why may we not as well argue that figure and extension are not patterns or resemblances of qualities existing in matter, because to the same eye at different stations, or eyes of a different texture at the same station, they appear various, and cannot therefore be the images of any thing settled and determinate without the mind?  (PHK 14:46–47)



That is, if the materialist thinks that because our ideas of secondary qualities vary relative to circumstance it follows that they cannot resemble qualities in the material world, then so too should she accept that primary quality ideas, which are similarly variable, cannot resemble qualities in the material world. (Note that the same point follows from Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism: if we cannot abstract primary qualities away from the secondary qualities “even in thought” [PHK 10:45], then surely we have no justification for claiming that primary quality ideas resemble their objects while secondary quality ideas do not.)

Besides this attempt to undermine the resemblance thesis by way of his attacks on the primary/secondary quality distinction, Berkeley also advances a more general strategy against the view that our ideas can represent the material world by way of his so-called likeness principle, that ideas can only be like other ideas (PHK 8:44). If ideas can only be like ideas, then, Berkeley argues, they cannot resemble the material world; and if they cannot resemble the material world, then they cannot represent it. This does not constitute an attack on the Lockean materialist alone; Berkeley thinks, rather, that as a rule, representation must involve resemblance, and thus that no materialist account of representation can work, since ideas can never represent the material world. In this he is echoing (consciously or not) Pierre Gassendi’s criticism of Descartes’s theory of representation; Gassendi argues that in order to represent extension, an idea must resemble extension, or rather must itself be extended in some way, but that Descartes’s theory of ideas, on which ideas are modifications of minds, and minds are unextended mental substances, does not allow for this (CSM2:234).16 Now, what kind of a principle the likeness principle is, and how Berkeley defends it, is a matter of some debate;17 that he takes it to deliver a serious, if not decisive, blow to the representational account of ideas is, however, clear. Indeed, his initial response to the indirect realist in the Principles is precisely to invoke the likeness principle:


[B]ut say you, though the ideas themselves do not exist without the mind, yet there may be things like them whereof they are copies or resemblances, which things exist without the mind, in an unthinking substance. I answer, an idea can be like nothing but an idea; a colour or figure can be like nothing but another colour or figure.  (PHK 8:44; see also N 47:12; N 51:12; N 299:37; N 377:44–45; N 861:102; DHP 203ff.)



As far as Berkeley is concerned, then, the materialist is not entitled to claim that we perceive ideas immediately but the material world mediately, by way of those ideas, because ideas cannot represent the material world.

Material Substance or Substratum

If, Berkeley thinks, the materialist cannot characterize material substance by reference to its qualities, then what is left? One way to approach this question is to ask what reason the materialist might have to posit the existence of material substance in the first place. Berkeley takes it that the materialist might argue for the existence of substance from the existence of qualities: as Hylas puts it, “when I look on sensible things in a different view, considering them as so many modes and qualities, I find it necessary to suppose a material substratum, without which they cannot be conceived to exist” (DHP 197; see also PHK 16:47).

That the existence of qualities or modes logically implies the existence of substance is fairly standard early modern metaphysics. Modes or qualities are logically dependent beings; they cannot exist on their own, but rather depend ontologically on the existence of the substances that they modify, and thus the existence of a quality logically entails the existence of such a substance. Along these lines, Descartes argues in his Principles of Philosophy that “wherever we find some attributes or qualities, there is necessarily some thing or substance to be found for them to belong to” (I §11; CSM1:196). In his replies to Hobbes in the third set of objections and replies, Descartes reiterates the point, noting that “in general no act or accident can exist without a substance for it to belong to,” and adding also that “we come to know it [substance] only through its being the subject of certain acts” (CSM2:124).18 That Berkeley had read this set of objections and replies is clear: in the Notebooks, he directly references the exchange, writing that “Descartes owns we know not a substance immediately by it self but by this alone that it is the subject of several acts. Answer to 2d objection of Hobbs” (N 795:96). Indeed, Berkeley’s various attempts to define material substance on the materialist’s behalf often incorporate this understanding of substance as the support of qualities; he writes, for instance, that “[b]y matter … we are to understand an inert, senseless substance, in which extension, figure, and motion, do actually subsist.” (PHK 9:44–45)

It is worth briefly noting that Berkeley does not, in fact, think that the existence of sensible qualities shows that “it is necessary to suppose a material substratum, without which they cannot be conceived to exist” (DHP 197). After all, as per my earlier discussion, he thinks that by the materialists’ own lights, sensible qualities are all ideas, which by their very nature cannot inhere in non-thinking substances. Thus, even if we accept the logical point that the existence of qualities implies the existence of substances in which they exist, nonetheless the existence of sensible qualities qua ideas does not logically imply the existence of material substance, since, as I have shown, the very concept of material substance as support of sensible qualities is, for Berkeley, an incoherent one. Berkeley thus writes:


[M]en being convinced that colours, sounds, and the rest of the sensible secondary qualities had no existence without the mind, they stripped this substratum or material substance of those qualities, leaving only the primary ones, figure, motion, and such like, which they still conceived to exist without the mind, and consequently to stand in need of a material support. But it having been shewn, that none, even of these, can possibly exist otherwise than in a spirit or mind which perceives them, it follows that we have no longer any reason to suppose the being of matter.  (PHK 73:72–73; my emphasis)



Having said this, Berkeley suspects that even in the face of an argument that “we have no … reason to suppose the being of matter,” nonetheless the materialist will continue to assert its existence: “[T]he prejudice is riveted so deeply in our thoughts, that we can scarce tell how to part with it, and are therefore inclined … at least to retain the name; which we apply to I know not what abstracted and indefinite notions of being” (PHK 74:73). When commentators consider Berkeley’s attack on the notion of material substance, this is often the attack they have in mind: that the phrase “material substance” is a mere “name”; as a concept, he argues, it is ultimately empty.19 In fact, ultimately, Berkeley suggests that the phrase “material substance” is meaningless; as he writes in the Dialogues, “in that which you call the obscure indefinite sense of the word matter, it is plain, by your own confession, there was included no idea at all, no sense except an unknown sense, which is the same thing as none…. My business was only to shew, you meant nothing; and this you were brought to own” (DHP 225–226).20

But why should Berkeley think this? I suggested earlier that Berkeley thinks that without recourse to primary qualities, the materialist’s characterization of material substance will be thin. Per Berkeley, the best the materialist can do is to give, not a positive, but a “relative” characterization of material substance or substratum, as that which supports qualities. Along these lines, Berkeley writes that the materialists have “no other meaning annexed to those sounds, but the idea of being in general, together with the relative notion of its supporting accidents” (PHK 17:47–48; see also PHK 68:70 and DHP 197 for similar characterizations). This is not implausible as a reading of Locke, at least, who writes in his correspondence with Edward Stillingfleet that the idea of substance is “a complex idea, made up of the general idea of something, or being, with the relation of a support to accidents.”21 What Berkeley argues, however, is that neither part of this description—neither the “idea of being in general” nor the “relative notion of its supporting accidents”—can be appropriately cashed out. With respect to the “relative notion,” Berkeley focuses much of his discussion on the relation between substance and extension. He claims that in describing the relationship between modes and substance, we typically use terms that relate to extension: substance supposedly supports modes like “pillars support a building” (PHK 16:47), or alternatively, substance is “spread under” or “stands under” its modes (DHP 198)—these are spatial relations, or rather ways of being extended. But such language, he argues, must be understood metaphorically rather than literally, because extension is not itself a substance but a mode: “extension is only a mode, and matter is something that supports modes. And … the thing supported is different from the thing supporting,” and more: “substratum [is] something distinct from, and exclusive of extension” (DHP 198). In this, Berkeley is again echoing Locke (rather than the Cartesians, about whom I will say more later), who explicitly includes extension as among the modes that supposedly inhere in substance (see, for example, E 2.23.3:297). Since the materialist only offers metaphorical locutions in cashing out the relation of “support,” Berkeley concludes that talk of material substance as the support of qualities is empty—“it cannot be understood in the common sense of those words; it must therefore be taken in some other sense, but what that is [materialists] do not explain” (PHK 17:47–48). With respect to the “idea of being in general,” meanwhile, the argument is straightforward: Berkeley notes that, as this idea is “the most abstract and incomprehensible of all other” (PHK 17:48), it is, per his anti-abstractionism, no idea at all.

From all of this, Berkeley argues that even the “thin” characterization of material substance is in fact empty. The materialist can give no relative characterization of material substance as support, since this kind of relative characterization invokes extension, which is one of the qualities requiring such support; she can give no characterization of material substance as “being in general,” since this requires an illegitimate abstract idea. Thus, it turns out that the materialist can give no characterization of material substance at all, and correspondingly, that the phrase “material substance” is meaningless.

The Cartesians on Material Substance

Berkeley’s attack on the emptiness of the materialist’s notion of material substance relies on an understanding of substance as a support of qualities which itself has no qualities at all—as a “bare substratum,” or a something “we know not what,” as both Locke and Berkeley put it (E 2.23.2–3:295–297; PHK 77:74). Now, as I have already mentioned, my purpose in this chapter is not to evaluate the success of Berkeley’s arguments, or to offer specific materialist rejoinders to the same. Having said this, it is worth mentioning that, though Berkeley might plausibly have read the “bare substratum” account into Locke’s Essay, it seems to thoroughly miss the mark as an attempt to characterize the Cartesian notion of material substance. This is because the Cartesians typically do not accept the Lockean/Berkeleyan contention that extension is a mode of material substance like any other. Instead, Descartes, for instance, understands extension as a “principal attribute” of material substance, that is, the property “which constitutes its nature and essence, and to which all its other properties are referred” (Principles of Philosophy I §53; CSM1:210). While modes can typically be “modally distinguished” from the substances on which they depend (§61; CSM1:213), the principal attribute of a substance can only be “conceptually distinguished” from substance (§62; CSM1:214). That is, the distinction between a principal attribute and a substance is not grounded in anything outside of the mind; considered in themselves, a substance and its principal attribute are not really distinct at all. As Descartes writes, “extension can be regarded as constituting the nature … [of] corporeal substance; … as nothing else but … extended substance itself” (§63; CSM1:215). Similarly, Malebranche argues that “extension is not a way of being, it is a being itself … extension and matter are but a single substance.”22

It is unclear whether Berkeley understood that this was the Cartesian view of extension; in one passage in the Notebooks, for instance, he writes that “Descartes in Med: 3 Calls himself a thinking substance & a stone an extended substance. & adds that they both agree in this that they are substances. & in the next paragraph he Calls extension a Mode of substance” (N 785:94), which suggests that he might not have. Having said this, some commentators point out that, of the various purported qualities of material substance, Berkeley pays special attention to extension. They see this as evidence that he did understand the role of extension in the Cartesian system, and meant to be targeting the Cartesians in particular.23 And, in at least one text, Berkeley does seem to recognize this distinction between Locke and the Cartesians, though he thinks that it indicates an inconsistency in Descartes’s texts: in a letter to Molyneux, Berkeley writes, “In Med. 3 and in the Answer to the 3: Objection of Hobbes [Descartes] plainly distinguisheth betwixt himself & Cogitation, betwixt an extended Substance & Extension, and nevertheless throughout his Principles he confounds those Things as do likewise his Followers” (BW 8:26; cited by Ott 2004, 422, who takes this to show that “Berkeley is fully aware of this feature of Descartes’s view”). Thus, although Berkeley appeals to the view that extension is a mere mode in his argument for the emptiness of the concept of material substance (see earlier discussion), nonetheless we might see his sustained attacks on the possibility of an abstract idea of extension (for example, PHKI 8:28) as recognizing, and being aimed at undermining, the Cartesian conception of material substance in particular.

Material Causes

So much for material substance as that in which sensible qualities inhere; the concept itself is empty, and indeed, we are not logically required to posit the existence of such a thing—indeed, much the opposite, Berkeley thinks, since sensible qualities cannot inhere in an unthinking, unperceiving being, and hence the very concept of material substance as that in which sensible qualities inhere is incoherent. But there is at least one lingering reason to posit the existence of material substance: we might logically infer the existence of material substance as the cause of our ideas, and in particular, as the cause of our ideas of sensible qualities. We find this move made by at least Descartes and Locke, both of whom offer causal arguments for the existence of the material world. These arguments begin with the claim that we are passive in sensation: “the ideas in question are produced without my cooperation and often even against my will,” notes Descartes (CSM2:54), and similarly, Locke writes that “[sensed ideas] force themselves upon me, and I cannot avoid having [them]” (E 4.11.5:632). If we are passive in sensation, then we are not the causes of our own sensed ideas, but rather something external to us causes us to have them; both Locke and Descartes conclude from this that sensed ideas are caused by the material world (a point that Berkeley notes at N 790:95).24

Interestingly, Berkeley agrees with the premises and the structure of this argument. That is, he agrees that our sensed ideas are passive—“When in broad day-light I open my eyes, it is not in my power to choose whether I shall see or no, or to determine what particular objects shall present themselves to my view; and so likewise as to the hearing and other senses” (PHK 29:53)—and that this shows that we are not their cause, but rather, that something outside of us causes them. Where he disagrees is on the nature of this cause. For Berkeley, the cause of our sensed ideas must be a spirit: “there is therefore some other will or spirit that produces [our sensed ideas]” (PHK 29:53). Berkeley has both positive and negative arguments for this conclusion. The positive argument is that spirits are by nature active beings: “A spirit is one simple, undivided, active being” (PHK 27:52).25 The negative argument is that the other two possible candidates for being the cause of our ideas—ideas themselves and (for the materialist) the external, material world—are not actually viable candidates at all. Berkeley rules out ideas as possible causes on the basis of their being “visibly inactive” (PHK 25:51); but it is the argument against material substance as the cause of our ideas that I want to briefly outline here, as this is what derails what Berkeley takes to be the materialist’s remaining argument for the existence of matter (PHK 18–19:48–49).

Berkeley offers both metaphysical and epistemological reasons against thinking that material substance is or can be the cause of our ideas. Both of these reasons largely take the form of ad hominems. On the metaphysical side, Berkeley argues that, from the materialists’ own analyses of causation, they cannot accept that matter is the cause of our ideas, and on the epistemological side, that materialists themselves note that they have no good account of how matter can be the cause of our ideas. With respect to this latter point, Berkeley writes:


[T]hough we give the materialists their external bodies, they by their own confession are never the nearer knowing how our ideas are produced: since they own themselves unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit, or how it is possible it should imprint any idea in the mind.  (PHK 19:49)



Some commentators have taken this to be directed against the Cartesians.26 After all, the worry that substance dualists cannot give an account of body-mind causation because they are committed to bodies and minds having wholly different natures is an old one, dating back to at least Princess Elisabeth of Bohemia in her correspondence with Descartes in 1643.27 But Descartes does not “own [himself] unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit”—quite the contrary, in fact: he writes in response to a similar worry from Gassendi that “the whole problem contained in such questions arises simply from a supposition that is false and cannot in any way be proved, namely that, if the soul and the body are two substances whose nature is different, this prevents them from being able to act on each other” (CSM2:275). That said, although Descartes does not think there is a problem here, Locke, in line with his vaunted epistemological modesty, disagrees. Locke maintains that we cannot understand how matter is capable of causing ideas, or how material qualities might produce or even be connected with ideas, for example, in passages such as this:


We are so far from knowing what figure, size, or motion of parts produce a yellow Colour, a sweet Taste, or a sharp Sound, that we can by no means conceive how any size, figure, or motion of any Particles, can possibly produce in us the Idea of any Colour, Taste, or Sound whatsoever; there is no conceivable connexion betwixt the one and the other.  (E 4.3.13:545)



Now, there is controversy among Locke scholars as to what, precisely, Locke intends us to conclude from this, or what kind of argument he is making—whether it is meant to be epistemological or metaphysical, for instance.28 But what is relevant for our purposes here is that in such passages, Locke is at a minimum conceding that he is “unable to comprehend in what manner body can act upon spirit” (PHK 19:49); this is sufficient to allow the Berkeleyan ad hominem to sting.

If Locke is only making an epistemological claim, that there is “no conceivable connexion” between matter and sensory ideas, Malebranche is less circumspect, explicitly maintaining that in fact there exists no such connection. After giving an analysis of causation as requiring necessary connection, Malebranche argues that there is no necessary connection between any finite substance and finite effect, and hence that material substances, as finite substances, are not the causes of any of our ideas. This is part of his “no necessary connection” argument for occasionalism, that is, the view that God is the genuine efficient cause, and that finite substances are not genuine efficient causes but only occasional causes—occasions on which God exerts God’s causal power.29 Now, it is worth noting that Malebranche also thinks that Descartes’s proof of the existence of the material world fails. This is perhaps unsurprising, given that Descartes’s proof is a causal proof, and given Malebranche’s denial of a causal link between our ideas and the material world.30 One might thus think that if occasionalism is a possible consequence of Descartes’s dualism, then there is a natural route from Cartesianism to immaterialism, precisely because occasionalism undermines Descartes’s proof of the external world.31 And indeed, we find that, in the face of the claim that we can infer the existence of the material world as the cause of our ideas, Berkeley’s immediate reaction is to invoke the “no necessary connection” argument:


[I]f we have any knowledge at all of external things, it must be by reason, inferring their existence from what is immediately perceived by sense. But what reason can induce us to believe the existence of bodies without the mind, from what we perceive, since the very patrons of matter themselves do not pretend, there is any necessary connexion betwixt them and our ideas?  (PHK 18:48)



Berkeley does adduce some reasons for thinking that there is no such necessary connection; he points to the existence of “dreams, and phrensies” to argue that at least some of the ideas we have are not caused by the external world, and hence that “the supposition of external bodies is not necessary for the producing our ideas” (PHK 18:48). Here, too, he is strongly echoing Malebranche, who invokes “sleep, the passions, and madness” to show that our sensations are not necessarily connected with the material world, because they can be produced “without the aid of external bodies” (ST Elucidation VI:571).32 But if we accept this argument, then by the (Malebranchean) materialist’s own lights, we cannot infer the existence of the material world from our ideas. Berkeley thus concludes that “it is evident the production of ideas or sensations in our minds, can be no reason why we should suppose matter or corporeal substances” (PHK 19:49).

One last note about the materialists’ possible causal claims. Malebranche, of course, denies that the material world causes our ideas, but nonetheless claims that material bodies are the occasions on which God causes our ideas. Berkeley recognizes this point, and briefly addresses it by noting that either this view is impious, or it forces the materialist to accept that material bodies are explanatorily superfluous. Consider that the materialist occasionalist can hold either that God requires that material bodies exist as occasions on which to exert causal power, or that God does not require this. If the former is correct, then the materialist’s conception of God is diminished; if the latter is correct, then the material bodies play no explanatory role for the materialist, and the materialist’s belief in said bodies is unmotivated. Along these lines, Berkeley has his immaterialist interlocutor Philonous ask, of the occasionalist view,


whether the order and regularity observable in the series of our ideas, or the course of Nature, be not sufficiently accounted for by the wisdom and power of God; and whether it doth not derogate from those attributes, to suppose He is influenced, directed, or put in mind, when and what He is to act, by any unthinking substance.  (DHP 220)



In short, material bodies as occasions cannot (at pains of impiety) influence or direct God; thus, to suppose, as Malebranche does, that the material world exists, “is to suppose, without any reason at all, that God has created innumerable beings that are entirely useless, and serve to no manner of purpose” (PHK 19:49).33

Conclusion

Berkeley takes us through a number of possible materialist claims, ranging from the metaphysical to the ideational to the causal, ultimately arguing that none of them is motivated. The core commitment of materialism, to the existence of unthinking substances in which qualities inhere, is incoherent; attempts to rescue this commitment, either through an indirect theory of perception, or by positing matter as mere substratum, or by inferring the existence of matter as a cause of our ideas, are also doomed, for reasons ranging from their emptiness to their lack of motivation to their impiety.

Near the end of the sections in the Principles in which Berkeley takes us through these claims, he sums up his complaint with materialism as follows:


But though it were possible that solid, figured, moveable substances may exist without the mind, corresponding to the ideas we have of bodies, yet how is it possible for us to know this? Either we must know it by sense, or by reason. As for our senses, by them we have the knowledge only of our sensations, ideas, or those things that are immediately perceived by sense, call them what you will: but they do not inform us that things exist without the mind, or unperceived, like to those which are perceived. This the materialists themselves acknowledge. It remains therefore that if we have any knowledge at all of external things, it must be by reason, inferring their existence from what is immediately perceived by sense. But what reason can induce us to believe the existence of bodies without the mind, from what we perceive, since the very patrons of matter themselves do not pretend, there is any necessary connexion betwixt them and our ideas?  (PHK 18:48)



The materialist cannot use the primary/secondary quality distinction to characterize the intrinsic qualities of material bodies, because her arguments for secondary qualities being ideas apply to primary qualities as well, and because to abstract the primary from the secondary qualities is impossible. Neither can the materialist argue that we perceive the material world mediately via our ideas, all or some of which represent the qualities of material objects, because representation requires resemblance, and by the likeness principle, our ideas cannot resemble the material world. The materialist cannot infer that material substance exists from the existence of sensible qualities, which inhere in such substance; the conception of material substance as bare substratum is empty, and more strongly, it is impossible for sensible qualities qua ideas to inhere in unperceiving substance in any case. Neither can materialists infer that material substance exists as the cause of our ideas, since they themselves either cannot give an account of how this is possible or deny that it is possible. Thus, any positive reason for asserting that material substances exist, or for saying what they are like, is undermined.

At the beginning of the Dialogues (and of this chapter), we find Hylas claiming that it is a “most extravagant opinion” to deny the existence of matter. But, as we have seen, Berkeley thinks that materialism is a philosophical doctrine, for which philosophical reasons or arguments must be provided. If no such reasons can be given, if no such arguments succeed, if the concept of matter is incoherent or empty, then a question of entitlement arises for the materialist. Are materialists entitled to hold a view for which they can give no good reason? Are they entitled to posit the existence of an incoherent or empty existent for which they can give no argument, and which can play no explanatory role in their philosophical systems? We might think of Berkeley as offering a kind of burden-of-proof argument, or an appeal to simplicity: surely it is the person who wishes to assert the existence of a thing who needs to provide a reason for that assertion; surely explanatorily superfluous entities ought to be abandoned for reasons of theoretical parsimony. That is, surely it is the materialist, who maintains that such material substances exist without reason, who is extravagant.

Notes

1. Luce (1934, 61) writes that Berkeley “was not content to deny the matter of metaphysicians. He did so, but he went farther and denied the matter of the ‘man in the street.’ ” Similarly, Broad (1954) approaches Berkeley’s arguments against material substance by first enumerating a number of things that the “plain man means by ‘solid body’ or a ‘bit of matter’ ” (155). In context, I think that Luce’s point is primarily that Berkeley has not only a Malebranchean view of matter (“the matter of metaphysicians”) in mind, but also a Lockean view; as for Broad, I do not take issue with the arguments that he attributes to Berkeley, but Berkeley’s insistence that materialism is a philosophical doctrine indicates that we ought to begin by examining philosophers’ views, not the views of the “plain man.”

2. In the texts listed, Berkeley associates Hobbes and the Epicureans with a package of philosophical views that include the claim that the only substances are material substances, as well as what he takes to be the concomitant denial of human freedom and attribution of extension to God. Berkeley also sometimes lists Spinoza alongside Hobbes and the Epicureans, especially when he is focusing on the claim that God is extended, as, for example, at N 824–825:98.

3. This is not meant to be an exhaustive list. I have not mentioned, for instance, direct realism—the view that we have direct perceptual access to the material world; Berkeley does not address such views at length, though in Frankel (2013), I sketch the ways in which I think he addresses these views through his perceptual relativity arguments. Neither have I listed doctrines pertaining to the possibility of our proving the existence of the material world. Berkeley arguably thinks he can dislodge the latter by undermining causal claims, on which those proofs typically rely; see the section on “Material Causes” later in this chapter for a brief discussion.

4. See McCracken (1986) for how Berkeley may have been acquainted with some of the lesser-known Cartesians through Bayle’s philosophical work. Berkeley does explicitly mention one such Cartesian by name in the Notebooks, that is, Michelangelo Fardella (at N 79:15)—but there he associates Fardella with skepticism rather than Cartesianism.

5. See Nolan (2011), especially chaps. 3–7, for some discussion of the philosophical context.

6. The name Hylas derives from the ancient Greek hyle, that is, “matter.”

7. Note that sometimes Berkeley attributes a more limited view to the materialist, on which the contention about secondary qualities is ideational rather than metaphysical; I will discuss this further.

8. Bayle (1991, 197).

9. Whether or not Berkeley understood Locke properly is a matter of significant debate; see Stroud (1980), Wilson (1982a), and Dicker (2001), among others.

10. There is some question as to whether Locke is simply assuming corpuscularianism and the concomitant primary/secondary quality distinction as a starting point, or whether he has independent arguments for them. Downing (1998) provides a helpful discussion.

11. See Jacovides (2007) for one attempt to lay out some of the literature and adjudicate the question.

12. As opposed to his own view: “In ye immaterial hypothesis the wall is white, fire hot etc” (N 19:10; see also DHP 229–230.)

13. There is a significant literature concerning just what Berkeley’s perceptual relativity arguments are meant to establish; for an example of some differing readings, see Cummins (1963), Muehlmann (1991), Rickless (2013, 165–181), and Frankel (2013). That said, in at least this passage, Berkeley is using them as a cudgel against the materialist’s primary/secondary quality distinction.

14. See chapter 3 of this volume for a discussion of Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism.

15. See Jacovides (1999) for some discussion.

16. Jacovides (1999) suggests that Gassendi’s criticism of Descartes here anticipates Locke’s resemblance theses. Radner (1978) argues that Berkeley’s argument “is essentially the same argument that Simon Foucher used against Malebranche” (168); I do not know of any evidence suggesting that Berkeley read Foucher.

17. Classic discussions of the likeness principle include Cummins (1966), Winkler (1989, chap. 6), and Ryan (2006).

18. For a helpful discussion of the literature concerning Descartes’s conception of substance, as well as the relationship between substance and mode, see Stuart (1999).

19. In using the term “empty” here, I am following Garber (1987), who argues also that Berkeley’s emptiness argument is accompanied by or subsidiary to an argument about the incoherence of the notion of material substance.

20. For a discussion of some of the literature concerning the theory of meaning with respect to the question of material substance in particular, see Frankel (2009). More recently, Pearce (2017) argues that Berkeley’s attack on material substance is an instance of his broader attack on the early modern “Theory of Meanings,” that is, the theory on which a word is meaningful if and only if it signifies an idea. For more on Berkeley’s philosophy of language, see chapter 11 of this volume.

21. Locke (1823, 19); also cited in Garber (1987). The literature on Locke on substance/on the idea of substratum is vast; Bennett (1987) canvasses some of the possible readings.

22. Malebranche (1997, 7) (Dialogue 1 §II).

23. The literature here is sparser than it ought to be, but see Bracken (1977), Radner (1978), and Ott (2004).

24. For Descartes, this is arguably meant to be a deductive proof, which relies on God’s non-deceptiveness; for Locke, this is not a deductive proof, but nonetheless provides us with “an assurance that deserves the name of Knowledge” (E 4.11.3:631). See Rickless (2008) for a discussion of Locke on sensitive knowledge and the proof of the external world.

25. See chapter 8 of this volume for a discussion.

26. For example, Radner (1978).

27. The relevant letters from both Descartes and Elisabeth can be found in Elisabeth of Bohemia and Descartes (2007, 61–73).

28. See, classically, Wilson (1979), Ayers (1981), and Wilson (1982b).

29. See Nadler (2000) for a discussion.

30. Note, however, that Cook (2007) argues that in fact Malebranche’s criticism of Descartes does not rely on his occasionalism; I will not attempt to adjudicate the question here.

31. McCracken (1986) suggests something similar, tracing a line from Descartes through Malebranche to Collier, who argues against the existence of the material world.

32. To be precise, Malebranche invokes “sleep, the passions, and madness” to argue that “motions in the brain” can be produced without there being material objects that cause them; but a bit further down in the text, he adds that, in any event, motions in the brain do not produce our ideas, because it is not “contradictory that our soul should have new ideas while our brain keeps the same motion” (ST Elucidation VI:572), hence there is no necessary connection between motions in the brain and ideas.

33. Here Berkeley is perhaps echoing Bayle again, who writes in the Zeno of Elea entry of the Dictionary, “By these two axioms the Cartesians I am speaking of can maintain that no bodies exist; for whether they exist or not, God is equally able to communicate to us all the thoughts that we have.” Bayle (1991, 373); also cited in McCracken (1986, 49).
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Chapter 8

Berkeley on Minds

Genevieve Migely

At the heart of Berkeley’s philosophy is his idealism: the existence of a sensible thing consists in its being perceived by a perceiving, active being distinct from it. Combined with his immaterialism, the position that material, mind-independent things do not exist, one arrives at the sustaining force in this ontology: mind. The entire natural world is a mind-dependent one. The most significant question, then, for Berkeley regarding the status of mind as the metaphysical grounding of all existence is: what is it? Alas, Berkeley published his many arguments for both his idealism and his immaterialism, but failed to provide a full account of his theory of mind. Having lost his manuscript for Part II of his Principles concerning the mind while traveling in Italy, Berkeley found the task of starting it all over too unpleasant to engage in such a project (BW 2:282). This has left the work to us readers of Berkeley to piece together what he did say about mind to discern what he meant, or at the very least, what he could have meant.

Difficulties of interpretation due to the paucity of Berkeley’s account of mind are further exacerbated by his perceived departure from a strictly traditional view on mental substance.1 Having rejected any grounds for the existence of material substance, many wonder what features, if any, of substance he retains. The temptation has been to position Berkeley in line with his contemporaries, and read him in terms of one of their views of substance. The result of such interpretive endeavors has not been charitable to Berkeley. Berkeley’s position on spiritual substance or mind has been ridiculed as inconsistent, blasted as incoherent, and neglected as being innovative (Muehlmann 1992; Grave 1964; McCracken 1982). Rather than attempt to define Berkeley in terms of others, my effort here is to treat Berkeley in his own right and within the context of his overall philosophical system. His philosophy of mind conforms to his idealism while maintaining his common-sense realism. Although all sensible things must exist in a mind, there is in fact an external reality to any given finite mind. This delicate balance in which ideas and minds are in an interdependent relationship must be understood in light of Berkeley’s dualistic ontology where ideas and minds are mutually exclusive types of beings. Having revised the ontology of ideas to the status of sensible objects, it is unsurprising that Berkeley also revises the ontology of the subject of ideas, i.e., mental substance. A substance in Berkeley’s world is an active being in contrast to the inactive beings that rely upon it for their existence. Any interpretation of Berkeley’s theory of mind should consider it in terms of his revisionist ontology in which mind is an agent.

Dualistic Idealism: Active and Inactive Beings

I propose that our start to understanding what a mind is for Berkeley is with Berkeley. What does he say a mind is? Immediately after surveying the objects of human knowledge at the start of the Principles, Berkeley puts forth what else exists in his world: “But besides all that endless variety of ideas or objects of knowledge, there is likewise something which knows or perceives them, and exercises divers operations, as willing, imagining, remembering about them. This perceiving, active being is what I call mind, spirit, soul or my self” (PHK 2:41–42). A mind is a perceiving, active being that exists in relation to ideas as what knows them, perceives them, wills them, imagines them, and remembers them. The only efficient cause of ideas is an “incorporeal active substance” which produces them and may change them, and upon which they depend (PHK 26:52). Berkeley asserts that its active nature is also simple: “A spirit is one simple, undivided, active being: as it perceives ideas, it is called the understanding, and as it produces or otherwise operates about them, it is called the will” (PHK 27:52). Will and understanding do not constitute anything different from a mind; they are the mind functioning in relation to ideas in different ways. Berkeley notes only a functional difference warranting a different designation so that it remains one and the same mind only diverging in processes performed. “[B]eing an agent,” this individual self is defined by Berkeley by what it does, by its activities: “Such is the nature of spirit or that which acts” (PHK 27:52). Throughout his publications, Berkeley repeatedly asserts that a mind is an active being.2 For Berkeley, then, a mind is considered active in its relation to its ideas in its willing, its thinking, and its perceiving.3 A mind, and only a mind, is an agent. Agency is the defining feature of a mind, both finite and infinite, in Berkeley’s ontology.

What minds are can only be understood in relation to the other things that exist in Berkeley’s ontology, as minds and non-minds are interrelated, interdependent, ontologically distinct categories of existents. So, what a mind is will be highlighted in contrast to what it is not. Berkeley defines mind in opposition to ideas. While a mind is an active being that perceives, an idea is what is perceived. The existence of an idea is constituted by the perception of it. For Berkeley, if an idea is not being perceived by a finite or infinite mind, it does not exist (PHK 6:43; PHK 48:61). Its dependency on mind is both in subsistence and origin. An idea cannot exist by itself, nor can it be the cause of itself or anything else. All ideas “are visibly inactive, there is nothing of power or agency included in them…. A little attention will discover to us that the very being of an idea implies passiveness and inertness in it, insomuch that it is impossible for an idea to do any thing, or, strictly speaking, to be the cause of any thing” (PHK 25:51–52). In sum, ideas are “things altogether passive and inert” (DHP 231). As a result of this inability to produce itself, an idea must rely upon a substance, according to Berkeley, to bring it into existence (PHK 26:52). As spirit “alone can act,” the cause of any idea is the active substance, mind (PHK 57:65; PHK 26:52). Both types of beings are defined in terms of Berkeley’s idealism that relates the items through perception and causation.

While many commentators on Berkeley focus on the ins and outs of his idealism, they tend to gloss over the dualism it presents: “there are only things perceiving, and things perceived” (DHP 236).4 Berkeley’s idealist ontology asserts the existence of two mutually exclusive natures or kinds of being. His idealism is a dualism.5 The dualism here is not one of substance, but of activity:


Thing or being is the most general name of all, it comprehends under it two kinds entirely distinct and heterogeneous, and which have nothing common but the name, to wit, spirits and ideas. The former are active, indivisible substances: the latter are inert, fleeting, dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances.  (PHK 89:79–80)



Berkeley’s dualism is grounded in the oppositional manner of existence expressed in the nature of these two beings: one is active and one is inactive.6 According to Berkeley, “[t]hings are two-fold active or inactive, The Existence of Active things is to act, of inactive to be perceiv’d” (N 673:82).7 For Berkeley, the essential feature of mind or immaterial substance is its activity, as it is an agent. The essential feature of an idea or object of the understanding is its dependence on the activity of another type of being. Berkeley asserts:


[A]ll the unthinking objects of the mind agree, in that they are entirely passive, and their existence consists only in being perceived: whereas a soul or spirit is an active being, whose existence consists not in being perceived, but in perceiving ideas and thinking. It is therefore necessary, in order to prevent equivocation and confounding natures perfectly disagreeing and unlike, that we distinguish between spirit and idea.  (PHK 139:105)



As Luce proclaims, “[h]e was an uncompromising dualist” (Luce 1988, 287–288). This dualism that arises from his idealism sets the foundation for how he treats the mind as a substance.

The Tradition

Given his dualistic idealism that places ideas into ontological opposition to minds, how one ought to handle Berkeley’s substance has beleaguered Berkeley scholars. A common interpretive tactic is to view Berkeley’s ontology through the lens of one of his contemporaries’ accounts of substance. One can simply read the list of article titles (“Berkeley’s Cartesian Concept of Mind: The Return Through Malebranche and Locke to Descartes,” “Is Berkeley’s a Cartesian Mind?” etc.) to see this effort at work (McCracken 1988; Doney 1982). Even when an interpretation argues that Berkeley ultimately has no account of substance at all, he is equated with holding Hume’s bundle account of mind (Muehlmann 1992; Tipton 1974). As Colin Turbayne comments: “Berkeley is commonly regarded as either a half-hearted Humean or, what may be worse, a ‘castrated Cartesian’ ” (Turbayne 1991, 320). Beginning any scholarly inquiry into the nature of the Berkeleian mind is a run-through of these various interpretations: “Is Berkeleian spirit like Descartes’s thinking thing? Or, on the contrary, is it perhaps like Locke’s unknown spiritual substratum? Or is it more like Locke’s self? Or is it, rather, in the end, actually much more like Hume’s bundle-conception of mind?” (Bettcher 2017, 397). One of the fundamental disagreements in Berkeley literature is over whether or not Berkeley embraces the traditional Aristotelian-Cartesian-Lockean substance account. There are those of us on both sides: Berkeley is committed to “the traditional conception of substance” and Berkeley does not endorse “an Aristotelian, Cartesian or Lockean notion of substance” (respectively, Hight and Ott 2004, 1; Daniel 2013, 41). Scholars present Berkeley with this dilemma: either he accepts this traditional substance account, or he has no coherent account of substance (Allaire 1991; Hausman 1984).

Instead of continuing to operate within this interpretive framework, and address the merits of each individual position on Berkeley’s substance, I propose that this setup of interpreting Berkeley be discarded.8 This method of interpretation is misleading in its assumption that there is a traditional substance account by which to judge Berkeley. The Aristotelian-Cartesian-Lockean model is often treated as if it offers a unified theory of substance in the sense that if one feature of substance is accepted, then one is committed to holding all other features in this substance model. Yet there is ample evidence that the moderns diverged in their accounts of substance and what ontological implications followed from central positions on substance. There is debate on how to read Descartes’s substance as that which can exist independently of all other things (CSM1:210). Some take this as his strict adherence to Aristotle’s view of a bare, underlying substance, and others reject this implication and argue that each Cartesian substance is constituted by its principal attribute (Rozemond 1998; Woolhouse 1993). Further, Descartes does not seem to treat his types of substances with parity. Though there seem to be individuated thinking substances, in contrast there appears to be only material substance as being in general (CSM1:240). The implication of subject predication in different substances is also a subject of debate. It may seem unproblematic that an extended thing having the quality of round is itself round. But applying this implication of predication to thinking substance seems off. There are those who deny that for Descartes a mind that sees red is thereby itself red, while Malebranche seems to embrace such an implication (Atherton 2010). Locke’s account of substance is often viewed as a critique highlighting our lack of epistemic access to substance itself abstracted from all else. Given such divergent views, it is difficult to regard this as a single unified position on substance by which to judge Berkeley as adhering to or not.

I propose a shift in interpretive perspective: rather than there being a traditional account of substance, there is a tradition of accounts of substance. Berkeley follows this tradition and does as the other moderns did before him: he fits an account of substance into his philosophy. As Nicholas Jolley (2006) refers to it, Berkeley fills the old jug with his new vintage of wine. Specifically, he offers a conception of substance within the tradition of accounts of substance that works for his dualistic idealism. Berkeley’s views on immaterial substance are both responsive and inclusive. Berkeley rejects, retains, and retools the traditional features of substance to fit his dualistic idealism.

This is most notably seen in his rejection of predication as the way in which ideas exist in minds. Berkeley responds to the possible objection to his idealism that as ideas, sensible qualities would exist in the mind in such a way as to qualify the mind. He notes, “if extension and figure exist only in the mind, it follows that the mind is extended and figured; since extension is a mode or attribute, which (to speak with the Schools) is predicated of the subject in which it exists” (PHK 49:61). However, Berkeley denies such an implication of qualities existing in a substance: “I answer, those qualities are in the mind only as they are perceived by it, that is, not by way of mode or attribute, but only by way of idea” (PHK 49:61). He denies that the relation between a substance and what depends upon it is a relation of inherence or predication.9 Aside from the undesirable possibility that sensible qualities would modify the mind, Berkeley’s dualism requires that the relation between a mind and its ideas not be one of predication. That which is inactive (idea) cannot modify that which is active (mind).10 However, he does indeed retain the relation between a substance and those things that depend upon it for their existence. He announces himself as entering into this conversation about which features of substance he does and does not adhere to:


It is acknowledged on the received principles, that extension, motion, and in a word all sensible qualities, have need of a support, as not being able to subsist by themselves…. So that in denying the things perceived by sense, an existence independent of a substance, or support wherein they may exist, we detract nothing from the received opinion of their reality, and are guilty of no innovation in that respect. All the difference is, that according to us the unthinking beings perceived by sense, have no existence distinct from being perceived, and cannot therefore exist in any other substance, than those unextended, indivisible substances, or spirits, which act, and think, and perceive them.  (PHK 91:80–81)



Though Berkeley rejects the premise that qualities are predicated of the substance in which they exist, he retains the logic of support that such qualities must exist in a substance that can support them. As stated above, substance here is the “support wherein they [qualities] may exist” (PHK 91:80).

The perceived need in the tradition of accounts for a support of qualities comes from the inability of a given quality to be self-subsistent. As Locke reasons, “not imagining how these simple Ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom our selves, to suppose some Substratum, wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result, which therefore we call Substance” (E 2.23.1:295). Adding to this tradition of accounts, Berkeley confirms the need for a support of what cannot exist by itself. However, he retools how qualities are supported in terms of being perceived. Berkeley establishes this dependency by equating sensible qualities with ideas which must be perceived to exist. Being inactive, what is perceived cannot itself perceive, and so cannot subsist in its own right. Another being which is active, which can perceive it, is required for its existence. Berkeley’s dualistic idealism necessitates the grounding of dependency within his theory of substance. It is only after establishing that sensible qualities are things that are perceived that he introduces substance into his idealist doctrine. At PHK 7, Berkeley asserts: “From what has been said, it follows, there is not any other substance than spirit, or that which perceives” (PHK 7:43). Phillip Cummins contends that the “implicit argument” of PHK 7 that concludes that minds are substances has an additional premise: “that which (noncausally) grounds the existence of a dependent entity is a substance” (Cummins 2005, 196). This support relation is a key feature of substance that Berkeley retains, but he reworks it to fit his ontology. How a mind supports ideas must be translated into Berkeley’s idealism, where perception rather than inherence is the requisite relation between a substance and what depends upon it.

Having refashioned how a dependent being relates to its substance, there remains the question on the other side of the substance equation concerning the nature of the substance as something that can be a support for dependent beings. Within the tradition of accounts, this has been characterized as what can exist independently of all else in opposition to that which cannot. In order to remain true to Berkeley’s own position on substance rather than relying on how others treat it, this notion of independent existence must be taken in light of Berkeley’s views on abstract ideas. In his criticism of the account of material substance as the bare underlying support of qualities, Berkeley admits his own aversion to such an abstract idea as the grounding of an ontology: “If we inquire into what the most accurate philosophers declare themselves to mean by material substance; we shall find them acknowledge, they have no other meaning annexed to those sounds, but the idea of being in general, together with the relative notion of its supporting accidents. The general idea of being appeareth to me the most abstract and incomprehensible of all other” (PHK 17:47–48). As a nominalist, Berkeley finds such general notions of being to result in an empty ontology. Here, Berkeley rejects what he finds problematic with this feature of substance: there is no independent general being that exists as the underlying support of dependent qualities.

Yet, Berkeley retains and revises the relation of dependency in terms of both that which is dependent and that which is not. As is clear from above, ideas are “dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances” (PHK 89:79–80). Ideas must depend on a mind in order to exist. These dependent beings rely for their subsistence on the activity of another being. The existence of what is perceived is sustained by what perceives it. This activity of the substance that sustains dependent ideas also sustains the substance itself. This is what enables a mind to be a substance in the sense of being the independent support of that which is dependent. Berkeley notes this difference between things in the ability to subsist in and of itself by contrasting ideas and minds: “an idea cannot resemble a spirit, in its thinking, acting, or subsisting by it self” (PHK 137:104). For Berkeley, a mind’s existence depends upon its own activity in being a thinking, perceiving, active being (PHK 139:105). Berkeley defines a mind as “an agent subsisting by it self” (PHK 137:104). As its own principle of activity, Berkeley’s substance is able to subsist in and of itself. Accordingly, minds are independent existents whose activity grounds the existence of dependent ideas.11

Yet, this independence does not entail separable existence. Such separation between what is perceived and what perceives violates Berkeley’s idealism. As he states:


Men have imagined they could frame abstract notions of the powers and acts of the mind, and consider them prescinded, as well from the mind or spirit it self, as from their respective objects and effects. Hence a great number of dark and ambiguous terms presumed to stand for abstract notions, have been introduced into metaphysics and morality, and from these have grown infinite distractions and disputes amongst the learned.  (PHK 143:107)



Still, the dualism remains: what are perceived are dependent beings whose existence depends upon what perceives. And what perceives relies on only its own activity to exist as a perceiving, active being. It is in this sense that the independence criterion of substance is maintained in Berkeley’s system. Berkeley reshapes the roles and ways of existing for primary and subordinate beings in terms of what is active and what is inactive; in terms of what can exist in and through itself and what cannot. His dualism grounds this substantial relation of independent being and dependent beings that rely upon it for their existence (PHK 139:105). Though Berkeley denies that a substance can exist independently in the sense of being separate from all else, he affirms that substance is an independent existent in the sense that it exists as an active being through its own activity.

This dynamic between dependent (inactive) and independent (active) beings to establish the metaphysical relation and boundaries of substance and its dependents can be further illustrated by the way in which minds take on the role of a substance as a causal agent. Following his dualistic idealism, ideas are not only existentially dependent on minds for their continued existence, as they only exist by being actively perceived, they are also causally dependent on minds when they come into existence:


There is therefore some cause of these ideas whereon they depend, and which produces and changes them. That this cause cannot be any quality or idea or combination of ideas, is clear from the preceding section. It must therefore be a substance; but it has been shewn that there is no corporeal or material substance: it remains therefore that the cause of ideas is an incorporeal active substance or spirit.  (PHK 26:52)



Though Berkeley adjusts which substance may be causally efficacious in his ontology, he retains the role of substance as cause. This is evidently shown in how he reasons above: having demonstrated that ideas themselves are inactive and so incapable of producing themselves, Berkeley concludes that it must be a substance that serves this function. Michael Ayers comments, “In this conception of substance he is deliberately following the letter, but hardly the spirit, of a strong, indeed, the only philosophical tradition, stemming from Aristotle, according to which ontological and causal priority go together” (Ayers 1970, 48). For Aristotle, substance is both a principle and a cause (Jolley 2006). Minds, for Berkeley, are similarly ontologically and causally primary existents. Descartes’s definition of substance, as that which depends on nothing else for its existence, reflects this sense of causal independence (CSM1:210). Strict causal independence is limited to the infinite substance which alone is responsible for its own creation. But it wasn’t uncommon for the moderns to allow a causal agency once-removed for finite substance. Jolley notes that “Leibniz, like Spinoza, accepts that a substance is essentially causally self-sufficient, but whereas Spinoza draws the consequence that there can be no other substance than God, Leibniz, like Descartes, accepts a somewhat weaker version of this principle which allows for created substances: such substances are as causally self-sufficient as is consistent with their status as creatures” (Jolley 2006, 111–112). In defining spiritual substance in terms of its activity, Berkeley continues conceiving of agency as a defining feature of substance, while standing with Descartes and Leibniz in varying the level of causality for infinite and finite substance. Though finite minds are “created spirits” whose origins herald from the “eternal spirit,” once created they are active beings responsible for their own activity and causally responsible for the production of ideas. Berkeley attests that “I find I can excite ideas in my mind at pleasure, and vary and shift the scene as oft as I think fit. It is no more than willing, and straightway this or that idea arises in my fancy: and by the same power it is obliterated, and makes way for another. This making and unmaking of ideas doth very properly denominate the mind active” (PHK 28:53). Both infinite and finite substances for Berkeley cause ideas. The infinite substance creates the natural world of ideas of sense while finite substance produces ideas of imagination and may produce some ideas of sense in terms of finite bodily motion:


But though there be some things which convince us, human agents are concerned in producing them; yet it is evident to every one, that those things which are called the works of Nature, that is, the far greater part of the ideas or sensations perceived by us, are not produced by, or dependent on the wills of men. There is therefore some other spirit that causes them, since it is repugnant that they should subsist by themselves.  (PHK 146:107–108)



Causal agency, both finite and infinite, as redefined to suit Berkeley’s ontology, is a major feature of his account of what it is to be a substance, i.e., to be a mind.

Another significant feature present in the tradition of accounts of substance is an entity’s status as an individual unitary being. Berkeley retains the nominalist position of Aristotle’s view of individual things as substances. Each mind is “one simple, undivided, active being” (PHK 27:52). Berkeley’s world of substance is composed of individual, unitary finite minds and the one, eternal, infinite mind. Such individuation of existents as substance reflects Aristotle’s inquiry into the nature of being to determine the whatness of a particular this. Descartes is clear in individuating thinking substance. As he attests: “I understand myself to be something quite single and complete” (CSM2:59). Each individual mind “has its own substantial identity” (Woolhouse 1993, 24). Yet another modern is famous for treating each individual substance as its own unity to the point of allowing nothing else to affect it or be affected by it. Leibniz argues: “But as for substances which possess in themselves a genuine, real, substantial unity, and which are capable of actions … one can rightly say that they remain perfectly ‘the same individual’ in virtue of this soul or spirit which makes the I in substances which think” (Leibniz 1981, 231–232). Berkeley’s repeated emphasis that “I am therefore one individual principle,” regardless of its activity of perceiving, knowing, willing, or operating about the myriad of ever-changing ideas, demonstrates his continuation of this notion of substance (DHP 234). This feature of substance resonates in Berkeley’s remake of what a substance truly is in his ontology: an individual agent.

These tenets of substance that Berkeley retains and revises are interrelated. That which can cause and support dependent beings, as well as sustain itself by its own activity, is something that is unified in its substantial existence. As the support, as the cause, as the active being, it is one in its being. It is a this that can exist in and through itself. Berkeley may have reshaped the ontological landscape of how a substance supports, causes, and subsists, but he retains enough of the concept of substance to be within the tradition of accounts of substance. As Jolley advises, “it would be wholly misleading to portray Berkeley simply as a critic of the concept of substance” (Jolley 2006, 114). My endeavor here is not to critically assess the arguments and methods by which Berkeley arrives at his position on substance. It is to demonstrate how he retains and revises features of substance, and to highlight that his revisions are founded upon a dualistic idealism that necessitates his views on mind as substance.

Mind as Agent

The mental taxonomy of Berkeley’s substance reflects his revisions and contributions to the tradition of accounts of substance. The mind is a substance consisting of will and understanding distinct from its effects and objects, respectively, its volitions and ideas. In his pre-publication Notebooks, Berkeley reminds himself how to treat these mental items: “I must not Mention the Understanding as a faculty or part of the Mind, I must include Understanding & Will etc in the word Spirit by which I mean all that is active. I must not say that the Understanding differs not from the particular Ideas, or the Will from particular Volitions” (N 848:101). This position is carried into his publications where he reaffirms that “will and understanding constitute in the strictest sense a mind or spirit” (DHP 240). There is no illicit abstraction at the level of substance and faculties (PHK 27:52). There is, however, a distinction to be made between the mind as will and understanding as “all that is active” and those ideas upon which it acts. In the words of Euphranor in Alciphron, Berkeley asserts: “An agent therefore, an active mind or spirit, cannot be an idea, or like an idea … but that which thinks, and wills, and apprehends ideas, and operates about them” (Alc 7,5:292). Berkeley’s repeated and emphatic designation of mind as agent indicates how such distinctions may be made here.12

Berkeley’s modifications of immaterial substance attempt to strike a delicate balance to hold together both his idealism and his dualism. His idealism necessitates an inherent relation between ideas and the mind upon which they depend for their very existence. An idea either exists in a mind, or it is nothing. As its existence is being perceived, and as its inactivity incapacitates it from being able to perceive, an idea requires an active, perceiving being to sustain its existence. This existential inseparability goes both ways in Berkeley’s idealism. Ideas require minds, and minds require ideas. To be a perceiving, active being, a mind must have something to perceive, to be active about. A mind is “an active being, whose existence consists … in perceiving ideas and thinking” (PHK 139:105). The essence of an active being is to be active, which necessitates something upon which to act. For Berkeley, what is acted upon is an idea (DHP 233). The upshot is that for the mind to exist, it must have ideas. Berkeley reasons: “Hence it is a plain consequence that the soul always thinks: and in truth whoever shall go about to divide in his thoughts, or abstract the existence of a spirit from its cogitation, will, I believe, find it no easy task” (PHK 98:83–84). Berkeley remains true to his anti-abstractionism here, given that immaterial substance is incapable of existing as some bare substratum separate from all else. That the mind is as tied to ideas for its existence as ideas are tied to the mind for theirs is evident in Berkeley’s ponderings about what death is like for a finite mind. He posits that even in death (where a finite mind no longer associates ideas of sense with correspondent bodily ideas), a mind will still have ideas, perhaps even ideas of sense without a sense: “Now, it seems very easy to conceive the soul to exist in a separate state (i.e. divested from those limits and laws of motion and perception with which she is embarrassed here), and to exercise herself on new ideas, without the intervention of these tangible things we call bodies. It is even very possible to apprehend how the soul may have ideas of colour without an eye, or of sounds without an ear” (BW 2:282). Minds and ideas are existentially inseparable even in death.13

Given that minds and ideas are incapable of existing apart from one another, it seems odd that Berkeley creates such a divide between them, such that the mind is “a thing entirely distinct” from ideas (PHK 2:42). This distinction cannot involve existential separation or separation in fact. Instead, the distinction Berkeley is making here is ontological only. Berkeley’s ontology is divided between two different beings due to their two different natures (PHK 89:79). Minds are active beings and ideas are inactive beings. They have diametrical ways of existing. As an active being, a mind exists through its own activity, subsisting by itself. As inactive beings, ideas exist through the activity of another thing, “since it is repugnant that they should subsist by themselves” (PHK 146:108). Yet this ontological distinction between minds and ideas in the nature and ways of being does not carry existential import for Berkeley. The fact that they exist differently does not logically entail that they exist separately. The existence of an idea is being perceived, and the existence of a mind is to perceive. Just as the perceived needs a perceiver to be perceived, the perceiver needs the perceived to be a perceiver. Berkeley’s idealism necessitates existential inseparability of minds and ideas, but his dualism necessitates ontological distinction. Minds and ideas require each other to exist, and yet how they exist differs. Though they exist together, they retain their mutually exclusive natures: one remains wholly active and the other remains wholly inactive.

The intentional relation of agency demands that these two ontologically distinct beings be existentially inseparable. The grammar of Berkeley’s definition of mind reveals this intentional relation: “A spirit is one simple, undivided, active being: as it perceives ideas, it is called the understanding, and as it produces or otherwise operates about them, it is called the will” (PHK 27:52). The mind as will and understanding is an agent that acts upon ideas (Agent–Actions-Objects of Actions). Each element in this relation is necessary for the relation to occur. First, for there to be intentional action at all, there must be an object of that action. There are no actions without intentions. “I am doing” is unintelligible. “I am doing X” is intelligible, as there is always something that the action is directed at or about.14 Actions have intention. Second, an individual without action is not an agent. For Berkeley, being an agent is the essence of being a substance: “Substance of a Spirit is that it acts, causes, wills, operates” (N 829:99; emphasis added). If it is the nature of a being to act, and such a being does not act, then it is not such a being. An individual that does not act, then, is no agent. Third, an action without an agent is not intentional action. There must be an agent who acts. In order to have intentional agency and free will, a number of philosophers, including Berkeley, require agent causation. As Randolph Clarke explains, theorists “take agent causation, in contrast with causation by an event, to be causation by an enduring substance—by the agent who performs the action in question” (Clarke 2010, 219). Berkeleyan minds are agents who perform actions. The mind is not simply reduced to its activities for Berkeley. He makes clear at the end of his Notebooks that “[t]he Spirit, the Mind, is neither a Volition nor an Idea” (N 849:101). He repeatedly denies that he may be reduced to a bundle of ideas, and affirms himself as the I that presides over ideas (DHP 233–234). This demonstrates his concern that his agency not be reduced to its objects, and by extension, its actions or volitions. An agent, an I, needs to be more than a bundle to ensure intentionality, “[b]ecause the intention-in-action is not just an event that occurs by itself. It can occur only if an agent is actually doing something, or at least trying to do something. Agency requires an entity that can consciously try to do something” (Searle 2001, 83).

This mental structure, in which there is distinction without separation, is designed to ensure effective agency for Berkeley. Berkeley is adamant that a mind be both will and understanding in order to avoid blind agency. Even the infinite mind requires more than will: “The propertys of all things are in God i.e. there is in the Deity Understanding as well as Will. He is no Blind agent & in truth a blind Agent is a Contradiction” (N 812:97). Berkeley intuitively realizes that being an agent requires more than just being active. It has to be something capable of intentionally directing its activities. Berkeley ponders laboriously in his Notebooks how best to preserve this agency, and ultimately reminds himself to include will and understanding in all that is active mind (N 848:101). As John Searle explains:


Because the agent has to be able to make decisions and perform actions on the basis of reasons, the same entity that acts as agent must be capable of perception, belief, desire, memory, and reasoning. To use the old-time jargon, the notion of agency was introduced to account for volition, but the same entity that has volition must also have conation and cognition. The agent must in short be a self. Just as agency has to be added to the bundle to account for how embodied bundles can engage in free actions, so selfhood has to be added to agency to account for how agents can act rationally.  (Searle 2001, 83–84)



Berkeley is acutely aware of this need, and so defines the mind as an agent that is both will and understanding.

Not only is mind as agent integral to Berkeley’s ontology, but it is also integral to his morality and theology. Berkeley shows his concern for our moral responsibility throughout his many works. Moral responsibility, for Berkeley, is grounded in moral agency. Importantly, this moral agency is predicated upon his dualism and his common-sense realism. Objects as ideas, as inactive beings, cannot causally affect a finite mind and determine its actions. Berkeley takes it as a given that each person’s experience of herself is as an agent who determines her actions herself:


It should seem, therefore, that, in the ordinary commerce of mankind, any person is esteemed accountable simply as he is an agent. And, though you should tell me that man is inactive, and that the sensible objects act upon him, yet my own experience assures me of the contrary. I know I act, and what I act I am accountable for. And, if this be true, the foundation of religion and morality remains unshaken.  (Alc 7,19:315)



Berkeley’s concern for agency is demonstrated in his Notebooks, where he frets over Locke’s position that uneasiness sets the will into motion, and criticizes Alciphron’s description of man as a puppet or organ played upon by objects.15 Such a setup wherein ideas could act upon the mind and determine its course undercuts agency for Berkeley. His dualism and his common-sense realism require that an active agent, a mind, act upon objects (ideas) rather than they upon it: “You take for granted that the mind is inactive, but that its ideas act upon it: as if the contrary were not evident to every man of common sense, who cannot but know that it is the mind which considers its ideas, chooses, rejects, examines, deliberates, decrees, in one word, acts about them, and not they about it” (Alc 7,20:317). Berkeley’s substantial agent does more work for him than simply ground his metaphysics. It enables free will and thereby moral accountability. Though some commentators argue that Berkeley only retains substance in order to appease his theological commitments, it is clear to me that Berkeley’s affirmation of substance as an agent is firmly grounded in both his dualistic ontology and his common-sense view of himself as a free, active being (Muehlmann 1992). Mind as agent is essential to Berkeley’s “conception of himself as a self, that is to say, as a rational agent making decisions and capable of assuming responsibility in the future for decisions taken in the present, or responsibility in the present for decisions taken in the past” (Searle 2001, 3). A finite mind is considered free in making such decisions so long as that decision is determined by a finite will.16 Mind as agent grounds his dualistic idealism, secures his common-sense realism, and allows for a coherent morality for Berkeley.

Does the Dualism Hold?

Berkeley is clear in his definition of the mind as an agent constituted by will and understanding, and establishes his position on substance through its activities of supporting in perception, subsisting by itself, causing ideas, and unifying its effects and objects. However, issues arise in this picture of an entirely active being with Berkeley’s melding of action and volition, as he finds himself incapable of conceiving of action apart from volition (DHP 239). Given the inseparability of the two, “the most likely interpretation is that he identified mental causation with efficacious willing” (Cummins 2005, 221). Accordingly, numerous commentators limit the concept of action to acts of will that may cause, reform, and end ideas.17 Yet, Berkeley himself seems to incorporate more into this concept, given that the very existence of the active mind consists in perceiving and thinking (PHK 139:105). Some take these claims as disingenuous: “Though Berkeley tends occasionally to speak of perception as essentially an activity, his considered opinion seems to be that in volition alone is the mind truly active” (Stack 1991, 81). The mind is said to be active, for Berkeley, “[w]hen it produces, puts an end to, or changes any thing” (DHP 196). The paradigm model of such activity comes from the work of the imagination. For Berkeley, “[i]t is no more than willing, and straightway this or that idea arises in my fancy: and by the same power it is obliterated, and makes way for another. This making and unmaking of ideas doth very properly denominate the mind active” (PHK 28:53).18 Berkeley also considers us active in creating certain ideas of sense, specifically the motion of our bodies: “In plucking this flower, I am active, because I do it by the motion of my hand, which was consequent upon my volition” (DHP 196). Berkeley takes it for granted that we have such power and that “our mind at will can stir and stay the movements of our limbs” (DM 25:37).19 The key element of our activity in these passages is the finite mind’s ability to cause ideas by an act of will, a volition. Berkeley intimately ties the activity of the mind to volitions. In fact, he finds he has “no notion of any action distinct from volition” (DHP 239). This is taken to mean that Berkeley has identified activity as volition: they are one and the same thing (Roberts 2010, 414). Here we derive a restricted notion of activity:


Restricted Notion of Activity (RNA): Activity is volition. Therefore, anything that is not a volition is not an activity, and anything that is not an activity is not a volition. Finite activity is restricted to simple episodes of willing. Such willing may result in the production, change, or destruction of ideas of imagination and/or some ideas of sense associated with the finite body.



Though there are divergent views on whether or not finite activity can result in the actual production of ideas (imaginary or sensible) in Berkeley’s metaphysics, the bottom line on Berkeley for RNA supporters is clear: “Berkeley reduces action to the mental act of volition” (Fleming 2006, 424).

Charges of inconsistency and incoherency plague Berkeley’s theory of mind due to this RNA. If spirit is “that which acts,” and to be active amounts solely to instances of volition, then will alone may be deemed active. As Pitcher emphasizes, “only the will is genuinely active” (Pitcher 1981, 221). Certain functions of understanding absent visible volition, namely, perceiving and thinking, are excluded from the mind’s essential nature. Contra what Berkeley claims, the mind cannot be an entirely active being or a simple being if understanding is included in the nature of mind. As Charles McCracken points out: “It cannot simply be that ‘the substance of a spirit is that it acts, causes, wills, operates’—for that will not explain how a spirit can passively perceive. Nor can it simply be that a spirit is a thing that perceives … for that will not explain its capacity to act and will” (McCracken 1982, 601). Though Berkeley repeatedly asserts that the mind is an agent that is will and understanding, RNA leaves out perceiving and other operations about ideas that lack apparent volition as performances of the active being. Berkeley himself makes no such division in his active mind. Still, commentators insist that Berkeley’s real view is that the mind is “a willing thing and only a willing thing” (Lee 2012, 567). Such an interpretation of Berkeley defies Berkeley’s explicit assertions, such as the one above that understanding along with its perceiving and conceiving ability are as integral to the nature of the active mind as will and its causal ability.20

Now, there may be a way to expand the notion of activity to encompass all that Berkeley takes it to. This ultimately may be an exercise in what Berkeley could have said, but did not. Cummins (2007) postulates that Berkeley included non-volitional mental operations such as perceiving into his concept of “active.” Given that he intimately tied activity to volition, I will make a solid effort at remaining true to that relation.21 The inability to conceive of activity apart from volition does not necessarily imply that they are therefore one and the same. Instead, one can read this as simply expressing a requirement condition for activity. Volition must be part of mental operations in order for it to count as activity:


Unrestricted Notion of Activity (UNA): Activity is volitional. Volition is a necessary and sufficient condition for activity. In other words, all actions involve volitions. Such actions include operations of understanding, namely, perceiving and thinking.



Berkeley himself, however, poses a challenge to such a view. Berkeley confesses to the finite mind’s utter passivity in perception (DHP 196). If the mind is an entirely active being, this must be reconciled with the finite mind’s passive reception of ideas.

Berkeley deems the mind passive in a very limited context: in the immediate sense perception of ideas. In his discussion of smelling a tulip, Philonous admits to Hylas that his volition in perception only goes so far: “Whatever more there is, as that I perceive such a particular smell or any smell at all, this is independent of my will, and therein I am altogether passive” (DHP 196). A finite perceiver can be active in smelling with regard to the bodily motion of plucking the flower and inhaling purposefully, since these actions are consequent to the perceiver’s will. However, that the flower smells and looks as it does is not the result of a finite mind’s will. In the determination of the sensory content of the ideas of sense, a finite mind is passive; it does not cause that idea of sense. This passivity in sense perception is found throughout Berkeley’s works in his description of the real, natural world. “But whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas actually perceived by sense have not a like dependence on my will” (PHK 29:53). That finite activity does not produce the natural world is necessary in Berkeley’s idealism to secure common-sense realism. Passivity in the finite mind is the lack of volition in creating the ideas of sense that comprise nature. One cannot choose the color of the sky, the feel of the wind, or the sound of the thunder.

It is part of common experience for Berkeley that we are passive in this respect. Using RNA, our minds lack all activity in immediate sense perception, given that we do not cause by an act of volition either the presentation or the content of such ideas. Though we may be inactive in determining or choosing what we immediately sense, employing UNA opens up other possible ways in which a mind may be active here. According to Berkeley, “[t]he mind therefore is to be accounted active in its perceptions, so far forth as volition is included in them” (DHP 196; emphasis added). Berkeley ties volitions to the perception of all ideas: “It seems there can be no perception, no Idea without Will, being there are no Ideas so indifferent but one had rather Have them than annihilation, or annihilation than them … there being No Ideas perfectly void of all pain & uneasiness” (N 833:99).22 Just as great heat is a great pain, tastes, smells, and sounds are nothing but a particular pleasure or pain (DHP 177–180). These pleasures and pains that constitute sensible ideas are accompanied by “desire aversion & other actions which include volition” (N 692:84). In smelling the tulip, though one may be passive in not creating the content of the olfactory idea, one is active in sensing the content of that idea. Upon feeling a great heat, there is no delay in assessing its content. One feels the heat as pain and instantaneously averts. Volition is involved in experiencing the pain and pleasure of what is immediately perceived.23

There is another sense in which the mind is active in immediate sense perception. There must be affirmation that one is perceiving: “To be sure or certain of what we do not actually perceive (I say perceive not imagine) We must not be altogether Passive, there must be a disposition to act, there must be assent, which is active, nay what do I talk There must be Actual Volition” (N 777:94). One cannot be passive in the sense of inactive in perceiving.24 Again, this is not a staged process for Berkeley. In the very immediate perception of a sensible idea, the mind is actively evaluating and confirming the idea. On Berkeley’s view, “[e]very one is himself the best judge of what he perceives, and what not” (NTV 12:173). One cannot sense an idea without acknowledging that one is sensing that idea. It would amount to an unconscious sensing, an unsensed sense. Berkeley himself often chooses the grammar of activity in describing the “act of seeing,” the “act of vision,” and the “act of perceiving.”25

Passivity in immediate sense perception is limited to what the finite mind is responsible for: “It is in a very strict sense then that Berkeley considers the mind passive: only in immediate sense perception which involves no act of will to produce the content of that sensation” (Migely 2007, 156). This notion of mental passivity specifies when the finite mind is the source of ideas. It does not thereby imply that the mind is inactive in the sense of “inert.”26 RNA defenders, however, take passivity in regard to the finite mind to indicate a full lack of volition in perception. As McCracken asserts, “perceiving something in an important sense is not an action at all” (McCracken 1982, 600). UNA would agree in the sense that finite volition is not involved in immediate sense perception in the creation of the idea of sense. But this does not mean that finite volition is therefore not involved in the process of immediate sense perception. Though the finite will did not produce the sensory content of the idea of sense perceived (RNA), a finite perceiver is active in its evaluation and recognition of that idea (UNA). It is still active, i.e., volition is involved, in its perceiving of those ideas.27

As seen in perception, RNA’s strict parameters for what counts as activity are also present in other features assigned to understanding. Some even go so far as to push for a return to Berkeley’s pre-publication positions in which he seems to banish understanding from the mind and limit it to will alone. Making activity the defining nature of mind, it is argued that “[o]n Berkeley’s view, a spirit’s very being is volition. So, there can be no other ‘faculties’ than the will” (Roberts 2007, 94). The mind, then, is strictly a “willing thing” rather than how Berkeley himself often defines it as a “thinking thing” (Lee 2012, 567).

Not all forms of thinking, however, pose a challenge to RNA. When one conjures up an imaginary idea or when one chooses to think, or not think, a certain thought, this type of voluntary thinking is clearly a case in which volition is at work. Yet, like immediate perception, involuntary thinking, where one does not choose the content or presentation of the idea, seems to be a case in which volition is lacking. Any associative, non-intentional thinking would not qualify as a manifestation of an act of volition. Though most thinking is characterized by our ability to start and stop it, there are certainly occasions upon which we have thoughts, as it were, entirely against our will (Taylor 1985, 212). I think of Christmas, and I instantly think of snow. Thinking, unlike willing, is not always deemed voluntary.28

As in perception, even if finite volition is not the cause of a thought, it is still involved in all aspects of thinking, both voluntary and involuntary. Berkeley himself considers thinking an activity involving volition: “Idea is the object or Subject of thought; that I think on whatever it be, I call Idea. thought it self, or Thinking is no Idea tis an act i.e. Volition i.e. as contradistinguish’d to effects, the Will” (N 808:97). If thinking is conceiving of an idea, one must be conceiving an idea as that idea. As Tom Stoneham describes it, “for Berkeley, thinking a thought with a determinate content essentially involves an activity of mind, an activity we might call conceptualization” (Stoneham 2002, 80). Assigning and comprehending the meaning and significance of thoughts requires judgment that an idea is indeed that particular idea with its import. The acts of will involved in thinking take on a variety of forms: “it is the mind which considers its ideas, chooses, rejects, examines, deliberates, decrees, in one word, acts about them” (Alc 7,20:317). This statement strongly supports UNA by incorporating a richer notion of activity. In opposition to RNA, mental activity includes more here than causing, changing, and ending ideas. Nor is it merely our choice to have a given thought that indicates activity in thinking. Rather what indicates activity is evaluating and judging every idea present to the mind regardless of its involuntary or voluntary introduction therein. Volition is involved in all forms of thinking and therefore thinking is an activity. One need not examine the origin of the idea nor need one will its extinction to denominate thinking as active. Instead, in thinking any thought, the very simple act of conception requires volition as one evaluates and affirms that thought.

According to Berkeley, all operations of will and understanding exhibit the activity of the mind. Berkeley finds thinking and perceiving as well as willing to demonstrate the powers of the mind:


Do but leave out the power of willing, thinking and perceiving ideas, and there remains nothing else wherein the idea can be like a spirit. For by the word spirit we mean only that which thinks, wills, and perceives; this, and this alone, constitutes the signification of that term. If therefore it is impossible that any degree of those powers should be represented in an idea, it is evident there can be no idea of a spirit. (PHK 138:104; emphasis added)29



The use of the plural in the latter sentence indicates that for Berkeley the powers of the mind are not limited to willing, but include thinking and perceiving. This “conceiving … power” (PHK 5:43) is as essential to the mind’s active existence as willing is (PHK 98:83–84). The mind’s thinking, or cogitation, is another way in which the mind actively exists. For Berkeley, all manners of activity constitute the mind (PHK 139:105). Willing is not the only activity of the soul. UNA captures all activities of the mind including perceiving and thinking. Berkeley knows himself to be “a thinking active principle that perceives, knows, wills, and operates about ideas” (DHP 233). It isn’t odd, then, that Berkeley continuously identifies the mind’s activity in its thinking and its perceiving. It is a perceiving thing, a thinking thing, and a willing thing; all of which indicate that it is an active thing.30

Berkeley’s theory of mind may not be complete, but what we do have from him offers enough of a guideline for how his concept of immaterial substance may be considered in light of Berkeley’s overall philosophy. He affirms an account of immaterial substance that retains a number of key features in the tradition of accounts of substance. Mind, as agent, is one active being that is active in all of its operations from willing to perceiving to thinking. There may be different ways in which the mind is active, but this does not change the nature of the mind as active. Berkeley is both reflective and careful in how he defines the mind as an active being in order to uphold his dualistic idealism, secure his common-sense realism, and ground his morality. The mind does much work for Berkeley.

Notes

1. Immaterial substance, mental substance, spirit, and soul all refer to “mind” for Berkeley.

2. To name a few: PHK 2:41; PHK 26:52; PHK 27:52; PHK 57:65; PHK 89:79; PHK 136:104; PHK 137:104; PHK 139:105; DHP 233; DHP 234; DHP 239.

3. There is a tension created by Berkeley himself given that he consistently defines the mind as an active being, but later describes the finite mind as passive in perception (DHP 196). I will address this apparent inconsistency later in the chapter.

4. “Existence is percipi or percipere” (N 429:53).

5. The claim that Berkeley offers a dualism is not new. A. A. Luce (1988), Charles McCracken (1982), Talia Mae Bettcher (2008), Phillip Cummins (2005), and Tom Stoneham (2010) are among those who claim that Berkeley offers a dualism. It is most often described as a dualism of mind and ideas or of perceivers and what is perceived. My view is that it is more ontologically fundamental at the level of active and inactive beings. See Bettcher 2008 for an informative discussion on how Berkeley establishes his dualism.

6. Berkeley asserts his dualism of active and inactive things, and then seems to weaken it when he indicates that a finite mind is passive in perception (DHP 196). However, for Berkeley, a finite mind’s passivity in immediate sense perception is not a matter of inactivity. This will be discussed in a later section of this chapter.

7. I will not enter a debate here on whether Berkeley changed his theory of mind from the Notebooks to his published works, or if his theory is a unified whole. My use of the passages from his Notebooks will be when I find such statements to help clarify or explain the point at hand. As his theory of mind was not fully developed in his publications, I find such passages from his pre-publication Notebooks helpful for clarification purposes.

8. Others have recognized this false view of there being one single traditional account of substance (Daniel 2008; Bettcher 2017; Jolley 2006).

9. The inherence account interpretation has been successfully shown to be unsuccessful (Oaklander 1977; Dicker 2011, 223–229; Rickless 2013, 97–115).

10. “I own I have properly no idea, either of God or any other spirit; for these being active, cannot be represented by things perfectly inert, as our ideas are” (DHP 231). Yet another reason Berkeley rejects predication may rest on his common-sense realism. Were sensible ideas to be predicated of the individual finite mind, it would be hard to maintain his position that the natural world of ideas of sense exists external to any given finite mind.

11. There is another way in which this asymmetry is shown for Berkeley. The existence of any idea depends upon the mind perceiving it. A mind, however, requires no idea in particular to exist as a perceiving, active thing (N 842:100). Ideas cannot exist independently of the minds that perceive them, whereas a mind can exist independently of its particular ideas.

12. PHK 27:53; PHK 102:85; PHK 137:104; PHK 146:107; PHK 147:108; DHP 219; DHP 233; DHP 236–237.

13. “Some Ideas or other I must have so long as I exist or Will. But no one Idea or sort of Ideas is essential” (N 842:100).

14. “Intentionality is that property of many mental states and events by which they are directed at or about or of objects and states of affairs in the world” (Searle 1983, 1).

15. N 145a:21; N 166:23; N 357:43; N 423:53; N 598:74; N 610:75; N 611:75; N 611a:75; N 628:77; N 630:77; N 743:90; Alc 7,20. “Folly to enquire wt determines the Will. Uneasiness etc are Ideas, therefore unactive, therefore can do nothing therefore cannot determine the Will” (N 653:80).

16. “Man, therefore, acting according to his will, is to be accounted free” (Alc 7,19:316).

17. “Berkeley cannot admit of mental actions except those which involve the creation, changing, and destruction of ideas” (Bettcher 2007, 84). Those who also adhere to such a view are Richard Brook (1995), Charles McCracken (1982), John Roberts (2007), Sukjae Lee (2012), Patrick Fleming (2006), George Pitcher (1981), A. C. Lloyd (1985), G. A. Johnston (1923), Nicholas Jolley (1990), C. C. W. Taylor (1985), and Robert Imlay (1995).

18. Sukjae Lee takes such assertions from Berkeley to indicate that “we are genuinely active agents, whose causal activity consists in acts of willing and producing ideas of imagination” (Lee 2012, 514).

19. There are those who claim that finite minds cannot move their own bodies given that all ideas of sense are created by God. I take Berkeley to be claiming that the majority of ideas of sense that comprise the natural world are created by the infinite mind. This does not exclude finite minds from creating some ideas of sense according to natural laws that govern all physical, sensory beings.

20. Yet, scholars such as A. C. Lloyd testify that “despite his waverings there are two points on which Berkeley does not waver: the self is will and the essence of the self is to be active” (1985, 199).

21. Cummins relies on this being part of an argumentative strategy. However, Berkeley in a letter to Johnson indicates that he intimately ties activity to will: “A proper active efficient cause, I can conceive none but spirit; nor any action, strictly speaking, but where there is will” (BW 2:280).

22. I ask for some leeway here in the use of the Notebooks as evidence for my interpretation of Berkeley. Of the approximately sixty-one times that Berkeley mentions “volition” or “volitions” in his works, forty-eight of them occur in his Notebooks. This is a valuable source in trying to understand what he means by activity and its relation to volition.

23. This inherent pain and pleasure of ideas is one way in which the Author of Nature teaches us what is harmful and beneficial, and they serve to instigate our actions (NTV 147:231).

24. This is not the sense of passivity that Berkeley uses at DHP 196 in reference to what a finite mind is causally responsible for.

25. N 203:26; N 208:27; N 215:28; NTV 11:173; NTV 16:174; NTV 74:200; NTV 96:210; NTV 101:212.

26. Berkeley saves the term “inert” for ideas only. Berkeley only uses “passive” in sense perception to refer to the involuntary state of finite minds in receiving and creating ideas of sense.

27. I have used immediate perception as the case for activity in all forms of perception, given that it would be present in mediate perception as well.

28. There is debate in action theory on this issue as well, since it seems false that each act of mind is preceded by a volition (Stoneham 2010). I believe my UNA addresses that concern: regardless of choice, volition is still involved in any and all actions.

29. That understanding is a power can also be seen at N 228:29: “all things by us conceivable are 1st thoughts 2dly powers to receive thoughts 3dly powers to cause thoughts.” The faculties of will and understanding are both considered powers.

30. Even the simple function of having ideas involves volition and therefore activity for Berkeley: “While I exist or have any idea I am eternally, constantly willing, my acquiescing in the present state is willing” (N 792:95). As in all forms of perception and thinking, the mind is forever operating about its ideas, even in the simplest form of judging that an idea is present before the mind. That the mere having of ideas is an example of activity as well is evidenced by the infinite mind. The infinite mind is pure activity for Berkeley. There is no passivity present in the infinite mind. Only finite perceivers are considered passive, as they perceive ideas by sense. God does not perceive by sense as we do (DHP 240). Yet, the wholly active infinite mind has ideas as we do (DHP 239). The having of ideas is necessary for the ability to impart them to us via our senses (DHP 242). Thus, even having ideas is an example of the activity of the mind and involves volition.
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Chapter 9

Berkeley on Qualities

Richard Glauser

Berkeley develops his theory of qualities in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709), A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (1713), and The Theory of Vision … Vindicated (1733). Other sources are the Notebooks, De Motu (1721), Alciphron (1732), and The Analyst (1734). In the Principles and Three Dialogues, Berkeley connects the defense of his position on qualities with his criticism of the primary/secondary quality distinction current in seventeenth-century metaphysics and mechanistic natural philosophy. So, a few words must be said about the received distinction before discussing Berkeley.1

The Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction in Berkeley’s Context

There is a complex history, from ancient philosophy to Berkeley’s day, of what is really a family of distinctions between two kinds of properties of physical substances. What makes the distinctions belong to one family is hardly more than this: one kind of property is more basic than the other, which depends on the former. The history begins with Democritus, but different varieties of the distinction can be found later in Plato, Aristotle, and the Epicureans. Under Aristotle’s influence, the distinction evolves throughout scholastic philosophy under various forms and guises. With Galileo, a novel form of the distinction becomes—contra Aristotelian scholastic philosophy—an integral part of the mechanistic conception of natural philosophy as accepted, in one form or another, by the scientists and “modern” philosophers of the seventeenth century.2

Several varieties of mechanistic natural philosophy were competing at the time, e.g., Boyle and Locke versus Descartes, Locke versus Malebranche, Leibniz versus Descartes, Leibniz versus Gassendi, etc. So, what follows is unavoidably rough and sketchy. According to the theory of mechanism, all corporeal phenomena are ultimately explainable, in principle, by the laws of motion, which motion is communicated by efficient causation by means of impact and, as of Newton, attraction. The theory depends on three general principles. Composition: all bodies are composed of smaller parts all the way down to insensible submicroscopic parts, called corpuscles by some authors.3 Nomological universality: the same laws of motion apply to all bodies in the universe regardless of their location and size, from the submicroscopic to the astronomically gigantic. Homogeneity: all bodies, whatever their location and size, have certain geometrical and mechanical properties that are necessary and purportedly sufficient for efficient (and perhaps final) causation. Presumably, furthermore, the very formulation of the laws of motion depends on the ideas of these properties. They are the most fundamental properties of all matter, called—as of Locke—primary qualities. There was no consensus as to the exact list of primary qualities, but the following are common to most seventeenth-century authors: extension, figure (shape), bulk (magnitude, or size), and mobility (motion and rest). They are fundamental because of their role in causation with regard: (a) to other bodies, by causing mechanical changes in them at the submicroscopic and macroscopic levels; (b) to our minds, by appearing to us through sense perception at the macroscopic level, in virtue of causation at both the submicroscopic and macroscopic levels. The other properties of matter were considered dependent—in some one or more ways—on the primary qualities of the submicroscopic parts of matter.

Berkeley was well versed in the metaphysics of his day and the scientific realist mechanistic underpinning of the primary/secondary quality distinction.4 Yet, on the issue of qualities, Locke is the author he most often discusses. So, although Descartes, Malebranche, and Bayle are often present, too, in Berkeley’s thinking, let us focus briefly on Locke’s conception of the distinction. Locke’s position, however, is difficult to pin down, partly because of verbal inconsistencies; it has given rise to different interpretations, to which it is impossible to do justice here.5 So, let me sketch out my own reading.

It seems that Locke picked up the terms “primary” and “secondary,” which were widely used contrastively in a topic-neutral way in his day,6 and that he was the first to apply them to the distinction between the two kinds of qualities.7 Locke’s list of primary qualities is longer than the common denominator list above. There is some controversy as to his exact list, but most commentators agree that to extension, figure, size, and mobility, Locke adds solidity (impenetrability), situation, unity, number, and texture.8 What Locke calls “texture,” following Boyle, does not belong to single corpuscles, but to aggregates; it is a complex structure of corpuscles in virtue of which a body has a certain active or passive causal power. On the one hand, a body’s texture depends on the primary qualities of the smaller corpuscles that compose it. On the other hand, its texture determines the body’s causal powers within its environment at the submicroscopic and macroscopic levels. A body’s texture could be called—in today’s idiom—the categorical basis of a certain active or passive power.

Not only was there no consensus as to the exact list of primary qualities, but there was not any regarding the criteria defining the distinction itself.9 For Locke, primary qualities are such that we perceive them in every observable parcel of matter, and that we cannot conceive matter, observable or not, to lack them. They are physically and conceptually inseparable from matter.10 However, this is not a strict criterion; it is too narrow for two reasons. First, conceptual inseparability would exclude texture from the list of primary qualities, because we can conceive of indivisible corpuscles (atoms); atoms, if any exist, would lack texture since texture belongs only to aggregates. Second, although physical and conceptual inseparability apply to the determinables mentioned above, they do not apply to their respective determinates, since we can conceive of bodies that have a figure, but are not triangular; that have a size, but are not six feet wide; etc. Yet, Locke includes determinates of primary qualities among the primary qualities.11

So, while retaining the spirit of Locke’s physical and conceptual inseparability thesis, let us expand it slightly by proposing two adjustments: (i) texture counts as a primary quality inasmuch as it is entirely constituted by qualities that are physically and conceptually inseparable from matter; (ii) the determinates of determinable primary qualities count as primary qualities inasmuch as (a) it is physically and conceptually impossible for a determinable primary quality to exist without some determinate, and (b) all determinates are physically and conceptually inseparable from their respective determinables. The adjustments preserve the fundamental explanatory roles that determinate primary qualities and texture have, along with the determinables, in science.

As for secondary qualities, Locke describes them as “nothing in the objects themselves, but powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary qualities, i.e., by the bulk, figure, texture, and motion of their insensible parts, as colours, sounds, tastes, etc.” (E 2.8.10). Two points must be made about this claim. First, according to Locke, secondary qualities are qualities of material objects. To be sure, they are mere powers, but Locke considers powers a sort of qualities.12

Second, however, as the above quotation shows, secondary qualities are nothing in objects but powers (to cause ideas of certain sensible qualities). Locke’s often-repeated insistence that secondary qualities in bodies, in contrast with bodies’ primary qualities, are nothing but powers clearly suggests that perceivable primary qualities, too, are powers (to cause ideas of primary qualities), although they are not “nothing but” powers. That is, they are powers, but not merely powers. For, why stress that secondary qualities—as opposed to primary qualities—are nothing but powers if the physical primary qualities are not powers at all?13 Primary qualities, contrary to secondary qualities, are more than mere powers in bodies because primary qualities qualify bodies in a literal sense and they are mind-independent.14 Thus, Locke’s way of understanding a sentence such as “This snowball is round and white,” as asserted by the learned, would be: “This snowball is literally round and, although it is not literally white, it has a power to produce a sensation of whiteness, where the whiteness in question (a quale) is the content of the sensation.” That, however, does not preclude the understanding that the snowball’s mind-independent figure is a power to produce ideas of figure in us.

Powers are relational properties. How does Locke understand that? Although he says at one place that powers are relations (E 2.21.19), I believe that his more considered wording is rather: “Power includes in it some kind of relation, (a relation to Action or Change).”15 To include a relation is not to be a relation; it is not to be reducible to a relation. If the proposed reading is on the right track, in sum, primary qualities are not reducible to powers, although they are powers, too; secondary qualities are nothing but powers. In either case, however, powers (active or passive) are not reducible to relations, although they include a relation to action or change.16

According to Locke, an epistemic difference follows from the above difference between primary and secondary qualities. An idea of a secondary quality cannot resemble the secondary quality—as described by physics—that causes the idea, because the quality in the object is nothing but a power, and the phenomenal, qualitative content of an idea of a secondary quality cannot resemble a power, nor does it resemble the texture of the submicroscopic primary qualities on which the power depends. However, because primary qualities are real, inherent, mind-independent properties of bodies, we are justified in judging that the contents of our ideas of, for example, shape, size, and mobility caused by a physical object generally resemble to some extent, or represent—despite the factors of perceptual relativity—the same kinds of qualities in the physical object.17

Two other significant features of primary qualities are that (a) they are quantitatively measurable, thus objects to which mathematics straightforwardly applies; and (b) they—or at least most of them—are common sensibles (qualities perceivable by more than one sense). The qualification “at least most of them” is because solidity—included by Locke, but not by Descartes and Malebranche, among the primary qualities—is perceivable only by touch (cf. E 2.4.1). The qualities presented by sensations of secondary qualities, however, are all and only proper sensibles (qualities perceivable by only one sense).18

Understandably, terms such as “light,” “colours,” “smells,” “tastes,” “sounds,” “hot,” “cold,” “soft,” “hard,” etc., and the more general “sensible qualities” are ambiguous in Locke and some of his contemporaries. For, on the one hand, such terms can denote the contents of certain sensations. This way of speaking, recurrent in Malebranche (and earlier in Galileo), reflects the awareness that the perceived phenomenal qualia of colors, smells, sounds, etc.—as distinguished from their external causes—are mind-dependent. Malebranche says: “I assume as an indisputable truth that colors are not spread out on objects, but that they are only in the soul.”19 This way of speaking occurs with Locke, too. For example, “sensible qualities” is embedded in “ideas of sensible qualities,”20 where it is clear that Locke is talking about ideas that present phenomenal qualia to the mind, and the qualia are the sensible qualities.

On the other hand, the names of the sorts of proper sensibles mentioned above, and also the general term “sensible qualities,” can refer to (mere) powers of material substances, i.e., secondary qualities in Locke’s sense. Descartes, for instance, says: “[T]he properties in external objects to which we apply the terms light, color, smell, taste, sound, heat and cold—as well as other tactile qualities …—are, so far as we can see, simply various dispositions in those objects.”21 Occasionally, Locke uses “sensible qualities” to refer to objects’ powers:


What I have said concerning Colours and Smells, may be understood also of Tastes and Sounds, and other the like sensible Qualities; which, whatever reality we, by mistake, attribute to them, are in truth nothing in the Objects themselves, but Powers to produce various Sensations in us, and depend on those primary Qualities, viz. Bulk, Figure, Texture, and Motion of parts.22



This way of speaking is in line with the belief that there is some (possibly unknown) objective feature of bodies in virtue of which, given the contextual geometrical, physical, and physiological factors of perceptual relativity, they appear to us as they do in sense perception. For physical objects appear to us—and we speak of them, not of sensations or ideas—as being red, bright, sweet, pungent, cold, soft, etc.

So, the ambiguity stems, understandably, from the need to express simultaneously two different aspects of the theory of secondary qualities: (a) the perceived phenomenal qualia of colors, smells, tastes, sounds, etc.—as distinguished from their external causes—are mental contents of sensations; (b) there is some objective, physical feature of bodies in virtue of which bodies appear to us as having those very qualities. The ambiguity affects Locke’s use of the term “sensible qualities” and the names of the sorts of proper sensibles (apart from solidity), but not, as far as I can see, his use of the term “secondary qualities.”

Berkeley’s Interpretation of the “Materialists’ ” Secondary Qualities

Given the ambiguity just mentioned, how does Berkeley understand the “materialists’ ” conception of secondary qualities? We find the answer in his description of their conception of the primary/secondary quality distinction:


They who assert that figure, motion, and the rest of the primary or original qualities do exist without the mind, in unthinking substances, do at the same time acknowledge that colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like secondary qualities, do not, which they tell us are sensations existing in the mind alone.  (PHK 10:45)



Thus, Berkeley picks up Locke’s novel expression “secondary qualities,” but he gives it a distinctly Malebranchean interpretation. He does the same in DHP.23 His reason for doing so is that he believes that secondary qualities are sensible qualities, and that mere powers are not sensible. So, Berkeley believes, if a “materialist” has a choice between saying with Locke that secondary qualities are powers of material substances, and saying with Malebranche that they are merely (contents of) sensations, a consistent “materialist” should state the latter.24

This reading may seem unfair to Locke, because in the above quotation Berkeley tells us what “materialists” acknowledge, not what they should acknowledge. Does Locke “acknowledge that colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like secondary qualities, do not [exist without the mind], which they tell us are sensations existing in the mind alone”? The answer is: no and yes.

On the one hand, no, Locke does not acknowledge that secondary qualities exist in the mind, since he identifies secondary qualities with some of external objects’ (mere) powers. And we have seen that he sometimes says that the proper sensibles are (mere) powers, where it is clear that the powers are what he calls secondary qualities.

On the other hand, yes, Locke implies, and also acknowledges, that “colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like” proper sensibles “exist in the mind alone.” Where is that implication in Locke? It follows from two premises: (i) according to Berkeley and Locke, a mere power is not perceivable as such;25 (ii) according to Berkeley and Locke, proper sensibles are supposed to be perceivable—Locke himself calls them “sensible qualities,” where “sensible” means “capable of being perceived.” Hence, on Locke’s own terms, if “colours, sounds, heat, cold, and such like” are sensible qualities, they are perceivable. If so, they cannot be (mere and external) powers; since they are not primary qualities, either, they must exist in the mind. Berkeley says the “materialists” acknowledge this. Does Locke acknowledge this? He does:


[If] rightly considered, these Qualities of Light and Warmth, which are Perceptions in me when I am warmed, or enlightned by the Sun, are no otherwise in the Sun, than the changes made in the Wax, when it is blanched or melted, are in the Sun (E 2.8.24).



In sum, in PHK 10, Berkeley’s description of Locke’s position is far from unjustified. True, Berkeley misuses the term “secondary qualities,” but his shortcoming on this precise point is only verbal, and it is prompted by Locke’s ambiguous use of “sensible qualities” and the names of the sorts of proper sensibles.

That being said, when we compare Berkeley with other philosophers on sensible qualities, we must keep in mind that sensible qualities cannot be strictly identified with sensations in Locke or any other seventeenth-century philosopher, however loosely they may sometimes write, because for these authors sensations are intentional affections of a mind. As such, they intentionally present sensible qualities. The qualities, when perceived, are presented by the content of sensations. Sensations qua mental affections, however, are not the qualities they (re)present; they are not strictly identical with their own intentional content. Furthermore, no sensation in Locke or any of his contemporaries is literally colored, tasty, loud, smooth, or an inch long. That is why Berkeley must be seen as unwittingly distorting his contemporaries’ positions, although not necessarily their words, when he makes the claim—supposed to apply to all the proper sensibles—that “philosophers … agree on all hands, that light and colours … are mere sensations” (PHK 46:59–60). My point is not to criticize Berkeley; after all, that is the way Malebranche writes. In any case, “content,” as employed today, was not used that way in Berkeley’s time. But nor is my point a verbal quibble, because we shall see that, contrary to his contemporaries, Berkeley himself does literally identify sensible qualities and sensations, as he understands them.

Berkeley on Sensible Qualities

The qualities that Berkeley explicitly accepts in his ontology are sensible qualities. But they can also be imagined, or represented by ideas of the imagination. Berkeley allows for a twofold epistemic access to sensible qualities: by sense perception and by imagination. This is noteworthy because in Berkeley’s context a number of major authors believed there was a threefold epistemic access to the common sensibles; Descartes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Antoine Arnauld, and Leibniz held that extension, figure, motion, and size can also be cognized by the intellect.26 Contra Descartes and the Cartesians, but perhaps in agreement with Locke, Berkeley accepts only a twofold, not a threefold, epistemic access to qualities. This is because of his rejection of abstract general ideas, and also because he believes that what he calls “pure intellect” (about which he is notably unforthcoming) has only “spiritual objects, as virtue, reason, God, or the like,” so that “sensible things are only to be perceived by sense, or represented by the imagination. Figures therefore and extension being originally perceived by sense, do not belong to pure intellect” (DHP 193–194).

Let us now take for granted three theses (discussed elsewhere in this volume) that Berkeley attempts to prove in PHK and DHP:


(1) Immaterialism: material substances are impossible;

(2) Idealism: sensible qualities are sensible ideas, the being of which is to be perceived;

(3) Bundle theory: a physical object is a non-substantial, highly complex temporally streaming bundle of qualities.



Whereas (1) is a negative metaphysical claim, (2) presupposes that sensible qualities exist, and (3) that physical objects exist.

Let us focus on the status of sensible qualities for Berkeley. It is sometimes said that he reduces all sensible qualities to ideas of sense. But that is a misleading approximation, because to speak in terms of reduction is to assume an established common understanding—common to Berkeley and his contemporaries—of what ideas of sense are. Berkeley’s conception of an idea of sense (sensible idea, or sensation), however, is at quite a remove from what an idea of sense (or sensation) was for his contemporaries. Of course, he says that sensible qualities and sensible ideas are identical. But, in order to secure the identity, he transforms both the notion of “sensible quality” and that of “sensible idea” that he inherited. So, instead of talking about reducing the entities of one category to those of another, let us rather envisage Berkeley as trying to forge an original category of entities that are neither ideas of sense, or sensations, as conceived by his contemporaries, nor are they exactly qualities as construed by them. Instead, Berkeley’s novel entities, which he calls either “qualities” or “sensible ideas” according to context, have some of the properties ascribed by most seventeenth-century philosophers to ideas of sense, or sensations; they also have some of the properties attributed by those philosophers to primary qualities, and attributed (according to them, mistakenly) to secondary qualities by the unenlightened.

Berkeley’s sensible qualities have the following aspects in common with Descartes’s and Locke’s ideas of sense, and Malebranche’s sensations: (a) they are passively received by finite minds; (b) they exist if, and only if, they are perceived by some mind (their esse is percipi); (c) when perceived by a finite mind, they are immediately perceived;27 (d) they appear exactly as they are, and they are exactly as they appear; (e) they are immaterial.28 According to Berkeley, it follows from (a) that they have an external cause; from (e) it follows that they cannot be modes of material substances; and (d) follows from (b). Let us discuss (b) and (d), in that order.

According to Berkeley, to say that a sensible quality exists if, and only if, it is perceived is another way of saying that, if it exists, it exists only in a mind. And to say that it exists “in” a mind is to say that it is an idea. Thus, nothing more is meant by calling a sensible quality an “idea” than that the quality’s existence necessarily depends on its being perceived. Sensible qualities and their combinations, Berkeley writes, “have been shown to exist only in the mind that perceives them; and this is all that is meant by calling them ideas” (PHK 38:57; my emphasis). Philonous says: “[W]hen I speak of objects as existing in the mind … my meaning is only that the mind comprehends or perceives them; and that it is affected from without.”29 This rules out the possibility of sensible qualities being “in” the mind in either of two other senses. Which two other senses? First, “the gross literal sense, as when bodies are said to exist in a place, or a seal to make an impression upon wax” (DHP 250). Second, sensible qualities’ inhering in a mind as its modes or accidents. Why should that be ruled out? Because a mind is a spiritual substance, whereas a sensible quality is precisely that: a sensible quality. If sensible qualities were modes or attributes of the mind that perceives them, a spiritual substance could be soft, green, triangular, ten feet wide, etc. To avoid such absurdities, Berkeley insists that “those qualities are in the mind only as they are perceived by it, that is, not by way of mode or attribute.”30

Let us now consider point (d) above and its relation to (b) the esse is percipi principle. Point (d) has two parts: (d.1) a sensible quality appears exactly as it is; (d.2) a sensible quality is exactly as it appears. Let us begin with the first. In PHK 25, Berkeley infers that ideas are causally inactive because: (minor premise) we perceive no power or activity in them. Thus, Berkeley’s sensible qualities share a property with Malebranchean primary qualities, i.e., causal inactivity. The inference depends, however, on: (major premise) “there is nothing in them but what is perceived.” Where does the major premise come from? Berkeley derives it from the esse is percipi principle: “[S]ince they [sensible ideas] and every part of them exist only in the mind, it follows that there is nothing in them but what is perceived” (PHK 25:51). Cummins (1995) calls this the “manifest qualities thesis” (hereafter MQT). More precisely: if a sensible quality is immediately perceived, it, and all of its parts if it has any, are manifest to the perceiver.31

However, MQT must be limited to sensible qualities’ intrinsic, phenomenal features. Why so? Because in the second edition of PHK (1734), Berkeley adds an important passage: “[W]e know and have a notion of relations between things or ideas, which relations are distinct from the ideas or things related, inasmuch as the latter may be perceived by us without our perceiving the former” (PHK 89:80). So, relations are not properly the objects of perception, but objects of a kind of knowledge by “notions”; and one can perceive qualities without having knowledge of at least some of their relations. Given that sensible qualities can be the terms of innumerable relations to other qualities—not to mention relations to God, and relations to a finite mind—MQT must be restricted to sensible qualities’ intrinsic, phenomenal traits. Thus, more precisely: if a sensible quality is immediately perceived, it, and all of its parts if it has any, are manifest to the perceiver as to their intrinsic, phenomenal traits.32

Although point (d.1)—if interpreted in epistemic terms—excludes ignorance of the intrinsic, phenomenal traits of an immediately perceived sensible quality, it does not exclude error. So, let us now move on to point (d.2): a sensible quality is exactly as it appears. This, if couched in epistemic terms, rules out error in immediate perception. While discussing the problem of perception-based error in the “crooked oar” passage of the DHP, Berkeley writes:


He is not mistaken with regard to the ideas he actually perceives; but in the inferences he makes from his present perceptions. Thus, in the case of the oar, what he immediately perceives by sight is certainly crooked; and so far he is in the right…. But his mistake lies not in what he perceives immediately and at present (it being a manifest contradiction to suppose he should err in respect of that) but in the wrong judgement he makes concerning the ideas he apprehends to be connected with those immediately perceived: or concerning the ideas that, from what he perceives at present, he imagines would be perceived in other circumstances.  (DHP 238)



So, the oar’s visible shape really is crooked. This is an illustration of (d.2). Berkeley seems to believe that (d.2) is a necessary truth, since the supposition that error could be present in immediate perception implies a contradiction. Let us now reformulate (d.2), again with the needed scope restriction: if S immediately perceives a sensible quality as having certain intrinsic, phenomenal traits, it has those traits.

As Margaret Wilson says, Berkeley is “concerned to repudiate all the aspects of materialist scientific realism incompatible with his esse est percipi aut percipere principle” (Wilson 1992, 230). No surprise, then, that not one of points (a)–(e) mentioned above is compatible with the “materialists’ ” realist scientific view on primary qualities.

Berkeley on Sensible Ideas

Let us now focus on the features that Berkeleyan sensible ideas share with primary qualities as conceived by “materialist” philosophers, and with proper sensibles as conceived (mistakenly, according to these philosophers) by the unenlightened: (1) they are not mental acts, or events, but objects of perception; (2) they are void of intentionality, i.e., they are not ideas of qualities, and qualities are not the representational content of sensible ideas; sensible ideas do not have representational content, they are qualities themselves;33 (3) they are not modes or accidents of minds; (4) their being is “entirely distinct and heterogeneous” from that of spiritual substances;34 (5) they are constitutive of physical objects, which are governed by physical laws.

Let me say a few words about points (2)–(4). Berkeley has two basic categories of ideas, ideas of sense and ideas of imagination, which have in common that they exist if, and only if, they are perceived. Whereas ideas of imagination are intrinsically ideas of sensible things (i.e., they naturally have intentional content whereby they represent qualities and bodies), sensible ideas are not intentional, naturally representative entities, because they are qualities.35 This is why, in conformity with point (2), Berkeley is prepared to say that we literally eat, drink, and dress with combinations of sensible ideas (cf. PHK 38:56–57). It is also why Berkeley does not reduce qualities to ideas of qualities.

Point (3) connects with Berkeley’s claim, discussed above, that qualities are not modes or accidents of a mind. Given that qualities are sensible ideas, it follows that such ideas are not modes or accidents of a mind.36 This point also connects with (2). For, it was often assumed in seventeenth-century metaphysics that (i) ideas have intentional, or representative content, and that (ii) precisely because of (i), ideas are modes, or affections, of finite minds. Malebranche, however, agrees with (i) and denies (ii). Regarding sensible ideas, Berkeley denies both. As we have seen, according to Berkeley, (2) explains (3), i.e., why sensible ideas are not modes or accidents of minds. Of course, (3) and (4) are consonant. Interestingly, however, (3) and (4) do not imply (2).37

The Heterogeneity Thesis

There is yet another instance of heterogeneity. It concerns the ideas of the different senses. In NTV, Berkeley neither assumes nor attempts to prove immaterialism, idealism, or the bundle theory of bodies. He neither denies nor affirms the existence of material substances or their primary qualities. So, on the one hand, when he speaks of sensible ideas in NTV, we cannot assume they are identical with physical objects’ qualities (although in 1709, readers would certainly have assumed they are not). On the other hand, once we discover immaterialism, idealism, and the bundle theory in PHK and DHP, we must infer that what Berkeley said about sensible ideas in NTV applies equally to sensible qualities.

In the first section of NTV, he declares his intention “to consider the difference there is betwixt the ideas of sight and touch, and whether there be any idea common to both senses” (NTV 1:171). His verdict is negative: against the time-honored Aristotelian distinction between common and proper sensibles, Berkeley denies there are any common sensibles.38 He defends three claims that together form what is known as the “heterogeneity thesis” regarding sense modalities: (a) no numerically identical idea is common to any two senses; (b) no specifically identical idea is common to any two senses; (c) there are no intrinsic, phenomenal resemblances between ideas of different senses.39 Expressed in terms of qualities rather than sensible ideas, the heterogeneity thesis means that there are separately both visible extension, distance, size, situation, motion, and figure, and also tangible extension, distance, size, situation, motion, and figure. They are all proper sensibles. Their general names are misleading because equivocal, the result of our strong, involuntary habit of confusing visible and tangible ideas. Moreover, there are no necessary connections between ideas of any two senses, so that there is no way of rationally deducing what a presently unperceived quality of one sense is on the basis of the qualities perceived by one or more of the other senses.

The reason why (b) and (c) of the heterogeneity thesis must be distinguished is as follows. What (b) denies is that the visible ideas of extension and the tangible ideas of extension that we passively receive in sense perception contain as an element a simpler idea that is specifically the same in both sense modalities. What (c) implies, and (b) does not, is that it is impossible for us to form a general idea of extension—even in the sense in which Berkeley accepts the production of general ideas, i.e., particular ideas that are given a general signification—that represents both visible and tangible extensions together.40 However, nothing he says precludes the possibility of our forming a general idea of visible extension (that represents all visible extensions) and also a second, heterogeneous general idea of tangible extension (that stands for all tangible extensions), in the sense in which he accepts general ideas.

At this theoretical junction, two lines of argument play a crucial role in NTV. The first is the chain of reasons in favor of the heterogeneity thesis. They are discussed elsewhere in this volume. The second is the set of reasons for our conflating visible and tangible ideas. Several reasons are given in NTV 144–145. One of them is the following: “nothing, certainly, doth more contribute to blend and confound them [the immediate objects of sight and touch] together than the strict and close connexion they have with each other…. So swift and sudden and unperceived is the transition from visible to tangible ideas that we can scarce forbear thinking them equally the immediate object of vision” (NTV 145:230). Another reason for the same effect must be added, which is the mistaken belief in abstract general ideas. The belief that we can form abstract general ideas of extension, distance, figure, etc., reinforces our inclination to believe that such qualities are common to sight and touch: “when men speak of extension as being an idea common to two senses, it is with a secret supposition that we can single out extension from all other tangible and visible qualities, and form thereof an abstract idea, which idea they will have common both to sight and touch” (NTV 122:220).

What should be stressed, though, is that all of the reasons that lead us to confuse visible and tangible ideas are equally reasons for the mistaken belief that there are common sensibles. The resulting belief is so strong that Berkeley calls it a “delusion” (NTV 126:222). Although psychologically powerful, the belief is not irresistible. Berkeley says that “we can scarce forbear thinking them [visible and tangible ideas] equally the immediate object of vision” (NTV 145:230), and that “it is impossible without obstinate striving and labour of the mind to get intirely clear of it [the prejudice]” (NTV 146:230); he does not say that we cannot get clear of it.

Berkeley declares the heterogeneity thesis the “main part and pillar” of the theory of vision (TVV 41:265). The pillar also plays a significant role in supporting the overarching metaphysics of immaterialism and idealism. To discern the connection, let us zoom out for a moment.

When Berkeley examines the causes of the “materialists’ ” false beliefs, he distinguishes between the causes, or reasons of their belief in matter (e.g., PHK 54–57:64–65; PHK 73–75:72–74) and the causes, or reasons for their belief in the primary/secondary quality distinction. The latter reasons are nevertheless a part of the former because, as Berkeley knows, the primary/secondary quality distinction is an integral part of the realist, mechanist view of his day favored by “materialist” philosophers. He correctly acknowledges that the “materialists” have several reasons for distinguishing between the so-called primary and secondary qualities.41 Keeping in mind that Berkeley believes, as mentioned above, that “materialists” grant, or should grant (with Malebranche, against Locke) that secondary qualities are merely sensations, let us look at three of the reasons he offers for the “materialists’ ” distinction.

First, the assumption that we can form abstract ideas misleads “materialists” into believing they can conceive mind-independent primary qualities. The belief in such qualities depends on “a two-fold abstraction: first, it is supposed that extension, for example, may be abstracted from all other sensible qualities; and secondly, that the entity of extension may be abstracted from its being perceived” (PHK 99:84). The implication, of course, is that if such ways of abstraction are impossible, then mind-independent primary qualities are not even conceivable by means of our ideas.

Interestingly, the two other reasons Berkeley gives for the belief in the primary/secondary quality distinction depend on (i) “materialists’ ” beliefs concerning ideas and the perception of qualities, and on (ii) inferences based on such beliefs. The two reasons show that for Berkeley, the primary/secondary quality distinction, if it could be made, would have to be made from a stance internal to sense experience.

Here is the second reason Berkeley assigns for the (mistaken) distinction:


[I]t seems probable, that pleasure and pain [are] rather annexed to the former [secondary qualities] than the latter [primary qualities]…. Heat and cold, tastes and smells, have something more vividly pleasing or disagreeable than the ideas of extension, figure, and motion, affect us with. And it being too visibly absurd to hold, that pain or pleasure can be in an unperceiving substance, men are more easily weaned from believing the external existence of the secondary, than the primary qualities. (DHP 191)42



A third reason is that, for Berkeley, philosophers were drawn into the primary/secondary qualities distinction by their uncritical acceptation of the distinction between common and proper sensibles: “It hath indeed been a prevailing opinion and undoubted principle among mathematicians and philosophers that there were certain ideas common to both senses: whence arose the distinction of primary and secondary qualities” (TVV 15:257). This is interesting because the fact that the extension of the primary/secondary quality distinction coincides largely with that of the common/proper sensible distinction (except solidity for Locke) was not strongly underscored, as far as I can see, by many seventeenth-century philosophers, notably not by Locke.43 It was highlighted, though, by Descartes and by Leibniz.44

From Berkeley’s perspective, because the common/proper sensible distinction in some way grounds, or serves as a criterion for, the primary/secondary quality distinction integral to the materialist scientific outlook of his day, to show the falsity of the former distinction is to subvert a reason in favor of the belief in matter. In sum, the heterogeneity thesis is supposed to refute an important reason for the “materialists’ ” primary/secondary quality distinction, and thus to eliminate in advance an objection to immaterialism.

Relativity, Heterogeneity, and the Downfall of the Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction

There are at least three arguments that Berkeley launches against the primary/secondary quality distinction. The first concerns only number and unity. Berkeley argues that Locke is obviously mistaken in believing that these have any existence independently of minds: “[N]umber (however some may reckon it amongst the primary qualities) is nothing fixed and settled, really existing in things themselves. It is intirely the creature of the mind” (NTV 109:214). The same is true for unity: “Whatever … the mind considers as one, that is an unit” (NTV 109:215). Not only are number and unity not mind-independent qualities, they are not even sensible qualities. This explains why Berkeley holds that, even if matter existed with primary qualities, number would not be among them: “[N]umber is entirely the creature of the mind, even though the other qualities be allowed to exist without” (PHK 12:46; my emphasis). Let us keep in mind that, for Berkeley, to deny that number and unity are sensible qualities is also to deny that they are ideas, and furthermore to deny that we have ideas of them.45

Berkeley’s second argument depends on his anti-abstractionism. He believes that those who attribute primary qualities to matter, while asserting that secondary qualities are merely sensations, erroneously believe they can form abstract ideas of the former stripped of all of the latter. Of course, he denies we can form such abstract ideas: “those original qualities are inseparably united with the other sensible qualities, and not, even in thought, capable of being abstracted from them” (PHK 10:45). Berkeley’s first conclusion is epistemic: the distinction is unconceivable. The second conclusion is ontological: if the two sorts of qualities are inseparable in thought, then they are inseparable in fact; and if the secondary qualities are mind-dependent, then the so-called primary qualities are so, too.46

The third argument Berkeley uses against the distinction is based on perceptual relativity:47 if the variations in our sensations due to relativity show that light, colors, sounds, and the other proper sensibles (that Berkeley calls secondary qualities) exist only in the mind, then the variations in our sensations of extension, figure, size, solidity, and the other so-called primary qualities show that these qualities, too, exist only in the mind. Berkeley describes many examples of relativity in DHP (180–194) and he uses the argument there. He uses it more succinctly in PHK 14–15, and in a more interesting way. Here, he declares at the outset that he is only using the argument “after the same manner, as modern philosophers prove certain sensible qualities to have no existence in matter, or without the mind” (PHK 14:46). He wishes to show that according to their way of arguing (if it were valid), “the same thing may be likewise proved of all other sensible qualities whatsoever” (i.e., the so-called primary qualities), because the perception of the so-called primary qualities and that of the so-called secondary qualities are equally influenced by relativity (PHK 14:46). He then adds:


In short, let anyone consider those arguments, which are thought manifestly to prove that colours and tastes exist only in the mind, and he shall find they may with equal force, be brought to prove the same thing of extension, figure, and motion. Though it must be confessed this method of arguing doth not so much prove that there is no extension or colour in an outward object, as that we do not know by sense which is the true extension or colour of the object.  (PHK 15:47)



In the first sentence “those arguments” refers to arguments based on the variations of our sensations due to perceptual relativity; the arguments are supposed by their proponents to attain the negative ontological conclusion that the qualities presented by our sensations exist only in the mind. However, Berkeley does not endorse those arguments, because in the second sentence he denies they validly attain the intended negative ontological conclusion; what they attain instead, he says, is merely an epistemic, skeptical conclusion: “we do not know by sense which is the true extension or colour of the object” (my emphasis). This is interesting because it shows that for Berkeley, in a “materialist” conception of bodies, considerations of perceptual relativity do not suffice to prove that any quality—not even color or, presumably, any other proper sensible—is mind-dependent. In short, the argument has no ontological value: it does not prove that matter does not exist; it does not prove that matter has no primary qualities; it does not even prove that matter is not literally colored, odorous, tasty, etc., and that such qualities are not ontologically on a par with the primary qualities. It merely proves that, if matter had such qualities, we could not know, solely on the basis of sense perception, what the true determinate primary qualities of a certain material substance are, or what its true determinate color, odor, taste, etc., are.

Thus, the perceptual relativity argument of PHK 14 is ad hominem,48 and the question arises as to who the homo is. At this point, however, there are at least four different questions we must carefully disentangle. Let us say a few words about each of them. The reply to the third question will tell us whom is aimed at in PHK 14.

(1) Who thought the primary/secondary quality distinction could be based on reflection on the experience of perceptual relativity? Such a person would distinguish the two sorts of qualities by arguing that relativity affects the perception of certain qualities (to be considered secondary) much more than the perception of others (to be ranked primary). Descartes is not concerned here; perceptual relativity does not seem to play a significant role in his discussions of the attribute and modes of matter. Locke mentions numerous examples of perceptual relativity in connection with the primary/secondary quality distinction in Essay 2.8, but it is not always easy to pin down his examples’ argumentative role. Does Locke take perceptual relativity to prove the distinction between primary and secondary qualities? Or does he focus on examples of perceptual relativity in order to illustrate the explanatory power of corpuscular mechanism, that is, to show how corpuscular mechanism, which includes the primary/secondary quality distinction, can explain relativity?49 Commentators stand divided on the issue. In my opinion, Locke does both in Essay 2.8, sometimes the one, sometimes the other.

(2) Who acknowledged, before Berkeley, that the perception of both sorts of qualities is equally affected by relativity? Reply: Malebranche and Bayle, as explained below.

(3) Who argued that reflection on perceptual relativity elicits a negative ontological conclusion regarding the so-called secondary and primary qualities? Reply: Bayle did, and according to him, all the “new” philosophers do so, too. In the article “Zeno of Elea” of his Historical and Critical Dictionary (1697), Bayle makes use of perceptual relativity to argue that the proper sensibles, and also extension, figure, size, motion, etc., are merely ideas.50 Bayle explicitly rejects the mere epistemic, skeptical conclusion, insisting instead on the negative ontological conclusion:


We can therefore conclude that they [bodies] are not extended in themselves. Would you dare to reason in this way today, “Since certain bodies appear sweet to one man, sour to another, bitter to a third, and so on, I ought to affirm that in general they are savory, though I do not know what savor belongs to them absolutely and in themselves?” All the “new” philosophers would hoot at you. Why then would you dare say, “Since certain bodies appear large to one animal, medium to another, and very small to a third, I ought to affirm that in general they are extended, though I do not know their absolute extension?”51



Bayle and those he calls the “new” philosophers are surely among those Berkeley calls the “modern philosophers” and whom he targets in PHK 14.

(4) Who acknowledged, before Berkeley, that reflection on perceptual relativity does not warrant a negative ontological conclusion, but merely an epistemic, skeptical conclusion? On this precise point, Berkeley is pretty much in line with Malebranche. Malebranche devoted the first book of the Search After Truth to explaining “the errors into which we fall by not using our senses in the way we should” (ST I.4.iii)52 with regard to both the proper sensibles and to extension, figure, motion, and other primary qualities. In examining the errors of the senses in Book One, he makes ample use of considerations of perceptual relativity. However, he aims not at the negative ontological conclusion (external objects have no extension, figure, motion, etc.), but at the epistemic, skeptical conclusion: we cannot know what the determinate qualities of external objects are solely on the basis of sense perception. In fact, Malebranche would agree with Berkeley that “this method of arguing doth not so much prove that there is no extension or color in an outward object, as that we do not know by sense which is the true extension or colour of the object” (PHK 15:47). So, Malebranche’s assertion that the proper sensibles are nothing but sensations is not supposed to be proven by relativity.

Let us now return to PHK 15. Since Berkeley does not say why he denies that the experience of perceptual relativity warrants a negative ontological conclusion regarding any qualities of hypothetical material substances, not even the so-called secondary qualities, we must conjecture why he denies it. Here is my suggestion.53 Berkeley understands perfectly well that it is essential to the “materialist” conception of reality that, if a certain quality of a material substance appears perceptually, whether a primary or a secondary quality, it appears by causing a sensation, or idea of sense. It is also essential that, if a material substance’s quality, primary or secondary, appears perceptually, it is bound to appear in different contexts, and therefore, according to the context, one and the same quality can appear differently to different persons at the same time, and to the same person at different times. Furthermore, if the quality that appears perceptually is a common sensible, then one and the same quality must appear differently to different sense modalities.

All of this is because, for a “materialist,” one might say that the cause of a sensible idea, or sensation, is not exactly identical with the sensation’s external object, the perceived quality. The cause is the perceived quality plus a number of ordinarily unperceived items that make up a highly variable context of geometrical, physical, and physiological factors lawfully regulated to contribute to determining the content of the caused sensation. Thus, there is a nomological “one single quality—multiple ways of appearing” relation that is built into the “materialists’ ” very conception of reality. Because the “materialists” incorporate in their conception of perception the relevant geometrical, physical, and physiological factors, their position offers a rational top-down, “bird’s-eye” understanding, as it were, of relativity. Their view is not merely compatible with—it implies and in principle it explains—the fact that one and the same quality appears perceptually in different ways. And it does so, too, regardless of relativity, in the case of common sensibles; they appear differently to different senses. Thus, the experience of perceptual relativity cannot possibly be used to prove that sensible qualities—the so-called primary and even the so-called secondary—are not real properties of material substances. At most, it can only be used to warrant the epistemic conclusion that the real qualities of a material substance—whether primary or secondary—cannot be known merely on the basis of one’s present perceptions. Presumably, Berkeley knows all of this, and that is why he acknowledges that considerations of perceptual relativity do not suffice to deny the reality of any qualities.

It should now be clear that there is no room for a primary/secondary quality distinction in Berkeley’s view of reality, because there is no metaphysical distinction between qualities such as, on the one hand, extension, figure, size, motion, distance, situation, and solidity and, on the other hand, the proper sensibles. In the first place, they are all causally inert and all equally produced by God, so no quality causally depends on any other. Second, all qualities are equally mind-dependent, as their existence equally depends on their being perceived by some mind. Third, there are no variable degrees of what Descartes calls “formal reality” between the qualities.54 Fourth, none of them is a mode or accident of finite minds. Fifth, because of the heterogeneity thesis, they are all equally proper sensibles. In the sixth place, they are all equally constituents of physical bodies.


Take away the sensations of softness, moisture, redness, tartness, and you take away the cherry. Since it is not a being distinct from sensations; a cherry, I say, is nothing but a congeries of sensible impressions, or ideas perceived by various senses: which ideas are united into one thing (or have one name given them) by the mind; because they are observed to attend each other. Thus when the palate is affected with such a particular taste, the sight is affected with a red colour, the touch with roundness, softness, &c. (DHP 249)55



And in the seventh place, most importantly, they all equally conform to the two theses mentioned above:


(d.1) If a sensible quality is immediately perceived, it, and all of its parts if it has any, are manifest to the perceiver as to their intrinsic, phenomenal traits.

(d.2) If S immediately perceives a sensible quality as having certain intrinsic, phenomenal traits, it has those traits.



According to (d.1), there is never anything perceivable to discover in an immediately perceived Berkeleyan quality, whatever the quality;56 and (d.2) implies that an immediately perceived Berkeleyan quality, whatever the quality, taken strictly as such, is immune not only to perceptual illusions, but even to relativity. The slightest perceivable difference between quality A and quality B implies that A and B are numerically distinct. Of course, Berkeley is prepared to explain what we call “perceptual relativity” and “illusions” in the terms of his immaterialist ontology, but his explanations will assume that it is impossible, strictly speaking, for any quality to appear variously. Thus, a part of his criticism of the primary/secondary quality distinction is in fact an objection to the “materialists’ ” very notion of a perceivable quality tout court: whereas the “materialists” emphasize a fundamental distinction between a quality and its multiple appearances, Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism leads him to deny there is any difference at all between a sensible quality and its one and only appearance.

Although the primary/secondary quality distinction cannot survive in Berkeley’s ontology, he invents another distinction that does some of the work within immaterialism that the primary/secondary quality distinction is supposed to do for “materialism.” It is the distinction between tangible qualities and those that are immediately perceived by the other four senses. Tangible qualities play a particularly important role in comparison with the qualities of the four other senses (1) because our survival and well-being depend directly on them; (2) because they alone are the objects of geometry (cf. NTV 149ff.); and (3) because they alone are necessary to the conception of physical objects that is required in the science of motion, as is shown in De Motu. Berkeley, it should be remembered, wishes to incorporate in his immaterialism an ontologically reinterpreted version of Newtonian physics, divested of matter and of absolute space and time.57 Tangible qualities are the only qualities that exist in three-dimensional space, which is exclusively tangible itself and therefore entirely mind-dependent, and which is the only space to which we refer when we situate bodies. Bodies’ other qualities—colors, tastes, smells, sounds—are not situated in that space at all. In fact, they exist nowhere; to say they are in the mind is not to refer to a whereabouts.

Whereas in NTV, Berkeley considers visual ideas to be natural signs of tangible qualities, in Alciphron (4,12:157), he extends his theory of natural signs to the ideas of all five senses. Yet, although he does not deny that some tangible ideas may be natural signs of qualities of the other senses, he does not say they are. So, we can gather that the importance of tangible qualities within God’s natural language is much more that of being naturally signified than of naturally signifying.

Thus, tangible qualities must be distinguished, on the one hand, from the qualities of the other four senses, which are for the most part natural signs of the former. They must also be distinguished, on the other hand, from certain meanings of words such as “mass,” “gravity,” and “attraction.” These terms play an important role in physical theory, but their role is merely theoretical; they do not refer to as many distinct, real qualities because there are no sensible qualities, tangible or otherwise, to which they can refer (cf. DM 6:32; DM 17:35; DM 28:38).

Pleasures, Pains, and the Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction

It might be argued that there is yet a further, additional way that Berkeley retains a trace of the primary/secondary quality distinction within his immaterialism. In order to clarify this hypothesis, let us recall that, for Berkeley, the “materialists’ ” distinction is between secondary qualities that are mere sensations, and mind-independent primary qualities, which inhere in material substances. “Materialists” make that distinction, according to Berkeley, because they observe that


(1) “[P]leasure and pain [are] rather annexed to the former [secondary qualities] than to the latter [primary qualities]…. Heat and cold, tastes and smells, have something more vividly pleasing or disagreeable than the ideas of extension, figure, and motion, affect us with.”  (DHP 191)



Within the context of DHP 191 it is clear that Berkeley takes (1) to be a fact: a fact acknowledged by himself and by the “materialists.” However, according to Berkeley, they misconstrue this fact as favoring the claim that material substances have mind-independent primary qualities, whereas secondary qualities are only sensations.

Now, the factual difference expressed in (1) between the two sorts of qualities is not a leftover, a remainder, within immaterialism, of the “materialists’ ” primary/secondary quality distinction. It is not, because according to Berkeley the “materialists” observed (1) before making the distinction, since they misconstrued (1) as warranting the distinction in the first place (cf. DHP 191). The fact expressed in (1), in sum, is more basic than the “materialists’ ” primary/secondary quality distinction, which purportedly depends on it. Therefore, Berkeley’s acknowledgment of (1) cannot be a vestige, within immaterialism, of the “materialists’ ” primary/secondary quality distinction.

Notice that Berkeley can explain the fact that the so-called secondary qualities are often pleasing or disagreeable by interpreting it as implied by a much stronger thesis of his:


(2) Every proper sensible that varies in degrees of intensity (e.g., heat and cold, tastes, odors, sounds, colors, light, smoothness, roughness, etc.) is one and the same simple idea as either a certain pleasure or a certain pain.



Such simple ideas are simultaneously a sensible quality and either a pleasure or a pain. In virtue of (2), a perceiving agent’s tactile pleasures and pains will exist in three-dimensional tangible space, whereas her pleasures and pains of odors, tastes, sounds, light, and colors will not be in that space, and so will not be in her physical body, which is tangible.

Although (2) implies that the so-called secondary qualities (proper sensibles that vary in intensity) are pleasing or disagreeable, the latter does not imply (2), because one could hold that every so-called secondary quality is pleasing or disagreeable because it is accompanied by a pleasure or a pain. If so, the so-called secondary quality and the accompanying affective state would be numerically distinct, contrary to (2).

Point (2) stems from a process of generalization that Philonous develops in DHP 177–181. The process starts off with his claim that


(3) An intense heat and a pain are one and the same “simple, or uncompounded idea.”58



However, Philonous does not say that


(4) Every idea of a so-called primary quality is one and the same simple idea as either a certain pleasure or a pain.



Presumably, the reason why he does not state (4) is that such ideas do not vary in degrees of intensity. What seems generally suggested, therefore, is this:


(5) (a) Visible extension, distance, size, figure, situation, and mobility and (b) solidity and tangible extension, distance, size, figure, situation, and mobility do not vary in degrees of intensity, and are not identical with a pleasure or a pain.



So, now we have another difference between two sorts of qualities, namely, the difference expressed by the contrast between (2) and (5). This might show that there does remain within immaterialism an echo, a trace, of the primary/secondary quality distinction, because the difference between the qualities mentioned in (2) and (5) corresponds roughly to that between the usual lists of secondary and primary qualities.

However, the contrast between (2) and (5) faces a difficulty. The contrast crucially depends on point (3) and on similar claims about other qualities that vary in intensity. So, if point (3)—and the same claim about the other qualities that vary in intensity—were jeopardized, then (2) would be so, too, and so would the contrast between (2) and (5). Yet, although Berkeley does not seem to realize it, (3) is problematic for him.

Why? According to Berkeley himself, a body is a combination of sensible qualities, and such combinations include both sorts of qualities mentioned in (2) and (5). However, (i) the learned, the vulgar, and Berkeley himself situate pleasures and pains in ourselves, sometimes in our tangible bodies; according to Berkeley, (ii) the learned and the vulgar should situate the tastes, odors, sounds, colors, heat, cold, etc., of bodies distinct from our own in those bodies. Thus, for example, on Berkeley’s own terms, an intense heat is a constituent of the collection of sensible ideas that make up, say, a fire, whereas the pain felt in my hand is a constituent of the collection of ideas that make up my tangible hand in its present state. Everyone, Berkeley included, distinguishes the heat from the pain by locating the heat in one body (collection of ideas), and the pain in another, thereby making a distinction that is supposed to be impossible according to (3). One cannot reply that a simple “heat-pain” idea is a constituent of both bodies, because the pain is not in the fire. So, how is the difference of situation even possible if an intense heat and a pain are one and the same simple quality? Again, if (3) falls, then so do (2) and the contrast between (2) and (5).

Notes

1. (1) Following Berkeley, I use “materialism” and “materialist” as terms relative to a position that affirms the existence of material substances, whether or not it also acknowledges spiritual substances. (2) When I speak of finite causes and causality according to “materialists,” “causes” and “causality” include Malebranche’s occasional causes and causality. (3) When speaking of Berkeley, I use “sensation” and “idea of sense” equivalently, as he does.

2. On the history of the distinction, cf. Sir William Hamilton’s “Note D: Distinction of the Primary and Secondary Qualities of Body” in his annotated edition of The Works of Thomas Reid [8th ed., 1895] (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 1983), 825–875. Cf. also Anstey (2000, 17–38) and Nolan (2011).

3. The question whether the insensible parts, or corpuscles, were divisible or not was a subject of controversy, but it was partly a verbal issue. For example, Descartes rejected atoms (etymologically: indivisibles) on the grounds that God’s infinite power enables him to divide every part of matter; thus, for Descartes, matter is indefinitely divisible, even if only by God (cf. The Principles of Philosophy, Part II §20, CSM1:231–232). However, Descartes can accept parts of matter that are indivisible by any natural, created force; and that is really all that atomists such as Gassendi require. Boyle remained neutral on the issue (cf. Anstey 2000, 9–10). Apparently, so did Locke.

4. This can be gathered from his Notebooks, NTV, PHK, and DHP. As these and other writings show, he had read, among many others, Descartes, Hobbes, Spinoza, Malebranche, Henry More, Bayle, Locke, Newton, and some Leibniz.

5. For a critical overview of the interpretive issues, see Rickless (2014, 83–97).

6. Cf. Winkler (2011, 243ff.).

7. “The first philosophical deployment of the distinction using the terms ‘primary’ and ‘secondary’ is rightly attributed to Locke” (Anstey 2000, 24).

8. Cf. Yolton (1970, 25). Number may seem an unlikely candidate for membership in the primary qualities, but Locke does include it: number is “utterly inseparable from the Body, in what estate soever it be” (E 2.8.9; cf. 2.8.12–13). Number is “really in them [the parts of fire or snow] whether any one’s Senses perceive them or no: and therefore may be called real Qualities, because they really exist in those Bodies” (E 2.8.17; cf. 2.8.22–23).

9. This has led Macintosh (1976, 88) to deny that there was only one primary/secondary quality distinction: “there is no single distinction between primary and secondary qualities: rather there are a number of different distinctions …, which are and have been thought of as one distinction.”

10. Cf. E 2.8.9 and 8.23.

11. Cf. E 2.8.17; 2.8.18; 2.8.21.

12. Cf. E 2.8.8. Certain entities can very well be “barely Powers though they are as much real Qualities in the Subject, as those which I to comply with the common way of speaking call Qualities, but for distinction secondary Qualities” (E 2.8.10).

13. Consider the following passage, keeping in mind that roundness is a (determinate) primary quality: “the Power to produce any Idea in our mind, I call Quality of the Subject wherein that power is. Thus a Snow-ball having the power to produce in us the Ideas of White, Cold, and Round, the Powers to produce those Ideas in us, as they are in the Snow-ball, I call Qualities; and as they are Sensations, or Perceptions, in our Understandings, I call them Ideas” (E 2.8.8). Of course, it is difficult to conceive of number as a causal power; perhaps Locke intends an exception to be made about number.

14. Cf. E 2.8.23 and 2.31.2.

15. E 2.21.3. The title of §3 is “Power includes Relation” (E 234). When Locke says that powers include a relation, he does not say that the relation is between the substance that has a power and the substance in which an effect is caused, although that is not ruled out. What he says is that the relation is to “action or change.” Thus, the relation holds first and foremost between a power and the exercise of the power, because only the exercise of a power, not the power itself, nor the agent, is an action or a change. The exercise of a power is both an action and a change if the power is an active power; the exercise of a power is a change, but not an action, if the power is a passive power. The difference between a power and its exercise is sometimes so important that they acquire special names, as with an agent’s will (power) and her volitions (exercises) (cf. E 2.21.5). Finally, one should not confuse (a) the dependence relation between a power and its exercise (“action or change”) within one and the same substance, and (b) the causal relation that holds between (i) an exercise that is a cause in one substance, and (ii) the exercise that is an effect in another substance. The latter (b) holds between two actual entities (in this case, events), whereas the former (a) does not.

16. For a different reading, cf. Rickless (2014, 83–97).

17. Locke surely knows it is an oversimplification to say that a quality, whether primary or secondary, is the cause of a sensation. Rather, a quality is one causal factor among others that together produce a sensation, the others being (a) the species-specific structure of the perceiver’s sense organs; (b) all of the particular highly context-dependent geometrical, physical, and physiological factors that explain the perceptual relativity affecting the content of a perceiver’s sensation at a given time and place. The reason why we tend to speak as if the quality were the cause of the sensation is that the perceived quality is the object of the sensation, and we confuse object and cause. We confuse them because causal factors (a) and (b) are not ordinarily perceived.

18. According to Locke, “quality” in its ordinary sense refers only to proper sensibles: “the general term Quality, in its ordinary acception, comprehends Colours, Sounds, Tastes, Smells, and tangible Qualities, with distinction from Extension, Number, Motion, Pleasure, and Pain, which make impressions on the Mind, and introduce their Ideas by more Senses than one” (E 3.4.16:428, l.13–18). Thus, Locke departs from ordinary usage by calling common sensibles “primary qualities,” and also by often using “sensible qualities” to refer to both proper and common sensibles (e.g., E 2.23.6; 3.11.19–20; 4.3.26; 4.6.15).

19. Reply to Regis, chap. II, in Oeuvres complètes de Malebranche, ed. A. Robinet, (Paris: Vrin, 1960), Vol. XVII-1, 281; my translation; cf. also 282.

20. Cf. E II.1.5; II.12.2.

21. Principles of Philosophy IV §198, CSM1:285. Cf. also §191, CSM1:282; §199, CSM1:285.

22. E 2.8.14. Winkler (2011, 242), following Jani Hakkarainen, believes that Locke holds unambiguously that sensible qualities exist only in the mind. The above quotation shows that their reading is an oversimplification; sensible qualities, Locke says, are powers of bodies.

23. Hylas: “[S]ensible qualities are by philosophers divided into primary and secondary. The former are extension, figure, solidity, gravity, motion, and rest. And these they hold exist really in bodies. The latter are … all sensible qualities beside the primary, which they assert are only so many sensations or ideas existing nowhere but in the mind” (DHP 187–188).

24. Margaret Cavendish’s realist position on colors seems different from both Locke’s and Malebranche’s theories; cf. Chamberlain (2019).

25. When Locke explains how we acquire the idea of bodies’ powers (E 2.21.1–4), he does not say that it is by perceiving their powers, or because the bodies straightforwardly cause (relatively simple) ideas of powers in us, as they cause ideas of primary qualities and of proper sensibles. Acquiring the idea of power depends on experience, including perceptual experience, but quite a bit of reasoning and inferring go into the process by which we form the ideas of powers. This presupposes that powers are not perceivable as such by sense.

26. For Descartes, certain determinate qualities, e.g., highly complex geometrical figures such as a chiliagon, cannot be represented by the imagination, but only grasped by an intellectual intuition (cf. CSM2:50).

27. According to Berkeley’s NTV definition of immediate perception, a sensible quality x is immediately perceived just if it is perceived directly, i.e., one’s perception of it does not depend on the perception of an intermediary entity (an idea that is neither identical with, nor a part of, x) that either suggests or represents x (cf. Glauser 2017, 355, 364–367; see also Rickless 2013, chap. 1).

28. Locke states that “the more probable opinion is that this consciousness in annexed to, and the affection of one individual immaterial substance” (E 2.27.25).

29. DHP 250; my emphasis. Here is how Berkeley describes the relation between a finite mind and its ideas: “a thing entirely distinct from them, wherein they exist, or, which is the same thing, whereby they are perceived” (PHK 2:42; my emphasis). Cf. also PHK 39:57.

30. PHK 49:61. Philonous: “[T]here can be no substratum of those qualities but spirit, in which they exist, not by way of mode or property, but as a thing perceived in that which perceives it” (DHP 237).

31. (A) For other statements of the MQT, cf. PHK 87:78; PHK 124:98; DHP 206. (B) That all of a quality’s parts are manifest does not entail that the parts are perceived as parts: visible and tangible extensions are composed of minima, yet the latter are not perceived as parts if, in order to perceive minima as parts, it is necessary to perceive their limits.

32. Berkeley’s above-mentioned addition to the PHK’s second edition raises a question—which I state, but cannot discuss, here—relative to the status of distance and situation. These are treated as sensible qualities in the NTV and TVV inasmuch as they are immediately perceived by touch, yet they are essentially relational. So, what is the boundary between sensible qualities and relations? Berkeley does not say.

33. Berkeley writes: “the using the Term, Idea of, is one grand cause of mistake” (N 660; my emphasis).

34. PHK 89:79; cf. N 847, 863, and 882.

35. Cf. N 843.

36. The fact that sensible ideas are not modes of minds reveals an interesting perspective, not, however, forcefully underscored by Berkeley himself: because sensible ideas are not modes of minds, they are not necessarily private. This is directly relevant to the passage in DHP 247–248, where Berkeley addresses the question of whether one and the same sensible thing can be perceived by more than one finite mind. On Berkeley’s discussion of this problem, cf. Glauser (2012).

37. To see why (3) and (4) do not imply (2), let us consider that there are two great divides in Berkeley’s ontology, a minor and a major one. The minor divide is between ideas of sense and ideas of imagination (cf. PHK 28–36:53–56). The major divide is between minds and both sorts of ideas. It is major because, although minds and ideas can be said to be things or beings, Berkeley underscores the fact that his notion of being is equivocal: “Thing or being is the most general name of all, it comprehends under it two kinds entirely distinct and heterogeneous, and which have nothing common but the name, to wit, spirits and ideas” (PHK 89:79). Thus, ideas of imagination and sensible qualities are on the same side of the major divide. And this implies two things. First, Berkeley considers the differences between sensible qualities (ideas), which are non-intentional, and ideas of the imagination, which are intentional, as less fundamental than the differences between minds and ideas. He explains the major divide by saying that “the former are active, indivisible substances: the latter are inert, fleeting, dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances” (PHK 89:79–80). One can only infer that he takes the sum of these differences between ideas and minds as more important than the sum of those between real qualities and the imagination’s representations. Second—given that ideas of imagination, too, (4) have a being “distinct and heterogeneous” from that of minds, and that they, too, presumably (3) are not modes of the mind that perceives them—it follows that it is not necessary for ideas to be non-intentional, or non-representative, in order for them to share features (3) and (4) with sensible qualities.

38. For a critical discussion of Berkeley’s rejection of common sensibles, cf. Wilson (1999, 257–275).

39. Cf. NTV 121:220; NTV 127–128:222–223; NTV 133:225–226; NTV 140–143:228–229. The reason why one must restrict (c) to denying only intrinsic, phenomenal resemblances is that Berkeley would obviously agree that visible and tangible ideas have several resemblances that are not intrinsic or not phenomenal, such as being immediately perceived, being produced by God, and being “inert, fleeting, dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances” (PHK 89:79–80).

40. In the Introduction to PHK, Berkeley rejects abstract general ideas as logically and psychologically impossible, but he also explains the sense in which he accepts general ideas. A general idea, in the sense that Berkeley accepts, is a particular idea that we take to stand for an indefinite number of other particular ideas that resemble one another sufficiently to warrant giving them all a common name (cf. PHKI 12:31–32; PHKI 16:34–35). Therefore, we must distinguish two different claims Berkeley makes. First, because all abstract general ideas are impossible, there can be no abstract general idea of extension, or distance, or figure, or motion, etc. Second, because of the heterogeneity thesis, we cannot even form general ideas—in the sense in which Berkeley accepts general ideas—of extension, or distance, or figure, or motion, etc., that represent visible and tangible qualities together.

41. Hylas wonders “why those philosophers who deny the secondary qualities any real existence, should yet attribute it to the primary.” Philonous gives a reason, after saying that there are other reasons, too: “among other reasons which may be assigned for this, it seems probable, that pleasure and pain being rather annexed to the former than the latter, may be one” (DHP 191; my emphasis).

42. Cf. N 57 and N 692.

43. The reason why Locke sees no interest in relating the primary/secondary quality distinction to the common/proper sensible distinction may not be due solely to the case of solidity. It is probably also because he considers the ideas of unity, existence, power, and pleasure and pain to be received by more than one sense (cf. E 2.7.1), and, apart from unity, he does not rank these qualities among the primary.

44. Cf. Descartes, Principles of Philosophy IV §200, CSM1:286. Cf. Leibniz, “On the Elements of Natural Science,” in Philosophical Papers and Letters, ed. L. E. Loemker (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1976), 286. The fact that for Locke solidity is a primary quality, yet not a common sensible, seems to count against saying that the belief in the primary/secondary quality distinction depends on the belief in the common/proper sensible distinction. But perhaps it does not. Although Berkeley agrees with Locke that solidity is only a tangible quality (cf. NTV 135:226), he knows that the Cartesians deny it is a real property of bodies (cf. Descartes, Principles of Philosophy II §4, CSM1:224). Bernard Williams (1978, 238–239) argues that on this point, Descartes’s position is in fact sounder than Locke’s.

45. Cf. N 758–767; PHK 12-13:46; PHK 120:96. (A) Number, as distinct from numbered entities, is not an idea because Berkeley admits only two sorts of ideas, and number can be neither. First, it is not an idea of sense because ideas of sense are sensible qualities, whereas number is not a sensible quality. Second, it is not an idea of imagination—nor is there an idea of imagination of number—because ideas of imagination are either copies of sensible qualities, or else they are formed by “compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived” by sense (PHK 1:41). If number is not an idea of sense, it is not originally perceived by sense, and therefore it is not formed by compounding or dividing, as are, say, the ideas of centaurs, unicorns, and mermaids. Thus, it is not an idea at all. (B) I take numbers, as distinct from numbered entities, to be meanings of names according to Berkeley: “Numbers are nothing but Names, never Words” (N 763); “Take away the signs from Arithmetic & Algebra, & pray wt remains?” (N 767); “These are sciences purely Verbal … No speculative knowledge, no comparing of Ideas in them” (N 768). If Berkeley thinks it obvious that number is a “creature of the mind,” it is not because it is an idea, but because it is “so visibly relative, and dependent on men’s understanding” (PHK 12:46). He says “on men’s understanding,” not on their senses or their imagination. A “creature of the mind” is not necessarily an idea; such “creatures” can also be notions (cf. PHK 142, 2nd ed., 106) and meanings of certain names. And we know from PHKI 19–20 that names do not have to suggest ideas in order for us to grasp their meaning.

46. Cf. also PHK 99:84 and DHP 193–194.

47. What we call perceptual relativity is the fact that the way things appear to us in perception varies according to certain factors; that is, it is relative to those factors. Consider sight. The way a large book appears to you when you see it will depend on the distance you are from the book, on your situation in space with respect to it (e.g., the angle at which you are looking at it), and on the angle at which light illuminates the object (important when looking at a bas-relief). Those three are geometrical factors. Then there are physical factors, such as the color and the intensity of the light that illuminates the book, the degree of humidity of the air between you and the book, and many other atmospheric conditions that affect how the book’s color appears to you, and how clearly and distinctly the book appears. Finally, there are physiological factors that concern the state of your sense organs. For example, the acuteness of one’s sight can be impaired in many ways, notably by age; jaundice (xanthopsia) causes one to see everything as yellow; if you have just been momentarily blinded by a bright light, you will have an orange afterimage that may prevent you from even seeing the book for a few seconds, etc. More generally, human sight is physiologically different from that of other animals; we see things some other animals do not, they see things we cannot, etc. Had we the sense organs of another species of animals, physical objects would appear differently to us.

48. Rickless (2013, 165ff.) holds that the arguments from perceptual relativity in DHP are ad hominem, too.

49. To explain the relativity of perception is not to give a complete explanation of perception, because, as Locke repeatedly underlines, there is no explanation of an important link in the causal chain: that between the brain and the mind.

50. Cf. Bayle (1965 [1697], 364–366); P. Bayle, Dictionnaire historique et critique (Paris: Librairie Desoer, 1820), Vol. 15, 44–45.

51. Cf. Bayle (1965 [1697], 365). Cf. McCracken and Tipton (2000, 76–80).

52. Oeuvres complètes de Malebranche, ed. A. Robinet (Paris: Vrin, 1960), Vol. I, 68; my translation.

53. For a different, interesting interpretation, cf. Rickless (2013, 167ff.).

54. Formal reality, for Descartes, is the actual reality, or actual being that an existing thing has; it is distinguished from what he calls “objective reality,” which is the kind of being a thing has only inasmuch as it is represented by a mind, whether or not that thing really exists. For Descartes, both sorts of reality vary in degrees. For instance, primary qualities have more formal reality than secondary qualities. Arnauld accepts the general distinction between formal and objective reality; Malebranche criticizes it.

55. Philonous: “That the colours are really in the tulip which I see, is manifest” (DHP 195). Cf. also N 19; N 222.

56. “Colour, figure, motion, extension and the like, considered only as so many sensations in the mind, are perfectly known, there being nothing in them that is not perceived” (PHK 87:78).

57. Cf. PHK 60–66:66–70; PHK 101–117:85–94.

58. DHP 176. The relevant passage is: “[T]he fire affects you only with one simple, or uncompounded idea, it follows that this same simple idea is both the intense heat immediately perceived, and the pain; and consequently, that the intense heat immediately perceived, is nothing distinct from a particular sort of pain.”
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Chapter 10

Berkeley on God

Stephen H. Daniel

Scholarship on Berkeley’s doctrine of God generally assumes that his proof for the existence of God depends on God’s being either the cause of the world we experience or the perceiver who identifies and sustains things in the absence of other perceivers.1 This might seem at first to frame the discussion of God’s existence in the familiar terms of the cosmological argument (in which the existence of the universe requires a powerful cause) or the design argument (in which the intricacy of the universe requires a wise cause). But like the ontological argument (which assumes that the idea of God includes his existence), these other arguments treat God as an object of thought whose identity as an object would have to have been caused by something else. For Berkeley, though, that would mean that God is a passive idea rather than an active mind. So, these common strategies for proving that God exists summarily fail.2

Instead, Berkeley proposes several other ways to show that God exists. Each of these other ways assumes that God is a mind who ultimately causes our perceptions of things in the world. Apart from God’s willful activity in identifying, differentiating, and associating our ideas—and thus apart from God’s identifying, differentiating, and associating the minds that have those ideas—there are no ideas distinct from one another or in relation to one another. But if nothing can exist without being what it is, and if nothing can be what it is without its being perceivable as that thing, then nothing can exist apart from what we or other minds (including God) perceive. We end up invoking the existence of God to cover situations where neither we nor other finite minds perceive things that nonetheless seem to exist.

Of course, this does not require that Berkeley always claim that God is infinite, for a very powerful and knowledgeable (though not infinite) God could perceive everything we think of without knowing or creating all that can exist. So, in those instances where he does not explicitly attempt to prove the existence of an infinite God, Berkeley invokes one or more of the a posteriori arguments for which he is well known (such as the passivity, continuity, or divine language accounts). But in cases where he aims to prove demonstratively that an infinite God exists, he invokes an a priori argument in which the proposition “God exists” is a truth that does not rely on our experience of “the beauty and usefulness of the several parts of the creation” but simply on the “bare existence” of the sensible world (DHP 212). This bare existence does not refer to the world we perceive but to the pure possibility of the existence of any world. It is that pure possibility on which Berkeley relies to prove the existence of an infinite God, because it refers simply to the integrated totality of the world, not the fragmental collection of everything we experience. God perceives all sensible things in this integrated way, not simply the disconnected things that finite minds perceive.

In this chapter, I will discuss Berkeley’s use of each of the a posteriori arguments and show how together they support a view of God that is eminently accessible and persuasive for finite minds. However, each of these a posteriori arguments ultimately supports belief only in a God who is finite. That is why I turn to an examination of how, by appealing to an a priori argument for God’s existence, Berkeley emphasizes God’s infinity. This does not undermine the previous arguments, for it does not aim to challenge how those arguments support belief in a God who accounts for all we experience. It only indicates that another kind of argument can be proposed to show how our knowledge of the existence of an infinite God does not depend a posteriori on our experience of things in the world.

The Continuity and Passivity Arguments for God’s Existence

At the end of his A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Berkeley remarks that “the consideration of God, and our duty … was the main drift and design of my labours” (PHK 156:113). He adds that his efforts would be “altogether useless” unless he inspired his readers “with a pious sense of the presence of God.” So, it is not surprising that in his Principles (as elsewhere) he often refers to God. Understandably, he avoids treating God as an object of thought, since like all minds, God is not a product of thought but the activity in terms of which such production is possible. But that does not stop Berkeley from invoking arguments in support of God’s existence that typically are associated with treating God as an object—specifically, the object that makes all that we experience intelligible.

Jonathan Bennett identifies two such arguments in Berkeley: the “continuity argument” (according to which God maintains collections of ideas when no other spirit perceives them) and the “passivity argument” (in which God is the cause of ideas for which we are not responsible).3 The continuity argument is intended to appeal to our common-sense idea that things continue to exist even when we are not perceiving them. But, as Berkeley notes, if their continued existence consists in their being perceived, and if we as limited beings are not perceiving them, then some superior being must be perceiving them (viz. God).4

Bennett points out, however, that this assumes that our common-sense belief in the continued existence of things we do not perceive is justified, and that is exactly what Berkeley’s principles seem to prohibit. But, as Berkeley makes clear in the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, such a contradiction is only apparent. For when we identify things not in terms of how they are perceived in the limited relations of my perceptions but in terms of how they are comprehended in relation to all things, we see how the existence of those things can be understood as parts of an integrated (and even eternal) totality and not as a collection of random experiences:


When I deny sensible things an existence out of the mind, I do not mean my mind in particular, but all minds. Now it is plain they have an existence exterior to my mind, since I find them by experience to be independent of it. There is therefore some other mind wherein they exist, during the intervals between the times of my perceiving them: as likewise they did before my birth, and would do after my supposed annihilation. And as the same is true, with regard to all other finite created spirits; it necessarily follows, there is an omnipresent eternal Mind, which knows and comprehends all things, and exhibits them to our view in such a manner, and according to such rules as he himself hath ordained, and are by us termed the Laws of Nature.  (DHP 230–231)



Before my birth and after my death, the things I experience will always have existed in the mind of God as things I will have perceived. In that sense, their existence is “continuous.” When Bennett claims, then, that Berkeley does not ultimately endorse the continuity argument,5 he does so only by ignoring how “continuity” can characterize the unchanging relations of all things in God’s mind insofar as God continues to perceive those objects (and always will have perceived those objects) when we do not. When we do perceive those objects—that is, when God “exhibits them to our view” according to laws of nature—we justifiably infer that the best explanation for the continuity of our perceptions is God (even if such an abduction does not provide us with certainty).6

The passivity argument (spelled out in PHK 25–32) proposes that, because ideas do not have any causal power themselves, they must be caused by “an incorporeal active substance or spirit” (PHK 26:52). Since our ideas of sense occur involuntarily, we conclude that they are not creatures of our own will but are the products of “some other will or spirit” (PHK 29:53).7 That other will or spirit arranges those ideas in marvelous ways that exhibit a “steadiness, order, and coherence” that we identify as laws of nature (PHK 30:53).

In these earlier sections of the Principles, Berkeley does not explicitly refer to this “governing spirit” as God, but he later notes that “the being of a spirit infinitely wise, good, and powerful is abundantly sufficient to explain all the appearances of Nature” (PHK 72:72), and “the effects of Nature are infinitely more numerous and considerable, than those ascribed to human agents” (PHK 147:108).8 Of course, an infinite spirit could cause all natural events, but the existence of all natural events does not require the existence of an infinite spirit as their cause. Even if the effects of God’s actions are “infinitely more numerous” than those ascribed to human agents, that does not prove that God is infinite, for infinity refers to all that there is and not only to what is unimaginably great.9 The fact that the world exhibits an unimaginable complexity does not prove that its cause is infinite, because we cannot be certain that all things are connected in an orderly fashion, only those things we perceive.

In this way the passivity argument is unlike the continuity argument, in that it does not justify the conclusion that God is infinite. We no doubt receive an endless or unimaginably great number of ideas from God, but Berkeley is careful not to say that God communicates an infinite number of ideas to us (PHK 47:60–61; PHK 124:98–99; PHK 130–131:101–102).10 Even if those sensible things are “numberless” (DHP 215), such empirical observations cannot assure us that the sensible world (in the words of Samuel Rickless) is “infinitely complex and perfectly harmonious,”11 because we cannot have observations of sensible objects without already presuming the infinite context in terms of which a finite sensible object is conceivable. The identification of God as infinite thus cannot be the product of abductive reasoning based on our experience, for a perfectly good, omniscient, or omnipotent mind wills not only those things we (from our finite perspectives) think of as good but also those things that appear to be evil but “have the nature of good, when considered as linked with the whole system of beings” (PHK 153:112). In this sense, the only way for us to perceive things as truly linked with the whole system of beings is for us not to perceive them from our perspective. That is why Berkeley’s point is to show how our ability to perceive an unimaginably great (though finite) number of sensations prompts us, no doubt, to marvel at the intricacy of God’s creation, but it is no proof of an infinite God.

In 1970, E. G. King drew attention to a third kind of argument Berkeley uses to support belief in the existence of God, namely, the argument that God “speaks” to us through objects of vision that constitute a language on how to preserve ourselves.12 According to this “divine language” argument—spelled out most explicitly in Alciphron 4,5–14 (1732)—God is the “vastly great or infinite power” responsible for the order and purposiveness of the universe (Alc 4,5:147). Without God, we could not explain how everything we experience in nature could exhibit so much intricacy, variety, and comprehension (Alc 4,7:149; Alc 4,12:156–158).

As Jesseph (2005, 187) notes, the divine language argument sounds a lot like the previous two arguments because, like them, it focuses on an elaborate scheme of signification in nature that could not have been developed and maintained apart from some sort of divine coordination. In this sense, the continuity, passivity, and divine language arguments complement one another (Jesseph 2005, 196). Again, the organization needed for such an elaborate system of signification would require that God be very powerful and wise but not necessarily infinite.

This is not to say that, for Berkeley, God is finite. It is only to say that the continuity, passivity, and divine language arguments prove exactly what they set out to do, namely, provide a persuasive (but not demonstrative) reason to believe in the existence of an infinite God. Indeed, for the argument to be a “direct and immediate demonstration” of an infinite God’s existence (DHP 212), it could not be based on our experiences as finite perceivers (from which we could draw only probable conclusions). Rather, it would have to be based on how “some other spirit” (PHK 48:61) comprehends all things together (even those we finite perceivers do not perceive).13 The demonstration of the existence of that spirit is thus based not on what we experience but on how our experiences of finite things are intelligible simply by virtue of their being perceived by a God who “comprehends all things” as one integrated unity (DHP 212, 231).

It is unfortunate, then, that some commentators think that all of Berkeley’s arguments for God’s existence are intended to achieve the same level of certainty. For example, Kenneth Winkler proposes that “the evidence [for God’s existence] will not be enough to convince us that the existence of an infinitely wise and perfect God is even part of the best explanation of ideas of sense. The attributes named simply go too far beyond the ideas they are invoked to explain,” because a God who could account for all natural events would still not have to be infinite.14 So, for Winkler (1989, 286), “the grounds for God’s existence are probable at best.”

Jesseph agrees, noting that for Berkeley to claim that his principles conclusively demonstrate the existence of God “is a gross overstatement of the case” (2005, 198) and “a bit of hyperbole” (200), because an inference to the best explanation for the world we experience would typically be established “only with probability rather than demonstrated with necessity” (198). According to Jesseph, Berkeley has only probable arguments to support his claim that God is infinitely powerful or wise, and his claim that God is a wise, good, and provident spirit (Alc 4,3) “can hardly be taken seriously as a demonstratively certain inference” (200). So, Jesseph concludes that in Alc 4,5, Berkeley “jumbles together talk of sensory ideas ‘suggesting’ and ‘indicating’ the existence of God with talk of ‘demonstrating’ such a conclusion” (201).

That Berkeley would be so sloppy would be odd, considering how elsewhere in Alciphron 4 he is careful to remark that the language of God “suggests” (as opposed to “indicates” or “demonstrates”) qualities of sensible objects “not by similitude, nor yet by inference of necessary connexion, but by the arbitrary imposition of Providence” (Alc 4,10:154). Furthermore, a necessary connection would not require the comprehension needed for demonstration, but it would make survival easier than simply having learned how things just happen to be related.

Indeed, a year after the publication of Alciphron, Berkeley draws a similar distinction in his Theory of Vision Vindicated and Explained (TVV 14, 30, 39), noting, “Things are suggested and perceived by sense. We make judgments and inferences by the understanding…. We infer causes from effects, effects from causes, and properties one from another, where the connection is necessary” (TVV 42:265–266). Indeed, the distinction is found in Berkeley’s earlier writings as well, such as PHK 107 (where he points out how we can deduce phenomena from laws of nature but cannot demonstrate phenomena because we do not know that God acts uniformly). Our experiences in the world “suggest” the presence of God, and our knowledge of “so much harmony and contrivance” convinces us that such a belief is rational (PHK 63:68). We cannot demonstrate “beyond all exception” (PHK 10:45), a priori (PHK 21:50; PHK 61:67), with certainty (PHK 61:67), or self-evidently (PHK 88:79) that God exists. But even though we have no demonstrative knowledge of certain things (including the existence of other finite spirits), we need not conclude that they do not exist (DHP 230, 233).

Ekaterina Ksenjek and Daniel Flage suggest that early in his Principles (specifically, PHK 29–33), Berkeley argues for a very wise, benevolent, and good God, just not the all-wise, all-good, all-powerful Judeo-Christian God who is endorsed later (PHK 145–147).15 They propose that Berkeley expands the notion of a divine cause to include a God who coordinates the perceptions of an indefinite number of finite minds, but they do not explain what Berkeley means by saying that God is infinite.

Like most commentators, Rickless acknowledges that Berkeley aims to show that an all-good, all-wise, all-powerful being exists and excites ideas of sense in our minds.16 Unlike Ksenjek and Flage, Rickless does not think that Berkeley has to wait until other finite minds are introduced to show that an infinite mind coordinates all of their perceptions. Instead, he suggests, Berkeley infers the existence of an infinite spirit from the variety and order of his own sensations (Rickless 2013, 155–156). No doubt, “[t]he fact that sensible things are continuously perceived by a mind (or minds) does not, on its own, entail that that mind (or minds) is (are) infinite.”17 But, according to Rickless (2018, 103), the variety and order of those sensations allow Berkeley to conclude that God is infinite, since the assumption “that the empirical world is infinitely complex and perfectly harmonious” leads Berkeley to conclude that God is infinite. However, this assumption is “established by empirical observation” using abduction, so it “does not in the end establish that God exists” in the direct and immediately demonstrative way that Berkeley promises in DHP 212.18 Nonetheless, Rickless (2018, 103) insists that Berkeley’s appeal to the fact that sensible ideas are “numberless” (DHP 215) “entails that this mind must be infinite.”

Flage counters this by pointing out that, even though Berkeley explicitly notes that God is omnipotent, he does not really mean that God is infinitely powerful, for such usage is more a “religious” (i.e., “imprecise”) comment rather than a philosophically accurate claim.19 In Flage’s view, the world might be “incomprehensively complex,” but that does not mean that it is “literally infinite,” or that the power God needs to create and sustain all things in the universe (as extensive as that might be) needs to be infinite. So, the fact that Berkeley repeatedly claims that God is infinite only confirms for Flage and others that Berkeley “problematizes” his doctrines.20

The Demonstrative Deduction of the Existence of God

Since others have already shown how Berkeley argues inductively or abductively to make the case for God’s existence, I will now focus on his deduction of an infinite God as the cause of the sensible world. Specifically, I will show how Berkeley provides an argument that demonstrates that God exists without basing such a demonstration on our experiences of individual things in the world.

When Berkeley says that “it is evident that the being of a spirit infinitely wise, good, and powerful is abundantly sufficient to explain all the appearances of Nature” (PHK 72:72), he is not claiming that we know that God is all-wise, all-good, or all-powerful based on what we experience in nature. For our experiences of sensible things in nature are always finite experiences, and finite things are intelligible only in terms of other finite things. We know them as finite in knowing how they are related (more or less) to other finite things—even an indefinite number of finite things. But we cannot know that a finite thing is the creation of an infinite God by starting with our limited experience of finite things, for even to conceptualize something as finite depends on having a prior sense of the infinite.

Instead, then, of assuming that Berkeley’s proof for the existence of God begins with the fact that there are sensible (finite) things in the world that need to be explained, we need to begin by explaining how our experiences of all sensible (finite) things are possible in the first place. As Berkeley concludes at the end of the Principles, that cannot be done without recognizing how God “deserves the first place in our studies” (PHK 156:113; emphasis added). That is, without first knowing that God exists, we cannot make sense of saying that all other (finite) things exist as a uniform or collective totality about which one can predicate “magnificence, beauty, and perfection” (PHK 146:108). For apart from a divinely constituted harmony, finite things are unrelatable because they have no identities.

God is thus not some thing that just happens to be infinite, for that would beg the question of how God is or comes to be perceived as being that thing. That is why God is not a thing or object at all but rather the “active efficient cause” of all things.21 We can still say of God that he is a mind, that he has a will and understanding, and that he is an immaterial substance, but what we mean by such expressions is that he is the principle or substance of differentiation and association of all ideas.22 As such, to say that God is infinite—specifically, an infinite mind—means that he is the principle or activity whereby all actual and potential things are differentiated and identified relative to one another. He certainly is not an identifiable thing that just happens to be that which identifies, recognizes, or wills such distinctions; for, if he were, his identity as the creative principle of all things would itself have to have been created by some other thing, thus creating an infinite regress.

To think about God is thus not to reason a posteriori—that is, using associations of discrete ideas as the basis for what we (as finite minds) experience or imagine—for that would assume that we could speak about ideas that are already differentiated and identified without knowing how they have come to be identified and differentiated from one another. Instead, for us to think about God is to think about the cause of the orderly and uniform sequences of ideas that characterize the comprehension of all things in relation to one another. This way of thinking about God shifts the discussion away from explaining how our often disconnected ideas can be reconciled with one another to noting how all things (even painful or seemingly irreconcilable experiences) express God’s infinitely comprehensive integration of what we experience. As Berkeley tells John Percival, this is the way in which sensible things have


existed from all eternity in the Divine intellect, and then became perceptible (i.e. were created) in the same manner and order as is described in Genesis. For I take creation to belong to things only as they respect finite spirits, there being nothing new to God. Hence it follows that the act of creation consists in God’s willing that those things should be perceptible to other spirits, which before were known only to Himself.23



God knows from all eternity everything that is experienced by finite minds and everything that those minds have not experienced and will never experience. For in knowing any one thing, God knows everything, because to know anything (for God) is to know exactly what it is and what it is not—in particular, how it (along with all other things) is both perceived in harmony with other things and how it is not perceived in harmony. Our finite minds are thus different from God’s mind precisely because we do not perceive how all things are in harmony with all other things. Just as our knowledge of things differentiates us from one another, so also our lack of knowledge of how ideas are connected differentiates us from one another. Because the lack of knowledge indicates how we are not connected to all other things, the will that there be such a lack must also be due to the activity of an infinite God.

In this way, God wills not only all that we experience but also all that we will not and do not experience; because in willing (and thus knowing) all particular things collectively, he wills and knows what every particular thing is and what every particular thing is not. That is why, in saying that “God alone exists” (Siris 344:156), Berkeley identifies God as the “substance” of all ideas in virtue of God’s being the principle of association and differentiation of all things, the harmony and disharmony of the differentiation of finite wills that identify those ideas.24

God is thus not an infinite mind who happens to impose his ideas on finite minds—as if those minds could be conceived apart from the ideas they have or somehow can be thought to exist independently of or logically prior to their having the specific set of ideas that identifies them. Rather, he is the will that there be a comprehensive order of finite (i.e., disconnected) minds perceiving discernible (often seemingly disconnected) objects. Accordingly, to say that God creates finite minds means that he wills the harmonious totality of all sets of perceivings and perceptions. In creating this totality of minds, God knows that certain combinations of ideas will be perceived disharmoniously (i.e., painfully); but in the grand scheme of things, that is “indispensably necessary to our well-being” (PHK 153:111).25 So despite how things often appear to be evil, they are in fact good when understood in the context of the harmony of the “whole system” of beings.

In short, the key for understanding Berkeley’s notion of God lies not in modeling the divine mind on a finite mind and just removing the finite mind’s limitations—for that would be to model the subjectivity of God (and even our own minds) on the objectivity of the contents of our own ideas. Nor does it lie in thinking of God as the ultimate justification for the existence of the sensible world, for that would focus our concerns on the world of our experience rather than the perfections (e.g., goodness and life) that are “properly” ascribed to God (Alc 4,20:168). Instead, we need to emphasize the comprehensiveness of God’s knowledge. For as long as we lack a prior sense of that comprehensiveness, we cannot develop an integrated way of thinking about how all actual, possible, and impossible acts of perception are intelligible.

Part of the problem with speaking about Berkeley’s notion of God, then, is the fact that, for Berkeley, we cannot have an idea of God because ideas by their very nature are passive (DHP 231). But without such an idea, it might seem impossible to know what we are talking about. As I have already indicated, Berkeley gets around this problem by pointing out that what he means by saying that God is a substance is not that he is some thing that wills and perceives; rather, God is the willing and perceiving of ideas in relation to one another. So, when Berkeley notes that “all sensible things must be perceived by him” (DHP 212), or refers to “the will of an omnipotent spirit” (DHP 219), or remarks that “there are certain things perceived by the mind of God” (DHP 220), or agrees that God is an agent, “a being purely active” (DHP 230)—he means nothing other than that God is the willful perceiving of the totality of all distinctions. This is in keeping with Berkeley’s point that a substance is not some independent thing that underlies or supports ideas; rather, it is the differentiation and association of the complex totality of those ideas. God is thus the will that all actual and possible ideas be differentiated and associated.

In this sense, the meaning of “God” is exactly the same as the meaning of “soul” and “spirit,” for, as Berkeley observes, “the Spirit the Active thing that wch is Soul & God is the Will alone” (N 712:87). Indeed, the only thing that distinguishes God from us—and it is a big distinction—is the order, variety, and comprehension of what we will. So, even if the finitude of what we will distinguishes us from God, that we will certainly unites us to him.

To be sure, the power and wisdom of God are expressed “immediately as an omnipresent, infinitely active Spirit”; but this is no different from supposing God “to act by the mediation of subordinate causes, in preserving and governing the natural world,” for the force that preserves nature is the same as that which first creates it.26 So, it makes no difference whether we think of God as the preserver and governor of all things in the natural world or as the infinite creator of all things possible and actual. Either way, God is the infinite expression of being and the perfect expression of all aspects of being, for no expression of being can exist apart from the infinite context in terms of which it is thought (N 845:100).

Of course, nothing in what Berkeley says about this deductive account of God takes away from the inductive or abductive accounts to which I referred earlier. It only indicates how he formulates a demonstrative argument that supports his claim to have proven the existence of an infinite God without relying on appeals to experience.

The Inherent Infinity of Divine Perception

What is striking in all of these accounts is how Berkeley never admits that which to his commentators seems obvious, namely, that from our experiences of things in the world we cannot conclude demonstratively that God is infinite (e.g., omnipotent). Since we cannot demonstrate the existence of an infinite God based on our limited observations of regularities in nature, all we can attest to are observations that seem to be regular (from our limited perspectives).27 Anything we might say about God based on such observations would certainly be nothing more than probable, including even how we speak about God as knowing, powerful, or good. In the end, someone who relies on finite experiences of things in the world as the basis for claims about the nature of God as their cause seemingly can never conclude anything about God other than his finitude. So, to say of God that he is good, loving, etc., is simply to say how we think of him and the effects of his will from our finite perspectives.

However, as we become more enlightened “with a thorough sense of the omnipresence, holiness, and justice of that Almighty Spirit” (PHK 155:112), we recognize that that finite perspective is not the perspective from which we speak legitimately about how we relate to God as infinite.28 Instead of thinking of God as some object distinct from ourselves, we learn to think of him as the active principle by which we identify ourselves as engaging the system of all other beings (PHK 151:110–111). It is through God that we thus recognize how we are related infinitely to everything else.

Again, all of this requires that we think of God not as some object that is presupposed by the differentiation and integration of all actual and possible things, but as the activity of such identification. Such identification does not presuppose a prior familiarity with anything, for the very idea of a thing itself is the product of the act of identification in terms of which a substance and its acts are themselves retroactively (and derivatively) identified. That is why it is important to show how, for Berkeley, what we know of God’s nature cannot be based on our experiences of the world, since what we know of the world is unintelligible “otherwise than in a mind or spirit” that is not our own (DHP 212).

To think of God as a substance or cause is thus to think of him as the will that there be objects (both actual and possible) in infinite combinations. As Berkeley puts it, my notion of God comes from “reflecting on my own soul, heightening its powers, and removing its imperfections” (DHP 231). In other words, I begin with my limited ability to identify objects by comparing and contrasting them with other objects. Then, instead of thinking of those objects as connected to one another in finite relations, I imagine what it might be like to identify them by placing them in the infinite relations that highlight “the intimate presence of an all-wise Spirit, who fashions, regulates, and sustains the whole system of being” (PHK 151:111). Of course, this exercise is “extremely inadequate” (DHP 231), since “our prospects are too narrow,” and we fail to appreciate how,


if we enlarge our view, so as to comprehend the various ends, connexions, and dependencies of things … we shall be forced to acknowledge that those particular things, which considered in themselves appear to be evil, have the nature of good, when considered as linked with the whole system of beings.  (PHK 153:111–112)



That is, when considered as linked to the whole system of beings, everything we experience is appropriate or fitting, even those things that we often think of as evil (from our narrow perspectives of comparing finite things to other finite things). In this way, we learn to “abide the evil” we receive from God, because we cannot trust our judgments about good and evil simply on the basis that we are pleased or displeased by some particular feature of our experience.29

No doubt, we often fail to understand how all things created by God are actually unified and harmonious, especially those things that we experience as disconnected or painful. In fact, our very existence as finite minds consists in our perceiving—indeed, our willing—that ideas be perceived as both harmonious and disharmonious with one another. As Berkeley remarks:


It seems there can be no perception, no Idea without Will, being there are no Ideas so indifferent but one had rather Have them than annihilation, or annihilation than them. or if there be such an equall Ballance there must be an equal mixture of pleasure & pain to Cause it. there being No Ideas perfectly void of all pain & uneasiness But wt are preferable to annihilation.  (N 833:99)



To have an idea is thus to be engaged in an act of will that affirms one’s discrete or particular existence, either by affirming how that idea is in harmony with the will of God or by denying that that idea is in harmony with God’s will.30 God does not will that we specifically will one way or the other—therein lies our freedom—but he does will that we choose to do one thing or another: that is how we become who we are. In acting one way or another, we experience exactly the same ideas, and even make exactly the same choices, but we think of those choices as either in accord with God’s will or in conflict with his will. When we think of our choices as in accord with God’s will, we think of our ideas in harmony with the existence of all of his creation. But as finite beings, we can also choose not to think of our ideas as in harmony with God’s will; and when we make such a choice, we experience pain.

God is thus no “obscure, general cause of things,” but “a being whose spirituality, omnipresence, providence, omniscience, infinite power and goodness, are as conspicuous as the existence of sensible things, of which … there is no more reason to doubt, than of our own being” (DHP 257). For just as we cannot doubt our own being (since the doubting affirms it), and just as we cannot doubt that we are always thinking something, so also can we not doubt the specific (though infinite) context in terms of which we identify ourselves as finitely knowledgeable, powerful, and good.

This is the sense in which God, for Berkeley, is not the efficient cause of particular finite things in the world, for such an explanation does not provide a justification or rationale for why the totality of finite things would exist in the first place. For that kind of explanation—which is “altogether worthy a philosopher”—we need to appeal to a final cause that explains how “the whole creation is the workmanship of a wise and good agent” (PHK 107:88). Instead of thinking of God as the creator of all individual things, we need to think of him as the creator of the total unity of all there is, the whole of creation. We should focus, therefore, not on the specific things that God creates, for that requires that we think that God knows each finite thing as distinct from every other. Rather, we need to see that God creates all things as an infinity of finite perceivings (N 578–581:72), each one of which identifies an object that points beyond itself to all that it is not.

Accordingly, the things that God creates have “a steadiness, order, and coherence, and are not excited at random, as those which are the effects of human wills often are, but in a regular train or series, the admirable connexion whereof sufficiently testifies the wisdom and benevolence of its Author” (PHK 30:53). Only from our finite perspective do we think that God creates a “collection” of finite things. In fact, what God creates is a complex totality, a uniform organization in which human minds are the finite principles of differentiation that exist in virtue of the distinctions and relations they express.31

We are thus not independent substances that happen to engage in activities, for to say that the mind is “the thing which perceives” is to appeal to “vague empty words wthout a meaning” (N 581:72). Rather, we are determinate sequences of purposive activity that can be abstracted from that activity only by separating ourselves from God. Therefore, the very purposiveness of our activity is itself intelligible only in the context of God’s activity:


Hence it is evident, that God is known as certainly and immediately as any other mind or spirit whatsoever, distinct from our selves. We may even assert, that the existence of God is far more evidently perceived than the existence of men; because the effects of Nature are infinitely more numerous and considerable, than those ascribed to human agents. There is not any one mark that denotes a man, or effect produced by him, which doth not more strongly evince the being of that spirit who is the Author of Nature…. He alone it is who upholding all things by the Word of his Power, maintains that intercourse between spirits, whereby they are able to perceive the existence of each other. (PHK 147:108)32



God coordinates my perceptions not only by coordinating them with other perceptions I have but also by coordinating those perceptions with the perceptions of others. In doing so, he allows us to identify ourselves vis-à-vis other selves, all within the will that is our “Soul & God” (N 712:87). In saying that we are “the Will alone” (N 712:87), Berkeley thus concludes that nothing determines us to be or to do other than what we are and do. Our perceiving ideas in the determinate and intelligible sequences we do constitutes the consciousness of ourselves that are expressions of how God wills things in the world to be experienced in coordination with other such sequences.

Of course, this is not to say that we are identical to God, for unlike God, “we are affected from without” (DHP 240) and our ideas are conveyed to us by our senses (DHP 241). In thus differentiating and associating everything we perceive, we will all that we perceive (including our intentionally or willfully not perceiving the connectedness or integration of what we perceive with everything else). That sense of disconnection from things other than ourselves is embodied in our perceiving those things as ideas conveyed to us by our senses. And even though “God knows or hath ideas” (DHP 241), he does not know or have ideas by sense, for to have a sense (or sensation) of something is to perceive it in terms of its fragmentary relations with specific other things, not (as in God’s perceptions) in terms of how that thing is related to all other ideas. That is why, whenever Berkeley speaks about God’s knowledge or understanding, he always makes a point of emphasizing the fact that God knows or understands all things—not as the collection of every discrete thing, but as the integrated comprehension of all actual and possible things.

For God to have an idea, then, is for him to will that the content of that idea be in a harmonious relation with all other contents: that is what Berkeley means by saying that God understands. Indeed, for God to understand any one idea is for him to understand all ideas, since every idea is a product of God’s creation of relations. So, as Berkeley remarks, together “will and understanding constitute in the strictest sense a mind or spirit” (DHP 240; also N 848:101), and the difference between divine and finite minds consists in whether an idea is perceived in relation to all other ideas. Of course, we can imagine an idea in relation to some other ideas, and we can even will that an idea be related to some other ideas. But only God is the will that all things be related harmoniously to all other things (N 713:87).33

Accordingly, we learn of God’s will by familiarizing ourselves with the laws of nature. But since the “laws” might be no more than summaries of observations, there seems to be little justification in concluding that God is infinite based on the finitude of what we experience. That is why Berkeley challenges such an objection by emphasizing how God creates and organizes the whole system of beings. Again, the issue here is not about concluding that God is all-wise because we recognize how what we know of the world seems orderly; it is about how the system of beings we understand can be understood as a “whole” only if God is all-wise. So, unless we think of the things we experience in terms of an infinite God, we will always think of them as fragmented and never in a way that allows us to understand what we experience comprehensively.

Of course, we cannot think of ourselves as individual beings without differentiating ourselves from one another based on some standard. Furthermore, to think of ourselves as finite beings requires that we think of ourselves not in terms of what we experience, for that would be simply to make ourselves into objects and miss the opportunity to think of our subjectivity. So, even if we think of other subjects as spirits like ourselves who will that things be objectified in finite relations to one another, we learn to think of them truly as subjects only by thinking of them in contrast to God’s infinite subjectivity. That is why in “seeing” ourselves we also “see” God, for we finitely perceive objective differences (even between us and other finite spirits) only in the context of infinite perceptions and differentiations. As Berkeley writes:


when therefore we see the colour, size, figure, and motions of a man, we perceive only certain sensations or ideas excited in our minds: and these being exhibited to our view in sundry distinct collections, serve to mark out unto us the existence of finite and created spirits like our selves. Hence it is plain, we do not see a man, if by man is meant that which lives, moves, perceives, and thinks as we do: but only such a certain collection of ideas, as directs us to think there is a distinct principle of thought and motion like to our selves, accompanying and represented by it. And after the same manner we see God; all the difference is, that whereas some one finite and narrow assemblage of ideas denotes a particular human mind, whithersoever we direct our view, we do at all times and in all places perceive manifest tokens of the divinity: every thing we see, hear, feel, or any wise perceive by sense, being a sign or effect of the Power of God.  (PHK 148:109)



Just as I cannot see a human being if I rely on what I sense, “but only such visible signs and tokens, as suggest and infer the being of that invisible thinking principle or soul” (Alc 4,5:147), so also I cannot perceive God by using my senses. For if I try to use such sensations to demonstrate the existence of God—as those who suggest that Berkeley appeals to standard arguments for the existence of God do—I can at best conclude only that God might exist as an explanation for my own finite experiences. But when I appeal to my own existence as a finite perceiver as the proof for the existence of an infinite perceiver, I am no longer appealing to God as the cause of my objective existence but as the frame of reference that explains and justifies my actual finite perceivings. That is why Berkeley has Euphranor tell Alciphron:


though I cannot with eyes of flesh behold the invisible God, yet I do in the strictest sense behold and perceive by all my senses such signs and tokens, such effects and operations, as suggest, indicate, and demonstrate an invisible God, as certainly, and with the same evidence, at least, as any other signs perceived by sense do suggest to me the existence of your soul, spirit, or thinking principle; which I am convinced of only by a few signs or effects, and the motions of one small organized body: whereas I do at all times and in all places perceive sensible signs which evince the being of God.  (Alc 4,5:147)



Just as I do not sensibly perceive another mind but am still convinced of its existence based on a very limited amount of evidence, so I am even more persuaded about the existence of God. For in perceiving even a few ideas as signs, I become aware of how all things point beyond themselves in infinite ways. As such, “the existence of God is far more evidently perceived than the existence of men; because the effects of Nature are infinitely more numerous and considerable, than those ascribed to human agents” (PHK 147:108). Indeed, it is not only the infinity of God’s activity in all that we experience that most evidently provides us with justification for our belief in him, but also the harmony and universal coordination of what we experience as ordered by one, wise, and perfect spirit. For


if we attentively consider the constant regularity, order, and concatenation of natural things, the surprising magnificence, beauty, and perfection of the larger, and the exquisite contrivance of the smaller parts of the creation, together with the exact harmony and correspondence of the whole … I say if we consider all these things, and at the same time attend to the meaning and import of the attributes, one, eternal, infinitely wise, good, and perfect, we shall clearly perceive that they belong to the aforesaid spirit, who works all in all, and by whom all things consist. (PHK 146:108)34



Again, to think of God as one, eternal, wise, good, or perfect is not to see him as an object at all, for any object (as an idea) could always be surpassed by another idea. But to think of God as an infinite subject shifts the focus from an emphasis on any identity that God might have been thought to have to how the identities of all things depend on their being perceived by God as components in an infinite network of relations. So, when Berkeley tells Percival that all things have existed “from all eternity in the Divine intellect,” he thus does not mean that specific, individual things happen to exist in God’s mind for all eternity, but rather that their existences are identified collectively and universally by God for all eternity.35

It is thus the collective, universal, totalizing feature of God’s discriminatory activity that distinguishes him from finite perceivers and that allows Berkeley to appeal to both a posteriori and a priori proofs for God’s existence. What makes Berkeley’s strategy different from those of his contemporaries is how his shift to understanding God as the subject of perception allows him to speak about the existence of God and finite perceivers univocally without committing Berkeley to a form of pantheism. In perceiving all things (both possible and actual) together, collectively, harmoniously, simultaneously—and infinitely—God challenges any attempt to think of the concept of totality in discursive terms. And that is what makes Berkeley’s account of God unique.

Notes

1. See, for example, Rickless (2018, 84–105, esp. 84).

2. Cf. Jesseph (2005, 183–205, esp. 189–191).

3. See Bennett (1965).

4. See Jesseph (2005, 185–187); Bennett (1971, 171); Tipton (1974, 323); Ayers (1987, 115–128, esp. 121–123); Botterill (2007, 87–114, esp. 92).

5. See Bennett (1965, 221). See also Botterill (2007, 93).

6. See Rickless (2018, 98–99).

7. See Flage (2014, 90–91).

8. Cf. Rickless (2013, 147–160, esp. 157–159); Rickless (2018, 85–87).

9. See Jesseph (2005, 194). Hunter (2015, 183–193, esp. 184, 188–190) adopts a solution that is a bit more radical, one that eliminates altogether the need to think of God as infinite: “[I]f Berkeley observes a finite order of finite things, and concludes that there is an infinite creator, he is surely going beyond the evidence!” (188–189). So, Hunter claims that, even though Berkeley does not believe that God is finite (184), he has no specific argument to support the view that God is infinite. As I have indicated, I see things otherwise.

10. The conflation of “endless” or “unimaginably great” with “infinite” leads Rickless (2018, 99, 104; also 102–103) to suggest that sensible objects are continuously perceived “by one or more infinite minds.” No other commentator (as far as I know) raises the possibility of there being more than one infinite mind, because a truly infinite mind comprehends all things by differentiating them from all other objects (see DHP 212).

11. Rickless (2018, 103).

12. See King (1970, 112–123, esp. 113–116); see also Kline (1987, 129–142, esp. 129–131); Jesseph (2005, 187).

13. See N 838:100: “Every sensation of mine wch happens in Consequence of the general, known Laws of nature & is from without i.e. independent of my Will demonstrates the Being of a God. i.e. of an unextended incorporeal Spirit wch is omniscient, omnipotent, etc.” See also Olscamp (1970, 29–48, esp. 30–32).

14. Winkler (1989, 286). Winkler adds that Berkeley is unjustified in thinking that his probable inference is, in fact, a demonstrative proof (286–290). See also Jesseph (2005, 199–200).

15. See Ksenjek and Flage (2012, 281–299, esp. 287, 293–294).

16. See Rickless (2013, 149–151, 159).

17. Rickless (2018, 102).

18. Rickless (2013, 157).

19. See Flage (2018, 703–721, esp. 708n27–28, 721).

20. Cf. Flage (2018, 704, 707n23), as well as Winkler (1989), Jesseph (2005), and Hunter (2015).

21. Berkeley to Samuel Johnson, November 25, 1729, CGB 302–303.

22. See PHK 139 and especially N 829: “Substance of a Spirit is that it acts, causes, wills, operates, or if you please (to avoid the quibble yt may be made on ye word it) to act, cause, will, operate its’ substance is not knowable not being an Idea.” See Daniel (2018b, 659–682, esp. 664–666).

23. Berkeley to Percival, September 6, 1710, CGB 45. See Daniel (2001a, 239–258, esp. 247).

24. See Daniel (2013, 40–50, esp. 40, 48); and Daniel (2008, 203–230, esp. 224).

25. See Daniel (2018a, 136–145, esp. 144).

26. Berkeley to Johnson, November 25, 1729, CGB 303.

27. See Szymańska-Lewoszewska (2014, 149–160, esp. 158).

28. See Szymańska-Lewoszewska (2014, 155) and also Daniel (2001b, 179–194, esp. 184).

29. See Berkeley, “On the Will of God” (1751), BW 7:129–138, esp. 134.

30. See Daniel (2018a, 142–145).

31. See Daniel (2018b, 668).

32. Notice how God’s effects are “infinitely more numerous” than anything we do, because God’s actions are always directed to the whole and not to any one of its parts. See Daniel (2018b, 676, 680) and Daniel (2001b, 181, 184).

33. See Daniel (2001a, 244–245).

34. Cf. Daniel (2001b, 188).

35. September 6, 1710, BW 8:37; see also DHP 252, and Daniel (2001a, 247–248, 257).
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Chapter 11

Berkeley’s Theory of Language

Kenneth L. Pearce

In the Introduction to the Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, Berkeley attacks the “received opinion, that language has no other end but the communicating our ideas, and that every significant name stands for an idea” (PHKI 19:37). How far does Berkeley go in rejecting this “received opinion”? Does he offer a general theory of language to replace it? If so, what is the nature of this theory?

The “received opinion” Berkeley opposes is often known as the “ideational theory of meaning” because it holds that a word gets to be meaningful by signifying an idea in the mind of the speaker. The aim of language is to communicate this idea to the hearer. The first section of this chapter outlines this view in more detail.

Many interpreters have thought that in rejecting the claim that language has no other end than communicating ideas and that every significant name stands for an idea, Berkeley meant to be carving out one or more exceptions to the ideational theory of meaning. I call this the “modified ideational theory.” In the second section of the chapter, I argue that the modified ideational theory cannot be Berkeley’s view: after all the “exceptions” to the ideational theory Berkeley carves out, there is nothing left of the theory at all.

A second interpretation of Berkeley’s philosophy of language holds that language serves to communicate the intentions of the speaker. In the third section, I argue that, although this account solves many of the problems associated with the modified ideational theory, it, too, must ultimately be rejected.

A third interpretation attributes to Berkeley a use theory of meaning, similar to the later view of Ludwig Wittgenstein. In the chapter’s fourth section, I defend this interpretation: Berkeley’s view is that a word gets to be meaningful when it is used according to conventional rules within a community to accomplish some practical purpose.

The Ideational Theory of Meaning

According to Aristotle, “spoken sounds are symbols of affections of the soul” (De Int 1 16a4). For most early modern philosophers, beginning from Descartes, these “affections of the soul” are, primarily, ideas. Thus, Descartes writes, “whenever I express something in words, and understand what I am saying, this very fact makes it certain that there is within me an idea of what is signified by the words in question” (CSM2:113).

This approach to the philosophy of language was worked out in detail in the Port-Royal Grammar (Arnauld and Lancelot 1975 [1660]) and Logic (Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662]). Although the Port-Royalists often say, as Descartes did, that all meaningful words signify ideas (e.g., Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 66), their considered view is that meaningful words “indicate what takes place in the mind” of the speaker (Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 74). This includes signifying both “the objects of our thoughts” (i.e., ideas) and “the manner or mode of our thoughts” (Arnauld and Lancelot 1975 [1660], 67–68). The most important “manner or mode” of thought is judgment, which is signified by the verb (Arnauld and Lancelot 1975 [1660], 122; Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 79). Judging occurs when, “[a]fter conceiving things by our ideas, we compare these ideas and, finding that some belong together and others do not, we unite or separate them” (Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 82). The act of judging forms a proposition, that is, a truth-evaluable mental state with subject-predicate structure. When a complete sentence is used meaningfully, it signifies this complex mental state in the mind of the speaker—that is, it makes this state known to the hearer.1

Essentially the same approach is adopted by Locke. According to Locke, words are “articulate Sounds … use[d] … as Signs of internal Conceptions” (E 3.1.2:402). Like Port-Royal, Locke usually says that all meaningful words stand for ideas, and argues at some length that “Words in their primary or immediate Signification, stand for nothing, but the Ideas in the Mind of him that uses them” (E 3.2.2:405).2 However, also like Port-Royal, Locke carves out an important exception for the class of words he calls “particles.” These words, Locke says, “signify the connexion that the Mind gives to Ideas, or Propositions, one with another.” Included in this class are “Is, and Is not, [which] are the general marks of the Mind, affirming or denying” (E 3.7.1:471). Locke also follows Port-Royal in taking affirmation and denial to involve “the joining or separating of signs” to construct a truth-evaluable proposition (E 4.5.2:574). Locke distinguishes sentences, which he calls “verbal propositions,” from the corresponding mental states, which he calls “mental propositions” (E 4.5.3:574). The mental proposition, like the verbal proposition, exhibits subject-predicate structure.

The ideational theory, endorsed by Port-Royal and by Locke, holds that the human mind possesses a variety of ideas and the capacity to perform acts of judgment whereby these ideas are assembled into truth-evaluable propositions with subject-predicate structure.3 Words are conventional signs meant to signify these ideas and judgments, that is, to let the hearer know what the speaker is thinking. This process, however, is error-prone, and many of our mistakes in reasoning actually stem from the various “imperfections” and “abuses” of language. These failings all come down to the problem of developing a stable association between a word and some one single idea (Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 58–66; E 3.9.4–5:476–477; E 3.10.2–3:490–491; E 3.10.5:492–493; E 3.10.28:505–506). Uncertainty, inconstancy, or imprecision regarding the idea signified by a word leads to failures of communication and, as Berkeley observed, communicating ideas is, according to this “received opinion,” “the chief and only end of language” (PHKI 20:37).

The Modified Ideational Theory

In the manuscript and published versions of the Introduction to the Principles and in Alciphron, Berkeley quite explicitly argues against the ideational theory of meaning. His presentation of the view he is attacking looks very much like the theory of Port-Royal and Locke outlined in the previous section. Thus, in the published Introduction, Berkeley’s opponents are said to hold “that language has no other end but the communicating our ideas, and that every significant name stands for an idea” (PHKI 19:37), and in Alciphron, the free-thinking title character (representing Berkeley’s opponents) says:


Words are signs: they do or should stand for ideas, which so far as they suggest they are significant. But words that suggest no ideas are insignificant…. He who really thinks hath a train of ideas succeeding each other and connected in his mind; and when he expresseth himself by discourse each word suggests a distinct idea to the hearer or reader; who by that means hath the same train of ideas in his which was in the mind of the speaker or writer. As far as this effect is produced, so far the discourse is intelligible, hath sense and meaning. (Alc 7,2:287–288)4



It is undisputed that Berkeley means to reject this view. The question at issue is how precisely he means to reject it. According to what has perhaps been the most popular interpretation, Berkeley does not reject the ideational theory outright, but instead carves out a series of exceptions to it. As John Russell Roberts has memorably put it, the proponents of this interpretation hold that “Berkeley is cutting off only a sickly limb of Locke’s view rather than digging up the whole by its roots” (Roberts 2007, 43). I call this type of interpretation a “modified ideational theory.”

Any interpretation of Berkeley must allow that ideas sometimes play some role in securing the meaningfulness of words. Thus, a modified ideational theory is not just any interpretation of Berkeley’s philosophy of language that somehow involves ideas. Rather, a modified ideational theory is an interpretation which attributes to Berkeley the view that there is some significant fragment of language to which the original ideational theory applies. This view is endorsed explicitly by several interpreters, including Bennett (1971, §10), Hacking (1974, 15–16, 36–39), and Bordner (2017, 263), and appears to be assumed implicitly by many others. In this section, I argue that no modified ideational theory is a viable interpretation of Berkeley.

There are at least two areas of language in which Berkeley very explicitly allows for the meaningful use of words without ideas. First, Berkeley holds that since


an idea [is] altogether inactive … An agent …, an active mind or spirit, cannot be an idea, or like an idea. Whence it should seem to follow that those words which denote an active principle, soul, or spirit do not, in a strict and proper sense, stand for ideas. And yet they are not insignificant neither.  (Alc 7,5:292)



Second, Berkeley allows that in addition to the communication of ideas,


There are other ends [of language], as the raising of some passion, the exciting to, or deterring from an action, the putting the mind in some particular disposition; to which the former [i.e., communication of ideas] is in many cases barely subservient, and sometimes entirely omitted, when these can be obtained without it.  (PHKI 20:37; emphasis added)



Berkeley’s remarks on the second category of language have often been thought to be similar to twentieth-century emotivist theories. Emotivism about a domain of discourse (e.g., ethics) claims that the statements within that domain (e.g., “murder is wrong”) are neither true nor false. These statements, according to emotivism, serve to express emotions in the speaker or excite emotions in the hearer rather than to state truths. Berkeley is often seen as making a similar point. For this reason, Berkeley’s account of this kind of idea-less language is often referred to as his theory of “emotive meaning” (e.g., Belfrage 1986a; Belfrage editor’s commentary in MI 46–57; Berman 1994, 12–17, 144–159). However, as we shall see, this emotivist interpretation of Berkeley is controversial. Kenneth Williford (2003) has therefore proposed the more neutral label “operative language,” based on a remark in Alciphron (Alc 7,14:307).

There are, then, at least two categories of words which, according to Berkeley, can be meaningful without signifying ideas: spirit words and operative words. According to the modified ideational interpretation, Berkeley holds that the ideational theory gives the correct account of words like “apple” (PHK 1:41) but a different account is needed for operative words like “good” (PHKI 20:37) and spirit words like “God” (DHP 231–232).

The first problem facing the modified ideational theory is to make sense of operative language. Most proponents of the modified ideational interpretation treat operative language as emotive.

Operative language, for Berkeley, clearly includes ethical language and the language of religious mysteries such as the Trinity, as well as words like “reward” and “danger” which serve primarily to shape feelings and behavior (MI 36–43:105–113). However, this is not a matter of a certain special class of words: Berkeley explicitly says that even the sentence “Aristotle hath said it” may function operatively if “all … [the speaker] means by it is to dispose [the hearer] to embrace his opinion with the deference and submission which custom has annexed to that name” (PHKI 20:38). The modified ideational theory requires some kind of account of the scope of the operative language exception to the rule that meaningful words must signify ideas. However, it must also recognize that, even in operative language, the communication of ideas is only “sometimes entirely omitted” (PHKI 20:37; emphasis added). The word “reward” can simultaneously function operatively and signify a particular ice cream cone idea (see Pearce 2017c, 40). Thus, contrary to Bennett (1971, 53–54), Berman (1994, 148), and other proponents of the emotivist interpretation, it does not appear that Berkeley introduces a demarcation between cognitive and emotive discourse.5

This demarcation problem is not the only difficulty the modified ideational theory faces in making sense of operative language. The language of religious mysteries is an undisputed example of language that Berkeley regards as operative, yet Berkeley argues at length that such religious language gets to be meaningful in precisely the same way as the language of physics and algebra (Alc 7,5–8:291–299). Thus, if operative language is emotive language, then not only is Berkeley, bizarrely, an emotivist about Aristotle ascriptions, but he is also an emotivist about math and physics (Williford and Jakapi 2009, 106). Additionally, Berkeley holds that operative utterances can be true or false and stand in entailment relations (Alc 7,7:295; Alc 7,9:300–301; see Jakapi 2002; Jakapi 2007). On standard versions of emotivism, such as that of A. J. Ayer (1952 [1946], 107–109), which Berman (1994, 155) says is the same as Berkeley’s, emotive words stand for “mere pseudo-concepts” and lack the sort of semantic content needed for sentences containing them to be true or false or stand in entailment relations. This conflicts with what Berkeley says about religious mysteries (see Pearce 2017c, 61).

It might be thought that this last difficulty is not essential to the modified ideational theory and is merely the product of an anachronistic attempt to fit Berkeley into early-twentieth-century debates. On the contrary, this is not merely a product of Berman’s assimilation of Berkeley to Ayer, but rather a general problem that must be confronted by any modified ideational interpretation. Port-Royal and Locke made essential use of their theory of the mental proposition in their accounts of truth and inference. However, a proposition, on the ideational theory of meaning, is a joining or separating of two ideas. If the subject term or the predicate term in a sentence does not stand for an idea, then the ideational theory’s account of truth and inference cannot be employed and some other account must be sought.

In fact, the difficulty is even more serious than this, and brings us to the second main problem for the modified ideational interpretation: Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas prevents him from accepting the ideational theory’s account of the meaning of even simple subject-predicate sentences like “the apple is red” or (to use Berkeley’s own example) “Melampus is an animal.” However, this is just the portion of language with respect to which proponents of the modified ideational interpretation claim that Berkeley has preserved Locke’s theory. If Berkeley cannot endorse what the ideational theory says about these sentences, then the exceptions have completely swallowed the rule and there is nothing left of the ideational theory at all.

In his discussion of the sentence “Melampus is an animal” in the Manuscript Introduction, Berkeley correctly reports that, according to the ideational theory, the word “Melampus” in this sentence stands for “the Idea of some one particular … Dog” while “the Name Animal stand[s] for an Abstract, Generical Idea” of animal (MI 34:101–103). The word “is” stands for the mind’s act of judging that these two ideas agree.

Berkeley clearly cannot endorse this account since he argues that “Abstract, Generical Ideas” do not exist.6 However, it might be thought that only a very minor modification is required since, in the published Introduction, Berkeley accepts the existence of general ideas, provided these ideas are not understood to be abstract.7 Thus Berkeley might still hold that the word “animal” in the sentence signifies a general idea.

In fact, Berkeley cannot endorse this moderate position. When Berkeley admits the existence of general ideas in the published Introduction to the Principles, he writes:


as the [general idea of a line] owes its generality, not to its being the sign of an abstract or general line, but of all particular right lines that may possibly exist, so the [word “line”] must be thought to derive its generality from the same cause, namely, the various particular lines which it indifferently denotes.  (PHKI 12:32)



Since general words and general ideas get to be general in just the same way, it cannot be the case that general words get to be general by standing for general ideas, as Locke supposed (E 3.3.6:410–411). If this were the case, then Berkeley would have to say that general ideas get to be general by standing for other general ideas, generating a regress.

It might be thought that Berkeley’s view here is that each time we meaningfully use or understand the word “animal,” we have some one of the ideas in its extension in mind (but not always the same one).8 However, Berkeley explicitly rejects this view in the 1732 edition of Alciphron (7,7*:335) and he presents an argument against it in the “Melampus” passage of the Manuscript Introduction. His argument is as follows:


in the Proposition we have instanced [i.e., the sentence “Melampus is an animal”] in it is plain the Word Animal is not suppos’d to stand for the Idea of any one particular animal. for if it be made stand for another different from that is marked by the Name Melampus, the Proposition is false and includes a Contradiction. And if it be made signify the very same Individual that Melampus doth, it is a tautology (MI 35:105; crossed-out and bracketed text omitted).



“Melampus is Melampus” is a tautology, and “Melampus is Fido” is a falsehood, but “Melampus is an animal” is neither tautologous nor false. Without abstract ideas, the ideational theory of meaning cannot explain this fact (see Pearce 2017b, 566–567; Pearce 2017c, 143–144). Berkeley therefore concludes, contrary to the ideational theory, that “in that Proposition [the word ‘animal’ does not] stand for any Idea at all. All that I intend to signify thereby being only this. That the particular thing I call Melampus has a right to be called by the Name Animal” (MI 34:103; bracketed text omitted). In this context, there is no idea corresponding to the word “animal.” Consequently, there can be no mental proposition corresponding to the sentence “Melampus is an animal.”

In the Notebooks, Berkeley expressed puzzlement about the absence of mental propositions in certain cases of apparently meaningful speech (PC 728–731a:96; PC 738:97; PC 793:104; PC 809:106). By the time he wrote the “Melampus” discussion in the Manuscript Introduction, he had rejected the mental proposition entirely.

It may be objected that my argument has relied heavily on manuscript material and on a comment in Alciphron that Berkeley deleted from later editions. I concede that this provides a good reason for us to wonder whether Berkeley might have rejected, or at least been uncertain about, the views in question. However, alternative interpretations still need to explain why Berkeley wrote these words in the first place, even if he later rejected them. The discussion of propositions in the Manuscript Introduction shows that from the beginning of his career, Berkeley was aware of a compelling argument for the claim that someone who rejects abstract ideas cannot accept mental propositions, and nowhere does Berkeley do anything to undermine that argument. Without abstract ideas, the theory of mental propositions is untenable, and without mental propositions, the ideational theory of meaning, together with the associated theories of truth and inference, collapses.

As soon as he rejected abstract ideas (c. 1708),9 it became impossible for Berkeley to accept any significant fragment of the ideational theory of meaning, even restricted to some limited domain.

Berkeley thought Port-Royal and Locke were radically mistaken about the relationship between words and ideas, and he argues quite explicitly that words may sometimes be meaningful in the absence of ideas. Nevertheless, Berkeley continues to speak of associations between words and ideas in at least some contexts (e.g., NTV 32:181–182; NTV 51:190; NTV 152:232–233; PHKI 21–25:38–40; PHK 16:47; PHK 43:58). Berkeley therefore stands in need of an alternative theory of how words get to be meaningful, and this theory should explain why and how meaningfulness sometimes involves ideas and sometimes does not. In the remainder of this chapter, I consider two alternative interpretations of Berkeley’s theory.

The Speaker Intentions Theory

In the Manuscript Introduction, Berkeley writes:


It is plain therefore that a Man may understand what is said to him without having a clear and determinate Idea annexed to and marked by every particular [Word]10 in the Discourse he hears. Nay, he may perfectly understand it. For what is it I pray to understand perfectly, but to understand all that is meant by the Person that Speaks?  (MI 43:113)



Berkeley here speaks of what is meant by the speaker. Elsewhere, in similar contexts, he speaks of what is intended by the speaker. For instance, in the manuscript version of the “Aristotle” passage, he writes, “wn a Schoolman tells you that Aristotle hath said it, think you that he intends to excite in your Imagination the Idea of that particular Man? All He means by it is only to dispose you to receive his Opinion” (MI 38:109). In these and other passages of the Manuscript Introduction, what the speaker means or intends appears to be identified with the effect the speaker intends to produce, and understanding a speaker’s utterance appears to be a matter of grasping the speaker’s intention.

According to Williford (2003), this forms the core of Berkeley’s theory of language.11 Williford argues that, in the Manuscript Introduction, Berkeley


suggests that the intended end for which an utterance is put to use, i.e. the speaker’s intention in uttering, partially determines the meaning of an expression. Second and correspondingly, he suggests that an integral part of understanding an utterance is understanding what the speaker intends to accomplish with it.  (Williford 2003, 277)



Williford here indicates that speaker intentions are only part of the story. Later in the paper, he says that “[i]f the speaker intends to communicate ideas, then there is a further step involved [in understanding the utterance]: [the hearer] must then also grasp the ideas answering to the terms of the speaker’s sentence” (Williford 2003, 287). The point of Berkeley’s discussion of operative language is to argue that this is not always part of the speaker’s intention.

The speaker intentions theory, like the modified ideational theory, sees Berkeley as agreeing with the view of Port-Royal and Locke that words “indicate what takes place in the mind” of the speaker (Arnauld and Nicole 1996 [1662], 74). According to this interpretation, Berkeley’s innovation lies in considering the relevant items in the mind of the speaker to be intentions rather than ideas.

This approach has a number of advantages over the modified ideational theory. First, it preserves Berkeley’s claim that operative religious utterances get to be meaningful in the just the same way other utterances do: they serve to communicate the intentions of the speaker. Second, this view accounts nicely for Berkeley’s claim about the “Melampus” sentence. Berkeley writes, “All that I intend to signify [by the sentence ‘Melampus is an animal’] being only this. That the particular thing I call Melampus has a right to be called by the Name Animal” (MI 34:103; bracketed text omitted). The effect the speaker intends to produce here is that the hearer should come to regard the application of the label “animal” to Melampus as appropriate.

Nevertheless, the speaker intentions theory does not ultimately succeed in making sense of Berkeley’s remarks about language. First, the speaker intentions theory does not provide a plausible account of operative language. In the published Introduction, Berkeley writes:


I entreat the reader to reflect with himself, and see if it doth not often happen either in hearing or reading a discourse, that the passions of fear, love, hatred, admiration, disdain, and the like arise, immediately in his mind upon the perception of certain words, without any ideas coming between.  (PHKI 20:37)



Shortly after the manuscript version of this passage, Berkeley writes: “Upon hearing the Words Lie Rascal, Indignation, Revenge and the suddain motions of Anger do instantly [ensue]12 in the minds of Some Men without ever attending to the Definition of those Names” (MI 42:113; some crossed-out and bracketed text omitted). It seems unlikely that Berkeley thinks that the word “danger” produces fear by making the hearer conceive that the speaker intends her to be afraid, or that the word “rascal” produces anger by making the hearer conceive that the speaker intends her to be angry. Rather, these passions arise “immediately” or “instantly” and are not mediated by notions about the speaker’s intentions any more than they are mediated by ideas.

Williford argues that his interpretation is supported by the final stratum of the manuscript’s discussion of moral language. This is a brief but dense text and Berkeley marked it up extensively before crossing out the entire section and omitting any discussion of moral language in the published version. It is worth pausing to examine it in some detail.

In the first stratum of the manuscript, the relevant portion reads:


I ask any Man whether when he tells another that Such an Action is Honourable and vertuous, he has at that instant the Abstract Ideas of Honour and Vertue in his [thoug]13 view, and whether in reality his intention be to raise those abstract ideas together with their agreement to the particular Idea of that Action in the Understanding of him he speaks to. Or rather, whether this be not his full Purpose namely that those Words should excite in the Mind of the Hearer an esteem of that particular Action and stirr him up to the performance of it?  (MI 41:111)



As Williford acknowledges, this is the closest thing to an explicit endorsement of emotivism in Berkeley’s corpus (Williford 2003, 296). However, Berkeley was clearly unsatisfied with this formulation. Before rejecting the passage entirely, he modifies it to read:


I ask any Man whether every time he tells another that Such an Action is Honourable & vertuous with an intention to excite him to the performance of it he has at that instant Idea of Honour & Vertue in his view, and whether in reality his intention be to raise Idea together with their agreement to the idea of that particular Action in the Understanding of him he speaks to.



In this later stratum of the manuscript, Berkeley is careful to speak, not of the sentence in general, but of the speaker’s intentions on a particular occasion. Williford argues, with considerable plausibility, that Berkeley’s revisions are intended to avoid the implication that moral words never stand for ideas (Williford 2003, 296–297). Again, however, it is implausible to suppose that grasping the speaker’s intention “to excite him to the performance of” the action in question will motivate the hearer. Rather, as the concluding sentence common to the earlier and later strata indicates, this use of moral language “stirr[s the hearer] up to the performance of” the action by “excit[ing] in the Mind of the Hearer an esteem of that particular action.” This, again, is an immediate effect of the words which need not be mediated by either ideas or notions.

This difficulty is closely connected with another problem that Williford briefly recognizes (2003, 288n31), which we might call “the problem of hidden agendas.” Not only is it often the case that the hearer’s grasping the speaker’s intentions would not assist in realizing those intentions, but sometimes it would actively prevent the speaker from fulfilling those intentions. This will happen in any case of deception or manipulation.

There is also a difficulty about the speaker intentions theory’s relationship to the theory of notions.14 Intentions are active, and hence there can be no ideas, but only notions, of a speaker’s intentions. In a later paper, Williford, in collaboration with Roomet Jakapi, suggests that in Alciphron, words like “force” and “grace,” which (unlike the examples found in the early works) never signify ideas, signify systems of relations (Williford and Jakapi 2009). Relations, according to Berkeley’s mature view, are also known by notions and not ideas (PHK 89:80; PHK 142:106 [1734 ed.]). However, Berkeley says very little about what it is to have a notion of, e.g., spirit, other than that it is to understand the word “spirit” (PHK 27:53 [1734 ed.]). Some interpreters have argued on this basis that, for Berkeley, to have a notion just is to understand a word (Tipton 1974, 269–271; Woozley 1976; Pearce 2017c, 125–126). Williford and Jakapi’s interpretation requires that we be able to think about the intentions of others and about systems of relations in a way that is prior to language, but there is reason to doubt that Berkeley’s account of notions allows this.15 In fact, in the 1752 edition of Alciphron, Berkeley explicitly asserts that “relations, habitudes or proportions … cannot be by us understood but by help of signs” (Alc 7,14:307). Our grasp of relations is dependent on our ability to use words or other signs, and not prior to it, as Williford and Jakapi’s interpretation requires.16

The final and most serious difficulty for the speaker intentions theory is that Berkeley does not merely argue that words can be used without ideas to influence feelings and actions, but he argues that “general names are often used in the propriety of language without the speaker’s designing them for marks of ideas” (PHKI 20:38; emphasis added). “The propriety of language” refers to the use of words in accord with the rules of a language, as opposed to idiosyncratic uses in unusual circumstances or by unusual speakers (Pearce 2017a, 237, 248n16; compare Williford 2003, 280n18). What this shows is that Berkeley does recognize a distinction between what a speaker means by a particular utterance on a particular occasion and the use of those words which is authorized by the rules of language. Regarding the latter, Berkeley affirms that “propriety [is] regulated by custom” (PHK 52:63; also see DHP 216; DHP 250). What Berkeley is trying to show in the manuscript and published introductions is not simply that speakers sometimes use words without intending to mark ideas, but that this use is authorized by our linguistic conventions.

In Alciphron, the status of the rules of propriety as our (plural) conventions is much clearer. In that text, Euphranor sets out the central problem of the philosophy of language as follows: “Be the use of words or names what it will, I can never think it is to do things impossible [i.e., to suggest abstract ideas]. Let us then inquire what it is, and see if we can make sense of our daily practice” (Alc 7,5:291; emphasis added). In the discussion that follows, the use of language is compared to a poker game, and this is followed by a series of reflections on not only the individual, but also the social, impact of various religious and scientific forms of words.

I conclude, therefore, that Williford has made a strong case for the importance of speaker intentions to Berkeley’s understanding of speaker meaning. However, there are a number of reasons why this cannot be the whole story even regarding speaker meaning. Further, the essential publicity of language is recognized in Berkeley’s early philosophy and emphasized in his later philosophy.17 The speaker intentions theory is not, however, a theory of “the propriety of language” and thus is not an adequate answer to the central question of philosophy of language as Berkeley himself framed it.

The Use Theory

Meaning as Use in Alciphron

The treatment of language in Alciphron 7, as has been observed, begins by characterizing language as a public social practice in which we are all immersed, and asks how words are used within this practice. “Words, it is agreed, are signs” and therefore, Euphranor suggests, in understanding their use “it may not … be amiss to examine the use of other signs, in order to know that of words” (Alc 7,5:291). The first example is that of poker chips. The chips (“counters”), the characters agree, get to stand for money because they are purchased at the beginning and cashed out at the end. In between, they are simply used according to the rules and it doesn’t matter whether the players ever think about the money or not.

This leads to a discussion of the rules according to which various problematic words—most notably “grace” as a technical term of theology and “force” as a technical term of physics—are used in their respective discourses, and the ends at which these rule-governed uses aim. Thus, for instance, Euphranor suggests that although there is no idea either of force in general or of particular forces, nevertheless,


there are very evident propositions or theorems relating to force, which contain useful truths…. And if, by considering this doctrine of force, men arrive at the knowledge of many inventions in Mechanics, and are taught to frame engines, by means of which things difficult and otherwise impossible may be performed … shall we deny that [the doctrine of force] is of use, either in practice or speculation, because we have no distinct idea of force?  (Alc 7,7:295–296)



As Berkeley had emphasized in De Motu, the rules for the word “force” are precise mathematical rules that allow for predictive calculations that achieve practical ends (DM 36–39:40–41). Euphranor indicates that this sort of mathematical language can be used as a model to understand language in general: “what is true of algebraic signs, is also true of words or language, modern algebra being in fact a more short, apposite, and artificial sort of language” (Alc 7,14:307).

Euphranor draws from this discussion the following conclusions:


Thus much, upon the whole, may be said of all signs:—that they do not always suggest ideas signified to the mind: that when they suggest ideas, they are not general abstract ideas: that they have other uses besides barely standing for and exhibiting ideas, such as raising proper emotions, producing certain dispositions or habits of mind, and directing our actions in pursuit of that happiness which is the ultimate end and design, the primary spring and motive, that sets rational agents at work: [that signs may imply or suggest the relations of things; which relations, habitudes or proportions, as they cannot be by us understood but by the help of signs, so being thereby expressed and confuted, they direct and enable us to act with regard to things:]18 that the true end of speech, reason, science, faith, assent, in all its different degrees, is not merely, or principally, or always, the imparting or acquiring of ideas, but rather something of an active operative nature, tending to a conceived good: which may sometimes be obtained, not only although the ideas marked are not offered to the mind, but even although there should be no possibility of offering or exhibiting any such idea to the mind.  (Alc 7,14:307)



This passage creates serious problems for emotivist interpretations of Alciphron, since Euphranor here makes a claim about “speech, reason, science, faith, assent, in all its different degrees.” He is clearly not talking about “the periphery of language,” as Bennett claims (1971, 54).

It was this observation that led Antony Flew to argue that Berkeley was here endorsing a theory of “meaning as use” that anticipated the later Wittgenstein (Flew 1993 [1974]).19 According to the particular version of this account that I have developed in detail (Pearce 2017c), Berkeley holds that language is to be analyzed by specifying for each utterance the conventional rules followed by speaker and hearer, and the ends at which this discursive practice aims. This is just what Berkeley does in the example of force above: the word “force” is used according to rules given by the Newtonian laws and the vector calculus, and this use aims at predictions which allow us “to frame engines, by means of which things difficult and otherwise impossible may be performed” (Alc 7,7:295).

On this interpretation, the communication of ideas is just one of the many ways words accomplish their operative ends. In this respect the use theory is similar to the speaker intentions theory: both see the communication of ideas as a special case that fits within a more general theory of language. This aligns with Berkeley’s remark in the published Introduction that the communication of ideas marked by words is “sometimes entirely omitted, when these [operative ends] can be obtained without it, as I think not infrequently happens in the familiar use of language” (PHKI 20:37).

The use theory also provides a plausible interpretation of Berkeley’s remarks on operative language more broadly. Like the emotivist interpretation of operative language, the use theory interpretation takes seriously Berkeley’s claims that “passions … arise immediately in the mind upon the perception of certain words” (PHKI 20:37). However, like the speaker intentions theory, the use theory also takes seriously Berkeley’s insistence that religious language is not a special case but gets to be meaningful in the same way as ordinary bits of language, such as number words (Alc 7,5:293).

The use theory is also able to explain how Berkeley is able to make sense of belief without mental propositions. In Alciphron, Berkeley claims to be giving an account of “assent [i.e., in our terms, belief] in all its different degrees” (Alc 7,14:307). Since, as I argued in the second section of this chapter, Berkeley rejects the mental proposition, the object of assent must be a verbal proposition, i.e., a sentence. To assent to a sentence is to regard it as true.

According to Euphranor, “Science [i.e., scientific knowledge] and faith agree in this, that they both imply an assent of the mind” (Alc 7,11:303). The character Crito (who typically also speaks for Berkeley in Alciphron) insists, however, that:


faith … is … placed in the will and affections rather than in the understanding, and producing holy lives rather than subtle theories. Faith, I say, is not an indolent perception, but an operative persuasion of mind, which ever worketh some suitable action, disposition, or emotion in those who have it.  (Alc 7,10:301)



According to the use theory, this is not a point of contrast between faith and scientific knowledge, but a point of commonality: all assent is a matter of being disposed to relate to the world around one in a certain way, which is practical and emotional as well as cognitive.20

The most serious problem for such an interpretation, however, is how assent (belief), understood on this model, could be a kind of taking for true. Admittedly, Berkeley never directly addresses this issue, and any reconstruction of his views on truth must be somewhat speculative. I have attempted such a speculative reconstruction elsewhere (Pearce 2017c, 157–171).21 It suffices here to note that since, as I argued earlier, Berkeley rejects the mental proposition and therefore could not inherit his predecessors’ conception of truth, every interpretation of Berkeley is faced with this difficulty.

Meaning as Use in the Manuscript Introduction

When Flew originally proposed his proto-Wittgensteinian interpretation of Alciphron 7, he suggested that this represented a fundamental departure from Berkeley’s views in the early works (Flew 1993 [1974], 214). However, Roberts (2007, chap. 2; 2017) has argued that Berkeley had this theory in mind, at least in its basic outline, when he wrote the Manuscript Introduction in 1708. I agree.

In both the manuscript and published versions of the Introduction, Berkeley describes his task as “to try if I can discover what those Principles are, which have introduc’d all that Doubtfulness & Uncertainty, those Absurdities & Contradictions into the several Sects of Philosophy” (MI 4:65; crossed-out text omitted; compare PHKI 4:26). In the manuscript, Berkeley goes on, almost immediately, to identify the culprit as “the opinion that there are Abstract Ideas or General Conceptions of Things” (MI 6:67). In this text, language is not introduced until §16, where Berkeley includes two lengthy quotations from Locke (E 2.11.10–11:159–160) to the effect that nonhuman animals’ lack of language is evidence that they lack abstract ideas. Berkeley uses these texts to emphasize the tight connection between abstraction and a particular theory of language (MI 17–18:77–81). Section 6 of the manuscript has been extensively marked up, indicating Berkeley’s dissatisfaction with his original formulation. In the published version, Berkeley decides to emphasize the connection to language from the very beginning: before even mentioning abstract ideas, he introduces the project of the Introduction by writing: “In order to prepare the mind of the reader for the easier conceiving what follows, it is proper to premise somewhat, by way of introduction, concerning the nature and abuse of language” (PHKI 6:27).

This does not represent a change in Berkeley’s position or his approach to the issues. Rather, it provides additional emphasis to prevent the reader from missing the point. In both the manuscript and published versions, immediately after completing the case against abstraction, Berkeley identifies a mistaken theory of language (namely, the ideational theory) as the source of the doctrine of abstraction (MI 30–33:95–101; PHKI 18–19:36–37). He goes on to argue, again in both versions, that there are other words that are even farther divorced from ideas than general names for sensible objects.

Additionally, while Berkeley does not present his theory in the same explicit and detailed fashion as he does in Alciphron, the particular examples he discusses conform to his later theory.22 In his discussions of “triangle” and “animal,” Berkeley treats the definition as a rule for determining which objects “have a right to be called by” a particular name (MI 32–34:99–103). In the discussion of “good things” and “reward,” Berkeley discusses how we learn to give a certain practical and emotional response to these words, and how that response accomplishes various practical goods (MI 36–37:105–109). In the discussion of “Aristotle,” Berkeley speaks of the “close and immediate … Connexion … long Custom [has] established betwixt the very Word Aristotle and the motions of Assent and Reverence in the Minds of some Men” (MI 38:111). The point of the discussion is to show how the learned rule connecting the name “Aristotle” (NB: the name, not the philosopher) to these mental responses is used by the Schoolman to accomplish a certain end (“to dispose you to receive his Opinion with … deference and Submission”). This rule is established by “custom.” Finally, the discussion of “virtue” and other terms of moral praise and blame is focused on explaining how the moral emotions attached to these words by conventional rules serve to motivate actions (MI 41–42:111–112). This also neatly explains why Berkeley here speaks not only of the intentions of a particular speaker on a particular occasion (as Williford emphasizes), but also of “the ends of language” (MI 40:111), that is, the ends at which this conventional practice aims. Thus, it appears that already in the Manuscript Introduction, Berkeley’s view is that the way to understand any particular use of words is to understand the practical ends at which that use aims and the conventional (“customary”) rules by means of which those ends are accomplished.

Admittedly, there are comments in both the manuscript and published versions that appear to favor the modified ideational theory over the use theory. The strongest of these statements is found in MI 30:97:


when any Truth whether general or particular is made known to me by words So that I rightly apprehend the Ideas contained in it, I see no manner of reason, why I may not omit the Words, and yet retain as full and clear a Conception of the Ideas themselves, as I had while they were cloathed with Words. Words being, so far as I can see, of use [only]23 for Recording and Communicating, but not absolutely apprehending Ideas.  (crossed-out, bracketed, and inserted text omitted)



This text, as it stands in the first stratum, in fact appears to endorse the unmodified ideational theory, but this certainly cannot be Berkeley’s view. Accordingly, it is unsurprising that this text is extensively marked up and then entirely omitted from the published version. Most importantly, Berkeley modified this text to restrict the scope of his claim to “any Truth whether about general or particular Ideas.” (The italicized words are inserted above caret marks.) Further, in its context, this text was likely intended as ad hominem to begin with: Berkeley has just noted that the abstractionists often claim that words are necessary for knowledge of general truths, but this, he alleges, is inconsistent with the ideational theory of meaning which the abstractionists endorse.

Another text in the Introduction that appears to support the modified ideational theory is this one from the conclusion:


Since therefore words are so apt to impose on the understanding, whatever ideas I consider, I shall endeavour to take them bare and naked into my view, keeping out of my thoughts, so far as I am able, those names which long and constant use hath so strictly united with them.  (PHKI 21:38–39; compare MI 47:115)



This, Berkeley says, is necessary in order “to clear the first principles of knowledge, from the embarras and delusion of words” (PHKI 25:40).

However, these passages can be made to support the modified ideational theory only by removing them from their context. In fact, in these same concluding pages of the Introduction, Berkeley blames the ideational theory of meaning and the associated doctrine of abstraction for the problematic conflation of words and ideas (PHKI 23:39–40; cf. MI 58–60:122–123). Further, he writes: “He that knows he has no other than particular ideas, will not puzzle himself in vain to find out and conceive the abstract idea, annexed to any name. And he that knows names do not always stand for ideas, will spare himself the labour of looking for ideas, where there are none to be had” (PHKI 24:40; cf. MI 61:123–135). In other words, Berkeley’s view is emphatically not that in order to ensure that there is a “cognitive” meaning attached to our words, or in order to find the truth, we need to use only words that stand for ideas and focus our attention on the ideas rather than the words. Instead, Berkeley holds, we need to recognize that the relationship between words and ideas is much more complex than the ideational theory would have us believe. Having recognized this fact, we will be able to separate words from ideas, and this will save us from a variety of philosophical errors (Pearce 2017c, 59–60).

Visual Language and the Use Theory

In the 1709 Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley argues that “the proper objects of vision constitute an universal language of the Author of nature” (NTV 147:231). According to this theory, which is also defended in the fourth dialogue of Alciphron,


the proper objects of sight [which] are light and colours, with their several shades and degrees … suggest and exhibit to us the distances, figures, situations, dimensions, and various qualities of tangible objects: not by similitude, nor yet by inference of necessary connexion, but by the arbitrary imposition of Providence, just as words suggest the things signified by them.  (Alc 4,10:154)



This text and others like it are naturally read as holding that the “words” of the visual language serve primarily to signify ideas, and this might be thought to support the modified ideational theory as against the use theory.24

My response to this objection is twofold. First, Berkeley frequently emphasizes the operative character of the visual language, just as he frequently emphasizes the operative character of human languages. Second, the visual language in fact does not—and, given Berkeley’s immaterialism, cannot—have the kind of external signification attributed to language by the ideational theory.

The first point is simple enough. In the New Theory of Vision, Berkeley states his conclusion as follows:


[T]he proper objects of vision constitute an universal language of the Author of nature, whereby we are instructed how to regulate our actions in order to attain those things that are necessary to the preservation and well-being of our bodies, as also to avoid whatever may be hurtful and destructive of them. It is by their information that we are principally guided in all the transactions and concerns of life.  (NTV 147:231)



Similarly, in discussing the interpretation of nature in the Principles, Berkeley writes:


As in reading other books, a wise man will choose to fix his thoughts on the sense and apply it to use …; so in perusing the volume of Nature … [w]e should propose to our selves … to recreate and exalt the mind, with a prospect of the beauty, order, extent, and variety of natural things: hence, by proper inferences, to enlarge our notions of the grandeur, wisdom, and beneficence of the Creator: and lastly, to make the several parts of the Creation, so far as in us lies, subservient to the ends they were designed for, God’s glory, and the sustentation and comfort of our selves and fellow-creatures.  (PHK 109:89)



Finally, in Alciphron 4, we read:


[W]hile [the visual language] informs, it amuses and entertains the mind with such singular pleasure and delight…. [I]t answers so apposite to the uses and necessities of mankind, informing us more distinctly of those objects whose nearness and magnitude qualify them to be of greatest detriment or benefit to our bodies.  (Alc 4,15:160)



When the visual language “instructs,” it is not conveying Lockean mental propositions but rather instructing us what to do. Even when it is said to “inform,” this information is subordinate to operative ends. Indeed, if the use theory is correct, then informing (i.e., helping us to form correct beliefs) cannot be separated from instructing (i.e., telling us what to do): a belief, on the use theory, is just a complex of emotional, cognitive, and behavioral dispositions. The system of visual signs is, according to Berkeley, above all a practical system aimed at human flourishing. As Berkeley puts it in Siris, the regular course of nature is “necessary to assist, not the Governor, but the governed” (Siris 160:85).

In Berkeley’s treatment of the visual language, as in his treatment of human languages, the suggestion of ideas is subordinated to practical ends. This, however, is not by itself inconsistent with the ideational theory: proponents of that theory often said that communication of ideas was needed by humans because of our practical need to live in society (see E 3.1.1:402). The distinctive claim accepted by the ideational theory and rejected by the use theory is that a word gets to be meaningful by signifying some one particular idea, which in turn represents the external object. Does Berkeley’s account of the visual language function in this way?

In the New Theory of Vision, Berkeley does frequently write as though visual ideas signify tangible ideas which in turn represent mind-independent tangible objects. As is well known, in the Principles, Berkeley admits that in the New Theory he had assumed that tangible objects exist outside the mind. Correcting this “vulgar error,” Berkeley writes:


[I]n strict truth the ideas of sight, when we apprehend by them distance and things placed at a distance, do not suggest or mark out to us things actually existing at a distance, but only admonish us what ideas of touch will be imprinted in our minds at such and such distances of time, and in consequence of such and such actions.  (PHK 44:59; emphasis added)



In “suggesting” tangible ideas, Berkeley here tells us, visual ideas do not achieve reference to any external objects. Instead, they provide practical “admonitions” by forming correct action-guiding expectations about what ideas of touch we might have in the future if we perform certain actions.

In fact, writers attempting to apply an ideational account of meaning to the visual language have often been puzzled regarding the interaction between the theory of visual language and immaterialism (see, e.g., Mabbott 1931, 26–27; Olscamp 1970, 32–33; Winkler 1989, 21). In the Principles, Berkeley speaks not merely of interpreting visual signs but of “perusing the volume of Nature” (PHK 109:89). In Siris, he describes “the phenomena of nature” as “a most coherent, entertaining, and instructive Discourse” (Siris 254:121), and in a passage added to the 1752 edition of Alciphron, he explicitly affirms that all sensory ideas are signs, and not only visual ideas (Alc 4,12:156–157), though he here denies that smell and taste are sufficiently complex to count as language. Thus, the tangible objects signified by visual ideas are themselves only more signs.

If Berkeley applied the ideational theory to the visual language, then we would expect visual ideas to signify some other ideas which in turn represent something extralinguistic. But this is not what we find, at least for broad swaths of the visual language. For the most part, visual signs simply provide instructions on how to navigate the sign system itself. Like the sentence “Melampus is an animal” which, according to the Manuscript Introduction, simply lets us know that the name “animal” is rightly applied to Melampus, our visual stimulus, for the most part, serves simply to indicate the next move in a language game. The “suggestion” or “signification” of which Berkeley so often speaks is most often a suggestion only of other signs.25

Reference in the Use Theory

In the visual language, as in human languages (according to the use theory), most words lack extralinguistic reference.26 However, it will be objected, Berkeley surely cannot hold that all words lack extralinguistic reference. Spirits and ideas, at least, must surely exist prior to language.

The use theory can, however, accommodate this. Even Wittgenstein does not deny that naming is one of the things we do with words (see, e.g., Wittgenstein 1953, §1.7). What use theorists reject is the view that naming or referring has some kind of privileged status among the many things we do with words (see Wittgenstein 1953, §§1.11–14).

The use theory, then, has no problem admitting that I can use words like “red” to name my ideas, and that I can use words like “I” and “myself” to name my own soul or spirit of which I have immediate consciousness (see DHP 231).27 Admittedly, there is some unclarity regarding exactly how Berkeley believes he can secure reference to other minds and the ideas within them. However, as is widely recognized,28 this is a difficult issue on any interpretation.

Historical Continuity and the Use Theory

A further objection to the use theory is based on a methodological principle we might call “the principle of historical continuity.” Contrary to a myth perpetuated by some old-fashioned histories, philosophical positions and arguments do not arise ex nihilo from the minds of a select few geniuses. Instead, they emerge in the course of philosophical debates and discussions and are shaped by historical developments both internal and external to the practice of philosophy. Thus, the views of even the most original philosophers must be seen as developing out of or responding to something in their cultural environment, and we should approach with suspicion any interpretation that attributes to a philosopher a “revolutionary and historically premature insight,” such as the one Flew (1993 [1974], 216) attributed to Berkeley on the subject of language. Although Berkeley’s remarks on language are clearly highly original, and there is even some evidence that Berkeley himself regarded them as “revolutionary,” a plausible interpretation ought to make Berkeley’s strategy intelligible in its historical context, and not read the twentieth century back into it, as the use theory interpretation appears to do.

In fact, however, it is intelligible in Berkeley’s context that he should have developed a use theory of language. The Principles and Alciphron—the two published works in which Berkeley presents his theory of language—both clearly position themselves within the deist controversy of the eighteenth century. In Alciphron, Berkeley’s argument for his theory of language is framed as a response to Toland’s deistic argument for the claim that religious “mysteries,” such as the Trinity, are (as Berkeley’s character Alciphron puts it) “empty notions, or, to speak more properly … mere forms of speech, which mean nothing, and are of no use to mankind” (Alc 7,1:287; see Toland 1696).

Toland saw the mysteries of religion as a tool of tyranny: the clergy, backed by the state, seek to undermine the intellectual autonomy of the laity by forcing them to repeat whatever nonsense words the church prescribes.29 Many other deistic writers, including Tindal (1706, 20–23; 1732 [1730], 27–30, 58–60, 93–99, 213–217, 331)30 and Collins (1713, 112–122),31 argued that the attempt to impose doctrines on the laity was contrary to the stated justification for government support of religion, namely, the state’s interest in promoting virtue among its citizens.32 Although many Anglican clergy, including Berkeley,33 supported some form of religious toleration, any defense of Anglicanism must necessarily involve a defense of the mysteries as obligatory articles of faith within a state-supported church.34 If this promotion of the mysteries is to be justified as part of the established church’s activity, it must play some role in the church’s promotion of virtue, and this is precisely what many Anglican writers, including Berkeley, argue (see, e.g., Stillingfleet 1691, 28; Stillingfleet 1697, lvii; Astell 2013 [1705], §64; Alc 7,8–10:296–303). Furthermore, even before Berkeley, this argument about the (alleged) salutary moral effects of belief in, e.g., the Trinity is often tangled up with the argument about the meaningfulness of the words used to express such belief. This entanglement can be observed in a particularly strong form in a philosopher and clergyman whose influence on Berkeley is well documented: William King, the archbishop of Dublin (see King 1709).35

In Berkeley’s context, the debate about the meaningfulness of Christian mysteries and the debate about the tendency of belief in those mysteries to promote virtue were already entwined. Explicitly in Alciphron, and implicitly in the manuscript and published introductions, Berkeley is responding to these debates. He responds to the meaningfulness debate by arguing that the tendency of forms of words to affect the life and character of those who employ them is constitutive of their meaningfulness. Contrary to the emotivist interpretation, Berkeley adopts this account not only for certain special cases but also for language in general. This is indeed a radical and highly original move, but it is also intelligible as a response to an existing debate, as the principle of historical continuity requires. Berkeley’s view is that not only a special class of religious words, but all words get to be meaningful by virtue of the role they play in shaping our engagement with the world around us, including especially our relations to our fellow human beings. Words are tools for promoting human flourishing. Sometimes words perform their function by suggesting ideas, and sometimes they perform it without suggesting ideas.

Conclusion

According to the ideational theory of meaning, humans have certain ideas together with a capacity to perform acts of judgment assembling these ideas into truth-evaluable mental states with subject-predicate structure. Individual words, on this view, typically signify the speaker’s ideas, while complete sentences signify these truth-evaluable mental states (mental propositions). Both early and late in his career, Berkeley explicitly attacks this view. I have argued that Berkeley’s attack is more radical than most interpreters have recognized. Berkeley in fact entirely rejects the notion that meaningful words must signify what takes place in the mind of the speaker. Instead, both early and late in his career, Berkeley holds that words get to be meaningful when they are used according to rules in a conventional social practice aiming at some practical goods.36

Notes

1. For a more detailed overview of the Port-Royal theory of language, see Pearce (2015).

2. On the interpretation of this claim, and Locke’s argument for it, see Ashworth (1981); Ashworth (1998 [1984]); Guyer (1994, §2); Losonsky (1994); Losonsky (2007); Pritchard (2013).

3. For detailed treatments of judgments and propositions in Port-Royal and Locke, see Mattern (1998 [1978]); Buroker (1996); Ott (2002); Schaar (2008); Rickless (2008); Marušić (2014).

4. In this passage, Berkeley interprets the ideational theory as holding that an utterance is understood just when it produces in the mind of the hearer a copy of the speaker’s mental state. Jennifer Marušić (2014, 273–277) has suggested, with considerable plausibility, that in at least some cases, understanding an utterance may instead require the hearer to have an idea of the speaker’s mental state. Berkeley’s criticism of the ideational theory does not rely on any particular position on this issue.

5. For further argument in support of this claim, see Roberts (2007, 58–65).

6. See chapter 3 of this volume.

7. In the manuscript, Berkeley had rejected general ideas entirely (MI 20:83; MI 27:93; see Belfrage 1986b).

8. Melissa Frankel (2009, 383n5) suggests that PHKI can be read this way, though she recognizes that Berkeley rejects this view in Alciphron.

9. On the dating of MI, see Belfrage’s introduction to MI, 20–23. On the question of when precisely Berkeley rejected abstract ideas, see Belfrage (1986b).

10. Brackets in original.

11. A similar interpretation is hinted at by Winkler (2009, 495–496).

12. Brackets in original.

13. Brackets in original.

14. On Berkeley’s theory of notions, see chapter 4 of this volume.

15. This problem is briefly recognized by Williford (2003, 287n30). Daniel Flage (1985) defends an interpretation of notions as prelinguistic mental acts. This interpretation, if successful, would solve Williford and Jakapi’s circularity problem.

16. Williford and Jakapi (2009, 113) explicitly recognize that relations cannot be grasped apart from signs, but they give no account of how, within their theory, it is possible to grasp relations by means of signs.

17. For defense of the publicity of language in Berkeley, see Pearce (2017c, 37–41, 58–60, 76–78). On the consequences of this view for Berkeley’s metaphysics and epistemology, see Pearce (2017a).

18. Bracketed text added in 1752.

19. Another early version of the use theory interpretation can be found in Woozley (1976).

20. For a more detailed exposition and defense of this general account of Berkeley on assent, see Pearce (2017c, 139–157).

21. For alternative reconstructions, see Olscamp (1970, chap. 5); Schwartz (2010, §4.2.2).

22. For a more detailed defense of this claim, see Pearce (2017c, chap. 2).

23. Inserted above a caret.

24. I thank Samuel Rickless and Keota Fields for pressing this objection.

25. For a detailed account of the visual language in light of the use theory, see Pearce (2017c, chap. 9).

26. What I, in Pearce (2017c), call “quasi-referring terms” do not have extralinguistic reference, since the referents of such words (e.g., physical forces) are created by the conventions governing the use of their names.

27. Wittgenstein would, of course, disagree with Berkeley regarding our knowledge of the self and its states. The use theory interpretation of Berkeley should certainly not be seen as assimilating Berkeley to Wittgenstein in all respects.

28. See, e.g., Adams (1973); Cummins (1982); Flage (1985); Bettcher (2007); Pearce (2017c, chap. 7); Pearce (2018).

29. A very strong statement of this view, which may have influenced Toland, can be found in the opening of the anonymous Account of the Word Mystery:


MYSTERY and Persecution are the Tutelar God and Goddess of the new Systems, framed by Worldly Christians. Upon those two Antichristian Principles they ground all their Arguments: Mystery makes up the Premises, and Persecution the Consequence or Conclusion.  (Anonymous 1691, 3)

Also see Berkeley’s comments on this view in Alc 1,6–7:40–42.



30. Berkeley discusses the central argument of Tindal (1732 [1730]) (referring to Tindal by the pseudonym “Glaucus”) in Alc 6,18–19:254– 255, and mentions Tindal (1706) in TVV 2:251; TVV 5:253.

31. Alciphron discusses Collins under the pseudonym “Diagoras” (Alc 1,12:52; Alc 4,16–22:163–171), and Berkeley makes explicit reference to Collins in TVV 6:254. On Berkeley’s interpretation of, and response to, Collins, see O’Higgins (1976); Berman (1990, chap. 3); Taranto (2010); Pearce (2018).

32. In addition to Tindal and Collins, see Toland (1720, 133–136). Although she is no deist, Damaris Cudworth Masham (1705) also forcefully argues that attempts at doctrinal coercion undermine the role of religion in promoting virtue. See Broad (2012).

33. It is unclear exactly what Berkeley takes to be the correct boundaries of religious toleration, and there is some evidence that he becomes more liberal about this later in his career. However, both early and late, he clearly supports the legal toleration of at least some non-Anglican Christians (RGB 70–71; Q 191:120–121; Q 256–257:126; Q 297–299:160).

34. Tindal (1706, 22) argues that it is inconsistent to support religious toleration while also supporting a state church with obligatory doctrines: “[I]f it be the highest Injustice to force Men to profess such Speculative Opinions as they don’t believe, it can’t savour much of Justice to make ’em contribute [through taxation] to the Support of [those opinions].”

35. Berkeley explicitly references King’s sermon at CGB 36, and likely also has King in mind at Alc 4,16–18:163–166. Additionally, I have argued that King’s sermon forms an important part of the background to DHP (Pearce 2018). On the pragmatist tendencies of King’s sermon, see Berman (1976).

36. A shortened version of this chapter was presented at the University of Wisconsin Milwaukee Berkeley Workshop, October 20, 2018. I thank all of the workshop participants, and especially my commentator Keota Fields, for helpful discussion of these issues. Additionally, I am grateful to Samuel Rickless and Shelley Weinberg for helpful comments on previous drafts.
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Part II

Epistemology


Chapter 12

Berkeley on Common Sense

S. Seth Bordner

Philosophy, like film and fiction, has its share of famous phrases that no one actually said. Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes never says, “It’s elementary, my dear Watson.” Rick never tells Sam to “play it again” in Casablanca. Yet both are perhaps the lines each character is best remembered for, made famous and passed down through generations of fans eager to reflect the spirit, if not the letter, of the original works.

Such is the case, too, with Berkeley. One of the most enduring topics of scholarship is how, why, and to what extent Berkeley’s philosophy is a defense of common sense.1 So, for a few recent examples, Kenneth Pearce writes, “Berkeley often frames his philosophy as a defense of common sense against skepticism” (Pearce 2017b, 553), and Marek Tomeček claims, “Berkeley frequently claims that in his philosophy he defends common sense” (Tomeček 2015, 9). Yet, it has been oddly overlooked that Berkeley in fact never—to say nothing of “often” or “frequently”—says he is defending common sense.2 He writes of “vindicating” common sense (DHP 244), of “recalling” (N 751:91) or “reducing” (DHP 168) men to it, of views “most agreeable to” common sense and others that are “repugnant” to it, but—strangely yet truly—never of “defending” common sense. Many scholars are more cautious in describing Berkeley’s aim as to offer a theory that is consistent with common sense.3 In either case, Berkeley does make frequent mention of “common sense” and of the contrast between the views of the folk and the philosophers. But whether Berkeley’s philosophy is either consistent with or a defense of common sense may be too broad a question to answer, for it is not uncontroversial what “common sense” amounts to for Berkeley. This matters, of course, since figuring out what Berkeley thinks is “common sense” will help illuminate how and to what extent his views are consistent with (or a “defense of”) it.

In earlier work, I have outlined a range of interpretations of how Berkeley relates to common sense (see Bordner 2011; Bordner 2017b). At one extreme, scholars such as Jonathan Bennett (2001) and David Yandell (1995) view Berkeley as paying mere lip service to common sense. At the other, A. A. Luce (1968) thinks Berkeley’s idealism is common sense itself. In between, scholars have disagreed widely both about what views might be considered “common sense” and to what degree Berkeley’s idealism agrees with or supports it. Importantly, though, scholars have predominantly assumed “common sense” to mean, roughly, popular beliefs: propositions that either are, or would be, believed by most people, particularly those without a philosophical education.

Recently, focus has shifted away from questions about whether and to what extent Berkeley’s philosophy is acceptable to the layperson to questions about what precisely Berkeley meant by the noun “common sense.” Is it simply a body of knowledge? If so, is its importance to Berkeley that it is common—which could mean either “widespread” or “low-class”—or its being sensible: is “common sense” just good sense? Or, rather, is “common sense” for Berkeley something more like a sense-as-faculty, akin to sight or hearing? And if so, again, is this a sense that everyone has, or one that some lack? Finally, whatever “common sense” means, there remains the question of why Berkeley thought it was important.

The Vulgar and the Learned

From his earliest private writings through his latest mathematical publications, Berkeley typically mentions common sense in the context of a conflict between ordinary people (the “vulgar” or the “bulk of mankind”) and philosophers (“the Learned”). And in this conflict, Berkeley considers himself an ally to the former. In his Notebooks, famously, he writes, “All things in the Scripture wch side with the Vulgar against the Learned side with me also. I side in all things with the Mob” (N 405:51). But though allied, he does not identify with the vulgar. He notes, for instance, that he must be careful in explaining his view of the existence of unperceived objects to show “how the Vulgar notion agrees with mine” (N 407:51).

One might question whether the vulgar/learned dichotomy is really connected to the matter of common sense. Berkeley makes the connection explicit, however, writing in the Introduction to the Principles that it is the “illiterate bulk of mankind that walk the high-road of plain, common sense,” whereas “those who have spent most time and pains in [study] … having wander’d through many intricate mazes, … find [themselves] just where [they] were, or, which is worse, sit down in a forlorn scepticism” (PHKI 1:25). Likewise, in the preface to the Three Dialogues, Berkeley says, “it has been my aim to introduce the notions I advance … because they carry with them a great opposition to the prejudices of philosophers, which have so far prevailed against the common sense and natural notions of mankind” (DHP 168).

In Alciphron, it is the titular “free-thinking” philosopher and foil of Berkeley’s spokesman Euphranor who defines the vulgar as “all those who do not make a free use of their reason,” and repeatedly calls them “shallow” (Alc 1,5:39; see also Alc 7,1:287). Alciphron’s companion Lysicles calls them “the common herd of mankind … ignorant and gross” (Alc 2,15:88). As in his Notebooks, in Alciphron, Berkeley is an ally but not a member of this lower intellectual class. The philosophers ridicule religion and the vulgar; Euphranor and Crito oppose them on behalf of faith and common sense:


CRITO: By common sense, I suppose, should be meant, either the general sense of mankind, or the improved reason of thinking men. Now, I believe that all those articles [of faith] you have with so much capacity and fire at once summed up and exploded may be shewn to be not disagreeable, much less contrary, to common sense, in one or other of these acceptations…. To me it seems the minute philosophers, when they appeal to reason and common sense, mean only the sense of their own party: a coin, how current soever among themselves, that other men will bring to the touchstone, and pass for no more than it is worth. (Alc 6,12:241–243; emphasis added)

EUPHRANOR: [If] according to your definitions, abstractions, and suppositions, there can be no freedom in man, and you shall thence infer that he is not accountable, I shall make bold to depart from your metaphysical abstracted sense, and appeal to the common sense of mankind…. Religion, I say, is concerned no farther than that man should be accountable: and this he is according to my sense, and the common sense of the world, if he acts; and that he doth act is self-evident.  (Alc 7,18–19:315; emphasis added)



Some pointed remarks emphasizing the friction between common sense and the subtle reasoning of the learned come in A Defence of Free-Thinking in Mathematics, Berkeley’s 1735 reply to critics of his Analyst:


I have said (and I venture still to say) that a fluxion is incomprehensible…. Upon this point every reader of common sense may judge as well as the most profound mathematician. (DFM 17–18:116; emphasis added)

Every reader of common sense, that will but use his faculties, knows as well as the most profound analyst what idea he frames or can frame of velocity without motion, or of motion without extension.  (DFM 20:117; emphasis added)



These passages suggest a number of related theses: (1) that the views of philosophers stand in opposition to those of the vulgar; (2) that the vulgar possess common sense while philosophers contravene it; (3) that common sense is (at least in part) comprised of commonly held beliefs; (4) that common sense is opposed to skepticism; and (5) that Berkeley’s views are, at least, consistent with common sense, but possibly also provide independent support for it.

The Three Dialogues provides the clearest textual support for thinking of common sense, and Berkeley’s relationship to it, in this way. In the preface, Berkeley boasts that if his principles are accepted, “atheism and scepticism will be utterly destroyed, … and men [will be] reduced from paradoxes to common sense” (DHP 168). Early in the First Dialogue, Philonous offers Hylas this challenge:


PHILONOUS: Well then, are you content to admit that opinion for true, which upon examination shall appear most agreeable to common sense, and remote from scepticism?”  (DHP 172)



Hylas agrees, and the remainder of the work is laced with charges that it is Hylas’s belief in matter that results in apparently un-commonsensical beliefs such as that “sugar is not sweet” (DHP 180) or that “real sounds are never heard” (DHP 183). Thus, it seems the traditional interpretation—that Berkeley is intent to show that his views are either consistent with, or positively support, (some of) the commonly held beliefs of the vulgar—is on solid ground.

Not every mention of the vulgar is supportive, however, nor is Berkeley univocal in claiming that his views agree with or support commonly held beliefs. Again, in both his private writings and his published works, he refers to the “novelty and singularity” of his view, “newly known and contrary to the prejudices of mankind” (PHKI 23). He condemns several common beliefs, including the belief that we see and touch the same thing, as “vulgar error[s]” (Alc 4,15:161) and casts a wary eye on widely held opinions generally in light of the “vast number of prejudices and false opinions [that] are every where embraced with the utmost tenaciousness, by the unreflecting (which are the far greater) part of mankind” (PHK 55:64). Berkeley even seems to take a sort of pride in his novelty, writing to his friend Percival: “The common crys being against any opinion seems to me so far from proving it false that it may with as good reason pass for an agreement of its truth. However I imagine whatever doctrine contradicts vulgar and settled opinion had need been introduced with great caution into the world” (BW 8:36; emphasis added). Berkeley advises him accordingly that, when discussing the Principles with friends, “I entreat you not to take notice to them I deny the being of matter in it, but only that it is a treatise of the Principles of Human Knowledge designed to promote true knowledge and religion, particularly in opposition to those philosophers who vent dangerous notions with regard to the existence of God and the natural immortality of the soul” (BW 8:36). Likewise, in the Three Dialogues, Hylas objects to the novelty of immaterialism, to which Philonous replies: “That innovations in government and religion, are dangerous, and ought to be discountenanced, I freely own. But is there the like reason why they should be discouraged in philosophy? The making any thing known which was unknown before, is an innovation in knowledge” (DHP 243).

These passages support some of the interpretive theses above while counting strongly against others. In particular, Berkeley’s dismissive remarks about popular opinions as such cut against (3) above—that common sense is comprised (at least in part) of commonly held beliefs—and inter alia, against (5) on the assumption of (3) because of Berkeley’s admission that his view conflicts with “vulgar and settled opinion.”

One can maintain (3), though, by circumscribing those commonly held beliefs that are part of common sense from those that are not, and/or by delineating which commonly held beliefs Berkeley thinks his view agrees with (or defends) and which not.4 In a pair of suggestive passages, Berkeley seems to indicate which propositions of common sense he is most concerned with.


PHILONOUS: That the qualities we perceive, are not on the objects: that we must not believe our senses: that we know nothing of the real nature of things, and can never be assured even of their existence: that real colours and sounds are nothing but certain unknown figures and motions: that motions are in themselves neither swift nor slow: that there are in bodies absolute extensions, without any particular magnitude or figure: that a thing stupid, thoughtless and inactive, operates on a spirit: that the least particle of a body, contains innumerable extended parts. These are the novelties, these are the strange notions which shock the genuine uncorrupted judgment of all mankind…. And it is against these and the like innovations, I endeavour to vindicate common sense.  (DHP 244)



Similarly, in the closing paragraphs of the Three Dialogues, Berkeley writes:


PHILONOUS: I do not pretend to be a setter-up of new notions. My endeavours tend only to unite and place in a clearer light that truth, which was before shared between the vulgar and the philosophers: the former being of the opinion, that those things they immediately perceive are the real things; and the latter, that the things immediately perceived, are ideas which exist only in the mind.  (DHP 262)



At first glance, these passages suggest a list of propositions that Berkeley both links with common sense and finds it important to endorse. However, this is too fast, for two reasons. First, at least in the first passage, Berkeley lists propositions he is arguing against. It is an open question whether Berkeley also agrees with and argues for the denial of each, and we should be reluctant to conclude that he does. For instance, he rejects “that a thing stupid, thoughtless and inactive [i.e., matter] operates on a spirit,” but this is because there is no such thing to operate on a spirit, not because there is such a thing that simply fails to operate so. Materialism is, for Berkeley, not even false; it’s incoherent. Second, as Samuel Rickless (2013) notes, even in the second passage, it is not clear that Berkeley is committed to counting the opinion “that those things they immediately perceive are the real things,” as a common-sense proposition, or if he is, whether he thinks this is a belief commonly held by the vulgar. This is because the passage can be read de re or de dicto. If read de dicto, Berkeley is asserting that the vulgar would explicitly endorse “that the things immediately perceived are real,” which in turn implies that the vulgar possess and employ the concept of immediate perception. If read de re, Rickless notes, “the vulgar are of the opinion, concerning those things they immediately perceive, that they are real” (Rickless 2013, 67), but this does not require that Berkeley impute to them awareness or employment of the concept of immediate perception. It would not even be inconsistent with Berkeley’s claim here that the vulgar would answer “no” if asked whether they believe the proposition “that the things they perceive immediately are the real things.”

Rickless’s de re reading of the “new notions” passage presses again on the connection between commonly held beliefs and whatever it is that Berkeley means by “common sense,” and more specifically on what it means to attribute beliefs to people. In Bordner (2011, 328), I argued that the core of common sense, for Berkeley, is the vulgar’s basic, unreflective belief “that the world perceived immediately is the real world.” I further argued that Berkeley’s philosophy could be considered a “defense” of this belief but only insofar as he was arguing against perceived threats to this belief of the vulgar, and not offering positive support for it—that his immaterialism is on behalf of the vulgar, not for the use of them. But I was uncomfortable with the term “belief” in this context for reasons similar to Rickless’s (see Bordner 2011, 322n42). What the vulgar might say is no straightforward indication of what they believe. And even if it were clear what they believe, we would have no obvious answer to the question of why Berkeley cares whether his philosophy is even consistent with—let alone a defense of—that. These problems have led some to reconsider the traditional approach of understanding “common sense” to be reducible to commonly held beliefs as such. Perhaps the relevant fact, for Berkeley, is not what the vulgar believe but why or how they come to believe it.

Recent Scholarship

Two relatively recent pieces take new approaches to understanding Berkeley’s remarks on common sense. These psychologizing interpretations argue that common sense, for Berkeley, is to be understood not as a body of knowledge or a perspectival worldview, but as a faculty for acquiring knowledge (or the faculty used rightly).

Matthew Holtzman (2013) argues that Berkeley’s theory of common sense, and his concern for its defense, both developed in response to the views of John Toland. In his Christianity Not Mysterious, Toland defines common sense as “the right use of these faculties [of perceiving, affirming and denying, etc.] … or reason in general” (Toland 1696, 9). But part of using one’s faculties rightly, for Toland, means not assenting to those claims of religion that are not certain, especially when they are—like the doctrine of the Trinity—mysterious and/or incomprehensible.

Berkeley’s disdain for Toland’s view, Holtzman argues credibly, is evident from entries in his Notebooks leading up to the point where Berkeley first appears to count himself a philosopher of common sense (N 747–751:91). There, he complains of men who “with a supercilious Pride disdain the common single informations of sense” (N 748:91). Holtzman reads this as a reference to Toland, and also interprets “common single informations of sense” as being synonymous with common sense. In so doing, he suggests that Berkeley was doubly irritated by Toland; by his attack on religious mysteries, of course, but “no less … by Toland’s insinuation that those whose faith exceeds their knowledge lack common sense”; an insult added to an injury (Holtzman 2013, 7).

Rather than reject Toland’s account of common sense, however, Berkeley offers a different conception of what it means to properly use one’s faculties. For Toland, following Locke, to know something is to perceive the agreement or disagreement between ideas. To know that the objects we perceive are real, then, would require perceiving an agreement between our ideas and “ideas of real existence,” which we cannot have. So, we cannot know or be certain that things we perceive really exist. Thus, at least as Berkeley understands him, Toland’s account of the “proper” use of our cognitive faculties leaves us in a deplorable and heretical skeptical hole. On Berkeley’s view, like Toland’s, common sense consists in rightly using one’s faculties. However, “the senses, not the faculty of judgment, secure our certain knowledge of the existence and the identity of objects, so it is a misuse of the faculty of judgment to attempt to demonstrate, for instance, that physical objects exist” (Holtzman 2013, 17).

The textual and historical case for this reading is inconclusive. Holtzman is right that there are no conclusive texts for or against it, and also right that there is precedent for understanding “common sense” as the right use of one’s faculties. Drawing as he does largely from Berkeley’s unpublished Notebooks, however, Holtzman acknowledges that it would require additional work to show that the interpretation extends as well to the later works. For what it is worth, Berkeley’s earliest critics seem not to have interpreted Berkeley the same way. Initial reactions to Berkeley’s philosophy and its relation to common sense might be best described as incredulous. As early as 1713, reviews of Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowledge alleged he had “pushed without discretion the principles of his sect greatly beyond common sense” (Bracken 1965, 17).5 As Harry Bracken’s careful catalogue makes clear, Berkeley was particularly a target of Jesuits who considered him a “Malbranchist [sic] in good faith” despite his clear arguments to the contrary. The lengthiest early criticism of Berkeley appears in the 1718 preface to François Fénelon’s Traité de l’existence et des attributs de Dieu, written by the Jesuit Father Tournemine (Bracken 1965, 25). Tournemine (rather uncharitably) also remarks on the “novelty” of Berkeley’s views and, previewing Hume, predicts that they “will persuade no one”:6


No, let no one fear that these wild speculations will prevail against common sense…. [Immaterialism] is founded purely upon conjectures against common sense, upon chimerical suppositions, upon possibilities, at least doubtful. (Bracken 1965, 27)7



Berkeley’s first significant English-language critic, Andrew Baxter (1745), lodges a similar complaint in his An Enquiry into the Nature of the Human Soul. Baxter objects in particular to Berkeley’s co-opting of common language to express a view clearly at odds with “common sense”:


Common language is adapted to the objects of our ideas, and these principles [i.e., Berkeley’s], to the ideas of objects: this must occasion a constant opposition between any language and these principles, and shews that they contradict common language, as much as common sense.  (Baxter 1745, 320)



These passages read most naturally as equating “common sense” with commonly held views. In fairness, though, these early critics did not have access to Berkeley’s Notebooks and so the fact that they seem not to read Berkeley as Holtzman does should not count heavily against his reading.

By interpreting “common sense” to mean our cognitive faculties used properly, Holtzman’s account seems nicely positioned to answer why it is that Berkeley thinks it would be a mark in his favor if his view were consistent with (or a defense of) common sense. If “common sense” is good sense by definition, then any view aligned with common sense is thereby good.8 However, the right use of one’s faculties does not preclude the possibility of error; Berkeley is not Descartes. One might use the mind properly and still form the false belief, for example, that the half-submerged oar appearing bent to the eye would still appear bent if removed from the water (or feel bent if touched) (Holtzman 2013, 17n). This raises a number of questions. If proper use of the mind—“common sense”—can still lead to false beliefs, how can Berkeley think agreeing with common sense is all by itself a mark in favor of his view (or any view)? Likewise, how could materialism’s falsity be considered a mark against it on the common sense scorecard? In short, why would it matter to Berkeley that a view is or is not in agreement with common sense if this doesn’t also track its truth?

Holtzman’s suggestion is that materialism is both false and contrary to common sense. Because a materialist such as Locke maintains that the existence of bodies is distinct from the existence of the ideas we have of them, knowing that bodies exist requires an act of judgment. Herein lies the mistake, Holtzman claims: “the senses, not the faculty of judgment, secure our certain knowledge of the existence and identity of objects, so it is a misuse of the faculty of judgment to attempt to demonstrate, for instance, that physical objects exist” (Holtzman 2013, 17). On Berkeley’s view, by contrast, “instead of two ideas standing in a particular relation to one another (i.e., a relation that admits of being perceived and affirmed), there is only one idea, the existence of which is certain because it is perceived” (Holtzman 2013, 14).

It is not clear whether the error implicit in materialism, and by which it deviates from “common sense” as Holtzman interprets it, is the attempt to demonstrate what is immediately certain from perception, or the result of such attempted demonstrations, or the conviction that such demonstrations are needed (see Holtzman 2013, 17n38). In any case, Holtzman rightly notes that Berkeley thinks materialism is a key example of a break from common sense and that immaterialism is a sort of therapeutic. Precisely how immaterialism is thought to achieve this end is not Holtzman’s focus. One promising approach suggested by Berkeley’s famous dictum that “we ought to think with the learned, and speak with the vulgar” (PHK 51:62) is explored by Pearce (2017b).

There is significant overlap between Holtzman’s and Pearce’s views. Both read “common sense” for Berkeley as a way of using one’s faculties: for Holtzman, common sense is proper use, or use in accordance with built-in natural rules, perhaps; for Pearce, it is less normative and more practical—“any employment of this faculty is ‘proper’ to the extent that it is conducive to success in the ‘common actions of life’ ” (Pearce 2017b, 573n25). The principal difference between Holtzman and Pearce is what they take to be Berkeley’s primary target.

Pearce’s reading takes the gardener mentioned in the Three Dialogues as the representative of “naïve common sense.” According to him, “Berkeley’s defense of common sense is, first and foremost, a defense of the gardener’s claim to know that a cherry tree does, and an orange tree does not, exist in the garden” (Pearce 2017b, 553). For Pearce, the impetus for Berkeley’s concern for common sense is the distinction between appearance and reality maintained in common by both Cartesian and Lockean philosophy. As Berkeley notes in the Preface to the Three Dialogues:


Upon the common principles [emphasis added] of philosophers, we are not assured of the existence of things from their being perceived. And we are taught to distinguish their real nature from that which falls under our senses. Hence arise scepticism and paradoxes. It is not enough, that we see and feel, that we taste and smell a thing. Its true nature, its absolute external entity, is still concealed. (DHP 167)9



The gardener, we can presume, is one of the “bulk of mankind” who are “for the most part easy and undisturbed” (PHKI 1:25). But how exactly is the gardener’s knowledge to be “defended”?

According to Pearce, Berkeley’s defense of the gardener’s common sense runs through his innovative account of language.10 Pearce attributes to Berkeley a use theory of meaning in contrast to the ideational semantics prevalent at the time. On an ideational semantics, the meaning of a word is the idea it stands for. A word for an individual object—a name, for instance—means that object by standing for (signifying) an idea of that object. General words, such as “tree,” however, “become general by being made the signs of general ideas” (PHKI 11:31; quoting E 3.3.6:411). And ideas become general, Locke says, through abstraction, “by separating from them the circumstances of Time, and Place, and any other Ideas, that may determine them to this or that particular Existence” (E 3.3.6:411). Of course, Berkeley famously rejects the possibility of forming such abstract ideas as would be required to be the meaning of, for instance, the general word “triangle.” Such an idea must be of a triangle, but “be neither oblique nor rectangle, neither equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once” (PHKI 13:32; quoting E 4.7.9:596; Berkeley’s emphasis). Thus, Berkeley rejects the claim that every word stands for—and gets its semantic power from—a distinct, sometimes general, idea. But does Berkeley go further, to deny that any word gets its meaning from the idea it signifies?

Many scholars think Berkeley’s rejection of ideational semantics is only partial; Pearce thinks the break is wholesale: “the ultimate conclusion at which Berkeley is driving … is that there are no such things as meanings…. Words don’t get to be meaningful by having meanings. Words get to be meaningful by being used in ‘daily practice’ according to rules which enable us to achieve a ‘conceived good’ ” (Pearce 2017b, 565–566). On Pearce’s reading, the gardener knows that there is a cherry tree, and not an orange tree, in the garden and is prepared to say as much. This knowledge is manifested by a cluster of related behaviors, principal among them the gardener’s linguistic tendencies concerning the use of the word “exists.” “The gardener, like other uncorrupted English speakers, immediately, intuitively applies the word ‘exists’ to perceived cherry trees,” Pearce writes (2017b, 569–570). “Insofar as the application of the word follows immediately on the cherry tree’s being perceived, without any intermediate chain of reasoning, this application must be immediately authorized by the rules of language. The gardener has mastered these rules and follows them in his use of ‘exists,’ thereby gaining intuitive knowledge that the cherry tree exists.”

Pearce’s account is intriguing, but I think unpersuasive for two reasons, one specific to the issue of common sense in Berkeley, and one concerning the broader issue of how to understand Berkeley on language.

The specific issue is that, unfortunately, Pearce mischaracterizes the gardener’s role in the dialectic of the Three Dialogues. Pearce takes Berkeley to be engaged in showing how the gardener knows that a cherry tree (and not an orange tree) exists in the garden, taking for granted that the gardener knows this. Berkeley never asserts that the gardener knows this; doing so is beside the point. The gardener is mentioned by Philonous only to respond to Hylas’s challenge: if to be just is to be perceived, then why do people make a distinction between the two?11


HYLAS: But do you in earnest think, the real existence of sensible things consists in their being actually perceived? If so; how comes it that all mankind distinguish between them? Ask the first man you meet, and he shall tell you, to be perceived is one thing, and to exist is another.

PHILONOUS: I am content, Hylas, to appeal to the common sense of the world for the truth of my notion. Ask the gardener, why he thinks yonder cherry-tree exists in the garden, and he shall tell you, because he sees and feels it; in a word, because he perceives it by his senses. Ask him, why he thinks an orange-tree not to be there, and he shall tell you, because he does not perceive it. What he perceives by sense, that he terms a real being, and saith it is, or exists; but that which is not perceivable, the same, he saith, hath no being.  (DHP 234)



Interestingly, as Pearce notes, Philonous does not dispute the implication that the gardener distinguishes between the being of the tree and its being perceived, in effect conceding that esse is percipi (EIP) is not an explicit vulgar belief. On Pearce’s account, “EIP is not a proposition the gardener believes. It is a rule the gardener follows…. All that matters is that the gardener applies the predicate ‘exists’ to presently perceived cherry trees, and not to unperceivable orange trees, and this practice is authorized by the rules of English usage” (Pearce 2017c, 560).

I do not think the gardener passage supports Pearce’s claim that EIP is even a rule the gardener follows. We are told only that perceiving an object is sufficient for the gardener to say that it exists and that a putative object’s imperceptibility is sufficient for the gardener to say it does not exist. EIP, in contrast, is the claim that perception is both necessary and sufficient for an object to (in fact) exist. The upshot of the gardener passage is that, yes, most people do make a distinction between an object’s being and its being perceived, but this is not inconsistent with Philonous’s explicit endorsement of EIP. So, I am not persuaded that EIP is thought by Berkeley to be either a belief or commitment encoded in the common linguistic practices of the vulgar, and likewise, I am not persuaded that Berkeley’s defense of common sense is a defense of EIP.

The broader objection to Pearce’s interpretation is that it undermines Berkeley’s most significant attack against materialism: that the claims of materialism are meaningless or contradictory because there is not, and cannot be, any coherent conception of matter. Berkeley claims that “the notion of [matter] is inconsistent, … it is repugnant that there should be a notion of it” (DHP 232). It is impossible to even think of matter as such—“I have no immediate intuition thereof: neither can I mediately from my sensations, ideas, notions, actions or passions, infer an unthinking, unperceiving, inactive substance, either by probable deduction, or necessary consequence” (DHP 233)—and it is because of this that it makes no sense to speak of matter.

On Pearce’s interpretation, the word “matter” indeed has no meaning—there is no idea signified by that word—but neither do any other words. Yet, it is quite obvious that language is meaningful and claims can be truth-evaluable despite this. So, if Berkeley holds a full-blown deflationary use-theoretic semantics, as Pearce thinks, then it is no objection at all against materialism that there is no idea or notion of matter. All that Berkeley could say, perhaps, is that there is no practical effect or conceived good of matter talk. In fact, though, it is precisely because of the practical effects of matter talk that Berkeley is so concerned to combat materialism in the first place. Men “act as if the immediate cause of their sensations, which affects them every moment and is so nearly present to them, were some senseless unthinking being” (PHK 54:64). Even the gardener himself, while agreeing with Philonous that the cherry tree has an existence independent of his particular mind, “[p]robably … may not at first glance be aware of the direct and immediate proof … [that] the very being of a tree, or any other sensible thing, implies a mind wherein it is” (DHP 235). The opinion that “all sensible objects have an existence … distinct from their being perceived” is “strangely [i.e., very much] prevailing amongst men,” after all.12 “Hence arise scepticism and paradoxes” (DHP 167), all of which “might be borne,” if they “did not draw after them some consequences of general disadvantage to mankind” (DHP 171).

That Berkeley acknowledges that matter talk has practical effects is difficult to square with other passages in which he flatly denies that the term is meaningful, if one attributes a use theory to him. These same passages, however, make easy sense if we think Berkeley retains some sort of ideational requirement for “matter” to be meaningful. Consider, for example:


But you will insist, [what if I cannot] even conceive what is meant [emphasis added] by [“matter”]? Yet still it is no contradiction to say that matter exists, and that this matter is in general a substance, or occasion of ideas; though, indeed, to go about to unfold the meaning [emphasis added], or adhere to any particular explication of those words, may be attended with great difficulties. I answer, when words are used without a meaning [emphasis added], you may put them together as you please, without danger of running into a contradiction.  (PHK 79:74–75)



Intriguingly, Berkeley even concedes that “matter” or “material substance” might be a perfectly acceptable term provided that we mean by it that which is seen and felt, “and the unphilosophical part of the world, I dare say, mean no more” (DHP 237). These passages make most sense, I contend, if we take Berkeley as meaning by “meaning” the ideas the speaker has in mind.

A Satisfying Synthesis

As I have argued elsewhere, attributing an ideational semantic theory to Berkeley—properly qualified—can help solve puzzles in interpreting Berkeley (see Bordner 2011; Bordner 2017b; Bordner 2017a). Elements of the work of Rickless, Holtzman, and Pearce can also be incorporated into an account that nicely addresses the major questions at issue. To review, there are several key points that an interpretation should accommodate:


1. Berkeley claims to be on the side of—but not to defend, as such—common sense.

2. The vulgar possess common sense; the common principles of philosophers conflict with it.

3. Common opinions are not, however, to be respected because they are common.

4. Common sense is opposed to skepticism.

5. We should “think with the learned and speak with the vulgar.”



These points can all be accommodated as follows. On my view, “common sense” is the de re belief, characteristic of the vulgar, that the things immediately perceived are the real things.

Rickless’s suggestion that the belief is de re allows us to reconcile Berkeley’s attribution of it to the vulgar with his other dismissive claims about common opinions. The de re belief that the objects of immediate perception are the real things will manifest itself in many ways, but possibly not as an overt thought or explicit assertion on the part of a vulgar person. This de re belief is also the best candidate for what Berkeley means by the “dictates of Nature” that govern the “bulk of mankind.” Thus, it is a sort of natural default, a common starting point for the vulgar and philosophers alike, one that the vulgar never depart from and to which Berkeley hopes the philosophers can be “reduced” or “recalled.” So, it is not wrong to think of it, as Holtzman and Pearce do, as the right use of our faculties. But it is also not quite right to say, with Holtzman, that the difference between skeptics and people of common sense “should be explained not only and not primarily in terms of the propositions that they endorse, but in terms of the way that they use their minds” (Holtzman 2013, 20). Pearce, similarly, claims that “Berkeley’s aim is not (or at least not primarily) that we should return to having the same beliefs as the gardener, but rather that we should return to the gardener’s epistemic practice of naïve trust in the senses” (Pearce 2017b, 559). This is because, in line with Pearce’s account, believing or assenting to a proposition is best understood as having a constellation of “dispositions to speech, thought, feeling, and action” (Pearce 2017c, 171). So, we should not quickly distinguish the (de re) belief that the things immediately perceived are the real things from the right use (dispositions or practices) of our faculties as if these are independent of one another.

I also agree with Pearce that Berkeley thinks language is key to his project. But what exactly does it mean to “speak with the vulgar”? What dispositions of speech and thought, in particular, are involved in common sense? Pearce thinks this means we adopt the vulgar’s practice of only using “exists” according to a set of conventional rules such that it applies to any object to which “is perceived” also applies (Pearce 2017b, 560). For reasons discussed above, I think this won’t work.

Attributing an ideational semantics to Berkeley might seem no better, especially since he explicitly denies that there is an idea of existence. “This I am sure,” Berkeley writes in his Notebooks (N 671:82), “I have no such Idea of Existence or annext to the Word Existence.” It would seem, then, that either “existence” is meaningless or Berkeley does not hold an ideational semantics. But, in fact, what Berkeley realizes is not that “existence” signifies no ideas, but that it signifies no ideas other than the ideas already perceived. Consider:


Consciousness, perception, existence of Ideas seem to be all one. (N 578:72)

Existence not conceivable without perception. (N 646:79)

The Existence of any thing imaginable is nothing different from Imagination or perception.  (N 792:95)



My contention is this: Berkeley’s discovery concerning the meaning of the word “exists” is that it signifies nothing other than the idea of the thing already conceived. “Exists” makes a difference grammatically, but not semantically. But of course we know well what it means for things to exist and what it means for us to think of things as existing. This means two things. First, however it is that we manage to think of things as existing, it is not by adding to our conceptions an extra “idea of existence.” Second, while we can delete the word “exists” from a sentence about an object, we cannot delete the (nonexistent) “idea of existence” from our conception of an object. In short, Berkeley’s realization is that to think of an object as existing is just to think of the object; to say that an object exists is just to give voice to—to signify—one’s thought that it exists, i.e., one’s perception of it. This is the discovery “of the nature & meaning & import of Existence” that Berkeley writes about prior to these passages and which he claims “puts a wide difference betwixt the Sceptics & me” (N 491:62).

In vulgar practice, this will seldom result in bare assertions of the existence of objects independent of practical concerns, as Berkeley is well aware: “Existence, Extension etc are abstract i.e. no ideas. they are words unknown & useless to the Vulgar” (N 772:93; emphasis added). Instead, practical concerns will dominate, language having been “framed by the vulgar, merely for conveniency and dispatch in the common actions of life, without any regard to speculation” (DHP 246). When the vulgar speak of sensible objects, they mean—i.e., signify—the objects themselves with all their perceived qualities. The word “apple” signifies the round, red, sweet, fragrant thing one perceives (PHK 1:41), not the unknown, insensible something-we-know-not-what that philosophers take to support the qualities (see also DHP 249). So it is that the bulk of mankind would be “for the most part easy and undisturbed” (PHKI 1:25), never having had occasion or reason to inquire into the narrow meaning of “existence” itself distinct from the existence of some thing. It was “not common usage but the Schools coined the Word Existence supposed to stand for an abstract general Idea” (N 725:88). This is the original sin against common sense: the alleged distinction between the perception of sensible objects and their existence, driven by the flawed semantic assumption that every word must stand for a distinct idea to be meaningful, and supported by the doctrine of abstract ideas. From this, skepticism and paradoxes flow.

Keeping in mind, again, that Berkeley does not describe his project as “defending” common sense, we can see in what sense he might be said to defend it nonetheless. If common sense is the natural de re belief that the things immediately perceived are the real things, shared by the vulgar and (initially) learned alike, then Berkeley can be said to “defend” common sense to the extent that his arguments either prevent or cure the mistakes that lead the learned astray in the first place. Largely because scholars misleadingly characterize Berkeley’s project as a “defense,” it is easy to think of Berkeley’s project as a positive one, of arguing for common sense (consider that academics defend dissertations by arguing for their theses). Finding the view he argues for decidedly counterintuitive, it is easy to think that Berkeley failed in this defense. But by recognizing that, for Berkeley, common sense is the natural default, we can see his attack on abstraction and the mistaken semantics that it supports as the core of his effort to combat the skeptical influence of the way of ideas. By undermining these bad principles, Berkeley hopes to “rescue [the mind] from those endless pursuits it is engaged in” (DHP 167), thus seeing “atheism and scepticism … destroyed, … and men reduced from paradoxes to common sense” (DHP 168). The task is not to prevent or stop philosophical inquiry, however, but to pursue it to the fullest, for “the same principles which at first view lead to scepticism, pursued to a certain point, bring men back to common sense” (DHP 263).

Notes

1. See, among others, Ferrier (1842); Chastaing (1953); Stroud (1980); Yolton (1984); Baxter (1991); Muehlmann (1992); Yandell (1995); Pappas (2000); Pearce (2017a); Roberts (2007).

2. To my knowledge, this was only first pointed out in Bordner (2011, 327).

3. For example, Atherton (1990); Atherton (2013); Glauser (2012); Winkler (1989).

4. This is the point on which most scholars depart from one another. See Bordner (2017b, 347–348) for a brief review of some of the propositions commentators have argued do (or do not) count as commonsensical.

5. Translated by Bracken. The French original appears in the Jesuit journal Mémoires de Trévoux, reprinted in Bracken (1965, app. D).

6. I refer here to Hume’s famous remark that Berkeley’s arguments “admit of no answer and produce no conviction” (EHU 12,16:203). Bracken (1965, 30–31) briefly reviews the circumstantial case that the early Jesuit criticisms of Berkeley influenced Hume’s understanding of him.

7. Translated by Bracken. The French original is reprinted in Bracken (1965, app. F).

8. Tomeček (2015, 10–11) makes a similar point.

9. Pearce takes the “common principles” to be those shared by Descartes and Locke, principally the distinction between appearance (perception) and reality (existence).

10. On this general point, I agree (see Bordner 2011). Though, as I discuss in what follows, I disagree with the theory of language Pearce attributes to Berkeley. Regarding Berkeley’s views on language, there is considerable debate (see, e.g., Pearce, chapter 11 in this volume).

11. The question here concerns Berkeley’s claim that esse is percipi (EIP) for sensible things. EIP might be interpreted in (at least) two different ways. Let us call Weak EIP the claim that to be a sensible thing is to be perceived or perceivable by some mind or other, either now or in the past or future. Let us call Strong EIP the claim that to be a sensible thing is to be actually perceived by some mind or other (since nothing is perceivable except ideas, and ideas exist only as long as they are actually perceived). Hylas is asking whether Philonous really subscribes to Strong EIP. Philonous’s responses seem to indicate that while he does, he does not think the gardener accepts more than Weak EIP.

12. Tomeček (2015, 17) interprets Berkeley here as thinking only of natural scientists, not all men simpliciter.
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Chapter 13

Berkeley’s Philosophy of Science

Margaret Atherton

Berkeley is not widely celebrated as a philosopher of science, and many treatments of his major works, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, omit all mention of science.1 Instead, Berkeley’s scientific theorizing is often assumed to be limited to such minor works as De Motu and Siris. Attention to the major works instead focuses on Berkeley’s signature doctrine, his idealism, as captured in the phrase, “esse is percipi.” The scientific works, however, do not have the defense of idealism as a primary goal, and, in fact, as is the case with De Motu, Berkeley seems to go out of his way to ignore his idealism. A central question raised in much of the work on Berkeley’s philosophy of science concerns its compatibility with the idealist philosophy to be found in Principles and Three Dialogues. Such an approach, however, ignores those considerable portions of the Principles in which Berkeley lays out replies to objections, and in which he examines the consequences of his theory, which are devoted to matters of science. This fact alone encourages a rethinking of the place of science within Berkeley’s philosophy. I am going to propose that Berkeley’s philosophy of science has a larger role to play in his thinking than has sometimes been thought to be the case, and that, when this role is fully appreciated, the question of the incompatibility of his major works with the later minor ones can be laid to rest.

The Principles

The first thing to do, then, is to examine the argument to be found in the Principles. It will be recalled that in the Principles, after giving a preliminary summary of his position, Berkeley proceeds to reply to objections before going on to discuss the consequences of his theory. The first five replies in the series of objections allow Berkeley to explore and to clarify some of the basic notions underlying his theoretical claims. His first clarification is that ideas of sense, insofar as they are “strong, orderly and coherent,” are real, not imaginary. It is not just the immediate perception of an idea, but rather, having orderly ideas in particular relations, both spatial and temporal, that constitutes that reality. Next, Berkeley explains what it means to deny that ideas exist without the mind: it means, “without all minds.” Here he is telling us that what is importantly being denied of ideas is absolute, mind-independent existence. Finally, Berkeley says that to say ideas exist in the mind is to say they are perceived by the mind, whereas to attribute them to a body, as “to say a die is hard, extended and square,” is to “explicate the meaning” of the word “die” (PHK 49:62). In neither case is the idea to be attributed to some underlying support. At this point, Berkeley might have hoped he had cleared up any confusions his readers might have had about his claims, by describing the technical nature of his terminology.

With these clarifications out of the way, in the sixth objection, Berkeley raises what will be the central topic of the remaining objections: whether his theory or the widely prevailing corpuscularian theory is a better basis for natural philosophy. Berkeley does not complete his defense of his own theory for many pages and through several objections, but what he does do here is to throw down a gauntlet: “there is not any one phenomenon explained on that supposition [that corpuscles exist], which may not as well be explained without it” (PHK 50:62). Berkeley does not rise to this challenge here, and indeed his position is ambiguous. Does he mean that he can explain all the phenomena of nature without recourse to those entities, the corpuscles of corpuscular philosophy, which are typically thought to be too small to be perceived, or does he mean that he can do corpuscular science without reference to mind-independent matter? That Berkeley has already identified those things alleged to be “without the mind” with the kind of mind-independent existence matter is thought to have suggests that the second alternative would be congenial to him. All that Berkeley actually takes up in this paragraph, however, is, first, to give an account of what it is to explain the phenomena. It is “all one as to shew, why upon such and such occasions we are affected with such and such ideas” (PHK 50:62). Second, he reminds us that this will not be an account of how matter affects us so as to bring about ideas, because matter can’t do anything, can’t be a cause. So, if Berkeley were to maintain a version of the corpuscular philosophy, he would not retain the view that corpuscles are causes.

The next two objections take up ways in which Berkeley’s theory challenges common sense and our ordinary ways of speaking. It is particularly striking that in the Principles, Berkeley makes no attempt to defend or uphold common sense, especially since it is widely assumed among Berkeley scholars that compatibility with common sense is a bedrock principle for Berkeley. Here, however, he first dismisses any worries about our ordinary ways of speaking, pointing out that such ways of speaking are based on custom, not on considered views, and are “suited to received opinions, which are not always the truest” (PHK 52:63). Nor is it a problem that most people not only ordinarily speak as if fire warms and water cools, that is, have causal properties, they actually believe the causal story enshrined here. But why should we suppose that what many people happen to believe at any one time is the truth? After all, Berkeley points out, at one time most people believed that the earth was stationary and did not move. Berkeley exhibits no enthusiasm for common-sense beliefs here in the Principles, but instead undercuts them.2

Berkeley does make a use of common sense in the course of this objection from ordinary opinions. He offers a developmental account to explain why people are in the grip of a belief in a mind-independent causal world. First, he says, people noticed they had ideas of sense they did not cause. So they imagined that these ideas or objects of perception existed independently and were what we saw when we looked in their direction. Philosophers recognized that these “immediate objects of perception” have only a mind-dependent existence, but, still looking for a cause, assumed a set of mind-independent objects that “imprint” resembling ideas in the mind. Thus, the philosophers generated a false causal theory, that those of our ideas we do not cause are caused by things, and overlooked what Berkeley regards as a plain fact, that the only cause of an idea is a mind. This developmental account is a foreshadowing of the framework Berkeley uses in Three Dialogues, pitting common sense against the philosophers. In the Principles, however, common sense is supplanted by the improved but still mistaken view of the philosophers, who hold what Berkeley later in this book describes as a “twofold existence of the objects of sense” (PHK 86) based on a mistaken causal theory.

In his next reply, Berkeley tackles directly the claims of the new science. He does not explicitly mention corpuscles here, but instead raises an issue that is germane to their use, that natural philosophers in their explanations refer to things they do not perceive. The specific example Berkeley puts forward comes from the well-established principle of astronomy just mentioned, that the earth moves around the sun. How is it possible, the objection runs, to endorse the existence of the motion of the earth, since it is not perceived? Berkeley’s reply, which speaks of what we would see, has been taken to be unsatisfactory, since it appears to rely on merely possible perceptions. But if we pay strict attention to the way in which Berkeley explains himself, a different picture emerges. Berkeley has already established that it is not just having an idea that puts us in touch with reality, but ideas that are “strong, orderly and coherent.” Such ideas, he has explained, allow us to enlarge our knowledge beyond what is immediately present. In a discussion of the conclusions drawn in An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley explains that we enlarge our knowledge when ideas immediately perceived suggest to us other ideas in the manner of a language (see PHK 42:58; PHK 44:59). Berkeley makes use of this picture when he describes the behavior of astronomers. Astronomers observe the motion of phenomena, and these observations of course include immediately perceived ideas of motion. From these observations, astronomers enlarge their knowledge by inferring laws of motion from the regularities observed. On the basis of these laws of motion, it is possible to draw conclusions about the motion of unobserved entities, such as the earth. Throughout this reasoning process, the idea of motion hasn’t changed. It hasn’t shifted its meaning to that of motion as it would exist out of all minds. As Berkeley has already clarified, it is appeals to notions of this sort that he regards as incoherent.

In the final paragraph of this reply, Berkeley sums ups, telling us: “Herein consists knowledge of Nature” (PHK 59:66). Knowledge of nature consists in something more elaborate than merely having immediate ideas of items in nature. The natural philosophers whose work Berkeley has been discussing can extend knowledge of nature much further because, as Berkeley says, they “may, from the experience we have had of the train and succession of ideas in our minds, often make, I will not say uncertain conjectures, but sure and well-grounded predictions, concerning the ideas we shall be affected with, pursuant to a great train of actions, and be enabled to pass a right judgment of what would have appeared to us, in case we were placed in circumstances very different from those we are in at present” (PHK 59:66). Berkeley can identify this process as yielding knowledge of nature, because it stays entirely within the realm of ideas and does not extend to speculations about unknown essences, as he will later discuss. In emphasizing the predictive nature of this knowledge, grounded in the laws of nature, Berkeley makes clear that his account of knowledge of nature is by no means limited to, even if based upon, the immediately observed.

The next objection, like the previous one, pits the claims of Berkeley’s approach directly against the successes of the new science. It can be seen as the last in a chain of arguments defending the positive case he wants to make for his theory against corpuscularian materialists. It is true that he has a final reply that is relevant to his argument about natural philosophy, in which he shows that the concept of matter is either contradictory or meaningless, but this is by way of a mop-up operation. At that point, Berkeley has already explained why his own approach is superior, in that it can do everything a corpuscularian mechanical material science can do.

This last objection asks, why should plants and animals be constructed with an intricate system of inner parts, since, according to Berkeley, they are ideas which “have nothing powerful or operative in them, nor have any necessary connexion with the effects ascribed to them?” (PHK 60:66). It is important to pause a moment to focus on what this objection is all about, since this is a point that has sometimes been missed. Berkeley is not being asked to justify the existence of tiny inner parts, referred to here in his terminology as ideas. The objection is instead about causes. Why should plants and animals have such elegant internal machinery, since, as collections of ideas, they can’t do anything? Whether or not these inner parts are observable or too small to see is never raised in this passage, nor is this surprising, since Berkeley could have imagined that the question of how we can talk about the unobservable had been settled in his previous reply about the motions of the earth. Berkeley here relies on a previous causal claim that he had made, that the only cause of ideas is spirit (PHK 26:52), to ask, why should this spirit fill bodies with what are apparently entirely unnecessary “springs and wheels?” On what Berkeley refers to here as the “common philosophy,” the mechanisms made up of these springs and wheels provide very helpful explanations of the phenomena of which they are the alleged causes. Berkeley has claimed to be able to explain any phenomenon explained by corpuscularian science. This is where he makes good on his claim.

Berkeley uses his reply to this objection to translate talk of inner machinery into his own terms. His case is that the intricate parts are not necessary to cause phenomena but are instead necessary “to the producing of things in a constant, regular way, according to the Laws of Nature” (PHK 62:67). Berkeley is going to get us to rethink the role of the laws of nature in our explanations. As he reminds us, he has already talked about why God makes things that behave in a regular fashion according to the laws of nature (PHK 31:54). Such regularities are to our benefit because they allow us to recognize that “to obtain such and such ends, such and such means are conducive.” The more thorough account Berkeley has offered of how natural philosophers come to learn about the laws of nature now permits him to co-opt corpuscularian science. As he reminds us here, it is through “observation and discovery” that natural philosophers put themselves in possession of these general laws of nature, both to explain phenomena, by subsuming them under general laws and also to aid in technological innovations. Possessed with such knowledge of general laws, that describe uniform workings of nature, natural philosophers are able to recognize that just as sowing in the seed time yields reaping in the harvest, so “a particular size, figure, motion and disposition of parts are necessary, though not absolutely to the producing any effect, yet to the producing it according to the standing mechanical Laws of Nature” (PHK 62:68). Plants and animals have internal mechanisms rather than empty cases because, since they operate according to the standing laws of nature, we are able to come to understand and make use of natural processes. Berkeley attributes this beneficial result to the goodness of God, but, it should be noted, the role he assigns to God is the creation and maintenance of the laws of nature.

Berkeley completes his account of the tools of natural philosophy by translating the causal talk that has supported corpuscularian philosophy into his own preferred terminology. He first offers a revision of the original objection raised in PHK 60 that he has been discussing. What we want to know now is this: “ideas are not any how and at random produced, there being a certain order and connexion between them, like to that of cause and effect…. But since one idea cannot be the cause of another, to what purpose is that connexion?” (PHK 64:68–69). Berkeley is shifting attention away from explanations in terms of causes to thinking about the role of order as revealed in the laws of nature. His reply encapsulates the theory he has been developing: “the connexion of ideas does not imply the relation of cause and effect, but only of a mark or sign with the thing signified” (PHK 65:69). We are to understand the relation of sign and signified in terms of the model Berkeley originally introduced in the New Theory, in which the order of nature is reformulated in terms of ideas and their meanings. Such an order of nature is explicitly for us: it requires the understanding of creatures and displays the “wisdom and beneficence” of the creator. It is also explicitly an account of explaining the phenomena as Berkeley outlined it in PHK 50: “To explain the phenomena, is all one as to shew, why upon such and such occasions we are affected with such and such ideas” (PHK 50:62). We explain the phenomena when we link our ideas to the order of ideas revealed in the laws of nature. It should be clear by now that Berkeley’s translation of the task of natural philosophers from causal talk to sign/signified talk allows him to claim that he can do everything corpuscularian science can do in a very strong sense. Berkeley would suppose that all of the claims of corpuscularian science, including those about corpuscles too small to see, can be rewritten in terms of signs and their significations, as identified through the laws of nature. Berkeley can, by these means, take over corpuscularian science in its entirety, including both the entities on which it relies and the mechanical laws connecting ideas of “sizes, figures, motions and dispositions of parts” of these entities. Indeed, by abandoning the search for corporeal causes, Berkeley thinks our knowledge of nature will rest on a firmer foundation. That foundation is certainly idealist, and Berkeley follows up with an attack on the concept of matter required by materialists. But in this part of the Principles, Berkeley has embedded his ontology of ideas within an account of the laws of nature that goes beyond their appearance in the initial account of his theory. There he pointed out that the laws of nature give us the foresight necessary for intelligent action. In addressing the practice of natural philosophers here in this next part, the laws of nature become central to his account of how we are able to extend the ontology to which natural philosophers appeal in their explanations of phenomena.

In the final section of the Principles, Berkeley again includes a discussion specifically about natural philosophy. The subject of this final section is the consequences of the principles defended in the previous section with respect to our knowledge of Berkeley’s two ontological categories, ideas and spirits. The account of natural philosophy is here referred to as one of “two great provinces of speculative science, conversant about ideas received from sense and their relations” (PHK 101:85), and so is one of the branches of knowledge of ideas. Berkeley’s procedure here is comparative. He is going to show that his own approach yields certain knowledge, while rival theories lead to skepticism. He first identifies some general difficulties philosophers fall into: they come to believe in the twofold existence principle as an explanation of the cause of ideas, as Berkeley had previously outlined in PHK 56, and they fall into the trap of appealing to abstract ideas, exposed by Berkeley in the Introduction to the Principles. Both of these difficulties are avoided by the idealist principle, defended at the very beginning of the Principles. Berkeley in this final section is initially arguing that his version of idealism is the way to avoid skepticism.

When he turns his attention to natural philosophers, Berkeley’s account becomes more complicated. He identifies natural philosophers as the prime source of skepticism, even worse than other philosophers, because they hold that “[w]e are miserably bantered … by our senses, and amused only with the outside and shew of things” (PHK 101:85). Berkeley again treats the error these natural philosophers have fallen into as the result of a mistaken account of causation. At this point, he attributes to natural philosophers a new faulty belief that underlies their extreme skepticism: “the current opinion that every thing includes within it self the cause of its properties: or that there is in each object an inward essence, which is the source whence its discernible qualities flow, and whereon they depend” (PHK 102:85). Contemporary natural philosophers are egregious skeptics because they compound the skepticism of other philosophers with a causal essentialism. Phenomena are to be explained as derived from unknown essences through necessary connections, expressed in terms of “figure, motion, weight, and such like qualities of insensible particles” (PHK 102:85). Berkeley thinks it is the inability of natural philosophers to make good on this project, by identifying those essences alleged to be necessarily connected with the deliverances of the senses, that leads to skepticism. Berkeley’s attack on this approach centers on the claim about causation he had initially made in PHK 25, and subsequently appealed to in PHK 61, that ideas cannot be causes, since only a spirit can cause ideas. This is enough to knock out the work of most natural philosophers, whose rush to skepticism Berkeley had been criticizing. Their approach assumes that ideas can be causes and so is ruled out of contention.

Berkeley does not rest his discussion of natural philosophy here, however, but instead moves on to address another matter that had been plaguing the natural philosophers of his day, namely, the introduction of the concept of attraction. He describes attraction as a “great mechanical principle now in vogue” (PHK 103:86); but, of course, as a mechanical principle it has proved problematic to corpuscularian mechanism, since it is not obvious how to explain attraction via impact. Berkeley does not subject the appeal to attraction to this common objection, nor does he raise his own objection that ideas are not causes, but instead levels what looks like a new and crushing objection, that explanations in terms of attraction are empty, inasmuch as they do no more than give a name to the phenomena to be explained. But, as it turns out, giving a name to the phenomena can be quite helpful.

Berkeley goes on in the next paragraph to describe what is actually helpful about an explanation in terms of attraction. While it is unhelpful to assume the existence of a common but inexplicable mechanism, it is extremely helpful to notice that several different phenomena are alike in some way. When we observe that a falling body and the movement of the tides are both cases of bodies moving toward one another, it is possible to use the laws governing a well-understood phenomenon, like falling bodies, to explain a poorly understood one, such as the role of the moon on the tides. A natural philosopher who gives both phenomena the same name, “attraction,” can then use the same laws to explain both. By exploring likenesses observed among phenomena, Berkeley says, the natural philosopher “explains the tides by the attraction of the terraqueous globe towards the moon, which to him doth not appear odd or anomalous, but only a particular example of a general rule or law of Nature” (PHK 104:87). Identifying different but resembling phenomena as being all examples of attraction is what enables Berkeley’s preferred kind of explanation in terms of the laws of nature.

Berkeley wants us to notice several things about the way in which natural philosophers enlarge their knowledge. The first is that, as he has been emphasizing, it is not the goal of natural philosophers to uncover material causes, inasmuch as ideas are always caused by “the will of a spirit.” This is of course true for anyone gathering knowledge. The goal of natural philosophers differs from other folk, however, “in a greater largeness of comprehension, whereby analogies, harmonies, and agreements are discovered in the works of Nature, and the particular effects explained, that is, reduced to general rules” (PHK 105:87). Berkeley at this point references PHK 62, where he first introduces the idea that natural philosophers take advantage of the uniformity of nature to formulate general laws to explain the phenomenon. The uniformity of nature, which he reminded us is what permits us to know what to do in order to guide our actions, in the hands of natural philosophers provides a means for understanding such phenomena. In this discussion in PHK 105, Berkeley is pushing the knowledge of natural philosophers beyond the rules of thumb of ordinary people and even beyond the capacity of natural philosophers to explain the particular phenomena around us. He says that natural philosophers “extend our prospect beyond what is present, and near to us, and enable us to make very probable conjectures, touching things that may have happened at very great distances of time and place, as well as to predict things to come; which sort of endeavour towards omniscience, is much affected by the mind” (PHK 105:87). So far from sitting down “in a forlorn scepticism,” Berkeley is proposing that the ability of natural philosophers to formulate and exploit the laws of nature permits them to extend their knowledge far beyond our immediate experience. Natural philosophers, thanks to their largeness of comprehension, know a great deal more than the rest of us, but they know with the same certainty we do because they do not pretend to know a special kind of abstract entity, an essence, or to know in a special kind of way, via necessary connections.

Toward the end of the Principles, in PHK 146, Berkeley presents the purpose of his work. He first reminds his readers that in his initial summary of his argument, in PHK 29, he has established that, since the vast majority of our ideas and sensations are not caused by us, there must be some other spirit who is their cause. About this spirit he writes:


But if we attentively consider the constant regularity, order, and concatenation of natural things, the surprising magnificence, beauty, and perfection of the larger, and the exquisite contrivance of the smaller parts of the creation, … I say if we consider all these things, and at the same time attend to the meaning and import of the attributes, one, eternal, infinitely wise, good, and perfect, we shall clearly perceive that they belong to the aforesaid spirit, who works all in all, and by whom all things consist.  (PHK 146:108)



At this point in his argument, Berkeley thinks philosophers are in a position to draw conclusions about the cause of the things in nature: the cause is a spirit with the attributes of God. Berkeley also thinks the evidence that allows philosophers to draw this conclusion is importantly provided by natural philosophers. Their work uncovering the harmonious and systematically connected laws of nature allows us to recognize the existence of a “one, eternal, infinitely wise, good, and perfect” cause. Berkeley’s evidence is indubitably idealistic, but it is not limited to evidence of ideas immediately perceived, or even to evidence of regular ideas allowing us to operate with foresight by means of rules of thumb. What Berkeley has presented to support a claim about the existence and nature of God is evidence based on the knowledge of natural philosophers that extends toward omniscience through a systematic understanding of the laws of nature. Berkeley’s presentation and defense of the knowledge gained by natural philosophers, his philosophy of science, far from being tangential, is central to his argument.

De Motu

De Motu, published in 1721, some eleven years after the publication of the Principles, is indubitably a work in the philosophy of science. It covers three issues about motion: its principle or foundation, its nature, and how motion is communicated from one body to another. That these are the topics proposed for a prize by the Royal Academy of Sciences in Paris lends credence to the report that Berkeley intended De Motu as an entry for the prize, although there is no evidence he actually submitted it to the Academy. It is not surprising that a philosopher with Berkeley’s interests would want to think about such a central topic to the study of nature as motion, but what has given many commentators pause is that early in his discussion, Berkeley announces that “[t]here are two supreme classes of things, body and soul” (DM 21:36). Berkeley not only completely ignores the idealism that supported his argument in the Principles, but still worse, appears to have adopted Cartesianism (see Downing 2005; Storrie 2012). This appearance is misleading, however. The absence of an explicit appeal to idealistic metaphysics is undeniable, but there are a couple of issues that need to be addressed with respect to Berkeley’s apparent Cartesianism. The first questions the extent to which Berkeley’s references to “two supreme classes of things” in fact conflicts with the position he puts forward in the Principles. While he does, of course, speak of ideas in the Principles, he sets great store by the claim that minds are wholly distinct from ideas, and has taught us to regard bodies as organized, regularly recurring ideas (PHK 38:56). The words Berkeley uses to gloss his dualistic claim in De Motu, moreover, are not particularly Cartesian. Far from appealing to arguments about the principal attributes of substances, he writes instead:


By the help of sense we know the extended thing, solid, mobile, figured, and endowed with other qualities which meet the senses, but the sentient, percipient, thinking thing we know by a certain internal consciousness. Further we see that those things are plainly different from one another, and quite heterogeneous.  (DM 21:36)



As we have seen in the Principles, what Berkeley found objectionable in the philosophers whose views he wished to reject, including, it is very likely, Descartes, is the commitment to the twofold existence principle of ideas and things, and that “every thing includes within it self the cause of its properties” (PHK 102:85). Neither of these two doctrines is required by Berkeley’s account of bodies and souls, and so an apparent Cartesian inconsistency between the Principles and De Motu doesn’t arise.

Although De Motu is often taken to consist of three parts, one for each of the topics he takes up, it might be more accurate to recognize the existence of a fourth part, coming right at the beginning of the book. In DM 1–20, Berkeley raises an issue he has touched on before, most notably in the Introduction to the Principles, where he criticizes the abuse of language by philosophers in the grip of a mistaken belief in abstract ideas. Here, at the beginning of De Motu, he again suggests that the “sober thinkers of our age” (DM 2:31) have similarly introduced confusions into the study of motion by relying on unclear terminology. While arguing that terms like “effort” or “conation” most properly are attributed to minds, a point he will take up later, many of the sources of the various confusions Berkeley details stem from the same problem raised in the Introduction to the Principles, that problematic terms are used to stand for illegitimate abstractions. His case is that


force, gravity, and terms of that sort are more often used in the concrete (and rightly so) so as to connote the body in motion, the effort of resisting, etc. But when they are used by philosophers to signify certain natures carved out and abstracted from all these things, natures which are not objects of sense, nor can be grasped by any force of intellect, nor pictured by the imagination, then indeed they breed errors and confusion.  (DM 6:32)



Berkeley is calling attention to the attempt by philosophers to use terms like “force,” not in the context of a particular body acting on the senses, but instead abstracted from all particularities.

Berkeley goes on to discuss the range of conflicting and confusing theories that can be found in accounts of motion, and the various and different opinions that are generated by what he in DM 16 terms “metaphysical abstractions.” His view is that such appeals to metaphysical abstractions are to be avoided, lest we think we are talking about something rather than nothing. In the next paragraph, however, Berkeley, while continuing to condemn abstractions, introduces a better way to talk about things such as “force” and “attraction.” He writes:


Force, gravity, attraction, and terms of this sort are useful for reasonings and reckonings about motion and bodies in motion, but not for understanding the simple nature of motion itself or for indicating so many distinct qualities. As for attraction, it was clearly introduced by Newton, not as a true, physical quality, but only as a mathematical hypothesis.  (DM 17:35)



Berkeley supposes that speaking of force or attraction as a metaphysical abstraction has no place in natural philosophy. They are not distinct qualities. But Berkeley does not, apparently, condemn “mathematical hypotheses” but finds them useful. We need to understand what Berkeley thinks is happening when we treat “force” and “abstraction” as mathematical hypotheses that allows them to play a role in an acceptable account of motion.

Berkeley begins to make use of mathematical hypotheses in DM 21, where he offers his views on the principle of motion. In this section, Berkeley has two projects. He first argues against what Downing has called “dynamic realism,” the view that the source of motion can be located in bodies, as a property of bodies (Downing 1995a). The negative argument rests on the already mentioned heterogeneity of mind and body, argued for, not as a metaphysical, but as an epistemological claim. Everything we know about bodies we know by “sense and experience” (DM 21:36) and everything we know about minds we know by inward reflection. Sense informs us of a number of qualities of bodies, including “impenetrability, extension and figure,” but all of these qualities are passive. The behaviors of bodies, as they move toward the center of the earth or are moved when struck, are all instances of passive behavior. Minds, however, are different. We know from our own experience that “[i]t is no more than willing” (PHK 28:53) and we can cause movement in our arms and legs (DM 25:37). Given that nothing that we know about bodies possesses such an ability to initiate motion, any attempt to explain the motion in bodies by appealing to a source in bodies will result in empty statements, attributing occult, unknown qualities to bodies. The negative argument is pretty straightforward, and the fact that Berkeley relies on an epistemological rather than on an ontological argument to reach the conclusion that bodies are inert doesn’t significantly alter the position he adopts here from what he has concluded in the Principles.

In DM 28, a very important passage, Berkeley begins to speak more positively about what we can know and how we can know it. It is here that he reintroduces the concept of “mathematical hypotheses” and so begins to answer our question about the role they play in the genesis of knowledge. The passage begins as follows:


Action and reaction are said to be in bodies, and that way of speaking suits the purposes of mechanical demonstrations; but we must not on that account suppose that there is some real virtue in them which is the cause or principle of motion. For those terms are to be understood in the same way as the term attraction; and just as attraction is only a mathematical hypothesis, and not a physical quality, the same must be understood also about action and reaction, and for the same reason.  (DM 28:38)



The reference to attraction is helpful here because Berkeley spelled out carefully what he takes to be going on with the use of this concept in the Principles (PHK 103–106:86–87). There he told us that the term “attraction” is used as a label for a set of events that, although in many ways different from one another, are alike in that they are all cases of two bodies moving toward one another. So, Berkeley is saying here in De Motu that using the terms “action” and “reaction” to apply to bodies is again the result of a human invention: we form a category to which we give these names, based on similarities we observe in the behavior of different bodies. What Berkeley is calling a “mathematical hypothesis” is the categorizing we do when we lump these various behaviors of bodies together.

What has proved problematic to readers of De Motu is the status of these “mathematical hypotheses.” Are they “fictions” we invent, and, if so, what is their status as explanations? What Berkeley says next in this section is extremely helpful in answering these questions:


For in mechanical philosophy the truth and the use of theorems about the mutual attraction of bodies remain firm, as founded solely in the motion of bodies, whether that motion be supposed to be caused by the action of bodies mutually attracting each other, or by the action of some agent different from the bodies, impelling and controlling them. Similarly the traditional formulations of rules and laws of motions, along with the theorems thence deduced remain unshaken, provided that sensible effects and the reasonings grounded in them are granted, whether we suppose the action itself or the force that causes these effects to be in the body or in the incorporeal agent.  (DM 28:38)



The benefit of the mathematical hypotheses is that they allow us to discover true laws of motion describing the behavior of bodies so grouped together. Berkeley is identifying the laws of motion as true because they are based on actual sense-based evidence about bodies. Whatever speculations might be implied by the labels given to these groups of bodies about causes are irrelevant, and neither add to nor detract from the regularities that have been uncovered.

According to Berkeley’s negative argument, it is fruitless to look for efficient causes of motion in bodies. But Berkeley has now explained that the truth provided by the mathematical hypotheses does not depend upon speculations about efficient causes, but instead upon the truth of the laws and theorems to which they give rise. This understanding of the function of mathematical hypotheses allows Berkeley to put forward a new positive account of the goals of mechanical philosophy. He suggests that, while mechanical philosophy is unsuited to discover the principle of motion as its “true, efficient and conserving cause” (DM 36:40), if we pay attention to the practice of mechanical philosophers, we can identify another kind of principle, in this case, epistemological, rather than metaphysical. Berkeley proposes that “in mechanical philosophy those are to be called principles, in which the whole discipline is grounded and contained, those primary laws of motions which have been proved by experiments, elaborated by reason and rendered universal” (DM 36:40). Berkeley here, as he did in the Principles, has reoriented the task of natural philosophers away from the search for underlying causes, and toward explanations in terms of the laws of nature. And, again, he points out that such explanations are expansive: “The human mind delights in extending and expanding its knowledge; and for this purpose general notions and propositions have to be formed in which particular propositions and cognitions are in some way comprised, which then, and not till then, are believed to be understood” (DM 38:41). This is the role of mathematical hypotheses. They permit mechanical philosophers to expand their knowledge by linking together different but analogous phenomena under laws of increasing generality (see Peterschmitt 2003; Peterschmitt 2008).

Berkeley clarifies the use to which he says mechanical philosophers put mathematical hypotheses in the final section, on the communication of motion (DM 67–72:50–52). In fact, he does two things in this relatively brief section. Using disagreements about communication of motion as an example, he spells out further what it means to say that mechanical philosophers use “force” as a mathematical hypothesis. And finally, he concludes by explaining the consequences of the way in which he draws firm boundaries between metaphysics and natural philosophy. Berkeley begins with a result he had obtained in his previous section, on the nature of motion. He says that, while most people think force is the cause of motion, this is problematic since force can only be identified in the context of a body moving, and cannot be abstracted from that context, so as to be distinguished as the cause of the body moving. In fact, Berkeley had told readers right at the beginning of De Motu what it is that the senses perceive in a body moving that we identify as “force.” By sight we perceive “accelerated motion towards the center of the earth” and we feel in our muscles “effort, fatigue, and discomfort” when we lift heavy bodies (DM 4:32). These ideas constitute what is sensible in those occasions when we speak of force, and there is nothing in the nature of motion, Berkeley has established, that is not sensible or derived from what is sensible. As evidence that confusions arise when the motion of bodies is thought to be attributable to an abstract notion of force, Berkeley lists competing accounts of force. In this case, however, he includes something surprising: “It is clear, moreover, that force is not a thing certain and determinate, from the fact that great men advance very different opinions, even contrary opinions, about it, and yet in their results attain the truth” (DM 67:50). That great men disagree is not surprising, but that both attain the truth is surprising. Newton supposes that force is to be found just in the body that changes the state of another, while Torricelli holds that force enters the body whose state is changed and stays there. How is it that they both attain the truth, since they are supposing contrary things to be the case?

Berkeley’s answer to this question is to claim or to point out that the forces attributed to bodies are mathematical hypotheses in the same way that attractive forces are mathematical hypotheses. To many this has seemed to suggest that both Newton and Torricelli refer to fictions and that neither one is saying true things about the world. And to many this is not really what we are looking for when we attempt to explain the phenomena. But of course Berkeley has never held that explaining the phenomena requires natural philosophers to identify a causal entity. The explanations of natural philosophers are always a matter of showing that a phenomenon conforms to the laws of nature. He has already explained to us how a concept like attraction can direct us to the laws of nature. It allows us to extend our knowledge by relating together, based on similarities or analogies, a number of different phenomena, all of which can be explained by laws of increasing generality.

Armed with this account, it becomes possible to see why Berkeley thinks that Newton and Torricelli come up with the same true explanation. Newton and Torricelli make the same sensible observations: “one body loses motion, the other acquires it, and besides that, nothing” (DM 68:50). They use different pictures to describe what links instances of this sort together: one picture says that the motion acquired by the second body is different from the motion of the first, and one picture says that it is the same motion attributable to both bodies. But which picture is adopted will not matter to the uniform behavior of the bodies captured by the picture. The same regularities will be discerned and will yield the same rule: “action and reaction are always opposite and equal” (DM 69:51). We are now in a position to derive true laws for the communication of motion, and that is what we use to explain phenomena (see Peterschmitt 2008). Berkeley himself thinks that an even better picture would be one that highlights the passivity of bodies. But the key point about mathematical hypotheses is that they are creatures of the mind, even as our numbering system is a creature of the mind. They can be used to enlarge our knowledge by relating different phenomena together so as to reveal new laws. But, even as our numbering system does not, in and of itself, reveal truths about the world, but only when numerical calculations are applied to things in the world, so the mathematical hypotheses are valuable not for what they say in themselves, for, as Berkeley says, they have no stable essence in the nature of things. Their usefulness comes in when they can be used to identify regularities that do exist in the world.

Berkeley concludes by identifying three different bodies of knowledge—physics, mechanics, and metaphysics—and notably, two different notions of cause. It is the job of the physicist, using sense and experience, to uncover the regularities obtaining among sensible things that reveal the laws of nature. These regularities embody a temporal ordering, and it is customary to refer to the first item as “cause” and to the one that follows as “effect.” “And on this method,” Berkeley writes, “we say that the body in motion is the cause of motion in the other, and impresses motion on it, draws it also or impels it” (DM 71:51). Similarly, in mechanics, where we extend our knowledge through mathematical hypotheses, Berkeley says we recognize that “the primary axioms of mechanical science can be called causes” (DM 71:51). In the Principles, Berkeley taught his readers to avoid skepticism by rewriting talk of bodies in terms of the behavior of ideas. This move might be said to have freed him to write De Motu using the vocabulary of bodies. Here in De Motu, Berkeley has similarly tamed causal talk in physics and mechanics, by showing how to rewrite it in terms of the regular order of things.

Berkeley concludes, rather brusquely, with the claim that the search for active causes is the province of metaphysics. Earlier in De Motu, he had argued that we know that minds can be causes, and indeed sources of motion, but here he draws no conclusions at all about the ultimate active cause that is the province of metaphysics. The only point he contends for here is that confusions abound if we don’t respect the boundaries of the different disciplines, and try to ground one body of knowledge on concepts that properly belong to another. The case Berkeley is making in De Motu cannot be said to be inconsistent with the Principles, and indeed might be said, as A. A. Luce suggested in his editor’s introduction of De Motu, to amount to the application to the problem of motion of the conclusions from the Principles about how to construct a non-skeptical theory of nature (BW 4:3). Nor do I see any particular reason to regard Berkeley as dissembling or hiding his true beliefs. It is certainly plausible, however, to suppose that Berkeley has a much more limited aim in writing De Motu. He makes no attempt to draw the theological conclusions with which he ended the Principles. He begins De Motu by showing that the study of motion was rampant with confusions, and he ends simply by pointing out how to avoid these confusions. Maybe he thought this was a worthy enough goal all on its own, or maybe he was merely limiting himself to the topics called for by the prize competition.

Siris

Siris is more often than not described as a peculiar book. It is true that very few treatises in philosophy begin with a recipe for a home remedy alleged to cure many if not all ailments. It would be a mistake, however, to read Siris entirely through the lens of Berkeley’s recommendation of tar water as a panacea. A reading of Siris in its entirety is enough to show that, Berkeley’s sincere enthusiasm for tar water notwithstanding, its use in Siris is as an introduction to an elaborate account of the system of nature. Tar water initiates this work because Berkeley believes that its beneficial properties can be shown to rely on the presence of fire, which Berkeley also believes can be identified as a central link and agent in the chain of nature. Berkeley accounts for the centrality of fire through the development of a theory of chemistry. And, in turn, chemistry plays a key role in the natural philosophy that serves as crucial evidence for Berkeley’s proof for the existence of God, replacing the physics and mechanics he relied on in his earlier works. Berkeley has a more elaborate and more familiar purpose than simply that of encouraging the population to swill down tar water.

But if this account of the goals of Siris relieves it of a reputation for eccentricity, it is still a difficult book to get a handle on. One reason for this is that Berkeley is prepared to get into the weeds of contemporary chemical theorizing, and this, being thoroughly obsolete, is unlikely to be familiar to readers of today (Peterschmitt 2010a). Still worse, not only is Berkeley working with unfamiliar texts, but he is willing to apparently endorse detailed chemical explanations. So, the question whether Siris is in fact consistent with Berkeley’s earlier works has been a live one. This issue has been variously answered, and the answers have been variously assessed. John Wild and J. D. Mabbott both hold that Siris is inconsistent with the earlier works: Wild regards Siris as a great improvement over Berkeley’s juvenile philosophy, while Mabbott regrets that the “hints and gropings” of Siris were “poles apart” from his other works (Wild 1962; Mabbott 1931, 27). Luce, however, hotly defends the unity of Siris with the rest of Berkeley’s corpus, while condemning it nonetheless as “an old man’s ramble through quack remedies to the Elysian fields” (Luce 1937). More recently, several commentators have urged that Siris is consistent with Berkeley’s earlier works and needs to be taken seriously as philosophy of science (Peterschmitt 2011; Peterschmitt 2010b; also Dégremont 1995; Downing 1995a; Parigi 2010; Holtzmann 2011; and Airaksinen 2008). Given the complexity of the issues involved, I do not have space to go thoroughly into the arguments of Siris, but I will make a few remarks about the place of the philosophy of science in Siris within Berkeley’s overall endeavors.3

In tackling the consistency problem, it is first important to notice where Berkeley stands with respect to his corpuscularian and mechanist rivals. In the Principles, Berkeley had already spelled out a way in which immaterialists like himself could endorse statements involving corpuscles. And, in De Motu, Berkeley licenses talk of second causes, and even allows that the principles of mechanics can be called causes of their consequences. Finally, it is in the Principles that Berkeley provides the justification for the reinterpretations he provides of corporeal and causal talk: “the connexion of ideas does not imply the relation of cause and effect, but only of a mark or sign with the thing signified” (PHK 65:69). Understanding the natural world is never a case of uncovering hidden causes, but is always a matter of relating known signs with their meanings. The mere presence of discussions of corpuscles in Siris, or even mention of agency with respect to corporeal fire, is not enough to lead anyone to suppose that Berkeley had significantly changed his mind, since he had already given us the tools to understand such talk.

In Siris, particularly when he is laying out the views that were prevalent in contemporary chemistry, Berkeley’s language is much looser than it had been earlier. Nevertheless, we often find him re-reiterating the principles that supported his immaterialist philosophy of science, and it is reasonable to take these recapitulations as expressing Berkeley’s continued views. For example, it has seemed surprising that Berkeley appears to endorse a kind of primary/secondary quality distinction in Siris (Siris 162:85). But in Siris 292, Berkeley calls attention to the proper way to understand natural phenomena. He says: “Natural phenomena are only natural appearances. They are, therefore, such as we see and perceive them. Their real and objective natures are, therefore, the same—passive without anything active, fluent and changing without anything permanent in them.” References to any natural phenomena such as particles should be understood as natural appearances, ideas. Nor should we be alarmed by what seem to be activities imputed to these particles. Berkeley adopts again in Siris the explanation he gave first in the Principles, and then endorsed in De Motu:


The mind of man acts by an instrument necessarily. The to hegemonikon or Mind presiding in the world, acts by an instrument freely. Without instrumental and second causes there could be no regular course of nature. And without a regular course, nature could never be understood; mankind must always be at a loss, not knowing what to expect, or how to govern themselves, or to direct their actions for the obtaining any end. Therefore in the government of the world physical agents, improperly so called, or mechanical, or second causes, or instruments, are necessary to assist, not the Governor, but the governed.  (Siris 160:84)



What we call second causes are in fact nothing more than the regularities that constitute the course of nature, that allow us to exist in the world. Again, Berkeley’s basic account has not changed. Finally, Berkeley continues to give pride of place to an appeal to language in order to explain how we understand the natural world:


There is a certain analogy, constancy, and uniformity in the phenomena or appearances of nature, which are a foundation for general rules: and these are a grammar for the understanding of nature, or that series of effects in the natural world whereby we are enabled to foresee what will come to pass in the natural course of things. (Siris 252:120)

Therefore, the phenomena of nature, which strike on the senses and are understood by the mind, form not only a magnificent spectacle, but also a most coherent, entertaining, and instructive Discourse; and to effect this, they are conducted, adjusted, and ranged by the greatest wisdom. This Language or Discourse is studied with different attention, interpreted with different degrees of skill. But so far as men have studied and remarked its rules, and can interpret right, so far they may be said to be knowing in nature. A beast is like a man who hears a strange tongue but understands nothing.  (Siris 254:121)



Berkeley is still setting great store by his account of how it is that we are able to be knowers about the natural world. The general outlines of the ontology and epistemology that Berkeley introduced in the Principles are present in Siris.

This is not to say of course that there are no puzzles in understanding what Berkeley is getting at in Siris. There is much interesting material for the historian of philosophy to chew on. Lisa Downing has pointed out that there are difficulties in figuring out what sort of an entity the aether, to which Berkeley frequently appeals, might be, although she ends up endorsing his approach (Downing 1995b). And, while Berkeley remains clear that there is a course of nature on which human knowledge of nature depends, in passages that illustrate the anti-deistic consequences of his argument, he lays heavy stress on the claim that, because the laws of nature depend on God’s free action, resulting in a great variety of motions and laws, “[w]e cannot make even one single step in accounting for the phenomena without admitting the immediate presence, and immediate action of an incorporeal Agent, who connects, moves, and disposes all things according to such purposes as seem good to him” (Siris 237:114). The puzzle is to work out how much of what we admit about the infinite freedom of the Divine Mind figures into our explanations of natural phenomena. Finally, there is much material drawn from Berkeley’s account of chemical theorizing that needs examination. For example, Roselyne Dégremont and Luc Peterschmitt have pointed out that the chain from which Siris took its name is revealed in Siris 220 to have only four links (Dégremont 1995; Peterschmitt 2011):


Force or power, strictly speaking, is in the Agent alone who imparts an equivocal force to the invisible elementary fire, or spirit of the world (Sects 153, 156, 157), and this to the ignited body or visible flame, which produceth the sense of light and heat. In this chain the first and last links are allowed to be incorporeal: the two intermediate are corporeal, being capable of motion, rarefaction, gravity, and other qualities of bodies. It is fit to distinguish these things, in order to avoid ambiguity concerning the cause of fire.  (Siris 220:106)



This passage invites us to think seriously about the central role of fire, but another puzzle is how Berkeley conceives the various links in the chain to be connected. In Siris 156, referenced in this quotation, Berkeley proposes that our understanding of human agency can inform us of agency as well with respect to the macrocosm, but the challenge of this proposal is that Berkeley’s account of human agency is not thought to be well understood. Once we regard the consistency problem as of little interest, there is much that remains well worth further study.

Conclusion

The basic structure of Berkeley’s philosophy of science can be found in the Principles and provides a key piece of evidence for the proof for the existence of God with which he ends the book. This basic structure is founded on the idealism Berkeley introduced in the Principles, but from this idealism Berkeley arrived at a critique of the materialist and indeed widely prevalent account of cause as that which in the world necessitates its effects, replaced this picture of explanation with one resting on the laws of nature, and finally reinterpreted the cause-and-effect relation with that of sign and signification. In De Motu and in Siris, Berkeley might be said to have enlarged his account by incorporating this basic structure into an examination of further branches of science, mechanics in De Motu and chemistry in Siris. But Berkeley did not change his mind about the general thrust of the theory he put forward. Even though Berkeley did not repeat his case for idealism in the later works, neither did he repudiate it. There is one consistent account of nature and our knowledge of it from his earliest books to the last of them.

Notes

1. For example, Pappas (2000); Dicker (2011); Rickless (2013).

2. Seth Bordner discusses Berkeley’s views on common sense in a wider context in chapter 12 of this volume.

3. For more on Siris, see Luc Peterschmitt “Berkeley on Chemistry,” chapter 17 in this volume.

References

Airaksinen, Timo. 2008. “The Path of Fire: The Meaning and Interpretation of Berkeley’s Siris.” In New Interpretations of Berkeley’s Thought, edited by Stephen H. Daniel, 261–282. Amherst, NY: Humanity Books.

Dégremont, Roselyne. 1995. Berkeley: L’idée de nature. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France.

Dicker, Georges. 2011. Berkeley’s Idealism. New York: Oxford University Press.

Downing, Lisa. 1995a. “Berkeley’s Case Against Realism in Dynamics.” In Berkeley’s Metaphysics: Structural, Interpretive and Critical Essays, edited by Robert G. Muehlmann, 197–214. University Park: Penn State University Press.

Downing, Lisa. 1995b. “Siris and the Scope of Berkeley’s Instrumentalism.” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 3, no. 2: 279–300.

Downing, Lisa. 2005. “Berkeley’s Natural Philosophy and Philosophy of Science.” In The Cambridge Companion to Berkeley, edited by Kenneth P. Winkler, 230–265. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Holtzman, Matthew. 2011. “Berkeley’s Two Panaceas.” Intellectual History Review 21: 472–495.

Luce, A. A. 1937. “Is There a Berkeleian Philosophy?” Hermathena 25, no. 50: 184–210.

Mabbott, J. D. 1931. “The Place of God in Berkeley’s Philosophy.” Journal of Philosophical Studies 6, no. 21 (January): 18–29.

Pappas, George. 2000. Berkeley’s Thought. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Parigi, Silvia. 2010. “ ‘Scire per Causas’ vs “Scire per Signa”: George Berkeley and Scientific Explanation in Siris.” In George Berkeley: Religion and Science in the Age of Enlightenment, edited by Silvia Parigi, 107–119. Dordrecht: Springer.

Peterschmitt, Luc. 2003. “Berkeley et les hypothèses mathématiques.” Archives Internationales d’Histoire des Sciences 53: 184–197.

Peterschmitt, Luc. 2008. “Can Berkeley Be an Instrumentalist? Towards a Reappraisal of Berkeley’s Philosophy of Science. Berkeley Studies 19: 19–31.

Peterschmitt, Luc. 2010a. “Berkeley and Chemistry in the Siris.” In George Berkeley: Religion and Science in the Age of Enlightenment, edited by Silvia Parigi, 73–85. Dordrecht: Springer.

Peterschmitt, Luc. 2010b. “Théologie naturelle et philosophie chimique dans la Siris de Berkeley.” Dix-Huitième Siècle 42, no. 1: 417–432.

Peterschmitt, Luc. 2011. Berkeley et la chimie: Une philosophie pour la chimie au XVIIIe siècle. Paris: Classiques Garnier.

Rickless, Samuel C. 2013. Berkeley’s Argument for Idealism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Storrie, Stefan Sean Gordon. 2012. “Berkeley’s Apparent Cartesianism in De Motu.” Archiv für Geschichte der Philosophie 94: 353–366.

Wild, John. 1962. George Berkeley: A Study of His Life and Philosophy. New York: Russell & Russell.


Chapter 14

Berkeley on Perception

Keota Fields

Perception occupies a unique position at the interface of mind and world. It is the membrane of mind-body interaction. It is also a vehicle through which the world provides the mind with knowledge and content. Consequently, many seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophers pay considerable attention to perception and its philosophical implications.

Descartes, for instance, emphasizes the skeptical threat of perceptual error.1 Dreams and hallucinations, Descartes famously argues, undermine the ability of perceptual experiences to confer epistemic justification on corresponding perceptual beliefs. In response, Descartes deploys a tightly integrated trio of doctrines: a theory of ideas, a distinction between primary and secondary qualities,2 and a mechanistic account3 of perceptual processes. For Descartes, roughly, skepticism is avoided because the primary qualities of external objects cause clear and distinct perceptions of themselves.4 That causal relation is explained by the size, shape, number, position, and motion of particles of matter as they impact the sense organs.

Locke deploys a similar trio of doctrines to explain perception. For Locke, ideas of primary qualities resemble the external qualities that cause them. That causal relation is similarly explained in terms of the size, shape, number, position, and motion of corpuscles impacting the sense organs.5 As a result, perceptual experiences are sufficiently reliable representations of external primary qualities to confer justification on perceptual beliefs.

Berkeley is no exception to philosophical preoccupation with perception. But rather than the threat of skepticism, Berkeley foregrounds a subtly different although no less challenging problem facing perception. Berkeley argues that while we visually perceive spatial qualities (that is, distance, size, shape, position, and number), those perceptions cannot be explained in terms of external primary qualities causing visual sensations that resemble them. Causation and resemblance turn out to be neither necessary nor sufficient to explain visual perception of primary qualities.6

The result is what epistemologists might now call a problem of epistemic luck.7 Assuming that we veridically see external primary qualities, it seems to be coincidental that our visual perceptions match reality. Visual epistemic luck, as I shall call it, undermines the efficacy of the trio of doctrines deployed by Descartes and Locke to explain why visual experiences confer knowledge.8 I argue that Berkeley solves the problem of visual epistemic luck by proposing that visual perception has a normative rather than a mechanistic structure.

The chapter is organized as follows. In the first section, I rehearse the “old” problem of external world skepticism and discuss how that problem motivates an ontology of ideas, a primary/secondary quality distinction, and a mechanistic theory of perceptual processes. In the second section, I discuss Berkeley’s “new” problem of visual epistemic luck and explain its recalcitrance to both a primary/secondary quality distinction and a mechanistic account of perceptual processing. That recalcitrance is implied by Berkeley’s arguments that causation and resemblance are neither necessary nor sufficient in order to see external primary qualities.9 In the third section, I show how Berkeley solves the problem of visual epistemic luck in terms of normativity. I argue that Berkeley’s theory of vision is best understood as a version of what vision researchers now call “constructivism.” Berkeley famously explains visual perception of spatial qualities by claiming that vision is a language spoken to us by God, wherein visual sensations are “words” whose meaning derives from rule-governed associations with tactile ideas (NTV 147:231; PHK 44:58–59; Alc 4,10:154). Notably, Berkeley’s visual language implies that visual experiences have perceptual content only if the visual system follows rules that prescribe how it should interpret incoming visual sensations. The fourth section discusses Berkeley’s distinction between immediate and mediate perception, which is indispensable to Berkeley’s visual language. I argue that for Berkeley, we immediately perceive instances of natural laws in addition to simple sensations. But, I claim, Berkeley denies that we immediately perceive sensible objects. The fifth section shows how Berkeley’s normative account of visual perception addresses the problem of visual epistemic luck. I claim that for Berkeley, visual perception of primary qualities has the epistemic power to justify perceptual beliefs because the imagination conforms to natural laws when producing those visual perceptions. Those natural laws are the rules of the language of vision and distinguish reality from appearance for Berkeley, giving them paramount epistemic standing.

The “Old” Problem of Perception: External World Skepticism

Perception’s role as a vehicle through which the world provides the mind with content raises three questions. The first question is: how does perception work? This is an empirical question about the psychological processes that result in perceptual experiences. The second question is: how does perception provide us with knowledge of the external world (if it does so at all)? This is an epistemological question about whether and how perception manages to be informative. The third question is: how many entities are involved in perception? This is an ontological question about whether perception requires three entities (external stimulus, idea, and mind) or only two entities (external stimulus and mind).

Theories of perception may be broadly categorized according to their answers to these questions. Naive realism is one such category, according to which perception involves direct awareness of external stimuli. Representationalism is a rival category, according to which perception involves direct awareness of ideas and indirect awareness of external stimuli through ideas. Representationalists take ideas to be a class of entities in their own right distinct from mind and world, whereas naive realists take perception to require only mind and world.10

Naive realism takes perception to be a purely stimulus-driven process. In vision, I open my eyes and light refracting from various objects in my environment stimulates my retina. This causes me to see those objects and their properties just as they are in reality.11 This picture has fairly straightforward epistemic consequences. When I see a cup on the counter, I know that it’s there and that it has such-and-such properties precisely because the cup has stimulated my retina, causing me to see it and its properties. The stimulus-driven nature of perception gives perceptual experiences a privileged epistemic status.

But suppose that I hallucinate a cup, or that I am dreaming about a cup instead of looking at an actual cup. In these cases, my perceptual experience is erroneous. Without independent means of verification, I lack a suitable basis for distinguishing erroneous perceptual experiences from veridical ones. Perceptual experience could always be erroneous, for all anyone knows. Representationalism attempts to explain both perceptual error and veridical perception by introducing ideas. In dreams and hallucinations, I have introspectively similar ideas to those I have in veridical perceptions. Erroneous and veridical cases are distinguished by the causal processes responsible for my ideas. In veridical cases, external stimuli cause ideas that resemble their causes in certain respects. This is not so in erroneous cases.

By claiming that the external world is perceived indirectly via ideas, representationalism involves a substantial ontological commitment. A theory of ideas emerges from the pressure to explain hallucinations and dreams as well as veridical perception. Yet there also remains pressure to explain the purely stimulus-driven nature of perception. For instance, the occurrence of a perceptual experience is involuntary. Descartes and Locke both note that when I open my eyes and look at the sun at noon, I cannot avoid seeing the sun. Nor can I choose to see the sun at midnight, when it is absent and cannot stimulate my senses.12 This involuntary character of perceptual experience is indicative of its stimulus-driven nature. An epistemic upshot of that stimulus-driven nature is that it offers a straightforward explanation of the informativeness of perceptual experience. Perceptual experiences are informative because the stimulus presents itself to awareness, as the sun presents itself to consciousness at noon but not at midnight. Representationalists claim that this happens when the sun causes an idea in the mind. What is needed is an explanation of this causal process.

A mechanistic theory of perceptual processing offers just such an explanation. According to Locke, ideas are produced “manifestly by impulse” from the primary qualities of external objects impacting the sense organs (E 2.8.11). Those causal relations produce ideas of primary qualities that resemble their causes, as well as ideas of secondary qualities that do not resemble their causes. (Locke argues that the secondary qualities are powers of bodies to cause sensations in us by their primary qualities; see E 2.8.7–22). Due to their resemblance to external qualities, ideas of primary qualities represent their causes. These causal and resemblance relations are intended to be reliable mechanisms whereby perception provides the mind with knowledge (or assurance) of the primary qualities of external objects.13

Berkeley’s “New” Problem of Perception: Visual Epistemic Luck

In An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley identifies a new problem distinct from the epistemic threat of dreams or hallucinations. This problem arises from veridical visual perception of primary qualities. It turns out that causation and resemblance cannot explain these veridical visual perceptions. To see why, consider the opening problem of NTV, the problem of how distances are seen:


It is, I think, agreed by all that distance, of itself and immediately, cannot be seen. For distance being a line directed end-wise to the eye, it projects only one point in the fund of the eye, which point remains invariably the same, whether the distance be longer or shorter.  (NTV 2:171)



Later on, Berkeley adds that “it is plain that distance is in its own nature imperceptible, and yet it is perceived by sight” (NTV 11:173). Clearly Berkeley thinks that we do accurately see distances. The problem discussed in NTV 2 is not one of perceptual error.14 It is also clear that distances are primary qualities since they are forms of extension. The problem of seeing distances arises because none of our visual sensations resembles external distances.

Distances are not registered on the retina as such. Berkeley claims that distance is measured by “a line directed end-wise to the eye.”15 The greater the distance, the longer the line used to measure it. But if seeing distances involves seeing the lines that measure them, then we could only immediately see the endpoints of such lines. The lengths of the lines themselves (and so the distances they measure) cannot be seen. Nor do those endpoints vary as the distances seen vary (as opposed to, say, an object that gets visually larger as it moves toward the viewer). These considerations imply that visual sensations do not resemble the lines used to measure external distances, and so do not resemble external distances themselves.

Furthermore, Berkeley argues that external lines and angles do not exist (NTV 14:173). This implies that there are no external lines or angles that could cause visual sensations that resemble their causes. This is not to say that Berkeley thinks there are no external distances. Rather, Berkeley seems to think that external distances are motions through space (with a nonzero displacement) that are measured with abstract lines and angles (for example, vectors).16 Berkeley claims that the lines and angles used to measure distances are theoretical constructs that allow vision to be analyzed using geometry. Berkeley thinks that real external distances are registered by touch, which immediately perceives motions through space.

Visual perception of distance presents the following challenge to representationalism. We routinely and veridically see the primary quality of distance. Yet none of the visual sensations we have (points of light and color) resembles the distances we see (actual or potential motions through space). Nor is there an obvious causal explanation for visual experiences of distances, if such an explanation relies on external lines and angles causing ideas that resemble their causes. The implication is that while we see distances, those perceptions are a matter of luck since they cannot be explained by resemblance or causation. The epistemological consequences of this problem are readily apparent. Perceptions that are veridical as a matter of luck can be neither sources of knowledge nor sources of justified belief.

Berkeley compounds the severity of visual epistemic luck in the following way. He argues that visual perception of primary qualities is not explained by external primary qualities themselves even when those qualities are present and do cause visual sensations that resemble their causes. Berkeley is explicit about this:


[T]hough we should grant the real existence of those optic angles, etc., and that it was possible for the mind to perceive them, yet these principles would not be found sufficient to explain the phænomena of distance.  (NTV 15:174)



The real existence of lines and angles causing ideas that resemble their causes is insufficient to explain visual experiences of distance. While Berkeley alludes to an argument for this, unfortunately he does not specify what that argument might be.

However, this insufficiency appears to be the heart of Berkeley’s repeated uses of Molyneux’s thought experiment. The Molyneux patient is born blind and given a procedure to confer sight in adulthood. At the moment of first sight, the patient is asked to distinguish a sphere from a cube solely by looking at them and without touching them. Molyneux, Locke, and Berkeley all agree that the Molyneux patient would be unable to do so.17 If visual perception of primary qualities were caused by external primary qualities, then the Molyneux patient would immediately see a sphere and a cube at some distance away. But Berkeley thinks that the Molyneux patient would not see distance (NTV 41:186), or external size (NTV 79:203–204),18 or position (or what Berkeley calls “situation,” NTV 95:210), or external shapes (NTV 135:226), or number (what would now be called “binding,” the unifying or grouping of visual sensations into perceptions of discrete objects, NTV 110:215).

Indeed, according to Berkeley, the Molyneux patient’s very first visual experience would be utterly non-perceptual. His visual experience would be an undifferentiated mass of light and color, experienced as internal to his mind. He would not see objects external to his body (NTV 41:186).19 Whereas Berkeley’s discussion of the problem of seeing distances shows that causation and resemblance are not necessary in order to see primary qualities, his discussion of the Molyneux patient shows that causation and resemblance are not sufficient in order to see primary qualities, either (just as Berkeley suggests at NTV 15:174).

Let’s assume that the external sphere and cube cause the Molyneux patient’s visual sensations. Let’s also assume that the Molyneux patient’s visual experience resembles the sphere and the cube in their respective geometric features (this latter claim seems to be conceded by Berkeley at NTV 133:225–226).20 Nevertheless, according to Berkeley, the Molyneux patient sees neither the sphere nor the cube, nor any other external stimulus, “nothing he sees being able to suggest to his thoughts, the idea of body, distance, or in general, of any thing he had already known,” by touch (NTV 135:226). The Molyneux patient’s visual experience does not constitute a perception of external primary qualities despite being caused by and resembling those qualities because the patient is not conscious of the stimuli or their primary qualities by means of his visual sensations.

In another passage, Berkeley says that “there can be no reason assigned why [the Molyneux patient] should [perceive objects before him], barely upon his seeing [a stimulus]” (NTV 110:215). Berkeley implies that in cases of normal vision, perceivers do have a reason to visually perceive external primary qualities. Berkeley summarizes that reason as follows: “[B]y observing the motion of the parts of the [stimulus] and other experiences, [the perceiver] comes to know which [sensations] are to be separated and which to be collected together” (NTV 110:215). For both the Molyneux patient and the normal perceiver, external primary qualities cause scenes that resemble their causes. But the Molyneux patient fails to experience those external qualities, implying that causation and resemblance are not the reasons present in normal cases and absent for the Molyneux patient. In neither case is visual perception of primary qualities purely stimulus-driven. Rather, visual perception of primary qualities results from perceptual processes that amount to more than merely the fact that the stimulus presents itself to consciousness.

One might wonder why Berkeley takes himself to be warranted in assuming that visual perception of primary qualities is veridical rather than illusory, and so why this is a problem of epistemic luck rather than skepticism. One strong possibility is that Berkeley follows Descartes21 and Locke22 in taking perception to be a fundamentally practical faculty rather than a fundamentally epistemic faculty. The function of perception for Berkeley is “the preservation and well-being of our bodies, as also to avoid whatever may be hurtful and destructive to them” (NTV 147:231; also see PHK 31:54). The epistemic upshot of perception is to provide the mind with information about the world. But this is instrumental to perception’s practical function as a guide for self-preservation:


for this end, the visive sense seems to have been bestowed on animals, to wit, that by the perception of visible ideas … they may be able to foresee … the damage or benefit which is like to ensue, upon the application of their own bodies to this or that body which is at a distance. Which foresight, how necessary it is to the preservation of an animal, every one’s experience can inform him.  (NTV 59:193; also see NTV 87:206 and DHP 188)



When I see a piece of fruit, perception need only inform me whether it is ripe or rotten, within my grasp or beyond my reach, etc. (see Simmons 2013, 97). Visual perception of primary qualities is veridical because were it not, vision could not be a guide for self-preservation. We would be unable to reliably avoid harm or pursue benefits through sight. We would be, Berkeley tells us, “all in uncertainty and confusion, and a grown man no more know how to manage himself in the affairs of life, than an infant just born” (PHK 31:54). By itself, the claim that perception is a fundamentally practical faculty only warrants the assumption that visual perception of primary qualities is veridical. The practical function of perception cannot endow vision with any epistemic power because it does not explain how external stimuli make themselves present to consciousness. Absent any such account, it is simply a matter of luck that our visual experiences manage to accurately represent external qualities.

Berkeley declines to draw out the epistemic consequences of visual epistemic luck in NTV. He is primarily concerned there with its empirical consequences—the need to provide an alternative to representationalism as an account of how vision works. But he makes those epistemic consequences plain in PHK 18–20. That passage begins with Berkeley asking:


But though it were possible that solid, figured, moveable substances [that is, bodies with primary qualities] may exist without the mind, corresponding to [that is, resembling] the ideas we have of bodies, yet how is it possible for us to know this?  (PHK 18:48)



Berkeley answers his own rhetorical question on behalf of representationalists, who concede that we cannot know the external world in this way. According to Berkeley, representationalists grant that “sensations, ideas, or those things that are immediately perceived by sense … do not inform us that things exist without the mind, or unperceived, like to those which are perceived” (PHK 18:48). Berkeley offers two reasons for this concession. First, immediately perceived ideas of colors, flavors, textures, etc., do not resemble external primary qualities (see Locke’s E 2.8.15). This failure of resemblance extends even to qualities such as retinal shape and size, which are “fleeting and variable” in contrast to the constancy of objective shape and size (NTV 45:187–188; 48–49:189; 59:192–193; 121:219–220; 127:222–223; 140:228; also see notes 20 and 21 above). Second, experiences of secondary qualities and of qualities such as retinal size and shape are not necessarily connected to external primary qualities (see Locke’s E 2.9.9-10).

Berkeley suggests that familiar Cartesian worries about perceptual error motivate this concession by representationalists:


I say it is granted on all hands (and what happens in dreams, phrensies, and the like, puts it beyond dispute) that it is possible we might be affected with all the ideas we have now, though no bodies existed without, resembling them. Hence it is evident the supposition of external bodies is not necessary for the producing our ideas; since it is granted they are produced sometimes, and might possibly be produced always in the same order we see them in at present, without their concurrence.  (PHK 18:48)



Berkeley’s reason for citing the example of “dreams, phrensies, and the like” is that representationalists cite these examples in their admission that there is no necessary connection between external primary qualities and perceptual experiences. The lack of any such necessary connection undermines the motivation for a mechanical account of perceptual processes (a point underscored in PHK 19, where Berkeley argues that a mechanical account is useless as an explanation of the mind-body interaction central to perception).

Berkeley concludes that perceptual experience cannot be a source of knowledge if it is supposed that such experiences are caused by and resemble external qualities:


In short, if there were external bodies, it is impossible we should ever come to know it; and if there were not, we might have the very same reasons to think there were that we have now. Suppose, what no one can deny possible, an intelligence, without the help of external bodies, to be affected with the same train of sensations or ideas that you are, imprinted in the same order and with like vividness in his mind. I ask whether that intelligence hath not all the reason to believe the existence of corporeal substances, represented by his ideas, and exciting them in his mind, that you can possibly have for believing the same thing? Of this there can be no question; which one consideration is enough to make any reasonable person suspect the strength of whatever arguments he may think himself to have, for the existence of bodies without the mind.  (PHK 20:49)



We might have exactly the same perceptual experiences whether or not they are caused by external bodies. In the case where there are no bodies to cause those experiences, we have perceptual error. But even when there are such bodies, it is a matter of luck that they are “represented by [one’s] ideas,” since we could have had the very same experiences without them. Our corresponding perceptual beliefs are true but unjustified. We have “the very same reasons” to believe that external bodies exist that we have in the case of perceptual error—which is to say none at all, as Berkeley suggests at the end of the passage.

This passage is often interpreted as warning of a skeptical threat.23 I wish to supplement rather than refute that interpretation. Berkeley seems to also say that perceivers could have veridical perceptual experiences as a matter of luck. Berkeley seems to think that representationalism faces a dilemma. Either it cannot overcome skepticism, or it cannot overcome epistemic luck. On either horn of the dilemma, representationalism fails to explain how perceptual experiences could provide knowledge of the external world. An alternative explanation is needed.

As with the “old” problem of perception, Berkeley’s “new” problem raises a number of questions. One question is what psychological processes explain visual perception of primary qualities if causation and resemblance are ruled out. Another question is how those psychological processes make visual perception a reliable source of knowledge about the external world. A third question is how visual perceptions manage to represent external qualities without resembling them. Berkeley’s overarching answer to these questions is that vision is a language. In the next section, I argue that Berkeley’s theory of vision is best thought of as an early version of what would now be called “constructivism.” Perhaps unique to Berkeley’s version of constructivism is the fundamental role played by normativity. The normative structure of the visual language explains how we see primary qualities and how visual perception provides knowledge of the external world.

Berkeley’s Constructivist Theory of Vision

The problem of visual epistemic luck reveals the inadequacy of representationalism as a theory of perception by showing that visual perception of primary qualities is not purely stimulus-driven. While Berkeley certainly adopts a theory of ideas (a signature feature of representationalism), his theory of vision cannot accurately be described as representationalist given that it does not take visual perception to be purely stimulus-driven.24 Rather, Berkeley’s theory of vision is best categorized as a version of what are now called “constructivist” models of vision.

Beginning with Richard Gregory (1970), one paradigm of contemporary psychological work on vision takes visual experience to result from reasoning performed by the visual system on the basis of incoming sensory inputs and stored information. Setting aside the details of these accounts, the common theme is that the visual system deploys a form of causal reasoning by constructing hypotheses about the distal causes of incoming visual sensations on the basis of previous experience. Such models of vision are called “constructivist models,”25 and they include three common theses. First, visual perception involves reasoning from visual sensations. Second, such reasoning deploys stored information about experienced regularities. Third, perceptual experiences themselves are the conclusions of such reasoning. Constructivist models hold that visual experiences are the conclusions of complex reasoning performed by the visual system.

Remarkably, Berkeley anticipated much of this constructivist framework more than three hundred years ago. His theory of vision asserts quite similar theses in order to address the problem of seeing distances, shapes, sizes, and so forth. He concedes that ideas of distance are not among the visual sensations experienced by the perceiver—or, as Berkeley puts it, distance is not immediately perceived by sight. Yet we see distances. Berkeley contends that this could only occur if distances are mediately seen (NTV 11:173). While it is inaccurate to say that Berkeley thinks of mediate perception as the conclusion of a causal inference, he does think that mediate perception results from a special kind of reasoning applied to immediately seen visual sensations on the basis of past experience. Berkeley calls this reasoning process “suggestion” and argues that visual perception of distance is the product of suggestion.26 I call those products “interpretations” of visual sensations rather than conclusions of causal reasoning, for reasons that I hope will become clear. Berkeley provides similar explanations for mediate visual perception of size, shape, position, and number.

Berkeley analyzes mediate perception generally in terms of signification, and mediate perception of sensible qualities in terms of linguistic signification.27 A sensible quality x is mediately perceived by means of an immediately perceived idea y if and only if y linguistically signifies x. In order to fully grasp Berkeley’s account of mediate perception of sensible qualities, then, we must have some notion of Berkeley’s understanding of language. Berkeley gives the following general definition of a language in Alciphron:


the arbitrary use of sensible signs, which have no similitude or necessary connexion with the things signified; so as by the apposite management of them to suggest and exhibit to my mind an endless variety of things, differing in nature, time, and place; thereby informing me, entertaining me, and directing me how to act, not only with regard to things near and present, but also with regard to things distant and future.  (Alc 4,7:149)



Berkeley lists a variety of conditions on a language in this passage.28 Linguistic signification is “arbitrary,” by which Berkeley means that there is a contingent connection between a linguistic sign and what it signifies. Berkeley also claims that linguistic signs do not resemble what they signify. Rather than necessary connection or resemblance (or similitude, as Berkeley puts it in the passage above), Berkeley thinks that linguistic significations are grounded “purely and solely [in] experience, custom and habit” (Alc 4,10:154). Lastly, the “apposite management” of linguistic signs—that is, their rule-governed compositionality—is inexhaustible and can be used to inform, guide actions, or make predictions.

Berkeley claims that spatial qualities are immediately perceived by touch, not by sight. We learn to mediately see these qualities by associating incoming visual sensations with tactile ideas accessed by the imagination on the basis of past experience:


PHILONOUS: From the ideas you actually perceive by sight, you have by experience learned to collect what other ideas you will (according to the standard order of Nature) be affected with, after such a certain succession of time and motion. (DHP 202)

EUPHRANOR: That is to say, we perceive distance, not immediately, but by mediation of a sign, which hath no likeness to it, or necessary connexion with it, but only suggests it from repeated experience, as words do things.  (Alc 4,8:151)



Suppose that in past experience a specific pattern of visual sensations is regularly experienced together with a specific pattern of tactile sensations (either simultaneously or in succession). Now suppose that incoming visual sensations exhibit the same pattern as those previously seen. Past experience prompts the imagination to interpret that incoming pattern of visual sensations in terms of previously experienced patterns of tactile ideas. The resulting interpretation is a mediate perception of spatial qualities.

Berkeley takes mediate perception via linguistic signification to explain how visual experiences have perceptual content generally, not only with respect to spatial qualities:


PHILONOUS: [M]en combine together several ideas, apprehended by divers senses, or by the same sense at different times, or in different circumstances, but observed however to have some connexion in Nature, either with respect to co-existence or succession.  (DHP 245)



For instance, if a certain pattern of light and colors is repeatedly experienced together with tactile sensations of cold, hardness, solidity, etc., the imagination interprets subsequent experiences of similar patterns of light and color in terms of prior tactile ideas of coldness, hardness, solidity, etc. The result is a mediate visual perception of ice. A different pattern of light and color that has been repeatedly experienced together with prior tactile sensations of heat, pain, etc., results in a mediate visual perception of a flame.

In the First Dialogue, Berkeley’s spokesman Philonous describes the process of mediate perception in the following way:


I grant we may … be said to perceive sensible things mediately by sense: that is, when from a frequently perceived connexion, the immediate perception of ideas by one sense suggests to the mind others perhaps belonging to another sense, which are wont to be connected with them. For instance, when I hear a coach drive along the streets, immediately I perceive only the sound; but from the experience I have had that such a sound is connected with a coach, I am said to hear the coach. It is nevertheless evident, that in truth and strictness, nothing can be heard but sound: and the coach is not then properly perceived by sense, but suggested from experience. So likewise when we are said to see a red-hot bar of iron; the solidity and heat of the iron are not the objects of sight, but suggested to the imagination by the colour and figure, which are properly perceived by that sense. In short, those things alone are actually and strictly perceived by any sense, which would have been perceived, in case that same sense had then been first conferred on us. As for other things, it is plain they are only suggested to the mind by experience grounded on former perceptions.  (DHP 204)



In this passage, Berkeley extends his constructivist theory of perception from vision to hearing, and from primary qualities to secondary qualities such as heat. Although this passage suggests that Berkeley takes perception in general to be constructivist, other passages conflict with such a reading (for instance, Alc 4,11:157, wherein Berkeley denies that any sense modality other than vision is a language). For that reason, I restrict this discussion to sensible qualities perceived by sight.

For Berkeley, natural laws ground the reliability of the imagination’s interpretations of visual sensations. Those laws are responsible for the regular co-occurrence of specific patterns of visual sensations with specific tactile sensations:


That a few original ideas may be made to signify a great number of effects and actions, it is necessary they be variously combined together: and to the end their use be permanent and universal, these combinations must be made by rule, and with wise contrivance. By this means abundance of information is conveyed unto us, concerning what we are to expect from such and such actions, and what methods are proper to be taken, for the exciting such and such ideas.  (PHK 65:69)



However, in an acknowledgment that mediate visual perception is not stimulus-driven, Berkeley insists that there is no direct causal link between natural laws and mediate visual perceptions:


To all which my answer is, first, that the connexion of ideas does not imply the relation of cause and effect, but only of a mark or sign with the thing signified. The fire which I see is not the cause of the pain I suffer upon my approaching it, but the mark that forewarns me of it.  (PHK 65:69)



A mechanistic account of perceptual processes cannot explain how the imagination produces reliable interpretations of visual sensations. Rather, Berkeley tells us, “the reason why ideas are formed into machines, that is, artificial and regular combinations, is the same with that for combining letters into words” (PHK 65:69). Natural laws can convey an inexhaustible amount of information, guide action, and support self-preserving predictions, with just “a few original ideas” that are “variously combined together,” just as a small alphabet can do these things by combining its letters into words (as Berkeley tells us in Alc 4,7:149).

Berkeley evidently thinks that vastly more information can be conveyed in this way than would be the case if natural laws completely determined perceptual experience in a stimulus-driven manner. Such a model is psychologically and epistemically impoverished (as was seen with the problem of seeing distances), and incapable of supporting action-guiding perceptions and predictions (in which case, the senses would fail to have the practical value afforded them by Descartes and Locke). In the case of perception as in the case of language, information can be accessed only by following the rules according to which appropriate (or “apposite,” Alc 4,7:149) combinations are formed. For Berkeley, mediate perceptual experience is informative only when it involves conformity to natural law. In the next section, I discuss Berkeley’s distinction between immediate and mediate perception before arguing in the final section that the aforementioned conformity constitutes a normative relation between natural laws, the imagination, and mediate perception.

Immediate Perception

Berkeley’s solution to the problem of seeing distances begins by distinguishing immediately perceived visual sensations from mediately perceived distances (NTV 11:173). It remains an open and disputed question how Berkeley draws the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. The task of interpreting Berkeley’s distinction is complicated by his tendency to say conflicting things about it.

The texts raise several questions. One passage implies that mediate perception is achieved with supplemental processing—that is, suggestion or inference—but without additional ideas serving as intermediaries (DHP 204). Another passage implies that intermediaries are necessary for mediate perception (NTV 9:172–173). Similarly, some passages indicate that sensible qualities alone are immediately perceived (DHP 175; DHP 204; Alc 4,10:154–155), whereas other passages imply that sensible objects also are immediately perceived (PHK 95:82; DHP 230). Lastly, some passages imply that perceiving is a form of knowing (PHK 6:43; PHK 25:51–52; DHP 202; DHP 206; DHP 238); but there are reasons to think that perception and knowledge are distinct for Berkeley. Along the way, there are the related issues of whether inference and suggestion are compatible or mutually exclusive,29 and whether immediate perception is roughly equivalent to Aristotelian proper perception.

For the present purposes, I take for granted that supplemental processing entails processing with intermediaries.30 I also take for granted that inference is a form of suggestion for Berkeley,31 and that there is some connection between perception and knowledge (I set aside the question of what that connection might be).32 Lastly, I take for granted that proper perceptions are immediate but leave it an open question whether all immediate perceptions are proper perceptions.33 I also follow Winkler (1989, 152) in distinguishing between immediate perception of qualities and immediate perception of sensible objects. However, I will speak of individuals instead of using Berkeley’s phrases “sensible object” or “sensible thing” (which he sometimes uses to refer to qualities and sometimes to individuals).34 I focus here on the question of whether individuals are immediately perceived, and only briefly discuss the epistemic warrant (if any) afforded by perception.

There is significant textual evidence that individuals are not immediately perceived for Berkeley. Consider one of Berkeley’s stated conditions for immediate perception—what would be perceived had a sense modality first been conferred on a perceiver (DHP 204—quoted in the previous section). Berkeley tells us that the Molyneux patient satisfies this condition with respect to light and colors registered on the retina, but that the Molyneux patient cannot see individuals despite immediately perceiving visual qualities (including retinal shapes and sizes):35


ALCIPHRON: Answer me, Euphranor, should it not follow from these principles [that is, Berkeley’s theory of vision] that a man born blind, and made to see, would, at first sight, not only not perceive their distance, but also not so much as know the very things themselves which he saw, for instance, men or trees? which surely to suppose must be absurd.

EUPHRANOR: I grant, in consequence of those principles … that such a one would never think of men, trees, or any other objects that he had been accustomed to perceive by touch, upon having his mind filled with new sensations of light and colours, whose various combinations he doth not yet understand, or know the meaning of; no more than a Chinese, upon first hearing the words man and tree would think of the things signified by them…. And I conceive no absurdity in all this. (Alc 4,11:155)36



It might be objected that when Berkeley applies his “at first sensed” criterion in DHP 204, he explicitly uses it to specify what is immediately and strictly (or properly) perceived, where what is immediately and properly perceived is exclusively perceived by a single sense modality (along the lines of Aristotelian proper sensibles). This leaves open the possibility that we immediately perceive individuals although they are not properly and immediately perceived.37

Individuals are mereological aggregates for Berkeley (PHK 1:41; DHP 249). In an extended passage in NTV, Berkeley explicitly denies that we immediately perceive mereological aggregates. Such aggregates are “entirely the creature[s] of the mind,” are “perfectly arbitrary,” and are constituted by “the particular draughts the mind makes of its ideas … wherein it includes more or less as best suits its own ends and purposes” (NTV 109:215; Berkeley repeats this argument in PHK 12–13:46). In the next paragraph, Berkeley applies this argument to conclude that the Molyneux patient “would not in the first act of vision, parcel out the ideas of sight, into the same distinct collections that others do” (NTV 110:215; discussed in the second section of this chapter). That is, the Molyneux patient would not immediately see mereological aggregates, and so would not immediately see individuals. Berkeley seems to think that the mereological relations that constitute individuals do not exist in reality in order to be perceived, any more than lines or angles exist in reality to be seen. Setting aside the question of whether this implies that there are no public individuals for Berkeley,38 we can say that individuals are not immediately perceived because the mereological relations that constitute individuals are not immediately perceived.

The texts often cited in support of the claim that individuals are immediately perceived are ones in which Berkeley associates perception with knowledge. In DHP 230, Berkeley doesn’t say that wood and stones are immediately perceived. He says that he knows them, and argues that he couldn’t know them unless he sensed them. He then claims that “things perceived by the senses are immediately perceived,” and it is unclear whether by “things” Berkeley refers to individuals or qualities. Wood and stones are sensed by only some of their qualities,39 but Berkeley does not think this is sufficient for perceiving individuals. This is evident from PHK 3, where Berkeley introduces a modal condition for perceiving individuals. Winkler, citing Bennett (1971, 142–143), argues that for Berkeley, “[perceptual] claims about the existence of objects such as tables and rivers tell us not only about the ideas we happen to have at the moment, but also about the ideas we will have, or would have under certain circumstances” (Winkler 1989, 159). These are often taken to be counterfactual facts about individuals. But I think they are more accurately read as normative facts—facts about what ideas one should have under certain circumstances given that natural laws are operative. Either way, knowing wood or stones by means of such facts requires suggestion, and this implies that wood and stones are not immediately perceived. A plausible reading of DHP 230 is that some qualities of wood or stones are immediately perceived, those perceptions trigger stored knowledge of normative facts, and the perceiver thereby knows the wood and the stones.40 Berkeley may plausibly be read as saying something similar in PHK 95 (the other passage routinely cited as evidence that individuals are immediately perceived for Berkeley).

The point that commentators apparently want to make about these passages is that they suggest that more than simply qualities are immediately perceived. After all, perceivers cannot get from sensations of light and color to perception of spatial qualities, and from perception of spatial qualities to perception of individuals, unless we immediately perceive more than qualities. We must also experience multisensory and diachronic manifolds in order to form habits of using certain ideas as signs for others. Even so, this doesn’t imply that mereological aggregates are immediately perceived, only that something is immediately perceived besides qualities. I claim that for Berkeley instances of natural laws are immediately perceived in addition to immediately and properly perceived qualities. Berkeley tells us repeatedly that regular patterns of qualities are instances of natural laws, and that through them we are provided with information beyond what is registered by the senses.41 Instances of natural laws present patterns of sensations to consciousness (and patterns of patterns, and so on). But they do not present mereological relations or the boundaries of objects to consciousness, which are necessary to see individuals. Perceptions of instances of natural laws include more content than perceptions of qualities precisely because the former include patterns of qualities. Berkeley tells us that the Molyneux man sees patterns of visual sensations: “There crowd into his mind the ideas which compose the visible man, in company with all the other ideas of sight perceived at the same time” (NTV 110:215; my emphasis). Given Berkeley’s criterion of immediate and proper perception from DHP 204, the patterns of light and color that the Molyneux patient sees are immediately and properly seen instances of natural laws. But Berkeley tells us in NTV 110 that the Molyneux patient does not see individuals. Cross-modal patterns of visual and tactile sensations are immediately but not properly experienced instances of natural laws.

It is by means of information about environmental regularities provided by instances of natural laws that immediate perception of qualities grounds mediate perception of individuals. That information is immediately perceived (though not always properly perceived), stored in memory, and accessed by the imagination. The contents of experiences of natural laws include normative facts about what should be the case given such-and-such patterns of immediately perceived qualities—for example, what qualities should be seen next, or felt under certain circumstances. Instances of natural laws are present to consciousness without inference or suggestion, and without intermediary. (Indeed, natural laws ground suggestion and so must be experienced logically prior to mediate perceptions in order for the imagination to develop the habits of association that constitute suggestion.) Perception of individuals requires an intermediary in the form of stored information about natural laws. That stored information is deployed in the supplemental processing by means of which individuals are mediately perceived whenever some of their qualities are immediately perceived.

Natural Laws and Perceptual Knowledge

In the third section of this chapter, I argued that perceptual experience is informative only if the imagination conforms to natural laws when interpreting incoming sensations. I claimed that such conformity is a normative relation between natural laws, the imagination, and mediate perceptions. Let’s broadly define normativity as follows: x is normative when it entails that some action or mental state y is justified—that is, that S ought to do y, or that S ought to be in mental state y.42 For instance, if there is a reason r not to do action a, and this entails that a is wrong (that is, ought not be done), then reason r is normative. Reason r justifies S in not doing a. In Berkeley’s theory of vision, natural laws prescribe interpretations of incoming visual sensations by determining the learned regularities stored in memory and accessed by the imagination:


The ideas of sense are more strong, lively, and distinct than those of the imagination; they have likewise a steadiness, order, and coherence, and are not excited at random, as those which are the effects of human wills often are, but in a regular train or series…. Now the set rules or established methods wherein [the ideas of sense are excited in us] are called the Laws of Nature: and these [laws] we learn by experience [emphasis added], which teaches us that such and such ideas are attended with such and such other ideas, in the ordinary course of things.  (PHK 30:53–54)



By determining the store of learned information available to the imagination about regular co-occurrences of ideas—that is, which ideas are signs for which other ideas—natural laws justify the imagination’s interpretation of incoming visual sensations. They provide the imagination with a reason to interpret those incoming sensations in one way rather than another (and rather than in no way at all, as in the case of the Molyneux patient).

Berkeley thinks that the ability of natural laws to justify the imagination’s interpretations of incoming visual sensations enables his version of constructivism to avoid visual epistemic luck. Berkeley takes it to be uncontroversial that a natural law “distinguishes that which is real from the irregular visions of the fancy” (DHP 258; see also PHK 36:56). This is a commitment that Berkeley shares with representationalists such as Descartes and Locke. Indeed, the involuntariness that Descartes and Locke cite as evidence that perception is purely stimulus-driven (see the first section of this chapter) is used by Berkeley to show that natural laws distinguish reality from appearance:


HYLAS: But according to your notions, what difference is there between real things, and chimeras formed by the imagination, or the visions of a dream …

PHILONOUS: The ideas formed [solely] by the imagination are faint and indistinct; they have besides an entire dependence on the will. But the ideas perceived by sense, that is, real things, are more vivid and clear, and … have not a like dependence on our will. There is therefore no danger of confounding these with the foregoing…. And though they should happen to be never so lively and natural, yet by their not being connected, and of a piece with the preceding and subsequent transactions of our lives, they might easily be distinguished from realities. In short, by whatever method you distinguish things from chimeras on your own scheme, the same, it is evident, will hold also upon mine.  (DHP 235; see also PHK 29:53; PHK 30:53–54; PHK 33:54–55; PHK 34:55)



In PHK 30, quoted earlier, the vivacity, distinctness, and orderliness of sensory ideas are said to be excited in perceivers by natural laws. Moreover, I know that sensations originate from outside of me because they occur in me without my consent, and it is not in my power to produce them.

The distinction between reality and appearance is itself perceived through experiences of pleasures and pains. Perceptions of reality are inseparable from pleasures and pains, Berkeley says, whereas mere appearances can be separated from pleasures and pains:


[I]t will be objected that there is a great difference betwixt real fire, for instance, and the idea of fire, betwixt dreaming or imagining one’s self burnt, and actually being so: if you suspect it to be only the idea of fire which you see, do but put your hand into it, and you’ll be convinced…. [But] if real fire be very different from the idea of fire, so also is the real pain that it occasions, very different from the idea of the same pain.  (PHK 41:57, first edition)



The inseparability of pleasures and pains from perceptions of reality and the separability of pleasures and pains from appearances are, respectively, just as involuntary as the appearance of sensations to consciousness.43 This suggests that inseparability is grounded in natural laws whereas separability is not. Furthermore, the inseparability of pleasures and pains from perceptions of reality connects the practical and epistemic functions of perception. Perceptual experiences have epistemic value when they are perceptions of reality; and they are perceptions of reality when they conform to natural laws. Our evidence of the latter is that experiences of reality are inseparable from pleasures and pains, and this is apparently how they instruct us how to survive. Lastly, the inseparability of pleasures and pains from perceptions of reality lends those perceptions the kind of normative content discussed in the previous section. From visual ideas of flame and tactile ideas of warmth, I know that I should experience pain if I get too close. That knowledge implies that I see an actual fire.

Visual perceptions of primary qualities confer knowledge because they conform to natural laws. By determining co-occurrences of patterns of ideas, and therefore which ideas are signs for which other ideas, natural laws justify the imagination’s interpretations of incoming visual sensations. They give the imagination a reason to interpret those sensations in a particular way. Conformity to natural law also entails that perceptual experiences are means of distinguishing what is real from what is merely appearance, and forms the basis for distinguishing erroneous perceptual experiences from veridical ones. As a result, conformity to natural laws not only determines that a visual experience is reliably perceptual, but it also endows that visual experience with the power to justify corresponding perceptual beliefs by entailing that visual perceptions are reliable perceptions of reality rather than mere appearances.

Berkeley’s constructivism offers unique answers to empirical, epistemological, and ontological questions about perception. Epistemically, visual perceptions are able to provide knowledge of the external world despite the fact that they are not directly caused by external qualities and need not resemble those qualities. The external world is seen by following the rules of the visual language (and cannot be seen if those rules are not followed). Empirically, the visual system learns rules for constructing mediate perceptions from perceived regularities between patterns of visual sensations and tactile ideas, where those regularities are instances of natural laws. Ontologically, in addition to external stimuli, the mind, and ideas, there are natural laws that the visual system must follow in order for the world to be seen.

Notes

1. See his Principles of Philosophy I.4 (CSM1:193); II.3 (CSM1:224); and First Meditation (CSM2:12–15).

2. The primary qualities are intrinsic properties of external bodies and include size, shape, position, number, and motion. Secondary qualities include colors, odors, flavors, textures, and temperatures. For discussion, see Ross (2013).

3. Mechanism takes the physical world to be entirely composed of indivisible particles of matter whose properties are the primary qualities listed in note 2 above, and seeks to explain all physical phenomena entirely in terms of matter.

4. Descartes scholars disagree over this issue. Maull (1978), Jolley (1990), and Wilson (1993) read Descartes as claiming that perception of primary qualities involves both reason and the senses. Simmons (2003) argues that perception of primary qualities does not involve intellectual perception. There is a separate but related debate about whether sensations are representational—for discussion, see De Rosa (2010). It must also be noted that Descartes takes his arguments that God exists and is not a deceiver to be indispensable to his proof of an external world.

5. See E 2.8.15–24.

6. I focus on visual perception largely to the exclusion of the other senses, following the early modern practice of privileging vision as what Descartes called “the noblest and most comprehensive of the senses” (CSM1:152) because it is taken to provide considerably more information about the world than the other senses.

7. For an overview of the literature on epistemic luck, see Pritchard (2005).

8. On some readings of Locke, perceptual experiences provide assurance (that is, highly probable belief) rather than knowledge (see note 13 below).

9. In Berkeley’s full idealist metaphysics, the external world consists of God, other finite minds, and their ideas. Talk of the “external” or “physical” world should be taken to exclude a material world.

10. This classification is intended to include Arnauld’s (1990) act theory of ideas. According to Arnauld, ideas are mental activities in contrast to, say, Malebranche’s (1980) theory of ideas as mental objects. I take the question of whether there are such entities as ideas to be distinct from the question of what kind of entity ideas might be. Arnauld and Malebranche both answer the first question affirmatively although they differ significantly in their respective answers to the second question.

11. I mean to include scholastic accounts of sense perception as versions of naïve realism since on such accounts the soul becomes like the object perceived in virtue of receiving a form from that object. Since scholastic accounts of objects take them to be hylomorphisms of form and matter, forms are already included in scholastic ontology. No additional entity is introduced in order to explain perception. For that reason, such theories are naïve in the sense I have proposed, although they are quite sophisticated. An influential scholastic account of perception is found in Aquinas’s Summa theologiae. For contemporary discussion, see Pasnau (1997).

12. See E 4.11.5; and Sixth Meditation (CSM2:52). Berkeley agrees; see PHK 29:53.

13. Locke scholars disagree over whether knowledge of the external world via sensations—or what Locke calls “sensitive” knowledge—is genuine knowledge for Locke. Locke defines knowledge as the perception, through intuition or demonstration, of the agreement or disagreement between ideas (E 4.1.2; E 4.2.1–2). However, Locke’s account of sensitive knowledge falls short of this definition, raising the question of whether sensitive knowledge is consistent with Locke’s general definition of knowledge. Yolton (1970, 109), Loeb (1981, 58), Ayers (1991, 159), Woolhouse (1994, 154, 168), Jolley (1999, 187), and Allen (2013) argue that sensitive knowledge is genuine knowledge. Rickless (2008; 2015) argues that sensitive knowledge is not genuine knowledge but assurance (that is, highly probable belief) about the external world.

14. Armstrong (1960, 2–22) and Pitcher (1977, 4–24) think that Berkeley argues for the skeptical hypothesis that we do not see distances. Atherton (1990, 61) and Rickless (2013, 13) read Berkeley as claiming that we do in fact see distances.

15. Strictly speaking, NTV 2 says that distance is a line rather than that distance is measured by a line. As scholars have noted (cf. Atherton 1990, 64), NTV 2 paraphrases Molyneux’s description of the problem in Dioptrica Nova: “For distance of itself, is not to be perceived; for ’tis a line (or length) presented to our eye with its end towards us, which must therefore be only a point, and that is invisible” (113). I suspect that Berkeley poses Molyneux’s problem as one he wishes to solve, and that part of Berkeley’s solution involves distinguishing external distances from the lines used to measure them (cf. NTV 14: if external distances are lines in NTV 2, but NTV 14 says that external lines do not exist, then there are no external distances to be seen, pace NTV 11). As I say below, it seems that for Berkeley, external distances are motions through space, which are registered through touch and measured by lines and angles (both tactually and visually).

16. This is apparent from Berkeley’s “unbodied spirit” thought experiment (NTV 153–159:233–235). The unembodied spirit lacks concepts of distances, planes, or solids (and so cannot do geometry) because it cannot experience motion through space.

17. Molyneux posed this problem in two letters to Locke, dated July 7, 1688 (to which Locke never replied), and March 2, 1693. Locke published Molyneux’s problem and his negative response in the second (1694) edition of his Essay, 2.9.8.

18. Berkeley thinks that the Molyneux patient would see retinal size, since this is simply a matter of the number of minima visibilia points occupying his visual field (where for Berkeley a minimum visibile is the minimum threshold of visual sensation, below which light and color are not seen). The Molyneux patient would not see objective sizes. Berkeley says something similar about visual perception of shapes.

19. Berkeley does suggest that the Molyneux patient may experience retinal extension as an array of points of minima visibilia. But as Berkeley is keen to point out, this is not an experience of a primary quality in Locke’s sense. This is for at least three reasons. First, retinal extension cannot be experienced by both sight and touch (being composed solely of visual sensations). Second, retinal extension can only exist by being seen, whereas external primary qualities may exist whether or not they are perceived. Third, retinal extension varies (say, as the distance between viewer and stimulus varies) whereas external extension remains constant.

20. I set aside considerations like viewing angle, occlusion, etc.

21. “For the proper purpose of the sensory perceptions given men by nature is simply to inform the mind of what is beneficial or harmful for the composite of which the mind is a part” (CSM2:57).

22. E 2.9.12–13.

23. For discussion, see Dicker (2011, 244–245).

24. Dicker (2011, 25–35) also interprets Berkeley as rejecting representationalism, but Dicker’s interpretation differs substantially from my own.

25. For an overview of constructivist theories of vision, see Hoffman (1998). Detailed criticisms of constructivism are presented in Orlandi (2014).

26. See the following section here for more discussion of immediate perception and the relationship between inference and suggestion for Berkeley.

27. Berkeley thinks that we mediately perceive more than sensible qualities. For instance, we mediately perceive emotions like shame and fear (NTV 9:172–173), and even entities such as God, virtue, and truth (DHP 174). It is at best unclear that Berkeley thinks that mediate perception of such things requires linguistic signification.

28. This definition is repeated at Alc 4,12:157.

29. At TVV 42, DHP 205, and DHP 221, Berkeley implies that they are not compatible; but at DHP 174–175, he implies that they are compatible.

30. See Winkler (1989, 150–151); Atherton (1990, 69n12); Rickless (2013, 23).

31. See Rickless (2013, 48–49).

32. Dicker (1982; 1992; 2006; 2011) argues that Berkeley actually has two conceptions of immediate perception—a psychological one and an epistemic one—and that he conflates them. Winkler (1989, 153) argues that since immediate perception is “a form of conscious or sensuous awareness” it is “a form of knowledge” for Berkeley. Winkler lists the epistemic features of immediate perception as follows: immediate perception is infallible, transparent, and entails ontological commitment. Pappas (2000, 160–164, 168–172) argues that Berkeley does not have an epistemic conception of immediate perception and denies Dicker’s equivocation claim; although Pappas does argue that there are epistemic implications of immediate perception. Atherton (1990, 69) denies that immediate perception provides “any kind of epistemic warrant.” Rickless (2013, 37) denies that immediate perception has any epistemic features.

33. See Winkler (1989, 156–158); Atherton (1990, 69); Pappas (2000, 170–171); Rickless (2013, 12).

34. For instance, at DHP 175, Berkeley gives a list of qualities (light, colors, figures, flavors, odors, and “tangible qualities”) as “sensible things … which are immediately perceived by sense”; whereas at PHK 1, Berkeley lists those qualities as well as apples, stones, trees, and books as also being “sensible things” (see Winkler 1989, 154).

35. I set aside the question whether individuals are immediately felt, although Berkeley’s “unbodied spirit” (NTV 153–159:233–235) suggests that this is an open question. See note 17 above.

36. See also TVV 44–45:266–267.

37. See Winkler (1989, 156–158); Pappas (2000, 170–171).

38. I do not think that it does, but that discussion would take us too far afield.

39. As Pappas puts it, “Not every feature of [an individual] is presented to an observer in a perceptual situation, not even every, or even most, non-relational feature of the object” (2000, 167).

40. On some interpretations, knowing wood and stones through suggestion amounts to mediately perceiving wood and stones (see note 33 above).

41. See PHK 30:53–54 (quoted in the next section); PHK 31:54; PHK 62:67–68; PHK 65:69 (quoted in the previous section); PHK 107:87–88; DHP 231; DHP 241; DHP 243; DHP 253.

42. This definition is borrowed from Darwall (2001).

43. Berkeley also argues in DHP that pleasures and pains are inseparable from experiences of primary and secondary qualities, although he makes it clear in NTV that vision is “not capable of affecting or any wise altering the frame of [the body]” and that “hurt or advantage [depends] altogether on the tangible, and not at all on the visible, qualities of any object” (NTV 59:193). For discussion, see Rickless (2013, 149–165) and Muehlmann (1992, chap. 5), who argue for the stronger thesis that for Berkeley, ideas of primary and secondary qualities are identical to pleasures and pains.
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Chapter 15

Berkeley’s Theory of Vision

Robert Schwartz

In An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley lays out his theory of spatial perception.1 He announces in the first sentence: “My design is to shew the manner wherein we perceive by sight the distance, magnitude, and situation of objects” (NTV 1:171). Since NTV’s publication, Berkeley’s analyses of these problems have had a profound influence on the empirical study of vision. In 1842, this is how John Stuart (1973, 84) summarized its status: “[T]he doctrine concerning the original and derivative functions of the sense of sight, … known as ‘Berkeley’s Theory of Vision,’ has remained, almost from its first promulgation, one of the least disputed doctrines in the most disputed and most disputable of all sciences, the Science of Man…. [T]he warfare which has since distracted the world of metaphysics, has swept past this insulated position without disturbing it.” More than a century later, the eminent perceptual psychologist Jan Koenderink (2012, 8) assessed Berkeley’s contribution to vision science similarly: “I would count his ‘New Theory of Vision’ (of 1709) as required reading for any vision scientist.” In his essay “Towards a New Theory of Vision Revisited,” Koenderink (2016, 571) goes on to say: “My title is intended as an hommage to Berkeley (1710), who introduced several important notions that, even today, are perhaps not fully appreciated.”2 My aim in this chapter is to spell out the basics of Berkeley’s theory of vision, explaining both the role it has played in vision science and why it continues to have an impact on the field.

Although Berkeley’s understanding of spatial perception and the processes underlying it permeates his more philosophical writings, his theory of vision can be evaluated empirically independently of these works. Other entries in this volume address implications that Berkeley’s theory of vision is thought to have for his epistemic and metaphysical positions. I, like Margaret (1990), believe that, when properly understood, Berkeley’s work on vision fits in well with these positions. Many critics and defenders of Berkeley’s epistemic and metaphysical positions, however, offer accounts of his theory of vision that I believe are not consonant with issues in the empirical study of perception to which he contributed.

Sensations and Perceptions

An example of this arises in responses to Berkeley’s claim that “[i]t is, I think, agreed by all that distance, of itself and immediately, cannot be seen” (NTV 2:171). This sentence has been examined and reexamined in detail in the philosophical literature. Enormously complicated epistemic and metaphysical interpretations have been put forth attempting to determine what Berkeley meant, as well as questioning how he could possibly presume that it was “agreed by all.” For it seems obvious that when we open our eyes, we see things at a distance immediately. Berkeley agrees that this is what visual experience seems like, but this intuition is not germane to his claim. Berkeley’s goal is to develop an empirical account of visual processes, and for this purpose he is not beholden to common-sense beliefs.

Berkeley, in fact, was correct that in the scientific study of vision, most everyone agreed that distance is not perceived immediately: “For distance being a line directed end-wise to the eye, it projects only one point in the fund [retina] of the eye, which point remains invariably the same, whether the distance be longer or shorter” (NTV 2:171). Optics indicated that light entering the eye from objects in space projects a physically two-dimensional display/image on the retina. As figure 15.1 illustrates, each ray of light could have had its origin at any location along the line of sight. Thus, the information provided by the retinal image is ambiguous as to distance. Work is needed to go from this two-dimensional physical image to our perception of the three-dimensional world. It is in this technical sense that Berkeley and other vision scientists understood the claim that distance is not seen immediately. It is also in this technical sense that the idea occurs in current discussions in vision science. For the fundamental problem of distance perception remains. It is to explain how we are able to perceive distance given that the geometry of perspective projection entails that it has to be derived/inferred from the information contained in a two-dimensional retinal image.



[image: image]

Figure 15.1 A point along a line of sight projects one point on the retina independent of its distance from the perceiver



Berkeley’s account of the phenomenal experience of distance perception was also in keeping with the largely accepted physiology of his time. It was assumed that the function of organs of sense is limited to converting physical stimuli into experiential states, often called “sensations.” In turn, the qualitative differences between these sensations was the basis for individuating the senses. Roughly, the phenomenal experience of odor was the defining property of an olfactory sense, sound an auditory sense, taste a gustatory sense, color a sense of vision, and experiences of movement and resistance the sense of touch. The claim that the phenomenal experiences of each sense are qualitatively distinct was not controversial.

It was also held that these sensations are triggered immediately by the stimuli impinging on the sense receptors. Sensations depend solely on physiological processing, and contain no content that goes beyond how they appear phenomenally. By contrast, perceptions do, but it takes work to turn sensations into perceptions. In this sense, then, perceptions are mediate, not immediate. Berkeley claims that these links between sensations and perceptions are empirical. They are not necessary connections, and cannot be known a priori. They must be learned. For Berkeley, the transition from sensations to perceptions is not a matter of reasoning (i.e., inference). Rather, the process is one of an association of ideas (i.e., suggestion).3

Given the project of NTV, the connections between vision and touch are Berkeley’s primary concern, since it is by touch that we come in contact with and experience things at a distance from our bodies. For Berkeley, the ability to guide behavior successfully is constitutive of what it means to be a perceiver of distance. Both humans and even lowly animals have this ability, and Berkeley in places calls it “knowledge.” Animals, though, do not have the cognitive wherewithal to have knowledge of spatial arrangements in the richer conceptual sense that humans can. The primary goal of NTV, however, is to explain how vision serves to guide behavior. In this context, actions speak louder than words, and for animals it is the only thing that speaks.

Berkeley argues that we are typically unaware of the transition from sensations to perceptions, and introspective reports describing them are often not very accurate. First, once the correlations are firmly in place, the transition from sensations to perceptions is exceptionally quick. Second, it is perceptions, not sensations, that tell us what we need to know about the environment. Berkeley offers a language analogy to clarify the position. We tend to be oblivious of the qualitative properties of the sound and the look of words. Instead, we are conscious of the meaning the words have for us: “We perceive indeed sounds by hearing, and characters by sight, but we are not therefore said to understand them” (Siris 253:120). Sensations of spoken or written words have no content; in and of themselves, they do not signify anything. What we perceive, are aware of, and understand are the meanings of words. This general tendency to “read through” sensations to their perceptual meanings is the reason people believe that they see distance immediately. Much has been made of Berkeley’s thesis that vision functions like a language. There is an extensive philosophical literature on the interpretation and significance of Berkeley’s language model of perception for his epistemology, metaphysics, and understanding of our relationship to God.4 The vison/language analogy, however, was not new with Berkeley. Use of the analogy to explain our lack of attention to sensations can be found in ancient times and continues in current studies of vision.

Although understanding of the physiology and function of sensory organs evolved over the years, the sensation/perception distinction held firm. A major challenge to it did emerge in the mid-twentieth century with the groundbreaking work of James J. Gibson (1950). Gibson cited Berkeley’s theory of vision as a main target of his attack.5 Gibson does not deny that the physical retinal image is two-dimensional, and he allows that there’s a difference between our phenomenal visual field and our perceptions of the world. He argues, nonetheless, that the claim that distance is not perceived directly is wrong. That conclusion follows only on an atomistic account of the nature of the distance information available in the retinal image.

Gibson showed that there is more information available than the one-point argument suggests. It is found in the ratios and patterns of light striking the retina as a whole, not only individual points in the image. He claimed that our visual system is sensitive to these higher-level properties of light, enabling us to perceive distance immediately. Gibson’s work caused a major shift in vision scientists’ understanding of the nature of the stimulus, and has had profound effects on the study of vision ever since. On the other hand, it has had much less success convincing theorists that distance perception is direct. The fact is, even when such higher-level information is taken into account, the retinal image is still ambiguous with respect to distance, and the task of converting the higher-level properties of light into a perception of distance remains. Gibson’s opponents claim that this means that distance perception is not direct. Gibson’s followers reply that the work he is proposing does not involve ideas and mental processes such as reasoning or inference. So, the battles go on.6

In philosophy, acceptance of a sensation/perception distinction gave rise to a host of epistemic and metaphysical problems that continue to be a major focus of attention. Many have taken it to show that sensations stand as a veil between the perceiver and the world, preventing direct access to it, thus precluding our having knowledge of the world as it “really” is. The distinction has led some to question whether there even is an external world lying beyond sensory experience. Berkeley refused to draw such skeptical conclusions from the distinction. In NTV, he does not seriously engage with these skeptical issues, the book being devoted primarily to an account of spatial perception. It is a central topic of his more philosophical writings, and I will return to it later.

The Geometricians

Berkeley did disagree with other vision theorists, especially those he labeled “geometricians” (NTV 4–28:171–177). They attempted to explain spatial perception on the basis of optical theory and geometry. For instance, with increasing distance, light rays reaching the eye diverge, only to be brought together by the lens of the eye at a single point on the retina (see figure 15.2). The geometricians argued that given the measure of these divergence angles, distances can be computed geometrically. This, they maintained, is the mechanism the visual system itself employs in determining distance. It is also a fact that in order to focus both eyes on relatively nearby objects, the eyes must converge. Knowing the distance between the eyes and the measure of the convergence, distance can be calculated. The geometricians held that here too, the visual system determines distance by geometric calculation.
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Figure 15.2 With distance, the light rays reaching the eye diverge. On passing through the lens, they converge to a single point on the retina.



Throughout NTV, Berkeley spends time arguing against geometric models. He does not deny either the optics or the geometry. Instead, he rejects the idea that distance is actually perceived by means of such calculations. First, he argues that visual sense is not equipped to register and provide measurements of the angles of light rays and the convergence angles of the eyes. Second, Berkeley says that we have no experience or empirical evidence that the visual system does make such calculations. Instead, he claims that it is the sensed experience of the movements accompanying the adjustment of the lens and the convergence of the eyes that provide the visual system with the needed information. These sensations are signs or cues of distance. They are not visual sensations, but rather tangible sensations the visual system has learned to associate with distance. Unlike the geometrical laws, these regularities are neither necessary nor due to resemblance. They are empirical and not knowable a priori.

Berkeley goes on to explain that even the geometricians recognize that in order to give a satisfactory account of distance perception, it is also necessary to make use of visual cues such as faintness and size of an image, distortions caused by atmospheric conditions, occlusion, height in the visual field, and perspective. These are all cues artists had employed for centuries to render space. For Berkeley, it is the combination of our immediate experience of both tangible and visual cues that suggests and thus enables us to mediately perceive distance.7 Berkeley also sees the need to offer empirical evidence for the superiority of his theory over the geometricians’. He devotes a full twelve sections (NTV 29–40:177–186) addressing the then much-discussed Barrow’s problem concerning the perception of distance when looking through lenses or into mirrors. As Isaac Barrow recognized, the geometricians’ theory was not consistent with the evidence. Berkeley points out that his theory both predicts and explains the phenomena.8

Heterogeneity

Berkeley says that, in addition to explaining the perception of distance, magnitude, and situation, he will “consider the difference there is betwixt the ideas of sight and touch, and whether there be any idea common to both senses” (NTV 1:171). Now he thinks it should not be difficult for people to agree that the immediately experienced sensations of color, odor, taste, sound, and touch have nothing qualitatively in common. They are heterogeneous. Of course, once connections among the senses are learned, experiences in one sense will allow for predicting experiences in the other. It would then, for instance, become possible to predict from a lemon’s odor, its taste, and its color. Nevertheless, to smell a lemon is not to taste or experience its color and vice versa. Likewise, we can learn to tell by the changing volume of a sound or the changing pungency of a smell whether they are coming closer or moving farther away. This does not mean, however, that distance itself is a phenomenal property of sounds, odors, or colors.

Most controversially, Berkeley argues that the immediate experiences of sight and touch are also heterogeneous. They do not resemble each other; qualitatively they have nothing in common. It is here that Berkeley’s heterogeneity doctrine runs into its strongest opposition. Those who reject it point out that Berkeley admits that visual and tangible experiences have extension. So, they argue that extension must be a property common to both senses. The only difference is that tangible extension is three-dimensional, while as the one-point argument shows, visual extension has two dimensions. Moreover, Berkeley says that the ordering of places in visual extension reflects the spatial properties of its physical retinal image.

Berkeley believes that if his theory of vision is properly understood, he has no reason to abandon his heterogeneity doctrine. Yes, sight and touch have extensions, but the extensions themselves are completely distinct. They have no properties in common. Distances and locations in visual extension are not distances and locations in tangible extension. The “spatial” properties and relations exhibited within each sense realm are independent and incommensurable. For example, you look at a physical/tangible tree against the background of a physical mountain and perceive the mountain to be located miles behind it. On the other hand, in the retinal image and visual extension, the tree and mountain appear next to each other at the occlusion boundaries. No phenomenal place lies between them. To be next to or between places in visual extension is simply not the same thing as being next to or between places in tangible extension.

Berkeley is appealing to a generic sense of terms such as “next” and “between” used in constructing orderings of phenomenal qualities.9 For example, in measuring the phenomenal similarity of colors, two colors are said to be next to each other if they are just noticeably discriminable, i.e., no discriminable color is between them in the ordering. Color similarity is measured by the number of colors lying between two colors in the ordering. The next-to and between relations used to construct this sensory order have nothing to do with their location in either visual or tangible extension. Indeed, multiple usages of these terms are common not only in the construction of sensory orderings, but also in the construction of orderings in other domains. Berkeley makes this point explicitly: “A line in abstract or distance is the number of points between two points. There is also distance between a Slave & an Emperour, between a Peasant & Philosopher, between a drachm and a pound, a farthing & a Crown etc in all wch distance signifies the number of intermediate ideas” (N 447:55).

In NTV, Berkeley employs next-to and between relations to construct an order of place locations in the visual field. Places in visual extension are located next to one another if there is no discriminable place that comes between them in visual extension, just as places in physical space are next to one another if there is no place in tangible extension that comes between them. Nonetheless, distances in visual extension are not distances in tangible extension. Picking up on ideas he sketched in the Notebooks, Berkeley goes on to present a system for measuring distances in both extensions that highlights the differences between them. He proposes using minimum visibile (MV) as the unit of measure in visual extension and minimum tangibile (MT) as the unit of measure in tangible extension. A phenomenal place is minimal if there are no discriminable places that can be experienced within it. By definition, there can be no MV in tangible extension, as there can be no MT in visual extension. Nor is there a phenomenal resemblance between them. Measures of distance in visual extension in units of MV are not commensurable with measures of distance in tangible/physical extension in units of MT.10 You cannot sum MV and MT. It is not possible to add the distance between two places in visual extension to the distance between them in tangible extension. The sum would be nonsensical; it would not be a useful measure of anything (NTV 131:224).

Critics, nevertheless, continue to argue that Berkeley’s claim that visual extension and tangible extension are distinct does not jibe with his claim that tangible extension is three-dimensional and visual extension is two-dimensional. Although a material piece of paper is two-dimensional, that does not mean it occupies a nonphysical space distinct from ordinary three-dimensional space. Berkeley is not moved; he argues that the analogy does not go through. The visual field is not physically/tangibly two-dimensional. It is not a flat surface, as two-dimensional physical things such as pieces of paper are. It does not occupy any physical space. It would be absurd to attempt to turn an object in visual extension about its vertical axis in visual space, and the idea of turning a phenomenal visual experience in physical space is sheer nonsense.

Distance

Berkeley explains his position in more detail in The Theory of Vision … Vindicated. He says: “The proper, immediate object of vision is light, in all its modes and variations, various colours in kind, in degree, in quantity; some lively, others faint; more of some and less of others; various in their bounds or limits; various in their order and situation” (TVV 44:266; emphasis added). Further on, he offers an analogy to help explain the ordering of place locations in visual extension. He asks us to imagine a diaphanous plane placed perpendicular to the line of sight and marked off with a grid. The physical map, the diaphanous plane we write on to represent the visual field, does occupy physical space; the visual field so mapped does not: “It is true this diaphanous plain, and the images supposed to be projected thereon, are altogether of a tangible nature: But then there are pictures [that which is immediately perceived] relative to those [retinal] images: and those pictures have an order among themselves, answering to the situation of the images…. These pictures also are more or less faint, they, and not the [retinal] images, being in truth the visible objects [that which is immediately perceived by visual sense]” (TVV 57:271; emphasis added).11

The terms “physically flat” and “physically planar,” like the terms “physically next to” and “physically between,” simply do not apply to visual extension: “For when we say that [physical] pictures are plains, we mean thereby that they appear to the touch smooth and uniform. But then this smoothness and uniformity, or, in other words, this plainness of the picture, is not perceived immediately by vision” (NTV 157:234). This is what Berkeley is also getting at when he says that visual extension is no more planar than it is physically three-dimensional (NTV 158:235). One cannot run a finger across visual extension to determine whether it is tangibly flat rather than three-dimensional. The task is contrary to reason. Although the visual field place order has two axes, and hence is a two-dimensional ordering of places in visual extension, the dimensions are not physical. That the mapping of visual extension is two-dimensional does not mean that it is a physical surface.

Berkeley offers what at the time was a thought experiment to support his account of the perception of distance. He asks us to consider a man born blind (MBB) who later in life is given sight (NTV 41–42:186). Berkeley assumes that, at the moment he gains sight, what the MBB will immediately experience is an ordered array of color, no different from what appears immediately to the sighted. He also seems to think that it is pretty obvious that on gaining vision, the MBB will not be able to tell by sight distances in physical space that were previously revealed to him only by touch. Having not yet learned the correlation between the two sensory modalities, the MBB will not be able by sight to assign distances in physical space. For there are no resemblance relations or necessary connections between the way distances appear in sight and in touch on which he can rely. Berkeley, nevertheless, does not maintain that it is either theoretically or empirically impossible for distance perception to be innate. In a later addition to TVV, he welcomes the report of an actual case (the Chesselden case) of a blind person whose sight was restored by surgery. Berkeley says that the results of this test provide empirical evidence confirming his prediction (TVV 71:275–276).

In the years that followed, other MBB experiments were conducted, some taken to support Berkeley, others to challenge him. Debates over innateness became and remain a major topic in studies of distance perception. In light of the problems faced in conducting MBB experiments, however, interest in them waned. The focus of research shifted to studying whether at birth infants are able to perceive distance. Interesting as the innateness issue may be, I think it is theoretically less important to Berkeley’s theory than is often thought. For if the correlations between sight and touch are innate, this would not entail that the connections are necessary or could be determined on the basis of a priori principles. Nor would it mean that measures of distance in the visual field and measures of distance in tangible space are measures of the same property, a property common to both senses.

Magnitude

In NTV, Berkeley next takes up the perception of magnitude, and his analysis is a continuation of the one he offers for distance. Although a physical object has only a single physical/tangible size, it has no unique visual magnitude. The number of phenomenal places an object takes up in visual extension is a function of the distance of the object from the perceiver (NTV 60:193). Berkeley offers the example of something that is physically six inches or six feet long. As the object comes closer to a perceiver, the physical image it projects on the retina grows, and its phenomenal visual size grows accordingly (NTV 61:193–194). Elsewhere he gives the example of the varying amount of visual extension a tower occupies as we move from a great distance to up close. Far away it might occupy but one MV in visual extension; nearby it might take up the entire visual field. Berkeley argues that there is no basis for assigning any particular experience of magnitude in visual extension to an object’s single tangible size (NTV 44–45:187–188).

Magnitude in visual extension is not the same property as magnitude in tangible extension. It is not a property common to both extensions. Expanses of visual extension do not resemble expanses in tangible extensions, and measures of magnitude in MV do not correspond to measures of magnitude in MT. The units and measures of size in each extension are incommensurable. You cannot add the number of MV to the number of MT and end up with a meaningful sum. To determine the physical size of an object by sight requires learning how to correlate the magnitudes experienced in both sense realms. Only after this is accomplished will it be possible to tell an object’s physical size by sight, but the perception will be mediate. Berkeley again uses a MBB thought experiment to support his position (NTV 79:203). He argues that on first being given sight, the MBB will not be able to tell the physical size of things, since there is no necessary connection or resemblance between visual magnitude and tangible magnitude. As with distance, Berkeley thinks his “no” answer should be reasonably obvious once one properly distinguishes between the two extensions. The relationship between sight and touch is many to one. An object has an unbounded number of visual sizes depending on how far it is from the perceiver, but only has one, constant size in tangible extension.

To provide empirical evidence favoring his analysis of magnitude and contrast it with the analysis of the geometricians, Berkeley compares his explanation of the “moon illusion” with theirs (NTV 67–78:196–203).12 The illusion rests on the fact that although the moon’s distance from the earth and its physical size are constant, the moon looks considerably bigger on the horizon than at its zenith. According to prevalent geometrical theories, the phenomenon was to be explained on the basis of geometrical principles and calculations. The relationship between the size of an object and the size of the image that the object projects on the retina is a function of its distance from the perceiver. It is captured by the formula: magnitude equals distance times the angular measure of the physical size of the retinal image the object projects on the retina. The geometricians claim that the visual system applies this formula to compute size. Their explanation of the moon illusion is that the visual system mistakenly perceives the moon to be farther away on the horizon than at its zenith. Plugging these different distance values into the formula leads to perceiving the moon as having different magnitudes at the two locations. Theories, like the geometricians’, that rely on this formula to explain size perception are often referred to as “taking account of distance” models. Berkeley first rejects this computational account for reasons cited earlier in his criticism of the geometricians. There is no evidence that the visual system can directly register and measure angular size, and no evidence that mental calculations on the basis of measures of angular size and distance actually take place. Berkeley also claims that, under certain viewing conditions, the geometrical model as well as other theories of perception predict magnitude experiences that are empirically refuted by the evidence, while his own theory gets it right (NTV 70:197).

Usually unnoticed in this discussion of magnitude, Berkeley rejects not only the geometricians’ theory of size perception, but also cue-based “taking account of distance” models (NTV 75–77:200–202). He argues that the cues for the perception of distance are the very same cues used for the perception of size (NTV 77:203; TVV 62:272). These cues independently suggest/trigger both the perception of tangible size and the perception of tangible distance. Most vision scientists did not pick up on this feature of Berkeley’s analysis; the “taking account of distance” model of size perception remained the dominant explanation of size perception well into the twentieth century, and it continues to have many adherents.13 On the other hand, various theoretical and empirical problems with the model have been discovered. There are now several theories that agree with Berkeley. They claim that the perception of size and distance are determined separately.

Situation

In the next sections of NTV, Berkeley presents his analysis of the perception of situation (NTV 88–120:206–219). When Kepler proved that the image on the retina is upside down, vision theorists believed they had to explain how we see things right side up.14 Before offering his own solution to this puzzle, Berkeley discusses the geometricians’ explanation (NTV 88–90:206–208). They claim that we see things right side up by tracing paths of light rays back to their source along the lines of sight. Berkeley does not challenge the optics on which their theory depends. Instead, he argues, as he did of his criticism of their theory of distance perception, that the geometricians’ model is an unrealistic account of the acquisition of, and processes involved in, the perception of situation.15 He thinks his own position can be made clearer by framing the issue in terms of the MBB. As one might expect, Berkeley argues that upon gaining sight, the MBB will not be able to perceive situation.

Berkeley’s most significant contribution to the discussion of the inverted image, however, is his claim that the whole problem is in fact bogus. He asks those who think it is genuine to tell him with respect to what visual appearances can be said to be upside down. He thinks people are confused about the issue because they assume that the physical image they see on someone else’s retina is what the perceiver sees as well. Berkeley points out that this is a mistake. Perceivers do not see either their own retina or the images on it (NTV 115–118:217–219). Moreover, Berkeley argues that it simply makes no sense to claim that a person’s phenomenal visual field is inverted with respect to anything physical. Locations in visual extension are incommensurable with locations in tangible extension. There is no single extension in which arrays of MV and MT can be compared with respect to their orientation. Location, like distance and magnitude, is not a property common to the two extensions. We can, of course, learn to pair visual experiences with tangible experiences, and in time be able to determine the physical orientation of objects by sight. This, though, does not mean that the visual field itself has been rotated 180 degrees. Nor does it mean that after sight/touch correlations have been mastered, the organization of places in visual extension is any different from how it was before. There is no physical frame of reference to give content to the claim that the immediate sensations of sight have any orientation with respect to tangible bodies, including our own.

Later in NTV, Berkeley attempts to bolster his case with a different thought experiment. He asks us to consider an unbodied spirit who has sight, but has no tangible sense (NTV 153–159:233–235). Berkeley assumes that the spirit “sees perfectly well” (his visual field, like ours, is a two-dimensional array of color), but he argues that the spirit, lacking a tangible sense, cannot and will never be able to perceive spatial relations. Berkeley reasons that the same holds for newborns and the MBB. On gaining sight, they “see perfectly well,” but until sight and touch experiences are correlated, they cannot assign spatial orientation to what they see. Up and down, like right and left, are relations within tangible/physical space. Until vision and touch are correlated, it is not possible for him to visually determine situation in space. According to Berkeley, visual sensations themselves have no inherent tangible significance either before or after sight is correlated with touch, for it never makes sense to assign visual sensations any situation in physical space.16

Berkeley’s attempt to dissolve the problem of the inverted image was found unsatisfactory then, and to many it remains unsatisfactory today. To accept his analysis of the problem requires a major rethinking of what it means to perceive situation. There still is no consensus, however, as to what the problem is exactly or how to solve it. Be that as it may, Berkeley’s exploration of the issue continued to be discussed, and became reinvigorated at the end of the nineteenth century by the work of George M. Stratton (1896). Stratton argued that if Berkeley is correct, and orientation has to be learned, it should be possible to retrain the visual system to adjust when the image is not upside down on the retina. To test the hypothesis, Stratton wore lenses that did just that. As he expected, things looked upside down at the start, and it was difficult for him to perform tasks that depended on spatial perception. With continued practice, he became able to do many tasks he initially had difficulty accomplishing. His phenomenal experience also altered, but it was unclear if it ever looked as it normally did as long as the lenses were worn. Others repeated Stratton’s experiment and expanded its reach. Researchers began to explore how wearing lenses that distort the retinal image affects the perception of size, shape, and distance. Thus, a cottage industry was born. The results of these many studies and their proper interpretation are far from clear.17

Shape and the Molyneux Question

After discussing situation, Berkeley turns to the perception of shape (NTV 121–136:219– 226). He knew he would face the toughest challenge to his heterogeneity thesis here. Debates over Berkeley’s thesis, then and now, tend to revolve around a question Molyneux raised to Locke. Molyneux asked whether a MBB on first gaining sight would be able to determine, solely by sight, which of two objects before him was a sphere and which a cube—these being shapes the MBB could already identify by touch.18 Berkeley’s answer is “no.” Those who believe that spatial properties are common to sight and touch answer “yes.” To gain a better perspective on Berkeley’s defense of his answer, it should be kept in mind that his treatment of shape occurs late in NTV. It comes after he has appealed to MBB experiments to support his other positions on spatial perception. As mentioned, in these cases Berkeley does not spend very much time defending his “no” answers. He thinks that when opponents appreciate the actual nature of the problem of space perception, i.e., many visual appearances to one tangible property, they will agree that the MBB will fail the test.

Now I believe that focusing the debate over Molyneux’s question on the perception of spheres and cubes obscures significant aspects of issues at stake. For, if Berkeley is correct and the perception of distance has to be learned, the MBB would not initially be able to see any three-dimensional objects as such. The central problem of shape perception surfaces more clearly with respect to two-dimensional shapes, such as circles and squares. According to the constancy hypothesis, circles and squares will trigger patterns in visual extension that reflect the circular and square organization of the retinal image. Berkeley, of course, maintains that this correspondence does not challenge his claim that shape in visual extension and in tangible extension do not resemble each other, and are not necessarily connected. To run your fingers around the perimeter of a circle is quite different from seeing one. This point was already made in his explanation of why it is wrong to conceive of visual extension as planar. It is, indeed, hard even to imagine what it would be like to perceive a tangible circle on top of a visual circle so as to form a perceivable figure eight in a common space.19 Berkeley believes that it is the use of the same term to denote shapes in visual extension and in tangible extension that is responsible for the intuition that shape is a common sensible. He has, however, already responded that the common use of terms in different domains does not challenge his thesis of heterogeneity.

Another related difficulty Berkeley faces is that it seems possible to define shape properties in terms that are neutral across the two extensions. A line both in visual extension and in tangible extension can be characterized as a path with the least number of minima sensibilia between two places, a circle as a closed figure where the point at its center is equidistant from the points on its boundary, and a triangle as a closed figure with three straight sides. Berkeley’s acceptance of the constancy hypothesis precludes his denying this. The fact, nevertheless, is that the next-to and between relations in visual extension are distinct from their counterparts in tangible extension. Experience of shapes as described in terms of MV and shapes as described in terms of MT are incommensurable.

Berkeley suggests that these structural commonalities between visual shapes and tangible shapes can actually help explain why comparable pairings of words and shapes are universal (NTV 139–146:227–230). He argues that although these pairings are not necessary, they may be “fitter,” easier to learn and use, than the alternatives. Berkeley offers another language analogy to support this claim. We use, say, the letter name “a” to denote both written a’s and spoken a’s, although the visual and auditory experiences of them are clearly heterogeneous. In principle, we could have assigned different names for each, or not pair them one-to-one, but pragmatically speaking, the standard pairings appear fitter for acquisition and use (NTV 143:229). Whether or not one accepts Berkeley’s attempts to justify his “no” answer to Molyneux’s question, his analysis continues to serve as a jumping-off point for subsequent empirical and philosophical studies of the topic.20

Throughout this chapter, the constancy hypothesis has played a central role in both Berkeley’s understanding of the nature of the problems of spatial perception and the solutions he proposes. A number of Berkeley scholars have offered an alternative account of what Berkeley is up to.21 They argue that Berkeley actually believes that initially the visual field is unordered, and that it is only after vision has been correlated with touch that the constancy hypothesis holds. If this were the case, it would not be surprising that the MBB will fail these tests. I think this interpretation of Berkeley cannot be correct. Throughout NTV and TVV, Berkeley is committed to the idea that what is seen immediately are colors “various in their bounds or limits; various in their order and situation.” Moreover, he never defends his “no” answers to MBB questions on the grounds that the immediate objects of sight are unordered. Also, the MBB experiments stipulate that the test is to be given as soon as the person gains sight. Hence, there would be no time to learn the correlations that supposedly give the visual field such structure. And if they were learned, the experience of a structured visual field would be mediate, not immediate. Finally, many of the problems Berkeley addresses in NTV could not get off the ground on the assumption that the visual field is initially without organization. This is particularly evident with the inverted-image puzzle. If what is initially experienced on gaining sight has no order, it should not make any difference whether the image on the retina is upside down or oriented in any other direction. Alternatively, if the experience of an ordered visual extension emerges only after it is learned, that would mean that the experience is mediate, not immediate.

Perceptual Veridicality

I said at the start that I would leave the more epistemic and metaphysical implications of Berkeley’s theory of vision to others. Nonetheless, I think it would be remiss if I did not say something about its significant relevance for both psychological and philosophical accounts of perceptual veridicality. For this purpose, I think it is best to begin with what Berkeley says about illusions in his later writings.22 In Three Dialogues, Berkeley asks us to consider the much-cited case of looking at an oar in water. A physically straight oar part in and part out of water looks bent, and its appearance is typically said to be deceptive or non-veridical. It does not correspond to physical fact or reality. Berkeley denies this explanation and the correspondence assumption on which it is based. He argues: “Thus in the case of the oar, what he [a perceiver] immediately perceives by sight [i.e., a sensation] is certainly crooked…. But if he thence conclude, that upon taking the oar out of the water he shall perceive the same crookedness; or that it would affect his touch, as crooked things are wont to do: in that he is mistaken. In like manner, if he shall conclude from what he perceives in one station, that in case he advances toward the moon or tower, he should still be affected with the like ideas, he is mistaken. But his mistake lies not in what he perceives immediately and at present … but in the wrong judgment he makes concerning the ideas he apprehends to be connected with those immediately perceived” (DHP 238).

As noted, since NTV is focused on spatial perception, Berkeley stresses the importance of visual/tangible connections, and tends to equate the tangible account of the environment with what is real. Real things are those that take up space and can, in principle, be encountered by touch. Nevertheless, throughout his work, Berkeley indicates that it is not only the implications vision has for tangible experience that are significant. After all, if on experiencing an oar on dry land one expects it to look the same half in and half out of the water, one is equally mistaken. Predictions of what to expect can run in any direction. There is, in principle, no reason to identify the veridicality of visual experiences solely in terms of the tangible consequences they suggest. Berkeley’s examples of the perception of the appearances of the moon and tower make the same point. So does his account of color.

In arguing against the coherence of positing material substance, Berkeley’s spokesperson, Philonous, says to Hylas: “[C]an you produce so much as one argument against the reality of corporeal things, or in behalf of that avowed utter ignorance of their natures, which doth not suppose their reality to consist in an external absolute existence? Upon this supposition indeed, the objections from the change of colours in a pigeon’s neck, or the appearances of a broken oar in the water, must be allowed to have weight. But those and the like objections vanish, if we do not maintain the being of absolute external originals, but place the reality of things in ideas, fleeting indeed, and changeable; however not changed at random, but according to the fixed order of Nature. For herein consists that constancy and truth of things, which secures all the concerns of life, and distinguishes that which is real from the irregular visions of the fancy” (DHP 258).

According to Berkeley, there is no inherently correct way the color of the pigeon’s neck should look, as there is no single correct way a straight oar should appear. It is a fact about the pigeon’s neck that its color appears differently under varying viewing conditions, and a fact about straight oars that their visual appearance differs in and out of water. To stipulate that one set of viewing conditions is the correct way a given size or shape should appear would be pointless. Although for specific purposes, we do stipulate ideal viewing conditions for color, the fact remains that appearances under these conditions can lead to mistaken expectations about how the color will appear under non-ideal conditions and vice versa. A decision to stipulate a standard for veridical perception may have uses, but the decision is pragmatic, without any metaphysical implications as to what is real or corresponds to reality.23

For Berkeley, veridicality of perception is a matter of correlation, not correspondence. Knowledge is not a matter of sense: “As understanding perceiveth not, that is, doth not hear, or see, or feel, so sense knoweth not: And although the mind may use both sense and fancy, as a means whereby to arrive at knowledge, yet sense or soul, so far forth as sensitive, knoweth nothing” (Siris 305:141). Sensations, what is immediately perceived, in and of themselves have nothing to say. In Siris (253:121), he argues: “We know a thing when we understand it: and we understand it, when we can interpret or tell what it signifies.” More specifically, he remarks in Three Dialogues that, in both ordinary perception and when looking through a microscope, the “aim is only to know what ideas are connected together; and the more a man knows of the connexion of ideas, the more he is said to know of the nature of things” (DHP 245).24

Substituting correlation for correspondence is only half the job. For Berkeley, the other half is to clarify the idea of “Reality.” The claim that a visual experience is veridical if and only if there is a correspondence between how things look and how they really are requires a particular specification of how things really are. Berkeley questions what this conception could be, i.e., what are the facts that our visual experiences aim to reflect, measure, or resemble for them to be veridical. He believes that his discussions of the perception of distance, size, and shape serve to undermine there being a unique way things should appear. This account of Berkeley’s ideas of perceptual veridicality is reaffirmed in his treatment of experiences had while looking through microscopes.

When describing the difference between ordinary seeing and looking through a microscope, Berkeley says: “A microscope brings us, as it were, into a new world: It presents us with a new scene of visible objects quite different from what we behold with the naked eye” (NTV 85:206; emphasis added). The new objects are not a different ontological kind. The macro and micro “objects” of visual experience are still only light and color, the “objects” that distinguish sight from our other senses. Were our eyes “turned into the nature of microscopes … I see only this difference, to wit, that upon the ceasing of a certain observable connexion betwixt the divers perceptions of sight and touch, which before enabled us to regulate our actions by the eye, it would now be rendered utterly unserviceable to that purpose” (NTV 86:206). For “what seems smooth and round to the touch may to sight, if viewed through a microscope, seem quite otherwise” (NTV 105:213). Both micro and macro perceptions can be veridical/true, but you cannot coherently conjoin them.

Berkeley’s position is the same when considering organisms with visual systems different from our own. A mite with microscopic eyes does not confront and experience its environment as we do. It needs to see the world “microscopically” in order to survive, and for this the mite’s visual experience serves it quite well (NTV 59:192–193). Our everyday macro reality, though, is no more real than the mite’s macro reality. What’s more, our scientific microscopic-level perceptions and descriptions of reality are no more correct or less correct than our macro version. Both can be true. Problems arise again only if they are used simultaneously. As a metaphysical pluralist, Berkeley holds that there is no single or basic way to experience or describe reality correctly. Berkeley’s position here is much the same as the one pragmatists took to the physicist Arthur Eddington. Eddington (1930) asked whether the table in front of him is “Really” the solid one he writes on or the one described at an atomic level. The pragmatic response was that the question is ill put. Both descriptions of the table are true or veridical, but they cannot be conjoined. The thought that the “Real” table must be either one or the other depends on faulty essentialist, monistic assumptions.25

Berkeley appreciates that in order to accept his pragmatic account of veridicality and truth, it is necessary to undermine entrenched correspondence intuitions, and he recognizes that this will not be easy. Like the American pragmatists whose views he foreshadowed, Berkeley does not have serious qualms with the “vulgar” everyday idea that truth is correspondence to reality. He does have very serious qualms with the epistemic and metaphysical assumptions that underlie the realist philosophical version of veridicality and truth. Both the notion of correspondence and the idea of reality that go with it are problematic. They distort our understanding of the function of perception and the goal of inquiry, thereby leading us down the path to skepticism. Berkeley believes that, in order to combat this philosophical picture, “[n]othing seems of more importance, towards erecting a firm system of sound and real knowledge … than to lay the beginning in a distinct explication of what is meant by thing, reality, existence: for in vain shall we dispute concerning the real existence of things, or pretend to any knowledge thereof, so long as we have not fixed the meaning of those words” (PHK 89:79). The pragmatists would agree. Berkeley also thinks his theory of vision is a step along the way. Pragmatists would again agree. As Peirce (1909, 28) remarks: “[P]ragmatism … in practice has been, I think best illustrated by Berkeley, especially in his two works on vision.”26

Berkeley, like the pragmatists, is not your traditional idealist. He is an empiricist, who on ontological matters has idealist sympathies. Peirce called his position “Conditional Idealism.” It is clear that Berkeley holds that we are not “in touch” with the inherent ontology of a ready-made world. The idea makes no sense. We are, nevertheless, “in touch” with reality in the only good sense that can be made of the notion. For Berkeley and the pragmatists, “in touch” does not mean “corresponds to reality”; rather we are in touch when our perceptions, concepts, and theories, macro or micro, enable us to navigate our behavioral and cognitive environments successfully. Appearances are not opaque veils that come between us and reality. They are an objective part of the story about the ways the world is, how we experience it, and come to know what it is like. To accept Berkeley’s theory of vision is no reason to be a skeptic.

In most ordinary situations, a tomato is something that occupies physical space, resists mild pressure, has a tomato smell, tastes like a tomato, and appears as tomatoes do under varying viewing conditions. Although the property red may have originally been on this list, it may be dropped if we observe non-red things that have most of the other criterial properties then associated with tomatoes. Similarly, for everyday purposes, tomatoes are vegetables, although as science develops, there are biological reasons to drop tomatoes from the vegetable kind and classify them as fruits. At a later date, with the use of microscopes, we may be able to see a tomato’s molecular structure, and put that property on the list. In time, it could turn out that the molecular structure of some of the things we have been calling “tomatoes” differs from that of other items we have been calling “tomatoes.” Then the options are: (a) claim the term “tomato” is ambiguous; it denotes two distinct kinds of things; (b) maintain that “tomato” is not ambiguous; there is only one tomato-kind that comes with either of two molecular structures; or (c) decide real tomatoes can have only one of the molecular structures, and things without it are not tomatoes. The choice between these options cannot be settled on the basis of which corresponds to reality, for there are no preexisting joints waiting “out there” to guide us.

For Berkeley and the pragmatists, we divide objects into the kinds that experience teaches us are useful to group for a variety of behavioral and cognitive purposes. These kinds serve to capture regularities that are of interest and importance to us. There are no natural kinds, beyond those kinds we find useful. None of the properties included in the criteria for being a member of the tomato kind or for labeling an item a “tomato” is essential. For the foreseeable future, tomatoes will be in the vegetable section of the market, although for biological purposes, it may be more useful to ally them with fruits. There are no epistemic or metaphysical reasons to choose, only pragmatic ones: “Knowlege or certainty or perception of agreement of Ideas as to Identity & diversity & real existence Vanisheth of relation becometh meerly Nominal of Coexistence remaineth. Locke thought in this later our knowlege was little or nothing whereas in this onely real knowlege seemeth to be found” (N 739:90).

This is what I think Berkeley is getting at when he says in the Dialogues that men who have the same experiences “perhaps, when they came to the use of speech, some regarding the uniformness of what was perceived, might call it the same thing: others … might choose the denomination of different things.” Farther down in the same paragraph, Philonous says to Hylas: “I would tell you I know not what you mean by that abstracted idea of identity…. Are you not yet satisfied, men may dispute about identity and diversity, without any real difference in their thoughts and opinions, abstracted from names?” (DHP 247–248). What counts as being the same/identical thing or the same kind of thing depends on us, on how we group and name what we experience. In this sense, what a thing is (e.g., a tomato) is mind-dependent. This does not mean, though, there are no mind-independent things (e.g., tomatoes) in the sense that they are usually conceived to exist. As Berkeley insists in the Principles: “I do not argue against the existence of any one thing that we can apprehend, either by sense or reflexion. That the things I see with mine eyes and touch with my hands do exist, really exist, I make not the least question. The only thing whose existence we deny, is that which philosophers call matter or corporeal substance” (PHK 35:55).27 Furthermore, “[t]he things perceived by sense may be termed external, with regard to their origin, in that they are not generated from within, by the mind it self” (PHK 90:80).

Conclusion

Berkeley believes that his epistemic and metaphysical positions are more realistic than the realist picture of the nature of perception, inquiry, language, and truth. If being a realist requires holding that the aim of inquiry is to have perceptions or beliefs that correspond to reality, Berkeley is not a realist. The very idea of the “world as it Really is” has no substantive content. We have no more use for it than we have for material substance. Correspondence must be analyzed in terms of correlation, not mirroring. What is correlated with ideas are other ideas, not “Reality,” the supposed mind-independent ontology of the world, as given and waiting to be discovered. There is no problem saying, as the vulgar do, that the goal of inquiry is truth, and knowledge is what is gained when truth is acquired. No problem, that is, if we recognize that veridicality is a matter of the correlation of ideas, and knowledge is gained when empirical inquiry brings these correlations to light. When understood in this way, I believe Berkeley’s theory of vision is not only compatible with his epistemic and metaphysical positions, but it is part and parcel of his arguments for them.

Notes

1. He restates his position in Theory of Vision … Vindicated. Schwartz (2003) contains selections of major historical and contemporary works related to the issues to be discussed. See also Klein (1970) for a historical account of Berkeley’s influence on the scientific study of vision.

2. Koenderink (2010; 2012; 2015; 2016) provides theoretical and empirical support for these claims.

3. See Schwartz (1994, 84–124) for an account of the significance of the suggestion/inference distinction in the history of vision science.

4. See Pearce, chapter 11 in this volume.

5. Also see Gibson (1976).

6. See papers collected in part III of Schwartz (2003). In Schwartz (1996), I argue that the debate has run its course. Historical assumptions about the physiology of the senses and conceptions of the mental that gave rise to the dispute no longer hold.

7. Echoes of the geometricians’ position called “inverse optics” have recently gained prominence. Criticisms of the model, echoing Berkeley, also flourish: “The topic of cues became important when Bishop Berkeley convincingly argued that inverse optics will never lead to any perception of distance…. Although Berkeley is frequently ridiculed for his ideas, the main point stuck and has never been refuted” (Koenderink 2010, 696).

8. Barrow’s problem is not much discussed today, and it is not necessary to go into the details.

9. I am using “next” and “between” to capture Berkeley’s position. I am not claiming he specifically uses these terms when and wherever I do.

10. In Schwartz (2006) I go into the details of Berkeley’s account of MV and MT.

11. The idea that the order of places in visual extension answers to/reflects the ordering of places in the retinal image was common. This widely held view came to be referred to as the “constancy hypothesis.” The constancy hypothesis is to be distinguished from the claim that we perceive the world as being stable with constant properties in spite of changes in the retinal image. See Hatfield and Epstein (1979).

12. For reasons explored below, Berkeley does not call it an illusion. See Ross and Plug (2002) for an account of the history of the moon illusion and Berkeley’s influence on it.

13. See the much-cited paper of Kaufman and Rock (1962) offering a cue-based “taking account of distance” explanation of the moon illusion, aimed at and widely taken to refute Berkeley’s position.

14. See Lindberg (1976) for an account of early attempts to solve the problem.

15. Berkeley’s analysis of the problem also undercuts various later explanations of the inverted-image problem that claim that although things appear upside down at birth, the correlations we learn between sight and touch lead us to reinvert the phenomenal image.

16. Compare to Thomas Reid’s (1997, 75) analysis of the Idomenians, a people who, like Berkeley’s unbodied spirit, lack a tangible sense. See also Hermann theory of local signs that importantly influenced research and discussion of these issues in the nineteenth century (Klein 1970, 777–789).

17. Although much new work has been done since its publication, I would suggest that those interested in these problems consult Rock (1966) for an elegant account of the issues. In particular, Rock supports Berkeley’s basic analysis of why the puzzle of the inverted image, as usually conceived, is not a genuine problem.

18. For a discussion of the historical significance of the problem, see Erast (1962). See Morgan (1977) for a discussion and summary of empirical studies of the topic. It is important to keep in mind here the distinction between sight providing information that enables us to navigate the physical environment, such as is discussed in NTV, and the conceptual idea of space in physics that Berkeley explores in other works, for example, De Motu.

19. As it is to imagine a tangible line combined with a visible line to form one line whose size is the sum of both.

20. Note that in the MBB test, it is assumed that the circles and squares are presented on a plane perpendicular to the line of sight. If rotated, circles project ellipses and squares trapezoids on the retina. Under these conditions, intuitions for a positive answer to Molyneux are much diminished, as is the significance of Molyneux’s question for an empirical theory of shape perception. For, as usually understood, the general problem of distance, magnitude, situation, and shape perception is to explain how we perceive the properties of objects as stable (i.e., one) in spite of changes in appearances (i.e., many) accompanying movement. To the extent that the MBB test is limited to two-dimensional shapes as seen lying on a plane perpendicular to the line of vision, a “yes” answer to Molyneux does not speak to this issue.

21. See citations in Falkenstein (1994), where he distinguishes “strict constructivism” from “intuitionism.” The former position is that the two-dimensional structure of visual extension is constructed.

22. Although J. L. Austin in Sense and Sensibilia (1964) and elsewhere is highly critical of Berkeley’s account of illusions, and cites his work as responsible for much misunderstanding in the philosophy of perception, Austin’s own account of illusions and veridicality is hardly different from Berkeley’s (see Schwartz 2018).

23. Here is how Helmholtz (1950, 21), often considered the founder of modern vision science, put it: “[T]here is no sense asking whether vermillion as we see it, is really red…. A person who is red-blind will see vermillion as black or as dark grey–yellow…. In itself the one sensation is not more correct and not more false than the other, although those that call it red are in a large majority.”

24. Berkeley uses the notion of knowledge differently when talking about what is immediately seen and what is perceived. His reason for claiming that we know sensations with certainty is that there is nothing there to know. They cannot be either right or wrong. The phenomenal experience of sensations reveals all there is to “know” about them.

25. Helmholtz’s position is again like Berkeley’s: “To ask whether the idea that I have of a table, its form, strength, colour, weight, etc, is true and whether it corresponds to the real thing or is false due to an illusion, has just about as much sense as to ask whether a certain musical note is red or blue” (1950, 19).

26. See Thayer (1981, 499–507) for a brief but insightful statement of the relationship of Berkeley’s ideas to those of the pragmatists.

27. This includes theoretical entities that are too small to see or touch. For an account of why Berkeley’s willingness to posit theoretical entities is in keeping with his pragmatic instrumentalist account of inquiry, see Schwartz (2020).
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Chapter 16

Berkeley and Mathematics

Douglas Jesseph

Berkeley had an abiding interest in mathematics and its philosophical interpretation.1 Indeed, his first published work was entitled Arithmetica absque Algebra and appeared in 1707 along with a collection of brief mathematical essays he termed Miscellanea Mathematica. This early ensemble of mathematical material deals with both pure and applied topics, and it shows the young Berkeley to have been well acquainted with the mathematics of his day.2 The Berkeleyan contributions to mathematics pale in comparison with those of Descartes or Leibniz, but his grasp of the fundamental philosophical concerns raised by mathematics remains noteworthy. Berkeley’s approach to mathematics and its philosophical interpretation is dominated by his rejection of the doctrine of abstract ideas. Where a long tradition had held that the objects of mathematical investigation must be abstractions, Berkeley insisted that mathematics must deal with fully determinate, concrete ideas. Over the course of time, this philosophy of mathematics underwent some revision and was applied in a variety of different contexts, but the rejection of abstract ideas remained fundamental to his treatment of the subject.

This chapter is divided into four sections. The first examines the role of Berkeley’s anti-abstractionist epistemology in his approach to mathematics. The second deals with Berkeley’s account of geometry, while the third examines his philosophy of arithmetic. The fourth section examines the critique of the calculus in Berkeley’s 1734 work The Analyst.

Abstract Ideas and the Philosophy of Mathematics

A long philosophical tradition holds that the objects of mathematical investigation are abstractions. As articulated by Aristotle, this approach is an alternative to a Platonistic doctrine according to which mathematical objects inhabit an extramundane realm of intelligible Forms, or perhaps serve as a gateway between the material world and the realm of Forms. Rather than take mathematics to be concerned with supersensory objects, Aristotle holds that the mathematician deals with conceptual entities that have been abstracted from mundane sense experience.3

This abstracting process involves a kind of mental separation in which irrelevant aspects of a perceived object are removed in order to frame concepts or ideas suitable to mathematical investigation. Thus, the geometric line (defined by Euclid as “length without breadth”)4 arises from the mental separation of perceived breadth from length. Likewise, the number 64 can arise from an abstraction from the squares on a chessboard, where the individuating features of each square are disregarded and a purely numerical idea results. In Aristotle’s account of geometry, for instance, we find:


The mathematician investigates abstractions (for in his investigation he eliminates all the sensible qualities … and leaves only the quantitative and continuous, sometimes in one, sometimes in two, sometimes in three dimensions, and the attributes of things qua quantitative and continuous, and does not consider them in any other respect, and examines the relative positions of some and the consequences of these, and the commensurability and incommensurability of others, and the ratios of others; but yet we say there is one and the same science of all these things—geometry).  (Aristotle (1984, 1677): Metaphysics, Book XI, 1061a 29–1061b2)



The “abstractionist” philosophy of mathematics can thus be taken as a kind of conceptualism: mathematical objects are not given to us in sense experience, nor do they exist in some Platonic realm outside the physical world. Instead, they are mental constructs that arise from a manipulation of the contents of everyday experience.

By the seventeenth century, the abstractionist philosophy of mathematics had become the received view of the subject. In his highly influential commentary on the Euclidean Elements, the Jesuit mathematician Christopher Clavius declared:


Because the mathematical sciences treat of things that are considered apart from all sensible matter, although they are themselves immersed in matter, this is the principal reason that they occupy a middle position between the metaphysical and natural sciences. If we consider [the sciences each according to its] subject, the subject of metaphysics is indeed separated from all matter of any kind. But the subject of physics is always conjoined with some kind of matter. Whence, as the subject of the mathematical disciplines is considered apart from all matter, it is clear that it constitutes a mean between the other two.  (Clavius 1612, 1:5)



Clavius’s endorsement of the abstractionist philosophy of mathematics took place in the context of a late-sixteenth-century debate over the question of the certainty of the mathematical sciences.5 Thinkers who questioned the status of mathematics as a genuine science argued that because its objects were abstracted from matter and motion, its demonstrations could not properly show the causes of their conclusions, contrary to the accepted Aristotelian conception of scientific knowledge which held that proper demonstrations express causes. As the Jesuit Benedict Pereira put the matter: “mathematical things are abstracted from motion, therefore from all kinds of cause” (Pereira 1576, 12). From this, he concluded that mathematics was not a proper science. It is noteworthy that both sides of this debate accepted the thesis that mathematics deals with abstractions, even as they disagreed about the scientific pedigree of its demonstrations.

In England as well, seventeenth-century thinkers who disagreed on fundamental issues could agree on the abstractionist approach to the philosophy of mathematics. John Wallis, Oxford’s Savilian Professor of Geometry, wrote in his 1657 Mathesis Universalis that the object of geometry is magnitude, adding: “By magnitude I understand lines, surfaces, and bodies taken mathematically, that is, abstracted from matter, whose various affections and properties geometry demonstrates” (Wallis 1693–1699, 1:21). A decade later, Isaac Barrow (Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge) could declare that the objects of pure mathematics must be “mentally separated or abstracted from all specific matter, material circumstances, and accidents (that is, conceived generally in themselves, having left those out)” (Barrow 1973 [1860], 1:30). In view of the many foundational issues disputed by Wallis and Barrow,6 their joint acceptance of the abstractionist account of mathematics is further evidence of its status as the received treatment of the subject.

In addition to supplying an appropriate object for mathematical investigation, abstractionism also offers a plausible account of how a demonstration consisting of a small number of steps can nevertheless hold generally, i.e., for an arbitrarily large number of cases. Consider the theorem that any triangle inscribed within a semicircle is a right triangle. How might we be sure that the theorem applies to any triangle whatever inscribed in any semicircle whatever? The abstractionist can answer this question by claiming that abstract ideas of triangles and semicircles are not tied to any one particular instance, but are framed in such a way as to confer generality on any consequences deduced from them. Thus, the necessity and generality characteristic of mathematical demonstrations can be accounted for by taking such demonstrations to be conversant about abstract ideas. In view of its widespread acceptance and its role in accounting for the nature of mathematical reasoning, it is no wonder that abstractionism was essentially unchallenged as an account of mathematical ontology in Berkeley’s day. Joseph Raphson’s 1702 Mathematical Dictionary summarizes the matter by defining “Simple or Pure Mathematics” as “those parts of it which contemplate Quantity simply as such, or abstracted from Matter, or any sensible Object” (Raphson 1702, 2).

In rejecting the doctrine of abstract ideas, Berkeley takes it upon himself to offer alternative accounts of the objects of mathematical inquiry and the nature of mathematical demonstration. As we will see, he pursues two quite different treatments of mathematical ontology, distinguishing geometry from arithmetic by assigning them distinct objects. Berkeley holds that the object of geometry is perceived extension, so that geometric lines, angles, figures, and solids are simply “ideas of extension” whose properties are investigated in a very general way. In the case of arithmetic, however, he opts for an extreme nominalism in which numbers are identified with symbols combined in accordance with purely formal rules.

To account for the generality of mathematical demonstrations, Berkeley proposes an account that I have elsewhere termed “representative generalization.”7 The fundamental claim in this account is that “an idea, which considered in it self is particular, becomes general, by being made to represent or stand for all other particulars of the same sort” (PHKI 12:32). In the geometric case, we take a demonstration to be concerned in the first instance with a specific perceived figure. However, by taking the perceived figure (and its associated lines, angles, etc.) as representative of all other similar figures, the result can be generalized to hold in an arbitrary case. Consider, for instance, the proof that every triangle inscribed in a semicircle is a right triangle. We begin with a semicircle with center κ and diameter γ (figure 16.1). Let β be an arbitrarily selected point on the periphery of the semicircle. We are required to show that the triangle αβγ is a right triangle. Joining κβ, we decompose the triangle αβγ into two isosceles triangles: ακβ and γκβ. We know from a previous theorem that the sum of the interior angles of αβγ must be equal to two right angles. By the isosceles property, we know that ∠καβ = ∠κβα and ∠κβγ = ∠κγβ. The sum of all four of those angles is equal to the sum of the interior angles of the triangle αβγ, i.e., two right angles. But ∠αβγ is half of that sum. Therefore, ∠αβγ is a right angle.



[image: image]

Figure 16.1 Construction from Euclid, Book III, Prop. 31.



It should be noted that the demonstration makes no reference to the magnitudes or positions of any of the lines or angles. The same demonstration would work if the point β had been chosen elsewhere on the semicircle, or if the diagrammed semicircle had been larger or smaller. Since the only properties appealed to in the course of the demonstration are ones that do not distinguish this semicircle or its inscribed angle from any others, the theorem can be generalized to cover every case. As Berkeley puts the matter:


Thus when I demonstrate any proposition concerning triangles, it is to be supposed that I have in view the universal idea of a triangle; which ought not to be understood as if I could frame an idea of a triangle which was neither equilateral nor scalenon nor equicrural. But only that the particular triangle I consider, whether of this or that sort it matters not, doth equally stand for and represent all rectilinear triangles whatsoever, and is in that sense universal.  (PHKI 15:34)



Berkeley’s approach thus denies the existence of abstract ideas, but allows for general ideas. A general idea in the Berkeleyan sense is one that functions as a sign or representative of all others of the same sort. This anti-abstractionist epistemology is intended to serve in two different mathematical contexts, namely, geometry and arithmetic.

Berkeley on Geometry

We have seen that Berkeley’s approach to geometry requires it to take as its object “perceived extension,” but two rather different accounts of geometry are consistent with this general characterization. Early on, notably in his Notebooks and the first edition of An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley embraced a radical geometry of the minimum sensibile and declared large parts of traditional geometry to be false or incoherent. By the time of the Principles, however, he had come to understand geometry as conversant with perceived lines and figures as signs or representations of all other lines or figures of the same sort. This gives him the means to accommodate essentially all of traditional geometry within the framework of his anti-abstractionist epistemology. The central point at issue here is the thesis of infinite divisibility and Berkeley’s changing approach to that doctrine. It will be useful to examine the traditional account of infinite divisibility and then proceed to an examination of Berkeley’s understanding of divisibility and geometry.

The Thesis of Infinite Divisibility

The traditional formulation of the doctrine of infinite divisibility is that every geometric magnitude is divisible into two lesser magnitudes of the same kind. Magnitudes are conceived of as falling into kinds or species, such as lines, angles, surfaces, and solids. Thus, the infinite divisibility of the line should be taken as the claim that every line can be decomposed into two lesser lines. The tenth proposition of Book I of Euclid’s Elements is stated as the problem: “To bisect a given finite straight line.” The proof is instructive and worth examining in order to bring the relevant issues into focus.

We begin with a finite straight line AB (figure 16.2) and construct an equilateral triangle ABC having AB as its base (a construction from Book I, Prop. I). The angle ACB is then bisected by the line CD (using the construction from Book I, Prop. IX), and the line CD is shown to bisect AB at D. The infinite divisibility of any line segment thus depends on the infinite divisibility of any angle (Book I, Prop. IX), and this likewise depends on the very first proposition in the Elements: “On a given finite straight line to construct an equilateral triangle” (Book I, Prop. I). Examining the proof of this result shows that it depends on a continuity principle guaranteeing that two circles with a common radius will intersect.



[image: image]

Figure 16.2 Construction from Euclid, Book I, Prop. 10.



The proof of Elements (Book I, Prop. I) begins with a finite straight line AB (figure 16.3), upon which an equilateral triangle is to be constructed. With center A and radius AB, let the circle BCD be constructed. Likewise, with center B and radius AB, let the circle ACE be constructed. The continuity principle guarantees that the circles will intersect at point C. Connecting AC and BC results in a triangle, and because all the radii of a circle are equal, we have AB = AC = BC, and the constructed triangle is equilateral. The key point here is that the thesis of infinite divisibility is a straightforward consequence of the continuity principle that is employed (albeit by way of enthymeme) in the first proposition of the Elements. The principle itself seems so obvious and immune from rational challenge that in the sixth of his Mathematical Lectures, Barrow characterizes it as “utterly manifest, from the most evident property of the circle, that it is enclosed and terminated in every direction” (1973 [1860], 1:100).



[image: image]

Figure 16.3 Construction from Euclid, Book I, Prop. 1.



Denying the thesis of infinite divisibility therefore seems to strike at the very foundation of geometry and to entail a thoroughgoing revision of the subject. As we will see, in his early thoughts on this subject, Berkeley is happy to jettison large parts of Euclidean geometry in favor of a radical alternative that conceives geometric objects as composed of finite collections of minimal parts. In the course of time, however, he has the means to accommodate essentially all of traditional geometry within the framework of an ontology and epistemology that denies infinite divisibility.

Berkeley and Infinite Divisibility

As I have indicated, the thesis of infinite divisibility was typically formulated in terms of the possible (as opposed to actual) division of an arbitrary magnitude into lesser parts. Berkeley, however, generally understands the thesis as the claim that every magnitude contains an actually infinite number of parts, and he deems this to be an obviously false doctrine that can be refuted by paying attention to the plain facts of perception. As he puts the matter in the Principles: “Every particular finite extension, which may possibly be the object of our thought, is an idea existing only in the mind, and consequently each part thereof must be perceived” (PHK 124:98). From this he concludes that “[n]othing can be plainer to me, than that the extensions I have in view are no other than my own ideas, and it is no less plain, that I cannot resolve any one of my ideas into an infinite number of other ideas, that is, that they are not infinitely divisible” (PHK 124:98). Berkeley holds that the doctrine of abstract ideas has contributed to the widespread acceptance of the thesis of infinite divisibility, writing that someone “whose understanding is prepossessed with the doctrine of abstract general ideas, may be persuaded, that (whatever be thought of the ideas of sense), extension in abstract is infinitely divisible” (PHK 125:99). This sort of argument also appears in the Notebooks:


Demonstrations of the infinite divisibility of extension suppose length without breadth ^ which is absurd.

or invisible length  (N 21, 21a:10)



We can thus discern two lines of argument that Berkeley employs against the thesis of infinite divisibility. The first reasons that because there is no abstraction of length from breadth of the sort required to demonstrate infinite divisibility, there can be no demonstration of the thesis. The second relies upon his esse est percipi (“to be is to be perceived”) principle: since no perceived extension has an infinite number of parts, only an “invisible” or unperceived or nonexistent extended magnitude could be infinitely divisible.

In his Notebooks, Berkeley takes this denial of infinite divisibility to entail a wholesale revision of traditional geometry. His idea there is to replace the Euclidean point (defined as “That which has no part” at Book I, Def. 1, of the Elements) with the minimum sensibile, or the smallest perceivable part of extension. Berkeley occasionally refers to such minima as “points,” and he clearly sees them as analogous to the Euclidean point. Berkeley’s minima differ from Euclidean points in one fundamental respect, however: where classical geometry does not hold that an extended magnitude can be composed from points, Berkeley takes lines and figures to be composed of finite collections of extended minima. As a consequence, the geometry of minima Berkeley describes in the Notebooks is utterly inconsistent with the classical treatment of the subject.

The Status of Geometry in the Notebooks

The inconsistency of Berkeley’s geometry of minima and standard geometry can best be understood by considering how equality between two geometric magnitudes is established. The fourth “common notion” or axiom of the Elements states that “[t]hings which coincide with one another are equal to one another” (Elements, Common Notion IV). In its standard Latin formulation, the axiom reads: “Quae sibi mutuo congruunt aequalia sunt.” Berkeley reflects on the procedure by which congruence of two magnitudes might be established and finds it problematic, as there is no obvious way of making a curved line coincide with a straight line:


Mem: to Endeavour most accurately to understand wt is meant by this axiom: Quae sibi mutuo congruunt aequalia sunt.

Qu: wt the Geometers mean by equality of lines & whether according to their definition of equality a curve line can possibly be equal to a right line.

If wth me you call those lines equal wch contain an equal number of points. then there will be no difficulty. that curve is equal to a right line wch contains as [many] points as the right.one doth.  (N 514–516:64)



Likewise, two figures will contain equal areas when they contain an equal number of minimal “points,” as Berkeley makes clear: “I can mean (for my part) nothing else by equal Triangles than Triangles containing equal numbers of Points” (N 530:66).

This approach leads immediately to wildly nonstandard results. If we consider a circle with diameter d and periphery p, classical geometry has the irrational magnitude π as the ratio of d to p. In the Notebooks, Berkeley denies that there is a unique ratio that holds for all circles:


It seems all Circles are not similar figures there not being the same proportion betwixt all circumferences & their diameters. (N 340:41)

D & P are not proportional in all Circles. dd is to (1/4)dp as d to p/4 but d & p/4 are not in the same proportion in all Circles. Hence ’tis nonsense to seek the terms of one general proportion whereby to rectify all peripheries or of another whereby to square all Circles.  (N 457:56)



Indeed, the entire doctrine of incommensurable magnitudes is ruled out by the Berkeleyan geometry of minima because any two magnitudes can be resolved into finite collections of minima, whose ratio can be expressed as a ratio of integers. Early on in his Notebooks, Berkeley observes: “Diagonal incommensurable wth ye side Quaere how this can be in my doctrine?” (N 29:10). Upon reflection, he decides that the doctrine of incommensurables should be abandoned: “Diagonal of particular square commensurable wth its side they both containing a certain number of M:[inima] V:[isibilia]” (N 258:32). In a summary of the status of incommensurable (“surd”) magnitudes in his geometry of minima, Berkeley observes:


I say there are no incommensurables, no surds, I say the side of any square may be assign’d in numbers. Say you assign unto me the side of the square 10. I ask wt 10, 10 feet, inches etc or 10 points. if the later; I deny there is any such square, tis impossible 10 points should compose a square. if the former, resolve yr 10 square inches, feet etc into points & the number of points must necessarily be a square number whose side is easily assignable.  (N 469:58)



Not surprisingly, this geometry of minima also dispenses with the Pythagorean theorem: “One square cannot be double of another. Hence the Pythagoric Theorem is false” (N 500:63).

The Status of Geometry in the Principles

If the doctrine of the Notebooks were the end of Berkeley’s engagement with the thesis of infinite divisibility, his approach to geometry would have mandated the rejection of essentially the entire subject. In the Principles, however, Berkeley largely abandons the radical consequences that he earlier endorsed. The root of this difference is the fact that Berkeley’s account of representative generalization permits the geometer to disregard the particular number of minima in any particular line or figure, taking such lines and figures as representatives of many others of varying sizes. The generality conferred by a particular line’s representational capacity makes the number of minima in it irrelevant, and in the Introduction to the Principles, Berkeley explains how geometers can demonstrate that any line can be bisected:


To make this plain by an example, suppose a geometrician is demonstrating the method, of cutting a line in two equal parts. He draws, for instance, a black line of an inch in length, this which in it self is a particular line is nevertheless with regard to its signification general, since as it is there used, it represents all particular lines whatsoever; for that which is demonstrated of it, is demonstrated of all lines or, in other words, of a line in general.  (PHKI 12:32)



The infinite divisibility of a line is equivalent to the claim that any line can be bisected, and this passage certainly seems to commit Berkeley to accepting it. Nevertheless, Berkeley steadfastly rejects the thesis of infinite divisibility. As developed in the Principles, Berkeley’s view is that any particular line has a finite number of parts into which it can be divided. Nevertheless, a line in a geometric diagram represents others of arbitrarily large size, so there is no limit to the number of parts that might be considered in any geometric line. As he frames the issue:


It hath been observed in another place, that the theorems and demonstrations in geometry are conversant about universal ideas. Sect. 15. Introd. Where it is explained in what sense this ought to be understood, to wit, that the particular lines and figures included in the diagram, are supposed to stand for innumerable others of different sizes: or in other words, the geometer considers them abstracting from their magnitude: which doth not imply that he forms an abstract idea, but only that he cares not what the particular magnitude is, whether great or small, but looks on that as a thing indifferent to the demonstration: hence it follows, that a line in the scheme, but an inch long, must be spoken of, as though it contained ten thousand parts, since it is regarded not in it self, but as it is universal; and it is universal only in its signification, whereby it represents innumerable lines greater than it self, in which may be distinguished ten thousand parts or more, though there may not be above an inch in it.  (PHK 126:99)



As developed in the Principles, Berkeley’s philosophy of geometry takes that science to be a very general study of the properties of perceivable extension, although the generality of its theorems comes at the price of treating particular perceived lines and figures as having parts they lack.8 This means that much of geometry is not, strictly speaking, true. There is a ratio of integers that holds between the number of minima in the periphery and diameter of any perceivable circle, but as ever-larger circles are considered, this ratio converges toward π. Although geometry identifies the limits toward which such ratios tend, no actual geometric figure contains magnitudes that stand to one another in an irrational ratio. As a consequence, Berkeley’s approach to geometry (at least in the Principles) contains an element of instrumentalism: geometric theorems are literally false, but they can be applied in ways that allow us to solve practical problems with solutions that can attain any desired degree of accuracy. Berkeley emphasizes the utility (rather than the truth) of geometry in summarizing the consequences of his denial of infinite divisibility:


But you will say, that if this doctrine obtains, it will follow the very foundations of geometry are destroyed: and those great men who have raised that science to so astonishing an height, have been all the while building a castle in the air. To this it may be replied, that whatever is useful in geometry and promotes the benefit of human life, doth still remain firm and unshaken on our principles. That science considered as practical, will rather receive advantage than any prejudice from what hath been said. But to set this in a due light, may be the subject of a distinct inquiry. For the rest, though it should follow that some of the more intricate and subtle parts of speculative mathematics may be pared off without any prejudice to truth; yet I do not see what damage will be thence derived to mankind.  (PHK 131:101)



This is a clear shift from the radical revision of geometry envisaged in the Notebooks: in the Principles, Berkeley is prepared to accept essentially all of classical geometry rather than toss it aside.

The Notebooks date from 1707–1708, and the Principles were published in 1710, so Berkeley seems to have abandoned his radical geometry of sensible minima around 1709. In fact, a passage in the first two editions of the New Theory of Vision (Dublin, 1709; London, 1710) indicates that Berkeley was still contemplating a thoroughgoing revision of traditional geometry when the text was prepared for the press. At the end of the work, he argues that tangible (as opposed to visible) extension is the object of geometry. In the concluding section, he then declares:


By this time, I suppose, it is clear that neither abstract nor visible extension makes the object of geometry; the not discerning of which may perhaps have created some difficulty and useless labour in mathematics. Sure I am, that somewhat relating thereto has occurred to my thoughts, which, tho’ after the most anxious and repeated examination I am forced to think it true, doth, nevertheless, seem so far out of the common road of geometry, that I know not, whether it may not be thought presumption, if I should make it publick in an age, wherein that science hath received such mighty improvements by new methods; great part whereof, as well as of the ancient discoveries, may perhaps lose their reputation, and much of that ardor, with which men study the abstruse and fine geometry be abated, if what to me, and those few to whom I have imparted it, seems evidently true, should really prove to be so.  (NTV 160; first two editions 235)



This account of geometry “far out of the common road” must be the radical doctrine of the Notebooks, which Berkeley had apparently abandoned with the publication of the Principles in the following year. When the New Theory of Vision was reissued in 1732, this passage was deleted, further suggesting that Berkeley had abandoned his earlier hostility to traditional geometry. We can now turn to an examination of Berkeley’s quite different account of arithmetic and algebra which did not undergo a change of this sort.

Berkeley on Arithmetic and Algebra

As we have seen, the Berkeleyan approach to geometry is motivated in large part by the denial of abstract ideas. The same can be said of his philosophical interpretation of arithmetic, although it develops along entirely different lines. Whereas Berkeley holds that the science of geometry has a proper object—perceived or perceivable extension—his treatment of arithmetic takes it to be a science with no particular object. Instead, Berkeley opts for a highly nominalistic treatment of arithmetic (and algebra) in which numerical symbols signify nothing in particular, and the truth of an arithmetical assertion amounts to nothing more than a claim to the effect that certain combinations of symbols can be generated in accordance with formal rules.

Berkeley’s treatment of arithmetic (and, by extension, algebra) bears a strong resemblance to a doctrine that goes by the name of “formalism.” The fundamental idea of formalism is that the subject matter of mathematics is not a mysterious realm of abstract mathematical objects, but simply the mathematical symbols themselves, which need not be taken to refer to anything at all. The formalist program is most closely associated with the German mathematician David Hilbert, but there is a recognizable formalist tradition that antedates Hilbert, and Berkeley seems to have been one of the first philosophers to have adopted the formalist approach.9 A succinct statement of the position is due to the German mathematician Johannes Thomae, who declared:


In the formalist conception arithmetic is a game with signs which are called empty, by which is meant that they have no other content (in the calculating game) than that which they are assigned in relation to their behavior under certain combination rules (rules of the game). The chess player makes similar use of his pieces, assigning them certain characteristics which determine their behavior in the game, and the figures are only the outer signs of this behavior. Of course, there are important differences between chess and arithmetic. The rules of chess are arbitrary, but the system of rules for arithmetic is such that the numbers can be referred to perceptual manifolds by means of simple axioms and thereby furnish us with important contributions to the knowledge of nature.  (Thomae 1898, 78)



As we will see, this account of arithmetic is nearly identical with that proposed by Berkeley.

Number as a “Creature of the Mind”

The best way to motivate Berkeley’s formalistic philosophy of arithmetic is to begin with his slogan that number is a “creature of the mind.” As he puts it in the Principles:


That number is entirely the creature of the mind, even though the other qualities be allowed to exist without, will be evident to whoever considers, that the same thing bears a different denomination of number, as the mind views it with different respects. Thus, the same extension is one or three or thirty six, according as the mind considers it with reference to a yard, a foot, or an inch. Number is so visibly relative, and dependent on men’s understanding, that it is strange to think how any one should give it an absolute existence without the mind. We say one book, one page, one line; all these are equally units, though some contain several of the others. And in each instance it is plain, the unit relates to some particular combination of ideas arbitrarily put together by the mind.  (PHK 12:46)



This passage is plainly intended to undermine the claim that number could serve as a mind-independent primary quality of external objects, but it also is part of Berkeley’s case for the non-abstract nature of numbers.

As traditionally conceived, arithmetic was taken to be the study of numbers (understood as positive integers). In Euclid’s presentation, the number (ἀριθμὸς) is defined as “a multitude composed of units,” and the unit (μονάς) is “that in virtue of which any of the things that exist is called one” (Elements, Book VII, Defs. 1–2). On this view, an abstract concept of unity underlies all talk of numbers and things numbered. Yet, as Berkeley is happy to point out, there seems to be very little content associated with the term “unity”:


Unity I know some will have to be a simple or uncompounded idea, accompanying all other ideas into the mind. That I have any such idea answering the word unity, I do not find; and if I had, methinks I could not miss finding it; on the contrary it should be the most familiar to my understanding, since it is said to accompany all other ideas, and to be perceived by all the ways of sensation and reflexion. To say no more, it is an abstract idea.  (PHK 13:46)



Rather than found arithmetic on an abstract idea of unity, Berkeley insists that the unit (and thus, any collection of units) is evidently a “creature of the mind” that depends on what a perceiver regards as fundamental in any collection of ideas. Thus, a standard deck of cards would be an instance of the number 52 if individual cards were taken as units, but it could equally instantiate 4, 13, or a host of other numbers, according as one considers suits, card values, or some other salient feature of the cards in the deck.

By itself, this emphasis on the mind-dependence of numbers does not go very far as a philosophical basis for arithmetic. Yet if we consider the case of large numbers, it becomes clear that there is generally no distinct collection of ideas that might plausibly correspond to a specific number. Thus, there is presumably no distinct collection of ideas corresponding to the number 3,377,592. Berkeley deals with this problem by claiming that, in the first instance, the object of our thought is simply the arithmetical notation itself rather than some collection of ideas designated by the notation. In other words, arithmetical symbols can be employed without taking account of their referents. As Berkeley explains in a 1709 letter to Samuel Molyneux:


Numbers we can frame no notion of beyond a certain degree, and yet we can reason as well about a thousand as about five, the truth on it is numbers are nothing but names. Hence you may reason about a chiliagon with regard to the number of its sides and angles, though the idea you have of it be not different from that of a figure of 999 sides.  (CGB 29)



In the Principles, Berkeley adds some detail to this account, arguing that by “taking a view of arithmetic in its infancy,” we can infer that it originated in a system of tally strokes, each taken to designate a unit or “some one thing of whatever kind [people] had occasion to reckon.” More perspicuous forms of notation developed over time, resulting in the Hindu-Arabic notation in which “by the repetition of a few characters or figures, and varying the signification of each figure according to the place it obtains, all numbers may be most aptly expressed” (PHK 121:96).

Arithmetic as a Science of Signs

Berkeley’s reflections on the nature of arithmetical notation lead him to observe: “The great use of the Indian figures above the Roman shews Arithmetic to be about Signs not Ideas, or not Ideas different from the Characters themselves” (N 803). On this account, the truths of arithmetic are “purely nominal” in the sense that they concern only what combinations of signs are constructible within the context of a specified set of rules. There is an element of arbitrariness in our choice of symbols and demonstration rules, and Berkeley sees this as the basis of the demonstrability of the truths of arithmetic: “The reason why we can demonstrate so well about signs is that they are perfectly arbitrary & in our power, made at pleasure” (N 732:80). As it happens, we choose combination rules that permit us to number and reason about collections of objects, but in principle any set of rules could have been chosen, and the aptness of any given set of rules depends on what we are concerned to count. Thus, the usual rules of addition dictate that 11 + 3 = 14, but someone interested in rules of modular addition for the analog clock might prefer a system of rules permitting the construction 11 + 3 = 2. As Berkeley puts the issue in the Principles: “In arithmetic therefore we regard not the things but the signs, which nevertheless are not regarded for their own sake, but because they direct us how to act with relation to things, and dispose rightly of them” (PHK 122:97).

The strongly formalistic overtones in Berkeley’s approach to arithmetic lead him to develop two quite different accounts of geometrical and arithmetical truth. Berkeley takes geometry to have perceived extension as its proper object, and although the lines and figures in a geometric demonstration are treated as signs, such signs must resemble the objects they represent. A triangle in a demonstration represents all other relevantly similar triangles and is therefore a sign that resembles the objects signified, but arithmetical notation need not resemble the things it represents. The result of this lack of resemblance between arithmetical signs and what they signify means that there is an arbitrary or conventional element in arithmetic that is not matched by a similar arbitrariness or conventionality in geometry.

Although Berkeley’s approach to arithmetic differs from his account of geometry, the similarities between his two accounts are also striking. In both cases, Berkeley seeks a philosophical understanding of the subject that does not rely upon the doctrine of abstract ideas, and he avoids abstractions by taking the objects of both mathematical sciences as signs. In the case of geometry, lines and figures are used as signs of other, similar lines and figures. In arithmetic, however, the signs used are entirely arbitrary and need not resemble the objects they represent. Although Berkeley holds that “all sciences, so far as they are universal and demonstrable by human reason, will be found conversant about signs as their immediate object” (Alc 7,13:305), different sciences will have different constraints on the signs they use.

The Berkeleyan Critique of the Calculus

The criticism of the calculus in Berkeley’s 1734 treatise The Analyst is by far his most significant contribution to the philosophy of mathematics. The Analyst was part of Berkeley’s long-standing battle against free-thinking, and its central thesis is that the standards of reasoning employed in the “modern analytics” are far less strict than those of Christian theology. As a consequence, the “infidel mathematician” to whom the work is addressed cannot consistently accept the calculus while scoffing at the mysteries of religion.10 Two rather different versions of the calculus developed in the seventeenth century, one due to Newton and the other to Leibniz.11 Although Berkeley was familiar with the Leibnizian treatment of the calculus, his arguments in The Analyst are directed almost exclusively against the Newtonian formulation. I will therefore concentrate on the Newtonian calculus and examine its Berkeleyan critique.

The Newtonian Calculus of Fluxions

The primary aim of the calculus is to develop an algorithmic procedure with which to study the properties of curves (and, more generally, surfaces and solids). Although curves are paradigmatically geometric objects, the methods of analytic geometry allow them to be represented by algebraic equations, and the techniques of the calculus take the analytic representation of a curve and show how to construct a tangent at an arbitrary point and how to determine the area beneath a curve and bounded by its coordinate axes. The Newtonian approach takes four concepts as central: fluents, fluxions, moments, and prime or ultimate ratios. Newton employs a kinematic conception of magnitudes in which curves (as well as angles, surfaces, and solids) are generated by continuous motions. Such a “flowing quantity” or “fluent” is the curve αβ in figure 16.4, which is traced by the continuous motion of a point. As the point traces the curve, its motion can be decomposed into components ẋ and ẏ parallel to the coordinate axes OX and OY.

These components yield the instantaneous velocity of the point as it generates the curve, or in Newton’s terminology, they compose the fluxion of the fluent αβ. Examining the point (x1, y1) on the curve, we can construct the associated fluxions ẋ1 and ẏ1. Taking a line of length κ, we can then form the products ẋ1κ and ẏ1κ that stand in the same ratio as the fluxional components ẋ1 and ẏ1. The diagonal of the rectangle arising from those products will coincide with the curve’s tangent at (x1, y1). In general, when a curve is determined by an analytic equation in x and y, the slope of its tangent at any point is given by ẏ /ẋ. Problems of tangency are linked to another class of problems (known as quadratures) which seek the areas enclosed by curves. Tangency problems require finding the fluxions ẋ and ẏ when an equation is given specifying the relationship between the fluents x and y. In contrast, quadratures require the determination of fluents when the fluxions are given. In our example from figure 16.4, the rate of increase in the area enclosed by the curve αβ at the point (x1, y1) is itself a fluent quantity, which we can think of as being swept out by the ordinate as it moves along with a varying height; the tangent to that fluent quantity is given by the height of the ordinate at (x1, y1). Moreover, fluxions themselves may take different values at different times, so that a fluxion such as ẏ may itself be taken as a fluent, whose second-order fluxion ÿ specifies the rate of change of the first-order fluxion ẏ.
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Figure 16.4 The Newtonian treatment of fluxions



Newton introduces the concept of a “moment” or what he terms the “momentaneous synchronal increment” of a fluent as a tool for computing fluxions. Such increments are generated in arbitrarily small amounts of time, and Newton uses the symbol “o” to represent such times. Taking fluents x and y, we can construct the moments oẋ and oẏ, and the incremented fluents become x + oẋ and y + oẏ. Further, Newton introduces what he termed “prime and ultimate ratios” as a means of determining fluxions of fluents. The prime ratio of two nascent flowing quantities is the ratio that obtains just as the quantities are generated by motion, while the ultimate ratio of two evanescent quantities is that which holds as the quantities are diminished to nothing and vanish. In the Introduction to his treatise On the Quadrature of Curves, Newton summarizes the doctrine (see figure 16.5):


Fluxions are very nearly as the Augments of the Fluents, generated in equal, but infinitely small parts of Time; and to speak exactly, are in the Prime Ratio of the nascent Augments: but they may be expounded by any Lines that are proportional to ’em. As if the Areas ABC, ABDG be described by the Ordinates BC, BD, moving with an uniform motion along the Base AB, the Fluxions of these Areas will be to one another as the describent Ordinates BC and BD, and may be expounded by those Ordinates; for those Ordinates are in the same Proportion as the Nascent Augments of the Areas. Let the Ordinate BC move out of its Place BC into any new one bc: Compleat the Parallelogram BCEb, and let the Right Line VTH be drawn which may touch the Curve [at] C and meet bc and BA produced in T and V; and then the just now generated Augments of the Abscissa AB, the Ordinate BC, and the Curve line ACc will be Bb, Ec and CC; and the Sides of the Triangle CET are in the Prime Ratio of these Nascent Augments, and therefore the Fluxions of AB, BC and AC are as the sides CE, ET, and CT of the Triangle CET, and may be expounded by those Sides, or which is much at one, by the Sides of the Triangle VBC similar to it.  (Newton 1964–1967, 1:141)
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Figure 16.5 Newtonian prime ratios, from_The Quadrature of Curves_.



It should be stressed that the ultimate ratio of two evanescent quantities (or, likewise, the prime ratio of two nascent quantities) is not the ratio 0:0 between two literally vanished quantities, since 0:0 is undefined. Rather, the ultimate ratio is a genuine ratio that persists even as the quantities that supposedly stand in that ratio have vanished.12 As we will see, this is the basis for Berkeley’s famous charge in The Analyst that the Newtonian calculus depends upon “ghosts of departed quantities.”

A central result in Newton’s On the Quadrature of Curves is the method of determining the fluxion of the fluent quantity xn, where n is any power. Newton formulates the procedure thus:


Let the Quantity x flow uniformly, and let the Fluxion of xnto be found. In the same time that the Quantity x by flowing becomes x + o, the Quantity xn will become (x + o)n, that is, by the method of infinite series
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And the Augments
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are to one another as



[image: image]

Now let those Augments vanish, and their ultimate Ratio will be the Ratio of 1 to nxn-1 and therefore the Fluxion of the Quantity x is to the Fluxion of the Quantity xn as 1 to nxn-1.  (Newton 1964–1967, 1:142)



This is the familiar result that we express today as the claim that the derivative of the variable quantity xn is nxn-1. Newton develops the result in terms of ratios and seeks the ratio between a fluent quantity and its exponential power. His procedure begins with the fluent x and then examines the power xn. Taking a small increment o and using binomial expansion to find (x + o)n, the method seeks the ratio of the increment of the fluent to the increment of the power. Dividing both increments by the common term o simplifies the ratio. Finally, o is allowed to vanish and any remaining terms that contain it are dismissed, yielding the ultimate ratio of the two quantities.

Newton and his followers contrast the method of fluxions and its use of ultimate ratios with the procedures used by Leibniz and continental mathematicians working in the Leibnizian tradition. The Leibnizians take continuous quantities such as curves to be composed of infinitesimally small parts. In their view, a tangent construction to a curve seeks the ratio between the infinitesimally small increment dy of the ordinate and the infinitesimal increment dx of the abscissa, with the ratio dy/dx giving the slope of the curve at any given point.13 In the context of the bitter dispute between Newton and Leibniz over priority for the discovery of the calculus, the Newtonians insist that their methods are more rigorous than the lax procedures of the Leibnizians, which involve supposing the existence of mysterious infinitesimal magnitudes that are greater than nothing yet less than any finite quantity.14 A central claim in Berkeley’s Analyst is that this pretense to superior rigor is a sham: neither the Leibnizian nor the Newtonian calculus is conceptually well founded or adequately demonstrated.

The Conceptual Criticism

Berkeley’s critique of the “modern analysis” opens with the remark that “Geometry is an excellent Logic,” and he accepts that geometrical reasoning is convincing when it satisfies basic requirements of intelligibility, namely, that its definitions are clear, its axioms and postulates are undeniable, and its arguments proceed by evidently valid inferences (An 2:65). He inquires, however, whether fluxions or ultimate ratios of evanescent increments can meet this standard. Berkeley writes that Newton defines moments as “the nascent Principles of finite Quantities” and takes fluxions to be “nearly as the increments of the flowing quantities, generated in the least equal particles of time; and to be accurately in the first proportion of the nascent, or in the last of the evanescent increments” (An 3:66). However, such things are manifestly not easy to conceive. Berkeley complains that least parts of time, least increments generated in those parts, and nascent or evanescent magnitudes hovering mysteriously between something and nothing lack the clarity normally required of geometric concepts. Worse still, higher-order fluxions seem to compound these conceptual difficulties. From this, he concludes: “The further the mind analyseth and pursueth these fugitive ideas the more it is lost and bewildered; the objects, at first fleeting and minute, soon vanishing out of sight” (An 4:67).

By itself, the claim that fluxions or ultimate ratios are difficult to conceive is not a strong case against the intelligibility of the Newtonian calculus. There are many instances of supposedly incomprehensible mathematical objects that later were accepted: negative, irrational, and complex numbers were all at one time or another deemed conceptually obscure, only to attain epistemic respectability as mathematics developed. However, in the context of eighteenth-century British mathematics, Berkeley’s conceptual criticism does carry some genuine force. The Newtonians’ claim that their method of fluxions is a rigorous alternative to the obscure Leibnizian calculus of infinitesimals faces a significant challenge: as Berkeley notes, “it requires a marvellous sharpness of discernment to be able to distinguish between evanescent increments and infinitesimal differences” (An 17:74–75). Thus, because Newtonian mathematicians reject infinitesimals on account of their being difficult to conceive, the defender of the method of fluxions must provide a principled reason for thinking that evanescent increments are conceptually legitimate and not to be mistaken for infinitesimals.

Berkeley’s conceptual criticism of the calculus also presents the Newtonians with a dilemma: if nascent or evanescent increments are not infinitesimals, then they must be either finite quantities or nothing. If they are finite quantities, the exactness of the calculus is abandoned and the method yields only approximations; if they are nothing, then prime or ultimate ratios take the form 0:0, which is meaningless. Berkeley sets out this dilemma as follows, with reference to figure 16.5 above:


It is particularly remarked and insisted on by the great author, that the points C and c must not be distant one from another, by any the least interval whatsoever: but that, in order to find the ultimate proportion of the lines CE, Ec, and Cc (i.e. the proportions of the fluxions or velocities) expressed by the finite sides of the Triangle VBC, the points C and c must be accurately coincident, i.e. one and the same. A point therefore is considered as a triangle, or a triangle is supposed to be formed in a point. Which to conceive seems quite impossible.  (An 34:87–88)



Newton requires that the points C and c “ought to come together and exactly to coincide” because otherwise the precise tangent would not be obtained, and “Errors, tho’ never so small, are not to be neglected in Mathematics” (Newton 1964–1967, 1:141). His method is therefore apparently committed to the absurdity Berkeley charges.

Berkeley summarizes his conceptual criticism in the famous passage from The Analyst where he asks: “And what are these fluxions? The velocities of evanescent increments? And what are these same evanescent Increments? They are neither finite quantities, nor quantities infinitely small, nor yet nothing. May we not call them the ghosts of departed quantities?” (An 35:89). One might attempt to overcome this objection by appealing to the notion of a limit in the style of current-day formulations of the calculus. If we think of Newton as working with a tolerably clear concept of a limiting process, his exposition of the method of prime and ultimate ratios can be rephrased in terms of ever-better approximations that converge to a limiting value. The problem with this suggestion is that it reads nineteenth-century developments in the “rigorization” of the calculus back into Newton’s own works, where they have no real place. The apparatus of sequences, series, and convergence conditions familiar from contemporary analysis are entirely absent in Newton and there is no reason to take them as implicit in his work. The best evidence for this is the fact that Newtonians who replied to Berkeley’s criticisms could not agree among themselves on how to interpret the doctrine of prime and ultimate ratios.15 I conclude that Berkeley’s conceptual objections to the method of fluxions are generally on the mark.

The Logical Criticism

Where Berkeley’s conceptual critique of the calculus focuses on the obscurity of its objects, his logical criticism charges that its procedures are logically faulty, so that the inferences employed in the calculus are fallacious and unwarranted. This is a more serious objection, since it amounts to the claim that the methods of the calculus violate the most elementary constraints on reasoning. Berkeley’s charge of logical errors is based on an examination Newton’s procedure for finding the fluxion of an arbitrary power xn of a fluent x, as set forth in the Introduction to the Quadrature of Curves.16

Berkeley claims that Newton uses inconsistent assumptions concerning the evanescent quantity o in the derivation of the rule for determining the fluxion of an arbitrary power. He prefaces his argument with a lemma he deems “so plain as to need no Proof”:


If with a view to demonstrate any proposition, a certain point is supposed, by virtue of which certain other points are attained; and such supposed point be it self afterwards destroyed or rejected by a contrary supposition; in that case, all the other points attained thereby, and consequent thereupon, must also be destroyed and rejected, so as from thence forward to be no more supposed or applied in the demonstration.  (An 12:71–72)



This lemma makes the uncontroversial point that a legitimate demonstration must not contain inconsistent premises. Employing such inconsistencies would render anything demonstrable, so this amounts to a quite minimal logical constraint. The question of interest is whether Newton offends against this constraint.

Newton considers a flowing quantity x and its arbitrary power xn; when x is incremented by the quantity o, to become (x + o), the augmented power becomes (x + o)n. Binomial expansion gives an expression for the augmented power, namely,
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The increments of the fluent and the power therefore stand in the ratio of
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Dividing both sides of [2] through by the common factor o yields the ratio
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The factor o appears in the second term of the series and all subsequent ones on the right side of [3]. Supposing o to become evanescent, we can dismiss o as effectively nothing and disregard all the terms in which it appears. This leaves the ratio
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Thus, the fluxion of the power xn is nx(n-1).

Berkeley charges that the inference from [2] to [3] demands that o be a positive quantity (since otherwise division by zero would result), while the move from [3] to [4] requires o to be equal to zero. This, he claims, is a fallacious “shifting of hypotheses”:


Hitherto I have supposed that x flows, that x hath a real Increment, that o is something. And I have proceeded all along on that supposition, without which I should not have been able to have made so much as one single step. From that supposition it is that I get at the increment of xn, that I am able to compare it with the increment of x, and that I find the proportion between the two increments. I now beg leave to make a new supposition contrary to the first, i.e. I will suppose that there is no increment of x, or that o is nothing; which second supposition destroys my first, and is inconsistent with it, and therefore with every thing that supposeth it. I do nevertheless beg leave to retain nx(n-1), which is an expression obtained in virtue of my first supposition, which necessarily presupposeth such supposition, and which could not be obtained without it: All which seems a most inconsistent way of arguing, and such as would not be allowed of in Divinity.  (An 14:73)



This argument makes it evident that there is at least the appearance of inconsistency in Newton’s procedure, and replies to Berkeley’s criticism were a staple of the British mathematical literature in the 1730s and 1740s.17 Indeed, Florian Cajori characterized the publication of The Analyst as “the most spectacular event of the century in the history of British mathematics,” and deemed its main arguments “so many bombs thrown into the mathematical camp” (Cajori 1919, 57).

Defenders of Newton attempted to show that the inconsistency charged by Berkeley was merely apparent, but they could rarely agree among themselves on how best to interpret the Newtonian doctrine. The resulting confusion over foundational matters showed quite clearly that there was significant merit in Berkeley’s objections. As Berkeley sums up the issue a decade after the publication of The Analyst:


Our judgement in these matters is not to be overborne by a presumed evidence of mathematical notions and reasonings, since it is plain the mathematicians of this age embrace obscure notions, and uncertain opinions, and are puzzled about them, contradicting each other and disputing like other men: witness their doctrine of Fluxions, about which these ten years, I have seen published about twenty tracts and dissertations, whose authors being utterly at variance, and inconsistent with each other, instruct by-standers what to think of their pretensions to evidence.  (Siris 271:243)



Berkeley’s charge that an examination of the foundations of the calculus would reveal “much emptiness, darkness, and confusion” (An 8:69) is therefore well justified. It is worth observing that Berkeley’s treatment of the calculus takes it to be an essentially geometric method, and he insists that it could not be vindicated by taking its procedures to be purely formal rules for the manipulation of symbols. Newton and other proponents of the calculus may have developed a system of notation for the calculus, but the notation must be interpreted as applying to conceivable geometric objects, i.e., finite extension. As Berkeley puts the matter: “Nothing is easier than to assign names, signs, or expressions to these fluxions, and it is not difficult to compute and operate by means of such signs,” but the calculus is ill founded because there is no coherent account of what this notation is supposed to designate (An 37:90).

Although Berkeley’s case against the calculus is largely successful, he faces the difficulty of explaining how the method could invariably deliver correct results to problems in both pure and applied mathematics. If, as Berkeley charges, the calculus employs murky concepts and fallacious inferences, how does it happen that it never results in error? Berkeley argues that the calculus involves a complex “compensation of errors” in which quantities are simultaneously overestimated and underestimated whenever tangents are constructed or curvilinear areas measured, grounding his argument in the examination of several cases where he claims to find compensating errors.18 This aspect of Berkeley’s approach to the calculus is significantly less successful than his negative case concerning foundational issues, largely because his attempts to establish compensating errors are insufficiently general and in some cases rely on fallacious reasoning.

Conclusion

Berkeley’s engagement with the mathematics of his day led him to articulate a distinctive philosophy of mathematics that has its roots in his denial of abstract ideas. This anti-abstractionist doctrine takes geometry and arithmetic to have fundamentally different (yet non-abstract) objects: geometry deals with the properties of perceivable extension, while arithmetic has no specific object and is concerned with the manipulation of signs in accordance with purely formal rules. In denying that mathematics is a science of abstractions, Berkeley stands outside the consensus of his day, but his program does anticipate more recent developments in the philosophy of mathematics. In particular, his approach foreshadows some alternatives to a “realist” or “Platonist” treatment of mathematics, most notably in his anticipation of formalism. In the final analysis, Berkeley’s critique of the calculus was his most profound contribution to the philosophy of mathematics. This set the agenda for eighteenth-century British thinkers who sought to vindicate Newton’s methods, albeit with limited success. Although one can scarcely speak of a Berkeleyan school in the philosophy of mathematics, his contributions remain of interest.

Notes

1. See Breidert (1989), Jesseph (1993), Jesseph (2005a), and Sherry (1993) for other studies of Berkeley and mathematics.

2. The essays (BW 4:157–230) include Arithmetica absque Algebra (a non-algebraic introduction to arithmetic), De Radicibus Surdis (which promotes an alternative notation for algebraic roots), De Æstu Æris (on the “atmospheric tide” and an investigation of the shape of the earth, based on Newtonian principles), De Cono et Cylindro Sphæræ Circumscripti (a geometric problem related to results in Archimedes, demonstrated without recourse to infinitesimal methods), and De Ludo Algebraico (an “algebraic game” intended to introduce students to the rules of algebra).

3. See Bostock (2012) on Aristotle’s philosophy of mathematics. For a treatment of Plato’s approach to the subject, see Pritchard (2010).

4. Euclid (1956 [1925], 1:153). This is the second definition in Book I of the Elements. Subsequent references to Euclid will be by book and proposition/definition number.

5. See Mancosu (1996, chap. 1) on the “Question of the certainty of the mathematical sciences.”

6. See Jesseph (1998, 85–94), Pycior (1987), and Sepkoski (2005) on Barrow and his disagreements with Wallis.

7. See Jesseph (1993, 33–38) on representative generalization and Berkeley’s nominalism.

8. As Berkeley puts it: “From what hath been said the reason is plain why, to the end any theorem may become universal in its use, it is necessary we speak of the lines described on paper, as though they contained parts which really they do not. In doing of which, if we examine the matter throughly, we shall perhaps discover that we cannot conceive an inch it self as consisting of, or being divisible into a thousand parts, but only some other line which is far greater than an inch, and represented by it” (PHK 128:100).

9. See Jesseph (1993, 106–117) and Schwartz (2010) on Berkeley’s formalistic approach to arithmetic and algebra.

10. The work’s full title is The Analyst: or, A Discourse Addressed to an Infidel Mathematician, Wherein it is examined whether the objects, principles, and inferences of the modern Analysis are more distinctly conceived, or more evidently demonstrated, than religious Mysteries and points of Faith. The identity of the “infidel mathematician” is unclear, although it is traditionally held that Edmund Halley was Berkeley’s target. See Jesseph (1993, 178–180) and Jesseph (2005b) on the theological background to The Analyst.

11. See Boyer (1959) for the standard account of the development of the calculus. Guicciardini (1989) gives an excellent overview of the Newtonian calculus in this period.

12. In his exposition of the method of prime and ultimate ratios in the Principia, Newton undertakes to minimize the element of mystery. He considers the objection that “there is no such thing as an ultimate proportion of vanishing quantities, inasmuch as before vanishing the proportion is not ultimate, and after vanishing it does not exist at all”; he replies that “the ultimate ratio of vanishing quantities is to be understood not as the ratio of quantities before they vanish or after they have vanished, but the ratio with which they vanish” (Newton 1999, 442).

13. The classic presentation of the Leibnizian infinitesimal calculus is the Marquis de L’Hôpital’s Analyse des infiniment petits (L’Hôpital 1696). For a summary of the Leibnizan method in connection with Berkeley, see Jesseph (1993, 138–143).

14. As Newton remarks in the Quadrature of Curves: “In Finite Quantities so to frame a Calculus, and thus to investigate the Prime and Ultimate Ratio’s of Nascent or Evanescent Finite Quantities, is agreeable to the Geometry of the Ancients; and I was willing to shew, that in the Method of Fluxions there’s no need of introducing Figures infinitely small into Geometry” (1964–1967, 143). On the priority dispute between Leibniz and Newton, see Hall (1980) and Bertoloni-Meli (1993).

15. The best example of this phenomenon is the series of exchanges between James Jurin and Benjamin Robins over how best to understand Newton’s doctrine. See Cajori (1919, chap. 4) and Jesseph (1993, 265–269) for summaries of the disputed points.

16. This is not the only Newtonian text to draw Berkeley’s attention. In §9 of The Analyst, he considers Newton’s determination of the fluxion of the product of two flowing quantities as set out in Book II, Lemma II, of the Principia. In the interest of brevity, I will leave this out of consideration. Details of Berkeley’s attack on the Principia proof are in Jesseph (1993, 189–193).

17. See Jesseph (1993, chap. 7) for an account of these post-Analyst writings.

18. The thesis is set out in An 20–30 and developed by working through three supposed examples of compensating errors. The argumentation is examined in Andersen (2011), Grattan-Guinness (1969), and Jesseph (1993, 199–215).
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Chapter 17

Berkeley on Chemistry

Luc Peterschmitt

To many commentators, Berkeley’s last book seems quite strange. A reason that may explain this judgment is the fact that Berkeley deals with chemistry. In his previous works, he says hardly anything about this science. One may wonder why Berkeley devotes almost half of Siris to chemistry.

It might be suggested that Berkeley tangles with chemistry in order to justify the medical virtues of tar water—a remedy which he considers to be a panacea in Siris. However, this is disputable. First, Berkeley justifies these virtues independently of chemistry, by noting the diverse cases of cure-by-tar-water, as in his first letter to Thomas Prior:


Philosophical principles led me to make safe trials, and on those trials is founded my opinion of the salutary virtues of tar-water; which virtues are recommended from, and depend on, experiments and matters of fact, and neither stand nor fall with any theories or speculative principles whatever.  (BW 5:178)



The chemical explanations of the medical virtues of tar water are probable reasons, but this justification is not essential.

Second, Berkeley mentions chemistry in Alciphron, in a completely different context (he refers to tar water ten years later for the first time in his correspondence, without any chemical considerations).1 Discussion of chemistry appears in a speech of Lysicles, a free-thinker, atheist, and materialist. Lysicles claims that chemistry allows him to know the nature of the soul. He claims that the soul is the principle or the cause of the properties of a thing. In a vegetable, he says, that role is devoted to the essential oil. He concludes:


This chemical system lets you at once into the nature of the soul, and accounts for all its phenomena. In that compound which is called man, the soul or essential oil is what commonly goes by the name of animal spirit: for, you must know it is a point agreed by chemists, that spirits are nothing but the more subtle oils.  (Alc 6,14:245–246)



According to Lysicles, soul is a part of the soul of the world, which he considers to be the solar light, “the only source of life, whether vegetable, animal or intellectual” (Alc 6,14:245).

This materialist doctrine of the soul is linked to Lysicles’s rejection of divine providence:


[A]t bottom the being of God is a point in itself of small consequence…. I shall not … be much disturbed, though the name be retained, and the being of God allowed in any sense but in that of a Mind, which knows all things, and beholds human actions, like some judge or magistrate, with infinite observation and intelligence.  (Alc 4,16:163)



The soul is a natural creature among the others, so it is material and governed by natural laws. If this is true, then divine providence does not make any sense.

Thus, Berkeley discovers chemistry in the context of his struggle against free-thinking and then uses it to study tar water. It is for this reason that I suggest reading Siris as an answer to Lysicles.2 Against Lysicles and free-thinking in general, Berkeley insists that chemistry rightly understood leads to the recognition of God’s providence.

In order to defend his answer to free-thinking in Siris, Berkeley relies mainly on the doctrines of Herman Boerhaave (who was professor of medicine and chemistry at the University of Leyden), Wilhelm Homberg (who was a leading chemist at the Royal Academy of Sciences in Paris) and Newton.3 Berkeley’s answer addresses four issues, which I will discuss in the four sections of this chapter. First, Berkeley does not speak of chemical materialism before Alciphron. Why? After all, chemical materialism is not new in 1732. Second, to what does Berkeley’s use of the word “chemistry” refer? He relies on diverse chemical doctrines to build a chemical theory with which Lysicles could agree. The problem is that these doctrines are not compatible. A good part of Siris is devoted to this rebuilding of what Berkeley considers to be the chemical theory. Third, on the basis of this rebuilding (which, according to Berkeley, allows us to speak of chemistry as a unified science), Berkeley can prove that chemistry cannot say anything about the soul (its objects are the components of bodies and natural laws) and that it leads to God. Fourth, in Siris, Berkeley does not speak of chemistry as a chemist would. He does not develop a chemical theory for its own sake, but he has a philosophical (or at least an apologetical) aim.

Berkeley and Chemistry Before Alciphron (1732)

Before 1732, Berkeley makes only a few vague remarks about chemistry. He does not really know chemistry. That is why he can report some quite incredible facts, such as this one:


Last Year, in November, the urine of a young man of the Academy, who, at night, urinated in the garden, shed a very bright light just where it fell…. Later, the young man, remembering how phosphorus usually blazes up, rubbed some sand between his hands wet of urine and his coat, and the sand shed light anew and moreover the sand transmitted its light to everything with which it was rubbed. I know that brine or sea water is sometimes confounded with noctilucas, but I completely ignore if such a thing has ever been observed before with human urine (even if phosphorus is ordinarily made from it).  (letter to Hans Sloane, June 1706, BW 9:162; my translation from Latin)



The last two remarks are certainly true. But they are vague. The first remarks about the confusion between brine or sea water and noctilucas (a kind of phosphorus) do not prove anything. The two phenomena are completely different. Moreover, the descriptions of shining sea water share at least one feature: the sea water must be violently shaken. For example, according to Bacon (2004 [1620], 227), it must be violently hit by oars; according to Descartes (1996 [1644], AT VIII 255–256), the phenomenon occurs only during storms; and according to Jacques Rohault (1728, III, IV, 14–18; II, 141–142) only when “the water of the sea is in violent agitation” and never with brine.4 As to the production of phosphorus, it was made of urine. But see the beginning of the recipe given by Boyle:


There was taken a considerable quantity of human urine (because the liquor yields but a small quantity of luciferous matter) that had been (a good part of it at least) for a competent while digested or putrified before it was used. This liquor was distilled with a moderate heat, till the spirituous parts were drawn off etc.  (Boyle 1966a [1740], 404)



Either Berkeley’s story is true, but it has nothing to do with the production of phosphorus, or the story is not true, and it is only the comparison with the production of phosphorus that led Berkeley to believe that it could be true. In any case, Berkeley hardly knew how phosphorus is made. It is impossible to say why Berkeley ignored chemistry at that time.

But in 1732, something changed. The first serious reference to chemistry is to be found in Alciphron. Lysicles claims that he knows the chemical nature of the soul. It is difficult to know precisely what Berkeley is referring to in this passage.5 Lysicles’s speech dwells freely on Boerhaave’s doctrine to elaborate his materialist conception of the soul (which directly contradicts Boerhaave’s own views). In any event, Berkeley seems to have discovered at that time that chemistry could support free-thinking and atheism. One may conjecture that he realized this during his stay in Rhode Island, probably because he discovered chemistry there. Indeed, as William Newman has shown, there was a well-established chemical tradition at Harvard in that period: “Obviously, Harvard was far from being an uncongenial place for the budding alchemist: as late as 1771, Harvard undergraduates were defending the powers of the philosophers’ stone!” (2003, 36).

Given this context, it is possible that Berkeley wrote Lysicles’s speech after the manner of free-thinking. But in Alciphron, Berkeley does not really reply to Lysicles. Crito, one of his two spokesmen, responds that a chemist does not necessarily know the nature of the soul simply because he is a chemist.

The “Chemical Doctrine” According to Berkeley

Berkeley does not deal with chemistry as a chemist would. Here is a key passage:


I am very sensible that on such subjects arguments fall short of evidence, and that mine fall short even of what they might have been if I enjoyed better health, or those opportunities of a learned commerce from which I am cut off in this remote corner. I shall nevertheless go on as I have begun, and proceed, by reason, by conjecture, and by authority, to cast the best light I can on the obscure paths that lie in my way.  (Siris 125:73–74)



But to proceed by reason, conjecture and authority is not agreeable to the chemical method, which relies on experiments as well. For example, Boyle had already sharply criticized such a way of proceeding:


When men, by having diligently studied either chymistry, anatomy, botanicks, or some other particular part of physiology, or perhaps by having only read authors on those subjects, have thought themselves qualified to publish compleat systems of natural philosophy, they have found themselves, by the nature of their undertaking, and the laws of method, engaged to write of several other things than those, wherein they had made themselves proficients; and thereby have been reduced, either idly to repeat what has been already, though perhaps but impertinently enough, written by others on the same subjects; or, else to say any thing on them rather than nothing, lest they should appear not to have said something to every part of the theme, which they had taken upon themselves to write of.  (Boyle 1966b [1740], 300)



Moreover, all the chemists on whom Berkeley relies—the authorities he mentions in Siris—are experimenters (Boerhaave 1735, I:1). In short, Berkeley does not lay out a genuine chemical theory, but Siris must be read as a reflection on chemistry. Indeed, Berkeley grounds on chemistry a philosophical aim which goes far beyond chemistry properly speaking. This is a sense of the notion of conjecture in Siris 125. He explains his purpose in a letter to his friend Thomas Prior:


I had of a long time entertained an opinion agreeable to the sentiments of many ancient philosophers, that fire may be regarded as the animal spirit of this visible world.  (BW 5:176)



Berkeley had this opinion about Fire6 without any consideration of chemistry. His main reference is ancient philosophy. Thus, when Berkeley considers chemistry, he already has an opinion to sustain (about the frame of the world) and he seeks in chemistry some support for it. If chemistry helps to support such an opinion without leading to materialism or atheism, then Berkeley can give a more complete response to Lysicles.

However, the very idea of relying on “chemistry” in the middle of the eighteenth century is a problem. There was nothing like a chemical theory on which everybody could agree at that time. What could Berkeley give as an answer to Lysicles in this context? First, it would not help to say that chemistry is but a set of more or less contradictory hypotheses. This answer would not be strong enough, because Lysicles could say in reply that the mere possibility of his chemical hypothesis being true is sufficient for his purpose (because the mere possibility of chemistry being true entails the mere possibility of materialism being true). Or it would be too strong, because Lysicles could reply that Berkeley is a skeptic (that is, a free-thinker) since he does not admit the truth of natural philosophy. Second, Berkeley could not simply choose one chemical theory: the choice would be disputable and Berkeley would not be able to support his opinion. Thus, Berkeley has only one option: he has to provide a kind of synthesis of the chemical theories. This explains how he uses authorities. Berkeley tries to see where they agree; and their agreement is taken as a sign of truth. Thus, if it is possible to show that according to the best chemists Fire is the first principle and may be considered as the main instrument of God, then Berkeley may think that he has given sufficient proof of his opinion and at the same time that he has refuted Lysicles.

But this is the point where things become difficult. Given Berkeley’s aim, it is not enough to quote one chemist. He has to prove that the others agree. From a strict historical point of view, this is an impossible task. This might explain why Siris is so difficult to read today: Berkeley writes about a chemical theory that exists only in his book (Peterschmitt 2010).

It will take only one example to show clearly how Berkeley builds this chemical theory. In Siris 189 and 190, he writes:


Mr. Homberg, the famous modern chemist, who brought that art to so great perfection, holds the substance of light or fire to be the true chemic principle sulphur (Sect. 129), and to extend itself throughout the whole universe. It is his opinion that this is the only active principle; that mixed with various things it formeth several sorts of natural productions, with salts making oil, with earth bitumen, with mercury metal; that this principle of sulphur, fire, or the substance of light, is in itself imperceptible, and only becomes sensible as it is joined with some other principle, which serves as a vehicle for it; that, although it be the most active of all things, yet it is at the same time the most firm bond and cement to combine and hold the principles together, and give form to the mixed bodies; and that in the analysis of bodies it is always lost, escaping the skill of the artist, and passing through the closest vessels. Boerhaave, Nieuwentyt, and divers other moderns are in the same way of thinking. They with the ancients distinguish a pure elementary invisible fire from the culinary, or that which appears in ignited bodies (Sect. 163, 166). This last they will not allow to be pure fire. The pure fire is to be discerned by its effects alone, such as heat, dilatation of all solid bodies, and rarefaction of fluids, the segregating heterogeneous bodies, and congregating those that are homogeneous. That therefore which smokes and flames is not pure fire, but that which is collected in the focus of a mirror or burning glass.  (Siris 189–190:95–96)



In these sections, Berkeley begins to reflect on the nature of Fire. If Fire is the soul of the world, it cannot be vulgar or ordinary fire, but what may be termed the principle Fire or pure Fire. Berkeley’s first task is to prove that chemists agree that there is such a distinction, and that pure Fire is the first (most active, or really active) principle. In section 189, Berkeley recalls quite correctly Homberg’s doctrine of Fire (or light or sulphur) (Homberg 1730; 1731). And then, he underlines that Boerhaave, Nieuwentyt,7 and other moderns think “in the same way.”

However, Berkeley’s argument is subtler. His agreement with Homberg and Boerhaave, which concerns the distinction between fire and pure Fire, is purely formal. Indeed, Homberg and Boerhaave do not themselves agree on the nature of pure Fire. According to Boerhaave, Fire is not a genuine chemical principle; it is an instrument that makes other bodies act one on another, because it causes their activity (Boerhaave 1735; Love 1974). But pure Fire in itself does not act in a chemical way; it gives to the other particles a motion that allows them to operate chemically. Thus, if Berkeley were looking to agree with both Homberg and Boerhaave, his argument would not be convincing.

The reference to Boerhaave’s doctrine plays another role. According to Homberg, pure Fire is invisible (and it cannot be retained in the chemist’s vessels because of its extreme subtlety). This invisibility is a consequence of the fact that pure Fire is distinguished from vulgar, perceptible fire. Thus, if Homberg is right, then Berkeley has to explain how it is possible to say that invisible Fire exists. Homberg does not provide any solution to this problem. But Boerhaave does. This is what Berkeley recalls (more or less faithfully) at the end of section 190: there are signs of the presence of pure (invisible) Fire. However, once again, Berkeley has to face a problem. According to Boerhaave, the only conclusive sign of the presence of Fire is the dilatation of solid bodies—heat is not well enough defined, and the separation and congregation of bodies might be performed by other chemical means. But, according to Homberg, these are effects of pure Fire, which acts as a “gluten” or cement. Berkeley must therefore modify Boerhaave’s doctrine in order to reconcile it with Homberg’s theory. Such a reconciliation necessarily means a transformation of the doctrines (once again, because Homberg and Boerhaave do not agree).

This example shows well enough how Berkeley can feel able to speak of “chemistry” as a unique theory or doctrine. He rebuilds what he considers the core of the best chemical doctrines at the beginning of the eighteenth century. We have to consider that such a way to proceed was not extravagant in 1744. Berkeley’s work is neither the work of a chemist nor the work of a historian of chemistry. Berkeley replies to free-thinkers who use chemistry to support their materialism; he must try to determine what chemistry says before he can answer.

The Object of Chemistry: The Principles of Bodies

Thanks to his method, Berkeley can speak of chemistry as a matter of firm knowledge (at least, knowledge about which agreement is possible). This is only the first step of his reply to Lysicles. Lysicles could agree with the theory Berkeley reconstructs, and in particular that Fire is the soul of the world. As ontologically active matter (according to Lysicles), Fire is what makes other bodies act. From this, it is possible to deduce that the human soul is made of Fire, which would allow it to animate the body. The second step is to prove that chemistry cannot support any materialist metaphysics, in other words, that chemistry is compatible with immaterialism.

It is necessary to sketch the difficulties of such a task. At first glance, it may seem impossible. Chemistry is said to be the science of matter (in opposition to mechanics, the science of motion); it supposes the existence of active principles at worst, and of imperceptible particles at best. All these propositions seem to contradict Berkeley’s immaterialism. So, his attempt to provide an immaterialist philosophy of chemistry is perhaps one of the most fascinating features of Siris.

The key to Berkeley’s philosophy of chemistry is given in the following passage:


Though it be supposed the chief business of a natural philosopher to trace out causes from the effects, yet this is to be understood not of agents (Sect. 155), but of principles, that is, of component parts, in one sense, or of laws or rules, in another.  (Siris 247:118)



As to Berkeley’s philosophy of science, this is nothing new. Berkeley could have written similar propositions in 1710 or later in De Motu. But now he applies these remarks to chemistry.

Principles as Component Parts of Bodies

Berkeley does not lay out a systematic doctrine of the component parts of bodies (or elements). He deals with four component parts: Salt, Acid, Air, and Fire. On the one hand, this does not mean that for Berkeley there are no other principles or elements (traditionally, chemists added Mercury or Quick-Silver, Earth, and Water); on the other hand, Berkeley’s aim is to show that Salt, Acid, and Air are not genuine principles. To say that Fire is like the soul of the world amounts to saying that Fire is what makes other bodies (including the so-called principles) act. Berkeley’s argument amounts to seeking in each component part what is truly active. And he claims that this is the Fire contained or hidden in it.

It is not possible to follow thoroughly Berkeley’s argument here (Peterschmitt 2011, 163–232). The main point is to understand what pure Fire is. We have seen that, according to the best chemists (at least Homberg, Boerhaave, and some other moderns), pure Fire is distinct from ordinary fire, and that we have some clue as to its existence. But this does not tell us anything about its nature. The problem is evident: pure Fire is said to be invisible, which seems to imply that it is impossible to say anything about it. However, Berkeley thinks that it is possible to describe the main features of pure Fire, as a seminary (i.e., an originating principle) made of different particles. Thus, he must prove two propositions: that Fire is corporeal and that it is made of heterogeneous particles.

As to the first point, the key is given in section 159:


No eye could ever hitherto discern, and no sense perceive, the animal spirit in a human body, otherwise than from its effects. The same may be said of pure fire, or the spirit of the universe, which is perceived only by means of some other bodies, on which it operates, or with which it is joined. What the chemists say of pure acids being never found alone might as well be said of pure fire.  (Siris 159:84)



This passage must be read in conjunction with section 169:


This pure fire, æther, or substance of light was accounted in itself invisible and imperceptible to all our senses, being perceived only by its effects, such as heat, flame, and rarefaction. To which we may add, that the moderns pretend further to have perceived it by weight, inasmuch as the aromatic oils which most abound with fire, as being the most readily and vehemently inflamed, are above all others the heaviest. And by an experiment of Mr. Homberg’s, four ounces of regulus of antimony, being calcined by a burning-glass for an hour together, were found to have imbibed and fixed seven drams of the substance of light.  (Siris 169:88; my emphasis)



Four remarks need to be made here. First, in section 159, “hitherto” does not mean that even if the relevant particles have never been perceived it will perhaps be possible to perceive them in the future. The moderns pretend to have perceived pure Fire, so that “hitherto” means “up to now,” that is, up to the end of the seventeenth century: the first reliable experiments to weigh the increase of calcined bodies were performed by Lord William Brouncker at the Royal Society in the 1660s (Sprat 1667, 228–229).

In section 169, Berkeley writes that the moderns “pretend” to have perceived Fire, but he does not mean that their claim is false. In sections 193 and 207, he mentions the same observation without any restriction. Indeed, calcining metals increases their weight. Homberg’s experiments with the burning glass are as careful as they can be: nothing else than the light focused by the burning glass on the mercury can have gotten into the metal and explain the increase of the metal’s weight in spite of the fumes escaping the vessel containing the mercury (Homberg 1731).8

Second, in section 159, the importance of the analogy between animal spirit and pure fire should not be overestimated. Animal spirit is perceived by its effects. If this were true for pure Fire, then Berkeley could not conclude that Fire exists. He does not ignore the problem: “albeit we may from the premise infer a conclusion, it will not follow that we can argue reciprocally, and from the conclusion infer the premises” (Siris 228:109). Thus, even if supposing the existence of Fire explains chemical phenomena, it does not follow that Fire exists. Given this last remark, some commentators (Urmson 1986; Moked 1971) object that Berkeley should have said that the existence of unperceived particles is but a hypothesis. This does not hold in the present case. Indeed, there are two ways to “perceive” pure Fire: either by its effects or by joining it to another body. But both ways are not equivalent. In the first case, pure Fire can only be considered as a hypothetical cause of the observed effect; whereas in the second case, it is not a cause at all: joining it to another body allows the chemist to know some of its properties. The increase in weight is not an effect of pure Fire; it indicates the weight of the Fire incorporated in the calcined body. Such a perception is not an indirect perception, resting on an inference from what is immediately observed.

Third, what Berkeley says is wrong in one aspect. It is not true that all the moderns pretend to have perceived Fire by its weight. According to Boerhaave, Fire has no weight (which does not mean, however, that it is not corporeal). Berkeley clearly chooses his references and “proofs”; he needs an argument in favor of the actual perception of particles. That is why he does not mention Boerhaave here. Of course, one can imagine an answer to this objection. Even for Boerhaave, something is added to iron during calcination (otherwise it is not possible to explain the weight increase), taken from air, for example. This “something” is not perceived by itself; it is constituted of insensible parts. But this answer implies that the weight increase is an effect of the Fire’s operation on metal. It would be an indirect proof and, as such, inconclusive. At best, Boerhaave’s theory is of no use for Berkeley here. The fact that Berkeley chooses between theories means that the point is crucial to him. I take it that what is at stake here is the possible existence of insensible parts of Fire.

In such a context, two kinds of statements can be easily explained. On the one hand, Berkeley might well say that the particles of Fire are “insensible”: they cannot be perceived in isolation, and it is impossible to keep them in any vessel. In order to perceive Fire, it is necessary to fix the particles of Fire in another body. On the other hand, the fact that Fire is said to be “invisible” does not matter; weight is a tangible quality.

Fourth, having established that Fire is corporeal, Berkeley proves that Fire is a heterogeneous seminary of particles:


The original particles productive of odours, flavours, and other properties, as well as of colours, are, one may suspect, all contained and blended together in that universal and original seminary of pure elementary fire.  (Siris 162:85)



This might seem paradoxical. How can Fire be “pure” and “elementary” if diverse particles are contained in it? Fire is necessarily simpler than other bodies, because bodies are made of Fire plus something else. Thus, simplicity is relative and not absolute. Given that it is simpler than all the other bodies, including the simplest, it is possible to talk about Fire as if it were simple. This is akin to Boerhaave’s use of the concept:


In so vastly a simple being, we see there still this manifold variety…. Had this discovery which was reserved for the great Newton alone, still lain in obscurity, I don’t doubt but we shall all even at this time, have firmly believed, that in a Ray of light there was somewhat ultimately small, and infinitely simple: But convinced by his doctrine, we are now obliged to confess, that, tho’ Fire is of all known bodies the most simple, yet even in this, there is found to be a various multiplicity.  (Boerhaave 1735, I:233)



Berkeley relies on similar considerations to prove that Fire is heterogeneous. Fire is composed of parts just as light is:


Blue, red, yellow, and other colours have been discovered by Sir Isaac Newton to depend on the parted rays or particles of light. And, in like manner, a particular odour or flavour seemeth to depend on peculiar particles of light or fire (Sect. 40); as appears from heat’s being necessary to all vegetation whatsoever, and from the extreme minuteness and volatility of those vegetable souls or forms, flying off from the subjects without any sensible diminution of their weight. These particles, blended in one common ocean, should seem to conceal the distinct forms, but, parted and attracted by proper subjects, disclose or produce them; as the particles of light, which, when separated, form distinct colours, being blended are lost in one uniform appearance.  (Siris 165:86)



The comparison is not only an analogy. Certainly, an analogy would allow us to think that Fire is composed of parts, even if we cannot discern its composition, just as happens in the case of white light. But we also have to consider the identity between light and Fire. If light is really composed of diverse particles that produce colors (as Berkeley seems to understand Newton), then Fire is at least composed of these particles. But Fire also causes odors, flavors, and all other sensible qualities. Thus, it needs to be composed of diverse particles. Uniformity is but an appearance. Under certain circumstances or conditions, it is possible to go beyond the appearances and discover the real diversity within Fire.

Finally, Berkeley argues that Fire is heterogeneous from the fact that it is the corporeal cause of all sensible effects:


This fire seems the source of all the operations in nature; without it nothing either vegetates or putrefies, lives or moves or ferments, is dissolved or compounded or altered, throughout this whole natural world in which we subsist. Were it not for this, the whole would be one great stupid inanimate mass. But this active element is supposed to be everywhere, and always present, imparting different degrees of life, heat, and motion to the various animals, vegetables, and other natural productions, as well as to the elements themselves wherein they are produced and nourished.  (Siris 190:96)



Berkeley reasons as follows. Since Fire (as the best chemists believe) is the source of all activity, it is certainly better to think that it is heterogeneous: it is difficult if not impossible to imagine how a homogeneous mass of identical particles could produce such a variety of effects.

Principles as Laws

The second sense of “principles” refers to natural laws. The task of the chemist is not only to discover the composition of bodies, but also what might be termed “chemical laws.” However, these two goals are not really distinct. The particles that constitute Fire are corporeal. As such, Berkeley recalls in section 155, they cannot be true causes. They “produce” their effects only because they are animated by a metaphysical agent (that is, God):


Sir Isaac Newton asks, Have not the minute particles of bodies certain forces or powers by which they act on one another, as well as on the particles of light, for producing most of the phenomena in nature? But, in reality, those minute particles are only agitated according to certain laws of nature, by some other agent, wherein the force exists and not in them, which have only the motion.  (Siris 250:119; my emphasis)



Thus, principles in the second sense are laws of motion. But these laws cannot be the general laws of motion. The moved particles are particular and diverse, which implies that they must have particular motions. This is crucial to understand the kind of laws at stake:


Why may we not suppose certain idiosyncrasies, sympathies, oppositions, in the solids, or fluids, or animal spirit of a human body, with regard to the fine insensible parts of minerals or vegetables, impregnated by rays of light of different properties, not depending on the different size, figure, number, solidity, or weight of those particles, nor on the general laws of motion, nor on the density or elasticity of a medium, but merely and altogether on the good pleasure of the Creator, in the original formation of things? From whence divers unaccountable and unforeseen motions may arise in the animal economy; from whence also various peculiar and specific virtues may be conceived to arise, residing in certain medicines, and not to be explained by mechanical principles. For although the general known laws of motion are to be deemed mechanical, yet peculiar motions of the insensible parts, and peculiar properties depending thereon, are occult and specific.  (Siris 239:115)



This section needs special attention. Berkeley mentions “suppositions” in the first sentence. This does not mean that these particular motions are hypothetical. In fact, these suppositions are of the same kind as the “mathematical hypotheses” framed in mechanics, which concern forces. In section 239, Berkeley presents what might be called “chemical hypotheses”: chemists suppose that there are some particular forces in particles and imagine that they produce the particular chemical effects that are observed. The main point is that these chemical forces are different from mechanical ones: attraction in chemistry is not the so-called universal attraction as described by Newton in the Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy.

To make his point, Berkeley relies on Boerhaave’s conception of chemistry. In the very first pages of his Elements of Chemistry, Boerhaave insists on one crucial aspect of chemistry. The chemist studies particular bodies. This implies that the rules the chemist discovers apply only to bodies of the same kind or nature. In other words, the chemist does not seek universal laws:


It is certain that the powers of some particular bodies, frequently produce such effects, as could not possibly have been foreseen from any general theorem, in as much as they depend purely upon the peculiar nature of those bodies, which perhaps may be different from all others. We shall farther, in forming this theory [of chemistry], take the liberty to make use of such truths, as are demonstrated in physics, mechanics, hydrostatics and hydraulics; since the properties, which belong to all bodies in common must hold good in chemical ones too: but then, we must in this affair proceed with a great deal of caution; as we find, that by the application of some particular bodies to one another, from the singular nature of those bodies, effects are produced, that are quite contrary to the demonstrations that are true of bodies in general.  (Boerhaave 1735, I:2)



The chemist may rely warily on mechanics and its general laws. As Boerhaave notices in a later passage:


The alteration that is induc’d upon these [bodies] by this art is owing entirely to motion: and here either a new one must be produc’d; or else one that was in being before, must be destroy’d, chang’d in degree, or alter’d in directions. These changes now happen sometimes to the whole mass, its form remaining perfectly the same, and at others, to the particular particles also, of which the body is compounded. And on these very simple actions depend all the effects produc’d in the chemical art; which, tho’ they are so simple, yet from the vast number and great variety of the constituents of the particles of bodies, they present us with an infinite number of new and puzzling appearances.  (Boerhaave 1735, I:44)



This does not mean that mechanics is false. But chemists work on concrete bodies; they have to take into account specific properties which are neglected by the mechanist (mechanics rests on the universal properties of bodies: mass and motion). Thus, even if the laws of mechanics are true, they do not apply at the chemical level. This explains why, according to Berkeley, chemistry deals with “unaccountable and unforeseen motions.” There is no mystery here: mechanical laws cannot account for or foresee such motions. Berkeley concludes:


Some corpuscularian philosophers of the last age have indeed attempted to explain the formation of this world and its phenomena by a few simple laws of mechanism. But, if we consider the various productions of nature, in the mineral, vegetable, and animal parts of the creation, I believe we shall see cause to affirm that not any one has hitherto been, or can be, accounted for on principles merely mechanical; and that nothing could be more vain and imaginary than to suppose with Descartes that merely from a circular motion’s being impressed by the supreme Agent on the particles of extended substance, the whole world, with all its several parts, appurtenances, and phenomena, might be produced by a necessary consequence from the laws of motion.  (Siris 232:111)



In this passage, Berkeley explicitly criticizes Descartes. But this does not mean that he would accept a kind of “Newtonian mechanism.” In section 239, he refutes Newton as well, by stressing that the density and elasticity of a medium cannot explain attraction.9 We have to consider attraction—or, better, attractions, in the plural—as primitive laws of motion of particles.

It is important for Berkeley that there is a plurality of laws, because they describe how heterogeneous particles behave:


All the phenomena in nature are produced by motion. There appears a uniform working in things great and small, by attracting and repelling forces. But the particular laws of attraction and repulsion are various. Nor are we concerned at all about the forces, neither can we know or measure them otherwise than by their effects, that is to say, the motions; which motions only, and not the forces, are indeed in the bodies (Sect. 155). Bodies are moved to or from each other, and this is performed according to different laws.  (Siris 234:112)



Thus, according to Berkeley, a chemical law must be a particular law—as opposed to the general or universal laws of mechanics. Such particular laws describe the specific motions of particles mentioned in section 239. But, as Berkeley writes in section 234, “bodies are moved to or from each other.” Chemical laws account for these relative motions. Thus, a chemical law is a twofold relation. On the one hand, it describes or accounts for the relation between two kinds of particles (specific attraction or repulsion); on the other hand, it describes the (so-called causal) relation between these motions and the properties of bodies. These relations are regular, so that it is possible to speak of laws.

Berkeley’s reflection on chemical laws leads him toward a relationist conception of chemistry: what matters on such a conception are the relations between classes or kinds of bodies, rather than the bodies considered in themselves. Indeed, to determine the nature of a body would amount to determining its relations to other bodies: we know the nature of X when we know that X reacts with Y and not with Z, and so on. However, such a relationist conception seems to contradict the search for a principle which is described as an element or even a substance, in a sense compatible with immaterialism. If Fire is an element, then it exists and it is known by itself. This contradiction, however, is only apparent. According to Berkeley, Fire constitutes the “active” part of bodies. In that sense, it is a principle. But it is not an element strictly speaking: Fire is not absolutely simple. It makes sense to say that Fire is itself constituted by the most basic particles, beyond which the chemist has nothing to look for.

However, if Berkeley holds a relationist conception of chemistry or even finds himself attracted to such a conception, there are two unavoidable consequences. First, the known chemical laws may, for all we know, be too general; it is always possible to find and discover more particular laws. Second, it is impossible to ascertain that we know the most basic particles. We are able to sort them. But it is impossible to prove that there is no more sorting to be done. In short, we cannot be sure that we know the particles beyond which there is nothing to know (at least chemically).

Such consequences are not to be taken as objections to Berkeley’s philosophy of chemistry. On the one hand, they imply a pragmatic conception of knowledge. On the other hand, they do not necessarily bother Berkeley. Whatever the most basic particles are, they constitute (by definition) Fire, they are captured by macroscopic bodies, and they “cause” the chemical properties of bodies. It is the task of the chemist to look for such particles, trying to determine what they are, how they operate on one another, and so on. It might even happen that what chemists take for particles are decomposable into smaller particles. All this does not matter to Berkeley. Such particles are still bodies; as such they are still truly inactive and they are still agitated by a metaphysical agent. Fire will always be the most basic object for the chemist, whose analyses cannot go beyond that.

Chemistry and Apologetics

The last issue is apologetical. Not only does chemistry fail to support any materialist metaphysics, but it should lead to the consideration of God. More precisely, chemistry provides some support for God’s providence. Berkeley does not have to prove the very existence of God in Siris: the main point needed to confute Lysicles’s atheism is to show that there is a divine providence, that is, a wise and benevolent God.10

The starting point is the fact that Fire is the active element that explains the properties of bodies, especially their medical properties. In particular, Fire is what makes of tar water almost a panacea. Berkeley argues as follows:


Such is the rarefying and expansive force of this element [pure Fire], as to produce, in an instant of time, the greatest and most stupendous effects: a sufficient proof not only of the power of fire, but also of the wisdom with which it is managed, and withheld from bursting forth every moment to the utter ravage and destruction of all things. And it is very remarkable that this same element, so fierce and destructive, should yet be so variously tempered and applied as to be withal the salutary warmth, the genial, cherishing, and vital flame of all living creatures.  (Siris 170:88)



The first attribute of divine providence to be proved by chemistry is wisdom, which makes of such a potentially destructive element something so useful. God’s wisdom turns out to be also benevolence. God provides men with the best part of nature (Fire is the active principle in tar water, which very easy to produce). This is a clue to God’s benevolence. However, this argument is conclusive only if this use of Fire is not an accident. This is proved by the fact that Fire is potentially destructive. God provides humans with the most powerful element, hindering it from producing its destructive effects. According to Berkeley, this cannot be the effect of pure chance.

However, the argument is not entirely satisfying. One could object that it would have been wiser not to create such an element. According to this objection, “wisdom” here would consist in not destroying what has been created. To answer this objection, Berkeley has to prove that it is necessary to use Fire in order to produce all these effects. The key here is the fact that Fire is an “instrument.” Obviously, Fire cannot be a real active cause:


[M]ay not fire be said to have force, to operate and agitate the whole system of the world, which is held together and informed by one presiding mind, and animated throughout by one and the same fiery substance, as an instrumental and mechanical agent, not as a primary real efficient?  (Siris 156:84)



However, God does not need to use such an instrument—his will is sufficient to produce its effects. But Fire is not an instrument for God:


[I]n the government of the world physical agents, improperly so called, or mechanical, or second causes, or natural causes, or instruments, are necessary to assist, not the Governor, but the governed.  (Siris 160:85)



The use of an instrument is a necessary condition of the regularity of nature, which enables human beings to predict (nature is not a permanent miracle). Moreover, this ability is in its turn the condition for the use of nature (we can know the effect that may result from given conditions).11

According to Berkeley, the use of Fire as an instrument is a proof of God’s benevolence. It grounds an analogy between human chemistry and divine (or natural) chemistry. This analogy leads to two considerations. First, it shows that there is no proportion between human art and divine art; second, it proves that this disproportion does not concern chemical art in itself, and thus that it is possible for humans to imitate God. If the disproportion reveals God’s infinite power, the possibility of imitation shows that God uses his power with benevolence, since he allows humans to use it via its main instrument, pure Fire.

Berkeley considers that there is no fundamental difference between natural chemistry and human art. Of course, natural chemistry is far more subtle, and its products are far more refined than human ones. But the difference is due to the tools used by God and human beings:


[T]he chemistry of nature is much more perfect than that of human art, inasmuch as it joineth to the power of heat that of the most exquisite mechanism.  (Siris 29:41)



The purely chemical process is the same: God (or nature) and human beings use the same instrument, that is, pure Fire or heat. But natural bodies are subtler chemical devices than human ones, which is enough to explain the difference in products (for example, the fact that humans are unable to produce a resin fit to make tar water).

Thus, chemistry proves God’s benevolence, because human art imitates God’s art or divine chemistry. According to Berkeley, God uses the very same instrument as human beings. Or better, God uses a corporeal instrument so that human beings may use it, too (even if God does not need any instrument—he could produce natural effects without Fire). Last but not least, the human use of Fire requires that God withhold the power of pure Fire.

All these arguments suppose that God is free. Wisdom and benevolence would not mean anything if God were not able to act otherwise than he actually does. Once again, chemistry plays a considerable role. As we have seen, for Berkeley there are different laws in nature. This means not only that bodies behave differently according to their nature (or composition), but more importantly that there are more or less general laws. There is a chemical level, within which mechanical laws do not apply. Thus, if the main concept of chemistry and mechanics is attraction, in both cases attraction is not the same. Of course, this does not prove that God is free. But chemistry proves that there are other laws than the most general ones. Thus, it leads us to be aware of our anticipations of what is still unknown in nature:


The laws of gravity, magnetism, and electricity are diverse. And it is not known what other different rules or laws might be established by the Author of nature. Some bodies approach together, other fly asunder, and perhaps some others do neither.  (Siris 235:112–113)



If attraction works everywhere in nature, it may act in different ways, because, according to Newton, it is not an essential quality of bodies. Thus, to Newton, “it’s well known, that Bodies act one upon another by the Attractions of Gravity, Magnetism and Electricity; and these Instances shew the Tenor and Course of Nature, and make it not improbable but that there may be more attractive Powers than these. For Nature is very consonant and conformable to her self” (Newton 1718, 350–351). According to Berkeley, chemistry exhibits examples of these “attractive powers” (in a sense compatible with immaterialism). As we have seen, Berkeley considers particular laws. The apologetical concern is the following: God has established these laws according to his “good pleasure.” This implies that he could have established other laws. In turn, this can be understood in two senses. First, the actual laws of nature are not necessary: God could have created another world. But nothing in chemistry or in any science can prove or even suggest that. Second, other laws than we know may yet exist. At least, chemistry suggests that this is possible. Indeed, mechanical laws do apply to all bodies; some of them follow particular rules, the kind that chemistry discovers. However, if we admit that there are particular laws, then we have to admit that there may be more particular laws of nature than those that we know. All this does not demonstrate God’s freedom. But according to Berkeley, it strongly suggests that God acts as he wants. At least, we cannot say that he creates only some general rules.

One might object that this is only a suggestion, not a proof in the strict sense. This is true, but it is not an unanswerable objection. Berkeley does not claim that he gives any demonstration in Siris, but only reflections starting from tar water and leading to the consideration of God. More importantly, I suggest that Berkeley’s argument should be read more subtly. The existence of particular chemical laws proves that we cannot know nature a priori: even the well-established laws of mechanics have their limits. But the chemical laws can only be experimentally discovered. This is precisely what allows Berkeley to make his own suggestions or conjectures, in particular, that there are still laws that we do not know. This means that we cannot put a limit to God’s will; in other words, God may create laws according to his good pleasure.

According to Berkeley, chemistry does not support a materialist conception of nature. At least, he provides in Siris an interpretation of chemistry that is compatible with immaterialism. This is sufficient to prove that chemistry is not necessarily committed to materialism: since chemistry deals with components of bodies and laws, it does not require the existence of a material substance and, consequently, it cannot prove that the soul is material. On the contrary, he believes that chemistry leads to God. The chemical knowledge of pure Fire as the most basic corporeal principle shows that it must be managed by a benevolent and wise providence so that men can use it. However, such a conclusion does not belong to chemistry. Only the philosopher can draw it—the role of the chemist is to know the nature of Fire (among the other elements, of course). Berkeley applies to chemistry what he has already said concerning mechanics in De Motu:


To treat of God however, supreme creator and conserver of all things, and to demonstrate how all things depend on the highest and true being, although it is the most excellent part of human knowledge, appears to belong to first philosophy or metaphysics and theology rather than to natural philosophy, which today is almost entirely confined to experiments and mechanics.  (DM 34:19)



But this distinction between natural philosophy and metaphysics applied to chemistry is a fundamental shift. Still, during the seventeenth century, and partly in the eighteenth century, chemistry is termed “chemical philosophy.” This means that it was a natural philosophy, but also that it sought out “principles”: chemical philosophy was a metaphysics as well (Joly 1992, 371). On the contrary, according to Berkeley, chemical principles are derivative, and only first philosophy can study the true first principles. This is the meaning of Berkeley’s apologetical use of chemistry, from a historical point of view. This may be a paradox of this original reading of chemistry in the middle of the eighteenth century. Berkeley admits that chemistry is a part of natural philosophy, but, he adds, it is only a part of natural philosophy. In more contemporary terms, he sees chemistry as a science, but not as a philosophy. This is precisely what Lysicles and the free-thinkers did not understand: they believed that chemistry was still in the eighteenth century the old-fashioned chemical philosophy.12

Notes

1. The first mention of tar water is to be found in a letter to Prior dated February 8, 1740/1741 (BW 8:248).

2. Here I am following a suggestion made by Laurent Jaffro (2009) about education, extending his conclusions to chemistry.

3. This means that Berkeley is familiar with eighteenth-century science: the doctrines he mentions were elaborated roughly between 1700 and 1730. Thus, there is no need to refer to some anterior chemical doctrine to understand Berkeley’s Siris. Of course, the theories Berkeley considers resemble older chemical doctrines, because such doctrines were the sources on which Boerhaave, Homberg, and Newton relied. But there is in Siris no clue that Berkeley has ever read older chemists, and they do not help to explain the points that Berkeley makes about chemistry.

4. Rohault (1618–1672) was a Cartesian philosopher; the English translation of his Traité de physique was widely read in the beginning of the eighteenth century.

5. Alain Mothu discusses a materialist tradition that provides a description of the nature of soul and body based on chemical considerations. But he notices that this tradition is mainly known by its enemies, including Berkeley (Mothu 2012, 1–198).

6. In what follows, “Fire” will refer to the chemical principle or element, and “fire” will refer to ordinary (or vulgar or culinary, as Berkeley terms it sometimes) fire or flame.

7. Bernard Nieuwentyt (1654–1718) was a Dutch philosopher and theologian. His major work, translated into English under the title The religious philosopher, or the right use of contemplating the works of the Creator (1718), was widely read. Nieuwentyt considers that Fire is a key to knowledge of the secrets of nature, since it is the most active body (see Schofield 1970, 137–140).

8. No doubt the experiment is misinterpreted by the moderns. But the right interpretation presupposes the existence of oxygen, discovered later by Joseph Priestley and Antoine Lavoisier. What eighteenth-century chemists called a “calcination” (heating to high temperature in order to reduce a body into “ashes”) is in the case of metals an oxidation (the weight increase is due to the atoms of oxygen added to form the oxide).

9. Berkeley refers here to Newton’s hypothesis attempting to explain gravitation: “Is not this Medium much rarer within the dense Bodies of the Sun, Stars, Planets and Comets, than in the empty celestial Spaces between them? And in passing from them to great distances, doth it not grow denser and denser perpetually, and thereby cause the gravity of those great Bodies towards one another, and of their parts towards the Bodies; every Body endeavouring to go from the denser parts of the Medium towards the rarer? … And though this Increase of density may at great distances be exceeding slow, yet if the elastick force of this Medium be exceeding great, it may suffice to impel Bodies from the denser parts of the Medium towards the rarer, with all that power which we call Gravity” (Newton 1718, 325).

10. In the eighteenth century, denying the existence of divine providence was sufficient to be considered an atheist—see, for example, Clarke’s definition of atheism: “It appears to me … that the essence of atheism lies in making God either an unintelligent being [such as is the material world] or at least a necessary agent [such as Spinoza makes his one substance to be] void of all freedom, wisdom, power and goodness; and that other metaphysical disputes are only about accessories” (Clarke 1964 [1706], Preface).

11. In the Principles, Berkeley notes that “though the fabrication of all those parts and organs be not absolutely necessary to the producing of any effect, yet it is necessary to the producing of things in a constant, regular way, according to the Laws of Nature” (PHK 62:67). In Siris, he extends to Fire such considerations.

12. I thank Samuel Rickless, who read and corrected earlier drafts of this chapter. All defects that remain are mine.
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Chapter 18

Berkeley on the Economics of Poverty

Marc A. Hight and Geoffrey S. Lea


Quicquid vel ad inopiae levamen
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quicquid ad desidiam populi vincendam

aut ad bonas artes excitandas pertinet

id omne pro virili excoluit



BERKELEY eulogizes his friend Thomas Prior in a poem in part with these words: “Whatever makes for an alleviation of poverty or a refinement of life, whatever is suited to conquering the people’s slothfulness or the awakening of good skills, he cultivated it all to the best of his ability” (CGB 568). The words give resonance to a common theory of poverty, a theory arguably still widely held today: poverty is the result of defect in the moral character of individuals. According to the poem, Prior shared Berkeley’s passion for the well-being of the people of Ireland, perhaps in spite of their slothfulness. We argue, however, that although Berkeley shares the perhaps unfair and lamentable view that the poor are typically lazy and idle, he, unlike his contemporaries, marries institutional concerns about poverty to his theory of moral defect. He has some insight that it might be rational for the poor to behave as they do and choose to work less. In order to break certain cycles of poverty, Berkeley advocates a policy not simply of “fixing” impoverished people, but of altering the social and political institutions that govern their lives.

Berkeley is better known for his proposals concerning monetary and banking reform, but even so he is not widely considered an important figure in the history of economics. A now common understanding of the field of economics introduced by Lionel Robbins (1932; also Backhouse and Medema 2009) is that it studies human behavior as a relationship between ends and scarce means that have alternative uses. Given that characterization, there is admittedly not a lot of obvious economics in Berkeley’s work. Despite Berkeley’s being recognized by the historian of economic thought Joseph Schumpeter (1954, 296) as the first thinker to depict money using the ticket analogy,1 most economists have not given Berkeley much credit for advancing the field (there are exceptions, of course; see Vickers 1959, chap. 8). Schumpeter himself remarks that Berkeley’s contributions to economic analysis are “not on a level with his contribution to philosophy” (Schumpeter 1954, 294) and more pointedly Karl Pribram dismisses Berkeley with less than a sentence, noting that “Berkeley’s contributions to economics were not particularly remarkable” (Pribram 1983, 122). There is no surprise here: what we call “economics” today was not recognized as a distinct field of inquiry until after Berkeley’s death. Berkeley himself did not conceive of his own thinking in such terms.

With respect to political economy, however, we make a case that Berkeley’s contributions were considerable. If one conceives of political economy as the application of positive economics to moral, social, and civil contexts (such as applications of economics to political policies, distributional conflicts, and the functioning of political institutions), Berkeley emerges as a more important figure in the history of political economic thought. Contrary to the prevailing economic wisdom of his era, Berkeley is neither a metallist nor a mercantilist. Metallism is the view that money only has value when “backed by” something of independent value, like silver or gold. Berkeley claims that wealth is the command of productive industry, a claim that runs counter to the mercantilist notion of wealth as either material goods themselves or the money to purchase said goods. Since to mercantilists wealth is not the command of industry, they are obsessed with balance of trade (encouraging exports over imports through state action such as tariffs, quotas, and so forth). Recognizing that wealth is not specie allows Berkeley importantly to argue that money is simply a ticket or counter of underlying value. Thus, Berkeley realizes that there is no real need to hoard silver, gold, or other metals as a measure of worth. A national bank, issuing paper currency, could facilitate trade and promote wealth as well as the importation of gold. Much excellent work has already been done on Berkeley’s critique of certain aspects of mercantilism (especially metallism and his theory of money as tickets or counters), his arguments for a national bank, his analysis of economic bubbles, and so forth (for a start, see Kelly 2014; Kelly 2017; Hutchison 1953; Hight 2015).

In this chapter, we restrict ourselves to a less well-attended part of Berkeley’s thinking in political economy, namely his engagement with, and analysis of, the economics of poverty. His concerns are primarily limited to the well-being of the people of Ireland, but there are lessons to be gleaned from Berkeley that may be applied more broadly. Or so we argue. It is not that others have not addressed his comments, but we here concentrate on what his theory of the origin of poverty is and his prescriptions for its alleviation. Berkeley’s analysis is deeper than it initially appears, signaling a sensitivity to the importance of institutions in the wealth and well-being of the people of a nation.

According to Berkeley, direct wealth transfers, educational programs, and threats are not sufficient to alleviate poverty. Instead, one must find a way (a) to alter the basic values of the working poor to properly incentivize the kinds of behavior that might produce wealth and the alleviation of poverty and (b) to provide an economic and cultural context that allows those value changes to have meaningful impacts. To this we add the possibility (c): there is nothing wrong with the values of the poor; one simply needs to correct for institutional failures that do not provide proper incentives. In this chapter, we start by characterizing the situation of the Irish in the eighteenth century and present the problem of the idle poor, including Berkeley’s theory of moral defect. We then provide an economic model that explains why people might choose leisure and poverty over a bit less want but more work. We argue that this model explains Berkeley’s Ireland. Perhaps Berkeley errs in his thinking about how a society might bring about the alleviation of poverty, but his diagnosis of the problem is innovative and sensitive to economic realities often ignored even today. We conclude by connecting Berkeley’s insights to contemporary capability theory.

The Problem of Poverty in Eighteenth-Century Ireland

Eighteenth-century Ireland faced a number of economic and political challenges. Ireland was essentially a colony of England at a time when the dominant strand of economic thinking was mercantilism. In this period, mercantilist thinkers emphasized the accumulation of wealth (primarily in the form of gold and silver) through maximizing a favorable balance of trade (Mun 1664; Heckscher 1935; Hinton 1955). Furthermore, economic regulation was increasingly seen as a critical instrument in the maintenance and expansion of state power. Ireland was thus viewed as a dependency whose role was primarily to support the wealth and well-being of England.

In the first half of the eighteenth century, Ireland faced three critical economic crises: chronic underemployment, a general agricultural depression, and a poorly functioning currency system (Kelly 2017). Berkeley, among others, wondered why the situation in Ireland was so dismal. Poverty was rampant. Accurate figures are hard to obtain, but a reasonable projection is that more than sixty percent of the population of Ireland lived on less than £5 per year during the eighteenth century (McBride 2009, 131). As a point of comparison, the price of potatoes in Cork and Belfast in the 1770s was around 30 pence per hundredweight (Kennedy and Dowling 1997, 82). With estimates on daily consumption ranging from seven to fourteen pounds of potatoes (Connell 1975, esp. chap. V) and 240 pence to the pound sterling, the large majority of the income of the poor during a year went just to potatoes. If an individual consumed an average of ten pounds per day, at that price the person would spend just over £4.5 per year merely on potatoes. Yet, given the abundance of natural resources and other advantages in Ireland, the poverty seemed unnecessary. Many of the hardships were imposed by England and its proxy, the Irish Parliament. By mid-century, non-Irish landowners owned almost all of the land, and the Catholic population lived in abject poverty. The “Navigation Act” of 1660 prohibited exports from Ireland to other colonies. By 1666, Irish cattle could not be sent to England, a restriction that caused considerable economic distress. The Irish then turned increasingly to wool production, which prospered until the Wool Act of 1699 forbade the export of wool from Ireland to anywhere except England, where significant trade barriers were already in place. Wool production was a major source of income for Ireland (and continued to be in some sense as smuggling flourished). Irish historian Patrick Weston Joyce (2011 [1910], 710) asserts that the Wool Act even reduced some 40,000 Irish Protestants to poverty virtually overnight. Some, such as Thomas Prior and Arthur Dobbs, sought to rectify the problem by promoting the development of industries (such as linen and hemp) that did not compete with England. Nonetheless, there was a general sense that English control over Ireland and its economy would prevent meaningful success (Beckett 1986). The massive economic dislocation, however, left a large portion of the Irish population both impoverished and without any obvious means of rectifying the situation. A series of bad harvests and famines starting in the 1720s (continuing intermittently through the 1750s) made the plight of the poor worse.

The difficulties the poor of Ireland confronted were exacerbated by the system of land rental that came to dominate the island at the end of the seventeenth century. Most of the land had been transferred to absent Protestant landlords, who let the land to tenants. Frequently, however, those tenants would themselves sublet the land in smaller parcels. Sometimes this arrangement involved multiple levels of tenants and landlords (McBride 2009, 123–125). As the practice was widespread, the laborers had little recourse to better options, causing the rents for those who actually tended the land to be high relative to their income. Often laborers and farmers were forced to keep accounts with their landlords, such that they were paid in kind. By “accounts” and payments “in kind” we mean exchanges of labor for things like rent, food, and the presence of animals (cows, horses, chickens, etc.) on the land, rather than payment in money. As a result, the poor had typically relatively little cash (specie). Arthur Young, traveling in Ireland in the 1770s, notes how the Irish population was then relatively well fed, but oppressed nonetheless:


[The Irish poor] are ill clothed, and make a wretched appearance, and what is worse, are much oppressed by many who make them pay too dear for keeping a cow, horse, etc. They have a practice also of keeping accounts with the labourers, contriving by that means to let the poor wretches have very little cash for their year’s work. This is a great oppression, farmers and gentlemen keeping accounts with the poor is a cruel abuse: so many days’ work for a cabin; so many for a potato garden; so many for keeping a horse, and so many for a cow, are clear accounts which a poor man can understand well, but farther it ought never to go; and when he has worked out what he has of this sort, the rest of his work ought punctually to be paid him every Saturday night.  (Young 1897, 25–26)



One might compare this arrangement with “company towns,” where laborers received goods and services from company stores instead of cash payments. Berkeley was cognizant of the situation:


[S]ome of our squires and landlords are vultures with iron bowels, and … their hardness and severity is a great discouragement to the tenant, who will naturally prefer want and ease before want and toil.  (WW 243)



Berkeley’s admission is no small matter for an individual trying to exhort the masses to additional labor. Young also describes the situations of the rents in County Kerry a few decades later:


The state of the poor in the whole county of Kerry represented as exceedingly miserable, and owing to the conduct of men of property, who are apt to lay the blame on what they call land pirates, or men who offer the highest rent, and who, in order to pay this rent, must and do re-let all the cabin lands at an extravagant rise, which is assigning over all the cabins to be devoured by one farmer. The cottars2 on a farm cannot go from one to another, in order to find a good master, as in England; for all the country is in the same system, and no redress to be found. Such being the case, the farmers are enabled to charge the price of labour as low as they please, and rate the land as high as they like. This is an evil which oppresses them cruelly, and certainly has its origin in its landlords when they set their farms, setting all the cabins with them, instead of keeping them tenants to themselves.  (Young 1897, 112–113)



Long before Young popularized the term “middlemen” to describe this situation late in the century, a variety of authors criticized the system of land rental in Ireland. James Arbuckle, for instance, published one such commentary in his Tribune in 1729. A law was eventually passed in 1826 making it illegal to subdivide land for rents without the consent of the landlord, but the law was easily evaded and not well enforced. In any event, it came far too late to help the Irish of the eighteenth century (Harkness 1932, 261–282).

In short, the poor of Ireland faced a difficult situation. Not only were they poor, but there were institutional barriers, both customary and legal, that kept them impoverished. Discrimination (mostly against Catholics), an oppressive tenancy arrangement, and a defective currency system were a few of the obstacles. Those who could leave Ireland often did, either to pursue a better life elsewhere or out of necessity. In 1700, Ireland was a country of net immigration; by 1750 and for hundreds of years thereafter, Ireland was a nation of net emigration (Fitzgerald and Lambkin 2008, 113). Catholic emigration to North America was prohibited by law until after the American colonies achieved independence; thus, many of those who left were relatively better-off Protestants (especially Presbyterians of Scottish ancestry), leaving those who remained in Ireland increasingly both Catholic and poor.

The Moral Defect Theory

Berkeley’s diagnosis of—and solution to—the poverty plaguing a politically dependent Ireland is at times provocative-sounding. Much of the blame for the poverty in Ireland was laid at the feet of the poor themselves, who allegedly suffered because of their own moral defects, especially with respect to their work ethic. Most of Berkeley’s views on political economy can be found in An Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain (1721), The Querist (the first edition appeared in parts between 1735 and 1737; it was reprinted with changes in 1750), and A Word to the Wise (1749). He focuses on the concept of wealth creation, both in describing the causes of poverty and when proposing solutions. The road to relieving the misery of the destitute lies in the creation of wealth through state-supported individual industry (i.e., a stronger work ethic). The indigent of Ireland could, if they only had the opportunity and the right attitude, lift themselves out of poverty. To provide that opportunity, Berkeley argues for institutional changes in Ireland.

Letting go of some of the prevailing mercantilist wisdom, Berkeley argues for an interesting conception of wealth. Wealth is not found in stocks of gold or silver, but is measured in terms of satisfying human wants, however achieved:


Whether plenty of all the necessaries and comforts of life be not real wealth?  (Q 542:149)



One need not make the people of Ireland rich in coin in order to make them wealthy. A critical part of the analysis is Berkeley’s consistent assumption that all of the people of Ireland matter in this calculation of national wealth. The source of wealth is the ability of individuals, through their labor, to extract from the environment what is required to satisfy their wants:


Whether the four elements, and man's labour therein, be not the true source of wealth?  (Q 4:105)



These wants predictably include basic necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter, but reasonably extend to include not merely these staples, but good food, good clothing, and quality housing. The question then is how precisely to create this wealth. Instead of focusing on exports and particular kinds of trade goods designed simply to promote a favorable balance of trade, as the mercantilists advise, Berkeley endorses an Irish economy turned inward. He would be happy with autarky (Q 134:116) but he is not opposed to trade per se. He believes that any trade should focus on providing for the basic wants (i.e., not luxuries) of its own people first.

If wealth is the satisfaction of human wants, and the source of wealth is the application of labor to the abundant resources of the environment, then the key to Ireland’s problems—indeed the key to wealth anywhere—is to promote productive labor. Berkeley calls this “industry” and it is the central part of his political economy. Berkeley does not separate strictly economic questions of satisfying wants in a context of scarce means from moral and social questions about individuals and institutions. The problem in Ireland, according to Berkeley, is not the destruction of the woolen industry by Britain, or the regulation of Irish trade in favor of English interests. The real problem arises from two sources: a loss of work ethic among the people generally (especially the poor), and the abandonment by the upper classes of their moral duties to govern through wise actions and policies aimed at the wealth of the nation. Without this work ethic for the poor and this governing ethic for the Irish aristocracy, poverty for most is the inevitable outcome:


Whether the bulk of our Irish natives are not kept from thriving, by that cynical content in dirt and beggary which they possess to a degree beyond any other people in Christendom? (Q 19:106)

Whether it is possible a State should not thrive, whereof the lower part were industrious, and the upper wise? (Q 192:121)

Whether the gentleman of estate hath a right to be idle; and whether he ought not to be the great promoter and director of industry among his tenants and neighbours?  (Q 201:121)



It thus falls to the populace as a whole to address its own moral failings. The poor are content in beggary and choose not to work. The rich and the landed reveal moral defect by abdicating their responsibilities to the people and the nation as a whole, i.e., by promoting productive labor. Mostly Berkeley is concerned to curb the excesses of the landed gentry and keep the domestically generated wealth in Ireland, but he includes gentle reproofs along a surprisingly wide array of issues.

The wealthy need to substitute appropriate consumption for their current habits. Wealth generation is all well and good, but it is not genuine unless it is built upon productive industry. And productive industry ultimately depends on labor. If one acquires money from gambling or stockjobbing,3 then no wealth is actually created. The result, claims Berkeley, is essentially a zero-sum game. What is required is an attitude of laboring for wealth, not for luxury:


Men are apt to measure national prosperity by riches. It would be righter to measure it by the use that is made of them. Where they promote an honest commerce among men, and are motives to industry and virtue, they are, without doubt, of great advantage; but where they are made (as too often happens) an instrument to luxury, they enervate and dispirit the bravest people.  (RGB 74–75)



Thus, Berkeley favors sumptuary laws4 and measures to incite even the well-off to engage in productive labor:


Whether nations, as wise and opulent as ours, have not made sumptuary laws; and what hinders us from doing the same?  (Q 103:113; also RGB 76–77)



He means such things as investing money in domestic ventures, thus employing the people of Ireland and promoting industry at home.

Yet there is little doubt that Berkeley lays most of the blame on the larger—that is to say poorer—part of the population. Berkeley holds a view that was widespread in Ireland and England, namely, that the poor of Ireland were unconscionably idle, lazy, and possessed of a deep defect of character when it came to providing for themselves and their families. He even asserts that the Irish prefer, or perhaps enjoy, being unclean, in the literal sense of not bathing and not engaging in proper hygiene:


Indolence in dirt is a terrible symptom, which shews itself in our lower Irish more, perhaps, than in any people on this side the Cape of Good Hope. I will venture to add that, look throughout the kingdom, and you shall not find a clean house inhabited by clean people, and yet wanting necessaries; the same spirit of industry that keeps folk clean being sufficient to keep them also in food and raiment.

But alas! our poor Irish are wedded to dirt upon principle. It is with some of them a maxim that the way to make children thrive is to keep them dirty. (WW 242)

Whether our old native Irish are not the most indolent and supine people in Christendom?  (Q 357:134)



The Irish according to Berkeley choose not to work when they might, and choose to be indolent employees when they do work. Whether Berkeley is factually correct on this issue is an interesting question, but for our purposes here it is sufficient to note that he shares the common view that many of the poor are simply idle. Furthermore, this defect of character is why those persons are poor. Berkeley gives us a clear statement of his theory of poverty in his address to the Catholic prelates in Ireland:


It is past all doubt that those who are educated in a supine neglect of all things, either profitable or decent, must needs contract a sleepiness and indolence, which doth necessarily lead to poverty, and every other distress that attends it. “Love not sleep (cries Solomon), lest thou come to poverty; open thine eyes and thou shalt be satisfied with bread” (Prov., xx.13). It is therefore greatly to be wished, that you would persuade parents to inure their children betimes to a habit of industry, as the surest way to shun the miseries that must otherwise befall them.  (WW 243)



To be fair to Berkeley, the basic point he is making has not exactly gone away. Economists, political economists, politicians, and ordinary people even today sometimes struggle with difficulties in explaining the behavior of the poor. With Berkeley they ask: Why should there be poor—especially idle poor—given the amount of wealth present in the world? Would not the lives of many people be significantly better if they would just work a bit harder? The poor must be poor because they lack a strong work ethic (for just two contemporary examples, see Szalavitz 2017 and Desmond 2018).

There is thus a general problem in Ireland that takes two forms. The upper classes display a casual disregard for genuine wealth (promoting productive labor) in favor of the unthinking and self-interested pursuit of vice and luxury.5 The poor display a moral defect that inclines them not to work and to be content in “dirt and beggary.” We now focus on the latter.

The “Perversity” of Labor

It is important to note that Berkeley’s claim that the Irish poor “possess a love of dirt and beggary beyond all in Christendom” is most probably false. We do not mean that the Irish were not idle, but rather that it is unlikely that the Irish were any worse than the poor elsewhere. Furthermore, it is hard to believe that Berkeley himself was unaware of the fact. Daniel Defoe in 1705 writes scathingly about the poor of England, noting there is a “taint of slothfulness upon our poor,” and


I make no difficulty to promise on a short summons, to produce above a thousand families in England, within my particular knowledge, who go in rags, and their children wanting bread, whose fathers can earn their 15 to 25 s[hillings] per week, but will not work, who may have work enough, but are too idle to seek after it.  (Defoe 1705; for a discussion of additional period complaints, see Hutchison 1953, 56–57)



General commentaries about the poor of Great Britain made much the same point, alleging that laziness is the cause of poverty above all else. It seems likely that Berkeley would have been aware of such accounts, as pervasive as they appear to be in his own time. Perhaps Berkeley was engaged in rhetorical flourish. The poor of Ireland were likely not substantively different in terms of their behavior from the rest of the poor (at least in the British Isles) when one controls for their peculiar political position as a dependent nation. If so, then a more general question emerges. If the poor behave similarly in and out of Ireland, if they systematically tend (in the aggregate) to prefer want and leisure to a bit less want but more work, what explains this phenomenon and what precisely did Berkeley see in the situation of the poor that his contemporaries perhaps failed to appreciate?

The theory of moral defect is not all Berkeley has to say about poverty and the people of Ireland. What needs to be explained first is why, if opportunities arise for higher wages, added income, and more consumption, the Irish poor choose to work less and forgo all those good things. The phenomenon is well known in economic theory. Such cases are described as backward-bending or “perverse” labor supply curves (Hernández-Licona 1997; Nakamura and Murayama 2010; Dessing 2002; Friedman 1990).

In market economies, households get income for consumption from selling labor and then spend that income on a variety of goods. An increase in per-unit wage will induce an increase in the number of units of labor supplied to the market, bringing in higher incomes and more consumption of various goods. In other words, more people will work and/or work more hours as their wages rise. However, households also enjoy leisure or nonwork free time. Typically, consumers are happy to give up additional leisure time (i.e., they work more) in return for higher and higher per-unit wages, creating the standard upward-sloping labor supply curve [image: image] in figure 18.1. For some workers, however, a higher per-unit wage will not increase the number of labor hours supplied. An increase in the per-unit wage rate affords the consumption of non-leisure goods in such a combination that no additional work is necessary and causes them to shift toward more leisure on the whole. When paid higher per-unit wage rates, these workers will actually work less, causing the backward-bending labor supply curve [image: image] in figure 18.1.



[image: image]

FIGURE 18.1 Two labor supply curves. S is a typical labor supply curve; S’ is a “perverse” one.



The type of behavior just explored is most often encountered with comparatively high-income households in absolutely wealthy societies. Consider, for instance, a high-income earner in an affluent society who also enjoys a simple life with little extravagance in the way of material objects. Owing to the availability and relative cheapness of most household consumer goods, as well as her modest desires for additional consumption, our worker might choose not to consume more. When she is offered an increase in her wages, she accepts. The pay raise allows her, however, to consume the same amount of material goods while working less. She values the additional leisure more than greater consumption, producing a backward-bending labor supply curve.

A similar phenomenon could also arise under different circumstances. Consider an impoverished household with only one income earner. Regardless of the affluence of her society, her wages are quite low, and, despite many hours worked, she only just manages to earn a subsistence level of income for her household. Should her per-unit wages fall, she would likely choose to work more hours in order to maintain enough income for her family. The result is also a backward-bending labor supply curve; in this case, however, a lower wage leads to more labor hours offered on the market.

Neither of these cases of well-understood, backward-bending labor supply curves seems to apply to the Irish poor. Many of those individuals—at least in non-famine times—were poor but above the subsistence level. Nonetheless, our thesis is that Berkeley is implicitly making a case for precisely this situation. That is, eighteenth-century Ireland constitutes an example of a perverse labor supply curve for the poor generally in Ireland. Berkeley’s explanation points to institutional obstacles that make it rational for the poor to choose not to work.

Modeling the Rational Idle Poor

We submit that Berkeley on some level understands that labor markets can behave “perversely” in certain constrained contexts. He is aware of the outcome (i.e., continued poverty) and understands that at least part of the solution requires institutional change to ameliorate it. Exactly how that works requires a relevant detour through some political economics and technical economic modeling. The idea is to demonstrate the mechanisms of rational choice that indicate why individuals work less (or consume more leisure) as wages increase. With an understanding of the phenomenon in hand, we can turn to its institutional causes and the proposals Berkeley makes in the hopes of reducing poverty.

The preceding discussion of “perverse” labor supply curves presented the kernel of the idea but did not elaborate on the precise causes or mechanisms. Using budget constraints and indifference (utility) curves, modern economic theory models household behavior as it responds to changes in its trading opportunities. Our purpose in introducing this model of rational choice is to highlight the trade-offs households face and how differing institutional circumstances would cause those individuals to change their behavior. Within this framework, the backward-bending labor supply curve is the outcome of changes in a household’s opportunity set and the interaction of income and substitution effects in light of that changed opportunity.

When a household finds its income increased, it will likely change the bundle of goods it consumes. If the household’s consumption of a certain good changes proportionately with income, that good is said to be “normal;” if the household’s consumption changes inversely with income, the good is said to be “inferior.” Inferiority is not the same thing as being low-quality (although, for many consumers, they are correlated). Instead, inferiority is a technical definition based on observed behavior under different circumstances and, in a theoretical model, is an empirical assumption. A third possibility is a “superior” or a “luxury” good, whose consumption change goes in the same direction as the income change but is disproportionately larger than the change in income. The “income effect” is the result of a change in income on a household’s consumptive bundle. When a change in income results from a change in the value of a household’s endowment, it is called a “wealth effect.”6

Income might change, either because the household’s nominal income changes or because its effective or real income (due to lower prices of one or more goods, for instance) has changed. The problem is that a change in real income owing to a change in prices must account for any change in behavior due solely to that change in relative price. This phenomenon, known as the substitution effect, exists to isolate the change in behavior due to relative prices from the income (or wealth) effect (Slutsky 1915; Hicks 1946, 305–314). Consider figure 18.2.

In figure 18.2, a household faces a choice over how much leisure and consumption (measured in dollars spent on a composite of all other goods) it will consume. Supposing it has sixty hours total to devote to leisure or to labor, the wage rate determines the marginal opportunity cost of an hour of leisure in terms of the dollars that could be spent on other goods for consumption. A household might consume zero of all other goods and enjoy sixty hours of leisure (the horizontal intercept), or work a full sixty hours and consume a large amount of other goods (the vertical intercept). We begin at bundle [image: image], which lies where budget line [image: image] is tangent to an indifference curve [image: image], the set of all bundles of leisure and other goods over which the household is indifferent. When the wage rises, the household still has sixty hours it could devote to leisure or labor, but the opportunity cost of leisure has increased. The substitution effect represents the pure effect of this change in opportunity cost, controlling for the wealth effect due to the change in real income. In figure 18.2, the substitution effect is the distance, in terms of leisure and all other goods, between bundle [image: image] on budget line [image: image] and bundle [image: image] on budget line [image: image], as each lies tangent to the indifference curve [image: image]. These budget lines have different slopes, representing the change in the opportunity cost of leisure as the wage rate rises, but have had some amount of income “compensated,” i.e., taken away, to keep the household on the same indifference curve.



[image: image]

Figure 18.2



Since the price of an hour of labor has gone up, the household enjoys a positive wealth effect because its endowment of time is more valuable than previously. This effect is measured in the change from bundle [image: image] on budget line [image: image] to some final bundle on budget line [image: image]. For clarity, we have modeled only one such bundle, [image: image], to which we will turn shortly. Instead, we have shown three ranges of possible final bundles, depending on whether one good is inferior or both are normal. If leisure were inferior, the household would consume less leisure as its wealth increases but would consume even more of all other goods. If both goods are normal, then the household will consume more of both leisure and all other goods, but it is important to note that if leisure is normal, the wealth effect will cut against the direction of the substitution effect, making the total effect smaller in the direction of more work. Lastly, if leisure were superior (that is, the amount of leisure the household chooses increases disproportionately to the increase in income), then general consumption on all other goods would be inferior. We can see how these various options create labor supply curves by combining figure 18.1 with figure 18.2.

In figure 18.3, we see two labor supply curves. The curve labeled [image: image] represents the pure substitution effect and connects the original bundle [image: image] and the substitution effect bundle [image: image] in figure 18.2. The wage has risen from “Low” to “High” and the household has substituted away from leisure (which has become relatively more expensive) toward goods that can be purchased from selling more of its time as labor. The labor supply curve labeled [image: image] involves no wealth effect at all; it models only the substitution effect. If, however, we were to include the wealth effect, more possibilities arise. We can see, nevertheless, that the substitution effect alone tends to create upward-sloping and not backward-bending labor supply curves, and this situation will obtain anytime the substitution effect is larger than the wealth effect. Backward-bending labor supply curves require additional assumptions about the size and direction of wealth effects.
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Figure 18.3



For instance, if leisure is inferior, the final bundle lies to the left of bundle [image: image] in figure 18.2 and to the right of [image: image] in figure 18.3, creating an upward-sloping and more elastic labor supply curve. If leisure is normal, on the other hand, then the final bundle lies somewhere to the right of [image: image] in figure 18.2 and to the left of [image: image] in figure 18.3. Indeed, the “perverse” backward-bending labor supply curves we saw in figure 18.1 require only that leisure be sufficiently normal so that the wealth effect in leisure (which increases leisure) is larger than the substitution effect (which decreases leisure). In that case, the final bundle lies to the right of [image: image] in figure 18.2 and to the left of [image: image] in figure 18.3. An increase in wages can thus lead to a reduction in labor sold on the market, i.e., a backward-bending labor supply curve.

Finally, we considered in figures 18.2 and 18.3 a third specific bundle,[image: image], which lies in the realm where leisure is superior and consumption on all other goods is inferior. This bundle is interesting because, by construction, it contains more leisure than the original bundle [image: image], but, owing to the wage increase, it affords the household the same amount of all other goods that it enjoyed at the original bundle. With our initial value of labor implicit in bundle [image: image], final bundle [image: image] produces the backward-bending labor supply curve [image: image] in figure 18.3. Just as in the previous example, where a single earner in an impoverished household worked more hours when her wages fell in order to maintain a subsistence income, we have modeled in [image: image] a household that worked less when its wages rose yet was still able to afford the same amount of all other goods. The symmetry of these cases is not coincidental; it is a result of rational choices made by households in highly constrained and less-than-ideal circumstances.

Let us now apply this analysis to impoverished Ireland to see whether the situation there might lead us to conclude that we have a case of the backward-bending supply curves just described. We suggest that, in noting that ending poverty requires the stimulation of wants, Berkeley is implicitly noting a situation where the wealth effect is larger than the substitution effect and thus induces the poor to work less. What would explain the existence of those types of situations? In the case of bundle [image: image] in figure 18.2 and the point [image: image] on the backward-bending supply curve in figure 18.3, we see one possible explanation: consumption on other goods is inferior. That is, as the relative price of consumption falls, people nonetheless consume less in spite of the substitution effect otherwise leading them to consume more. The inferiority of consumption on all other goods is often a sufficient condition to produce a backward-bending supply curve. To be sure, however, this is a strange case. It would be even stranger to discover that the claim can be reasonable, albeit in unusual contexts—like those of Irish peasants in this milieu.

What type of circumstances would have to obtain to make consumption of other goods inferior? Consumption might be an inferior good when there is little else on which one can spend income even when earned. We believe two features of Ireland at the time could have created this situation: the ill-functioning currency system and the tenant system. First, Ireland was suffering from a shortage of specie, which meant that workers were not compensated regularly and in coin, which they could spend as they pleased. Instead—and as an additional, peculiar feature of Ireland at the time—employers made payments to workers via the tenant system and frequently employed systems of accounts where labor was exchanged directly for rents and similar goods and services (payment in kind). The ill-functioning currency system helped to produce a third factor. Without specie or coinage to facilitate trade, the goods and services that would have been prized were simply beyond the expectation of the poor to afford even with additional labor. Without the means to consume, due to a general lack of currency and to a prevalent in-kind payment system, and without a set of goods within grasp, it seems plausible that Irish workers would view consumption of non-leisure goods as an inferior good. In other words, because the Irish had reason to believe that there was not much of value to them that they reasonably could have consumed with higher wages, they chose more leisure and less consumption over less leisure and more consumption. Higher wages would simply have enabled the Irish working poor to get by at the status quo level of consumption with fewer hours of labor, and that was a clear benefit to them.

The inferiority of general consumption is an unusual empirical upshot. Fortunately, it is not the only possible explanation for the phenomenon of backward-bending labor supply curves. While inferiority of consumption can be sufficient, it is not necessary. All that is necessary is for the wealth effect in favor of increased leisure to be larger than the substitution effect that incentivizes an increase in consumption (labor). We have already considered what might affect the size and direction of the wealth effect, so we turn now to what impacts the size of the substitution effect.

Since substitution effects hold real income constant, the only thing that matters for the size of the substitution effect is the shape of the indifference curves ([image: image] in figure 18.2). If the indifference curves are relatively flat (in the limit, a straight line), the two goods in question are highly substitutable and the substitution effect will be large. If the indifference curves are pronouncedly curved (in the limit, a right angle), the two goods are complementary and the substitution effect will be small (or nonexistent). Complementary goods are those for which consumption of one good is proportional to the demand for the other. A classic example is peanut butter and jelly. Demand for jelly will rise if, for some independent reason, consumption of peanut butter rises. People consume them together and do not generally substitute one for the other.

What seems plausible for the case of our Irish peasant workers? Given all of the difficulties with opportunities to expand consumption previously discussed, leisure time and consumption were strongly complementary for the Irish poor. There was still some value in trading off some leisure for more consumption of non-leisure goods as the relative price of leisure rose (and vice versa), but this amount was likely not large. If the substitution effect is small because of a strong complementarity between leisure and other non-leisure goods, the total effect of a change in wages will rely predominantly on the wealth effect. However, if the two goods are highly complementary, then it is also more likely that both are normal goods; increasing income would not cause a household to consume more of one and not the other if they are truly complementary. So long as leisure is sufficiently normal—compared to consumption of non-leisure goods—the wealth effect increasing leisure is likely to be larger than the substitution effect decreasing leisure, giving us the “perverse” labor supply relationship.

The question is thus why consumption and leisure were complementary for the poor. We suggest that the answer (again) lies in the constrained living conditions in Ireland at the time. Peanut butter and jelly are complements because of the tastes and preferences of consumers. Those tastes and preferences reflect the beliefs consumers have about those goods and can be cultivated. The Irish poor viewed leisure and consumption as complements because they learned to do so; they had come to believe there was little sense in trading off leisure for the prospect of more consumption. If someone works harder (or longer) in the hopes of consuming more but finds that there is little that she can consume despite the work (e.g., because of institutional barriers), she will cease thinking of leisure as something worth trading off for the prospect of more consumption. A higher wage does not induce her to shift much of her free time toward consumption; at the same time, the increase in her wealth from the higher wage allows her to have more of both leisure and consumption. In this situation, higher-paying work allows her more leisure on net, especially because other opportunities for consumption are not available. The Irish lived in a situation where only additional leisure could reasonably be obtained and they thus treated it as strongly complementary to consumption. And in that situation, it is rational to prefer more leisure and less consumption over less leisure and more consumption, even though wages have risen. That is, we see the same pattern of behavior we do under the supposition that consumption is inferior: a backward-bending labor supply curve.

We are arguing that “idleness” might be an entirely rational response to the plight of poverty in some circumstances. Note that here we are making the argument that the preceding analysis is only plausible and that it is reasonable to attribute to Berkeley some inkling of it. To defend this supposition in detail would require additional economic study and analysis. Berkeley believes that one way to induce people to greater industry is to cultivate within them wants and desires that are more valuable to them than additional leisure. Berkeley’s solution would have to surmount two obstacles. First, he would need a policy that could reasonably alter the values, preferences, and wants of the poor. Second, he would need to ensure that there is an economic system in place that could reasonably deliver on those changing wants. More strongly, the system would not only in fact have to be able to provide reasonable access to these new goods, but the poor in Ireland would also need to believe that those goods are also reasonably obtainable. Otherwise, they would still be likely to prefer indolence and leisure to work and prosperity. Berkeley is direct about the hypothesis:


Whether the creating of wants be not the likeliest way to produce industry in a people? And whether, if our peasants were accustomed to eat beef and wear shoes, they would not be more industrious?  (Q 20:106)



The Irish poor had an odd set of perverse incentives. More and harder labor meant an increase in income, but several factors undermined the incentive to work—all of which Berkeley understands. As we have argued, a lack of small coinage in the realm meant that the poor were often not paid in coin and instead subjected to the abuses of the “accounting” systems discussed above. Without ready cash to lower transaction costs, fewer goods were in fact physically accessible. It is also more difficult to save under an accounting system, as the credits are not readily transferrable to enable other kinds of purchases. Generations of what can only be reasonably described as oppressive rule by England created among the Irish a sense that even were they to work harder, there was little likelihood that they would be able to enjoy the fruits of their labor. Assume for the sake of example that a poor Irish family of tenants is considering whether to work longer hours, perhaps by supplementing farm work with other labor. If the work brings in a small amount of additional income, there must be something more valuable to them than leisure that they wish to acquire in order for it to be worth the added labor. If such goods are not available, or not believed to be available, then there is little incentive to work. The members of the family might (perhaps reasonably) believe that if the work is done on the land, since they exchange labor directly for rent and similar services, they would not get much value back from such an exchange. Given these constraints, it is little surprise that the Irish poor developed a culture that prized leisure (or, if you will, idleness and beggary) over work.

To summarize, we contend that Berkeley viewed the poverty in Ireland as owing to a combination of moral defect (to include both the poor and, for different reasons, the upper classes as well) and the fact that the poor in Ireland were in a sort of poverty trap. It was thus not a moral defect trap but instead a combination of institutional and personal factors. For Berkeley, one needed to fix not simply the people, but the social and political institutions that governed their lives as well.

Exciting the Industry of Humanity

To improve the lot of the nation despite this unique situation, Berkeley employs all of his considerable talents, from pure rhetoric to subtle argument. With respect to the first obstacle—shifting the values and preferences of the people of Ireland—Berkeley’s solution is to employ both the carrot and the stick. As an incentive, the state in Ireland needs to create new wants by providing better goods to the poor (albeit making them work for those goods through forced labor):


Whether it would be a hardship on people destitute of all things, if the public furnished them with necessaries which they should be obliged to earn by their labour?  (Q 380:136)



The idea is to cajole or even coerce the poor of Ireland into enjoying (and thus pursuing) a higher standard of living. Recall his plea to produce a land where “peasants were accustomed to eat beef and wear shoes.” What is innovative and important about Berkeley’s analysis is that he understands that poverty is not simply a function of defect and idleness, his occasional claims to the contrary notwithstanding. Berkeley understands that the poor might be unwilling to exert more labor in a context where additional consumption is either impossible or unattractive, where there are few substitutes, where the economic system of exchange is inefficient, and where most of the income of the poor is spent on subsistence goods (food, basic rents, etc.).

Contemporary scholars have sought to explain why lifting populations out of poverty seems in many cases to be so difficult. Simply providing resources or education has historically not been successful. Thus, many political economists have sought to situate the economic plight of the poor in the context of the institutions in which they live in an attempt to model and explain their behavior (Easterly 2008, 1-44; Acemoglu and Robinson 2012, esp. chap. 15; Williamson 2000; and Easterly 2001). The basic idea we believe Berkeley advances can be likened to that of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, who argue that combating poverty requires expanding the “capabilities” of individuals and not just employing coarse tools like economic transfers (Sen 1992; Nussbaum 2011, especially chapter 2; Pick and Sirkin 2010). On their view (in rough outline; it has undergone changes over time), the freedom to achieve well-being is of primary moral importance. This freedom must be cashed out in terms of genuine opportunities to do and be what they have reason to value (Robeyns 2016). In short, Sen and Nussbaum advance a theory of human well-being that applies to our discussions of wealth in the present context. One of the critical claims of Sen’s analysis is that individuals can adapt to their environment such that they no longer desire what they (reasonably) believe they cannot expect to achieve. Asking the Irish poor to work harder is all well and good, provided that they have some reasonable expectation that such labor might come with attainable rewards.

A capability is “primarily a reflection of the freedom to achieve valuable functionings” (Sen 1992, 49). In other words, Sen’s capability theory tries to model behavior by ascribing to an agent a set of functionings (doings and beings) that is achievable or achieved. The agent then selects one “bundle” of functionings within their capability set. Well-being is thus limited by the size and nature of the set itself. An individual with many opportunities and the freedom to choose among them has a higher standard of well-being. Part of alleviating poverty, as a result, includes providing individuals with more possible functionings and more freedom to choose among them. The poor not only have fewer functionings (i.e., actions and states of being that are achievable by them); they also have less freedom to choose from options that might otherwise be technically available to them. This constriction might be for cultural reasons (reared in an oppressive environment, one learns not to value things not immediately accessible) or because of institutional barriers (cultural, political, economic, etc.). Thus, real opportunities to have well-being depend on the actual state of their material being and their capability to choose otherwise.

Berkeley is sensitive to the worry that the poor in Ireland have little or no expectation that their labors will be met with an increase in opportunity and reward. Leisure is a good of considerable value in a restricted domain of life options. In order for the poor to substitute away from leisure, they need to have some expectation that the rewards will be greater than the value of simple leisure. Although Berkeley castigates the Irish poor for being lazy and idle, he simultaneously makes claims that imply he has some sense of their situation. Berkeley is, in effect, trying to appeal both to the prejudices of the wealthy classes in Ireland (by referring to the common wisdom that the poor are perhaps deserving of their plight owing to defects in character) and to the poor themselves by promising outcomes that are worth the added effort. We thus suggest that we read Berkeley as attempting to provide a series of proposals that, taken together, might shift the value set of the poor in a way that makes possible an escape from poverty.

Returning to Berkeley’s solutions: he also employs incentives, namely, actually improving the standard of living for the people of Ireland:


Whether comfortable living doth not produce wants, and wants industry, and industry wealth?  (Q 107:114)



And where the poor cannot be induced to seek comfortable living themselves, they should be coerced into receiving it:


Whether temporary servitude would not be the best cure for idleness and beggary? (Q 382:136)

Whether a tax upon dirt would not be one way of encouraging industry?  (Q 369:135)



Berkeley’s thoughts here extend to discouraging public beggary (Q 61:110) and other behaviors that might reinforce tendencies to idleness. If one does not see idleness or have any examples of individuals who seem to prefer it, then less of it will occur.

In addition to encouraging industry and discouraging idleness, Berkeley is clear that he needs to surmount that second obstacle. Reforms must be enacted (both politically and culturally) that allow the disadvantaged to reap the rewards of added industry. To start, the poor must have opportunities to work. Where there is no immediate demand for labor, the nation must create it:


Whether we may not, as well as other nations, contrive employment for them? And whether servitude, chains, and hard labour, for a term of years, would not be a more discouraging as well as a more adequate punishment for felons than even death itself?  (Q 54:109)



Although Berkeley appeals for state intervention, he also addresses obliquely the moral weakness of the upper classes:


Whether there can be a greater reproach on the leading men and the patriots of a country, than that the people should want employment? And whether methods may not be found to employ even the lame and the blind, the dumb, the deaf, and the maimed, in some or other branch of our manufactures? (Q 367:135)

Whether the drift and aim of every wise State should not be, to encourage industry in its members? And whether those who employ neither heads nor hands for the common benefit deserve not to be expelled like drones out of a well-governed State?  (Q 3:105)



It falls not only to the state, but to civil society generally, to meet these demands. Thus, for instance, even the church has a role to play in the process:


Whether it would be a great hardship if every parish were obliged to find work for their poor?  (Q 370:135)



In the second element of Berkeley’s solution, the state must oversee an economic system that allows the working population to thrive and pursue the satisfaction of their wants. The principal obstacle in Berkeley’s mind is the lack of readily available currency and credit. Thus, he proposes monetary reform and authors a proposal to establish a national bank. People in the grip of “metallism”—the view that money only has value when “backed by” something of independent value, like silver or gold—are unwittingly contributing to the reduction of wealth. Money is an instrument to create wealth. As Berkeley asks rhetorically:


Whether power to command the industry of others be not real wealth? And whether money be not in truth tickets or tokens for conveying and recording such power, and whether it be of great consequence what materials the tickets are made of?  (Q 35:107)



The point of undermining metallism and promoting the notion of money as a ticket is to open up possibilities for commanding more productive labor.

Berkeley understood the political landscape, however. It was unlikely that England would allow Ireland to have a separate mint and the fiasco of Wood’s halfpence in 1722–1724 revealed the deep-seated mistrust that existed between Irish and English elites.7


Whether any other means, equally conducing to excite and circulate the industry of mankind, may not be as useful as money?  (Q 6:105)



Money—anything that serves as a counter for transactions—spurs industry because it spurs wants and currently unrealized possibilities. Further, if Ireland had a bank to provide credit for domestic projects, more wants could be satisfied and more industry could again be sparked. If the economy of Ireland were focused on putting its own people to work and not primarily on acquiring a favorable balance of trade, there would be no need to think in terms of gold and silver reserves, there or in Britain. Critically, none of this requires foreign trade or any need to meddle with Britain’s mercantilist policies. Berkeley’s solution aims at “exciting industry” without antagonizing the interests of its occupying power.

Our analysis is not meant to lessen the sting of Berkeley’s unfortunate claims about the Irish poor. But even if they reflect Berkeley’s true beliefs, that does not alter the fact that Berkeley is both pursuing a rhetorical strategy designed to rouse people to action and advocating a subtle policy prescription aimed at addressing what we might today call the structural or institutional features of Irish poverty in the eighteenth century.

Conclusion

We hope to have made a reasonable case that Berkeley had interesting insights about some institutional factors that apply to the problem of poverty. Might his proposed solutions have been successful? As a start, one should note that not one of his prescriptions was adopted (at least not in his lifetime) beyond perhaps his call for more invective against moral defect. His proposal for a national bank failed (a national bank was not established until 1783, some thirty years after Berkeley’s death). His views about money were largely ignored and not implemented in Ireland until the following century (Caffentzis 2011).

Thus, we are left primarily with speculation about how effective Berkeley’s prescriptions might have been. Clearly the chorus of voices in the eighteenth century decrying both slothfulness and greed—independently of whether those cries were justified—did not have much impact. The tenancy laws were not substantively changed until the twentieth century. The banking system in Ireland was reformed, but not until the end of the eighteenth century. People, whether slothful and idle or entrepreneurial and industrious, seem not to have changed over the centuries. While humanity’s lot has improved, perhaps it is not because there are better people, but because there are better institutions. Berkeley’s subtle claim that institutions matter in the alleviation of poverty deserves greater consideration.

Notes

1. The “ticket analogy” is a development in the history of economics that views money as an instrument of value instead of as something with intrinsic value, such as silver and gold were presumed to have (Johnson 1970, 72–82; Q 23:106). Berkeley’s adoption of the analogy is a part of his rejection of mercantilist thought and a step in the direction of developing the modern view that all value is ultimately subjective.

2. A cottar is a farm laborer who occupies a cottage, typically in return for services.

3. Stockjobbing is day trading in securities. Likened to gambling, it had (and has) a pejorative connotation.

4. Sumptuary laws regulate expenditure on luxuries or other extravagances, typically through taxes or legal prohibitions.

5. Thus, the pursuit of vice and luxury creates two problems, one economic and the other moral. Berkeley believes that luxury spending impoverishes, on the one hand, other Irishmen and, on the other, the moral character of the spenders themselves. See his critique of Mandeville in Alciphron 2, and Tolonen, chapter 27 in this volume.

6. Wealth effects are a species of income effects. All wealth effects are income effects, but not all income effects are wealth effects. In the present case, we are considering changes in the value of a worker’s endowment of time and energies which can either be enjoyed as leisure or sold as labor in order to consume. In our analysis of the Irish poor, we are considering wealth effects.

7. Mercantilist principles, in conjunction with a general desire to keep economic and political control of Ireland, made the English hesitant to allow either an Irish mint or a national Irish bank. William Wood, a mintmaster in England, received a patent from King George I to produce a halfpence coin for Ireland, which was suffering from a shortage of small coinage. The halfpence was unpopular, ironically in part because many thought that the introduction of the coin would result in an outflow of gold and silver from Ireland.
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Chapter 19

Berkeley on Political Obligation

Nancy Kendrick

Introduction

Berkeley’s political philosophy is limited to the three “discourses” (PO “To the Reader”:15) he gave at Trinity College Dublin and published as Passive Obedience (1712; 1713). This is not to say that Berkeley’s political views were limited only to his earliest years as a philosopher. He had political positions, and he expressed them throughout his life in texts of many genres: in essays written for the Guardian, in a pamphlet offering advice to his fellow Tories, in a long list of queries regarding economic matters in Ireland, in his proposal to found a college in Bermuda, and throughout his private letters. But Berkeley’s political philosophy is limited to Passive Obedience, and to the defense of this doctrine against those who, in advancing a political philosophy of consent, insist on a right of political resistance. Locke had famously defended the right of resistance in the second of his Two Treatises of Government, published in 1689. Berkeley had written with some admiration for Locke’s text in a 1709 letter to his friend Sir John Percival, encouraging Percival to read the treatise as a way to educate himself in political philosophy (CGB 24). But this recommendation should not be understood as an endorsement: Berkeley was, in fact, quite critical of Locke’s social contract theory. He rejected Locke’s view that the duty to obey the law is limited by a contract or agreement and that political subjects retain a right of revolution should the sovereign fail in his obligations. The doctrine of passive obedience, which Berkeley endorsed, advances a principle of nonresistance. It insists on loyalty to the sovereign: political subjects have a moral duty to obey, and not to resist, the commands of political authority.

The historical conditions surrounding Berkeley’s commitment to passive obedience have led to some perplexity on the part of scholars who wonder why, so many years after the Glorious Revolution of 1688—when the (Catholic) King James II was overthrown and replaced by his (Protestant) daughter Mary and her husband William of Orange—Berkeley should be defending passive obedience to the sovereign. Such a defense could easily have been seen—and was seen by some—as supporting the Jacobites, those who believed the deposition of James II was unjust, and that the reigns of Mary and William, and after their deaths, of Mary’s sister, Anne, were illegitimate. Some scholars suggest that Berkeley may have been a Jacobite sympathizer in this period (Berman 1986); others deny it (Ross 2005). But Scott Breuninger notes, appropriately, that the events of 1688 were far enough removed from Berkeley’s life that he could approach the question of political obligation from a more abstract perspective (Breuninger 2008, 66). Breuninger emphasizes that the arguments advanced in Passive Obedience put Berkeley “at odds with key figures in the social contract tradition” (2008, 64). It is precisely the ways in which Berkeley’s Passive Obedience is at odds with the political philosophy of consent that we shall explore in this chapter.

Berkeley was not the only philosopher writing about passive obedience in the early eighteenth century. Mary Astell, who, like Berkeley, was a Tory Anglican thinker, also defended the doctrine of passive obedience in this period (and slightly earlier). Importantly, she did so also with the aim of highlighting problems with Locke’s political philosophy of consent. Reading Berkeley’s Passive Obedience alongside the texts in which Astell discusses that political doctrine1 makes clear that both thinkers defended passive obedience on similar grounds, that both made similar use of positive and negative precepts to explain the limits of political obligation, and that both made Locke’s social contract theory a special target of their criticisms.2 Astell’s defense of passive obedience, which I draw on throughout this chapter, provides additional context for understanding Berkeley’s use of that doctrine as a way to refute Locke’s contract theory.3 Furthermore, Astell’s views add some texture to our understanding of the historical and philosophical setting of debates concerning political obligation.

Astell’s commitment to passive obedience has been thought by most current commentators to be at odds with her feminist aims. Critics note that on the one hand, Astell does expose the hypocrisy of theorists who advocated resistance against tyrannical political rulers yet supported the domestic tyranny of husbands. But they also claim that because Astell supported the doctrine of passive obedience, it follows that she believed that neither political subjects nor wives had a right to rebel against their oppressors. This has led to the view, endorsed by many commentators, that “Astell advocates an absolute submission, or passive obedience, of wife to husband” (Anderson 2012, 249). If this were Astell’s position, certainly it would be at odds with her feminist objectives. But, commentators who equate “passive obedience” with “absolute submission” improperly conflate the former with blind obedience and, consequently, fail to take stock of the distinction Astell draws between these concepts. These notions of passive, blind, and absolute obedience in Astell’s philosophy, as well as in Berkeley’s and Locke’s, are unraveled below to show how each thinker addresses questions of political allegiance.

Berkeley’s commitment to passive obedience has been explored primarily in relation to his moral theory, with most commentators focusing on the question of which moral theory grounds his commitment to this doctrine: Is he a natural law theorist? A rule utilitarian? An act utilitarian?4 I take for granted that Berkeley operates within a natural law theory and I focus attention on a separate matter: the difference between a moral duty and a political duty, and how this difference plays out in Berkeley’s and Locke’s political philosophies. In considering the difference between Berkeley’s philosophy and Locke’s with respect to the question of what grounds the duty to obey the law, it is worth noting that neither thinker is a philosophical anarchist—that is, one who, like the contemporary political philosopher A. John Simmons, denies that obedience to the law arises from a duty, and holds instead that such obedience is grounded in prudential or other considerations (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 191). Contra Simmons, Berkeley and Locke agree that legitimate governments have a claim to moral authority and that political subjects, consequently, have a duty to obey the law. But Berkeley thinks this is a duty political subjects have as a result of the natural law, and, therefore, that it is a moral duty. Locke thinks it is duty political subjects have as a result of a social agreement, and, therefore, that it is a political duty. It is this difference between a moral duty and a political duty—at least from Berkeley’s point of view—that marks out the main difference between Berkeley’s political philosophy and Locke’s, and serves to explain Berkeley’s commitment to passive obedience. Berkeley rejects Locke’s attempt to create a new category of obligation—transactional political duties—as the means to explain why the duty to obey the law is limited. As we shall see, Berkeley agrees—in a certain way—that the duty to obey the law is limited. What he rejects is Locke’s analysis of what, in fact, does the limiting work.

Before turning to the details of Berkeley’s understanding of the doctrine of passive obedience, it is worth noting that he and Astell were far from alone in rejecting consent as the foundation of political obligation. Hume, writing three to four decades after Berkeley and Astell, notes in his 1748 essay, Of the Original Contract, the wild implausibility of the view that the duty to obey the law is grounded in consent. He writes:


Were you to preach, in most parts of the world, that political connexions are founded altogether on voluntary consent or a mutual promise, the magistrate would soon imprison you, as seditious, for loosening the ties of obedience; if your friends did not before shut you up as delirious, for advancing such absurdities.  (Hume 1985, 470)



Berkeley’s and Astell’s rejection of Locke’s theory of consent is intimately tied to their endorsement of the doctrine of passive obedience, a link that Hume—who rejects passive obedience as much as he rejects consent theories of political obligation—does not forge.5 As we shall see, it is precisely the role played by “voluntary consent or a mutual promise” in limiting the duty of obedience that Berkeley rejects in Locke’s political philosophy.

Passive Obedience

In order to understand Berkeley’s commitment to passive obedience, we must disentangle it from three related concepts: civil disobedience, blind obedience, and absolute submission. Furthermore, we must pay attention to the three cases in Berkeley’s text in which questions arise regarding the duty of political subjects. These cases concern:

• a legitimate regime that advances some unjust laws

• a legitimate regime that becomes illegitimate by turning tyrannical

• an illegitimate regime installed by a usurper of the legitimate regime

Berkeley’s doctrine of passive obedience applies only to the first two situations, albeit in different ways. He excludes the third situation from the duty of passive obedience, claiming that political subjects have no obligation to obey the commands of usurpers (PO 52:44–45).6

Passive Obedience as Civil Disobedience

In section 3 of Passive Obedience, Berkeley asserts the titular principle:


The fulfilling of [the civil] laws, either by a punctual performance of what is enjoined in them, or, if that be inconsistent with reason or conscience, by a patient submission to whatever penalties the supreme power hath annexed to the neglect or transgression of them, is termed loyalty.  (PO 3:18)



This standard expression of the Tory doctrine of passive obedience is also proclaimed by Astell in The Christian Religion:


[We] are under the strictest obligation to render active obedience to just authority, in all instances that are not contrary to God’s commands, and to submit quietly to the penalty where [we] cannot actually obey.  (Astell 2013, 149:138)



As it is expressed in these two passages, passive obedience is not the view that subjects must obey the law under all circumstances; it is the view that when subjects opt not to obey the law, they must submit to the penalties that attend this disobedience. G. J. Warnock (1986) suggested that this position bears some similarity to contemporary notions of civil disobedience, and he gave as an example Mahatma Gandhi, who advised civil resisters not to retaliate against authorities but to submit to their orders and even to arrest. In the American context, Martin Luther King Jr. provides another example of a political figure who, during the civil rights movement of the 1960s, counseled and enacted submission to arrest and punishment by authorities.

Is Berkeley’s passive obedience simply an endorsement of civil disobedience? Part of what he is advancing is a defense of nonviolence, and this certainly is an essential feature of civil disobedience. Berkeley writes that he “shall endeavour to prove that there is an absolute unlimited non-resistance or passive obedience due to the supreme civil power, wherever placed in any nation” (PO 2:17), and that the opposite of such nonresistance is “rebellion,” that is, “the making use of force and open violence, either to withstand the execution of the laws, or ward off the penalties appointed by the supreme power” (PO 3:18). Though Berkeley is aware that some laws may be unjust, or even that an “extreme tyranny [may be] established by law” (PO 49:43), he nonetheless insists that rebellion (that is, “force and open violence”) is neither acceptable nor prudent. It is unacceptable because nonresistance is a moral duty; the aim of Passive Obedience is to defend that claim. It is imprudent because the outcome is uncertain. As Berkeley explains in Passive Obedience: “[R]edressing the evils of government by force is at best a very hazardous attempt, and what often puts the public in a worse state than it was before” (PO 47:41). And in a political pamphlet published anonymously three years after Passive Obedience, he warns his fellow Tories that “the ills of rebellion are certain,” while the event that rebels hope to bring about is “doubtful” (Adv 55).

In rejecting the right of resistance, then, Berkeley is rejecting “force and open violence” as a means of protesting either an unjust law under a legitimate regime, or a legitimate regime turned oppressive. Locke had not argued, of course, that rebellion (which, one supposes, would involve “force and open violence”) is justified as a means of resisting every provocation advanced by a government. On the contrary, as Ruth Grant points out, “Locke … assure[d] his readers that revolutions are justified only rarely and not in response to every government that falls short of perfect justice” (Grant 2003, 298). But Berkeley insists nonetheless that “the law prohibiting rebellion is in strict truth a law of nature, universal reason, and morality” (PO 21:28), and therefore, that there are no exceptions to the rule of nonresistance.

Berkeley’s endorsement of passive obedience includes, then, a commitment to nonviolence, as do calls to civil disobedience, but this shared commitment is not sufficient to conclude that passive obedience is simply a form of civil disobedience. The contemporary political philosopher Christopher Heath Wellman lists six criteria that acts of disobedience must meet in order to be considered cases of civil disobedience (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 86). Such acts must be:


1. principled (that is, not for personal gain)

2. public

3. nonviolent

4. expected to be efficacious

5. resorted to only when sufficient attempts to legal recourse have been ineffective

6. engaged in only by those willing to accept the legal punishment for breaking the law



Berkeley’s arguments for passive obedience explicitly include Wellman’s conditions 1, 3, and 6; no mention is made of condition 4 or 5; and it is questionable whether Berkeley would endorse condition 2, given his emphasis on acts of conscience as the only acceptable reason for disobedience. The principal difference between Berkeley’s passive obedience and civil disobedience, then, is that the latter involves actively resisting, that is, doing something to bring attention to an unjust law, usually by breaking another law, say, by illegally occupying a building or by engaging in public protests when such protests are prohibited. The strain of acquiescence, of passivity, of inactivity running through the doctrine of passive obedience as Berkeley expresses it makes it fundamentally at odds with calls to acts of civil disobedience. Thus, Berkeley’s passive obedience cannot reasonably be understood as civil disobedience.

Samaritan Account of Natural Duty

How, then, can this doctrine be understood? To begin, though Berkeley’s commitments to nonviolence and nonresistance distance him from Locke’s political philosophy, his rejection of divine right monarchy brings him somewhat closer to it. This rejection is suggested in the letter to Percival noted above, where Berkeley writes that, “[a]s for the right of inheritance, to me it seems a kingdom is not a property, but a charge; it is not therefore necessary that it go by the same rule as an estate or goods and chattels” (CGB 23). Furthermore, in Passive Obedience, he distinguishes his position from the doctrine of divine right by asserting his indifference to “where or in what persons the supreme or legislative power is lodged,” and focuses instead on the fact that “in every civil community, somewhere or other, [there is] placed a supreme power of making laws, and enforcing the observation of them” (PO 3:18; see also PO 47:42). Berkeley agrees, then, broadly speaking, with the position Locke had advanced in the First Treatise against Sir Robert Filmer, who had argued that the king’s authority to rule derives from God, and that consequently, political subjects have an absolute duty to obey. But there was more to Locke’s argument against Filmer than the rejection of divine right monarchy. As Grant points out, “part of Locke’s rhetorical strategy [in the First Treatise] is to turn the tables on the usual claim [that revolution is dangerous and creates instability] and argue that his consent theory, which implies a right of revolution, is actually more likely to lead to peaceful politics than is Filmer’s doctrine of absolute subjection to Divine Right monarchy” (Grant 2003, 297). Though Berkeley does not advance a Filmerian position with respect to the divine right of monarchs, he does regard political instability as an inevitable consequence of political resistance, and insists, therefore, that such resistance must not be attempted. Astell had also linked the duty to obey the law to the stability the law provides to political subjects: “[W]ithout government mankind cannot subsist,” she writes in The Christian Religion (Astell 2013, 175:154). This is the case even when such obedience leads to one’s own suffering:


[I]t is better that I endure the unreasonableness, injustice, or oppression of a parent, a master, and so forth, than that the established rules of order and good government should be superseded on my account…. It is better that I should submit to an unjust sentence, than that there should be no end of strife; and that some private persons though ever so innocent should suffer, than that the majesty of government, and herein [its] authority should be violated, and the public should be disturbed.  (Astell 2013, 173:153)



In insisting that nonresistance is “a natural or moral duty,” and rebellion “a vice or breach of the law of nature” (PO 3:18), Berkeley’s doctrine of passive obedience appears to be grounded in what Wellman has called a “samaritan account” of the natural duty to obey the law (Wellman and Simmons 2005). This is the idea that the political peril of one’s fellow citizens, should the government collapse, contributes to one’s duty to obey the law. Berkeley advances this point when he argues that there is no way to secure stability and with it the “well-being of the whole sum of mankind” (PO 16:25) other than by general compliance with a single authoritative set of rules. Without this general compliance to “the law of the society,” he explains, “there is no politeness, no order, no peace, among men, but the world is one great heap of misery and confusion” (PO 16:25). The samaritan account of the natural duty to obey the law emphasizes that this duty is owed by persons to all others as moral equals, regardless of roles, relationships, or prior transactions or agreements. The impartialist approach inherent in the samaritan account is also present in Berkeley’s natural law theory. It underscores what Berkeley finds so objectionable in Locke’s political philosophy, namely, that the duty to obey the law is grounded in prior transactions or agreements, and therefore, like any agreement, it may be broken. The duty to obey the law, on Locke’s view, is a limited duty, and the condition that limits it is the consent of political subjects.

As it is expressed in PO 3, Berkeley’s doctrine of passive obedience applies to the obligation of political subjects within the context of a legitimate regime in which some unjust laws may, nonetheless, exist. Berkeley understands such laws to be “inconsistent with reason or conscience” (PO 3:18), and recognizes, therefore, that political subjects may refuse to obey them. What the samaritan account of natural duty shows is that refusing to obey even an unjust law does undermine the authority of the regime as a whole, which destabilizes the state, and, therefore puts all citizens at risk. Thus, Berkeley reasons, if one disobeys such a law, patient acceptance of the punishment attached to the transgression of the law is necessary for political stability. This is the heart of Berkeley’s justification for the doctrine of passive obedience.

Passive Obedience Versus Blind or Absolute Obedience

The principle of passive obedience is often conflated with claims about blind or absolute obedience, especially by those who reject this doctrine. Those who endorse it, like Berkeley and Astell, insist that these concepts are distinct. Astell marks the difference by explaining that blind obedience is at odds with reason; passive obedience is not. “A Blind Obedience is what a Rational Creature shou’d never Pay,” she writes in Some Reflections upon Marriage. “[A] blind Obedience is an Obeying without Reason, for ought we know, against it. God himself does not require our Obedience at this rate, he lays before us the goodness and reasonableness of his Laws” (Astell 1996, 75). Astell insists, then, that blind obedience is owed to no one, not even to God. Passive obedience, however, is something else; it is, like the precept “Thou shalt not steal,” a moral duty (Astell 2013, 149:138). This distinction matters for Astell because the target of her concern regarding female oppression is blind obedience, not passive obedience. She criticizes the practice of marriage by showing that it permits a husband to exercise an arbitrary power over a wife and that this reduces a wife to political slavery.7 Paraphrasing Locke, in this case approvingly, Astell writes: “[T]he being subjected to the inconstant, uncertain, unknown, arbitrary Will of Men [is] the perfect Condition of Slavery” (Astell 1996, 18–19). Astell’s diagnosis of oppression is not that slaves (or wives) owe—that is, have a moral duty to enact—passive obedience to their masters (or husbands); rather, slaves (or wives) are subjected to their oppressors by a forced blind obedience. As Locke explains, slaves are “subjected to the absolute dominion and arbitrary power of their masters … [and] cannot … be considered as any part of civil society” (Locke 2003, 8.85:136). Astell detests the blind obedience wives are forced to pay to husbands. But passive obedience to political authority, on which Astell insists, is a moral duty, and is not at odds with concerns for women’s liberty.

Locke, whose right of resistance is meant to undermine claims in favor of passive obedience, distinguishes between obedience that is “absolute” and obedience that is “arbitrary,” arguing that only the former is a duty. He gives as an example the duty soldiers have to obey superior military officers, but argues that even in situations like this, in which there is an absolute duty to obey, such obedience is not arbitrary; it is still in some way limited. A soldier must give an “absolute obedience to the command of every superior officer,” Locke explains, but this absolute obedience is limited according to the particular ends for which it is required. Thus, though a commanding officer may expect “absolute obedience” from an inferior, and though such an officer has “absolute power of life and death” over the soldier, he has no authority whatsoever to “dispose of one farthing of that soldier’s estate, or seize one jot of his goods” (Locke 2003, 11.139:162). The soldier’s obedience is absolute, Locke thinks, but only insofar as the officer’s commands are limited to war or other martial situations. Thus, Locke is willing to accept the notion of “absolute obedience” so long as the obedience demanded is not arbitrary, that is, so long as it is conditional and limited. It is this latter point about conditional and limited obedience that plays so important a role in Locke’s view of political subjects’ duty to obey the law: this duty, too, is conditional and limited—in this case—by the consent subjects have given to form civil society.

Berkeley’s commitment to passive obedience is often equated with “blind submission” (Häyry 2012, 7) or “blind compliance” (8) to political authority. But this conflation is problematic for several reasons: First, as we have seen, the position advanced in PO 3 is not that political subjects are obliged to submit to or comply with the law no matter what; it is that they must patiently (that is, passively) accept the consequences of their decision not to submit to the law. Second, advancing a position similar to Astell’s, Berkeley claims that the proper object of political subjects’ obedience is “right reason,” and not, as in the case of a legitimate regime turned oppressive, a tyrant, who “for [his] own sake … ha[s] not the least right to our obedience” (PO 39:38). Third, with respect to the objection that even under a legitimate regime with just laws, it is nonetheless contrary to “the dignity and freedom of reasonable agents” to pay a “blind implicit submission” to a sovereign, since such a sovereign is, after all, a mere mortal, Berkeley replies that deference must be paid to someone, so why not to those who are “invested with the supreme power”? (PO 50:43). Here Berkeley finds again an ally in Astell, who connects the necessity for deference to a legitimate sovereign back to the need for political stability. She explains that,


because order and government must be maintained, which could not be, considering the corruption and partiality of mankind, were everyone left to be judge in this matter, therefore we must submit to him, who by the laws and usages of the place, or by prescription when there is not a better title, has a claim to superiority, even though he be not really better than his neighbors.  (Astell 2013, 174:154)



Nonetheless, Berkeley does advance straightforward submission claims in Passive Obedience often enough for commentators to think there is more to the doctrine than the mere willingness to accept the consequences of one’s disobedience. Berkeley writes, for example, in PO 16 that “submission to the supreme civil authority is … a moral duty,” and in PO 35 that the precept “ ‘Thou shalt not resist the supreme [civil] power’ [is] a negative law of nature,” and, thus, requires an unlimited duty of obedience. This introduction of a “negative law,” however, opens the door to understanding Berkeley’s submission claims in a less disturbing way by drawing our attention to his interpretation of the difference between limited and unlimited duties to obey the law.

Astell’s work proves helpful here again in illuminating Berkeley’s view. Let us consider a claim she makes in The Christian Religion that appears at first glance to equate passive obedience with mere submission:


[T]he commands of our lawful governors are to be actually obeyed, if they are not inconsistent with the laws of God; or if they can’t be obeyed they must be patiently submitted to.  (Astell 2013, 332:249; my emphasis)



This claim is different from the position advanced in Christian Religion 149 and mirrored in Berkeley’s PO 3—that political subjects must passively submit to punishment when they disobey a law. In the passage under consideration here, the claim is that laws themselves must be patiently submitted to when one cannot actually obey them. The distinction being drawn is between passively obeying a law—that is, acquiescing to it—and actively obeying it. Astell makes a similar distinction between passively and actively obeying in the Letters:


I cannot discern wherein the Virtue of a bare Submission consists, such a passive Obedience to God is like the new Notion some have got of passive Obedience to their Governours, a[s] being content to suffer when we know not how to help it; but our Divine Amorist has an intire Complacency in whatever God allots, he in a manner goes forth to meet it, chuses, justifies, and rejoyces in it.  (Astell and Norris 2005, 129)



In part, this is a point about the affective states that accompany one’s acts of obedience: one may obey passively and resentfully, or actively and joyfully. But, more importantly, the passage from Christian Religion 332 points to the roles played by inactivity and activity in determining the extent of political subjects’ duty to obey the law. Astell’s distinction helps to illuminate Berkeley’s view of how political obligation is limited, and this in turn makes clear why he rejects Locke’s doctrine of consent as that which does the limiting work of political obligation. Let us turn now to consider what Berkeley means by limited and unlimited duties of obedience.

Limited and Unlimited Duties of Obedience

Though Berkeley insists that there is “an absolute, unlimited passive obedience due to the supreme power, wherever placed in any nation” (PO 32:35; my emphasis), he does not insist that there is an absolute, unlimited active obedience due to the supreme power, wherever placed in any nation. On the contrary, he explicitly rejects the latter claim. The duty to actively obey—that is, to follow positive precepts (Do X)—is, in fact, a limited duty. Positive precepts do express moral rules, but political subjects’ duty to enact them is limited; such precepts, Berkeley says, “allow room for human prudence and discretion in the execution of them”; furthermore, the “exercise of [positive laws] admits of suspension, limitation, and diversity of degrees” (PO 26:31–32). Berkeley explains that the reason active obedience is a limited, rather than an unlimited, duty is that “[i]t is … possible that a man, in [actively] obeying the commands of his lawful governors, might transgress some law of God contrary to them” (PO 40:38). Because the duty of active obedience (Do X) is a limited duty, it follows that political subjects may refuse to enact the unjust commands of legitimate governors—that is, commands that would be at odds with some law of God.

The opposite case, that is, that concerning an unlimited duty of obedience, is confined only to negative precepts or inactivity (Do not do X), and thus, to passive, not to active, obedience. Turning to Astell once again to augment our understanding of Berkeley’s view, we learn that “negative precepts always oblige; for it can never be lawful at any time, or in any circumstances or exigencies, or upon any occasion, to do that which God has expressly forbid” (Astell 2013, 189:160). Berkeley concurs: “negative precepts … are to be taken in a most absolute, necessary, and immutable sense” (PO 26:31). Therefore, because it is possible that in actively obeying the civil law (Do X), one might transgress a law of God (a moral law), such a transgression can be avoided by following the negative precept “Do not do X.” The “passivity” or “inaction” here is not the passivity explained in PO 3—that when one disobeys a law for conscience’s sake, one must passively submit to consequences of that disobedience. Here the inactivity concerns the law itself. It is by following the dictates of negative precepts that, for example, the subordinate magistrates of a legitimate government that has turned tyrannical—that is, a now illegitimate regime—may refuse to carry out the regime’s commands. Such subordinates, Berkeley explains, “may not, nay, they ought not, in [active] obedience to those [cruel and unnatural] decrees [of tyrants], to act anything contrary to the express laws of God” (PO 49:43; my emphasis). It is the unlimited duty to obey negative precepts, that is, to “abstain from all manner of positive actions whatsoever” (PO 26:31), that allows magistrates to resist the commands of tyrants, and, one supposes, that also allows political subjects not to enact unjust laws within a legitimate regime. Berkeley holds, then, a view similar to that proposed by Wellman: there are moral reasons to resist both unjust laws of legitimate states and illegitimate states themselves (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 79).

We have seen, then, that Berkeley’s commitment to the doctrine of passive obedience consists in two different but related characterizations: first, that political subjects must patiently accept the consequences of their own disobedience (PO 3:18); second, that the duty to obey the law in any legitimate or in any oppressive regime is limited with respect to action or positive commands, and it is unlimited with respect to negative precepts or inaction (PO 26:31; PO 40:38). We are now ready to consider how Berkeley’s position is meant to challenge Locke’s contract theory.

Berkeley’s Rejection of Lockean Contract Theory

Berkeley distinguishes between an unlimited duty of passive obedience and a limited duty of active obedience, and he cashes out this distinction in terms of the inactivity that defines negative duties (Do not do X) and the activity that defines positive duties (Do X). Locke also thinks the duty to obey political authority is limited. But what does the work to create that limit is consent, and Berkeley rejects that as the limiting condition. Let us briefly consider Locke’s view.

Locke argues in the Second Treatise that political obligation is limited by the fact that it is grounded in an agreement. Political duty exists as a matter of exchange. The authority of the civil power, on the one hand, and the duty of the subjects to obey, on the other, are human artifices created through an exchange or transaction. There is no authority if there is no duty to obey, and there is no duty to obey if there is no authority. Locke’s “transactional” theory of obligation (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 116) serves to limit both the authority of government and the duty of subjects to obey.

Hume gives a clear statement of the transactional nature of the limited authority of government and the limited duty of subjects to obey political authority in Of the Original Contract. He claims that Locke and others like him


affirm that all men are … born equal, and owe allegiance to no prince or government, unless bound by the obligation and sanction of a promise. And as no man … would forego the advantages of his native liberty, and subject himself to the will of another; this promise is always understood to be conditional, and imposes on him no obligation, unless he meet with justice and protection from his sovereign. These advantages the sovereign promises him in return; and if he fail in the execution, he has broken, on his part, the articles of engagement, and has thereby freed his subject from all obligations to allegiance. Such, according to these philosophers, is the foundation of authority in every government; and such the right of resistance, possessed by every subject.  (Hume 1985, 469; my emphasis)



What Berkeley objects to in Locke’s social contract theory is not the idea that political subjects may disobey the civil authority. We have already seen that Berkeley thinks they may, though they must submit to whatever punishments such actions entail. Furthermore, Berkeley does not object to the claim that the duty of obedience has limits. Indeed, he argues for a limited duty of active obedience: this is what permits magistrates not to carry out the commands of an oppressive regime, or subjects to refuse to enact unjust laws in a legitimate regime. What Berkeley objects to in Locke’s political philosophy is that what limits or constrains the duty of obedience is a contract or agreement. If the duty to obey political authority is limited or constrained by consent or agreement, then this duty is a quid pro quo exchange. It is a transaction. But Berkeley thinks no genuine moral duty could ever be limited in this way. If A has the duty to keep her promises to B, for example, then A has that duty no matter what B does. A’s duty is not conditional on B’s keeping his promises to her. On the contrary, genuine moral duties are always “binding” (PO 31:34), Berkeley claims; they cannot be transactional. This is not to say that transactional agreements are not a part of political life; rather, it is to say that the transaction is not what establishes the limits of political obligation. Berkeley writes: “[T]o speak of a conditioned, limited loyalty, and I know not what vague and undetermined contracts, is a most effectual means to loosen the bands of civil society, than which nothing can be of more mischievous consequence to mankind” (PO 24:30).

For Locke, the duty of obedience is limited by an agreement or transaction. But, for Berkeley, the duty of (active) obedience is limited by the fact that positive moral precepts do not oblige in the same way that negative moral precepts do. Only “negative duties [do] not … admit of limitation” (PO 52:45). Berkeley rejects, therefore, the Lockean conception of a limited duty understood as an exchange or transaction, as something created through a social contract.

Berkeley’s rejection of Locke’s understanding of the limited duty to obey the law carries with it an important insight. To understand that insight, we must first consider a significant objection to which Berkeley’s philosophy is subject—as are all natural law theories of political obligation—namely, the “particularity problem” (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 110). This is the objection that natural law theories cannot adequately account for the particular obligations political subjects have as citizens of their own states, since it is unclear how the natural duty that is owed to all humans simultaneously ties subjects to one particular institution or social group. Natural law theories fail to explain the “moral requirement that binds us specially to our own laws (countries, governments, states, etc.), [that are] based in the special relationship we have to one particular legal system” (Wellman and Simmons 2005, 110). If the samaritan account of natural law connects the duty to obey the law to social stability, why should that duty be limited only to the political boundaries within which one lives, rather than to any regime that ties obedience to stability?

Berkeley’s Passive Obedience is not an attempt to resolve the particularity problem. On the contrary, his arguments may be seen as turning the tables on those who would place the natural law theorist on the defensive, by instead placing the transactional theorist—in this case, Locke—on the defensive. Berkeley’s arguments do this by showing that Locke’s social contract theory fails to explain how political obligations are moral duties. To understand this point, let’s briefly revisit Locke’s position. In advancing his social contract theory, Locke had argued that natural law is necessary, but not sufficient, to define explicit political duties (Riley 2006). Thus, his political philosophy was meant to distinguish between the general, impartial moral obligations that humans have under natural law, and the particular, partial political obligations that citizens have, by utilizing the concepts of consent and the social contract. As Grant points out, “Locke [taught] his readers to think about power and obligation in a new way” (Grant 2003, 299); through his social contract theory he created a new category of obligation. It is precisely to this new category of obligation that Berkeley objects in Passive Obedience: he rejects the idea “that submission to government differs from moral duties in that it is founded in a contract,” and therefore, that “upon the violation of its conditions, [the contract] doth … become void, and in such case rebellion is lawful” (PO 22:28–29; my emphasis). Berkeley’s Passive Obedience aims to show that though Locke may have accounted for particular political duties, he has had to give up altogether that these are moral duties. In advancing the view (against Filmer) that there is no natural political power, Locke had shown that legitimate political rule comes about only by human artifice. This was a point with which Berkeley agreed. But the companion to Locke’s argument was that there is no natural political obligation, either; political duties depend on human artifice, namely, on the social contract. It is this last claim that Berkeley rejects. Berkeley’s dismissal of Locke’s social contract theory rests on the insight that a transactional account of the duty to obey the law does not sufficiently account for how political obligation is a moral duty.

Further Objections

A second objection to Berkeley’s position on passive obedience—one for which he does not have a good response—concerns his insistence that the precept “Thou shalt not resist the supreme power” (PO 35:36) is a negative precept, and like all such precepts, entails an unlimited duty of obedience. But, a critic might ask, isn’t it possible for this duty of inaction to be at odds with other such duties? For example, imagine that the supreme power orders the killing of innocents. How is a political subject to decide between the two negative precepts “Thou shalt not resist the supreme power” and “Thou shalt not kill”? By what mechanism would a political subject decide between conflicting negative duties? Such a subject could, of course, do nothing whatsoever, but that would be to surrender to paralysis rather than to uphold a moral duty.

One final objection: when Berkeley considers the duty of political subjects to obey legitimate political authority, he passes over something important in Locke’s philosophy, namely, the question of what makes the sovereign’s power legitimate. Berkeley claims in PO 3 and PO 47 that he is not concerned with how a regime gains its legitimacy; he is only concerned to show that once that authority is established, political subjects are bound by a duty of nonresistance. But part of Locke’s aim in the Second Treatise is to establish why the sovereign’s power is legitimate, and he does so by tying its authority to the subjects’ duty of obedience. For Berkeley to begin his inquiry by brushing aside the question of what makes for legitimate political authority is to miss a major motivating element of Locke’s political philosophy.

Conclusion

The doctrine of passive obedience, as Berkeley advances it, consists of two parts: first, that political subjects must patiently accept the consequences of their own disobedience (PO 3:18); second, that the duty to obey the law is limited with respect to action or positive commands, and it is unlimited with respect to negative precepts or inaction (PO 26:31; PO 40:38). Berkeley objects to Locke’s transactional theory of political obligation not because Locke argues that the duty to obey the law is limited—Berkeley agrees with that claim—but because Locke argues that what limits the duty to obey the law is an agreement. Berkeley’s Passive Obedience is meant to undermine Locke’s political philosophy by rejecting transactional consent as that which establishes the limits of political obligation.8

Notes

1. Astell’s arguments for passive obedience appear in several works: Serious Proposal to the Ladies (Part I, 1694; Part II, 1696; Parts I and II, 1697, 1701, 1703); Letters Concerning the Love of God (1695; 1705); Some Reflections upon Marriage (1700; 1703; 1706; 1730); and most fully in The Christian Religion, as Professed by a Daughter of the Church of England (1705; 1717). Berkeley was familiar with Astell’s Serious Proposal: he included selections from it in The Ladies Library, a compilation of readings aimed at women readers published in 1714 (see Kendrick 2015). Though The Ladies Library was published after Passive Obedience, it is nonetheless likely that Berkeley was familiar with Astell’s work before 1714, in particular, with her correspondence with John Norris—Letters Concerning the Love of God. Given Norris’s role in making Malebranche’s philosophy visible to a wider English/Irish philosophical audience, and given Berkeley’s familiarity with Norris’s works (see CGB 49), it is probable that he read the Letters. In fact, one of the criticisms raised by Astell against Malebranchean occasionalism in the correspondence found its way into Berkeley’s A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710; 1734), suggesting that he was, indeed, familiar with the text.

2. That Locke was a special target of Astell’s criticisms is evidenced by her gathering the anti-Lockean claims that had appeared throughout the first edition (1705) of The Christian Religion and placing them in a separate, free-standing section—section V—in the second edition (1717).

3. Though many commentators acknowledge Astell’s rejection of Locke’s social contract theory, they seldom focus on her defense of the doctrine of passive obedience as a way to understand this rejection. Instead, they emphasize either that few (if any) political subjects have actually given the kind of consent that would be necessary to ground political duty, or that there are rarely situations in which two free and equal individuals willingly engage. There is always some sort of domination and subordination (see Bryson 1998).

4. See Leary (1977); Olscamp (1970); Flage (2014); Rickless (2016); Häyry (2012).

5. In A Treatise of Human Nature, Hume rejects the doctrine of passive obedience: “Tis certain … that in all our notions of morals we never entertain such an absurdity as that of passive obedience, but make allowances for resistance in the more flagrant instances of tyranny and oppression” (THN 3.2.9.4:353–354). But in his 1745 essay, “Of Passive Obedience,” he is somewhat more sympathetic to it.

6. See Rickless (2016, 4), who argues that Berkeley’s allowing madmen and usurpers to provide an exception to the doctrine of passive obedience is “practically self-defeating” because it undermines his insistence throughout Passive Obedience that citizens are always morally required not to resist the sovereign.

7. Broad (2014) makes this point convincingly.

8. Versions of this chapter were presented at the International Berkeley Society Conference, Newport, RI (2018); at the Locke Workshop, City University of New York Graduate Center (2016); and at a Resident Scholar Reception at Whitehall Museum House, Middletown, RI (2015). I am grateful to audience members for their thoughtful criticisms and also to my writing group colleagues Lisa Lebduska, Karen McCormack, and Dana Polanichka for their pointed questions. Thanks are also due to Samuel Rickless for his helpful comments on a penultimate draft of this chapter.
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Chapter 20

Berkeley’s Theology

The Promise of Infinite Eternal Happiness

Timo Airaksinen

To Live in God: Obedience, Trust, and Virtue

Berkeley, a theologian and churchman, acknowledges the essential imperfection of the world we humans live in: it is a vale of misery and tears where all the people must sooner or later face adversity, loss, accidents, and illness, “sentenced to lead a short and sorrowful life, a life of pains” (Serm 6:94). Happiness is of course a possibility although it will not last, whether we are virtuous and do the right thing, that is, obey the commands of God, or bad and do whatever we may desire. This is what Berkeley learned, if not earlier, then at least in Rhode Island and later on in Cloyne, Ireland. Some people in Rhode Island might have been good and pious, but too many of them were not. They might have attended church regularly but they lacked religious zeal, as Berkeley found out when he preached in local churches: “it must be acknowledged at the same Time, that too many of them have worn off a serious Sense of all Religion” (Serm 9:121). In Cloyne, the poor Catholics were sick and starving without hope for a better life. The bishop tried to help them; thus he wrote the far-reaching medical speculations in Siris (Airaksinen 2017). Later in his life, he was acutely aware of the evil in this world. However, he mentions the vale of misery as early as 1708 in a sermon at Trinity College, Dublin (Serm 1:12), but this is then just a figure of speech, a stylistic device. His argument in the sermon does not require the introduction of true evil in this world of ours. However, in the long run his theology becomes deeply ambiguous; on the one hand the world is good and beautiful, on the other it is a valley of tears. But the bishop remains optimistic and leans on the possibility of the ultimately victorious good in the hands of the creator of all natural beauty and human happiness.

The naturalist in Berkeley enjoys the endless northern summer, at the same time downplaying the miseries of winter. Hence he refuses to compare the relative degrees of happiness and misery in human life because his God is good, as is shown by all of the happiness and beauty we enjoy. As a theologian he wants to infer the goodness of God from the good we have, and at the same time he refuses to infer God’s badness from all the bad we have to suffer. This seems to indicate the axiomatic status of God’s goodness. A possible counterargument is to say that our empirical knowledge and science provide us the means to succeed in life, and all this depends on God’s good will toward us, hence God is good (Dancy 1987, 124–128).

Let me clarify this theme, namely, why the good God permits all the worldly evil in the best of all possible worlds, or the Leibnizian theodicy problem. In his Treatise on the Principles of Human Knowledge, Berkeley writes:


We should further consider, that the very blemishes and defects of Nature are not without their use, in that they make an agreeable sort of variety, and augment the beauty of the rest of the creation, as shades in a picture serve to set off the brighter and more enlightened parts.  (PHK 152:111)



This sounds callous but it also fails to solve the problem: some people must suffer, unfairly, so that others may feel good and see the beauty of the world. Suppose a person witnesses another person’s needless and unearned suffering; if she lacks some basic empathy, she may well appreciate better her own good luck. An empathetic person may struggle, though. Next, suppose I personally suffer from bad luck; in that case, I may not see how my bad luck enhances the beauty of the world. I may consider a possible world where I need not suffer in much brighter colors than the present one, but the key point is that this does not make my present suffering vanish. Therefore, Berkeley’s view may look acceptable to some persons but never to those who actually suffer, which is to say that he has not explained why all that suffering and evil are just “shades in a picture.” Moreover, this idea of evil as a shadow that is needed to make good shine is not consistent with the idea of heavenly bliss. Evil does not exist in heaven, yet its goodness is maximally intense.

One may argue also as follows: when evil is truly overpowering and reaches its grotesque depths, no good may shine through. The visible darkness of evil covers up what in normal circumstances may look good (Airaksinen 2016, 229–231). The young, impetuous philosopher does not waste much time on questions like this, and when he is a more mature traveler and a fatherly churchman, he apparently feels no need to return to such follies as the theodicy problem. In the theological perspective, he simply accepts the fact that the world is a vale of misery. He does not want to argue against the fact; how could he or why should he? God has created a lovely world for us full of life and beauty—a natural theologian can see he is a good God. This intuition is emphasized by the analogy between the beauty of virtue and the beauty of nature: God as the creator of all this beauty must also be the paradigm of virtue quite independently of all the evil in the natural world:


Even the inanimate unorganized elements seem to have an excellence relative to each other. Where was the excellency of water, if it did not cause herbs and vegetables to spring from the earth, and put forth flowers and fruits? And what would become of the beauty of the earth, if it was not warmed by the sun, moistened by water, and fanned by air? Throughout the whole system of the visible and natural world, do you not perceive a mutual connexion and correspondence of parts? And is it not from hence that you frame an idea of the perfection, and order, and beauty of nature?  (Alc 1,16:33)



About the beauty of virtue, the ever virtuous Euphranor says: “Doubtless there is a beauty of the mind, a charm in virtue, a symmetry and proportion in the moral world. This moral beauty was known to the ancients by the name of honestum” (Alc 3,3:118).1 However, such aestheticism does not work in ethics—its significance is more or less inspirational. As Crito says about the free-thinkers: “But then one might expect from such philosophers so much good sense and philanthropy as to keep their tenets to themselves, and consider their weak brethren, who are more strongly affected by certain senses and notions of another kind than that of the beauty of pure disinterested virtue” (Alc 3,13:132). Virtue may be beautiful but its beauty as such does not motivate the weak.

The world is a place where all pleasure and happiness, perhaps beauty as well, remain transient even if they are real. Of course, the world is not supposed to be heaven. Because of this, if we are true believers, we enjoy what we are given to enjoy and in the case of hardship set our eyes on a future state, or heaven, because God promises heavenly happiness to those who live a virtuous life. And we can live a virtuous life also in bad times and circumstances; Berkeley is convinced of this, although it will not be easy. This nicely bypasses the theodicy problem because evil pales into insignificance when one thinks of the eternal bliss in a future state, even if one’s present suffering is real. Evil simply does not matter, although it is a fact, but only if you are a true Christian believer. All other people suffer without hope and consolation, which is to say, Berkeley’s solution is limited in scope. On the other hand, religious life is an opportunity open to all of us, perhaps also to slaves. Berkeley was a slave owner while living in Newport, Rhode Island (Clark 2005, 396).

In order to succeed in our religious quest, we need to “live in God,” or admit that “in him we live, and move, and have our being” (Alc 4,14:159), which is, first, to recognize and follow his commands and, second, to put one’s unconditional trust in his benevolent influence and inspiration—these two duties make virtue a pious condition. They bind us, although the second is typically ignored by those commentators who write on something they call “Berkeley’s ethics.” Perhaps they underestimate Berkeley’s religious zeal when they want to see him as a philosopher, which in its turn implies insufficient familiarity with the whole corpus of his writings. For instance, Stephen Clark writes, ambiguously: “What we must do, all that we can do, is act according to our highest ideal of how the world should be, and trust that so we habituate ourselves to the air of heaven” (Clark 1988, 252). But it is not that easy to “habituate ourselves to the air of heaven,” namely, simply by aiming at the ideal world as one personally sees it. What is needed is faith, and therefore, the second duty becomes the primary one. To follow God’s commands without true religious belief and Christian faith, or trust in God, is never enough. This should be obvious: suppose a free-thinker follows God’s commands; is he a good and virtuous person? Certainly not, as is shown by Berkeley’s argument that too stubborn free-thinking can be seen as high treason per se: he asks whether “blasphemy against God should not be inquired into, and punished with the same rigour as treason against the king” (RGB 6:71). No free-thinker can be trusted, for instance, because he cannot swear an oath of allegiance to the crown; all oaths are to be guaranteed by God. Of course, this is only a special case, but it illustrates the key principle, namely, faith and only faith allows one to do the right thing and to be virtuous. In this sense, we can call faith a transcendental condition of the good and virtuous, or pious and blessed, life. Obedience to God’s commands means nothing without faith. Perhaps we can ask, how do you know what God commands if you do not live in God? A believer knows God’s commands in a way which is not possible for an atheist, a deist, or a free-thinker. Obedience without faith is, therefore, an empty word.

For Berkeley, “in God” is a crucial and constantly recurring figure of speech, in various contexts, but of course not in the pantheistic sense. It can be understood in two ways, metaphysically and practically: metaphysically speaking, everything is in God, although one may pretend to live a godless life, as the free-thinkers do. However, they do not live in God in the practical and subjective sense of the term that entails faith, hope, and trust—they lack all of that. The expression “we live in God” may also read as follows. Berkeley says that true believers are God’s chosen people who form “the church of the living God the pillar and ground of truth” (Serm 6:88) and can thus depend on God in their quest for eternal happiness in a future state:


Nothing is more evident to whoever reads the scriptures with attention than that God from the beginning designed to select out of the corrupt mass of mankind a peculiar people to himself, sanctifyed and distinguished from the rest of the world by faith and repentance, animated by the Spirit of God; supported and enlightened by his grace, so conducted through this world as not to suffer by the contagion of it, a people whose hope is in the heavens whose ultimate aim and end is an eternal state of happiness and glory. This society of peculiar persons who in all ages preserved a knowledge of the true God, and endeavoured to conform their lives and actions to his will, looking beyond this present world and aspiring to things above; this society, I say, of peculiar persons is called the church, whereof Jesus Christ is the Redeemer, the life which actuates, the center which unites, and the head which governs and conducts the whole.  (Serm 6:87; also Serm 6:89)



Should we say that this notion of the church is just a rhetorical device? Does it exist? From Berkeley’s philosophical point of view, the idea of the church that covers all denominations, or all the churches, along with their mutually contradictory dogmas and varied rituals, may look strange. It looks alarmingly like an abstract idea similar to the idea of the famously impossible triangle:


What more easy than for any one to look a little into his own thoughts, and there try whether he has, or can attain to have, an idea that shall correspond with the description that is here given of the general idea of a triangle, which is, neither oblique, nor rectangle, equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once?  (PHK 13:33)



Berkeley’s theological thought is not always in line with his philosophy, or as C. S. Peirce said, he is not a “fully disciplined mind” (Peirce 1991 [1871], 135). Nevertheless, we have here an interesting and radical theological point that we must not dismiss. Of course, he always emphasizes the role of the church in religious and even political life, but now he paints a Platonic kind of picture of the church, or sketches a Platonic idea of it. To be a believer one need not join a particular Christian sect, commit oneself to its dogmas, and attend its temple. Believers form a church simply because they believe: this is the Platonic idea of it. Again, this may be an isolated view and it is difficult to say how Berkeley really saw the situation. Perhaps he was thinking more in terms of the real Anglican Church than the universal church in the idealistic Platonic sense. After all, the church unifies all believers in the sense that does not allow a distinction, say, between Anglicans and Catholics, a distinction that certainly was important to the bishop.

Be this as it may, the idea of the church illustrates the meaning of “to live in God”: only believers do not “suffer by the contagion of [the world].” All others do, regardless of their apparent virtue. A word of warning is needed here: Berkeley does not apply this idea in any consistent manner in his writings. His minor theological writings are unsystematic and more or less exploratory, as it seems, and thus I disagree with David Berman’s claim that “Berkeley’s theology … was … the last great and creative theological synthesis” (Berman 1994, 159). T. E. Jessop calls Berkeley’s writings ambiguously both a system and an outline, and, as such, “a piece of religious apologetics, the outline of constructive natural theology” (Jessop 1981, 109). I rather agree with Anne Forster Berkeley, who laments her late husband’s lack of constructive work in comparison to his critical effort to “remove rubbish” (according to Turbayne 1963, xii).2 And then we must draw a line between his practical and systematic theology, misleadingly but commonly called his “ethics” and “philosophy.”

Notions of Ethics

I imagine Berkeley could have written a treatise, mimicking Sextus Empiricus and calling it Against the Ethicists, but instead he chose to attack the free-thinking deists as atheists who lure innocent and unsuspecting people away from God and the church, most famously in Alciphron (Airaksinen and Gylling 2017). Berkeley loathes them, or, as he says, their irreligious doctrines but not the persons. As he says in his Sermons: “But then we must be sure that we hate the vices and not the man, we must distinguish the impiety from the unhappy subject of it, and while we abhor the crimes, must have a compassion, nay more than that a love for the criminal” (Serm 2:17). The main point is that, as he says, he hates something and not somebody, perhaps thinking of the Christian teaching that you should love your enemy and turn the other cheek. Berkeley has all virtues under heaven (Jones 2005, 7). Nevertheless, impiety is a crime.

As Berkeley sees it, deism leaves enough room for ethical sensibilities to flourish but this does not save the doctrine. According to deists, God has left his mark on the world but is now absent; to do the right thing is to follow the rules of ethics, or virtue in eighteenth-century parlance. But virtue is never enough, even if it refers to following God’s commands, as we need to put our trust in God, and thus live in God in the only way that is laudable. This is not a project of autonomous ethics; its foundations are theological, in the sense that it does not purport to establish universal conclusions as ethical norms and directives, but instead points us to the straight road to heaven: “Let any man but open his eyes & behold the two roads before him, the one leading thro the straight, peacefull paths of piety & vertue to eternal life: the other deformed wth all the crookedness of vice & ending in everlasting death” (Serm 1:14; also Alc 3,10:129). Indeed, Berkeley’s practical theology of eternal happiness does not leave much room for ethics in any secular sense. As Crito puts it: “In contemplating the beauty of such a moral system, we may cry out with the Psalmist, ‘Very excellent things are spoken of thee, thou City of God’ ” (Alc 3,10:129). However, in Passive Obedience (6:2), Berkeley writes: “I intend not to build on the authority of Holy Scripture, but altogether on the Principles of Reason common to all mankind.” He wants to persuade also those rational men who would oppose the politically important idea of passive obedience from the point of view of the Holy Scripture. This seems to give human reason priority over religious faith. However, in his theological writings, Berkeley adopts another strategy when he discusses ethics.

Let me clarify the relationship between ethics and practical theology (Airaksinen 2015). Suppose one says,


One must obey God’s commands.



This can be understood in two ways. First,


I obey God’s commands because X.



X may refer to ethical, prudential, or other similar reasons. If X is something like “God’s commands are necessarily good, ethically grounded, and virtuous,” my obedient action becomes morally laudable. But this is not what Berkeley means. Even an atheist can agree with this idea. She may have studied God’s commands and compared them with ethically virtuous directives, thus concluding that they are good. Therefore, she says she accepts them. Second, suppose,


I obey God’s commands because, as a member of his church, I live in God and put my trust on him.



This automatically excludes atheists, free-thinkers, and deists.

However, a believer need not be a morally laudable or virtuous person because her reasons for action are not formulated in ethical terms. She is set to earn supernatural merit and not moral praise, and these two may conflict. Of course, if one says God is morally good, everything is fine, and moral praise and supernatural merit come to an agreement—this is a common Christian strategy of argumentation. Now, another early tradition, that of “merciful savagery,” claims quite disturbingly, “There is no cruelty in regard for God’s honor,” and “There is no crime for those who have Christ.” In other words, the commands of God bypass and replace those of secular ethics (Nixey 2017, 223, 230). The key question is, therefore, which one is first, God’s commands or moral virtue? Do his commands establish virtue or are they virtuous simply in the sense of satisfying the demands of autonomous ethics? (PO 7:21–22; Pitcher 1977, 236). This age-old problem looks like an argumentative dead end.

Let me then make two points concerning virtue. First, virtue for Berkeley is not its own reward, and second, virtue cannot be understood instrumentally. These two points taken together deflate the idea of secular ethics within Berkeley’s discourse on practical theology. In a godless world, understood as the world the deists imagine, virtues may still make sense conditionally in the sense that if we want a world like X, we also want and need the relevant virtues. It all depends on X, which entails empty relativism or conventionalism. Why should we want virtue if we cannot say, unequivocally, why we want it? Any positive answer to this question concerning X debases virtue. However, the goal of instrumental virtue may be understood non-relativistically as well. Virtue aims at the ultimate good, summum bonum, which for Berkeley is happiness and, more specifically, perfect and lasting happiness, and he says it is only available in heaven. So, let us be virtuous in order to get a place in heaven. This is not a good idea: we are supposed to be virtuous only because we want to be happy in heaven; that is, without heaven and its happiness, our good motivation fails. In Berkeley’s theological perspective, such instrumentalism may not bother us; it is irrelevant because virtue takes us to heaven if and only if we live in God, that is, if we stay in the church placing our trust and hope in God’s guidance and benevolence. Without God we have no hope, and without faith our obedience becomes meaningless. We should not put our trust in virtue only. Only in God may one be genuinely virtuous, or as virtuous as humanly possible, and virtue, like a road, will then lead one straight to heaven and eternal happiness.

The virtue that leads us to heaven is indeed theological in nature. Think of an apprentice carpenter who wants to shape a perfect chair. She has her instruments but they are of limited use without the help provided by a master of the craft. She has her tools and she must try hard to learn how to use them, but her success depends on the master she trusts. In the same way, virtue is not instrumental because it fails without assistance, which in this case entails mercy. Virtue in human hands is impotent and useless, as we can say by mimicking Berkeley’s theological perspective. Perhaps we can say that we offer our virtue to God trusting in his benevolent acceptance.

The relationship between Berkeley’s supernatural ethics and secular ethics is difficult to understand and explain. Certainly he wants to say something about the latter, yet it is clear that all ethics rests on theology. Perhaps an analogy to causality helps: we may study nature and talk about its laws and connections without mentioning God, but then we fail to understand the true idea of causality (Stoneham 2002, chap. 5). In a true medieval manner, Berkeley insists that all natural-law-like connections between facts are directly dependent on God’s acts of will (PHK 32:54; Grant 2010, chap. 6). In the same way, we may talk about ethics as if it were an autonomous and self-sufficient field of normative inquiry and a good guide to action. A simple way of putting this point is this: what we call causality is not causality, and what we call ethics is not ethics. To speak about ethics without referring to God’s commands is a mistake, and an even more serious mistake is to think that to follow God’s commands without faith constitutes ethical excellence or virtue. To simplify, one may say that right action, but not moral virtue, may be possible without faith. For instance, in his “Maxims Concerning Patriotism,” Berkeley writes: “A man who hath no sense of God or conscience: would you make such a one guardian to your child? If not, why guardian to the State?” (BW 6:253). When you take ethics and virtue in the most serious sense and consider the most important cases, you need faith, God, and the church.

Daniel Flage argues against a utilitarian interpretation of Berkeley’s ethics. He supports the Christian natural law theory: “Virtue might be its own reward if one is sufficiently wise, but for most people the hope of reward and fear of punishment are a means to coax people into a virtuous life” (Flage 2014, 162). Next:


Since design as the effect of a conscious, intentional being was central to Berkeley’s position, proving the existence of a designer—God—was of central concern for Berkeley’s moral theory. Hence, proof of the existence of God and the intelligibility of religious claims … was needed to support his moral theory. All this tends to show that Berkeley was a natural lawyer.  (Flage 2014, 162)



I fail to see the truth of this. The idea of a designer is important, but one cannot require a proof of it in order to join the church, and it does not make much sense to say that religious claims support moral theory. On the contrary, moral virtue flows from faith and religion constitutes moral virtue, in the sense that God is always the primary explanans both in science and in practical life. Virtue as the highest form of ethics is a pious notion and is basically the same as faith in a good God, which logically entails membership in his church. If you believe, you cannot go wrong. This is fundamentally the same intuition as the Socratic “Virtue is knowledge,” in the sense that now wrongdoing and unethical behavior depend on one’s lack of faith; indeed, virtue is faith. Many or most philosophers fail to see this because they still think Berkeley is, like them, a philosopher in disguise who flirts with some theological notions.

Desire and Pleasure in a Future State

Berkeley constantly worries and wonders about why so many people refuse to take religion and the church seriously and only pay lip service to religious doctrines (Serm 1:11; Serm 11:223). In this way, they endanger their own and others’ eternal happiness in a future state. Of course, if the reward is infinite, it does not matter how small the probability of becoming a true believer is; the expected utility is still the same, that is, infinite. This is why Pascal’s wager fails: to gain an infinite expected reward, it does not matter how small the probability of getting the reward is. You may remain a nonchalant atheist if you like, because the probability of becoming a believer is still more than zero, which is to say, the expected utility remains infinite. Indeed, Berkeley mentions “infinite eternal bliss,” but nothing depends on the idea of infinity here (Serm 1:11). He does not rely on Pascal’s wager although he probably knew it. He refers to Pascal’s sister’s book La vie de Mr. Pascal (PO 6:22n). Chances are that he also read the Pensées, which is where one finds Pascal’s wager.3

In the early sermon “On Immortality,” Berkeley shows that he understands the idea of utility calculations, and thus he emphasizes knowledge and rational calculations in religious life:


Thus an object wth half the goodness & double the certainty, & another wth half ye certainty & double ye goodness are equally desired. & universally those lots are alike esteem’d wherein the prizes are reciprocally as the chances. Let us now by this rule try wt value we ought to put on our Saviour’s promises. wth wt degree of zeal & desire we should in reason pursue those things Jesus Xt has brought to light by ye Gospell. In order whereunto it will be proper 1st to consider their excellency & 2dly ye certainty there is of our obtaining them upon fulfilling the conditions on wch they are promis’d.  (Serm 1:11–12)



It is as if he thinks he can show us “ye direct path to heaven” paved with such rational calculations. As I argued above, the path cannot be that direct because of the required emotional attachment to the church, or religious zeal, before the idea of eternal happiness makes sense. But this happens later when, especially in Alciphron, he starts putting more and more emphasis on natural religion and the emotional religious life, or the heart. A good example is the keen sense of pleasure and exuberant joy of living interpreted as religious sensibilities in natural theology. As Philonous says in the Three Dialogues:


Can there be a pleasanter time of the day, or a more delightful season of the year? That purple sky, these wild but sweet notes of birds, the fragrant bloom upon the trees and flowers, the gentle influence of the rising sun, these and a thousand nameless beauties of nature inspire the soul with secret transports; its faculties too being at this time fresh and lively, are fit for those meditations, which the solitude of a garden and tranquillity of the morning naturally dispose us to.  (DHP 171)



Therefore, people not only fail to understand the logic of rational decision-making but they are unable to figure out the idea of religious trust and hope, or the heart, as the essence of the life of the church. The ultimate requirement is to live in God, and this cannot be satisfied only on the basis of rational calculations according to the logic of decision-making. Ultimately, we are required both to listen to God’s language in nature (natural religion) and pay attention to the Christian mysteries (revealed religion). Nevertheless, we can safely conclude that for Berkeley religion requires both rational knowledge and the life of the heart, although he never systematizes their relationship. Heart, or the emotions, move and motivate us, like the language of revealed mysteries also does, and knowledge shows the right road (Belfrage 1986).

People do not take the prospect of eternal happiness seriously. Three possible reasons exist: bad desires, bad advice, and most importantly, the failure to join the church. Bad teachers are of course the free-thinkers as deists and atheists who mislead people by their bad advice. Next, we tend to dismiss eternal happiness because of bad reasoning caused by bad desires, or no reasoning at all. Berkeley makes two different distinctions here: first, between rational desires and brutish appetites (Serm 1:11), and next, between natural desires and their opposite, fantastical or artificial desires (G 4:193). He speaks of pleasures in both cases, but we may as well speak of desires. This is because in Berkeley’s time and later, too, the main theory of desire was hedonistic. The idea is that we desire what is pleasurable and nothing else. In other words, desire always aims at pleasure, although certain pleasures are not actually desired. This is to say that the desirability conditions of desire must be understood in terms of pleasure. Moreover, desire was typically classified as an emotion. However, such a simple idea based on the traditional understanding of desire may not work in the case of Berkeley’s vision of desire: “wt makes a thing desirable is it’s goodness or agreeableness to our nature” (Serm 1:11). Pleasure is good, but is it the only good? Is perceived goodness always accompanied by felt pleasure? It sounds strange to argue that something is both agreeable to our nature and unpleasant, or painful and yet desired.

Be this as it may, rational desire is guided by the knowledge of facts, probabilities, and value estimates in a standard manner. Brutish pleasures are unlike rational desires. They are more like drives, passions, impulses, urges, and whims, that is, they are irrational and perhaps uncontrollable—they are indeed brutish states of the mind. The distinction between rational desire and brutish passion is similar to Plato’s idea in Timaeus:


 [T]he heart is the node of the veins and the source of the blood that circulates vigorously throughout the body. So suppose reason reports that the body is being injured by something from outside, or possibly even by an internal appetite: on receiving the message, passion flares up and transmits its inducements and threats through all the body’s alleyways, so that every sentient part of the body becomes aware of them. And then all the parts become perfectly submissive and obedient, and so allow the best part to be the ruler in their midst.  (Plato 2008, Timaeus 70b)



Berkeley certainly knew Plato’s explanation of the physiological aspects of the distinction; he was an avid reader of Plato and knew Timaeus well:


It might very well be thought serious trifling to tell my readers that the greatest men had ever a high esteem for Plato; whose writings are the touchstone of a hasty and shallow mind; whose philosophy has been the admiration of ages; which supplied patriots, magistrates, and lawgivers to the most flourishing States, as well as fathers to the Church, and doctors to the Schools.  (Siris 332:151)



Next, he says that desire produces “uneasiness & uneasiness action” (Serm 1:13). We tend to act on a desire because we believe it is the only way to avoid the associated uneasiness. As such this idea applies well to the powerful and unyielding brutish passions that are painful per se. Yet, we have such desires, which is a lamentable state of affairs. Rational desires, or rational motives, on the other hand, may not be emotionally loaded with anxiety, namely, we keep them mild and agreeable in the best Epicurean sense. Whether the desire for eternal life and happiness connected to religious zeal is such a mild and agreeable desire remains an open question. As I have argued, Berkeley says it could and should be stronger than it usually is; we should do something about it, namely, live an active and self-conscious Christian life filled with natural and rational pleasures. I quote at length his amusing and obviously revealing narrative:


As I cannot go to the price of history-painting, I have purchased at easie rates several beautifully designed pieces of landschape and perspective, which are much more pleasing to a natural taste than unknown faces or Dutch gambols, tho’ done by the best masters: my couches, beds, and window-curtains are of Irish stuff, which those of that nation work very fine, and with a delightful mixture of colours. There is not a piece of china in my house; but I have glasses of all sorts, and some tinged with the finest colours, which are not the less pleasing, because they are domestick, and cheaper than foreign toys. Everything is neat, intire, and clean, and fitted to the taste of one who had rather be happy than be thought rich. / Every day, numberless innocent and natural gratifications occur to me, while I behold my fellow creatures labouring in a toilsome and absurd pursuit of trifles; one, that he may be called by a particular appellation; another, that he may wear a particular ornament, which I regard as a bit of riband that has an agreeable effect on my sight, but is so far from supplying the place of merit where it is not, that it serves only to make the want of it more conspicuous. Fair weather is the joy of my soul; about noon I behold a blue sky with rapture, and receive great consolation from the rosie dashes of light which adorn the clouds of the morning and evening. When I am lost among green trees, I do not envy a great man with a great crowd at his levee. And I often lay aside thoughts of going to an opera that I may enjoy the silent pleasure of walking by moonlight, or viewing the stars sparkle in their azure ground; which I look upon as part of my possessions, not without a secret indignation at the tastelessness of mortal men who, in their race thro’ life, overlook the real enjoyments of it.  (G 4:196)



Berkeley drops the Platonic division of desires and introduces another one between natural and fantastical desires (G 4:193). It seems that natural desires are basically the same as his earlier rational desires, the main difference between the two being that rational desire focuses on deliberation and natural desire on what is objectively good for us, or rationally desirable pleasures. However, the lower category is new. He bypasses the physiological Platonic idea of brutishness originating in the belly, and introduces a socially constructed idea of lower-level desires and pleasures. This is a precursor of Thorstein Veblen’s idea of conspicuous consumption in his classic The Theory of Leisure Class (1945 [1899]) and the idea of mimetic desire made famous by René Girard (1966). The main idea is simple: all desires are copies of other people’s desires. Girard concludes that this fact is a source of quarrel and strife in social life. Even more importantly, none of these desires is the agent’s own. Actually, it sounds questionable whether such desires qualify as personal desires at all. On the contrary, they are borrowed from others and as such they are inauthentic and even fake or illusory mental items. They also are subject to change due to new fashions; they may be overpowering, superficial, misleading, and harmful, yet the agent has limited control over them. It is preferable to live without such desires, as Berkeley’s early variant of the mimetic theory makes clear. Rational and natural desires lead one to the straight road to heaven and eternal happiness, given that one lives in God, and belongs to the church.

Heaven and Heavenly Bliss

We know nothing of what heaven is like and, a fortiori, of the kind of happiness one experiences in heaven:


1st then the things promised by our Saviour are life & immortality, that is, in the language of the Scriptures, eternal happiness, a happyness large as our desires, & those desires not stinted to ye few objects we at present receive from some dull inlets of perception, but proportionate to wt our faculties shall be wn God has given the finishing stroke to our nature & made us fit inhabitants for heaven, a happiness wch we narrow-sighted mortals wretchedly point out to our selves by green meadows, fragrant groves, refreshing shades, crystal streams & wt other pleasant ideas our fancys can glean up in this Vale of misery, but in vain, since the Apostle himself, who was caught up into the 3d heaven could give us no other than this empty tho emphatical description of it. ’tis wt eye hath not seen nor ear heard neither hath it enter’d into the heart of man to conceive  (Serm 1:12)



This is in many ways a remarkable passage, and it contains a reference to an apostle who was “caught up into the 3d heaven” (2 Corinthians 12:1–4), or into paradise, that is, in the heavenly garden of Eden. As such this harks back to an ancient Greek idea: certain people were able to visit the underworld Hades and come back to tell what it is like there (Kingsley 1995). The apostle came back but could not tell; yet, it is remarkable that he returned from the land of eternal life. In this early sermon, Berkeley still uses the language of revealed theology. As I will suggest, natural theology can handle the problem of eternal life, but happy eternal life proves to be more recalcitrant a thesis. Happiness in heaven is, therefore, a revealed mystery. Berkeley indeed says that heaven promises infinite bliss, which is not related to anything we see or feel here in this vale of misery, or what we can imagine. Imagination is dependent on empirical knowledge and so it cannot help us here. In what follows, I present a speculative interpretation of how to read Berkeley’s scant but important comments on heaven and heavenly bliss. It is certainly strange that he says so little about it and yet he thinks that the path to heaven is clearly marked in the sense that we know what it takes to find and travel it. Yet the goal itself is an enigma, an infinitely valuable but hidden state of affairs. We cannot describe it, so we must simply believe in it, which might not be a fully convincing idea to those whose minds are bent toward skepticism and free-thinking.

What is the nature of the pleasure or bliss that is unlike anything we ever felt or imagined; why call it pleasure? This must be among the central theological enigmas for Berkeley. Suppose we call X a state of pleasure or happiness and say that X is unlike anything one ever experienced or could experience, including imagination—do we make sense? To be more exact, we do not make sense de dicto, although we may make sense de re. When I believe X is good de re, I need not specify in what sense; it is enough that I refer to goodness. However, whatever is called happy or pleasant must be such, if taken de dicto, that we already are familiar with it; otherwise, why call it happiness or pleasure? Imagine, say, an animal we call a bird which has none of the features of the birds we know; why call it a bird? We need at least a convincing analogy to existing birds so that this bird somehow resembles some birds we know. Happiness and pleasure may be cluster concepts, but then we need to specify the sufficient conditions for being happy and pleasurable in the heavenly sense.4 This can be done by considering the type of the desirable states of affairs that characterize heaven, assuming we can say something about it. I will suggest that in heaven the key thing is to live in God, which now means enjoying a perfect unity with him. This entails a type of happiness and pleasure any believer knows and, hence, we can legitimately call it happiness and pleasure even in its most supreme, novel incarnation. To rest in the presence of the supreme value is as good a state of being as one can ever hope for.

Let us look into the details of the following argument. Berkeley says that the heavenly delights will “satiate the soul” and we should anticipate them:


But I leave it to any impartial man to judge which hath the nobler sentiments, which the greater views; he whose notions are stinted to a few miserable inlets of sense, or he whose sentiments are raised above the common taste by the anticipation of those delights which will satiate the soul, when the whole capacity of her nature is branched out into new faculties? He who looks for nothing beyond this short span of duration, or he whose aims are co-extended with the endless length of eternity? He who derives his spirit from the elements, or he who thinks it was inspired by the Almighty? (G 7:209).



This quotation is similar to what we saw earlier (Serm 1:12). Free-thinkers are said to be dependent on some “dull inlets of perception” or a “few miserable inlets of sense,” which may sound strange considering Berkeley’s new and revolutionary, immaterialist philosophy of the ideas of sense—in the Principles, they alone constitute a whole world. There he celebrates the senses and sensory ideas; they are all we certainly have plus the probable existence of other minds. We infer their existence on the basis of observing people like us and draw the positive conclusion on that basis. Now he dismisses most of this. Perhaps he realizes that his own thin empiricism, based on a few miserable and dull inlets of sense, is only a philosopher’s game and a fleeting experiment that cannot stand the test of time, and he starts moving away from it going all the way to the uninhibited Platonism and Neoplatonism in Siris. For instance, he notes that “Jamblichus declares the world to be one animal, in which the parts, however distant each from other, are nevertheless related and connected by one common nature (Siris 274:129). He does not want to share the empiricist standpoint with free-thinkers, and thus he moves on from empiricist philosophy, first to natural theology and finally to Platonist metaphysics. The emphasis on natural theology allows him to stay in touch with empirical observations as well as scientific knowledge. The truth of Berkeley’s philosophy is theology.

Most importantly and also enigmatically, Berkeley claims that we need and will get new faculties to allow us to experience such pleasures and ultimate happiness. He first hints at this by referring to “wt our faculties shall be wn God has given the finishing stroke to our nature” (Serm 1:12), and then he states it openly:


Would the Almighty inspire us with new faculties & give us a tast of those cœlestial joys, there could be no longer living in this world we could have no relish for the things of it but must languish & pine away with an incessant longing after the next. Besides, there could be no vertue, no vice, we should be no longer free agents but irresistibly hurry’d on to do or suffer any thing for ye obtaining so great felicity.  (Serm 1:13)



It is not clear whether the old faculties will be modified or all new faculties created. Next, Berkeley says that we must not get any taste of heavenly happiness or we would become so addicted to it that nothing else matters. Early Christians are a good example: their longing for heaven and martyrdom led to a flow of suicides that became a real problem for ecclesiastical and secular authorities alike (Nixey 2017, chap. 5). Of course they did not know what they were doing, because to know the heavenly bliss we need to wait until we receive those new faculties we have been promised.

All this is at the same time enigmatic and understandable: Berkeley postulates new senses or faculties that open up the vistas of the new realms of heaven, paradise, and a future state. It is as if the old maxim esse is percipi still applied, even in a future state where one emerges freshly equipped with new faculties, new senses, and new sensibilities. However, nothing can lessen the troubling thought of an enigma that will remain unsolved: what are those new faculties and what do they show us when they “satiate the soul”? He says elsewhere, in a letter, that angels may have them, which does not help us much: “Now both reason and scripture assure us there are other spirits (as angels of different orders, &c.) besides man, who, “tis possible might have perceived this visible world according as it was successively exhibited to their view before man’s creation” (CGB 45; BW 8:37–38). In what follows, I offer some further speculations concerning heaven and the happiness therein.

An Argument from Purity

In Siris, Berkeley says that heaven is characterized by its purity, and he refers to his new theory of fire, the cornerstone of his new Platonist metaphysics (Airaksinen 2017, 226–231):


If we may believe Diogenes Laertius, the Pythagorean philosophers thought there was a certain pure heat or fire, which had somewhat divine in it, by the participation whereof men became allied to the gods. And according to the Platonists, heaven is not defined so much by its local situation as by its purity. The purest and most excellent fire, that is heaven, saith Ficinus. And again, the hidden fire that everywhere exerts itself, he calls celestial. He represents fire as most powerful and active, dividing all things.  (Siris 211:103)



Supposing this is so, what kind of happiness is available to us? We know that we will enter a future state endowed with new angelic faculties, which are somehow analogous to perceptual faculties as we now know them. This must be so because we will live in eternal bliss, that is, a kind of happiness that somehow resembles pleasure; yet, we do not and cannot know what this happiness and pleasure are like. We only know this is something we would urgently want, if we knew it. Throughout Berkeley’s theology, and I mean his practical natural theology that is independent of his narrowly philosophical ideas, his approach to eternal life is ambiguous. First, he talks about the rational and innate desire for eternal life, both in his sermons and in Alciphron. His argument seems to consist of two parts. First, resurrection is an empirically verifiable fact, although the evidence seems rather haphazard:


Let us then look abroad into this world, which was at first created and is still preserved and governed by God. Let us try whether we can discern therein any marks and tokens, footsteps or traces, parallels or examples whereby to illustrate and infer a resurrection. And indeed it is hardly possible to open our eyes and not see something that puts us in mind thereof. All the parts of this corporeal world are in a perpetual flux and revolution, decaying and renewing, perishing and rising up again. The various successions and returns of light and darkness, winter and summer, spring and autumn, the renovation of plants and fruits of the earth, all are in some sort so many instances of this truth.  (Serm 8:107)



Second, we all have an innate desire for eternal life, or resurrection of bodies. Berkeley takes this to be a promise issued by God, and a good God will not disappoint: “We may add as a further proof of this point that natural appetite of immortality, which is so generally and so deeply rooted in mankind, and which we cannot suppose implanted in us by the author of our beings, merely to be frustrated. This would not be of a piece with the other dealings of God towards man” (Serm 8:108). Of course, in revealed religion, Jesus Christ also has promised eternal life to the members of his church, but this is now less relevant than the naturalistic argument from human psychology. We find the same argument also in Alciphron explicated by Euphranor:


And indeed, when I consider that the soul and body are things so very different and heterogeneous, I can see no reason to be positive that the one must necessarily be extinguished upon the dissolution of the other; especially since I find in myself a strong natural desire of immortality, and I have not observed that natural appetites are wont to be given in vain, or merely to be frustrated.”  (Alc 6,11:241)



However, in his sermons, Berkeley speaks of bodily resurrection:


And if so may we not in reason think with St. Paul that the burial of humane bodies is to be regarded as the sowing of seed in the earth? And if other things that are sown rise again at the end of the year, why may we not conceive that after the season of corruption is expired, at the end of the great year, the consummation of all things, our bodies shall rise again according to the express word of God?  (Serm 8:107)



As we saw, in Alciphron, he argues for another theory: the human body is so different from the soul that the fact that the former rots still allows for the preservation of the soul; hence, we need not talk about the resurrection of the body. For Berkeley, this is a key point in his natural theology: in other words, believers can rationally expect eternal life. One gap remains, though, for Berkeley’s argument does not show that eternal life is a happy life and not a mere shadowy Hades. We need to explore this issue separately. And, of course, nothing is said about hell or eternal suffering in the hands of the devil, which certainly is not a defect in the theory. Unbelievers simply die, or receive the “sentence of eternal death” (BW 7:169; Alc 6,13:243–244). Berkeley was not a great believer in hellish punishment.

One would think that eternal life is enough and we do not need more, but the revealed Christian religion also speaks of happiness in heaven. Berkeley follows the tradition here, although he has no natural proof. What would justify the expectations of great happiness in a future state? I can see only one solution, namely, a future state and eternal life arranged so that happiness logically follows. In simple terms, we can say that if the essence of religion is to live in God and this, as we know, is a happy state of affairs, in heaven we live in God in a new and perfect sense of the term, assisted by our novel faculties. We are, so to speak, in a perfect position to experience God, and this entails perfect happiness. We know this much on the basis of the description of Christian religion and heaven alone.

Here, the idea of the purity of heaven steps in. I understand the notion of purity in its normal sense, namely, being of a uniform nature “abhorring all composition or mixture,” or not containing impurities and extraneous components. Pure water is water and nothing else, pure gold contains only gold, which means cleanliness, transparency, and wholesomeness. In this sense, heaven is pure as to its properties or features, or as Berkeley also says, it is not like the Elysian Fields the pagans have imagined, or it does not contain any of the components, in however idealized form, of the good life we know and long for here on earth (Serm 8:109; Clark 1988, 235–236). This is interesting because the created world is supposed to be the best possible one due to its maximal variety of features arranged in a proper order (Plato 2008, Timaeus 30a,b). In heaven there is no order and no variety. Also, souls as metaphysical entities are pure in that they contain no parts and that is why they are immortal.

If it is not like the Elysian Fields, heaven is something else, which, when combined with the idea of purity, entails an environment displaying a minimal number of features and properties. Of course, one may ask: if angels dwell in heaven, is it then not necessarily true that along with them come a bundle of properties? Can we not communicate with angels in heaven? I do not think we need to take such queries seriously. The key point is that heaven has a minimal set of features, and these may include the human spirits’ communion with God, which indeed logically entails supreme pleasure and happiness when “men became allied to the gods” in the realm of the purest fire. Of course we do not know God, which is to say that the analogy to our pleasure of living in God on earth may fail—but it is all we have. Hence, Berkeley’s theology is based on the idea of perfectionism in one dimension of desire: here on earth we want to live in God, which offers us the type of true but finite happiness; in heaven all this is elevated to infinite perfection aided by the new faculties with which we are equipped. Sadly, we cannot say what it is like, yet Berkeley claims to know quite a lot about it. As Frank Ramsey famously put it in the case of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus: “What we can’t say we can’t say, and we can’t whistle it either” (Diamond 2011; Holton and Price 2003). Kant’s idea of das Ding an sich was similarly ridiculed as something we allegedly know nothing of, even though Kant himself finds it easy to speak about it.

In human life, two main approaches or roads to happiness exist. The first emphasizes the plurality of experience and feeling regardless of the risk of disappointment; this is called the meaningfulness of life. We say a person is happy when she lives a full, rich, eventful, and meaningful life in as many dimensions as possible. Some people even love war and violence because of this. The second road entails the minimization of the variety of experience and emphasizes peace of mind, or ataraxia in the Epicurean sense. Alternatively, coenobite monks and their strictly regulated life, which sometimes requires total seclusion, form a relevant example (Agamben 2013). The key idea is that no amount of pleasure may compensate for pain, in the way that extra profit compensates for past losses: the cost-benefit calculus does not apply to the quest for happiness. Now, because pain cannot be compensated for by means of extra pleasure, the only possible solution is to avoid pain: the core of the correctly understood happiness project requires the minimization of risks. As we saw, Berkeley tells a story of his own lifestyle as if he were an Epicurean sage aiming at ataraxia. What a wonderful lifestyle for a bishop this is!

Nevertheless, the point is clear: one’s life is best lived when it is as simple, modest, and honest as possible, or as pure as possible. He projects this same idea onto the heavens and says that there one lives a life of total purity, that is, a life so simple that it has only one relevant feature left: the presence of God in his heavenly being, which one shares in one’s infinite bliss. God is infinite, and so must be the bliss one feels in his presence. But, as we know, such language and narrative are misleading. We know nothing about heaven: in terms of natural religion, we can listen to God’s voice in nature and we see that he has created a rich, good, and regular world, but it is all conjectural; in terms of revealed religion, we will run into holy mysteries. All we know is that we are promised eternal life and so we think we have good grounds for believing in it. But this logically entails happiness, actually infinite heavenly bliss “large as our desires” (Serm 1:12; G 4:196). Although we know nothing of it, we are told it is everything one can wish—and this should be enough, even for a free-thinker.5

Notes

1. Berkeley’s Alciphron, or the Minute Philosopher is a dialogue between free-thinkers Alciphron and Lysicles and Christian apologists Euphranor and Crito. The editor of the volume, T. E. Jessop, writes: “[Crito’s] knowledgeable, sarcastic and witty interventions express one side of Berkeley’s mind; Euphranor’s simple sincerity expresses the other side” (Alc 15).

2. Turbayne gives a wrong reference. Alciphron says freethinkers remove rubbish (Alc 1,13:55).

3. I owe this observation to Samuel Rickless.

4. An example of a cluster concept is “game”: two different games may have nothing in common but still both of them are games. Somehow they belong to the same family of activity, in the sense that they are connected by their overlapping similarities.

5. I am grateful to Heta Gylling for her expert help and support.
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Part IV

Forebears, Contemporaries, and Successors


Chapter 21

Berkeley and Irish Philosophy

Stefan Storrie

The Question of the Irish Enlightenment

On the most general level, the contextualization of Irish philosophy concerns the existence, or lack thereof, of an Irish Enlightenment. While a comprehensive definition of the Enlightenment will not be attempted here, it is reasonably uncontroversial that at its foundation it involved three main pillars. First, a belief that a scientific method that put the human being at the center of the project would be the main driver toward an understanding of the world. Second, that therefore a rigorous questioning of traditional scientific, sociopolitical, and religious authorities was required. Third, and as a consequence of the former two, a belief in, and the development of, theories about the human capacity for self-determination in the moral, political, and social spheres. By way of introduction, I will briefly survey three distinct, but all rather pessimistic, accounts of Irish thought from the late 1600s to the middle of the 1700s, and then present my own, rather more optimistic assessment. By this I will show Irish philosophy, and Berkeley’s position therein, in a somewhat new light.

The groundwork for the first, and dominant, narrative was laid down by historians in Britain and the continent in the 1750s. Hume, in his influential History of England (1983 [1778], vol. 5, chap. 55) habitually characterizes the Irish as savage barbarians, moving from first calling them a “turbulent people” (335), to “barbarous” (335, 350) and both “inhuman” and “inhumane” (335, 352). This charge was based on an exaggerated account of the actions of the native Irish in the 1641 Ulster Rising, which in turn served to justify the draconian penal laws imposed on the colony. The following gives a flavor of Hume’s perspective:


Nature, which, in that rude people [the Irish], was sufficiently inclined to atrocious deeds, was further stimulated by precept; and natural prejudices empoisoned by those aversions, more deadly and incurable, which arose from an enraged superstition.  (373)



Irish historian John Curry swiftly denounced Hume’s attitude toward the Irish people. He saw it as an intellectual capitulation, laying “down the arms of philosophy, to wield those of spiritual hatred” (Curry 1770 [1758], xix–xx).1 However, the characterization of the Irish as uncivilized continued. In France, Louis de Jaucourt, in his entry on “Ulster” in Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopaedia, congratulates the English crown for having “introduced humanity and justice to a nation which had never previously risen above the utmost barbarity and the most terrible ferocity. Noble measures!” (quoted in Ó Ciosáin, 1999, 129). Recent historians, such as Bartlett (1992), Stewart (2001), Barnard (2004), and McBride (2009), paint a similar picture of the lack of Irish Enlightenment. Moore (2012, 348) continues this tradition, describing the Irish as the “colonized, dialectical ‘Others’ helping to define the enlightenment subject.” On this view, then, there was no Irish Enlightenment.

Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that there were in Ireland from the 1690s to the 1750s a line of intellectuals who were at the forefront of the European philosophical debate at the time. In Berman’s estimation (2005, 79), the central figures were John Toland, Peter Browne, William King, George Berkeley, Francis Hutcheson, Robert Clayton, and Edmund Burke.2 They were developing new theories and models on a number of central issues pertaining to the sciences, religion, morality, and political theory, and in the case of Berkeley in particular, the philosophical underpinnings for such theories, sometimes bringing out radical critiques of current dogmas. The trend of those who have acknowledged this fact, and researched this period in detail, is nevertheless to seek to curtail the notion of the Irish as truly inhabiting the modern, enlightened world of their British and continental counterparts. Berman (1994; 2005) and Brykman (2010) see the Irish intellectual activities at this time as centered on a defense of traditional religious and political inclinations. Despite the fact that Toland’s Christianity Not Mysterious (1696) was “one of the most radical works of the Enlightenment,” most of Irish philosophy was a reactionary response to that work, such that “[i]n Ireland, Enlightenment called forth creative Counter-Enlightenment” (Berman 2005, 151). As such, intellectual activity in Ireland in this time period was more a reaction to the Enlightenment than enlightenment itself.

A third view is to see this period of Irish thought as one of a limited, peripheral Enlightenment. The impetus for the idea of the study of a peripheral Enlightenment has much to recommend it. It questions the elitist character of the movement, and the geographical concentration of it in the great European capitals. In this way it challenges common and rather simplified accounts of historical change, in terms of both ideas and actors (Brown 2016, 4). This approach has led to a fertile debate when applied to the Scottish Enlightenment. Phillipson (1987) sees it as a continuation of certain leading aspects of the English Enlightenment, while Broadie (2001) sees a distinct national Enlightenment. This view of Irish intellectual development pictures Ireland as both a consumer and a producer of a “brand of Enlightenment” (Moore 2012, 347), but at the same time unnecessarily limits the Irish contribution. Moore, in his rather mercantile outlook, states: “The overall contribution of the Irish to the international European Enlightenment, then, should not be underestimated; it is clear that ideas from the metropolis not only were making their way to the periphery, but back again with added value” (2012, 352). This “cottage industry” model sees the Irish as narrowly rarefying specialists, as if there were a literal marketplace for ideas that are traded back and forth between nations and that must follow specific market laws. Brown’s The Irish Enlightenment (2016) is the major work that follows the peripheral model. His contention is that “the Irish Enlightenment was characterised by a concern for the issue of confession, by which is meant the public articulation of faith” (2016, 11). While this issue was undoubtedly of great importance to many Irish thinkers at the time, and also an important issue for the development of the Enlightenment as a whole, it is still too narrow in focus and “undersells” the Irish contribution to intellectual developments in the 1700s.

Berman and Brown, the main representatives in the second and third positions on the Irish Enlightenment outlined above, agree that there were philosophical and sociopolitical domains in which Irish thinkers contributed. But these efforts either had reactionary import or were niche contributions, and therefore were not part of the mainstream movement of Enlightenment.

This underestimates the contribution of Irish philosophy to the Enlightenment project in two ways. First, it fails to account for the Irish influence on Locke’s Essay. As I have explained elsewhere (Storrie 2019), Molyneux and King most probably had an important influence on Locke’s account of moral self-determination as it is developed in the second edition of the Essay and onward. This particular Irish contribution to intellectual history hits the bullseye of progressive Enlightenment.

Second, while Locke’s theory of sensory experience as the building block of knowledge and of semantic units aligned to the new science, Toland’s use of Locke’s theory to undermine Christian mysteries brought home a message fearfully divined by many thinkers of the time, that the new science and religion were in direct conflict. In the Irish context the most pressing issue was Toland’s use of Locke’s cognitivism to undermine Christian mysteries. However, what comes out in the aftermath of Toland’s work, particularly in the Locke- Stillingfleet controversy, is the more fundamental concern that Locke’s theory of ideas in fact leads to skepticism about our knowledge of substance, and that his progressive theory of knowledge might not be able to yield genuine knowledge claims about reality. Within this context Berkeley saw his Irish compatriots Browne and King revert to negative theology and fideism, leading to a separation of belief and knowledge, which undermines natural religion, and may be thought to terminate in a form of irrationalism. Similarly, Stillingfleet’s attempt to meet Locke’s challenge led him, in Locke’s estimation, to revert back to scholasticism. Berkeley took all these approaches to be untenable and instead sought to move forward by developing an empiricist theory of knowledge free of skepticism and in accord with natural religion.

Characterizing Irish Philosophy

Irish philosophy is commonly understood as the continuing philosophical tradition in Ireland from the 1690s to 1750s. This history has been most thoroughly explored by Berman (1994; 2005). He conceptualizes the beginning of this history by presenting Locke’s Essay as the most important external influence on Irish philosophy, stating that “the character of Irish philosophy is indelibly stamped by it” (Berman 2005, 80). The Essay was quickly institutionally endorsed at Trinity College Dublin and engaged with by three Irish thinkers: Molyneux, King, and St. George Ashe. After publishing the first edition of the Essay in 1689, Locke solicited feedback for the second edition from a number of sources. His main correspondent in these matters was the Irish scientist, politician, and founder of the Dublin Philosophical Society, Molyneux. On September 20, 1692, Locke invited Molyneux to comment on the work. While Molyneux’s initial response was polite and deferential, he came to make quite a number of constructive suggestions. Some of these were mainly stylistic, such as drawing up a list of typographical errors and suggesting that each chapter of the Essay have a short description of its content in the margin. Some other suggestions were more substantial. He posed an influential question to Locke concerning the structure of sense perception that Locke inserted into the second edition of the Essay (E2 2.9.8) and is now known as the “Molyneux problem.”3 Further, he requested that Locke say something about the principle of individuation, which resulted in the only new chapter of the second edition, titled “Of Identity and Diversity” (E2 2.27). He also posed some searching questions regarding Locke’s theory of free will, which led to extensive revisions in the second edition (E2 2.21). In these ways Molyneux and his associates in Ireland shaped the contents of Locke’s Essay and therefore themselves in part set the agenda for philosophy in the early 1700s.

Nevertheless, Berman sees the “birth” (2005, 82) of Irish philosophy as occurring six years later with the publication of Toland’s divisive Christianity Not Mysterious (1696), which drew a number of important replies by Irish philosophers that set in motion the specific concerns that characterizes this movement. The controversy concerned the nature of language, and more specifically the issue, as we would call it today, of “cognitivism,” that is, whether language is meaningful only to the extent that it picks out specific conceivable items in the mind (namely, Lockean ideas) of those who understand what is said, or whether it could be said to function properly if it bypasses such cognitive elements and directly raises actions, emotions, or dispositions in the hearer.

Like Locke, Toland employed a strict cognitivist semantics, holding that for something to be meaningful, it must stand for a distinct idea (Toland 1696, 30). He noted that mysteries, such as the Holy Trinity, are things of which we have no clear ideas. Therefore, either we accept that there are these kinds of mysteries in Christianity and conclude that it employs literally meaningless doctrines, or we conclude that Christianity is meaningful and therefore free of mystery. Toland opted for the latter position. This dilemma was immediately recognized as a threat to the established church, the leaders of which wanted to hold a third position excluded by Toland’s dilemma, that Christianity is both meaningful and mysterious. Toland’s book was seen as a threat to established religion and met with violent opposition. It was burned by the common hangman in front of the Irish Parliament buildings in September 1697. Toland himself, not without reason, thought it prudent to leave the country.

Browne, who was a fellow and later provost of Trinity College Dublin, was one of those who called for legal prosecution of Toland in his A Letter in Answer to a Book Entitled Christianity Not Mysterious (1703 [1697]). However, he also saw fit to challenge Toland’s position philosophically. His line of attack focuses on the cognitivist element and is therefore an early example of critical engagement with Locke’s philosophical project. Browne argues that it is too restrictive to say that every intelligible notion we have answers to a clear and distinct idea. Some things are known in a more roundabout way. Browne considers the attributes of God, such as omnipresence and infinity (1703 [1697], 35–36). Though we cannot form ideas of such things directly, we can make them intelligible by using other things to stand in for those, and so represent them. For example, Browne takes Locke’s notion of infinity, a continued accumulation, to function as a representation for a positive, completed infinite. In this way our finite understanding is able to grasp God’s infinity. We are therefore able, Browne thinks, to form indirect ideas of religious mysteries by analogy.

King, archbishop of Dublin, close friend to Molyneux, and a driving member of the Dublin Philosophical Society, developed his own approach to the analogical theory in Divine Predestination (1709). He argues that we do not know divine properties through direct perception of them, but from observations of God’s works. Therefore, we cannot form a notion of these attributes corresponding directly to them as they really are. Instead, we consider what our own powers are and create a likeness of these attributes by trying to conceive of what it would be like if we ourselves had the capacity to create everything in existence and keep it, through the application of laws of nature, in perfect harmony with itself and all its parts. This notion of divine attributes is sufficient for all practical purposes of religion but is not really a likeness of the divine attributes at all. We infer from the effect (God’s works) to the cause (divine attributes), but we do not know what the nature of those attributes really is, and therefore we have no ground for knowing that our powers have any likeness to the divine cause (King 1709, 7–8).

Toland’s book also spurred a further issue, which is central to Berkeley’s philosophical project. Toland’s work was not just seen to undermine Christian orthodoxy by its application of cognitivist semantics. One of his most ardent critics was Stillingfleet, bishop of Worcester and a leading English theologian. In chapter 10 of his A Discourse in Vindication of the Doctrine of the Trinity (1697), Stillingfleet explains that Toland’s rejection of Christian mysteries, in particular the Trinity, is based on Locke’s skepticism about substance, whereby Locke “almost discarded substance out of the reasonable part of the World” (Stillingfleet 1697, 234). The doctrine of the Trinity states that God is the union of three persons, the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost in one substance. As Stillingfleet sees it, this doctrine requires a realist metaphysics of personhood and of substance, such that the three persons of God are distinct in reality and at the same time united in one substance.

Locke replied to Stillingfleet in A Letter to the Right Reverend Edward Ld Bishop of Worcester, Concerning Some Passages Relating to Mr. Locke’s Essay of Humane Understanding (1697). Several further lengthy letters ensued and the controversy was only ended by Stillingfleet’s death in 1699. An analysis of Berkeley’s Notebooks shows that Berkeley saw a kernel of truth in Stillingfleet’s criticism. Berkeley’s articulation of his own immaterialist theory, which asserts the reality of spiritual substance, and articulates an account of our knowledge of it, can be traced to his engagement with this part of the Toland controversy.

Berkeley on Lockean Cognitivism

Berkeley stepped into the cognitivist debate on November 19, 1707, when he read a three-page paper called On Infinites to the Dublin Philosophical Society. In this paper Berkeley endorses the Lockean strict cognitivist semantics that Toland had used as his battering ram for his attack on Christian mysteries. In Berkeley’s words: “’Tis plain to me we ought to use no sign without an idea answering it” (BW 4:235–236). He applies this assumption to the main concept in the paper, that of infinity. Here he explicitly follows Locke (E 2.17.7) in distinguishing between our idea of infinity as “an endless growing idea” and the idea of infinity as an “idea of quantity the mind can be thought to have” (quoted in BW 4:235). Like Locke, Berkeley holds that only the first conception of infinity is legitimate, because we have an idea of continuous expansion; conversely, the second notion is not legitimate, because we do not, and cannot, have an idea of an actual infinite quantity (BW 4:235; see also N 475:59). Berkeley is here applying Lockean semantics to divine properties in a way that is similar to Toland’s treatment of religious mysteries.

By the time Berkeley presented his paper, King and Browne had both been elected fellows of the Dublin Philosophical Society, and, as Berman (1994, 12) has noted, it is quite possible that they attended Berkeley’s presentation. They would clearly have disagreed with Berkeley’s assessment that there is no conception of a positive infinite because we cannot form an idea of it. It is also likely that they would have been concerned that Berkeley would draw the same heretical conclusion as Toland on the basis of that view. Only two months later, in his first sermon known as On Immortality (January 11, 1708), Berkeley appears to have relaxed his commitment to strict cognitivist semantics. Here he speaks of the phrase “’tis wt eye hath not seen nor ear heard neither hath it enter’d into the heart of man to conceive” (BW 7:12). Berkeley describes this expression as an “empty tho emphatical description.” Clearly, he thinks it is cognitively empty; it is not something conceivable. At the same time, he thinks it is a powerful and significant statement. It is a forceful expression because, upon hearing it, it moves people to passion and action. While not cognitively significant, it is practically significant. Similarly, in his Notebooks (N 720:88), Berkeley suggests that the correct approach toward religious mysteries is one of negative theology. Though knowledge about these things is beyond our reach, we ought not to dismiss them; we should rather put our trust in a “Humble Implicit faith” (N 720:88).4 At this point in time, Berkeley’s understanding of religious mysteries is similar to Browne’s and King’s.

Berkeley was clearly not satisfied with this account and developed his understanding of non-cognitivism significantly in the (unpublished) Manuscript Introduction to A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, written six to ten months after the First Sermon (Belfrage 1987, 20–23). Here he puts forward a more specific and positive program than the “humble faith” he mentions in N 720. He states that there are three central non-cognitive functions of language: Raising passion in the hearer, exciting to or deterring from an action, and putting the mind into a certain disposition (MI 40; Belfrage 1987, 111). This became the view Berkeley presents in the (published) Introduction to the Principles (PHKI 20:37–38) and Alciphron 7.

Between the years 1707 and 1709, we see that Berkeley is fully engaged in Toland’s challenge that Locke’s philosophical project leads to a denial of religious mysteries and knowledge of spiritual substance. As we have seen, part of Berkeley’s response is to develop a conception of language that allows for certain linguistic utterances to have not a cognitive but a pragmatic import. This, Berkeley believes, is sufficient to protect the meaningfulness of religious mysteries. But Berkeley also was keenly aware that he was treading a thin line between coherent religious belief and irrationality. To safeguard the intelligibility of his position, he developed two points. First, as Toland’s work and the ensuing Stillingfleet controversy had shown him, he needed a conception of knowledge of spiritual substance that was not constrained to Lockean ideas. Second, he required a rational conception of God and his powers that would allow for natural religion and disperse the irrationalistic tendencies he saw in his Irish compatriots’ account of God.

Berkeley’s Non-cognitivism and the Irish Context

Berkeley’s initial turn away from Lockean cognitivism is documented in the Notebooks and can be located between N 696 and N 720 (Berman 1994, 13). In N 696, Berkeley is still committed to the Lockean view, since he declares: “Let him [the reader] not regard my Words any otherwise than as occasions of bringing into his mind determin’d significations so far as they fail of this they are Gibberish, Jargon & deserve not the name of Language” (N 696:85). However, as we have seen, when we get to N 720, we find that Berkeley allows for the pragmatic, non-cognitivist view with regard to religious mysteries. Berman (1994, 13) reasonably asks whether there is any indication of what made Berkeley change his mind between these two entries. His candidate is N 715: “N.B. To use utmost Caution not to give the least Handle of offence to the Church or Church-men” (N 715:87). Precisely whom Berkeley is referring to by “Church or Church-men” has been widely discussed.5 Berman’s influential account holds that it is a reference to Berkeley’s Irish philosophical predecessors, Browne and King. On this logic, Berkeley is reminding himself to modify his theory of linguistic meaning to fit their position (Berman 1994, 13–14). Consequently, Berkeley’s first movement away from Locke’s cognitivism is a consequence of the pressure applied on the young Berkeley by the leading Irish philosophers of the time.

This view overestimates the direct influence of Browne and King on Berkeley. Instead, the issue with which the young Berkeley is grappling in these sections pertains to the controversy between Stillingfleet and Locke that was occasioned by Toland’s book. When Berkeley mentions the “Church-men” in N 715, this is a reference to the line of thought initiated in N 713. Here, Berkeley says: “The Concrete of the Will & understanding I must call Mind not person, lest offence be given, there being but one volition acknowleged to be God. Mem: Carefully to omit Defining of Person, or making much mention of it” (N 713:87). The danger that “offence be given” that Berkeley identifies here concerns referring to the unity of will and understanding as a “person.” Berkeley recognizes that if he does this, then he is committing himself to the view that God is a person. But, according to the doctrine of the Trinity, God is triune, one being that is three persons. Instead, Berkeley says, he will use the word “mind” for the will-understanding unity, given that both persons and God are minds. The “Church-men” whom Berkeley reminds himself not to offend are those who, like Stillingfleet, are concerned that the new Lockean philosophy will undermine church doctrine such as the Trinity.

Berkeley’s concern in these sections is not primarily about the subtleties of the Trinity, however. Rather, the issue of the Trinity is a controversy that Berkeley wants to avoid by refraining from using the word “person” when referring to issue related to the mind. Instead, it is the Lockean rejection of our knowledge of the mind as substance that is the main concern, and the issue that comes into contact with the concern about cognitivism. As he puts it a few sections earlier: “We have assuredly an Idea of substance. twas absurd of Locke to think we had a name without a Meaning. this might prove Acceptable to the Stillingfleetians” (N 700:86). On the view I am developing here, the “Church-men” and the “Stillingfleetians” are there same people, those religious leaders who take Toland’s rejection of Christian mysteries to be based on Locke’s way of ideas. Stillingfleet, who in Luce’s estimation was the “leader of the conservative portion of the English Church” (BW 1:133), was the main authority in this group (which most probably also included English Catholic writer John Sergeant and Peter Browne),6 hence the name “Stillingfleetian.”

Berkeley agrees with Stillingfleet and his followers that we have knowledge of the very being, the substance, of the mind. In N 700, Berkeley is considering Locke’s view of substance in general as “being nothing, but the supposed, but unknown support of those Qualities, we find existing” (E 2.23.2). Berkeley is not happy with this, because he thinks the term “substance” is significant. Assuming Lockean semantics, he therefore concludes that we must have an idea of substance. In the next note, he is considering Locke’s view that the kinds of substances of body and spirit are equally poorly known. In Locke’s words:


We have as clear a Notion of the Substance of Spirit, as we have of Body; the one being supposed to be (without knowing what it is) the Substratum to those simple Ideas we have from without; and the other supposed (with a like ignorance of what it is) to be the Substratum to those Operations, which we experiment in ourselves within.  (E 2.23.5)



Berkeley points out that Locke is not consistent here. On Locke’s view, Berkeley argues, spirit should be less knowable than body. Bodies are inactive complexes of ideas that are at least in principle knowable. Spirit, on the other hand, is an active substance, a “purus actus” (N 701:86). It therefore cannot be an idea or complex of ideas, and it is therefore in principle unknowable.

Berkeley then notes that if Locke is speaking intelligibly about the activity of the mind, for example about the will, he must, on his own semantic theory, conceive of the will as an idea. Berkeley thinks Locke is internally inconsistent here: “No Perception according to Locke is active. Therefore no perception (i.e. no Idea) can be the image of or like unto that wch is altogether active & not at all passive i.e. the Will” (N 706:86; see also N 112:18). Again, Berkeley points out the discord between activity and knowledge in Locke’s position. The will and everything that pertains to it, namely, every conceivable activity, is not adequately captured by any idea because ideas are passive and the will is active.

Berkeley finds that he can speak intelligibly about substance, which according to him is spirit, and that he can speak intelligibly about willing. Both spirit and the will are active and therefore by definition not ideas. Therefore, Berkeley’s notion of what is involved in speaking intelligibly when it comes to active natures must change. Berkeley does not make this explicit in the sections of the Notebooks under consideration, but he does clarify the matter in PHK 139 and a few years later in the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, where he states: “I own I have properly no idea, either of God or any other spirit; for these being active, cannot be represented by things perfectly inert, as our ideas are…. I do nevertheless know … what I mean by the terms I and myself; and I know this immediately, or intuitively, though I do not perceive it as I perceive a triangle, a colour, or a sound” (DHP 232). Once he discovers that a term can be meaningful without referring to an idea with respect to substance and the will, he then quickly applies it to the issue of religious mysteries in N 720. In this way, Berkeley was not simply bullied into his change of mind by his powerful acquaintances, but, having observed the discussion between Toland and Locke on the one hand and the “Stillingfleetians” on the other hand, found Locke’s view inconsistent and resolved this inconsistency within the context of his own philosophical project.

While Berkeley affirms the non-cognitive and strictly pragmatic feature of language when it comes to religious mysteries, he holds that when we speak of the nature and attributes of God himself, or the mind, such talk must be understood literally. This puts him on a collision course with King’s and Browne’s analogical conception of Christianity. In a letter to Percival from March 1, 1710, Berkeley notes that King’s view interprets divine predications as merely figurative comparisons. Berkeley is taken back by this view and states: “[T]o my surprise [I] found his Grace [William King] asserting these strange doctrines” (BW 8:32). The problem, he further explains, is that there is “no argument that I know for his existence, which does not prove him at the same time to be an understanding, wise and benevolent Being, in the strict literal, and proper meaning of those words” (BW 8:32). Anthony Collins (1710, 12–22), in an explicit reply to King’s 1709 work, was quick to point out that the analogical theory makes God is attributes essentially unknowable. As Berkeley explains in Alciphron 4, Collins (whom he calls “Diagoras”) was right to ask: “[H]ow are things reconciled with the divine attributes when these attributes themselves are in every intelligible sense denied, and, consequently, the very notion of God taken away, and nothing left but the name without any meaning annexed to it?” (Alc 4,17:164).

Berkeley’s solution to the problem of the knowledge of divine attributes is instead to say that they are different from the capacities of the human mind, not in kind, but merely in power and scope (Alc 4,21:169–170). At the heart of Berkeley’s view, as he explains in Alciphron 4, is therefore again the conception of our knowledge of minds or spirits. According to Berkeley, we perceive other minds indirectly through marks of intelligence that have a cause that is independent from us (Alc 4,4:145). First, we are aware that we, as intelligent beings, are capable of such thought. Second, we infer that the same kind of cause is present when we perceive marks for words that follow certain grammatical rules to convey meaning, that are not caused by us (Alc 4,6:148–149). Berkeley then argues at length in Alciphron 4 (Alc 4,7–15:149–162), and in a more abbreviated way in PHK 147, that the visual and tactile ideas in nature make up a set of marks that fulfills all the criteria of intelligibility by which we know other, human, minds. Therefore, God, as the cause of these ideas, is known with as much certainty as, if not more than, other human minds, as a being that literally communicates with us.

How Irish Philosophy Directed the Early Modern Debate on Moral Freedom

The issues related to Toland’s application of Lockean cognitivism are, on the standard picture, the core of Irish philosophy up to Berkeley’s time. However, there was a further issue of contention central to Irish philosophy, namely, the cluster of issues connected to the concepts of free will and moral action. King, and to a lesser extent Molyneux, developed a distinctly Irish contribution to this debate by formulating a conception of human self-determination and arguing that this notion should be the grounding feature of moral philosophy.

Like the cognitivist debate, the moral action discussion stemmed from critical engagement with Locke’s Essay. Locke has a general framework of human action, which is presented in Essay 2.7. Human beings have a power to act, that is, move and think, which power is given to us by God. This power is supplemented by the ideas of pain and pleasure, which ideas are necessary to motivate us to exert our powers (E 2.7.3). These ideas originate in the hedonic nexus of inner and outer experience that is set up by God, and to this extent Locke’s view of human action is a form of normative externalism. Further, in order to manage this inlet of ideas, it is required that we form true beliefs about what will bring us pain and pleasure. Accordingly, this is an intellectualist theory of action. In addition, Locke has a legalistic conception of morality, by which moral good and evil are understood in terms of action in agreement or disagreement to the law of a legitimate law maker (E 2.28.5). As God is omnipotent and omnibenevolent, his is the moral law (E 2.28.8). We are able to intellectually calibrate our actions in accordance with this law by weighting the infinite levels of pain and pleasure in the afterlife.

Molyneux and King criticized this view in letters that were sent by Molyneux to Locke on the invitation of Locke while soliciting feedback for the second edition of the Essay. King’s letter of criticism is included in Molyneux’s letter to Locke dated October 15, 1692. King’s objections center on Locke’s conception of will and freedom. King has two main objections. First, he argues that the will is an active power by which an agent is capable of self-determination (Locke 1978, 4:540). Second, he argues that Locke’s intellectualist account of action in terms of rational deliberation about the greatest good makes freedom impossible and God the author of sin (Locke 1978, 4:541). Molyneux, in a letter to Locke dated December 22, 1692, chimes in with a much-abbreviated account of the same objections.

King entered the fray publicly with his De Origine Mali (1702). The aim of the work is to explain both natural and moral evil. Central to the latter project is his account of divine and human free will. He takes standard intellectualist and libertarian theories of free will to be equally defective. If free will follows the dictates of reason, as the intellectualist would have it, then it is not free. If, on the other hand, it does not follow reason, it will deviate from what is best, and therefore free will on the libertarian view is freedom to do what is not best (King 1702, 5.1.2.8). King thinks that both alternatives are equally abhorrent to a proper conception of free will, and believes that a common assumption shared by the two positions must be rejected. This is the idea that “goodness … is in the things themselves … [and] not to be invented … but discovered” (5.1.2.5). King begins his positive account of the will by stating that good and evil are understood as relations between an object and a power or faculty (5.1.3.2). That object which promotes the exercise of a power or faculty is good and that which hinders it is evil. King accepts that a lot of things are naturally good and evil. For example, light is inherently good for the faculty of vision because it increases the power of that faculty. But King also thinks that there is a power for which no object is naturally good or evil. This power he calls “election.” It works by deciding or electing to have a positive or negative attitude toward an object. By that decision, the relevant relation that makes the object good or evil is created. It is not the act of election itself that is valuable, a choosing for choosing’s sake; instead it is the object on which value is conferred, that is, which is made pleasant to the subject, through the election.7 In this way King firmly rejects Locke’s framework for action. Rather than understanding action as taking place in a preset system of pain and pleasure created by God, there is a large and significant domain of “indifferent” objects that requires determination of value by a human subject, and, allowing many things to be naturally good and evil, it still allows election to modify those values.

Locke made extensive revisions to the Of Power chapter in the second edition of the Essay. He repudiates at least some aspects of his intellectualist theory of motives for action (E2 2.21.31). Locke now states that simply knowing the best course of action is not sufficient for the will to spring into action. In addition, we need to feel the pain (uneasiness) of not having that good. Only then will we act. Further, Locke identifies or at least closely associates this uneasiness with desire (E2 2.21.31). Accordingly, whereas in the first edition the will is compelled by the intellect, in the second edition “the will is commonly determined by the most pressing desire” (E2 2.21.40).

There is good reason to hold that Locke’s second edition revision entails a more radical departure from intellectualism than the mere addition of desire as a necessary condition for action. First, a challenge for Locke’s second edition theory of action is that it could seem to preclude any kind of freedom. This is because we are made to feel uneasy by pain, and, on Locke’s hedonic externalism, pain is something that is imposed on us from outside. Therefore, the pain of uneasiness is different from the appearance of the good in that our greatest present uneasiness is immediately felt, whereas our greatest good requires an intellectual process. It seems that Locke could say in the first edition that the will is teleologically determined by the greatest good, but in the second edition the will is causally determined by the pain of uneasiness.8 This is not a view that Locke would likely endorse, though some followers of Locke, such as Collins, found support for their determinist leanings in this theory.

Locke’s way out of this problem is in some important respects a concession to King and Molyneux. In the first edition, he closely associates willing with preference and therefore desire (E1 2.21.28). In the second edition, he notes a problem for his account of the will and amends it:


Preferring which seems perhaps best to express the Act of Volition, does it not precisely. For though a Man would preferr flying to walking, yet who can say he ever wills it? Volition, ’tis plain, is an Act of the Mind knowingly exerting that Dominion it takes it self to have over any part of the Man, by imploying it in, or withholding it from any particular Action. And what is the Will, but the Faculty to do this?  (E2 2.21.15)



Locke speaks of the will “exerting … Dominion” over the agent. But how can the will have this status if it is determined (presumably causally) by desire or uneasiness? Locke’s answer is not to deny that the will is causally determined by uneasiness, but to say that the causal force can be suspended:


[T]he mind having in most cases, as is evident in Experience, a power to suspend the execution and satisfaction of any of its desires, and so all, one after another, is at liberty to consider the objects of them; examine them on all sides, and weigh them with others. In this lies the liberty Man has, and from not using of it right comes all that variety of mistakes, errors, and faults which we run into, in the conduct of our lives.  (E2 2.21.47)



The capacity for suspension is the capacity to, as he puts it a few sections later, “hold our wills undetermined” (E2 2.21.52) until we can evaluate the good and evil involved in our present desires. As the will, when it is not in suspension, always aims to remedy the greatest present uneasiness, the aim of suspension, if it is to have any effect on what we do, must allow for the possibility of our strongest present uneasiness to change. This leads into new, and for Locke hitherto unchartered, territory. With suspension, the mind can overrule the intellect and challenge it to reconfigure our desires. In Locke’s words:


Whether it be in a Man’s power to change the pleasantness, and unpleasantness, that accompanies any sort of action? and to that, it is plain in many cases he can. Men may and should correct their palates, and give a relish to what either has, or they suppose has none.  (E2 2.21.69)



Locke’s reconsideration of the nature of human freedom leads him to also reconsider his conception of the will. The new picture that emerges is one where the agent is master and commander of her desires and therefore actions. This is evident in two ways: first, the agent can suspend desire; second, this suspension allows the intellect time to consider what to desire.

Locke’s relation to King’s theory of free will is broadly as follows. Locke accepts that his first edition’s intellectualism is too deterministic. He further accepts that the will must play a more active role in the analysis of human action. Finally, he repudiates the strict externalism of his general framework and holds that we are able to change the value of objects. Nevertheless, Locke’s and King’s views on free will are far from identical, given that Locke stops short of assigning a power of choice to the will itself. Locke holds that the act of changing value is an act of understanding, where the will’s impetus to act on desire is suspended to allow the understanding to modify the good of an object independently of causal interference from the external world. King takes election itself to be a pure act of will that not only can modify value, but also create value.

Berkeley on Moral Freedom

The innovation by Molyneux and King on self-determination is important for a correct understanding of Irish philosophy and its contribution to intellectual history. Berkeley did not agree with these innovations in moral philosophy. Instead, he adhered to a moral theory that can be described as a hedonic and intellectualist moral law theory, approximately the same as that which Locke presents in the first edition of the Essay.

At the heart of Berkeley’s view is a developmental story of how the human being gets to value things in the world (PO 19). In the first stage we human beings are entirely guided by the sensible impressions of pain and pleasure, avoiding the former and seeking the latter. As we develop, we see that sense impressions are organized in a coherent, law-like structure such that we can predict future pain and pleasure. What we find with these “laws of nature” is that a current sensation of pleasure often will bring about a greater amount of pain in the future and vice versa. As we value pleasure, we will, if we reason correctly, seek out lasting, long-term pleasure. We will also refine our tastes, often valuing intellectual pleasure over the sensible. Finally, when we realize that there is a God who has imposed divine sanctions for the eternal afterlife, we will, if we are reasoning correctly, follow the will of God because we have infinitely strong motives to spend our afterlife in eternal bliss (PO 20).

In Passive Obedience, Berkeley states that his conception of morality is discovered “on the principles of Reason” (PO 19). Therefore, he does not trouble himself with considering alternative theories. Nevertheless, Berkeley’s view did not arise in a vacuum. When we look at Berkeley’s Notebooks, we find about fifty highly critical entries on Locke’s 1694 second edition changes to the theory of moral action and a further set of entries that are critical of King’s De Origine Mali. It is hard to imagine that anyone would be in a better position to understand the new turn in moral philosophy. Berkeley knew King personally, he probably discussed philosophical issues with him at events at the Dublin Philosophical Society, he had responded to King’s criticism in writing in the Appendix to the NTV, and he had read both of King’s philosophical works intently, as the Notebooks and his Letters show. Further, William Molyneux’s son, Samuel, who entered Trinity College Dublin in 1705, had Berkeley as his tutor, with Berkeley dedicating his 1707 work Miscellanea Mathematica to him. During this time Samuel Molyneux was involved with overseeing the publication by Awnsham Churchill of his father’s correspondence with Locke. Molyneux and Churchill were corresponding regarding the letters in March 1707, and in 1708 the volume in question appeared as Some Familiar Letters Between Mr Locke and Several of His Friends. Entries in the Notebooks show that Berkeley read the volume closely, at the latest around the time of its publication.

Berkeley’s main worry with the new developments in King’s De Origine Mali, and in Locke’s second edition account of moral action, complex, suggestive, and incomplete as it was, was that they would afford future thinkers a framework for either the denial of, or radical relativization of, morality. Further, as Berkeley explains in Alciphron, this in fact happened in the years between 1710 and 1720 through Shaftesbury’s Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1711) and Collins’s A Philosophical Inquiry Concerning Human Liberty (1717). The young Berkeley of the Notebooks sees that Locke’s at least partial endorsement of King’s radical theory will swing the pendulum of moral thought away from the long tradition of theocentric natural law, toward a modern, anthropocentric, and, Berkeley believes, in fact, egocentric view of morality.

According to Berkeley, these new developments can lead to two different, though equally unwelcome conclusions. First, Berkeley thought that the Lockean account of moral action being rooted in “uneasiness” would lead to a rejection of free will:


A finite intelligence might have foreseen 4 thousand years agoe the place & circumstances, even the most minute & trivial of my present existence. (N 145:21)

This true on supposition that uneasiness determines the Will. (N 145a:21)

Doctrines of liberty, prescience etc explain’d by Billiard balls. (N 146:21)

According to Locke we have not liberty as to vertue & vice, the Liberty he allows consisting in an Indifferency of the operative Faculties, wch is consecutive to the will, but virtue & vice consists in the will ergo etc.  (N 149:21; my emphasis)



If the will is simply determined by the strongest present “uneasiness,” there is no choice in what to will. Locke introduces the suspension of desire at this point, in which we are genuinely free to determine our will in accordance with our intellectual apprehension of the good. Berkeley’s worry with this approach is that the suspension of desire is itself an act determined by a preceding uneasiness and is therefore not a matter of choice. In this way, the doctrine of suspension is “postponed determinism” (O’Higgins 1976, 12).

Berkeley was indeed correct to see Locke’s position as giving support to determinists such as Collins, who makes the same point as Berkeley does in N 149 almost exactly a decade after Berkeley penned his note.9 This helps us understand Berkeley’s strategy in his discussion of free will in his later Alciphron. As the determinism in the Locke-Collins position is explicitly endorsed by his opponents in Alciphron, Berkeley cannot hope to steer away from the second edition theory simply by pointing out the deterministic consequences. Instead, in Alciphron (Alc 7,18:314–315), he draws on another set of remarks in the Notebooks (N 154:21; N 155:21; N 176:24; N 176a:24; N 230:30; N 478a:60; N 587:73; N 614:76; N 615:76; N 621:76; N 643:79; N 644:79) that questions the whole “mental faculty” conception of the different divisions of the mind into understanding, judgment, and will, a view Berkeley takes to invoke illegitimate use of abstract ideas. Further, he makes the rather interesting point that it is arbitrary to suppose a power of acting in the faculty of “desire” and of “reason” but not in the “will.” Berkeley’s spokesperson states: “Allowing, I say, the distinction of three such beings in the mind, I do not see how this could be true” (Alc 7,18:314). In the dialogue, Berkeley attributes the view he is here criticizing to Shaftesbury. As we saw, the view that there is a power of acting in the will is characteristic of King’s position and is a central distinguishing feature from Locke’s second edition view. Accordingly, Berkeley’s point is that King’s theory of mental faculties is more coherent than Shaftesbury’s or Locke’s, though ultimately he rejects all models of mental actions that make use of mental faculty models.

Second, returning to the Notebooks, Berkeley has independent reasons to reject King’s view. In one note, which was not included in the standard edition of the Notebooks and is therefore unnumbered, he clearly draws out the internalist implication of Locke’s “second thoughts”: “The will in case of suspension and examination is not determined from without.”10 Berkeley was deeply troubled by the idea of “suspension” and the implication of moral self-determination, in terms of the human subject herself conferring value on objects. In response to Locke and King, he claims that by internalizing value in this way, morality would become radically subjectivized and relativized. However, when discussing this issue in the Notebooks, Locke is not Berkeley’s explicit target; instead, King is the occasion for these remarks:


All Potentiae alike indifferent. (N 141:20)

A.B. wt does he mean by his potentia, is it the will, desire, person or all or neither, or sometimes one sometimes t’other. (N 142:20)

No agent can be conceiv’d indifferent as to pain or pleasure. (N 143:20)

We do not properly speaking in a strict philosophical sense make objects more or less pleasant, but the laws of Nature do that.  (N 144:20)



As Luce (BW 1:113) has noted, “A.B.” stands for Archbishop, and King held that position in Dublin from 1703 until 1729. Berkeley suggests that King’s account of the power of election allows for an agent’s indifference toward pain and pleasure. He correctly sees that King’s position is that the power of election allows us to confer value, or “pleasantness” onto objects. Berkeley does not give a reason why this is an unacceptable conclusion here. As King allows that there is natural good and evil, in addition to the value conferred by election, it would not be enough for Berkeley to argue for his position that nature is a hedonic nexus of ideas established by God. King could accept that (though he would not), and still hold that in addition human beings have the power to reject those values and create their own. A perhaps more promising route Berkeley could take would be to appeal to the developmental story he presents in Passive Obedience. It might be persuasive to argue that the way we learn about value as we develop as human beings assumes that we do so through the imposition of pain and pleasure from objects outside us and independently of our will, and model all conferral of value on this explanation of external imposition. This is a simpler theory than King’s, who would then need to argue for the existence of the power of election, as an additional source of normativity, and show how this power explains human action.

In the third dialogue of Alciphron, Berkeley greatly expands on his attack on the internalization of morality. Here his main target is another of Locke’s second edition Essay disciples, Shaftesbury. On Shaftesbury’s view, as Berkeley understands it, moral evaluation is a matter of an aesthetic judgment of our affections and passions that can be formed completely independently of anything in the external world, such that “[his mind] will ever be its own object, and contemplate mankind in its own mirror!” (Alc 3,13:132). While this view is quite different from anything King envisioned, it would seem to have been inspired by Locke’s idea of the mind creating a new “relish” through the suspension of desire. What that episode shows particularly clearly is that Berkeley attempted to withstand the march toward what Darwall (1995) has called the internalization of morality in modern philosophy consistently from the inception in Locke and King and up to Shaftesbury, and that he remarkably anticipated these developments already in his Notebooks.

Conclusion

Berkeley’s relationship to Irish Philosophy is on the one hand one of a great innovator. His application to the issues in the philosophy of perception and the philosophy of language is truly creative. His overall picture of the nature of reality which eschews material substance, while it criticizes ideas central to the Enlightenment project, also, on his view, moves it forward rather than backward, because his criticism ultimately aims to overcome skeptical concerns involved in the new science and new philosophy while keeping scientific developments intact. On the other hand, Berkeley was deeply troubled by his compatriots’ innovation in moral philosophy. He fiercely defended a traditional natural law account of morality both against the moral sense school, self-professed determinists, and against the broadly “Kantian” notion of morality that sets human autonomy at the heart of the ethical project.

Notes

1. For a detailed examination of this episode, see Berman 1976.

2. William Molyneux should be added to this list on the strength of his work in political science, The Case of Ireland’s Being Bound by Acts of Parliament in England, Stated (1698), and his work in optics, Dioptrica Nova, and further, because of his influential correspondence with Locke on the latter’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding, and finally, because of his role as founder and tireless promoter of the Dublin Philosophical Society.

3. I will depart slightly from the standard abbreviation of Locke’s Essay in this chapter by noting the edition I am citing as either E1 for the first edition or E2 for subsequent editions. If the cited text is identical in all editions, it will be abbreviated as E.

4. Jakapi (2003) has argued that in N 720, Berkeley only means to say that we can know things about God not only through natural religion but also through revealed religion. On this view Berkeley is asserting that we are “informed” (Jakapi 2003, 88) about certain religious matters through revelation. However, given that Berkeley characterizes the proposition in question as a “proposition about things out of our reach that are altogether above our knowledge out of our reach,” there cannot be any cognitive information contained in these propositions. Therefore, it is hard to see what, beyond an implicit pragmatic assent, Berkeley can have in mind.

5. For example, Roberts (2007, 8) states that by “Church-men” Berkeley has in mind the “Roman Catholic church.”

6. For a discussion, see Pearce (2014, 425ff.).

7. See Pearce (2019). For a different view, see Harris (2005, 51).

8. Here I agree with Rickless (2016). For somewhat different views, see Chappell (1994), LoLordo (2012, 55–56), and Stuart (2013, 439).

9. “[S]uspending to will, is itself an act of willing; it is willing to defer willing about the matter propos’d. In fine, tho’ great stress is laid on the case of suspending the will, to prove liberty, yet there is no difference between that and the most common cases of willing and chusing upon the manifest excellency of one object before another” (O’Higgins 1976, 39). For a discussion of this passage, see Wolfe (2010).

10. Luce, in PC 126. This and a series of other notes on folio 164 verso of the Notebooks (that is, at the very last page of the so-called Notebook B) were printed in Luce’s 1944 diplomatic edition but, to my knowledge, not in any other edition. As far as I can see, the omission of these notes from the Works was simply an oversight by the editors.
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Chapter 22

Berkeley and Descartes

Alan Nelson

Introduction

This chapter puts Berkeley’s philosophy into critical contact with that of René Descartes (1596–1650). In the past, Berkeley was often read and taught as a “British empiricist” philosopher whose thought served as a bridge between Locke and Hume. Some truth can be extracted from that story, but scholars have brought out the ways in which Berkeley’s thought is more aligned with Cartesian philosophers including Descartes himself.1 The similarities are most striking in the treatment of both finite and infinite mind.2 This has led some to the view of Berkeley as a truncated Descartes.3 Another reason for considering a direct comparison of the two philosophical systems is that we know that Berkeley studied Descartes’s published writings and admired his criticisms of Hobbes. A case can be made that his direct engagement with Descartes’s writings played an important role in the development of his own mature metaphysics and epistemology. In his Notebooks, Berkeley often refers to him, his positions, and other Cartesian philosophers.4

The question of exactly how closely Berkeley’s philosophy of mind resembles Descartes’s engages some difficult and very interesting questions. Of course, the most salient contrast between their philosophies is with respect to matter. Descartes affirms that bodies are extended material substances, whereas Berkeley has it that they are collections of ideas. Substance dualism, the doctrine that only immaterial minds and extended bodies are substances, is not even conceivable according to Berkeley. This is a deep division, although, as we shall see, Berkeley’s own dualism of spirits and ideas parallels mind/body dualism in some interesting ways. It is best to begin this comparative study with Descartes’s attempt in his Meditations on First Philosophy to prove the existence and knowability of essentially material things in the face of a thoroughgoing methodological skepticism. Berkeley was strongly influenced by the various kinds of objections to it that were raised in the second half of the seventeenth century.5 Berkeley’s anti-Cartesianism regarding matter also illuminates his departures from Descartes’s handling of mind and God.

Matter and Immaterialism

Descartes’s most famous and most detailed demonstration of the existence of matter is in his Meditations.6 It comes near the end of that work in the Sixth and final Meditation because it absolutely depends on Descartes’s bringing his reader to have an occurrent idea of the essence of matter, in fact, to “clearly and distinctly perceive” it.7 Let us follow Descartes’s development of this crucial perception and how Berkeley resists it. Berkeley did not produce a direct analysis of Descartes’s text, but we can find where in his published works he addresses particular points therein. In this way, a kind of virtual debate between the two can be described.

In his own Synopsis of the Meditations, Descartes writes: “we need to have a distinct concept of corporeal nature and this is developed partly in the Second Meditation itself, and partly in the Fifth and Sixth Meditations” (CSM2:9). A complete understanding of the Sixth Meditation’s existence proof thus depends on connecting the contributions of the individual Meditations to the “concept of corporeal nature,” which turns out to be the concept of geometrical extension. As we will see, the argumentative strategy of the proof is fitted to the way in which its premises are provided in earlier Meditations. This gradual development of a proper understanding of extension as the essence of matter through the Second, Fifth, and Sixth Meditations is required by the famous method of doubt that structures the exposition of the entire project of this particular work.

Before discussing Descartes’s idea of extension as the essence of matter, however, something should be said about this use of skeptical devices. Descartes’s employment of doubt won him hardly any contemporary adherents to that philosophical methodology. Many worried about deleterious effects for susceptible readers on their faith and morals if skepticism was so much as seriously considered. It was also often regarded as useless or counterproductive for discovering truths. Berkeley, however, was most concerned about the mostly received view that Descartes failed to satisfactorily discharge the methodological doubts he raised. In particular, those who considered Descartes’s demonstration of the existence of matter a failure were led to hold that the existence of ordinary bodies was not in fact properly demonstrable and had ultimately to be taken on faith (e.g., Malebranche, ST:568–576) or known only by some other less satisfactory means (e.g., Locke on “sensitive knowledge,” E 4.11.3:631). On the title pages of both the Principles and the Dialogues, Berkeley alludes to his view that the failure to recognize the truth of immaterialism is a root cause of philosophical skepticism and atheism.8

One obvious reason that Descartes invokes the method of doubt is to achieve a special degree of certainty that is utterly immune to reasoned doubt. More important for understanding the relationship of his philosophy to Berkeley’s, however, is Descartes’s believing that the method is “the easiest route by which the mind may be led away from the senses” (CSM2:9; see also CSM2:94). Being led away from the senses is, for Descartes, being led toward things perceived by the intellect alone. If the method works, withdrawal from the senses will enable the mind to move away from prejudices encouraged by the senses in the other direction—toward purely intellectual items innate to the mind. Once these, including the idea of extension as the essence of matter, are perceived clearly and distinctly, demonstrative knowledge can follow. Descartes’s proof of the existence of matter is accordingly structured in a way that is responsive to the First Meditation’s sweeping methodological doubt and the order it imposes on the step-by-step development of the whole work. This point is missed by most early modern critiques of the proof, but, as we shall see, Berkeley is able to press telling objections to it even when it is interpreted in this authentic Cartesian way. The first step toward the existence proof is in the Second Meditation.

In the Second Meditation, Descartes writes: “Let us concentrate, take away everything which does not belong to the wax, and see what is left: merely something extended, flexible and changeable” (CSM2:20). He is using a technical sense in which an item is said to “belong” to the wax. Ordinary perceptions of wax always include some sensible qualities or other, but because they are subject to change, they do not “belong” to the wax in the way he is trying to bring out. Following the method of doubt in its quest for certainty, Descartes wants the exercise to reveal what is “distinctly understood” of the “nature” of the wax. By “nature” (or essence) of the wax he here means what cannot be absent when the wax is present. His immediate goals for the idea of matter in the Second Meditation are twofold. The first is for the meditator to understand that what is clearly and distinctly perceived is that the essence of the wax is something continuously flexible and changeable. It follows that it can undergo more changes than can be sensed or imagined. This leads to the second goal, which is that the clear and distinct perception of the wax is attained by a “purely mental scrutiny” (CMS2:21) or, as he will soon put it, by the pure intellect or pure understanding (puram intellectionem).

It is easy to see this famous passage as running afoul of Berkeley’s strictures against abstract ideas. The things that do not belong to the nature of the wax have been mentally removed, subtracted, and separated from what does belong to it. In the Introduction to the Principles, Berkeley describes what he takes to be two mistaken pictures of how abstract ideas are supposed to be framed. One is by the mental separation of various qualities that he says cannot be so separated:


But we are told, the mind being able to consider each quality singly, or abstracted from those other qualities with which it is united, does by that means frame to it self abstract ideas. For example, there is perceived by sight an object extended, coloured, and moved: this mixed or compound idea the mind resolving into its simple, constituent parts, and viewing each by it self, exclusive of the rest, does frame the abstract ideas of extension, colour, and motion. Not that it is possible for colour or motion to exist without extension: but only that the mind can frame to it self by abstraction the idea of colour exclusive of extension, and of motion exclusive of both colour and extension.  (PHKI 7:27–28)



The other is by extracting from a number of particular ideas an abstract idea of what they have in common:


Again, the mind having observed that in the particular extensions perceived by sense, there is something common and alike in all, and some other things peculiar, as this or that figure or magnitude, which distinguish them one from another; it considers apart or singles out by it self that which is common, making thereof a most abstract idea of extension, which is neither line, surface, nor solid, nor has any figure or magnitude but is an idea entirely prescinded from all these.  (PHKI 8:28)



Berkeley argues against these supposed mental operations of abstraction in PHKI 10:


Whether others have this wonderful faculty of abstracting their ideas, they best can tell … I cannot by any effort of thought conceive the abstract idea above described…. I deny that I can abstract one from another, or conceive separately, those qualities which it is impossible should exist so separated; or that I can frame a general notion by abstracting from particulars in the manner aforesaid. Which two last are the proper acceptations of abstraction. And there are grounds to think most men will acknowledge themselves to be in my case. The generality of men which are simple and illiterate never pretend to abstract notions. It’s said they are difficult and not to be attained without pains and study. We may therefore reasonably conclude that, if such there be, they are confined only to the learned.  (PHKI 10:29–30)



These passages most directly apply to Berkeley’s understanding of Locke’s treatment of abstraction. Descartes does not claim, not in the Second Meditation anyway, to be able to frame a purely intellectual idea of color, whereas Locke holds that we have ideas like that. Moreover, Descartes definitely denies that there can be a clear and distinct idea of motion that excludes extension as will shortly be seen. Descartes does, however, claim to have perceived an idea of extension that is separated from what can be sensed or imagined. That is the case indicated in the passage from PHKI 7 quoted earlier. It is also arguable that Descartes thinks there is a unique idea of extension that is common to ideas of extended particulars and that this idea can be distinctly perceived apart from particulars.9 That would commit the error noted in PHKI 8. To begin evaluating Berkeley’s critique, let us consider more closely how his arguments apply to Descartes’s treatment of the wax.

Three arguments can be found in the PHKI 10 passage just quoted. First, it is suggested that when carefully reflecting as Descartes asks, we will find ourselves agreeing with Berkeley that we do not have the “wonderful faculty” of conceiving such abstractions as extension. Second, qualities that cannot exist as separated from one another cannot be conceived separately as abstractions, either. And third, people not misled by their “learning” do not pretend to abstract ideas. It is the first argument that is relevant to Descartes. Descartes has a ready response to the second argument and that response helps to clarify his position here. Thought and extension are supposed to be understood as “really distinct” by the Sixth Meditation. That means they are different substances such that “each of them can exist apart from the other” (CSM2:114; also see CSM1:224). Now, because sensory ideas of color, for example, are mental items, these ideas are really distinct from extended things. If Descartes were right about the real distinction between mind and body, then what we have called Berkeley’s second argument—the one against separating the inseparable—is irrelevant. Of course, in the Sixth Meditation, Descartes demonstrates this real distinction from the “abstract” concepts that Berkeley rejects, so Berkeley’s third argument is also inconclusive. If a Cartesian meditator can perceive a distinct idea of extension, it is irrelevant that those without learning do not report perceiving it. The exercise with the wax thus leaves us at an impasse unless one side or the other can buttress their argument. Let us consider how this might be done.

The next step in the development of the idea of extension to which Descartes refers in the “Synopsis” is in the Fifth Meditation. It attempts to shift the ground of the dispute in some respects. There readers are invited to agree that familiar geometrical ideas can be “distinctly imagined” and that their “natures or essences or forms” (CSM2:44–45) are known innately and do not depend on having been sensed. When considering these ideas, “it seems that I am not so much learning something new as remembering what I knew before; or it seems like noticing for the first time things which were long present within me” (CSM2:44). Experiencing geometrical ideas of extension as seeming innate, part of every human mind’s natural, God-given equipment can be used to address the suspicion that some bogus faculty of abstraction has been smuggled in. Another important point for Descartes in this context is that the characteristic certainty and distinctness attending the idea of extension and its geometric determinations enables us to distinguish it sharply from sensory ideas.10

Berkeley is no more impressed by this kind of appeal to mathematics than by the contemplation of objects like pieces of wax. The rationalist mathematician’s distinctly perceived, nonsensible objects are more attempts at abstract ideas. His own positive philosophy of mathematics is based on the manipulation of symbols for practical applications. The clarity and certainty of mathematics are owed to mathematical symbols associated with useful operations on particular, not abstract, items. Skillful practitioners of mathematics use these symbols to simplify those useful operations.

When mathematics is studied for its own sake as supposedly dealing with representations of items accessible by pure intellect, it leads to absurdities:


Be the science or subject what it will, whensoever men quit particulars for generalities, things concrete for abstractions, when they forsake practical views, and the useful purposes of knowledge for barren speculation, considering means and instruments as ultimate ends, and labouring to obtain precise ideas which they suppose indiscriminately annexed to all terms, they will be sure to embarrass themselves with difficulties and disputes. Such are those which have sprung up in geometry about the nature of the angle of contact, the doctrine of proportions, of indivisibles, infinitesimals, and divers other points; notwithstanding all which, that science is very rightly esteemed an excellent and useful one, and is really found to be so in many occasions of human life, wherein it governs and directs the actions of men, so that by the aid or infl[u]ence thereof those operations become just and accurate which would otherwise be faulty and uncertain. (Alc 7,15:308)11



The absurdities Berkeley cites that are most relevant to Descartes are connected with the infinite divisibility of extension. Descartes readily affirms that we can understand not only that extension is capable of infinite division, but that existing extension is actually so divided.12

In this way, Berkeley disarms appeal to the certainty and clarity of mathematical results; for him, those features do not succeed in advancing Descartes’s argument. The terms of the debate are altered, however, by Descartes’s claim to recognize innate mathematical ideas.13 Innate ideas are implanted in the structure of the mind by God, so questions about what mental operations create them cannot arise. Instead, meditative analysis recovers them as components of ordinary confused thoughts about bodies. Moreover, Cartesian doubt might temporarily block inferences about what geometrical ideas represent, but there can be no question that they represent truths when they are clearly and distinctly perceived. Even before fully resolving methodic doubt, therefore, the innate idea of extension establishes that material substance is “capable” of existing (CSM2:50); this is an important step in overcoming hyperbolic doubt about existing extended substance.

If God did create minds with a distinctly cognizable idea of extension, that would, in light of Descartes’s existence proof, be a highly significant threat to Berkeley’s immaterialism. One response to Cartesian nativism is to continue flatly to deny Descartes’s reading of the introspective evidence. Another response could come from asking why God would create minds with such an idea. Answering that it is to afford knowledge of existing extension is met with the further question of why God would create extension in the first place. Berkeley’s treatment of this last point is familiar from his rejection of the hypotheses that matter causes sensations or that it provides God with instruments or Malebranchean occasions for directly causing ideas: “To me, I say, it is evident that the being of a spirit infinitely wise, good, and powerful is abundantly sufficient to explain all the appearances of Nature” (PHK 72:72; see also DHP 217–220). At the places in the Principles and the Dialogues where Berkeley offers this consideration, he has already proven to his satisfaction that there is no idea of extension. If he began with this point about God, he might have added that it would be out of character for a spirit infinitely wise, good, and powerful to require any help to get done the job of ordering sensible objects and ideas. Cartesians could, in turn, retort that God might have other reasons for creating extension or even take the extreme voluntarist line that God’s will alone explains the existence of extension. Finally resolving the theological issues in this context thus seems to bring us back to the fundamental question of whether there is any idea of extension at all.

Descartes’s final maneuvers in the full development of the idea of extension occur in the Sixth Meditation. He writes that we can come to understand a chiliagon as well as a triangle, but the former cannot be distinctly imagined while the latter can. From this he concludes that “this power of imagining which is in me, differing as it does from the power of understanding, is not a necessary constituent of my own essence” (CSM2:51). The idea of his thinking essence thus restricted leads him to his famous conclusion that mind and body are “really distinct”: “[O]n the one hand I have a clear and distinct idea of myself, in so far as I am simply a thinking, non-extended thing; and on the other hand I have a distinct idea of body, in so far as this is simply an extended, non-thinking thing” (CSM2:54). Without sensation and imagination, the ideas that remain are perceived by the mind alone—the pure intellect. Descartes could use “pure intellect” as the name of the “wonderful faculty” to which Berkeley sarcastically refers in the passage from PHKI 10 quoted earlier.14 Until this point in the Meditations, the method of doubt prevented Descartes from being certain that his thought did not include an unknown corporeal constituent. The removal of that particular doubt, along with clear and distinct perceptions of God and of extension capable of existing as a substance, concludes the stage setting for proving the existence of material things.

The proof is structured as a process of elimination. Descartes finds exactly three options for explaining the fact that, as a thinking thing, he passively receives sensory ideas. They are (i) some unrecognized power in his thought to produce sensory ideas, (ii) God or some other thing more “noble” than himself (presumably a thinking thing), and (iii) things that are essentially extended. The first possibility is eliminated because Descartes is aware of all his “intellectual acts” and he is aware that none of these is responsible for sensations. Moreover, we have a “great propensity” to judge that extended things cause our sensations and this propensity is part of our human nature as created by God.15 Therefore, if God or some other non-extended thing produced the sensory ideas, God would be a deceiver unless we naturally have the means to determine that some non-extended thing does, in fact, produce our sensations. Descartes finds that our intellect does not offer a compelling reason to reject the natural judgment that extended things actively produce sensations. Having, therefore, eliminated the hypothetical ground for doubting the existence of body—namely, that sensations are produced by one’s own thought, or by any other immaterial agent—it has become clear and distinct that existing extended things are active when the mind passively receives sensations. In other words, they exist.

As we have seen, Berkeley reads Descartes as appealing to a supposed idea of extension that is abstract. Berkeley’s most apposite argument for rejecting this crucial anti-immaterialist device turned out to be the absence of a mental faculty to produce abstractions of that kind. If there really is an innate idea of extension, that would block Berkeley’s other arguments—namely, that the faculty delivering it would have to separate the inseparable, or somehow extract what different particulars have in common. Our review of Descartes’s attempt to induce a distinct perception of extension in his readers and of Berkeley’s responses makes it manifest that the relationship between Berkeley’s immaterialism and Descartes’s dualism hinges entirely on the availability of that idea. Let us see whether there are any further resources available on either side of the debate.

Descartes suggests in a number of places that the method of doubt works alongside a mental operation that separates complex ideas into simple components, with the simplest ideas being clear and distinct intuitions.16 Berkeley’s picture of how an abstract idea of extension is supposed to be obtained is that one begins with a collection of ideas taken as a sensible object, and the operation of abstraction is then supposed to transform this complex idea into a distinctively abstract idea suitable for being signified by a general term. Descartes, however, does not rely on a mysterious mental operation; rather, he relies on what could be appropriately called “analysis.” One is to begin, as in the exercise with wax, for example, with a complex idea of wax that includes as an element the idea of extension. Berkeley would want to know how it got there; the answer is that it is innate. A skillful analysis of this complex idea can leave as its residue a distinct perception of the innate idea. For Descartes, therefore, the idea of extension is not delivered by some indescribable faculty for transforming particular ideas into general ones. It is supposed to be the non-mysterious ability to analyze ideas into constituents that does the work.

Had this occurred to Berkeley, he would remain unimpressed. He can acknowledge the philosophical importance of some mental analysis. But for him, the final residue of the analysis of a sensible object will be sensory minima (NTV 54:191). And these minima are importantly different from Descartes’s simplest natures or Locke’s simple ideas.17 A visual minimum, for example, will be colored, extended, and in some state of motion or rest. Further decomposition would require separating what Berkeley regards as inseparable, and for him, that is not an acceptable form of analysis. It is an illusory kind of abstraction.

Regarding matter, it is hard to disagree with Berkeley that Descartes has not produced an argument from distinctly understood premises that its essence is cognizable.

There is no “proving” that one has a Cartesian clear and distinct perception of extension, or of anything else. After careful meditation, one either perceives it or one does not. And supposing that some do perceive it for themselves, there is no way to compel non-perceivers to acknowledge that. The best Descartes can do is to write using language that he associates with his clear and distinct perceptions (assuming, of course, that he has himself obtained them). His hope is that co-meditators will, by following his method, be brought to attain their own clear and distinct perceptions. If his co-meditating interlocutors can do this, then Descartes can successfully do philosophy with them; otherwise, his communication with them will fail. Descartes’s substance dualism thus depends on the extraordinary epistemological power he grants to the particular clear and distinct perceptions supposedly available to unencumbered human minds. In this dispute about the phenomenological availability of the idea of extension, one is reminded of some disputes about the existence of God. Some theists claim to have utterly convincing direct experience of God, whereas atheists sincerely proclaim their inability to access such experiences. The chasm seems unbridgeable.

Berkeley, for his part, turns Descartes’s basic tool of reflective introspection against him. Descartes claims to discover purely intellectual perceptions of innate ideas. From Berkeley’s perspective, these are posits akin to (what he understands as) Lockean abstract ideas. Berkeley counters Cartesian meditation with his own self-examination that instead provides knowledge that there is no faculty that could deliver such items. In section 10 of the Introduction to the Principles, he famously ridicules those who think they make use of a “wonderful faculty of abstracting their ideas” (PHKI 10:29). His sarcasm there is primarily directed at Locke. This is, perhaps, ultimately unfair to Locke, but it must be admitted that Locke is by no means clear about the operations of the mind that are supposed to produce abstract ideas from simple ideas. Descartes’s clear and distinct idea of extension is not Lockean insofar as it supposed to be innate, but he still needs to appeal to the mental operations that recover it from ordinary experience. Berkeley’s criticism later in the same section thus applies to Descartes as well as Locke: “But I deny that I can abstract one [quality] from another, or conceive separately, those qualities which it is impossible should exist so separated; or that I can frame a general notion by abstracting from particulars in the manner aforesaid” (PHKI 10:30). He invites his readers to perform a similar self-examination.18 As mentioned earlier, Berkeley does also produce arguments against abstract ideas, but if Descartes really does distinctly perceive one, these arguments must be wrong. And if Descartes is right that the idea of extension is innate to the human mind, it does not matter that Berkeley is himself unable to perceive it. Berkeley could be failing to meditate properly because of prejudices, faults in the structure of his brain, etc.19 Berkeley seems to partly acknowledge the practical futility of further direct debate on what can be established by introspection:


If any man has the faculty of framing in his mind such an idea of a triangle as is here described, it is in vain to pretend to dispute him out of it, nor would I go about it. All I desire is, that the reader would fully and certainly inform himself whether he has such an idea or no.  (PHKI 13:33)



If Berkeley were making the merely negative point that he tries and fails at Cartesian meditation, we are at an impasse because Descartes can respond that Berkeley has not done a good job of meditating. If Berkeley is instead understood as making a plausible positive claim, that would advance his case.20 If reflection positively delivers the fact that he does not have a faculty (presumably pure intellection) for producing Cartesian clear and distinct perceptions, then Descartes’s charge of bad meditating would lose whatever leverage it had. Readers will have to decide for themselves which philosopher better describes their very carefully considered cognitive faculties. Berkeley’s descriptions of how these introspective exercises work are compatible with both what I am calling “the negative reading” and “the positive reading.” It does seem, however, that Berkeley rates the power of reflection very highly. Whether Berkeley can positively rule out the ability to access innate ideas might turn on whether Berkeleyan reflection is always reflection on the mind’s operating on its ideas or whether it can sometimes be reflection on the mind apart from its ideas. If Berkeley thinks the latter is possible, he might be able to enumerate the mind’s capacities and rule out a capacity for producing purely intellectual thoughts (except perhaps for this one case: reflecting on the mind apart from any ideas). That would support the interpretation on which reflection can positively reveal the absence of a “wonderful” power to produce an idea of extension. Let us proceed then to our philosophers’ views on mind and God.

Knowledge of God

Almost the whole of Descartes’s important scaffolding for the proof of the existence of material things has turned out to be subject to direct Berkeleyan criticism. It is very striking, then, that Berkeley co-opts the structure of the proof for his own purposes. Berkeley fully agrees with Descartes that sensation requires what Descartes calls an “active faculty” because Berkeleyan ideas are completely passive. And they agree that introspection reveals that they are not themselves able to produce sensory ideas (Descartes) or sensed objects (Berkeley). Extended things are not so much as a conceivable candidate for the source of Berkeleyan sensations, so some other spirit must actively produce our sensations:


But whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas actually perceived by sense have not a like dependence on the will…. There is therefore some other will or spirit that produces them. (PHK 29:53; see also DHP 214–215).



The only remaining question, then, is whether the responsible spirit is finite or infinite. Owing to the immense order and beauty of the sensed universe, that is, its design, we can be certain that it is an infinite spirit.21 Descartes’s proof of the existence of extension has been transformed into a proof of the existence of God.22

It is also interesting that there is a parallel in Descartes to Berkeley’s appeal to design as distinguishing between God’s activity in producing sensations and finite spirits’ activity in imagination. The meditator’s resolution of dream doubt in the Sixth Meditation turns on the orderliness of sensation as opposed to dreams. Without that order, some residue of methodic doubt would spoil the certainty Descartes attaches to the existence of material things outside his own body.23 The order of the material world provides the mark that enables us to distinguish dream experiences from sensations of material things. Sensations are reliable guides to biologically significant configurations of bodies, at least when checked by reason. Dream experiences can be regarded as explicable “true errors of nature” compatible with the perfection of God’s creation (CSM2:61–62).

After Descartes, it might seem natural to assume that arriving at certainty of God’s existence by means of reason involves a special representation, a Cartesian idea, for example. The proofs of God’s existence proffered by Descartes all make essential use of the intrinsic representative character or “objective reality” of the innate idea that he purports to distinctly perceive:


Undoubtedly, the ideas which represent substances to me amount to something more and, so to speak, contain within themselves more objective reality than the ideas which merely represent modes or accidents. Again, the idea that gives me my understanding of a supreme God, eternal, infinite, <immutable,> omniscient, omnipotent and the creator of all things that exist apart from him, certainly has in it more objective reality than the ideas that represent finite substances.  (CSM2:28)



Descartes’s clearly and distinctly perceived idea of God was an innovation. Berkeley is nearer to prevalent rational theology in denying such a representation in favor of a via negativa or similar device. It would be profoundly non-Cartesian of Berkeley to think there can be knowledge without any representation whatsoever of the object of knowledge. This brings out a particularly difficult aspect of his philosophy. Here is how Berkeley describes his arriving at rational knowledge of God in his modification of Descartes’s proof:


For all the notion I have of God, is obtained by reflecting on my own soul heightening its powers, and removing its imperfections. I have therefore, though not an inactive idea, yet in my self some sort of an active thinking image of the Deity. And though I perceive Him not by sense, yet I have a notion of Him, or know Him by reflexion and reasoning. My own mind and my own ideas I have an immediate knowledge of; and by the help of these, do mediately apprehend the possibility of the existence of other spirits and ideas. Farther, from my own being, and from the dependency I find in my self and my ideas, I do by an act of reason, necessarily infer the existence of a God, and of all created things in the mind of God.  (DHP 231–232; also see PHK 147:108)



Berkeley’s notion of God is not, of course, a Berkeleyan idea. But it is not like a Cartesian idea, either. The notion of God is not an identifiable state of mind that somehow has God as its object. Although Berkeley writes in this passage that he has an “active thinking image,” it does not seem correct to say that this is an image “of” God in the way that a Cartesian idea would be. Cartesian ideas represent in virtue of “objective reality” or of content literally contained in them. Descartes defines “objective reality” as “the being of a thing which is represented by an idea, in so far as this exists in the idea” (CSM2:113). It is thus an intrinsic, representing feature of Cartesian ideas. It is more likely that Berkeley’s use of “image” alludes to the biblical statement that humans are “created in God’s image.” The mind resembles God insofar as it is an active thing, a thing that “thinks, wills, and perceives” (PHK 138:104), i.e., a thing that is not itself a Berkeleyan idea.

It is Berkeley’s own mind and its ideas of which he has “immediate knowledge.” This, along with the passive aspect of sensation, is what enables him to infer the existence of God. When rationally inferring God’s existence, one does not first construct a notion of God. Instead, a notion of God is constituted by inferring the existence of God by means of the modified Cartesian argument and the extrapolation from the example of the self. This raises a question about the notion of one’s own mind that is analogous to the one regarding the notion of God. The notion of oneself is prior to the notion of God, at least in the context of proving God’s existence. Does the notion of one’s own being somehow represent that being, or is the notion constituted by something else, or is it instead some kind of direct knowledge? This brings us to Berkeley’s theory of mind and its relation to Descartes’s. We will begin with epistemological questions about self-knowledge and then proceed to metaphysical questions about the nature of the mind.

Mind

Regarding knowledge of the existence of the mind, Berkeley is close to the Cartesian line, although he refrains in published works from citing Descartes’s famous cogito considerations:24


We comprehend our own existence by inward feeling or reflexion, and that of other spirits by reason. We may be said to have some knowledge or notion of our own minds, of spirits and active beings, whereof in a strict sense we have not ideas.  (PHK 89:80; also see DHP 233)



This is close to what we find in Descartes insofar as it appeals to the mind’s reflexive self-awareness. A subtle difference is that in Descartes, the mind is always self-aware; no additional act of reflection is necessary for cognition of one’s existence. Making one’s perception of the mind clear and distinct, however, does require careful reflection:


It is quite sufficient that we should know it by that internal awareness which always precedes reflective knowledge. This inner awareness of one’s thought and existence is so innate in all men that, although we may pretend that we do not have it if we are overwhelmed by preconceived opinions and pay more attention to words than to their meanings, we cannot in fact fail to have it.  (CSM2:285)



As with the ideas of God and of extension, Descartes has it that clear and distinct perception of one’s thought is purely intellectual. Might self-knowledge be for Berkeley an exception to his refusal to admit perceptions of “pure intellect,” i.e., a thought that involves no ideas whatsoever? This question is difficult to answer. In the unpublished Notebook A, he wrote:


We have an intuitive Knowlege of the Existence of other things besides our selves & even praecedaneous to the Knowlege of our own Existence. in that we must have Ideas or else we cannot think.  (N 547:69; also see N 539:67)



This has to be read as saying that the reflection which yields self-knowledge reflects on the mind’s operations on its ideas. It fits with Berkeley’s view that minds are characterized by their activity. Later in the published works, however, he stresses the distinction between mind and idea even when the main focus is not on the contrast between activity and passivity:


This perceiving, active being is what I call mind, spirit, soul or my self. By which words I do not denote any one of my ideas, but a thing entirely distinct from them [emphasis added], wherein they exist, or, which is the same thing, whereby they are perceived; for the existence of an idea consists in being perceived.  (PHK 2:41–42; see also PHK 89:80)



It is striking that ideas are “entirely distinct” from minds, but depend on them for their existence. It seems unlikely that Berkeley would approve the possibility of abstracting the notion of the mind from the ideas on which it must be operating in order to be thinking. But it is then not quite clear how they can be understood to be entirely distinct from each other. Perhaps Berkeley wishes to avoid ruling out the possibility of minds existing without ideas even if they are never actually without them.

When discussing notions, including the notion of the mind, Berkeley sometimes connects them with knowing the meanings of words:


We may not I think strictly be said to have an idea of an active being, or of an action, although we may be said to have a notion of them. I have some knowledge or notion of my mind, and its acts about ideas, inasmuch as I know or understand what is meant by those words. What I know, that I have some notion of.  (PHK 142:106; see also PHK 27:52; DHP 231; Alc 7,5:292)



One might interpret these passages as suggesting that uncovering a theory of meaning in Berkeley’s writings would shed light on how it is that notions are a source of knowledge. A more straightforward reading, however, simply identifies having notions with knowing the meanings of the appropriate words. On the surface, that seems not much different from the familiar view that meanings are analyzed in terms of ideas. Descartes states it directly: “For we cannot express anything by our words, when we understand what we are saying, without its being certain thereby that we have in us the idea of the thing which is signified by our words” (CSM3:185; also see CSM2:113). On this reading, when Berkeley writes, “What I know, that I have some notion of,” he is not appealing to notions to explain how knowledge is obtained or in what it consists. He is instead simply asserting that we do have knowledge of the self and of God and allowing that one might say that is “having an idea—or better, having a notion” of those things, but certainly not a Berkeleyan idea of them. This would fit with Berkeley’s staunch anti-skepticism about such fundamental matters. If Berkeley (Philonous at DHP 233) can simply assert that he has these items of knowledge, that would seem to raise the question of whether parity allows materialists to assert knowledge of matter. Hylas is satisfied they cannot because he has already been convinced there is no idea of matter. But if Descartes is right about their fundamental disagreement and there is a purely intellectual idea of matter, some epistemological parity between spirit and matter is restored. At any rate, it seems clear that there is no way of getting an independent explanatory grip on mental notions by appealing to meanings.

Although Berkeley modifies Descartes’s treatment of self-knowledge substituting a notion for a non-sensory idea, their views on willing, imagining, remembering, and other operations of the mind on its ideas hardly differ. Berkeley also agrees with Descartes against Locke that the mind always thinks (N 650–652:79–80), which is one sense in which thinking can be said to be the essence of mind. Descartes arrived at this as a simple corollary of the result that thinking is the essence of mind. Locke adduced the commonsensical objection that there are thoughtless, dreamless episodes of sleep during which the mind persists (E 2.1.13:111). Descartes had already considered this objection and claimed instead, plausibly enough, that people are not always good at remembering what they thought while asleep (CSM2:247). Berkeley adds an interesting new argument (N 650–652:79–80). When the mind is not thinking, there is no succession of ideas, and where there is no succession of ideas, there is no perception of time: “A succession of ideas I take to constitute Time, and not to be only the sensible measure thereof, as Mr. Locke and others think” (Berkeley to Johnson, BW2:293; also see PHK 98:83). Berkeley must here be reasoning that esse is percipi; no perception of time means no time. He concludes that there is no time at which the mind is not thinking.25

There is further agreement about the mind being an individual substance in the sense that it grounds the existence of volitions and ideas and persists as they change.26 We have noted some important differences regarding ideas as the mind’s objects of thought. Descartes requires purely intellectual ideas of the mind, God, and extension; Berkeley rejects them as confusions. Moreover, all Cartesian clear and distinct ideas have objective reality and represent things. Berkeleyan ideas do not represent in virtue of any sort of content or objective reality. His ideas can only indicate or serve as signs of other ideas with which they are regularly associated. These associations can be artificial as in the way that word ideas get associated with sensible objects, or natural as in the way that an idea of bodily proximity to fire can be associated with pain (PHK 65:69; also see Winkler 1989, 17–21).

It remains to say something about how the two philosophers take ideas to be related to minds. Descartes makes his position plain. Ideas depend for their existence on minds, but not vice versa; ideas are modes of mind, literally “ways” in which minds exist at different times (CSM1:213–214). This passage goes on to say the following:


Thought and extension can be regarded as constituting the natures of intelligent substance and corporeal substance; they must then be considered as nothing else but thinking substance itself and extended substance itself—that is, as mind and body…. Thought and extension may also be taken as modes of a substance in so far as one and the same mind is capable of having many different thoughts.  (CSM1:215)



This means that because minds are identical with their thinking, at any given time a mind simply is the way in which it is existing at that time. To say that minds are different at different times is to say that their modes change over time. These points fit with Descartes’s insisting that ideas can be clearly and distinctly understood only when they are understood to be modes of a mind. If one could clearly and distinctly perceive an idea independently of its substance, it would itself be a substance.

Berkeley definitely agrees with Descartes that ideas depend on minds—esse is percipi. Berkeleyan minds, like Cartesian minds, do not depend on any particular ideas. This follows from their existing at times in which those ideas are unperceived. As we have seen, however, Berkeley holds that minds cannot think without ideas, yet the existence of a mind is its being active with respect to ideas. This has suggested to some commentators that Berkeley had an adverbial theory of ideas, making ideas ways or manners in which a mind perceives. There is good reason, however, to think that Berkeley avoided this last aspect of the Cartesian mind-idea relation.27 As we saw, Berkeley insists that minds and ideas are things that are “entirely distinct and heterogeneous, and which have nothing in common” (PHK 89:79). For Descartes, minds and ideas are not “entirely distinct,” but only modally distinct—ideas depend on minds for their existence, but minds do not depend on any particular ideas for their existence. Minds and ideas are not heterogeneous, either. Instead, ideas are determinations of minds, making them entirely mental. It seems that Berkeley is here influenced by Descartes’s real distinction between mind and body. That distinction depends on the radical heterogeneity of thinking and extended substances. Descartes’s extended things are replaced in Berkeley’s system by collections of ideas, so it is perhaps natural that Berkeley would retain a vestigial deep divide between mind and sensible objects.

Conclusion

In conclusion, we can finally evaluate how much justice there is in assessing Berkeley as a “truncated Descartes.” How similar is Berkeley’s system of philosophy to Descartes’s when extended substance and its associated mental representation are excised from it? The Berkeleyan mind is Cartesian insofar as it is a thing whose whole essence is to perform the operation of thinking. Cartesian thinking, however, relies heavily on innate resources for representing itself and the essences of other things. This contrasts with Berkeleyan thinking, which contains no representations in the usual philosophical sense. Representations of sensible things are replaced by associations of ideas. Representations of insensible things are replaced by the device of notions. Berkeley’s notions might seem unable to succeed in getting thought to be about God, finite minds including the self, and relations induced by the mind operating on its ideas. But this impression can be countered by refusing to entertain any skepticism about those things simply being known. If that knowledge is an absolute starting place for philosophy, then it doesn’t have to be explained by the mental mechanism of intrinsically intentional representations. Excising extended substance from Berkeley’s ontology is more than a theoretical truncation. Sensible objects, ideas, take on additional significance when they are produced by God instead of by material things. They are the primary means by which God is “present and conscious to our innermost thoughts; and that we have a most absolute and immediate dependence on him” (PHK 155:113). This replaces Descartes’s phenomenologically suspect idea of God as the great bulwark against skepticism.

Notes

1. Examples include Watson (1963), Bracken (1976), Doney (1982), McCracken (1988), Ayers (2005), and other authors cited below.

2. Berkeley often uses the term “spirit.” In this chapter, it will be considered synonymous with “mind.” When discussing Descartes, I use “sensory idea” for modes of the mind and “sensation” for what the unified human being does. Berkeley uses the term “idea” in a strict sense only for what correspond to Descartes’s sensory ideas. “Body,” “corporeal thing,” and “extended thing” will be used interchangeably, as will “matter” and “extended substance.”

3. Doney (1982, 274).

4. Kantonen (1934) documents various aspects of Berkeley’s engagement with, and respect for, Descartes’s writings.

5. The history of these objections leading up to Berkeley’s own is impressively detailed by McCracken (1986).

6. For that reason, this chapter concentrates on the Meditations and closely related texts. Similarly, Berkeley’s arguments will be drawn primarily from A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous.

7. Because the Meditations are written in the first person, there are questions about how the authorial voice should be understood. Without taking a stand on this issue, I will sometimes refer to what “Descartes” is saying at a certain stage in the Meditations, but at other times will consider “meditators,” or “we” who are reading and meditating along with the authorial voice in the way that Descartes intended.

8. This is also a recurring theme in his notebooks. See N 79:15; N 517a:64; N 686a:84; N 800:96.

9. There is a deep division among Descartes scholars about whether the many, various material things are modifications of a single extended substance or instead whether each material thing somehow has its own, individual extended essence. I shall write as though the first reading is correct because it strengthens Descartes’s arguments and simplifies the exposition. Detailed support for this reading and discussion of opposing views are given in Sowaal (2004) and Lennon (2007). Here, we might simply note pronouncements like this: “It is possible to understand extension without shape or movement” (CSM1:211; also see CSM1:298). If Descartes is instead read as holding that the determinate extensions of individual bodies are each clearly and distinctly perceived, the position is harder to defend against Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism. Ott (2004) is helpful in that regard. In what follows, I will refer simply to the idea of extension without further ado. This interpretation also helps answer an interesting query raised by Berkeley (N 784:94). He wonders why Descartes says that the idea of the particular piece of wax is less clear than that of wax in general, but that general conceptions of bodies are typically confused. Descartes’s answer could be that concentrating on a particular piece at first yields more distinctness than pieces of wax considered along with ink bottles, swords, and so on. But the particular extension of a piece of wax (which is subject to change) is less distinctly perceived than the general, innate idea of extension.

10. There are some subtleties in Descartes’s philosophy of mathematics that are potentially relevant, but cannot be dealt with here. We must, for example, distinguish in geometry what is perceived by pure intellect and its determinations that are “distinctly imagined.” A detailed treatment directly relevant to the present context can be found in Nolan (2005).

11. For more on Berkeley’s positive theory of mathematics, including his understanding of mathematical proof, see PHK 16:34–35 and PHK 118–132:94–102, as well as Jesseph, chapter 16 in this volume.

12. CSM1:239. He also concedes that it is beyond finite minds to understand in detail how this comes about.

13. Descartes’s present point about innateness is helped along by his having previously found reasons for concluding that the idea of God is innate. The idea of God is taken up below.

14. The faculty is “pure” because it operates without the cooperation of the body: “For when the soul is distracted by an ecstasy or deep contemplation, we see that the whole body remains without sensation, even though it has various objects touching it” (CSM1:164).

15. Descartes does not explicitly explain the ground of the propensity. If he were more prolix, he could have given some reasons. He can be interpreted as arguing elsewhere that the idea of extension is included as a component of sensations (Nelson 2013). If that is right, then to affirm the existence of sensations is to indirectly or confusedly affirm the existence of extension. Berkeley is, of course, entitled to dismiss the propensity for the simple reason that one cannot have it without an idea of extension (N 818:98).

16. The account is given most clearly in his early, unpublished Rules for the Direction of the Mind, but it is arguably carried forward in the published works. See Nelson (2018) for a treatment of these texts relevant to the present concern.

17. For Locke, simple ideas such as a specific red are delivered to the mind by the senses “simple and unmixed” (E 2.2.1:119). Space is another Lockean simple idea, so one of Berkeley’s visible minima would count as mixed.

18. Berkeley asserts his own inability to conceive abstract ideas and challenges his reader to do so, hammering on the point relentlessly. Examples include PHKI 13:33; PHK 6:43; PHK 10:45; PHK 13:46; PHK 22:50; PHK 25:51; PHK 98:83; DHP 193–194; Alc 7,5–6:293–294.

19. Descartes makes this point many times against those skeptical of his clear and distinct perceptions. See, for example, CSM2:132; CSM2:242.

20. Doney (1983) argues that PHKI 10 should be read as making the positive claim that the mind has no faculty of abstraction. But he has Berkeley arguing for this by using the inconceivability of qualities existing as separated. Consequently, while Doney’s interpretation might strengthen Berkeley’s case against Locke, it does not add to the case against Descartes.

21. It is characteristic of Berkeley’s anti-skeptical orientation that he does not question the certainty of this conclusion, even though it is not in any straightforward sense demonstrable.

22. PHK 30:53; PHK 147–148:108–109. There has been some controversy over how the argument of the Principles is related to the argument or arguments of the Dialogues. This matter is straightened out in Rickless (2018). For an overview, see Daniel, chapter 10 in this volume.

23. It would not affect the certainty of the conclusion that the meditator is a human being—a union of a mind and a body. But without the order of the material world, one could methodically raise the doubt that any experience is that of a dreaming human being. Note that for Berkeley, there is no question of whether we are human beings. For him, a human being is a mind whose ideas are associated with a special sensible object—one’s own body.

24. N 738:90 says that cogito ergo sum is a tautology that “expresses no mental proposition.” The point is presumably that the words express nothing other than the words cogito ergo cogito which, in turn, can express only cogito. The formula cogito ergo sum does no work.

25. For another perspective on notions and ideas, see Hill, chapter 4 in this volume.

26. It is sometimes suggested that Berkeley anticipated Hume in considering the mind to be an ungrounded bundle of perceptions instead of a substance. Reasons for rejecting this suggestion are enumerated in Hight and Ott (2004).

27. For a discussion of this reading of Berkeley, see Atherton (1983). For some of the complications involved in reading Descartes as holding a very similar view, see Newman (2009).
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Chapter 23

Berkeley and Locke

Patrick J. Connolly

Introduction

John Locke (1632–1704) was among the most important influences on Berkeley’s thought. For Berkeley, Locke was a “deservedly esteemed philosopher” (PHKI 11:30). But Locke’s influence on Berkeley was not an entirely positive one. Put differently, many of Berkeley’s most celebrated positions stem from criticisms of views held by Locke. An entry from Berkeley’s Notebooks nicely captures his mixed attitude toward his predecessor: “I am no more to be reckon’d stronger than Locke than a pigmy should be reckon’d stronger than a Gyant because he could throw of[f] the Molehill wch lay upon him, & the Gyant could onely shake or shove the Mountain that oppressed him” (N 678:83).1 If we take Berkeley at his word here, the passage is revealing. On the one hand, it shows that Berkeley had a lot of respect for Locke: he viewed him as a philosophical giant. On the other hand, it shows that Berkeley saw Locke as a deeply flawed thinker, someone who had not achieved significant findings and who should be challenged.

This chapter will revisit three of the most important disagreements between Locke and Berkeley. First, Locke believes that we can have abstract ideas in our minds, and Berkeley rejects this possibility. Second, Locke accepts an idea of substance as an underlying support for properties or features of objects. Berkeley, by contrast, rejects this way of understanding substances. Third, Locke is a proponent of a distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Berkeley rejects any kind of meaningful distinction between the two.

Berkeley is never short of arguments. He is critical of abstract ideas along a number of fronts, he has a great deal to say about how the idea of substance as substratum is misguided, and he employs a number of strategies in arguing against the primary/secondary quality distinction. This chapter will not attempt to offer a complete account of Berkeley’s approach to these topics. Instead, the goal will be to draw out one important strand of thought that is present in his treatment of all three. The key element of Berkeley’s argumentative strategy that this chapter focuses on is his claim that we simply do not have certain important ideas. What Berkeley argues is that if we take a mental inventory or if we introspect in the right way, what we will discover is that we lack the sort of ideas that we would need to properly endorse the views that Locke holds. Given this, it is easy for Berkeley to claim that we should reject those Lockean views.2 This chapter also considers the effectiveness of this Berkeleyan strategy. On its own terms, it seems highly effective. When we introspect in the way Berkeley asks us to, we do struggle to locate the ideas in question. That being said, there is a way of interpreting Locke according to which his claim that we have these ideas does not depend on our ability to isolate them in our phenomenological experience. Instead, Locke is very often concerned to highlight certain cognitive abilities that humans have and then to argue that certain ideas must play an integral role in explaining those cognitive abilities.

Examining these issues using this framework will help to focus our attention on a more fundamental disagreement between Locke and Berkeley. Specifically, it can help us understand the sense in which Locke and Berkeley disagree about the nature of ideas. On the face of it, it can look as though Berkeley adopted Locke’s theory of ideas wholesale. But a closer examination suggests that when asked “What is an idea?” or perhaps “What is it to have an idea?” or “What work do ideas do?” the two will offer very different answers. Locke’s answer will be much broader in scope. For Locke, an idea is just any unit of mental content. This includes what we might now call perceptual content, but it is not limited to perceptual content. It might contain varieties of non-perceptual content, including what we might now call conceptual content.3 Berkeley has a much more restricted understanding of ideas. For Berkeley, ideas are identified with all and only perceptual content. This divergence on the nature of ideas represents a fundamental difference between Locke and Berkeley. And, as I will show, we can understand this fundamental disagreement as driving the downstream disagreements about abstraction, substance, and primary/secondary qualities.

Abstraction

Locke holds that we can “frame” in our minds abstract ideas of things like dogs and triangles. Berkeley denies that this is possible. A major reason for Berkeley’s view involves his take on our phenomenology.4 He reports that he is simply unable to form the relevant ideas in his mind:


Whether others have this wonderful faculty of abstracting their ideas, they best can tell: for my self I find indeed I have a faculty of imagining, or representing to my self the ideas of those particular things I have perceived and of variously compounding and dividing them…. But then whatever hand or eye I imagine, it must have some particular shape and colour…. I cannot by any effort of thought conceive the abstract idea above described.  (PHKI 10:29)



Berkeley’s point is that he cannot conceive of—meaning he has no idea of—a dog that is not brown or white or black or gray. He cannot get the particularities of a specific dog out of his mind in a way that leaves him a “picture” of some generic dog. The important role played by the language of imagination in this passage can help to make this clear. Berkeley is focused on what it is that he can image in his mind. Also telling is a passing comment in the Notebooks where Berkeley writes: “Succession is an abstract i e. an unconceivable idea” (N 53a:13). This comment illustrates just how deep the conceptual link between abstract ideas and inconceivability is for Berkeley.

At one stage, Berkeley offers a test for whether or not abstract ideas exist. It is meant to offer a proof that they do not. And this test makes explicit appeal to introspection and what is or is not delivered in our phenomenological experience. Berkeley tells us that “[i]f any man has the faculty of framing in his mind such an idea of a triangle as is here described, it is in vain to pretend to dispute him out of it, nor would I go about it” (PHKI 13:33). The idea of triangle in question, which at one stage Berkeley refers to as his “killing blow” (N 687:84), is meant to be neither scalene, nor equilateral, nor isosceles, but also is meant to be all three. Berkeley’s view is that the test of whether or not such an idea exists is whether or not we can frame such an idea in our mind. Because the idea appears to be contradictory or appears to be of an impossible object, Berkeley is confident that we cannot do so. A similar test is offered in Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous:


PHILONOUS: But I think the point may be speedily decided. Without doubt you can tell, whether you are able to frame this or that idea. Now I am content to put our dispute on this issue. If you can frame in your thoughts a distinct abstract idea of motion or extension, divested of all those sensible modes, as swift and slow, great and small, round and square, and the like, which are acknowledged to exist only in the mind, I will then yield the point you contend for. But if you cannot, it will be unreasonable on your side to insist any longer upon what you have no notion of.  (DHP 193)



Here it is even more clear that the test relies on an appeal to introspection. It is supposed to be beyond doubt that we can tell which ideas are in our minds.

What Berkeley says on this topic is intuitively plausible. We cannot picture an apple without giving it some determinate size, shape, and color. We cannot picture in our minds some generic dog; we are always forced to imagine a specific Dalmatian, poodle, or bulldog. But do these observations really gain traction on Locke’s claims about abstraction? Put differently, in claiming that we have abstract ideas, did Locke commit himself to the claim that our minds can picture a generic dog in just the same way that they can picture a specific dog like Fido? Arguably, he did not.

In the course of discussing abstract ideas, Locke very often focuses less on what the ideas themselves are like and much more on the sort of work that those ideas are meant to do.5 His goal seems to be to point out the ways in which our minds are able to group things on the basis of their similar features or characteristics. Putting the point differently, one might say that what interests Locke is the process whereby the mind comes to think abstractly, whereas Berkeley’s criticism focuses on the purported result of that process.

The language Locke uses to discuss abstraction and general ideas and the context in which he introduces these topics help to make this point. There are, of course, times when Locke talks about our having abstract ideas or there being abstract ideas in the mind. But it is at least as common to see Locke talking about the mind framing, deriving, forming, making, or using abstract ideas.6 In line with this, the chapter in the Essay where abstraction is first introduced, book II, chapter xi, is devoted to the faculties of the mind and its various operations. All of this suggests that Locke is less interested in the phenomenological experience of having abstract ideas than he is in the sorts of tasks the mind can perform and the sorts of roles that abstract ideas play in our larger cognitive economy.

Analyzing the following passage might help to make this clear:


The Ideas of the Nurse, and the Mother, are well framed in [children’s] Minds; and, like Pictures of them there, represent only those Individuals…. Afterwards, when time and a larger Acquaintance has made them observe, that there are a great many other Things in the World, that in some common agreements of Shape, and several other Qualities, resemble their Father and Mother, and those Persons they have been used to, they frame an Idea, which they find those many Particulars do partake in; and to that they give, with others, the name Man, for Example.  (E 3.3.7:411)



Locke allows here that the ideas of particular things, at least in the minds of children, are imagistic: they are like pictures. But over time, as the mind takes note of similarities between many different particulars, it is able to form an abstract idea. And Locke’s word for what the mind does in this instance is frame an abstract idea, rather than perceive, conceive, or picture an abstract idea. The mind’s goal in framing these abstract ideas, as Locke tell us elsewhere, is to have them to use “as the Standards to rank real Existences into sorts, as they agree with these Patterns, and to denominate them accordingly” (E 2.11.9:159).

Locke’s larger goal in the Essay is to examine the human understanding and to offer an account of the thoughts, beliefs, opinions, and knowledge that humans have. Part of this involves analyzing our mental capabilities. If an animal is placed in front of a normal human adult, she will almost instantly be able to categorize that animal and report “that’s a dog” or “that’s a horse” or “that’s a penguin.” This is an ability or capacity that the human mind possesses. Put differently, this is a datum that any proper theory of human knowledge must be able to account for. Locke’s claim is that in order for normal human adults to accomplish this sorting, there must be an abstract idea of dog, and of horse, and of penguin in our minds. The mind must be able to compare the idea of the animal in front of it with these abstract ideas in order to issue the judgments it does. To use Locke’s language from the quotation above, there must be some standard by which we rank entities into sorts. But it is not entirely clear that in order for this to happen, there must be a picture of some generic dog that is consciously compared to the idea of the particular animal in question.

Recall Berkeley’s test for whether or not we have abstract ideas. It was meant to be an introspective test; in exploring the mental contents of our mind, we discover that none of them is a picture of an animal that is not some specific animal. This contrasts sharply with the test that Locke devises for whether or not we have abstract ideas: “That this is the way, whereby Men first formed general Ideas … I think, is so evident, that there needs no other proof of it, but the considering of a Man’s self, or others, and the ordinary proceedings of their Minds in Knowledge” (E 3.3.9:412). Locke here seems to be saying that in order to make sense of important facts about human knowledge, facts about our psychological development as well as facts about how fully developed minds work, we will need to concede that there are abstract ideas. They play a vital role in our cognition.

Again, Berkeley’s criticism of Locke has enormous intuitive pull. But it is worth noting that even Berkeley will have to be sensitive to these sorts of Lockean considerations. Consider Berkeley’s own story about general ideas. He denies that we can have a general or abstract idea of a dog. Instead, we begin with the idea of a particular dog, for example, Fido. This idea of Fido is epistemically responsible in the sense that it is well grounded in our phenomenology. We then let this idea of Fido stand for all of the other dogs. Here is a quotation that is meant to capture this process: “Now if we will annex a meaning to our words, and speak only of what we can conceive, I believe we shall acknowledge, that an idea, which considered in it self is particular, becomes general, by being made to represent or stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort” (PHKI 12:31–32). This sounds very promising. We should note, however, that at the end of the passage, Berkeley has smuggled in the concept of the same sort. But how is it that I let the idea of Fido stand in for Lassie and Rex and Spot rather than for Lassie and the banana I ate this morning and my car? This “standing in” account will only work if the mind has some kind of capacity to categorize things in the right sort of way. There is one approach to talking about mental capacities of this sort that aligns them with concepts. So, perhaps it is open to Berkeley to deny that there is an abstract idea of dog, given his strict understanding of what ideas are. But it is less clear that he can deny that there is some conceptual apparatus in the mind which captures important abstract content about dogs.

Substance

Another key disagreement between Locke and Berkeley has to do with our idea of substance, in particular our idea of material substance. Locke claims that we have some kind of idea of substance, and Berkeley denies this. On the one hand, this disagreement about substance clearly follows on from the disagreement about abstraction. Berkeley claims that the idea of substance is an abstract idea and is therefore problematic. But when not pressing the point in this specific way, Berkeley often argues that if one tries to bring into view an idea of a substance as something that stands under observable features of objects and supports them, one will not be able to do this. According to him, there is nothing in our mental inventory that answers to that idea. The following passages nicely illustrate this Berkeleyan strategy:


But let us examine a little the received opinion. It is said extension is a mode or accident of matter, and that matter is the substratum that supports it. Now I desire that you would explain what is meant by matter’s supporting extension: say you, I have no idea of matter, and therefore cannot explain it. (PHK 16:47)

For instance, in this proposition, a die is hard, extended and square, they will have it that the word die denotes a subject or substance, distinct from the hardness, extension and figure, which are predicated of it, and in which they exist. This I cannot comprehend. (PHK 49:61–62)

HYLAS: But then on the other hand, when I look on sensible things in a different view, considering them as so many modes and qualities, I find it necessary to suppose a material substratum, without which they cannot be conceived to exist.

PHILONOUS: Material substratum call you it? Pray, by which of your senses came you acquainted with that being? …

HYLAS: I do not pretend to any proper positive idea of it.  (DHP 197)



This last passage in particular emphasizes something about the sense in which we have no idea of substance: we cannot form in our mind any obviously perceptual image or picture of bare substance or substratum. Once again, it is easy to be sympathetic with Berkeley’s criticism. Imagine beginning with an ordinary object, an apple, say, and stripping away all of its observable features: its color and smell and taste and shape and so on. It seems clear that at the end of this process, one is not left with some substance that is buried away as it were at the core of the apple. Instead, once all of the observable features are stripped away, one is left with nothing. As Philonous puts the point: “Take away the sensations of softness, moisture, redness, tartness, and you take away the cherry” (DHP 249).

Locke’s views on the nature of material substances and our idea of substance are notoriously difficult. But one strand in his thinking on the issue again points to the thought that Locke may be more interested in the cognitive work done by certain ideas than he is in the ideas themselves. Recall that Locke is interested in offering an account of the sorts of thoughts humans have and the sorts of judgments that they make. One fact about humans is that they treat sand castles very differently from how they treat piles of rocks. Similarly, humans think about basketball teams very differently from how they do about random collections of strangers who happen to be shooting hoops in the gym at the same time. Put differently, it is a fact about humans that we are very sensitive to unities or to collections, and this sensitivity plays a major role in our cognitive lives.7

If this is the case, then there is a question about how it is that the mind can think about unified collections of properties. And, as we saw above, given his explanatory ambitions, Locke is responsible for explaining which element of our cognition accounts for this ability. Arguably, his answer is that it is the idea of substance that is responsible for our capacity to think about unities and collections of things. As Locke writes:


The Mind … takes notice … that a certain number of these simple Ideas go constantly together; which being presumed to belong to one thing … are called so united in one subject, by one name…. Because, as I have said, not imagining how these simple Ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom our selves, to suppose some Substratum, wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result, which therefore we call Substance.  (E 2.23.1:295)



This suggestion—that the idea of substance is what is responsible for explaining the robustness or permanence of our ideas of substances—is repeated often throughout the chapter on ideas of substances. Locke mentions “such Combinations of simple Ideas, as are by Experience and Observation of Men’s Senses taken notice of to exist together” and he explains that substance not only supports observable qualities but also is the “Cause of their Union” (E 2.23.3:296; E 2.23.6:298). Substances are meant to be the “common subject” of the observable qualities (E 2.23.4:297; E 2.23.6:298; E 2.23.14:305). Similar themes are present in one of Locke’s clearest characterizations of the idea of substances: “But to return to the Matter in hand, the Ideas we have of Substances, and the ways we come by them; I say our specifick Ideas of Substances are nothing else but a Collection of a certain number of simple Ideas, considered as united in one thing” (E 2.23.14:305). There are two things to note about this quotation. First, it reveals how important Locke thought it was to account for the unified nature of substances. Second, it clearly indicates what Locke saw as his task in discussing substances. For him, the “matter at hand,” the goal of the discussion, is an explanation of the sort of thinking we do, how we came to be able to do that thinking, and what it is in the mind that allows us to think in the ways we do.

Again, this might leave Locke and Berkeley at something of a stalemate. Berkeley’s fundamental point that we have no clear mental picture of substance is compelling. But Locke’s fundamental insight is important as well. Locke is right that our experience is structured in certain kinds of ways and that we experience the world not as a series of independent sensory features but as containing unified things. With this in mind, it can be useful to look closely at an excerpt from the first section of Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowledge: “[A] certain colour, taste, smell, figure and consistence having been observed to go together, are accounted one distinct thing, signified by the name apple. Other collections of ideas constitute a stone, a tree, a book, and the like sensible things” (PHK 1:41). One can imagine Locke reading this text and asking what it means for certain things to be accounted one thing. Similarly, he might ask why it is that some collections of qualities constitute a stone whereas other collections of qualities, all the ones in the left half of one’s visual field, say, do not constitute an object.8 Berkeley does, ultimately, have an answer to these questions: there are laws of nature backed by God that explain the structure of objects. But the point is just that there is some important explanatory work that must be accomplished. And for Locke, that work is done by the mind making use of an idea of substance.

Primary and Secondary Qualities

Another famous disagreement between Locke and Berkeley centers on the plausibility of a distinction between primary and secondary qualities. Again, this is a place where Berkeley employs a number of different argumentative strategies. One can find in the text, for example, arguments from perceptual relativity and arguments deriving from Berkeley’s anti-abstractionism.9 But one key strategy involves a sort of parity argument: proponents of the distinction are asked to allow that secondary qualities are entirely mind-dependent and then are forced to allow that the same must be true of primary qualities. As Berkeley writes in the Principles: “[A]fter the same manner, as modern philosophers prove certain sensible qualities to have no existence in matter, or without the mind, the same thing may be likewise proved of all other sensible qualities whatsoever” (PHK 14:46).

In the Notebooks, Berkeley offers a formulation of this parity argument that gives us insight into his thinking on the matter. By way of gesturing toward an argument he hopes to make, he writes: “Primary ideas prov’d not to exist in matter, after the same manner yt secondary ones are provd not to exist therein” (N 20:10). What is especially notable here is that Berkeley employs the language of primary ideas, rather than primary qualities. Even later in the Principles, when Berkeley does begin to use the language of qualities, it is clear that ideas are still central to his understanding of the issue. Consider the identification of qualities with ideas in this sentence: “Qualities, as hath been shewn, are nothing else but sensations or ideas, which exist only in a mind perceiving them” (PHK 78:74). This identification of qualities with ideas is a pervasive feature of the Principles, arguably beginning as early as PHK 1.10 Berkeley’s belief that he has shown qualities to be ideas is central to his claim that things such as solidity, motion, and extension are mind-dependent in just the same way that things such as color, sound, and smell are. The following passage offers a particularly clear instance of this move:


[T]he sensible qualities are colour, figure, motion, smell, taste, and such like, that is, the ideas perceived by sense. Now for an idea to exist in an unperceiving thing, is a manifest contradiction; for to have an idea is all one as to perceive: that therefore wherein colour, figure, and the like qualities exist, must perceive them; hence it is clear there can be no unthinking substance or substratum of those ideas.  (PHK 7:43–44)



Note that the passage begins with Berkeley again identifying qualities with ideas and with those ideas being understood in terms of perceptual content or sense data. Ideas are unarguably mind-dependent. If qualities just are ideas, then they, too, will be mind-dependent. And this will be true regardless of what type of idea they are. As Berkeley says in a slightly different context: “It is but looking into your own thoughts, and so trying whether you can conceive it possible for a sound, or figure, or motion, or colour, to exist without the mind, or unperceived” (PHK 22:50). So-called primary quality ideas will be just as mind-dependent as so-called secondary quality ideas. But this means that the distinction will collapse.11

Turning to Locke, one striking feature in his discussion of primary and secondary qualities is just how important he thought it was to keep qualities—the external causes of ideas—and ideas distinct. Even prior to introducing a distinction between types of qualities in book II, chapter viii, of the Essay, Locke emphasizes the importance of differentiating between ideas and qualities: “These the Understanding … considers all as distinct positive Ideas, without taking notice of the Causes that produce them…. These are two very different things, and carefully to be distinguished” (E 2.8.2:132–133). At the start of section 7 in his chapter, Locke again emphasizes that intelligible discourse requires a distinction between, on the one hand, ideas as they are in our minds and, on the other, their external causes. And in section 8, Locke, while acknowledging how easy it is to conflate or confuse the two, makes his clearest distinction between ideas and qualities. This point is important because what Locke hopes to differentiate between are two different types of qualities, rather than two different types of ideas.

Seen in this light, Locke’s conception of qualities as causes of our ideas is central to the dispute between Locke and Berkeley. More specifically, we might ask why Berkeley would feel entitled to entirely ignore this key piece of Lockean conceptual apparatus.12 Here again, we can understand Berkeley as arguing that we lack the requisite ideas to make sense of Locke’s view. Lockean qualities are the causes of our sensory ideas. This means that our interaction with the quality results in a perception of the sensory idea the quality produces rather than an idea of the quality itself. One upshot of this is that the power to produce an idea is not the sort of thing that can itself be perceived.13 This is the point Berkeley seizes on to argue that we can therefore have no ideas of Lockean qualities. A passage from Berkeley’s famous master argument helps to convey the thought: “When we do our utmost to conceive the existence of external bodies, we are all the while only contemplating our own ideas” (PHK 23:50). One way to understand this is as claiming that our ideas are the only resources we have for conceptualizing the causes of our ideas. And this generates the problem. The important point about Lockean qualities is that they are not themselves ideas. But if we can only conceptualize qualities in terms of ideas, then this means we cannot adequately conceptualize them. We have no proper idea of Lockean qualities. Insofar as we can think of qualities, we are really thinking of ideas, and thus Berkeley is happy to characterize qualities as ideas.

Returning to the thought that key disagreements between Locke and Berkeley are driven by their differing conceptions of ideas, we can notice that there are some presuppositions built into Berkeley’s reasoning as described above. The force of Berkeley’s argument derives in large part from the belief that ideas are fundamentally perceptual. If the realm of ideas is exhausted by sense data, then it is not surprising that we will struggle to understand a difference between different types of causes of our ideas. But if Locke is allowed a more expansive understanding of the nature of ideas, then it will be possible for us to consider ideas that have as their content the cause of our perceptual ideas and to consider whether all of the causes are of the same order.

These same issues play a key role in the different approaches to causation that the two thinkers adopt. There are certain Humean strands to Berkeley’s thinking about causation.14 More precisely, Berkeley is committed to the idea that our experience of the world does not furnish us with ideas of active powers. For Berkeley, our ideas are fundamentally passive:


[F]or all ideas whatever, being passive and inert, vide Sect. 25, they cannot represent unto us, by way of image or likeness, that which acts. A little attention will make it plain to any one, that to have an idea which shall be like that active principle of motion and change of ideas, is absolutely impossible.  (PHK 27:52)



It follows straightforwardly from this that Berkeley will deny that we have any ideas of Lockean qualities. Locke, for his part, is committed to the claim that our ideas of power have an adequate basis in our experience of the world.15 This, in turn, stands behind his willingness to make claims about the causes of our ideas.

Ideas

So far, we have looked at a number of specific disagreements between Locke and Berkeley. And the suggestion has been that in each case the fundamental explanation of the disagreement is the same. Locke and Berkeley disagree about what ideas are and how ideas work. For Berkeley, the concept of an idea is something that is intimately tied up with perception and with our sense experience. For Locke, the concept of an idea is something that includes sense experience but includes much else besides. To use different language, Berkeley’s ideas are imagistic in a way that Locke’s are not.16 Examining some texts in which the two authors explicitly discuss ideas will help to sharpen the point.

Berkeley’s published works contain no shortage of passages in which he clearly affirms that the category of idea is properly used to capture the immediate objects of our sense experience. For him, “to have an idea is all one as to perceive” (PHK 7:44). Or, in a more detailed passage:


Light and colours, heat and cold, extension and figures, in a word the things we see and feel, what are they but so many sensations, notions, ideas or impressions on the sense; and is it possible to separate, even in thought, any of these from perception? … my conceiving or imagining power does not extend beyond the possibility of real existence or perception. Hence as it is impossible for me to see or feel anything without an actual sensation of that thing, so it is impossible for me to conceive in my thoughts any sensible thing or object distinct from the sensation or perception of it.  (PHK 5:42–43)



There are a few strands of thought in this quotation that are worth pulling out. First, Berkeley treats ideas as being on a par with sensations and sense impressions.17 Second, he claims that ideas are inextricably linked to perception. And third, he limits our power to conceive to what we can perceive. These commitments can be seen as the foundations of Berkeley’s imagistic approach to ideas. And this approach continues to be both implicitly and explicitly invoked throughout the Principles and the Dialogues, as the following examples help to illustrate:


As for our senses, by them we have the knowledge only of our sensations, ideas, or those things that are immediately perceived by sense, call them what you will. (PHK 18:48)

But, say you, it sounds very harsh to say we eat and drink ideas, and are clothed with ideas. I acknowledge it does so…. But this doth not concern the truth of the proposition, which in other words is no more than to say, we are fed and clothed with those things which we perceive immediately by our senses. (PHK 38:56)

PHILONOUS: … any immediate object of the senses, that is, any idea or combination of ideas … (DHP 195)

PHILONOUS: I am not for changing things into ideas, but rather ideas into things; since those immediate objects of perception, which according to you, are only appearances of things, I take to be the real things themselves.  (DHP 244)



So, there is ample reason to believe that, for Berkeley, the realm of ideas is limited to the realm of sense perception. We might get some sense of the attraction of this view for Berkeley if we consider David Berman’s suggestion that Berkeley was likely an eidetic imager, or at least had imaging skills far above the human norm (Berman 2005, 4–16).

There is one text, however, that presents something of a puzzle for this understanding of Berkeley on the nature of ideas. At the outset of the Principles, he writes: “It is evident to any one who takes a survey of the objects of human knowledge, that they are either ideas actually imprinted on the senses, or else such as are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind” (PHK 1:41). Linguistic ambiguity aside, the passage strongly implies that Berkeley thinks there are not just imagistic ideas obtained in sense perception but also ideas obtained through a process of internal reflection. But this would run counter to the passages considered above in which ideas are all and only the immediate objects of sense perception. I propose that we can best make sense of this passage by allowing that it does not represent Berkeley’s considered view on this issue but is instead a product of the way in which his thought developed over time.

One way to gain insight into this is to explore some of the ambiguities present in the Notebooks. It is clear in looking at the Notebooks that Berkeley was aware of some of the difficulties he might encounter as a consequence of giving ideas such an important role in his thought. He writes: “Excuse to be made in the Introduction for the using the Word Idea viz. because it has obtain’d. But a Caution must be added” (N 685:83). And he recognized how important it might be to clarify what he meant by the term: “Mem. to Premise a Definition of Idea” (N 507:63). Of course, in the event, Berkeley included neither excuse, nor caution, nor definition in the Principles. And this might be because at the outset of the Principles, he was still making up his mind on the issue.

The Notebooks are relatively consistent in linking ideas with perception. For example, one candidate definition of “idea” is as follows: “By Idea I mean any sensible or imaginable thing” (N 775:93). The link to perception is also emphasized: “I Defy any man to Imagine or conceive perception without an Idea or an Idea without perception” (N 572:71). But the Notebooks also show Berkeley wavering over the question of whether it is only the immediate ideas of sense perception that are ideas or whether we also receive ideas from a source akin to Lockean reflection. At times, he seems to take a view consistent with the vast majority of passages in the Principles and the Dialogues and opts for a strictly imagistic understanding of ideas. For example, at N 490:61, he remarks on the wisdom of tying ideas to “things sensible,” and at N 657a:80, he writes that “properly speaking Idea is the picture of the Imagination’s making” (see also N 176a:24). But other entries in the Notebooks are closer to the passage from PHK 1 cited above (see, for example, N 571:71). Further evidence that Berkeley was conflicted on this issue comes from the fact that in the entries where he allows some kind of internal sense, he takes different positions on how it should be categorized and what relation it has to sense perception. He sometimes suggests that external sense gives us perception whereas internal sense gives us something called thought (N 280:34; N 286:35). Elsewhere it appears he is willing to collapse the distinction (N 571:71).

All of this might suggest something like the following. In the Notebooks, Berkeley was initially torn between an account of ideas that was purely imagistic and one that recognized ideas from both sensation and reflection. By the time of his published works, he had opted for the former view, and this is confirmed by the majority of relevant passages in those works. But there are nonetheless some leftover relics of his previous indecision in passages such as PHK 1. This interpretation, which recognizes a diachronic development in Berkeley’s thinking, can be further supported by noting the advent of notions in his later work. As will be discussed in more detail, the introduction of this concept provides further evidence that the passage from PHK 1 does not accurately capture Berkeley’s mature views.

How does this compare with Locke? Unlike Berkeley, Locke did preface his work with a discussion of ideas, a definition of the term, and an indication of the philosophical work he thought ideas might accomplish. Of course, these features of Locke’s text do leave a great deal to be desired. Locke was not as clear about any of these issues as he might have been. But while Locke might not have been perfectly clear, he was at least remarkably consistent. Specifically, he was consistent in maintaining that an idea is just whatever it is that the mind happens to have in it when doing its work of thinking, perceiving, and knowing. Consider the following passages:


But, before I proceed on to what I have thought on this Subject, I must here in the Entrance beg pardon of my Reader, for the frequent use of the Word Idea, which he will find in the following Treatise. It being that Term, which, I think, serves best to stand for whatsoever is the Object of the Understanding when a Man thinks, I have used it to express whatever is meant by Phantasm, Notion, Species, or whatever it is, which the Mind can be employ’d about in thinking. (E 1.1.8:47)

Every Man being conscious to himself, That he thinks and that which his Mind is employ’d about whilst thinking, being the Ideas, that are there. (E 2.1.1:104)

Whatsoever the Mind perceives in it self, or is the immediate object of Perception, Thought, or Understanding, that I call Idea.  (E 2.8.8:134)



The formulations that Locke offers—particularly his willingness to run together the highly divergent scholastic categories of phantasm, notion, and species—are sometimes taken as linguistic sloppiness on Locke’s part or as evidence that he simply did not care to offer a precise definition of one of his key terms. But we do not need to take this approach. It is perfectly reasonable to simply take Locke at his word here. If we do this, then what is true is that Locke has a very expansive notion of what counts as an idea. For him, the category of idea embraces every type of mental content that humans actually have. If it is the case that humans have sense data or perceptions, then ideas are the conceptual resource Locke uses to make sense of that. If, in addition, it is the case that humans have abstract concepts or non-sensory mental content, then ideas are also the conceptual resource Locke will use to make sense of that.

Exploring some additional examples of ideas that Locke takes us to have and Berkeley takes us to lack can sharpen the point still further. In book II, chapter vii, Locke lists a number of ideas that he takes to be absolutely central to human cognition. We have simple ideas of both unity and existence. For Locke, these accompany nearly all of our other ideas. “Power,” Locke writes, “also is another of those simple Ideas, which we receive from Sensation and Reflection” (E 2.7.8:131). We also have a simple idea of succession constantly given to us by sensation and reflection. Berkeley denies that we have ideas of any of these. An idea of existence, according to him, is abstract and “the most incomprehensible of all” (PHK 81:75; see also CGB 319). Unity is similarly dismissed as an abstract idea, as is succession (PHK 13:46; N 53a:13). The case with power is slightly different, but Berkeley is nonetheless clear that we receive no idea of power in experience. This is because all of our ideas are purely passive (PHK 25:51–52).

For current purposes, we can set aside the question of which thinker is correct. Perhaps Locke is right that we receive these ideas in experience; perhaps Berkeley is right that we do not. What is important at present is that this disagreement helps to emphasize their different conceptions of what ideas are like. For an imagist like Berkeley, it is clear why ideas like existence and unity pose problems. It is difficult to “picture” either of those things in one’s mind. Berkeley writes: “That I have any such idea answering the word unity, I do not find; and if I had, methinks I could not miss finding it” (PHK 13:46). The suggestion here is that if we survey our phenomenology, unity is not obviously one of the things present. For someone like Locke, however, who thinks that ideas can be more than just images, it is clear why we might have ideas of existence and unity.18 When Locke characterizes our idea of existence, for example, the suggestion is not that we are meant to “find” it in our experience. Instead, the point is about how our thought operates: “When Ideas are in our Minds, we consider them as being actually there, as well as we consider things to be actually without us; which is, that they exist, or have Existence” (E 2.7.7:131). According to Locke, if this is actually a thought that we have, and if ideas are whatever it is that is in our minds when we think, then there must be some idea that corresponds to existence.

The suggestion thus far has been that Locke allows the category of idea to encompass far more than Berkeley does. This might give the impression that Berkeley is somehow able to make do with less and hence offer a more parsimonious account of human thought and knowledge. This may be true. But there is an important difference between Locke and Berkeley which was hinted at above. Unlike Locke, Berkeley makes use of an additional cognitive category: notions. The category first appears in the Principles at a stage where Berkeley is insisting that we do not have ideas of our souls and their powers (PHK 27:52–53).19 While he is clear on this point, he wants to insist at the same time that we do have notions of them. In later texts, Berkeley allows that we have further notions of things such as the souls of others, God, relations, and active powers. Here is one of his clearest statements on the matter:


We comprehend our own existence by inward feeling or reflexion, and that of other spirits by reason. We may be said to have some knowledge or notion of our own minds, of spirits and active beings, whereof in a strict sense we have not ideas. In like manner we know and have a notion of relations between things or ideas…. To me it seems that ideas, spirits, and relations are all in their respective kinds, the object of human knowledge and subject of discourse: and that the term idea would be improperly extended to signify every thing we know or have any notion of. (PHK 89:80)20



In this passage, Berkeley allows that our knowledge and understanding can extend beyond our ideas. Our notions of things are not ideas, but our notions of things allow us to conceive of them.

There is little consensus on the correct interpretation of Berkeleyan notions. Scholars have asked whether Berkeley changed his views over time and the introduction of notions in the 1734 editions of the Principles and the Dialogues is consistent with his earlier views or whether it represents a departure or development.21 And there has also been debate about whether notions should be understood as mental entities akin to ideas or whether a deflationary account of them can be given by drawing on Berkeley’s philosophy of language.22 A promising alternative approach suggests that Berkeleyan notions are a special, distinctive type of immediate phenomenological awareness.23 For present purposes, these disputes can be set aside. What is important is just the fact that Berkeley’s appeal to notions shows the pressure he was under as a result of his restrictive understanding of ideas. There was manifestly certain cognitive work for which ideas—understood imagistically—were unsuited. Berkeley simply could not ignore the mind’s ability to perform this work and our awareness of the mind performing it. This made the appeal to notions necessary. Intriguingly, much of the cognitive work done by notions is similar to the work done by the Lockean ideas Berkeley criticizes.24 Our notions of finite minds and of God seem to capture abstract features of spirits. Our notions of our own minds give us some understanding of a thing that plays an under-propping or supporting role for ideas that inhere in it. And our notions also give us a grasp on active powers, including the active powers responsible for producing ideas in our minds. Seen one way, paying attention to this can help to bridge the apparent divide between Locke and Berkeley. At the end of the day, they shoulder similar burdens in attempting to account for our experiences and explain our cognitive behavior. Seen another way, however, this can serve to reemphasize the deep disagreement between the two authors over the role that ideas can play in those explanatory accounts. For Berkeley, it was important to restrict the scope of ideas to the sensory. Locke saw no need for this type of restriction.

Conclusion

This chapter has offered a way of understanding a number of disagreements between Locke and Berkeley. It has claimed that these disagreements are driven by a more fundamental disagreement over the nature of ideas. This, in turn, can teach us something about the fundamental character of Locke and Berkeley as thinkers.

There is a long tradition of seeing Berkeley’s project as deeply similar to Locke’s. On this view, Berkeley inherited Locke’s starting assumptions and simply noted that they could lead in a direction different from the one in which Locke had taken them. The narrative can become more compelling if one situates Hume after Berkeley in a larger tradition of “British empiricism.” There is, no doubt, a great deal to this way of looking at things.25 There are certainly core similarities between the three figures that repay careful attention. But attention to what Locke and Berkeley think about ideas and what they are like suggests that the two thinkers may actually be engaged in very different projects.

At this point, it might be worth recalling that Berkeley’s first major work was An Essay Toward a New Theory of Vision. The concerns of that work are rarely far from the surface in the Principles and the Dialogues. Put differently, an emphasis on the nature of our sensory experience and our lived phenomenological engagement with the world pervades Berkeley’s work. And it is this focus on sensation and our sensory experiences that forms the basis for Berkeley’s larger project of offering an account of the fundamental metaphysical structure of the world and our place in it. While Berkeley does eventually make room for notions in his system, his project is largely funded by his analysis of perception and the corresponding imagistic approach to ideas. By contrast, it is possible to read Locke as embarking on a quite different project altogether. His project is the historical one of trying to explain how it is that we might have come to have all the thoughts, beliefs, opinions, and knowledge that we do. His magnum opus, as the title suggests and as he informs his readers in the first paragraph of the Epistle to the Reader and the first paragraph of the introductory chapter, has as its subject the human understanding. Put differently, Locke’s concerns are more focused than Berkeley’s. He is interested in what we might now call psychology. In line with this, it makes a great deal of sense for him to adopt a more expansive theory of ideas, one that is less closely tied to sensation and which is not imagistic. Focusing on the differing approaches that Locke and Berkeley develop to the nature of ideas can help us to see that, in spite of many commonalities, the two thinkers are oriented in different directions. Berkeley, at heart, is very much a philosopher of perception, whereas Locke, at heart, is a philosopher of cognition.26

Notes

1. More generally, a great number of entries in the Notebooks show Berkeley’s indebtedness to Locke. For a skeptical take on the received view regarding Locke’s importance for the development of Berkeley’s views, see Berman (1972). In response, one might note that even if Locke is not always the primary target of Berkeley’s attacks, it seems that the formulations of the views criticized by Berkeley are most often Locke’s. To take just one example, Berkeley uses the distinctively Lockean language of “patterns” when he begins his discussion of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities (PHK 9:43).

2. There is, of course, a parallel here to one of Hume’s favorite argumentative strategies. Why does Hume reject substantive accounts of causation or substantive accounts of the self? In part, it is because when he “turns inward,” he finds no idea of necessary connection and no idea of the self. It is possible to read Berkeley as foreshadowing this Humean move.

3. Jonathan Bennett, who portrays the difference between Locke and Berkeley on this point similarly, mentions Locke’s “use of ‘idea’ to cover both sense-data and concepts.” Helpfully, Bennett also encourages his readers to “recall that Descartes, by whom Locke was much influenced, was prepared to use ‘think’ to cover mental goings-on of any sort at all” (Bennett 1971, §4).

4. This is not to deny that Berkeley finds other considerations compelling. See Flage (1987, chap. 1) for a discussion of the argument from introspection discussed here and its relative place among Berkeley’s other arguments.

5. Kenneth Winkler makes a similar point in his discussion of Locke and Berkeley on abstraction, and his phrasing is helpful: “Locke sometimes writes as if ideas determine the content of thought, but when he does, he is not thinking of ideas as the objects of thought—as entities we confront in the way we confront images and pains—but as acts of thought themselves” (Winkler 1989, 41).

6. Some examples: for framing, E 1.2.12:53; E 3.5.15:437; E 3.6.32:460; E 4.6.10:584; E 4.6.14:589; for deriving, E 2.12.8:166; for forming, E 1.2.23:61; E 3.3.9:412; for making, E 1.2.14:54; E 2.11.10:160; E 3.3.20:420; E 3.6.35:461; E 4.11.13:638; for using, E 1.2.26:63.

7. Han-Kyul Kim (2015) has developed one version of the general “functional role” account of the Lockean idea of substance discussed here.

8. One of Philonous’s comments in the Third Dialogue further illustrates the sort of pressure Berkeley is under here: “[A] cherry, I say, is nothing but a congeries of sensible impressions, or ideas perceived by various senses: which ideas are united into one thing (or have one name given them) by the mind; because they are observed to attend each other” (DHP 249). Berkeley wants the object to be a mere heap or aggregation of ideas. But he also must allow that the individuals in the heap are correctly accounted as members of the same congeries insofar as they “attend each other.” And he also allows, similarly to Locke, that the mind has some important role to play in our thinking about the ideas as unified.

9. It is worth noting that the precise status of these perceptual relativity arguments—in particular what importance Berkeley attached to them and whether they accurately target figures like Locke—has been controversial. For some discussion, see Wilson (1982).

10. See Rickless (2013, 120–126) for helpful textual exegesis on this point and discussion of the way in which this marks a clear departure from Descartes and Locke.

11. Lisa Downing (2018) offers a somewhat different characterization of very similar issues. Focusing on the Three Dialogues, in particular, Downing emphasizes the role that Berkeley’s conception of sensible qualities plays in his argument that qualities are mind-dependent.

12. Part of the reason almost certainly has to do with Pierre Bayle, whose presentation of these issues was an important influence on Berkeley. Bayle’s discussion of the subject runs together secondary qualities and ideas of secondary qualities. For details and relevant texts from Bayle, see McCracken and Tipton (2000, chap. 7).

13. One might push back here and note that while a power might not be immediately perceived, perhaps it could be mediately perceived, by means of the idea it produces. See Dicker (2017) for a discussion of what the distinction between mediate and immediate perception means for Berkeley’s analysis of Locke. See Rickless (2013, chap. 1) for a general discussion of mediate and immediate perception in Berkeley.

14. For an in-depth analysis of this claim and more general discussion of Berkeley’s views on causation, see Winkler (1989, chap. 5).

15. For some discussion of how Locke might have constructed an idea of power from our experience of the world, see Jacovides (2003).

16. This claim about Lockean ideas is, admittedly, controversial. There are some well-known readings of Locke on which he is committed to an imagistic theory of ideas (see, for example, Ayers 1991, vol. 1, part 1). For convincing criticisms of these readings, see Soles (1999) and Hampton (2015). This chapter can be understood as a further contribution to anti-imagist readings of Lockean ideas.

17. Berkeley includes notions on this list as well. In this context, it seems safest to read him here as using a familiar sense of “notion” as an idea or perception rather than his own idiosyncratic sense of the word.

18. Again, Winkler’s phrasing is helpful: “Locke is willing to call unity a simple idea because he often intends what he says about ideas to be a way of identifying the content of thought, rather than its object. If I am considering or attending to the unity of a thing, Locke is prepared to say that I have a simple idea of unity” (Winkler 1989, 74).

19. More precisely, the category first appears in the second edition of the Principles, published in 1734.

20. See also PHK 139–142:104–106; DHP 233.

21. See Bettcher (2017, 412–418) for a brief account of the way the issues arise in Berkeley’s texts over time.

22. For discussion, see Flage (1987, chap. 5).

23. A version of this has been defended by Adams (1973). But see Hill, chapter 4 in this volume for an excellent articulation and defense of the view. That said, one worry about this interpretation is that while it offers an elegant approach to notions of our own minds, it is more difficult to see how it can account for other things Berkeley claims we have notions of: God, other human minds, and relations.

24. See Flage (1987, chap. 4) for a discussion of the “epistemic intent” of Berkeleyan notions.

25. See Ayers (2005) and Hill, chapter 4 in this volume, for discussions of Berkeley’s contested place among rationalists and empiricists.

26. A previous version of this chapter was presented at the International Berkeley Society’s 2018 Berkeley in Context conference held in Newport, Rhode Island. I am grateful to the audience on that occasion for their helpful questions and feedback. I also want to thank the members of the Cottage Philosophy Group (Finnur Dellsén, Luke Elson, John Lawless, Dan Layman, and Nate Sharadin) as well as Samuel Rickless for reading an earlier draft and offering a number of useful suggestions. Finally, I am grateful to Neil Lewis for his help and patience when I was first beginning to think seriously about Locke and Berkeley, many years ago.
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Chapter 24

Berkeley and Malebranche

Sukjae Lee

We know that Berkeley intended to meet Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715). In his November 24, 1713, letter to Percival, Berkeley tells us that a certain Monsieur l’Abbé d’Aubigne “is to introduce me to Father Mallebranche [sic], a famous philosopher in this city” (CGB 108). Whether such a meeting actually took place, we unfortunately do not know. Neither Berkeley nor anyone else, for that matter, including Malebranche, confirms the encounter. An actual meeting would have undoubtedly made the relationship between these two great philosophers all the more personal and dramatic. Still, the nonoccurrence of such an encounter need not lead us to question the real, substantial influence the great French Oratorian had on Berkeley as a philosopher. Some such as A. A Luce have gone so far as to suggest that Malebranche’s impact could have been greater than Locke’s.1

Why think so? Evidence is not far away. In his early Notebooks, Berkeley mentions Malebranche on at least eleven occasions, and directly compares his views with Malebranche’s while also raising his complaints.2 Malebranche also emerges in Berkeley’s central published works, such as A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, where he explicitly distances himself from Malebranche.3 We will take a closer look at these passages as we compare the relevant views of the two philosophers. Let us, however, begin with a brief survey of the topics that should come under such a purview.

While others might also be considered, the most natural and obvious items of interest are the doctrine of the “Vision in God” and occasionalism. In the case of the former, Berkeley himself directly calls on the reader to compare Malebranche’s position with his own, and makes a case for how readers should not conflate him with Malebranche, given how substantially different their views are. In the case of the latter, he and Malebranche appear to be on more common ground, but the scope of their occasionalism and how they argue for their occasionalism are things we will need to examine in more detail. In the end, I cautiously suggest, with regard to their occasionalism, that while there are commonalities, the differences are substantial as well.

One final introductory note is due. Like our interest in an actual encounter, intellectual curiosity naturally moves us to trace how Berkeley might have come to be acquainted with the views of Malebranche. The intellectual ambience at Trinity College at the time, which allowed for such a reception of ideas, and the nature and actual character of the general philosophical exchange that occurred between the two coasts bridging the English Channel in the first half of the eighteenth century are definitely intriguing points of interest in intellectual history. This chapter, however, given limitations of space and scope, not to mention its primary objective, will not be able to pursue such matters. As one might expect, it would take painstaking work to provide an accurate picture of such historical facts, and such work cannot be pursued here. Here the focus will be restricted to examining the philosophical content of the two philosophers with regard to the relevant topics and see how they coincide and differ.

“Vision in God”

Malebranche, like Descartes, is a substance dualist. As we know, the two types of created substances that Descartes and Malebranche had in mind are minds (or thinking substances) and bodies (or extended substances). This dualism in itself places Malebranche and Berkeley on very different ontological terrain, and this difference has implications with regard to how we should think of their commitments to the doctrine of the “Vision in God.” Note also that Malebranche, like Descartes, believes that we as thinking substances are capable of perceiving bodies as well as cognizing various mathematical truths universally applicable to these material substances. A key issue that arises in this context is how such perception is possible and how it might be explained.

One model would be to think that the ideas of bodies are brought about by some type of causal interaction between the mind and bodies, and that this causal influence allows our ideas to represent bodies and their states. Suppose there is a solid metal ball on the table. On this “interactionist” model, when I see the ball, the ball is causing me to have an idea that represents the sphere in virtue of this causal input. Innocent as it may seem, this model makes some nontrivial assumptions. First, it presupposes that causal interaction between my mind and the ball is possible, and, second, the model presupposes that this causal interaction is what allows for the appropriate representational content to occur in my ideas. These assumptions are substantial in that, as we know, there were serious concerns about whether such interaction is indeed possible or intelligible, and other philosophers wondered how causal impact could account for such representational content even if the causation itself was secured.4 Another potential issue with this model is whether the same account can be given for mathematical truths that seem both necessarily true and universally applicable to all bodies. For we might wonder whether finite experiences of a given sampling of bodies could afford us with such necessary and universal truths.

Some readers have thought that this “interactionist” model originates from Descartes himself, but whether this is indeed the case has been a matter of some controversy.5 Regardless of where we come down on this issue, I think it might be helpful to begin our foray into Malebranche’s doctrine of the “Vision in God” by thinking of it as in part motivated by a desire to avoid some of the problems just raised.6 While getting a firm and complete handle on Malebranche’s evolving and complex views about this doctrine is not something we can attempt here,7 let us at least try to secure some basics with the goal of seeing how Malebranche’s views might align against Berkeley’s.

Going back to the case of perceiving external bodies, such as the metal sphere, Malebranche denies that the sphere causally influenced me to have an idea of it. By denying such causal interaction, Malebranche is free from having to account for the nature of the causation involved, which admittedly seems somewhat mysterious, nor does he have to explain what gets transmitted, as it were, from the body to the mind, if at all, for the mind to represent the body through its ideas. Malebranche also denies that our mind itself is the causal source and brings about the relevant ideas of bodies on the occasion that these bodies are placed in appropriate relations to us.8 This denial also frees Malebranche from the burden of accounting for how it is the case that the mind can coincidentally conjure up these ideas when there is no direct causal influence. While rejecting these accounts, Malebranche presents an alternative picture, according to which, when I perceive the metal sphere, I am, in fact, perceiving what he calls “intelligible extension” in God—following Schmaltz (2017), let us think of “intelligible extension” as a “single ideal extension in God” that allows God to represent the particular external bodies in the world. Thus, according to this “Vision in God” doctrine, it is in virtue of directly or immediately perceiving this “intelligible extension” that I indirectly or mediately perceive the actual metal sphere existing in the material realm.

This account of the perception of physical objects through “seeing” intelligible extension in God raises a number of questions and concerns,9 but let us rather focus on the potential advantages to get a fuller sense of what the account entails. First of all, if we are perceiving what God is representing, then any issues or difficulties there might be for a thinking substance to perceive physical objects all get pushed up to the level of God and God’s perceptions. In this case, we might rely on the fact that the agent in question here is (by hypothesis) omniscient, hence capable of perceiving any extant objects, including physical ones. But this theological turn, relying on omniscience, need not be the only option. God as the infinite substance presumably created all finite substances, and, given the basic nature of intentional creative activity, God presumably must have had some type of representation of the outcome. How could God have created this world if God had not first represented it? Thus, issues about representation that we as created souls face might not arise for the divine creative agent. Second, Malebranche also makes clear that our idea of the metal sphere, if we speak accurately, is not our idea if, by “idea,” we mean a mode (or modification)10 that our souls possess. Rather, Malebranche likens our idea of the metal sphere to our looking into the intelligible extension that is in God, without our having to possess a modification or mode that represents the sphere. This second claim also helps in that my idea of the metal sphere is not a mental item anchored in my soul, as it were, but rather the result of my mind being illuminated by God to peer into God’s intelligible extension. Malebranche faces no need to account for why or how a mental item of mine contains representational content of the physical world. The same account of illumination is provided for explaining our comprehension of necessary and universal mathematical truths. It is not that after a limited set of experiences, I somehow come to possess an elevated level of universal and necessary content, but rather the actual situation is closer to our tapping into God’s wisdom or knowledge of such truths about material objects.

This somewhat cursory grasp of Malebranche’s “Vision in God” now prepares us to relate his doctrine to Berkeley. Interestingly enough, in Principles 148, Berkeley himself makes the following comment, one which we could easily find ourselves making:


Not that I imagine we see God (as some will have it) by a direct and immediate view, or see corporeal things, not by themselves, but by seeing that which represents them in the essence of God, which doctrine is I must confess to me incomprehensible.  (PHK 148: 108–109)



The core claim of Malebranche’s doctrine, according to which we see in God intelligible extension, which in principle is what allows God to represent external, independent objects, is targeted as “incomprehensible.” Berkeley does not here give us further reasons for this incomprehensibility, but we are provided with more information in the Second Dialogue, where a somewhat extended discussion about Malebranche is presented. It is once again Hylas who presses Philonous, Berkeley’s mouthpiece, to defend himself against the charge that his position is rather much like Malebranche’s “Vision in God”:


HYLAS: It cannot be denied, there is something highly serviceable to religion in what you advance. But do you not think it looks very like a notion entertained by some eminent moderns, of seeing all things in God?  (DHP 213)



Philonous’s first response is rather more metaphysically than epistemologically oriented:


PHILONOUS: I do not understand how our ideas, which are things altogether passive and inert, can be the essence, or any part (or like any part) of the essence or substance of God, who is an impassive, indivisible, purely active being.  (DHP 213–214)



Berkeley’s complaint here is that, if we take God to be a purely active being, since our ideas are completely passive and inert, they cannot partake in the essence or substance of God. For presumably pure activity rules out any passivity as a component part or element. But we might wonder whether this criticism is fair. Malebranche, most likely, would respond that this complaint is unfounded in that he himself would not condone the claim that our ideas are or are part of the essence of God. That we see intelligible extension in God need not entail that anything on our part is in or part of God, or so Malebranche could argue. Berkeley could retreat to the weaker claim—actually expressed in parentheses in the quote above—that something altogether passive and inert cannot be like what is purely active. This charge, however, presupposes that my ideas are passive and inert in the very specific way Berkeley holds them to be, and it is not clear that Malebranche would have to accept this understanding of ideas. Moreover, even if Malebranche were to grant the pure passivity of the ideas in question, insofar as the likeness involved here is fundamentally a representational relation, it is not clear that Malebranche would have to accept that there can be no likeness. That is, even if our ideas are purely passive and God’s essence purely active, insofar as my ideas are like God’s essence in the sense that my ideas represent such an essence, it does not seem unreasonable to maintain this “representational” likeness. In any case, Berkeley does not stop here, and proceeds to present the following position, where he draws the line between himself and Malebranche in multiple ways:


PHILONOUS: Few men think, yet all will have opinions. Hence men’s opinions are superficial and confused. It is nothing strange that tenets, which in themselves are ever so different, should nevertheless be confounded with each other by those who do not consider them attentively. I shall not therefore be surprised, if some men imagine that I run into the enthusiasm of Malbranche [sic], though in truth I am very remote from it. He builds on the most abstract general ideas, which I entirely disclaim. He asserts an absolute external world, which I deny. He maintains that we are deceived by our senses, and know not the real natures or the true forms and figures of extended beings; of all which I hold the direct contrary. So that upon the whole there are no principles more fundamentally opposite than his and mine. It must be owned I entirely agree with what the holy Scripture saith, that in God we live, and move, and have our being. But that we see things in his essence after the manner above set forth, I am far from believing. Take here in brief my meaning. It is evident that the things I perceive are my own ideas, and that no idea can exist unless it be in a mind. Nor is it less plain that these ideas or things by me perceived, either themselves or their archetypes, exist independently of my mind, since I know myself not to be their author, it being out of my power to determine at pleasure, what particular ideas I shall be affected with upon opening my eyes or ears. They must therefore exist in some other mind, whose will it is they should be exhibited to me. The things, I say, immediately perceived, are ideas or sensations, call them which you will. But how can any idea or sensation exist in, or be produced by, anything but a mind or spirit? This indeed is inconceivable; and to assert that which is inconceivable, is to talk nonsense: is it not?  (DHP 214–215)



Several points emerge from this remarkable passage. Berkeley expresses multiple grievances against Malebranche, starting from what he takes to be Malebranche’s endorsement of abstract ideas to Malebranche’s acceptance of an “absolute external world”—that is, his endorsement of mind-independent material objects. For Berkeley, the schism between the two systems is so great that “upon the whole there are no principles more fundamentally opposite than his and mine.” In his case against Malebranche’s “Vision in God,” however, Berkeley’s focus is centered on the claim that it is a mistake to think that we see “things in God’s essence.” Furthermore, he makes the important claim that the things he perceives are his “own ideas,” implying that this is not case for Malebranche. This is a substantive difference, since, as we saw, Malebranche refrains from treating our perceptions of bodies as modes or modifications that have their ontological anchor in our souls.

What is perhaps more interesting for our purposes is that Berkeley goes on to pinpoint the source of the conflation between his and Malebranche’s views: his doctrine of divine archetypes. Our first impression is that the passage itself is rather confused. While clearly affirming that the things he perceives are his own ideas, thus implying that they exist in his mind, he also claims in the very next sentence that they or their archetypes “exist independently of” his mind. Unless he is blatantly contradicting himself, I suggest that the latter “independence” might best be read as indicating that his ideas have a distinct, independent causal origin. This interpretation is supported by the subsequent claim that “I know myself not to be their author, it being out of my power to determine at pleasure, what particular ideas I shall be affected with upon opening my eyes or ears.”

If this is indeed the way to read Berkeley, what does it tell us about Berkeley’s position in comparison to Malebranche’s? The critical question concerns how Berkeley regards the relation between our ideas of sensation and divine archetypes. In the passage quoted from the Second Dialogue, Berkeley gives us a further elaboration: these divine archetypes are “exhibited” to us in accordance with the will of God. But what, then, is this “exhibiting” relation? In order to address this question, we need to resolve first the following issues: Is there a numerical distinction in Berkeley between our ideas and divine archetypes? And does the exhibiting relation presuppose such a distinction? As we have seen, in this passage itself, Berkeley does seem to want to claim that my ideas and divine archetypes are numerically distinct. If so, he differs from Malebranche in that Malebranche refrains from making such a clear-cut distinction. Subsequently, Berkeley’s exhibition relation will differ from Malebranche’s illumination relation in that illumination need not entail that the finite spirit has numerically distinct ideas from God’s ideas.

There is another, important point of difference. Archetypes for Berkeley do not play a role that is critical to Malebranche’s intelligible extension, that is, the role of allowing God to perceive extended objects existing independent from God. While intelligible extension allows Malebranche’s God to represent the external, physically extended world, for Berkeley, there is no need for archetypes to play this role, for the simple reason that there is no separate realm of material objects. For Malebranche, the esse of material extended substances is not that they are perceived, though it is the case that they are indeed perceived thanks to God’s intelligible extension. Berkeley, in contrast, cannot allow such a violation of the esse est percipi (to be is to be perceived) dictum. Both God’s archetypes and my ideas of physical objects have their esse in being perceived by the respective mental agents. So, what do these points tell us about the “exhibition of divine archetypes” in contrast to the “divine illumination of intelligible extension”?

On this important issue, there is not sufficient textual evidence to construct a definitive view, and this leads us to wonder whether Berkeley himself had thought out the complex issues involved in his account of the exhibition of divine archetypes. Nonetheless, I think we may safely draw a perhaps minor conclusion. Berkeley insists that my idea of the metal sphere is mine even if it is the result of divine will exhibiting the archetype of the sphere. For my idea is numerically distinct from the divine archetype, and has its being in being perceived by me, while the divine archetype has its being in being perceived by God. If so, the exhibition of this archetype seems rather different from my peering into, as it were, God’s idea itself, wherein my perception of the sphere is my passive seeing God’s idea, which, I take it, is the position that Malebranche is taking. But to make out fully the significance of this difference, we would need a substantial and nuanced inquiry into the ontology of ideas for these two philosophers, a task that unfortunately cannot take place here. On this note, we conclude our examination of the topic of “Vision in God.”

Occasionalism

Occasionalism is the doctrine that reserves genuine causal activity to God, and takes creatures to provide, at most, occasions for God to act. For instance, take the case where a moving white billiard ball hits a stationary red billiard ball, and the red ball moves. While we might think that the white ball causes the red ball to move, according to the occasionalist, it is God who causes the movement of the red ball, and the white ball’s contact with the red ball merely provides God with an occasion to exercise divine causal power. Thus, for the occasionalist, creaturely causes, if they can be called that at all, are not real causes but “occasional causes,” occasions for the only genuine cause, God, to act: as Malebranche famously put it, occasions determine “the Author of nature to act in such and such a manner in such and such a situation” (ST 448). Within a given domain, whatever genuine causal activity there is, it is the prerogative of God, who brings about natural phenomena in a regular, law-like fashion in accordance with the occurrence of various occasions.

It is noteworthy that being an occasionalist about one domain need not imply that one also denies creaturely powers in a different, distinct domain of causal phenomena. The reasons for denying causal efficacy to one kind of finite substances might not apply to a distinct type of finite substances. Thus, in ascribing occasionalism to a given philosopher, one needs to be clear on the scope of the claim. This point is particularly important in our case, since we know that, while Berkeley was an occasionalist about physical objects such as the sun, rivers, and stones, he was not an occasionalist about certain causal powers of the soul. For Berkeley, we as finite spirits have the power to produce ideas of imagination and memory.11 In contrast, Malebranche was what we might call a “global” occasionalist, denying creaturely causal powers across the board.12 No finite substance, be it a mind or a body, has any genuine causal powers to bring about change in the natural world.

In this section, we will examine how Berkeley restricts the scope of his occasionalism, what reasons he has for this restriction, and how his views compare to Malebranche’s global occasionalism. Our examination hopefully will show how the distinctive ways in which the two philosophers argue for occasionalism, and their different motivations for the occasionalist thesis, are connected to the scope of their respective occasionalisms.

Berkeley expresses his disagreement with Malebranche fairly early on. In his Notebooks, Berkeley states:


We move our Legs ourselves. ’tis we that will their movement. Herein I differ from Malbranch.  (PC 548)



Here Berkeley clearly is marking himself off from Malebranche’s global occasionalism. And if Berkeley indeed holds that we ourselves cause our legs to move, then he would be right to claim that he differs from Malebranche in this respect. For Malebranche, it is not the case that we—that is, our souls or spirits—move our bodily parts. Our spirits lack such causal powers, and, according to Malebranche, it is the general volitions of God that bring about the relevant movements of our limbs when certain volitions occur. While there is a regularity between the occurrence of our volitions and our bodily movements, if we take this regularity to be grounded in some type of genuine causal power that our volitions possess, we err—or so Malebranche would argue.

But does Berkeley really think that we move our bodies? Whether Berkeley should be read as such has been a topic of some controversy.13 Admittedly, given the quote from PC 548, there does not seem to be much room to maneuver. Does he not clearly affirm as much by stating that “we move our legs ourselves”? There are, however, important philosophical reasons to resist this reading and be hesitant about whether this position is his considered view. Among these reasons, the most prominent is that Berkeley famously holds that involuntariness is a necessary condition of the ideas that make up the objectively real physical world.

We are familiar with the challenge to Berkeley’s idealism that suggests that if physical objects are just ideas, then “all that is real and substantial in Nature is banished out of the world; and instead a chimerical scheme of ideas take place” (PHK 34). The objection continues:


All things that exist, exist only in the mind, that is, they are purely notional. What therefore becomes of the sun, moon, and stars? What must we think of houses, rivers, mountains, trees, stones; nay, even of our own bodies?  (PHK 34; my emphasis)



Here the objective reality of the sun, moon, houses, rivers, not to mention our own bodies, is called into question. To this, Berkeley provides the following response:


To all which, and whatever else of the same sort may be objected, I answer, that by the principles premised, we are not deprived of any one thing in Nature. Whatever we see, feel, hear, or any wise conceive or understand, remains as secure as ever, and is as real as ever. There is a rerum natura, and the distinction between realities and chimeras retains its full force. This is evident from Sect. 29, 30, and 33, where we have shewn what is meant by real things in opposition to chimeras, or ideas of our own framing; but then they both equally exist in the mind, and in that sense are alike ideas.  (PHK 34)



Berkeley is confident that he has the resources to distinguish “realities and chimeras,” and a key plank of his strategy is introduced at PHK 29, as he himself points out. There Berkeley draws a critical distinction between those ideas that are produced by his own volitions—ideas of memory and imagination—and those ideas that are not similarly under his control, the ideas that are actually perceived by sense and make up the objective physical world:


But whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas actually perceived by sense have not a like dependence on my will. When in broad day-light I open my eyes, it is not in my power to choose whether I shall see or no, or to determine what particular objects shall present themselves to my view; and so likewise as to the hearing and other senses, the ideas imprinted on them are not creatures of my will. There is therefore some other will or spirit that produces them.  (PHK 29)



Berkeley’s strategy is to distinguish two types of metaphysical dependence. While all ideas are “existentially” dependent on the spirit that perceives them in the sense that they can exist as ideas only insofar as they are being perceived by that spirit, this fact does not entail that all ideas have a “causal” dependence on our minds as they occur. Some ideas, of course, are causally dependent on our will. The ideas of memory and imagination are produced by us through our willing them to occur. But other ideas, particularly those perceived by our senses, do not have their causal origin in our volition. Rather, as Berkeley points out, they occur involuntarily. Thus, in attempting to provide a criterion to distinguish “chimeras” from “real things,” Berkeley proposes involuntariness as a necessary condition for objective reality: objectively real ideas are not “creatures of my will.”14 But if so, then insofar as our bodies are also part of the objective physical world, a view that Berkeley himself endorses in PHK 34, then our bodily movements should not be voluntarily caused by our volitions. The demand for involuntariness is thus in tension with the view, expressed in PC 548, that our volitions cause our bodily movements.

Let us bracket this difficult issue concerning the causal origin of bodily movements in Berkeley. Wherever we come down on this issue, we can still get a fairly good sense of the robust causal power Berkeley attributes to finite spirits, a type of genuine causal power Malebranche does not allow. That some ideas, i.e., the ideas of memory and imagination, are creatures of our will is not a claim that Malebranche’s global occasionalism can countenance. That certain ideas of imagination occur in accordance with certain volitions of ours is no more evidence for the causal power of our minds than the fact that certain bodily movements occur when we will such movements. In both cases, for Malebranche, it is the general volitions of God that bring about such conjoined events. But why is Malebranche so adamant in denying creaturely causal powers? To answer this question, we need to turn to the motivations and arguments that are driving Malebranche’s strict, global occasionalism, and see how they compare to Berkeley’s reasons for adopting a relatively restricted occasionalism.

Malebranche is typically taken to provide two separate arguments for his global occasionalism—that is, the view that holds that no creature, be it a thinking substance or an extended substance, has any genuine causal power. The first is what scholars have termed the “no necessary connection” argument,15 which first appears in the Search After Truth:


A true cause as I understand it is one such that the mind perceives a necessary connection between it and its effect. Now the mind perceives a necessary connection only between the will of an infinitely perfect being and its effects. Therefore, it is only God who is the true cause and who truly has the power to move bodies.  (ST 450)



Here Malebranche makes the familiar proposal that necessary connections are what mark out cases of genuine causation, and argues that the only instances in which this criterion is satisfied are those cases where the effects follow from divine volitions. In support of this view, Malebranche invites us to envision the following scenario, which is intended to show how our volitions fall short of necessary efficaciousness:


[L]et us suppose that God wills to produce the opposite of what some minds will, as might be thought in the case of demons … that deserve this punishment. One could not say in this case that God would communicate His power to them, since they could do nothing they willed to do.  (ST 450)



The central idea here is that, against the backdrop of divine omnipotence, it is difficult to hold that my volition is necessarily effective, since it is plainly conceivable that my will is not efficacious due to God by willing an outcome different from what I intend.

How effective would such an argument be from Berkeley’s perspective? While Berkeley most likely would not contest this possibility of divine intervention, and, hence, would accept the claim that, all things considered, the volitions of finite spirits cannot be said to be necessarily connected to their effects, he might still wonder, along with others, why one must adopt such a stringent requirement for genuine causation in the first place.16 For the fact that one’s causal power can be overridden in cases of external, divine intervention does not seem to entail that one is not causally efficacious when one’s power is not overridden in such a manner. That a father can stop his small child from flicking food around the table at a restaurant does not mean that the child is powerless when her intentions are indulged at home and she is successful. Such considerations appear to provide grounds to complain that the conception of causation as necessary connection seems too restrictive.

Would Berkeley second such a complaint against Malebranche? Unfortunately, I am not aware of any direct textual evidence that could firmly decide the matter, and what we do have at our disposal are more, interestingly related, texts that do more to complicate than clarify the situation. Consider the following entry from his Notebooks:


There is a difference betwixt Power & Volition. There may be volition without Power. But there can be no Power without Volition. Power implyeth volition & at the same time a Connotation of the Effect following the Volition.  (N 699: 85)



Noteworthy here is Berkeley’s observation that not all volitions are efficacious. Does he mean to endorse the Malebranchean intuition that only those volitions that necessarily bring about their effects should be regarded as genuinely causal, thus elevated to a “power”? Or should this entry instead be read as expressing Berkeley’s emphasis on final causation, where genuine causation requires some type of goal-directedness? As Ken Winkler has argued, Berkeley does appear to think that all genuine causality presupposes some type of end-oriented, final causality.17 We are faced with these two options in interpreting this text.

The following entry, also from the Notebooks, suggests, in my opinion, that the latter reading, emphasizing final causality, is the way to go with regard to N 699, rather than taking it as endorsing Malebranche’s criterion of necessary connection:


What means Cause as distinguish’d from Occasion? nothing but a Being wch wills when the Effect follows the volition. Those things that happen from without we are not the Cause of therefore there is some other Cause of them i.e. there is a being that wills these perceptions in us.  (N 499: 63)



Here Berkeley seems to be suggesting that the relevant difference that marks out a genuine cause from a mere occasion is whether the causal agent in question has volitions and aims at an end. That is, the critical feature of a real causal connection seems to be that the effect is the end or aim specified within the volition. Thus, while extended bodily substances and mental thinking substances both are regularly connected to certain outcomes, it is only thinking, volitional agents that are real causes. Extended, physical substances are ruled out as real causes, because they are neither intentional nor volitional. Whether the volitional agent is necessarily efficacious seems to play no key role here.

If this reading is right, then it is consistent with Berkeley taking our volitions to bring about ideas of imagination and memory, even if he were to grant that this causal power can at times fail, particularly if God were to intervene. Berkeley on this reading would indeed be taking Malebranche’s “necessary connection” criterion to be too restrictive. Thus, on the basis of this overall approach, I think there are grounds to conclude cautiously that Berkeley would not have been moved to adopt global occasionalism if the only argument provided by Malebranche were his “no necessary connection” argument.

Fortunately for Malebranche, the “no necessary connection” argument is not his only argument for global occasionalism. His second and perhaps more persuasive argument employs a different strategy, by arguing that occasionalism follows from a theological principle that most theists in this time period would and should accept. The principle in question, commonly termed the “continuous creation” thesis, makes the important claim that God’s conserving activity is but God’s continuous creative activity. That is, divine conservation is but continuous creation.

This principle emerges against the backdrop of how to understand divine causality in the natural world. Most theists were united against the “mere conservationist” position of Durandus, which held that God’s conserving the world is markedly different from God’s initial act of creation ex nihilo. According to the mere conservationist, while God was the unique immediate and direct cause of the initial state of the world, in subsequently conserving the world God is only mediately and indirectly involved, causally speaking, since creatures directly bring about their natural effects through the causal powers that were imbued in them at creation. God keeps the creatures and their powers in existence, but with regard to the effects these creatures bring about, God is only remotely involved, or so the mere conservationists argued.

The two main positions against mere conservationism, “divine concurrentism” and “occasionalism,” took this remoteness of divine causal activity in conservation to be theologically suspect, mainly on the grounds that it seems to minimize the dependence that creatures and the world have on God. That there are effects for which creatures are solely the direct and immediate causal contributors seemed to fly in the face of the fundamental and irreplaceable dependence that creatures have on the divine being. Thus, in opposing mere conservationism, both concurrentists and occasionalists endorsed the continuous creation thesis, and argued that divine creation and conservation were not that different in nature. Thus, conservation, properly understood, is but continuous creation. Though the concurrentist and occasionalist agreed on this thesis, they differed, of course, on the character of divine involvement. According to the occasionalist, God is the unique genuine cause in nature. In contrast, the concurrentist held that God and the creature “concur” in bringing about natural events, both directly and immediately contributing to the outcome.

Malebranche’s ingenuity consists in arguing that a commitment to the continuous creation thesis entails a commitment to occasionalism, a worrisome inference for the divine concurrentist if successful. Malebranche places this argument most prominently in his Dialogues on Metaphysics and on Religion:


“The moment of creation has passed!” But if this moment does not pass, then you are in a spot, and will have to yield…. God wills that a certain kind of world exist. His will is omnipotent, and this world is thus created. Let God no longer will there to be a world, and it is thereby annihilated. For the world assuredly depends on the will of the creator. If the world subsists, it is because God continues to will its existence. Thus, the conservation of creatures is, on the part of God, nothing but their continued creation.  (Malebranche 1997 [1688], 112)



The idea is fairly simple. All parties agree that, in the instance of creation ex nihilo, it is God that is the unique cause that brings about all there is to bring about. But if conservation is but continuous creation, this prerogative of God as the unique causal agent would carry over to subsequent instances of conservation as well, and thus occasionalism would be secured. Just as creatures had no place in the causal story at creation, creatures have no such place in moments of conservation, since the divine role is identical in both cases—or so Malebranche argues.

Whether this inference works is a matter of some debate, as can be expected. The majority of the theist philosophers in our time period opted for concurrentism, and they maintained the causal efficacy of finite substances while at the same time accepting some version of the continuous creation thesis. Thus, these concurrentists on pain of inconsistency would not have understood the continuous creation thesis as having the implication that Malebranche was proposing.18 For our purposes here, we need not get involved in this debate itself, and can focus on what attitude Berkeley held toward the continuous creation thesis, if any.

Berkeley does mention the continuous creation thesis in his published works, but the way in which the thesis emerges in these texts is not what we would expect from someone trying to argue for occasionalism on the basis of this thesis. In one text, he states:


[I]t may to some perhaps seem very incredible, that things should be every moment creating, yet this very notion is commonly taught in the Schools. For the Schoolmen, though they acknowledge the existence of matter, and that the whole mundane fabrick is framed out of it, are nevertheless of opinion that it cannot subsist without the divine conservation, which by them is expounded to be a continual creation.  (PHK 46: 60)



As I have argued elsewhere, Berkeley’s endorsement here, if it can be called that at all, is lukewarm at best.19 Berkeley does not seem to be positively arguing for the thesis, but rather invoking it to make the point that if his own immaterialist account of external bodies has the implication that “things are every moment annihilated and created anew,” those who endorse the continuous creation thesis face the very same exotic implication.

Berkeley’s discussion in De Motu, the other instance of the continuous creation thesis mentioned in his published works, also seems far from a clear-cut endorsement of the continuous creation thesis:


Modern thinkers consider motion and rest in bodies as two states of existence in either of which every body, without pressure from external force, would naturally remain passive; whence one might gather that the cause of the existence of bodies is also the cause of their motion and rest. For no other cause of the successive existence of the body in different parts of space should be sought, it would seem, than that cause whence is derived the successive existence of the same body in different parts of time.  (DM 34: 40)



If we consider the context, instead of strongly endorsing the continuous creation thesis, Berkeley seems to be merely describing the Cartesian view that motion is the continuous translocation of bodies due to its being continuously created over time.

The most extensive treatment of the continuous creation thesis in Berkeley appears in his correspondence with Samuel Johnson:


Those who have all along contended for a material world, have yet acknowledged that natura naturans (to use the language of the Schoolmen) is God; and that the divine conservation of things is equipollent to, and in fact the same thing with, a continued repeated creation: in a word, that conservation and creation differ only in the terminus a quo. These are the common opinions of the Schoolmen; and Durandus, who held the world to be a machine like a clock, made and put in motion by God, but afterwards continuing to go of itself, was therein particular, and had few followers. The very poets teach a doctrine not unlike the schools, Mens agitat molem (Virg. Aeneid VI). The Stoics and Platonists are everywhere full of the same notion. I am not therefore singular in this point itself, so much as in my way of proving it. Further, it seems to me that the power and wisdom of God are as worthily set forth by supposing Him to act immediately as an omnipresent infinitely active Spirit, as by supposing Him to act by the mediation of subordinate causes, in preserving and governing the natural world. A clock may indeed go independent of its maker or artificer, inasmuch as the gravitation of its pendulum proceeds from another cause, and that the artificer is not the adequate cause of the clock; so that the analogy would not be just to suppose a clock is in respect of its artist what the world is in respect of its Creator. For aught I can see, it is no disparagement to the perfections of God to say that all things necessarily depend on Him as their Conservator as well as Creator, and that all nature would shrink to nothing, if not upheld and preserved in being by the same force that first created it. This I am sure is agreeable to Holy Scripture, as well as to the writings of the most esteemed philosophers; and if it is to be considered that men make use of tools and machines to supply defect of power in themselves, we shall think it no honour to the Divinity to attribute such things to Him.  (BW 2:280–281)



Here Berkeley’s treatment of the continuous creation thesis seems more positive than it is in his published works. But even here it does not seem to be the case that Berkeley’s goal is to endorse the continuous creation thesis and then infer his occasionalism from this thesis. Rather, as was the case in PHK 46, Berkeley’s main point seems to be that his denial of the supposition that God acts “by the mediation of subordinate causes, in preserving and governing the natural world” is no different from those who uphold the continuous creation thesis.20 That is, while Berkeley does endorse the occasionalistic claim that bodies are not causally efficacious, it does not seem to be the case that he is justifying this claim on the basis of the continuous creation thesis. In a telling statement, Berkeley notes, “I am not therefore singular in this point itself, so much as in my way of proving it.” And if we consider once again how Malebranche is employing this thesis, then I think Berkeley is right to reject this strategy of supporting his occasionalism on the basis of the continuous creation thesis. This is what I mean.

The continuous creation thesis is a claim about the relation between divine causal activity and the created world. And in drawing out occasionalism from this thesis, Malebranche makes the further assumption that the way God causally relates to this world is univocal, be it a thinking substance or extended substance. That is, the continuous creation thesis is an argument for global occasionalism precisely because Malebranche thinks that God continuously creates both minds and bodies. Can Berkeley accept such univocity in the manner of divine involvement in the world? Given his strong endorsement of the causal powers of finite spirits, most likely not. In fact, consider the following entry from his Notebooks, where he is making a claim that Malebranche would find unacceptably problematic:


Why may we not conceive it possible for God to create things out of Nothing. certainly we our selves create in some wise whenever we imagine.  (N 830: 99)



While Berkeley’s intention here is to persuade us that we can indeed conceive of God’s creation ex nihilo, the basis of this possibility is our own ability to create ideas of imagination! From Malebranche’s perspective, the very suggestion that we share with God this power to create would undercut any genuine commitment to the continuous creation thesis. For if the main motivation of endorsing the continuous creation thesis is to emphasize maximally our dependence on God across the board, affirming creative causal power akin to creation ex nihilo in the case of finite spirits is going in the opposite direction.

This observation brings us to what I take to be an important difference between Berkeley and Malebranche in the place occasionalism has within their respective philosophical systems. As we know, Berkeley’s ontology consists of two types of entities. Spirits or minds are one type, and ideas are the other type. The former are active and causally efficacious, while the latter are passive and causally inert. Of the ideas that we as spirits entertain, some have their causal origin in our volitions, but others are involuntary in ways that render this causal provenance unlikely. Moreover, given the amazing order and diversity these ideas exhibit, the natural inference is that the causal agent behind the occurrence of these ideas befits our conception of God. Occasionalism, then, as we can see, is restricted to those ideas that make up the objectively real physical world, and occasionalism itself is introduced because it best accommodates Berkeley’s ontological setup. Occasionalism seems to be brought in after the ontological setup is in place as the basic framework.

Contrast this role of occasionalism with Malebranche’s approach. For Malebranche, a proper understanding of God’s nature along with our fundamental dependence on God dictates how we are to understand the causal activity of finite substances. The causal story of finite substances follows from these first theological principles. If a proper understanding of God and how God relates to the world requires that we deny causal powers to creatures, then Malebranche seems to be arguing, so be it. In contrast to this “top-down” approach, where theological considerations hold top priority, and occasionalism follows as the proper worldview, Berkeley’s occasionalism seems to be an “occasionalism contained” within his metaphysics.21 That is, Berkeley seems to take his ontological intuitions and findings about the nature of our spirits and ideas to be primary, and then fits occasionalism into this picture when appropriate. If first theological principles such as the continuous creation thesis seem to get in the way of this basic ontology, Berkeley seems willing to bracket these principles for the sake of his ontology. Thus, with regard to how and why occasionalism came to have a place within their respective systems, Berkeley and Malebranche appear to have had different motivations relative to their distinctive approaches in accommodating critical theological considerations within their systems.22

Notes

1. “My primary aim, then, is to establish on internal evidence the position that Berkeley used the Search extensively, and that Malebranche was to him not merely a Cartesian (Malebranche often distinguishes himself from the Cartesians), but at any rate for a time, indeed for the critical, a master-mind, one of his primary sources, comparable in importance to Locke and, in some ways, of higher importance” (see Luce 1934, 5).

2. For instance, N 230; N 288; N 358; N 548; N 686.

3. Though he does not mention Malebranche by name, it is clear that Berkeley is referring to him in PHK 148 and DHP 214–215.

4. For instance, consider what is typically known as the “heterogeneity” objection, i.e., the objection that it seems rather difficult to understand how radically different substances that have nothing in common could causally interact. Moreover, even if causal interaction is granted, one could wonder whether such causal affection appropriately accounts for how ideas come to have the representative content they have.

5. For instance, see O’Neill (1987).

6. Here I follow Larry Nolan in taking the doctrine of “Vision in God” to be “intended as an account both of sense perception of material things and of the purely intellectual cognition of mathematical objects and abstract truths” (Nolan 2017).

7. See Schmaltz (2017) for more on this evolution.

8. For a discussion on how Malebranche rejects the various options for accounting for how we come to perceive external bodies, see Schmaltz (2017).

9. For instance, does this mean that God is extended in virtue of possessing this intelligible extension?

10. By “mode” or “modification” here, I follow Descartes and have in mind the quality of a substance insofar as it is affected or modified. As is commonly known, Descartes holds that each of the two finite substances of mind and body has a unique essential quality or “attribute.” In the case of minds, the attribute is “thought,” and in the case of bodies, it is “extension.” The various particular qualities that each substance has in virtue of its basic attributes when affected or modified are the “modes” or “modifications” of the substance. See CSM1:211 for more on this ontological framework.

11. Cf. PHK 28–30.

12. For more on the varying scopes of occasionalism, see Lee (2019).

13. See Stoneham (2002; 2010; 2018); Lee (2012); McDonough (2008).

14. Note that involuntariness is not taken to be sufficient for objective reality, given abundant counterexamples. For instance, hallucinatory ideas occur involuntarily but are not part of the objective, physical world. In addition to involuntariness, real ideas must satisfy the further criteria of lawfulness, consistency with other phenomena, and liveliness, etc.

15. Here I follow Nadler (1996).

16. For more on this response on the part of advocates of genuine creaturely causation, see Lee (2008).

17. For an enlightening discussion of this passage, see Winkler (2011).

18. For more on this debate, see Lee (2018b).

19. For a more detailed discussion of Berkeley and the continuous creation thesis, see Lee (2018a).

20. Cf. Lee (2018a, 113).

21. Cf. Lee (2018a).

22. I wish to thank Samuel Rickless for his helpful comments on the final draft of this chapter. Research support has been generously provided by the Foundation Academica Platonica.
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Chapter 25

Berkeley and Newton

Monica Solomon

Introduction

Cementing their future status as milestones in the history of science and of philosophy, Isaac Newton’s (1642–1727) achievements in the Principia (1687, 1713, 1727) and in the Opticks (1704) were the main reference points for all philosophers of the early eighteenth century. Among those, Berkeley proved to be one of the most insightful and engaged readers of Newton’s works by bringing into focus their conceptual foundations. Berkeley’s reactions are underwritten by his idealism: he deflates the content of abstract concepts, denies the existence of matter as a mind-independent object, and develops an instrumentalist understanding of the science of his day.

This chapter reconstructs Berkeley’s criticism of Newton’s arguments relating to space, time, and force. I review his arguments against gravity as a universal property of bodies only in passing, and I set aside Berkeley’s criticism of Newton’s mathematics,1 but I will suggest that the latter plays an implicit role in arguments concerning natural philosophy. Rather than offering a parallel analysis to the comprehensive review provided recently by Jesseph (2018),2 I choose to analyze in detail Berkeley’s criticism in his Essay on Motion. I argue that some important aspects of his commentaries have been missed. First, I show that at its heart, his criticism relies on conceivability concerns. Second, I argue that Berkeley’s conceivability relies almost exclusively on imagination as “seeing in one’s mind.” However, the heavy reliance on the ability to imagine Newton’s examples is something that Berkeley shares with critics who, ironically, considered him a poor interpreter of Newton. In other words, we are still plagued by the visualization of trajectories first and foremost when we interpret Newton’s thought experiments. Third, I suggest that such interpretations based on imagination miss a crucial element of these arguments: the omnipresent reference to geometry and quantities as part of carving out motions into forces and their effects. I conclude by suggesting new avenues of research inspired by Berkeley’s analysis.

The Background: Newton’s Natural Philosophy

The works to which Berkeley had access were Newton’s first edition of the Principia and the first edition of the Opticks. What sets Berkeley apart is that he is writing in reply to reading Newton’s own words first and foremost, and his reactions are not against later works by Newtonians. In A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, De Motu, and Siris, we find Berkeley faithfully rendering Newton’s views, sometimes almost word for word, and accurately presenting some of the most careful and thoughtful analyses of Newton’s examples.

Berkeley saw that Newton’s mechanics was successful: the laws of motion and the law of universal gravity express, according to him, high-level regularities in nature. He was one of the first to interpret gravity as an essential, inherent property of bodies (and to reject it as such), he discussed the status of Newton’s aether, and he rebuked any claims that absolute space and time exist on their own. In sum, Berkeley is among the first to read Newton as a metaphysician and to engage with him as such, by targeting any argument that he took to be an argument for the existence of these entities.

Before a closer look at Berkeley’s writings, a helpful reminder of some important results is in order. Newton’s Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy comprised three books and was first printed in 1687, in Latin. In its preface, Newton declares that this project is in the manner of ancient geometers, and that it is part of universal mechanics—the overarching branch of knowledge that deals with geometry and motion.3 The propositions of books 1 and 2 start with a clearly defined set of concepts. The fundamental concepts are quantity of matter, quantity of motion, inherent force of matter, and impressed forces (among which there is the centripetal force and its three measures: absolute quantity, accelerative quantity, and motive quantity). Berkeley would also take issue with these very concepts.

The other well-known writing of Newton that was heavily discussed and read is his Opticks—a work that systematizes experiments in spectroscopy, colors, lenses, refraction, and reflection. The first edition was published in English in 1704, and it was followed by a Latin translation in 1706. The Opticks analyzes the nature of light and, by skillfully designed experiments with prisms, it follows the behavior of white light and its decomposition into different colors.

Aside from their own theoretical achievements, the Principia and the Opticks opened the door to new questions in philosophy. The Scholium to the definitions in the Principia, for instance, introduces a distinction among relative and absolute quantities. We find that the project rests not only on a new set of quantities, but also on new distinctions among quantities of space, time, and motion. The Scholium starts by defining absolute, true, and mathematical time as a quantity distinct from relative, apparent, and common time. Absolute space has its own nature and is everywhere homogeneous and always immovable. Relative space, by contrast, is a “movable measure or dimension of this absolute space.” Depending on the kinds of space that we have, we consider two kinds of places, either absolute or relative. Absolute motion is going to be “the change of position of a body from one absolute place to another,” and correspondingly, “relative motion is change of position from one relative place to another.” The rest of the Scholium addresses how we can distinguish absolute time from relative time and absolute measures of motion from relative ones.

As a matter of practice, the distinctions between absolute and relative motions (or spaces) are at the heart of a new methodology: the philosophy of the Principia will have to abstract from the senses, but in “ordinary human affairs” we use relative places, such as a body that we treat as immovable and which allows us to conceive motion with respect to it. More importantly, some of the properties, causes, and effects of absolute rest and motions are different from those of relative rest and motions. For example, true, absolute motion is “neither generated nor exchanged except by forces impressed upon the moving body itself, but relative motion can be generated and changed without the impression of forces upon this body” (Newton 1999 [1687], 412). Relative motions are constituted only of relations—a change of relative position. The relative motions of a body can change without a corresponding change in true motion, and the true motion can also change without a correlated change in any of the relative motions.

The other source of metaphysical speculation among Newton’s readers were the queries in the Opticks. The last book of the Opticks contains questions leading to hypotheses: the queries refer to a wide range of physical phenomena, going beyond a narrow understanding of optics. They suggest future research about the nature of a body, the behavior of the rays of light and explanations based on the corpuscularian understanding of light, questions about an aethereal medium that could explain the action of gravity, an overview of possible experiments concerning the active properties of matter and bodies, and many more.

Berkeley as a Critic of Newton

The picture of Berkeley’s criticism that we get from the secondary literature is a mixed bag: Berkeley’s criticism is not considered to be qualitatively consistent, as it has both strengths and jarring weaknesses, sometimes attributed to the same paragraph.4 Commentators usually connect Berkeley’s criticism of Newton with his criticism of absolute space and time. On that point, evaluations of Berkeley are diverse: H. G. Alexander (1998 [1956], xli) refers to Berkeley’s views as “apparently contradictory” as well as “in some respects more important than either Leibniz’s or Clarke’s”; Karl Popper (1953, 4) suggests that Berkeley’s comments anticipated Ernst Mach and even Albert Einstein; while for Lawrence Sklar (1974, 193), Berkeley’s writings are both “extraordinarily prescient” and “confused.”

When it comes to Berkeley approaching the content of the Scholium that mentions rotation, we sometimes encounter harsh comments. John Earman (1989, 73), for instance, writes: “It is not uncommon to see Berkeley treated as a precursor … to Mach and Einstein. I will argue that Berkeley’s critique of the bucket experiment was every bit as effective as his use of tar water to treat the bloody flux in Ireland.” Later on, Earman quotes sections from the Principles and De Motu where Berkeley mentions absolute space and labels Berkeley’s attempt as misguided from the start: “[T]he same argument (n.b. that absolute space is denotationless), if successful, would show that many of the theoretical terms of modern science are denotationless” (Earman 1989, 75). Finally, with respect to De Motu 595—a paragraph which “most commentators find exciting”—Earman says that “Berkeley is simply illustrating his claim that motion is conceivable only if it is the relative motion of bodies, and he is showing that he has tailored his powers of imagination to fit his philosophical preconceptions. He is not offering a theory of rotation.” What do we gain from reading Berkeley? Nothing more than “ingenious muddle that those unfortunate enough to grade undergraduate papers encounter from the brighter sophomores” (Earman 1989, 76).

However, some scholars, such as Warren Asher (1987) and Lisa Downing (1995; 2005), read Berkeley in a different light, and I build on their work. For instance, I agree with Asher that the lack of appreciation for Berkeley’s attention to Newton’s writings is due to one of two main failures attributed to Berkeley: failing to provide an alternative to Newton’s physical theory or failing to provide a successful alternative. Earman’s assessment, for instance, attributes both failures to Berkeley. There is a clear consensus in the literature that Berkeley didn’t provide a relational theory of motion and forces empirically equivalent to Newton’s as far as results about gravity are concerned.

This chapter argues that one of the significant achievements of Berkeley’s criticism is to point out the role of geometry in conceptualizing the most basic phenomena of motion. By rethinking Newton’s examples under Berkeley’s guidance, we see that the quantitative relations that obtain among several elements are crucial to the conclusions we can draw from them. Furthermore, the application of quantities and geometry precedes the understanding of laws and their operations as rules for the grammar of nature.

Based on requirements for conceivability that the notions in a scientific theory should satisfy, Berkeley develops the following ideas: he presents and rejects the idea that absolute space and time are conceivable entities; he analyzes carefully the examples that he believes show the existence or use of absolute motion, and he shows that they do not deliver on their promise; he provides an interpretation of the use of the laws of motion and of results in natural philosophy more broadly, according to which we do not need to use terms for non-observable things. Scholarship so far has achieved consensus that Berkeley puts forward an instrumentalist reading of Newton’s theory such that it can be made compatible with his own doctrine of anti-materialism.6

Since Berkeley seems to have come to the central tenets of his philosophy quite early, his engagement with Newton’s works can also be traced back to his Trinity College Notebooks. Throughout Berkeley’s writings, the reader encounters a sustained line of thinking that rejects abstract ideas as anything but signs for observable and concrete individual things or situations. Although Berkeley’s appreciation of Newton’s results is clear and explicitly stated, it is also clear that he always takes issue with the ontological implications of Newton’s theory.

This is clear in the Principles of Human Knowledge and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. Here Berkeley makes clear that while absolute space and time are abstract notions, there is nothing to which they can refer except relative spaces and times. In addition, any attempt to make attraction a universal property means making it an abstract one. So, in the Principles, we also get gravity falling under this criticism. The Principles is set apart by its remarkably clear, faithful, and succinct reproduction of the structure of the Scholium to the definitions. We also see that there are two kinds of criticism. On the one hand, there are abstract ideas that don’t belong in the discussion to begin with: these are notions of absolute space, time, or motion. On the other hand, there are some concepts that, though abstract, can still come in handy, such as the notion of force.

In De Motu, Berkeley expands his criticism of the ontological reception of Newton’s theory on his previous views. Now his focus is on absolute motion and forces. He carefully addresses all the examples that are supposed to show the existence of such entities. He expands his criticism so that there is a way of understanding Newton’s achievements in the Principia in which abstract entities are read instrumentally. Some concepts are more useful than others: absolute space and time are completely useless because they are inconceivable; gravity and forces—in general—are useful, but they are just signs for concrete motions, effects, or states of affairs. Finally, the theory of universal gravity and the laws of motion (along with everything else that follows from them) should be interpreted as rules for guiding our actions in specific circumstances. They do not point to the discovery of causes.7

Berkeley’s De Motu and Conceivability

One of Berkeley’s most serious engagements with Newton’s writings is in An Essay on Motion (De Motu, 1721).8 Here Berkeley focuses on exactly the passages where he thinks Newton provides the strongest arguments for the need for absolute motion (and thus, for absolute space).

For Berkeley, the important question that Newton supposedly attempts to answer is: how are we to identify absolute (true) motions in a given example or thought experiment such as the rotating bucket or the two revolving globes scenarios? Berkeley makes clear that whatever one may think about absolute time or space, one would start with a set of motions and the largest set of such motions are conceivable motions. If the examples are supposed to illustrate the distinction between absolute and relative motions, Berkeley interprets this claim as a distinction among two classes of conceivable motions: relative ones and absolute ones. Under this interpretation, Berkeley would describe all motions based on their trajectories.

Berkeley’s answer is twofold: (1) absolute motions, by themselves and with no recourse to relative motions, are inconceivable; and (2) selecting a subset of trajectories from conceivable ones always relies on geometrical descriptions of relative motions, in cases where conceivable motions are available. These are the two main claims of Berkeley’s DM 58–62. The evidence is based on Berkeley’s own rendition of Newton’s two famous examples in the Scholium to the definitions in the Principia (the rotating bucket and the two revolving globes). 9 In order for these examples to play the argumentative role that I am attributing to them, we will consider thought experiments to be, in effect, nuanced arguments about motions and forces.

The order in which Berkeley introduces his criticism is not arbitrary, but it illustrates an epistemological development of growing complexity: starting with minimal conceivability requirements that any motion has to satisfy, we move on to rejecting the conceivability of absolute motion in a case where no relative motions are available (on Berkeley’s reading, the case of the two rotating globes). We then develop the case of a mundane example (the rotating bucket) where a rich set of relative motions are available, including counterfactual ones, to show that there is no single element in the scenario that can help us identify absolute motion. Finally, the attempt to identify an absolute circular motion by pointing out a unique trajectory in space will fail. The conclusion is that, when abstracting away the motions and forces that continually generate the trajectory, the purely kinematical, descriptive geometry of motions is useless, with or without the consideration of an endeavor to recede from a center of rotation.

From his criticism we build a valuable insight: Berkeley is interpreting the thought experiments as a philosopher of physics. These thought experiments are true philosophical arguments: in drawing any conclusion from them, we rely on certain assumptions about the nature of motion and we have to deploy a strategy of analyzing the motions we uncover in the scenario. In so doing I will show that Berkeley reveals a facet of Newton’s thinking that so far has been overlooked.

There are two broader metaphysical assumptions informing the passages: first, only motions relative to other bodies are conceivable; second, the ontology of forces is deflationary: forces are shorthand terms for other motions. Moving further, there are several assumptions that have been passed over so far. First, there is the assumption on which Berkeley frames his criticism, namely, that the examples are taken to help the reader, pointing to or identifying absolute trajectories.10

Second, the argumentative structure of DM 58–62 mirrors Berkeley’s idea of an epistemological order of selecting motions which are treated in mechanics: at the ground level, every motion has to satisfy a set of conceivability criteria. From the set of conceivable motions, we can completely and uniquely identify a particular motion only when specifying its trajectory from a kinematical point of view (i.e., in specifying its trajectory, no forces are allowed). According to Berkeley, finding absolute motions (or their properties) follows the same pattern. In fact, aside from the trajectory, any other properties of motion (velocity, quantity of circular motion) are downstream in the epistemological order and they cannot be used to identify a particular motion.

Starting with DM 58, Berkeley brings in considerations of conceivability and later he applies them to the examples in the Scholium. Conceivability of motion might not be the first thing we think about when Newton’s Scholium comes to mind and, as a consequence, one might be tempted to say that Berkeley did not understand the Scholium to the definitions.11 To set our minds at ease: in Berkeley’s Notebooks, we witness some programmatic attempts to incorporate Newton’s distinctions into his system.12 In addition, Berkeley’s reflections on the distinctions used in the Scholium are best encapsulated in the Principles: the reader will see not only that Berkeley was aware of important concepts, but that he also had a good grasp of the argumentative structure of the Scholium (PHK 111:90).

Here are the conditions for the conceivability of motion that Berkeley introduces. First, a motion is conceivable only as a change in spatial distances between two bodies (i.e., only relative motion is conceivable). Second, a motion must be understood by its trajectory in space that takes place for some time. Any motion will necessarily also have a direction. In the previous points there are two additional assumptions:


(i) A motion is conceivable if there is an associated trajectory and if we can imagine it unfolding before our mental eye.

(ii) A motion is conceivable if we can attribute basic geometrical properties to it such as having a direction.



The property of having a direction is a property of motions and the determination of a body’s motion is always conceived to take place only with reference to another body. Other notions, however, are secondary because they derive from basic considerations of motion. Although Berkeley does not mention it here, presumably the quantity of circular motion is a mathematical feature of motion that would only be conceivable when the first two assumptions are met.

It follows, then, that a lone body in a universe void of any other bodies does not satisfy the requirements of conceivability of motion because, aside from the body in question, there are no other reference points that could be used. Before moving on to DM 59, we need to draw from the scholarship on Berkeley’s metaphysics of forces to complement this picture with an additional assumption that informs these passages—the deflationary view of forces.13 According to this view, every consideration of force, endeavor to recede from the center, etc., is simply a reference to conceivable motions. For example, in the description of circular motion, the tendency to recede from the center is nothing but a counterfactual motion. This motion is described by a situation in which a certain subjunctive conditional would be true. This counterfactual motion arises from considering a conditional: “what would happen if …” For instance, if the sling in which a stone is rotating were cut, then the stone would fly off on a straight line. Thus, the endeavor to recede is nothing but the motion that would follow if such circumstances were to obtain.

To summarize the basic consideration of conceivability, the reader should expect that, on Berkeley’s picture, the following set of assumptions inform his search for absolute trajectories:

• Any conceivable motion has to have a direction. This requirement also holds for motion in absolute space. Thus, for a single body in motion, the determination of a direction of a motion, according to Berkeley, requires necessarily an additional point of reference.

• The points of reference from which mathematical properties are attributed to motions (such as establishing a direction) can only be bodies.

• Generally, every reference to forces is accompanied by reference to counterfactual motions. However, Berkeley is not clear about what the particular circumstances or the specific counterfactuals are.

The next section shows that the order in which the examples are introduced follows the complexity of the set of available conceivable motions, and this is the reason why their order is changed from Newton’s own: from arguably none in the case of the two globes, to multiple conceivable motions in the case of the rotating bucket. Consequently, Berkeley argues that we must start by introducing bodies and their motions from specific points of reference. Then, only when the setup has all the required motions in place do we appeal to forces in our scenarios.

Two Thought Experiments

An important way of distinguishing absolute from relative motions is by way of their effects: only absolute motions have forces of receding from the axis of circular motion as their effect.14 Newton offers the example of a rotating water bucket filled with water that hangs from a very long, twisted cord. From this original position, the bucket is given an impulse and it starts rotating very fast, as the cord unwinds. Newton carefully describes how the surface of the water is flat at first, but then changes as the water starts to rise alongside the walls of the bucket. As the speed of rotation increases, the water rises and the shape changes, until it reaches a point at which it has the same angular speed as the bucket. Newton then moves on to analyze the relations among the changes in various quantitative features, especially those involving the forces of receding from the axis of rotation experienced by the water. After noticing that the rise of the water on the walls is correlated with the angular speed of the water, but not with the speed of the water relative to the bucket, he concludes that the “true circular motion cannot be determined by means of such changes of position.”

The second example that Berkeley amply discusses concerns the distinction between true and apparent motions. Newton makes clear that he wants to avoid confusion between true quantities and their relations and common measures. Since true quantities are defined with respect to absolute space, we face a clear epistemic challenge: the parts of that immovable space “in which the bodies truly move make no impression on the senses.” In order to show that the case is not hopeless, Newton discusses an example of two globes (or balls) connected by a cord and revolving around their center of gravity. Newton points out that, by using the correlation between the quantity of circular motion and the tension in the cord and by evaluating the effect of some impressed forces on the motion of the balls, one could make several inferences without reference to “anything external and sensible with which the balls could be compared.” The direction of revolution could be discovered and so could the plane of motion. In the second stage of the example, if one assumes that we could use some distant bodies with fixed relative positions as reference points, we could not decide based solely on the change of position of the balls among the bodies “whether the motion was to be attributed to the bodies or to the balls.” Only by comparing the tension in the connecting cord with the relative motions could we claim that motion belonged to the balls and not to the fixed bodies. As easy as it is to imagine and fathom the scenarios described in these examples, it is much more difficult to agree upon the adequate interpretation of their role. As we will see, Berkeley realizes that these examples are arguments in disguise, and then deconstructs them or provides an alternative deflationary interpretation. That is, neither of these examples shows the existence of entities such as absolute motion or space, and both of them could be read to make implicit reference to relative motions only.

The Two Globes Experiment

In his treatment of these cases, Berkeley inverts the order of analysis. First, he starts with the example of two revolving globes. In DM 59, he leaves out several elements of Newton’s original scenario: the tensed string connecting the two globes and the reference to the fixed center of gravity. Furthermore, Berkeley assumes that we are considering the globes in a universe where no other bodies exist. The reason for this change is that Berkeley is building up the complexity of trajectories based on his conceivability criteria: we first introduce bodies, then we describe the trajectories of their motions, and later we add forces to this picture. In the globes example, Berkeley claims that, according to his definition of conceivable motion:


(i) There can be no motion ascribed to the globes since there is no conceivable change in spatial relations over time between them.

(ii) A circular trajectory can be ascribed to these globes only if we have an additional body as point of reference.



Claims (i) and (ii) explain why motion can only be conceived in the last sequence of the original thought experiment, when we take into consideration the fixed stars. Unlike Newton’s example, consideration of forces and endeavors can only come later, when we have enough relative motions to describe a conceivable trajectory.

This particular way of describing the scenario rests on an important assumption about how the thought experiment works: that a simple geometrical description lacking reference to forces as sustaining causes is both necessary and sufficient for the full determination of any motion. It follows that the geometrical properties of motion are entangled with notions of conceivability. If, according to Berkeley, we only accept conceivable motions as those that have a specifically described trajectory, then this means that we are taking geometry (and a certain type of geometry, for that matter) to be part and parcel of our conceivable motions.

The Rotating Bucket Experiment

Following the paragraph about the two globes, there is DM 60, in which Berkeley starts with several available motions. There is already a conceivable circular motion, taking place right before our eyes, i.e., we have particles of water which describe a circular trajectory in space and time:


As regards circular motion many think that, as truly circular motion increases, the body necessarily tends more and more away from its axis. This belief arises from the fact that circular motion can be seen taking its origin, as it were, at every moment from two directions, one along the radius and the other along the tangent, and if in this latter direction only the impetus be increased, then the body in motion will retire from the center, and its orbit will cease to be circular. But if the forces be increased equally in both directions the motion will remain circular though accelerated—which will not argue an increase in the forces of retirement from the axis, any more than in the forces of approach to it. Therefore we must say that water forced round in the bucket rises to the sides of the vessel, because when new forces are applied in the direction of the tangent to any particle of water, in the same instant new equal centripetal forces are not applied. From which experiment it no way follows that absolute circular motion is necessarily recognized by the forces of retirement from the axis of motion. Again, how those terms corporeal forces and conatus are to be understood is more than sufficiently shown in the foregoing discussion.  (DM 60:47–48)



Here is an explanation of Berkeley’s water bucket experiment. The first sentence is the claim to be challenged: that there is a correlation between the increase in the true circular motion and the increase in the endeavor to recede. While Berkeley does not explain how the quantity of circular motion is derived or approximated, we can try to understand it by following the rest of the argument.15

First, Berkeley is aware of Newton’s conceptualization of circular motion as being generated from two tendencies: (1) a continual displacement, by a centripetal force, from (2) a tangential, uniform motion. Unlike Newton, however, Berkeley seems to conceive these tendencies in some sort of equilibrium, such that if the body gets an “impetus” along the tangential component, the equilibrium is broken and the body will fly off on a tangent (and thus the motion will cease to be circular).16 So, Berkeley reasons, in the case of increasing the tangential component with no correspondence in the centripetal force, the body will simply stop moving on the circular path—in other words, it is not the case that the circular motion increases, but it simply ceases to be circular altogether. Thus, contrary to Newton’s conclusion, the water rising on the walls of the bucket does not have a larger quantity of circular motion; instead, the walls of the bucket simply prevent it from moving circularly altogether. In other words, the conceptualization of the water rising on the walls is not accompanied by an increase in (absolute) circular motion: the alternative is that the particles of water that cannot keep their circular motion at a certain radius tend to fly off on a tangent; since they encounter the walls of the bucket, they rise on the walls instead of going in a straight line.

Second, the endeavor to recede does not identify circular motion per se since, according to Berkeley, the endeavor to recede only reveals the existence of impressed forces in a certain direction. But since the endeavor to recede only shows a possible, potential, or counterfactual motion along the tangent, it does not stand as a shorthand for circular motion. In fact, we see that Berkeley takes circular motion to be an equilibrium of such forces, conceived as potential motions.

Finally, Berkeley reasons, if the endeavor to recede is a mark of an increased true quantity of circular motion, then an increase in the first tendency will cause an increase in the circular motion. That is to say, in a counterfactual situation in which the endeavor is increased but everything else is kept the same, the circular motion will increase. But that is false as Berkeley imagines it: clearly, if the motion on the tangent is increased (i.e., for him, this is the tendency to recede from the center), then the motion will cease to be circular in the first place, let alone grow in quantity.

If both the tangent forces and the centripetal ones are increased at the same time, the water will not rise on the walls; it will simply continue to be circular, but accelerated. In this case we are led to understand—rather counterintuitively—that we do not have an increase in the tendency to recede from the axis.

It is thus obvious that, even if some tendencies in Berkeley’s depiction of the water bucket experiment have the same directions as the components of circular motion according to Newton, the conceptualization of circular motion is not the same. Berkeley makes no connection among tendencies, forces, and laws of motion and, as a consequence, his account of circular motion of the water cannot be extended to other cases of circular motion. In other words, he lacks a principled way of explaining why these two tendencies, while recognizable in a particular case, would apply to phenomena of motion in general.

In DM 60, Berkeley indicates that his conceptualization of circular motion is such that no increase of the endeavor to recede is obtained when both components are increased. In other words, when there is an accelerated circular motion, there is no increase in the endeavor to recede. This, of course, contradicts the law of centrifugal force. In Newton’s framework, the endeavor to recede is quantified by the quantity of centrifugal force and is thus given by the increased rate of rotation of the body on the circular path. In other words, bodies following a circular path with the same radius have different tendencies to recede given their different rate of rotation: the higher the rate of rotation on the same circular trajectory, the greater the endeavor to recede.

Clearly, then, Berkeley is not concerned with the correlation among various mathematical features of the circular motion of the particles of water. Faithful to his epistemic strategy of identifying the geometrical trajectories of absolute motions, he is only concerned with the claim (which he attributes to Newton) that the example is supposed to univocally identify absolute circular motion by an increased endeavor to recede. This alternative conceptualization treats the endeavor to recede not as a consequence of the composition of the two motions, but as a clear pointer to only one of the conceivable, yet counterfactual motions: the linear tendency to move in a line is causally increased at each moment by the rotation of the walls of the bucket interacting with the particles of water.

From this analysis, Berkeley mounts an even more significant challenge to Newton’s argument. Suppose one says that the bucket experiment shows the absolute circular motion of the water. The common way of interpreting this claim is to say that the motion is a circular motion: the center of gravity of the body is going to be situated at each point on a circle (using another body as reference). DM 61 adds Berkeley’s views on what it means to say that the trajectory is a circle in any physical space: it cannot be a circle as we think of it in geometry. In geometry one might hypothesize that the circle “consists of an infinite number of straight lines,” but in mechanics there is a corresponding hypothesis: a circular trajectory can “arise from an infinite number of rectilinear directions.” None of these features is attributable to the water rotating in the bucket: the water only moves on the (physical) points of a circle.

This criticism should lead us to ponder the question of how best to describe circular motion in Newton’s examples. Is there anything specific to the absolute true circular motion? Should we restrict ourselves to trajectories, or should we include further principles of generation or causation for such motions?

As soon as we omit the reference to forces from the criterion for circular motion, we open the door to a very difficult objection: the empirical challenge of the complexity of motions. This point is illustrated by DM 62, where Berkeley notes that the apparent motions, when considered from a kinematical point of view (for example, as the lines they describe in visible space), are incredibly complex. This passage brings to mind a Cartesian problem: from a kinematical point of view, motions can be described and composed in various, innumerable ways, especially when we are handed a mathematical apparatus to do so.17 Berkeley is quick to note that this problem endures if motion in absolute space is just kinematically conceived. In mundane cases, the question of choosing the right motions remains crucial. In fact, DM 62 shows that Berkeley is aware of the challenge, and his conclusion is to question the possibility of selecting these motions by using absolute space, assuming that forces are absent.

Consider the motion of a stone in a sling. We could attribute to it a circular motion based on the apparent (and readily accessible) motion of the sling. But if we take this to be the trajectory of the stone in absolute space, then we are in trouble: the motion of the stone in the sling shares the motion of the earth around its axis and the earth around the sun. The resulting trajectory is no longer a circle; it has a very complicated and different shape altogether. Berkeley continues with a similar objection in selecting an axifugal conatus (or, similarly, the endeavor to recede). Suppose for a moment that such a tendency to move toward or away from an axis is sufficient to identify uniquely the absolute true motion as an apparent trajectory in the form of a circle. We are in a difficult epistemological situation: the motion that seems to go around the axis of rotation of the center of the bucket is not, in fact, simply a circular motion around a unique axis, given the complicated trajectory of the bucket in space and around the sun. It follows that when we describe a trajectory as circular or we consider it to be composed of—or decomposed into—two particular components, we choose to prioritize some motions over others. That is, we (as practicing natural philosophers) discard certain motions. The water moves with respect to the bucket and to the sling, and so with respect to the earth, which also has two other motions: daily and annual revolution. If we were to take into account all motions as the water moves, the trajectory of the water particles would become more complex and far removed from a circle. Therefore, if circular motion in absolute space has only one description—a motion that has the trajectory of a circle—Berkeley’s objection that embeds that trajectory in a complex set of motions is well taken.

We can connect this observation with the previously mentioned DM 60. Berkeley’s approach to circular motion is only partially similar to Newton’s. In particular, it stops at simply naming two important tendencies of this motion. From this point on, the first radical departure is that in Berkeley’s case, the tangential component and the centripetal tendency are not linked to mathematical forces.

For now, let us take stock of the arguments in this section. The lessons to take with us from Berkeley’s DM 58–62 are the following:


(i) Conceivability of motion includes the geometrical properties we attribute to motion.

(ii) If forces are analyzed in terms of counterfactual or possible motions, then a scenario invoking forces requires prior conceivability of the counterfactual motions.

(iii) Any attempt to identify absolute motions requires a scenario in which only conceivable motions are taken into consideration. Such motions render themselves to a kinematical geometry, i.e., they can be fully described using a geometry without forces.

(iv) Geometrical attempts at identifying (with or without the help of forces) among the previous set a single circular trajectory that would correspond to the absolute motions are riddled with insurmountable problems.



Given Berkeley’s analysis of, and the role he attributes to, the two thought experiments, he is then justified in concluding that they do not achieve their aims.

Berkeley’s Novel Insight for the Philosophy of Physics

Thus far, we have looked at Berkeley’s criticism of Newton’s thought experiments in the space and time Scholium. By bringing out the step-by-step reasoning that goes on in these examples, a new conception of how to read them emerges. Thought experiments which prima facie look like descriptions of imagined situations are in fact arguments in disguise: the reader has to actively think about how motions are conceived and described, and then draw some conclusions about the presence of some forces or others, followed by their corresponding effects.

This analysis raises a series of new questions for the scholarship that discusses Newton’s Scholium. One question challenging Newton’s account directly is whether either of the thought experiments is supposed to illustrate how to “point to” absolute motions.18 This, in turn, asks us to think through the multiplicity of motions in Newton’s examples and then consider whether absolute motions are to be associated with any particular path. Furthermore, while Berkeley’s descriptions seem to recognize the motions that Newton includes, they relegate the quantitative relations to a later step, a step that depends on having successfully identified trajectories first. Berkeley prompts us to re-examine Newton’s texts and to clarify the relations between the “ordinary” trajectories and the mathematical features of absolute motions.

Here, however, I am more interested in pursuing the consequences of my analysis for how to read other sections of De Motu, and for how to integrate it with other parts of Berkeley’s philosophy. It is clear that Berkeley follows a strategy: he is not simply denying that it makes sense to talk about absolute space; he is offering a reasoned way of thinking about the subject of terrestrial and celestial mechanics such that the results and practice remain the same, while lacking reference to absolute space and having forces without ontological weight. In this section, I analyze the viability of this path.

I mentioned previously that Berkeley holds a deflationary stance toward forces. This philosophical stance is developed in DM 10, where he claims that forces (of which dead force and gravitation are examples) are to be understood by, or are shorthand terms for, their effects, which, according to Berkeley, are motions: not any kind of motion, however, but the sort of motion that is available to the senses or the imagination. We can say that forces are shorthand terms for possibly observable motions. Consequently, Berkeley would argue, if there is not an observable motion, then there is no force to be mentioned in the first place.

The thought experiments already revealed the order of analyzing common and familiar phenomena from observable motions to forces by means of a signifying relation: this motion (this trajectory) shows us that we can make use of this force. Therefore, to some extent, the epistemic route from motions to forces is a rather direct one: from a particular observable motion to the use or mention of some force. Yet, the next paragraph suggests that somewhere along the path from observable motions (for which no particular knowledge of mathematics seems to be required) to forces, there happens a rather early interference from mathematical quantities:


The force of gravitation is not to be separated from momentum; but there is no momentum without velocity, since it is mass multiplied by velocity; again, velocity cannot be understood without motion, and the same holds therefore of the force of gravitation. Then no force makes itself known except through action, and through action it is measured; but we are not able to separate the action of a body from its motion; therefore as long as a heavy body changes the shape of a piece of lead put under it, or of a cord, so long it is moved; but when it is at rest, it does nothing, or (which is the same thing) it is prevented from acting. In brief, those terms dead force and gravitation by the aid of metaphysical abstraction are supposed to mean something different from moving, moved, motion, and rest, but, in point of fact, the supposed difference in meaning amounts to nothing at all.  (DM 11:34)



The paragraph goes on to flesh out the epistemic hierarchy from motions to forces: we have access first to motions and then to forces. It is not simply that we see a motion and we assign a force to it arbitrarily. We do in fact look at some properties of the motion; based on those properties, we establish the variation of some quantities. And then there is a leap to a force: Berkeley considers “forces” more or less a shorthand term for variations in momentum. DM 15 shows that much seems to depend on this seemingly unproblematic choice of the mathematical quantity that should correspond to force.

Thus, somewhere along the epistemic route from motions to forces, Berkeley uses mathematical quantities to say that force is not distinguished in any way from momentum. As long as forces are not to be distinguished (ontologically) from momenta, talk of forces makes perfect sense. When we take them to be different, we are considering “metaphysical abstractions.” As DM 17 adds, the underlying theme of Berkeley’s thought seems to be the following: ontologically speaking, there is no distinction between forces and momenta. We can use various mathematical transformations of the basic qualities of motion. In these transformations we might end up using terms such as “force,” “gravity,” and “attraction.” However, unlike motions, forces, gravity, and attraction are not to be found in nature; they are “mathematical hypotheses.” Here is the full description of this line of thought:


Force, gravity, attraction, and terms of this sort are useful for reasonings and reckonings about motion and bodies in motion, but not for understanding the simple nature of motion itself or for indicating so many distinct qualities. As for attraction, it was certainly introduced by Newton, not as a true, physical quantity, but only as a mathematical hypothesis.  (DM 17:35)



Of course, there are alternatives to this strategy (and for some, Newton’s own admission of the complicated relation between forces and true motions is reason to make us ponder). But for now, let us note that, in order to make this strategy work, we need to face two serious challenges.

First, if any resemblance to the practice of mechanics is to be recovered, we need an account of the operations of forces, such as the parallelogram rule—which is one of the basic rules to be used in mechanics (both statics and dynamics). The rule was implicitly used in the descriptions of the rotating bucket and of the globes, according to Berkeley’s presentation in DM 18.19

If the composition and the resolution of forces are to be used so unproblematically, then, given Berkeley’s prior deflationary account of forces, we are to understand that the composition of forces is grounded in the corresponding motions. However, these motions might not be observable or conceivable in Berkeley’s sense. If Berkeley takes in the composition of forces, as he seems to do in DM 18, then he must say that the resolution of forces is, in fact, a resolution of motions. Berkeley’s methodological principles would require us to regard these motions as concrete, as opposed to abstract. But can we do so?

For instance, when water rotates in the bucket, Berkeley would agree that there are two tendencies or forces and two corresponding motions which compose at each instant. However, as a matter of fact, there is hardly any trajectory to be followed by any of these motions. Assuming that there are some trajectories associated with these motions, they could be regarded as (i) mathematical trajectories or (ii) counterfactual motions. The first option rules out that the motions will have concrete trajectories, and thus they will be abstract motions. The second option does not clearly place composing motions on the abstract level. Let us assume, for the sake of the argument, that the counterfactual motions are concrete. This option would seem to satisfy Berkeley’s requirements. But if these counterfactual motions are on the same level of concreteness with other motions, then the case of the rotating water bucket becomes a serious problem: all motions (involving the bucket, the water, earth, etc.), at each instant, taking place in alternative timelines, are on the same level of concreteness! Assuming this scenario and no distinction existing between true and apparent motion, when all motions are on the same level of concreteness, we are at a loss as to how or why to select a couple of them and ignore others when we compose forces. In DM 61, Berkeley seems to assume that we can do that.

Recall that Berkeley chooses as his description of the curved path the description that picks the ontologically significant motion: the circular motion is the motion that stands before our eyes and that is undoubtedly concrete. Berkeley clearly states that we can easily choose the curved motion as the one that consists of other motions. The rectilinear directions of the other motions can be placed in the background. However, following the consequences of the operations of forces mentioned previously, this choice places Berkeley’s strategy in great difficulty. In brief, the difficulty consists in the fact that the association between forces and motions is based on relations that are more than conventional.

The difficulty in the face of the multiplicity of the operations of forces is related to the second challenge raised by Berkeley’s criticism: the relation between mechanics and geometry with respect to their aims. The practice of mechanics goes beyond composition and resolution of forces, as we can see from the broad picture of Berkeley’s philosophy of science. However, this practice should essentially mirror the activity of geometers, in which the activity of applying geometry to phenomena of motion is akin to deducing consequences from theorems.20 Is it enough to use the relative space “confined to the heavens of the fixed stars” for those doing physics? In DM 64, echoing DM 38–39, Berkeley seems confident that it can be done:


Further, since the motion of the same body may vary with the diversity of relative place, nay actually since a thing can be said in one respect to be in motion and in another respect to be at rest, to determine true motion and true rest, for the removal of ambiguity and for the furtherance of the mechanics of these philosophers who take the wider view of the system of things, it would be enough to bring in, instead of absolute space, relative space as confined to the heavens of the fixed stars, considered as at rest. But motion and rest marked out by such relative space can conveniently be substituted in place of the absolutes, which cannot be distinguished from them by any mark. For however forces may be impressed, whatever conations there are, let us grant that motion is distinguished by actions exerted on bodies; never, however, will it follow that that space, absolute space, exists, and that change in it is true motion.  (DM 64:49)



If the previous analysis is taken seriously, it follows that several key choices are incorporated in the following lines: “for however forces may be impressed, whatever conations there are, let us grant that motion is distinguished by actions exerted on the bodies.” It tells us that we should be able to discriminate the motions which we take to be the effects of forces from other states of motion (or of rest).

According to the picture of De Motu that I have introduced, this step boils down to distinguishing or prioritizing some motions among other motions by using solely a kind of descriptive geometry. In its discussion of the thought experiments, Berkeley’s De Motu points out the significance of this choice and yet gives us no principled way of solving the problem. One of the arguments of this chapter is that Berkeley’s rendition of the thought experiments reveals the fact that, with or without absolute motion, this choice is incorporated in conceptualizing all physical relative motions. As DM 65 recognizes, all the analyses that refer to the laws of motion make use of that choice. He would like to have us successfully use only relative motions, but this leads us to the most difficult question about Berkeley’s De Motu: How are we to organize those motions? Moreover, how can we restrict ourselves to only observable, concrete motions, even among the relative ones?

Now, perhaps it is unfair to expect Berkeley to provide us with a problem-solving manual according to his epistemological theses. It is enough for the purposes of this chapter that he has challenged us to see that, in his reading of Newton, if the laws of motions and their effects and the theorems regarding various configurations of the paths hold without bringing absolute motions into account, they certainly would not hold (in any intelligible way) without a clear understanding of the field of admissible motions and their epistemological order.

Conclusion

This chapter has emphasized that an important yet overlooked aspect of Berkeley’s criticism is that the process of analyzing a physical situation through the lenses of forces and motions requires a geometrical conceptualization of a physical situation. This process cannot proceed using forces as signs for motions: any example of motions as involving quantitative relations between forces and motions requires an epistemology of abstract entities that is different from Berkeley’s. The further lesson we learn from Berkeley’s philosophy of physics is that setting up a physical phenomenon as a problem in natural philosophy, one that instantiates laws and abstract terms, is a more complicated matter than might be expected. Though Berkeley is often considered a metaphysician, I have tried to show that his writings are in fact a clear attempt at a better epistemology of the practice of a natural philosopher, where the crucial part of the practice consists in turning the phenomena or examples into a situation or a problem that uses the concepts of the theory. Furthermore, we must recognize that, for Berkeley, certain elements of mathematics are included in the most basic understanding of experience. Therefore, our ontological views will be directly influenced by whatever views we take of mathematics. In particular, Berkeley has at least one lesson to teach his contemporaries: his conceivability criteria require the prior acceptance of visualizable mathematics.

Notes

1. See Jesseph, chapter 16 in this volume

2. Jesseph (2018, 2) identifies three of Berkeley’s doctrines that play a fundamental role in understanding his reaction to the work of Newton: “The first is the denial of abstract ideas, the second is the rejection of the concept of material substance, and the third is the claim that only minds can exercise causal power.” Consequently, we can assess Berkeley’s response to Newtonian physics along those lines: Berkeley rejects the Newtonian doctrine of absolute space and time; he would not accept that the quantity of matter refers to a measure of an object that is mind-independent, such as matter. Finally, Berkeley reinterprets Newton’s laws as “purely descriptive” and he denies “Newton’s insistence that laws of nature must articulate the causes of phenomena” (Jesseph 2018, 4).

3. Newton explains that the “whole difficulty of philosophy” is the kind of reasoning that cuts both ways: we must “discover the forces of nature from the phenomena of motion” and by using propositions that are mathematical as well, we will deduce “the motions of the planets, the moon, and the sea” from the gravitational forces (Newton 1999 [1687], 382).

4. There are some exceptions: Brook (1973); Asher (1987); Downing (1995; 2005).

5. The paragraph of DM 59 describes the thought experiment of the two revolving globes emphasizing the elements which Berkeley cares about. We will look at it in detail below.

6. Jesseph (2018).

7. Jesseph (2018) is a comprehensive state-of-the-art account of Berkeley’s interpretation of universal gravity.

8. All references to De Motu in this chapter are to DM. I also recommend the modern edition, Berkeley 1992 [1721].

9. This commentary from Newton’s Principia (1687) will be referred to as the Scholium, for short.

10. The reader might rightly point out that, according to my strategy, Berkeley looks for trajectories of absolute motions after he already ruled them out as conceivable motions. So, he might be said to be looking for something that is not conceivable and concluding—predictably—that it is nowhere to be found. There are two ways out of this conundrum. First, it turns out that in De Motu, Berkeley conflates absolute and true motions in the sense that he denies a place for either of them in mechanics. As Asher (1987) and Downing (2005) point out, this is not the case for the Principles, where Berkeley still retains the need for a distinction between apparent and true motions of bodies. The latter were to be singled out by the action of impressed forces. In De Motu, Berkeley moves further: realizing that the distinction between true and apparent motions smuggles in an assumption about the causal efficacy of forces and their ontology, he aims to drop both the significance and the use of this distinction. In this strategy we can read “absolute motions” to stand for true motions with no major harm done to the interpretation. The second way out of the apparent conundrum is to claim that Berkeley’s aim in De Motu is to rule out the possibility of saying anything intelligible about absolute motions. In other words, he wants to show that the natural philosophers’ “toolbox,” which contains kinematic geometry and the available relative motions, is also powerless in providing guidance to the features of a body’s unique motion when we take it to be a true or absolute one.

11. For a comprehensive and helpful presentation of the distinctions in Newton’s Scholium between absolute and true motion versus relative and apparent motion, see sections 5.3 and 5.4 of Rynasiewicz (2011). For a recent critical introduction and analysis, see Stan (2015, section 1).

12. See, for instance, N 29:10; N 30:11; N 45:12; N 316:39.

13. Downing (1995); Asher (1987); Brook (1973); Suchting (1967). See, for instance, Asher: “In De Motu Berkeley maintains that forces are known only by their effects; that is by their action on a body. But since ‘we are not able to separate the action of a body from its motion,’ the supposed difference in meaning between ‘force’ and ‘motion’ amounts to nothing at all [DM 11]. However, Berkeley allows that the term ‘force’ is a useful mathematical advice for reasoning about motion. As ‘mathematical hypotheses’ or conceptual devices useful in accounting for observable phenomena, force attributions are acceptable so long as they are not regarded as representing anything really existing in nature [DM 67:17]. Thus talk of forces where there is no apparent motion (e.g. situations of dynamic equilibrium) can be accepted, if these are understood in terms of counterfactual conditionals: If the table wasn’t under the book, gravity would make it fall to the floor” (Asher 1987, 456).

14. Newton (1999 [1687], 412).

15. We assume that at least there is a determinate quantity of such motion.

16. Berkeley possibly encountered the idea of circular motion as a motion modeled by a static equilibrium of tendencies in Giovanni Borelli, De Vi percussionis (1667), and De motionibus naturalibus a gravitate pendentibus (1670).

17. CSM1:59–61.

18. Or we could ask what exactly we could say about the absolute motions that Newton purportedly introduces or refers to in his examples.

19. The secondary literature is unanimous in its view that Berkeley believes Newtonian dynamics to be a successful theory, especially as it unified celestial and terrestrial dynamics. Of course, Berkeley wants to insulate his metaphysics from the natural philosophy of his day by excluding causal explanations and real forces of bodies from the realm of explanations provided by the latter. The practice of mechanics still uses generalizations and laws of nature, but “Berkeley’s position … is that science does not aim at explanation (which makes reference to causes) but rather at a certain sort of useful understanding of nature (which he is happy to call ‘explanation’), akin to the sort of understanding of a language that we gain from studying its grammar” (Downing 2005, 252).

20. DM 38 and 39 present this image in detail.
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Chapter 26

Berkeley and Leibniz

Stephen Puryear

Few issues have generated as much controversy in recent scholarship on Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646–1716) as his views in the area of fundamental ontology. According to some, he is a committed realist, someone who believes that there are real bodies or material beings existing outside of all perceivers (Phemister 2005; Arthur 2018). According to others, Leibniz is a kind of idealist, at least in his later years (i.e., from around 1704 on), although these commentators disagree about the precise nature of his alleged idealism. A few, such as Adams (1994), ascribe to him a view much like Berkeley’s, according to which the created world consists only of immaterial perceivers and those things which have their being within them—ideas, phenomena, and the like. Others see him as an idealist only in a weaker sense according to which immaterial perceivers are the fundamental created beings, while denying that bodies or material things have their being only within those perceivers (Rutherford 2008). Finally, still others maintain that Leibniz did not have a single consistent view in this area, perhaps because he was only “window-shopping” (Hartz 2007, 15) or else because, though looking to buy, he simply could not make up his mind (Garber 2009).

As this controversy would suggest, scholars also disagree about the extent to which Leibniz’s views on fundamental ontology align with Berkeley’s. Leibniz is either an idealist in fundamentally the same sense as Berkeley, or he is an idealist but in a significantly weaker sense, or he is not an idealist at all, and thus stands squarely at odds with Berkeley on this issue, or else he does not stand in any determinate relation to Berkeley at all. One of my two main aims in this chapter will be to make the case for a version of the first option. That is, I will argue that in the final analysis, Leibniz subscribes to a version of idealism that situates him very close to Berkeley.1 I do so by first considering what Leibniz himself says about Berkeley. I then present what I take to be the most important textual evidence for reading Leibniz, like Berkeley, as a subjective idealist, that is, as holding that there are only perceiving subjects and their contents. Next, I reconstruct what I take to be Leibniz’s deepest and most instructive argument for his view that bodies reduce to the contents of perceivers, that is, for his phenomenalism. Finally, I turn to my second main aim, which is to develop an account of Leibniz’s doctrine that bodies having their being in one perceiver can be “founded” on other perceivers, and to consider Berkeley’s reasons for opposing such a view.

Leibniz on Berkeley

Berkeley published his first major work of philosophy, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, just six years before Leibniz died in 1716. But we know that Leibniz was familiar with Berkeley and with this work in particular. In late 1714, he received a letter from Bartholomew Des Bosses, a Jesuit theologian, in which Des Bosses notes that when “the hypothesis reducing bodies to phenomena alone … was cleverly defended recently by an English [sic] philosopher, it was badly received by many scholars” (GP 2:487/LDB 328–329). In a reply dated March 15, 1715, Leibniz remarks:


The one in Ireland who impugns the reality of bodies does not seem to offer sufficient reasons or to explain his thought sufficiently. I suspect he belongs to that class of men who want to be known for paradoxes.  (GP 2:492/LDB 330–331)



It was also around this time, perhaps even in response to Des Bosses’s comment, that Leibniz acquired and read a copy of the Principles.2 This copy is today housed at the Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz Bibliothek in Hannover (and can be accessed electronically via their online catalog). Besides a number of vertical lines and two deletion marks in the margins, it contains the following summary judgment, scribbled on the final page in Leibniz’s hand:3


Much here that is right and close to my view. But paradoxically expressed. For it is not necessary to say that matter is nothing; it suffices rather to say that it is a phenomenon like the rainbow, that it is not a substance but a result of substances, and that space is no more real than time, i.e., is nothing but the order of coexisting things, just as time is the order of successively existing things. True substances are Monads, that is, perceivers. But the author should have gone further, namely to infinite Monads constituting everything, and their pre-established harmony. He wrongly or at least pointlessly rejects abstract ideas, restricts ideas to imaginations, despises the subtleties of arithmetic and geometry. He most wrongly rejects the division of the extended to infinity, even if he rightly rejects infinitesimal quantities.4



Although Leibniz acknowledges that much in Berkeley’s philosophy is “right and close to my view,” he focuses more on the points of disagreement. As in the letter to Des Bosses, he characterizes Berkeley’s philosophy as paradoxical, at least in its expression. He also criticizes Berkeley for not going far enough—to an infinity of monads and their pre-established harmony—and for going too far, namely, in rejecting things he should have accepted, such as abstract ideas, the infinite division of matter, and certain subtleties of mathematics. The most salient remark for our purposes is Leibniz’s assertion that “True substances are Monads, that is, perceivers.” If perceivers are purely immaterial beings, as Leibniz claims in the contemporaneous Monadology, where perception is said to be found “not in the composite or in the Machine” but in unextended, simple substances (GP 6:609/AG 215), then this statement amounts to an affirmation of what Rutherford (2008, 141–142) calls substance idealism, that is, the view that the only substances or fundamental entities are immaterial, mind-like beings. But even so, there is no explicit indication here that Leibniz accepts anything like Berkeley’s doctrine that there are only minds or spirits and their ideas. For to say that the only substances are immaterial perceivers is not to rule out that there are also certain non-fundamental beings, such as bodies, existing outside of all perceivers.

Still, Leibniz’s statement is as remarkable for what it omits as for what it includes. No one who reads the Principles can fail to be struck by three central claims that leap from almost every page. The first is the doctrine of immaterialism, that there is no matter or material substance. The second is that sensible things are only ideas. The third is Berkeley’s subjective idealism, the doctrine that in all of reality there are only spirits and their ideas. Leibniz does comment briefly on the first of these, when he objects that matter is not nothing but rather “a phenomenon like the rainbow.”5 But he makes no mention of the other two claims, despite their centrality to the work. Had he disagreed with these central claims of the work, it would be rather odd for him to pass over them in silence. The fact that he does not mention them in his judgment strongly suggests that they number among the opinions that he finds “right and close to my view.” But let us turn to Leibniz’s statements of his own views to see whether they bear this out.

Leibniz’s Idealism

A good place to start is Leibniz’s extensive correspondence with the Dutch natural philosopher, Burcher De Volder, which commenced in 1698. By 1703, we find Leibniz insisting on an exhaustive division of real beings into things with parts, i.e., aggregates, which are phenomena or “apparent beings” (GP 2:250/LDV 260–261), and things without parts, i.e., simple substances, or monads. In letters from that year, he maintains both that no aggregate is a substance (GP 2:256/LDV 274–275) and that there is no third type of thing: “since only simple things are true things,” he writes, “the rest are only Beings by aggregation, and are thus phenomena” (GP 2:252/LDV 264–265). By “simple” Leibniz means without parts (GP 2:239/LDV 238–239; cf. GP 6:607/AG 213). But at this juncture in the correspondence, he has not yet committed himself on the question of whether the category of simple substance includes only immaterial, soul-like entities, or whether it also includes corporeal substances, which have both a formal, soul-like constituent and a material constituent or body. There are indications that he sought to remain uncommitted on this point. For instance, in June 1703, he writes to De Volder that “even if Monads are not extended, they nonetheless have a certain kind of situation in extension” (GP 2:253/LDV 266–267; my emphasis). Nothing Leibniz has said up to this point would discourage De Volder from thinking that corporeal substances lack parts and are thus simple, even though they do have constituents, and even though their material constituent has parts (cf. LDV 8–9/AG 167; GM 3:542/AG 168).6

By 1704, however, it becomes clear that Leibniz is in fact conceiving of simple substances, or monads, as purely immaterial entities. In a letter to De Volder from June 30 of that year, we find the often-quoted remark: “[C]onsidering the matter carefully, it must be said that there is nothing in things except simple substances and in them perception and appetite” (GP 2:270/LDV 306–307). For Leibniz, of course, bodies are not naturally capable of perception, or of appetition, which is the tendency to new perceptions: such things can take place only in immaterial substances. So, simple substances here are purely immaterial beings. To paraphrase the line from the 1703 letter quoted above, his position is that only immaterial things are true things, the rest being only aggregates and thus phenomena.

To say this much, however, is not yet to endorse an idealism like Berkeley’s. If only simple or immaterial substances are fundamental, then the other beings—the bodies or aggregates, which are phenomena—are presumably in some way grounded in, dependent on, or reducible to the former. But it does not follow that they have their being in those substances. In other words, Leibniz has so far only committed himself to what Rutherford calls substance idealism. It should be noted, however, that throughout his mature period, he regularly characterizes phenomena in ways which imply that they have their being in perceiving subjects. To mention just a few examples: he speaks of “the varied phenomena or appearances that exist in my mind” (A 6.4:1500/L 363); he says that our “inner sensations” or “internal perceptions in the soul” are “only phenomena following on external things, or rather true appearances, and like well-regulated dreams” (GP 4:484/WF 18); and he describes phenomena as “internal” and “quite independent of outside things which might make them arise in the soul” (GP 4:476–77/WF 27), and again as “internal,” “in the soul,” and “modifications of our souls” (GP 6:589–91/AG 265–266). Passages like these, in which Leibniz speaks of phenomena as internal to us, as private entities, as beings of perception or of the imagination, as perceptions or thoughts, or as like well-ordered dreams, are quite numerous.7 Furthermore, there are few, if any, texts in which he clearly implies that phenomena have their being outside of perceivers. To be sure, he does occasionally speak of “external phenomena” (GP 3:465/WF 176; GP 6:599/AG 207–208) or “external appearances” (NE 237, 245, 309).8 But in one of these contexts, he clarifies that by “external appearances” he means appearances “such as those which consist in what appears to others” (NE 237). These appearances are evidently “external” in the sense that they are external to a given perceiver. But it does not follow that they are external to all perceivers. We should therefore take Leibniz’s consistent view to be that phenomena have their being only within perceivers. And so when he asserts that there are only simple substances and aggregates, the latter being phenomena, we should take him to be affirming the view that there are only immaterial substances, along with those things, including aggregates, which have their being within them.

Admittedly, Leibniz rarely draws this conclusion explicitly. He comes close to doing so in the June 30, 1704, letter to De Volder: after remarking that “there is nothing in things except simple substances and in them perception and appetite,” he adds that “matter and motion are not so much substances or things as the phenomena of perceivers, the reality of which is located in the harmony of perceivers with themselves (at different times) and with other perceivers” (GP 2:270/LDV 306–307). In saying this, he clearly implies that matter has no extramental being; for if it did, then its reality would presumably be located at least partly outside the harmony of perceivers.

One place where Leibniz does draw the conclusion explicitly is in a draft letter to De Volder written in January 1706. (The letter he actually sent to De Volder was the last of the correspondence.) He writes:


In my judgment, arguments can prove the existence of nothing other than perceivers and perceptions (if you subtract their common cause), and the things that must be admitted in them, which in a perceiver are the transitions from perception to perception, with the same subject remaining; and in perceptions, the harmony of perceivers. For the rest, we invent natures of things, and wrestle with the chimeras of our minds as if with ghosts.  (GP 2:281/LDV 336–337; cf. LDV 334–335)



The common cause here is not a world of mind-independent material objects, but God. So, Leibniz’s point is that arguments cannot establish the existence of anything in creation beyond perceivers, their perceptions, and that which must be admitted within them. Anything else, he says, is but a fiction. This is as clear an affirmation of subjective idealism as one could hope to find.

Moving forward eight years, Leibniz draws the conclusion explicitly again in a précis that he prepared for, but apparently did not send to, Nicolas Remond. The purpose of this précis, Leibniz indicates, was to clarify his views on “my Unities or Monads” (GP 3:622). He begins by stating once again that on his view there are in all of nature only simple substances and aggregates of them:


I believe that the whole universe of creatures consists only in simple substances or Monads, and in their Assemblages. These simple substances are what we call Mind in us and in Spirits [Genies], and Soul in Animals. They all have perception (which is nothing other than the representation of the multitude in the unity) and appetite (which is nothing other than the tendency of a perception to another), which is called passion in animals, and will in cases where the perception is an understanding. We cannot even conceive of there being anything other than this in simple substances and consequently in all of nature.  (GP 3:622)



Leibniz goes on to explain that the assemblages of simples substances are what we call bodies, and that these bodies are not substances but phenomena, though well-founded in the sense of being in agreement [consentans], like exact and steadfast dreams (GP 3:622–23). He then asserts that these bodies, like dreams, are nothing outside perceptions:


Plato seems to have seen something of this, in that he considers material things to be hardly real, and the Academic skeptics have doubted whether they are outside of us, which can be explained reasonably by saying that they are nothing outside of perceptions [elles ne seroient rien hors des perceptions], and that they have their reality from the agreement of the perceptions of apperceiving substances.  (GP 3:623)



Material things, Leibniz says, are nothing outside of perceptions, and their reality comes not from their having an extramental existence, but from the agreement of perceptions (cf. GP 2:451–542/LDB 256–257). His position in this précis is thus unequivocally that there are only simple, immaterial substances together with assemblages of them, which, being phenomena, have their being only within those substances.

In light of these texts, it should come as little surprise that in his judgment on the Principles, Leibniz does not take issue with Berkeley’s idealism, his rejection of material substance, or his reduction of bodies to ideas, three of his most striking positions in that work. Like Berkeley, Leibniz holds that there are only immaterial perceivers and that which they contain, including the immediate objects of our perceptions, which he calls “phenomena” and Berkeley calls “ideas.” He thus also denies that there are genuine corporeal or material substances. And, like Berkeley, he maintains that bodies or sensible things are “nothing outside of perceptions.” As I have already noted, they do disagree on various points, some of which I will discuss further. But all things considered, those differences are relatively minor. Below their surface lies a core of broad and substantial agreement.

To say this much is, of course, only to scratch the surface. The textual situation is extremely complicated, and as many commentators have emphasized, one can point to other texts which seem to count against such a reading of Leibniz. Most significantly, there are many passages in which he seems to speak as if he grants the existence of corporeal substances, which have a material or bodily constituent and thus are not purely immaterial; in other words, he seems to deny that the only substances are purely immaterial perceivers.9 A full defense of the idealist reading I have offered here would need to come to grips with these texts. It would also need to explain why he seems so reluctant to divulge his idealism to others. On my view, the key to solving most, if not all, of these difficulties lies with the various dialectical strategies that Leibniz employs in his writings, in particular his tendency to withhold from others those views which he considers most likely to offend, as well as his practice of accommodating what he takes to be the views of his (real or imagined) audience (A 2.2:851/AG 308), often by engaging in a kind of loose talk that conflicts with what he considers true in metaphysical rigor.10 But it would take me too far afield to pursue these issues any further here. Instead I will simply take the reading of Leibniz as a subjective idealist as an established fact and turn my attention to issues that are of greater interest in relation to Berkeley.

Why Subjective Idealism?

In the draft letter to De Volder from January 1706, Leibniz claims that arguments can establish only the existence of perceivers and their perceptions, together with whatever should be admitted within them (GP 2:281/LDV 336–337). In other words, he claims that arguments cannot establish the existence of anything outside of all perceivers. Let us now consider why, from his point of view, this would be the case.

In the first place, Leibniz obviously believes we have good reason to posit perceivers, and within them, perceptions and appetitions. It is not hard to see why. For I am myself a perceiver, and I find within myself both perceptions and appetites. Further, it stands to reason that there are other perceivers, containing their own perceptions and appetitions, associated with each of the many organic bodies that display comparable sense organs.11 Still further, Leibniz thinks we have good reasons to suppose that perceivers are immaterial beings. To mention just one, he offers his famous “mill argument” to show that perception, being inexplicable in mechanical terms, must be found “in the simple substance, and not in the composite or in the Machine” (GP 6:609/AG 215). The arguments therefore establish the existence of immaterial perceivers and their contents. But why does he think that arguments can establish nothing more than this? The answer is evidently that anything beyond immaterial perceivers would be material in nature, that is, would be a body. But the arguments show that bodies are only phenomena, and thus have their being within perceivers; they are “nothing outside of perceptions.” Arguments can therefore establish the existence of perceivers and their contents, but nothing more. Indeed, Leibniz goes so far as to say that anything else is just chimeras in our mind. Evidently, he thinks that what cannot be established by arguments should be denied.12

But why think that bodies must be phenomena? What is the argument for that? Leibniz’s writings in fact suggest several possible routes to the conclusion that bodies are phenomena. One of them proceeds by arguing first for the phenomenal nature of the qualities of bodies, both sensible and intelligible, and then for the phenomenality of bodies themselves, on the ground that what has only phenomenal modifications must itself be a phenomenon.13 Another stems from Leibniz’s strategy for escaping from what he likes to call the “labyrinth of the continuum,” which requires supposing that monads alone are substances and that bodies are only well-founded phenomena.14 But his most instructive argument for the phenomenality of body, and the one on which I want to focus here, is what I will call his unity argument.

The basic idea of the unity argument is that bodies must be phenomena because they are aggregates—i.e., aggregates of the smaller bodies into which every body is divided—and because aggregates are phenomena. Bodies are aggregates, according to Leibniz, because every body is actually divided into smaller bodies. And aggregates are in turn phenomena, he claims, because they have their unity and thus their being only in the mind. We find this line of thought at least adumbrated in a letter to Arnauld dated April 30, 1687, where Leibniz notes that “one and being are reciprocal things” and then claims that “beings by aggregation … have their unity only in our mind” (A 2.2:186/AG 86).15 Though he does not explicitly draw the inference, the implication would seem to be that aggregates also have their being only in our mind. In a passage from the New Essays, he explicitly draws the inference. After noting that relations are “of the understanding” and “constituted only in relation to the understanding” (NE 145), he (Theophilus) remarks:


[A]t bottom it must be admitted that this unity of collections is only a respect or relation the foundation of which is in that which we find in each of the individual substances taken alone. Thus these Beings by Aggregation have no other achieved unity than the mental, and consequently their being is also in some way mental or phenomenal, like that of the rainbow.  (NE 146)



As before, Leibniz here claims that the unity of an aggregate is only a mental unity. This is because its unity is “only a respect or relation” and is thus “constituted only in relation to the understanding.” In other words, it has its unity only in the mind, just as he says to Arnauld. But since unity and being convert, it follows that an aggregate has its being only in the mind as well. In short, an aggregate is a kind of mental being, specifically a phenomenon. In this way, Leibniz derives the phenomenalist conclusion from (i) his belief that matter is infinitely divided, (ii) his doctrine of the ideality of relations, and (iii) the traditional principle that being and unity convert.

This argument is particularly interesting because it shows not only why, on Leibniz’s view, bodies must be phenomena, but why phenomena must be understood to have their being only within us. For phenomena are aggregates and as such have their unity only in the mind. But being and unity convert: hence, phenomena must have their being only in the mind as well. It stands to reason therefore that Leibniz would speak of phenomena in ways which imply that they have their being within us.

As I have reconstructed it here, Leibniz’s overall argument for the conclusion that there are only perceivers and their contents foreshadows in important ways Berkeley’s own argument for the conclusion that there are only minds and their ideas. In the Principles, for example, Berkeley argues that we ourselves are immaterial minds (PHK 2:41–42; PHK 139:104–105) and that we have good reason to posit other minds as well (PHK 140:105; PHK 145:107). He also argues that the things and qualities we sense are only ideas in minds (PHK 3–15:42–47) and that (besides the other things we find within minds, such as notions) we have no good reason to posit anything else, and in particular no good reason to posit material substances (PHK 16–24:47–51; PHK 67–81:70–76). Of course, Berkeley develops these points in different ways from Leibniz, and in particular his arguments for the claim that sensible things are ideas focus on considerations other than that of the unity of composites. But what would he have made of Leibniz’s unity argument? It is interesting to note that his writings yield evidence of sympathy for each of its premises. In the later Siris, we find him noting with apparent approval the Platonic principle that “ens and unum are the same” (Siris 346:156). He also asserts that whereas minds are true unities, “sensible things are rather considered as one than truly so” (Siris 347:156). Several sections later, after reiterating the Platonic principle, he adds that “[i]n things sensible and imaginable, as such, there seems to be no unity, nothing that can be called one prior to all act of the mind; since they being in themselves aggregates, consisting of parts or compounded of elements, are in effect many” (Siris 355:160). Lying in the background here may even be the thought that the unity of an aggregate involves relations; for in the Principles, he claims that “all relations includ[e] an act of mind” (PHK 142:106; cf. Flage 1985). These passages are at the very least strongly evocative of the unity argument.

Despite all this, there is good reason to doubt that Berkeley would have considered the unity argument as such to be sound. For in his earlier and more canonical writings, he appears to deny that all sensible things are aggregates or composites. All sensible objects are collections of qualities, to be sure, and Berkeley explicitly grants that their unity comes from the mind (DHP 249; cf. PHK 12:46). But the qualities from which these objects are collected do not, on his view, resolve into smaller and smaller qualities ad infinitum. As he explains in the Principles, ideas and therefore sensible things can have parts only if the mind that perceives them can distinguish those parts. And since finite minds are only capable of distinguishing parts up to a point, it follows that “I cannot resolve any one of my ideas into an infinite number of other ideas, that is, that they are not infinitely divisible” (PHK 124:98; cf. NTV 54:191). Even if many sensible things are aggregates, therefore, many of them, the minima sensibilia, are not. And thus from Berkeley’s perspective, the principles that drive the unity argument would establish at most only that some sensible things have their being in the mind. In the absence of a belief in the infinite division of the sensible, we would need something more to establish that the minima sensibilia are ideas having their being in the mind.

Reality and Well-Founding

On the view for which I have argued here, Leibniz and Berkeley stand in agreement on several key points. They agree that there are only perceivers and those things which have their being within them—phenomena in Leibniz’s case, ideas in Berkeley’s (together with notions, concepts, and the like). They agree that (at least strictly speaking) there are no material or corporeal substances. And they agree that bodies or sensible things have their being only within perceivers. They also agree, it may be added, that bodies are in a sense real, despite having their being only in the mind. But here we come to a key difference between the two philosophers, namely, their rather different accounts of the nature of this reality.

How can something which has its being only within perceivers be accounted real? Berkeley answers this question in the Principles by offering a subjective, more precisely intrasubjective, conception of reality for bodies. He clarifies that in calling sensible things real, what he means by “real” is just that these ideas satisfy two conditions. The first is that they have certain phenomenological qualities, namely, those of being strong, lively, vivid, affecting, and distinct rather than faint and weak (PHK 30–36:53–56). The second is that they cohere with other ideas of the same perceiver so as to form “a regular train or series” (PHK 30:53). So, on Berkeley’s view, what it means for a body to be real is just for it to satisfy these two conditions. And since it seems that we cannot possibly be wrong about whether our ideas do in fact satisfy these conditions—that is, cannot possibly be wrong about whether they have these phenomenological qualities or whether they cohere with other ideas of ours—it seems that we cannot be wrong about whether our ideas are real. This intrasubjective conception of reality thus serves Berkeley’s anti-skeptical purposes well (Puryear 2012).

Leibniz strikes a similar note in an undated essay titled On the Method of Distinguishing Real from Imaginary Phenomena. He claims that real phenomena are distinguished from imaginary ones by being “vivid, complex, and internally coherent” as well as by cohering with other phenomena that appear to us or have appeared to us in the past (A 6.4:1500–1502/L 363–364). These are the same two criteria that Berkeley invokes. But Leibniz emphasizes that these are only marks of reality: the reality of a phenomenon does not consist in its having these qualities and standing in these relations, as with Berkeley, who probably for this reason draws the charge that he “impugns the reality of bodies” (GP 2:492/LDB 330–331). Rather, the reality of a phenomenon consists in something else, with which the possession of these qualities and the bearing of these relations can be supposed to correlate. Thus, Leibniz admits that the presence of these criteria does not suffice to demonstrate the reality of a phenomenon; for one’s entire life could be a vivid, complex, and perfectly coherent dream and yet lack reality. Such a dream would be “real enough” and “equivalent to truth so far as practice is concerned” (A 6.4:1501–1502/L 364; cf. A 6:4:1550/AG 47), he admits, but it would not actually be real. For that we need something more.

It is unfortunately no easy matter to pin Leibniz down on exactly what more is required for the reality of bodies. This is because he seems to offer not one but four accounts of the matter, namely:


(1) Substantial constituents. Bodies are real in virtue of having ultimately real constituents from which they derive or borrow their reality: “Anything that can be divided into many (actually already existing) things … has no reality except what has been borrowed from what it contains. I then inferred from this that there are indivisible unities in things, because otherwise there would be … no reality not borrowed, which is absurd” (GP 2:267/LDV 300–301; cf. A 2.2:114–115, 169; GP 4:478–479/AG 139; GP 3:69/WF 129–130; GP 2:261/LDV 284–287).

(2) Substantial foundations. Bodies are real in virtue of being founded on substances, which have their reality in themselves: “matter or extended mass is only a phenomenon founded in things [fundatum in rebus], like a rainbow or parhelion. All reality is only that of unities…. True substantial unities are not parts but foundations [fundamenta] of phenomena” (GP 2:268/LDV 302–303).

(3) Perceptual harmony. Bodies are “the phenomena of perceivers, the reality of which is located in the harmony of perceivers with themselves (at different times) and with other perceivers” (GP 2:270/LDV 306–307), that is, in not just intrasubjective but intersubjective agreement (cf. GP 2:521/LDB 378–379; GP 3:623).

(4) Divine phenomena. Bodies are real in virtue of being the phenomena of God: “If bodies are phenomena, and are judged by our appearances, they will not be real, since they will appear differently to others. Thus, the reality of bodies … seems to consist in this: that they are the phenomena of God, that is, the objects of his knowledge of vision” (GP 438–439/LDB 230–233; cf. GP 2:474/LDB 296–297; GP 2:482/LDB 320–321).



It is far from obvious that these accounts are compatible. The last three in particular seem to conflict, insofar as they locate the reality of phenomena in, respectively, their substantial foundations, the harmony among (finite) perceivers, and God’s knowledge. There is nonetheless good reason to think that Leibniz considers at least the first three accounts compatible, since he endorses all three in a single letter to De Volder (GP 2:267–270/LDV 300–307). In point of fact, it is not difficult to see how accounts (1) and (2) can be harmonized. We need only suppose that being the foundation of a phenomenon, that is, the reality behind the appearance, or what corresponds to the appearance on the side of reality, is equivalent to being a substantial “constituent” of the phenomenon. For, in that case, a phenomenon’s borrowing its reality ultimately from its substantial constituents would be nothing other than its being founded on (or resulting from) such substances. But the fact remains that it is difficult to see how (1) and (2) could be fully reconciled with either (3) or (4).16 It is not my intent to solve that puzzle here, however. I instead want to focus on account (2), the substantial foundations account. It is easy to see how accounts (3) and (4) can be accommodated within a subjective idealist framework, since they locate the reality of bodies either in one particular perceiver, God, or in the harmony of the perceptions of finite perceivers. But what about (2)? The question I want to consider is whether Leibniz has the resources to make sense of how a body, being a phenomenon in a perceiver, or in perceivers in general, could be “founded in things” which are themselves immaterial perceivers. If I am right about (1) and (2) being equivalent, then an affirmative answer to this question will show that (1) can also be accommodated within a subjective idealist framework.

How, then, does a phenomenon come to be founded on immaterial perceivers, that is, on monads? To answer this, let us first reflect on Leibniz’s favorite example of a well-founded phenomenon—the rainbow—and let us assume for the sake of argument that the water droplets in the sky are not themselves phenomena, as on Leibniz’s view, but rather, in keeping with the more usual view, the substances on which the appearance we call the rainbow is founded. On a first pass, it would seem that the water droplets satisfy three conditions that are relevant to them being a proper foundation for the appearance. In the first place, they are (ex hypothesi) real, that is, real in themselves and not just real because they are founded on something more fundamental. Second, the droplets are located in (roughly) the same space that the rainbow appears to occupy. If light reflected by water droplets in the northern sky somehow caused me to see a rainbow in the southern sky, then presumably this would not be a well-founded appearance. It therefore seems necessary that the foundations of a phenomenal body be located where the body appears to be.17 Finally, the water droplets are the cause, or at least a salient cause, of my perception of the rainbow: they reflect and refract the light that, upon reaching my eyes, causes me to see a rainbow. Consideration of the rainbow example thus suggests that a phenomenal body is well-founded just in case there are one or more beings that are (i) real in themselves, (ii) located in space where the body appears to be, and (iii) causes of the appearance, that is, the body.

These three conditions are not, however, sufficient as such for the well-founding of a phenomenon. For suppose there were an evil genius who caused me to be presented with a certain appearance, say, that of a large doughnut, whenever I looked in his direction. The genius would satisfy each of the three conditions: he would be real in himself, would be located in space where the doughnut appears to be, and would be the cause of the appearance. Yet we would not want to say that this appearance is real or well-founded. To complete the account of well-founding, therefore, we need a fourth condition that will rule out this sort of deceptive scenario.

Now it seems to me we find just such a condition suggested by Leibniz’s account of sensible qualities and our confused perceptions of them. In opposition to the view held by many in his day, according to which such qualities are only arbitrarily connected to the mechanical qualities of bodies that cause them, he maintains that our sensations and ideas must bear a natural or intelligible connection with their causes. That is, they must in some way resemble them. As he explains in the New Essays, in reply to Locke:


It must not be supposed that these ideas such as those of color and pain are arbitrary and without natural relation or connection with their causes: it is not the way of God to act with so little order and reason. I would say rather that there is a kind of resemblance, not entire and so to speak in terminis, but expressive, or a relation of order, just as an ellipse and even a parabola or hyperbola resemble in some way the circle of which they are the projection on the plane, since there is a certain exact and natural relationship between that which is projected and the projection, which is made from it, each point of the one corresponding according to a certain relation to each point of the other.  (NE 131; cf. GP 4:574–577/WF 140–142; NE 132–133; NE 403–404; GP 6:326–327)



Our ideas and sensations of sensible qualities must therefore resemble their causes, which are certain complexes of mechanical qualities in bodies. But what is true of our ideas and sensations is also true of the phenomena which are their contents. On Leibniz’s view, God would not allow a reality to be presented as an appearance to which it is only arbitrarily connected. His wisdom requires that there be a natural and intelligible connection, a resemblance, and so the appearance must resemble the realities on which it is founded. It’s just this which prevents the evil genius from being the proper foundation of the appearance of the doughnut. Further, as long as this resemblance obtains, it would seem that the reality need not be the cause (or a salient cause) of the appearance, thus rendering condition (iii) irrelevant. Accordingly, we may say that on Leibniz’s view, a phenomenon is well-founded just in case there are one or more beings that are (i) real in themselves, (ii) located in space where the phenomenon appears to be (at least in the case of visual or tactile phenomena), and (iv) so constituted as to resemble the phenomenon.18

With this account in place, let us now consider whether Leibniz’s simple substances can sensibly be supposed to satisfy these conditions with respect to those appearances that we call “bodies.” Of course, these substances are by definition real in themselves, so they satisfy condition (i). Further, even though monads are immaterial, they do have a kind of situation in extension or space in virtue of their having a body. As Leibniz explains to De Volder in the letter from June 20, 1703: “Even if Monads are not extended, they nonetheless have a certain kind of situation in extension, i.e., they have a certain ordered relation of coexistence to other things, namely through the machine over which they preside” (GP 2:253/LDV 266–267). So, monads do in a sense satisfy condition (ii) as well.19 Condition (iv), however, seems to pose a special difficulty for Leibniz’s account. For how can we make sense of the idea that a body, being a phenomenon, resembles the monads on which it is founded? How can an extended body resemble immaterial, unextended substances? Or, to put the point in Berkeleyan terms, how can an idea be like anything other than another idea (PHK 8–9:44–45; DHP 206)?

To answer this question, it will be helpful to consider what Leibniz says in the case of sensible qualities. As we have seen, he claims that between our sensations of these qualities and their causes there is a precise, orderly, and natural relationship, one which amounts to a kind of resemblance. And he likens this resemblance to that between a figure and its projection on a plane, with “each point of the one corresponding according to a certain relation to each point of the other” (NE 131). What he appears to have in mind is a kind of structural correspondence between the sensation and its cause. But how is this possible? According to Leibniz, it is possible because our sensations of such qualities, despite appearing simple, are in fact composed of many smaller perceptions, which are the perceptions of the individual mechanical qualities which together cause the sensation. Hence, the sensation has a hidden complexity, or structure, which corresponds to the structure of its cause. In this way, the sensation bears an “expressive” resemblance to its cause.20

Now it seems to me that in the case of bodies resembling the monads on which they are founded, Leibniz’s account will proceed along similar lines. Our sense perceptions of bodies, he will say, are always complex; indeed, the resolution of them into smaller and smaller perceptions goes to infinity. Likewise, the contents of these perceptions, the phenomena, that is, the bodies themselves, resolve into smaller and smaller parts ad infinitum. As he writes to De Volder, “Phenomena can … always be divided into smaller phenomena which could appear to other, more subtle animals, and a smallest phenomenon will never be reached” (GP 2:268/LDV 302–303). So, within any given body a certain structure will obtain in virtue of the various relations that its parts bear to one another, for example, spatial and mereological relations, and this structure will approach infinite complexity as the resolution into parts goes to infinity. At the same time, the monads on which this body is founded will form an infinitely complex structure in virtue of the relations they bear to one another. As we have already seen, Leibniz holds that monads have a kind of situation in extension, and so it would seem to follow that they also bear spatial relations of a kind to one another. He also holds that monads bear relations of domination and subordination to one another, and more generally, of greater or lesser perceptual distinctness. And so, at least in general terms, we can see how it is possible for a phenomenon to resemble its foundation. All that needs to happen is that the phenomenon have an internal structure, a structure that obtains among its parts, which corresponds in some way to the structure that obtains among the infinitely many monads that constitute its foundation.21 If this structural resemblance obtains, and if the monads also satisfy conditions (i) and (ii), then the phenomenon will succeed in being well-founded, and will thus achieve the greater degree of reality that Leibniz seeks.

Berkeley’s Perspective

Berkeley’s scattered comments on Leibniz tend to focus on the topics of motion, force, infinity, and infinitesimals.22 He was no doubt aware of Leibniz’s metaphysical views up to a point, but they do not appear to have made much of an impression on him. This was no doubt due in part to the fact that Leibniz published relatively little, and in what he did publish, was not particularly forthcoming about some of his more controversial metaphysical views. The vast majority of his corpus, including nearly all of the texts I have relied on in my interpretation, would have been unavailable to Berkeley. Consequently, he would hardly have been in a position to recognize Leibniz as a fellow idealist; nor would he have been in a position to know, much less criticize, Leibniz’s attempt to found appearances in the mind on other immaterial perceivers. Based on what we do know about Berkeley, however, it is not hard to anticipate what he might have said about this part of Leibniz’s account. Here I will limit myself to three main points.

In the first place, we have seen that on Berkeley’s view it is not true that every idea has parts, i.e., smaller ideas into which it resolves. As he remarks in the Principles: “Every particular finite extension, which may possibly be the object of our thought, is an idea existing only in the mind, and consequently each part thereof must be perceived” (PHK 124:98). For Berkeley, to perceive an idea is to be conscious of it. Yet some ideas are so minute that we cannot consciously perceive any parts or ingredients within them, from which it follows that “they are not contained in it” (PHK 124:98). Hence, these minima sensibilia cannot have an internal structure in virtue of which they resemble some complex of perceivers. They could not therefore satisfy the conditions for being well-founded, and so they would not be real, in Leibniz’s sense, but imaginary. Further, even though the ideas composed of them might still have a structure in virtue of which they resemble their substantial foundation, it seems that they, too, would fail to be real, since they would be composed of unfounded and thus imaginary ideas. From this point of view, then, Leibniz’s account of well-founding threatens to collapse.

A second feature of Leibniz’s account to which Berkeley would likely object is its ontological extravagance. For that account to work, Leibniz needs to posit not only minds and the nonrational souls of animals, but an infinity of other mind-like substances that perceive but are incapable of sensation or thought. Indeed, on Leibniz’s view no two non-overlapping bodies can be founded on the same substances; hence, given his belief that every body divides into smaller bodies, it follows that every real body is founded on an infinity of substances, none of which is among the substances on which any non-overlapping body is founded. Further, most of these foundational substances will be the sort that perceive but do not sense or think, what Leibniz calls “bare monads” (GP 6:611/AG 216). In order for bodies to be well-founded in the way he wants, therefore, Leibniz must posit not just infinities but infinities of infinities of these substances. Now, Berkeley is happy to admit that there are many other minds, which we know of by their operations (PHK 145:107). But to suppose a theory of the reality of bodies that requires us to posit, besides these minds, infinities and even infinities of infinities of other perceivers, perceivers that do not reveal themselves to us by their operations in the way that minds do—that he is likely to view as an excessively high theoretical price to pay. On his view, everything one could hope to explain, including the existence and reality of sensible things, can be explained to our satisfaction just in terms of minds and their ideas. To posit anything further would be to indulge in an unnecessary and untoward ontological extravagance.23 Of course, Leibniz does not view this ontological extravagance as a drawback, but rather as just what one would expect if God is a supremely perfect being; for on his view such a being would create the best of all possible worlds, and a world is more perfect to the extent that it contains more things or reality (GP 7:303–304/AG 150–151). On Berkeley’s view, however, experience should be our guide to what exists, not a priori speculations about what a supremely perfect being would or wouldn’t do.

Finally, perhaps Berkeley’s most pressing objection to Leibniz’s account of well-founding would be that it leaves the door open to skepticism. One of his main aims in both the Principles and the Three Dialogues is to defeat the skeptic, or rather to deny the skeptic a foothold. He accomplishes this by doing away with material substances, locating sensible things in the mind, and construing their reality in terms of their possession of certain phenomenological qualities and their agreement with other ideas, matters about which one could not possibly be mistaken. But in supposing that a body having its being in one perceiver is real in virtue of being founded on other perceivers, Leibniz throws himself back on the rocky shoals of skepticism; for we cannot be certain that these other perceivers even exist, much less that they exist in such a way as to found our appearances (cf. PHK 86–88:78–79; DHP 246). For his part, Leibniz is happy to concede the point; the best we can hope for in this life, he admits, is a high degree of probability (or “moral certitude”) that our appearances are real (GP 1:373/L 154; A 6.4:1501–1502/L 363–364). From Berkeley’s perspective, however, the inability to refute the skeptic once and for all constitutes a serious drawback.

Leibniz’s attempt to found bodies on perceivers in virtue of a kind of structural resemblance is a clever idea. But it works only if bodies are divided to infinity and there are, in addition to minds, an infinity of other mind-like substances. This is why Berkeley “should have gone further, namely to infinite Monads constituting everything.” Further, the view works only if we are willing to live with the prospect that the skeptic might be right after all. From Berkeley’s perspective, these are all serious problems for the account. Bodies are not divided to infinity; there are not, besides minds, infinities of other simple substances; and it is critical that we be able to offer a conclusive answer to the skeptic. We must therefore eschew the thought that an idea could be founded on substances, and instead conceive its reality in terms of features internal to one’s own mind. This is a key point on which the two metaphysical systems diverge. All things considered, however, we should still see Leibniz and Berkeley as fundamentally on the same side.24

Notes

1. Others who see Leibniz and Berkeley as fundamentally in agreement include MacIntosh (1971); Adams (1994); Daniel (2007). For a dissenting view, see Wilson (1999, 309), who maintains, implausibly, that the two philosophers “are fundamentally at odds with each other with respect to both motivation and doctrine.” Further discussion of respects in which Leibniz and Berkeley disagree can be found in Carlin (2006); McCracken (2011); Carlin (2017).

2. Although the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous were published within Leibniz’s lifetime, there is no evidence that he possessed or was familiar with that work.

3. For the details on these marginalia, see Robinet (1983). The first deletion mark appears beside a passage in which Berkeley denies that one “can conceive the extension and motion of a body, without all other sensible qualities” (PHK 10:45). The second appears beside Berkeley’s remark that “great and small, swift and slow, are allowed to exist no where without the mind, being entirely relative, and changing as the frame or position of the organs of sense varies” (PHK 11:45). It is difficult to tell exactly to what Leibniz is objecting here, but on my view it is most likely the doctrine that these qualities are “entirely relative” and not the suggestion that they exist nowhere outside the mind. Leibniz does indeed hold that our notions of size, shape, and motion “contain something imaginary and relative to our perception” and that “we can doubt whether they are truly found in the nature of things outside of us” (A 6.4:1545/AG 44; see also A 2.2:202/WF 55). But I doubt that he would concede that they are entirely relative to our perception, since they are after all founded in the modifications of monads.

4. My translation from the Latin at Robinet (1983, 218); cf. AG 307.

5. Even here, the disagreement is more a matter of terminology than perhaps Leibniz recognizes. When Berkeley denies the existence of matter, he means matter in the sense of an unperceiving substance. On my reading, Leibniz rejects matter in that sense, too. On the other hand, Berkeley is happy to admit the existence of matter in the sense of a sensible extension (DHP 237), which is roughly what Leibniz means by matter when he characterizes it as a phenomenon or resultant of substances.

6. On Leibniz’s view, a part must be homogeneous with the whole, that is, roughly, must belong to the same ontological category (A 6.4:1673; GP 7:503; GP 2:252/LDV 264–265; GP 2:435/LDB 226–227; GP 2:451/LDB 254–255). So, a part of a body must be a body, and so forth. But arguably, neither a body nor a simple substance is homogeneous with a corporeal substance. So, these would not be parts of the corporeal substance, though they would nonetheless be its constituents. (A thing and its constituents need not be homogeneous.)

7. See, inter alia, A 2.1:391/AG 4; A 6.4:1549–1551/AG 46–47; A 2.2:91/WF 53; A 2.2:178; A 2.2:185; GP 4:519/WF 81; GP 7:467–468; GP 6:404; GP 2:435–436/LDB 226–227; GP 3:622–623; GP 2:516/LDB 368–369.

8. On the notion of external phenomena, see Phemister (2005, 165–169).

9. For further discussion of this problem, see Adams (1994, 262–307); Rutherford (1995, 265–288); Hartz (1998); Hartz (2007, 156–192); Phemister (2005); Garber (2009); McDonough (2013).

10. For a detailed account of these and other dialectical strategies in Leibniz, as well as an application of them to various allegedly anti-idealist statements in his correspondence with De Volder, see Whipple (2017).

11. Leibniz argues for this in some detail at A 6.4:1503/L 365, though the argument is not easy to pin down. For helpful discussion, see Westphal (2001).

12. Leibniz does acknowledge the possibility that theological considerations might compel us to go beyond just monads and their modifications to corporeal substances (GP 2:435–436/LDB 224–227; GP 2:461/LDB 278–279). It seems to me, however, that he does not take very seriously the possibility that any true theological doctrine would require this. For a nuanced discussion of these issues, see LDB lxxii–lxxix.

13. Leibniz’s reasons for regarding the qualities of bodies as phenomena include that they are “relative to our perceptions” (A 6.4:1545/AG 44; cf. A 6.4:1465/LC 262–263; GP 4:365/L 390–391), that motion lacks coexistent parts and thus at no time exists as a whole (GM 6:235/AG 118; GP 3:457/WF 201), and that there is no precise shape in bodies (GP 1:392/WF 55; A 6.4:1613–1614/LC 296–297).

14. See A 2.2:249–250/L 343; GP 2:281/LDV 338–339; GP 2:450–451/LDB 254–255; GP 3:612/L 656; GP 2:517/LDB 370–371.

15. The latter quotation appears only in Leibniz’s copy of the letter.

16. For attempts to reconcile some of these accounts of reality, see Adams (1994, 255–261); Pearce (2016, 8–11).

17. In the case of tastes and smells, the foundations would presumably need to be co-located with the respective sense organs.

18. From Leibniz’s perspective, condition (iv) is in fact implicit in (iii), because on his view causes and effects must bear an intelligible connection to one another.

19. The monads on which an appearance is founded can also be considered to satisfy condition (iii). Although it is true that monads are not “real” or “physical” causes of the appearances of them in other perceivers, they are “ideal” causes of those appearances, and in particular, the monads that collectively found a given phenomenon—its “foundational monads”—would be the ideal causes of that phenomenon as it exists in other perceivers. As Leibniz writes to Des Bosses, “the modifications of one monad are the ideal causes of the modifications of another monad, insofar as reasons appear in one Monad which moved God to establish modifications in another monad from the beginning of things” (GP 2:475/LDB 306–307). On this kind of causation, see Puryear (2010).

20. On the expressive resemblance between our ideas or perceptions of sensible qualities and their causes, see Puryear (2013, 332–336); Pearce (2016, 2–5).

21. This latter structure, among the monads, may plausibly be viewed as the relational structure they would have from God’s ichnographic perspective (see A 6.4:1549–1550/AG 46–47; GP 2:438–439/LDB 231–233), whereas the internal structure of the phenomenon would be the relational structure of the monads from the perceiver’s scenographic perspective. The resemblance on which the well-founding of the phenomenon would be based would then be the correspondence between these two structures.

22. See N 333:40; BW 4:236–237; DM 8:12–13; DM 16–20:14–15; DM 43–44:21–22; Alc 7,6:295; An 18:75–76.

23. This is not to deny that Berkeley’s ontology is, in its own way, extravagant. As Rickless (2013, 69–79), for example, emphasizes, Berkeley posits vastly more sensible objects than we would ordinarily take there to be. Still, this extravagance seems to pale in comparison to Leibniz’s infinities of infinities of unconscious (and unsensed) perceivers.

24. My thanks to Kenneth Pearce and especially Samuel Rickless for many helpful comments on drafts of this chapter.
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Chapter 27

Berkeley and Mandeville

Mikko Tolonen

Mandeville’s Fable of the Bees

The asynchronous relationship between Berkeley and Bernard Mandeville (1670–1733) culminated in hostile engagement at the turn of the 1730s in Alciphron and Letter to Dion.1 Dutch-born Mandeville studied in Leiden and obtained a degree in philosophy and medicine. In the 1690s, he moved to London where he worked as a physician for the local Dutch community, jobbed as translator of medical treatises and poetry, and authored verse. He published his famous poem The Grumbling Hive: or, Knaves Turn’d Honest, in 1705, claiming that the ruin of a large, well-functioning civil society is nigh when there are serious attempts to turn the individuals constituting it in the direction of virtue, as suggested by supporters of the Reformation of Manners movement.2 Mandeville expanded the poem with prose remarks in 1714 and added further essays to it in 1723, eventually scandalizing London with The Fable of the Bees: or, Private Vices, Publick Benefits and its provocative remarks about self-interested motives behind seemingly virtuous actions. Mandeville’s Fable attracted a lot of attention, partly because Britain was in the midst of a severe crisis in the 1720s. Following the Jacobite Rising of 1715,3 Britain faced financial turmoil that seemed overwhelming at the time and resulted in demands for moral reform, an important context for both Mandeville and Berkeley.

In general, the South Sea Bubble4 was connected to the evils of stockjobbing, luxury, and general moral decay (for the debate on eighteenth-century luxury, see Hont 2006). Mandeville argues for the benefits of vice and criticizes the hypocrisy of moralists. He particularly targets those who locate benevolence at the core of social organization. In an essay, “A Search into the Nature of Society,” he focuses his criticisms on the Earl of Shaftesbury (Mandeville 1988 [1723], 324).5 Mandeville contrasts a relative conception of pulchrum et honestum (i.e., moral beauty) and the idea that society is not founded on virtue but on competitive passions and the need for social recognition. His simple point is that, contrary to what many claim, moral reform leads to the collective impoverishment of the nation. His understanding of human nature is anti-rationalistic and deterministic. In his view, reason can only be instrumental, and the behavior of individuals can be explained as a response to stimuli that act on passions (Mandeville 1988 [1723], 39–40). Many contemporaries, including Berkeley, describe Mandeville as an apologist of vices and a defender of foreign luxury and excessive consumption.

Berkeley’s reaction to the financial turmoil was to publish An Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain in 1721. The difference in views between him and Mandeville derived from the increasing focus on the economy that pervaded the public consciousness in the early 1720s. Berkeley’s essay is clearly written and there is no need to guess its central meaning. Great Britain is sick. The “South-Sea affair” is not “the original evil or the great source of our misfortunes” (RGB 84). The root of the problem is “scandalous libertinism” and the loss of public spirit in recent years (RGB 71). The only way to restore the nation’s health is to instill a “true sense of religion” (RGB 79). While railing against luxury and pride, he points out that “industry is the natural sure way to wealth” (RGB 71). Making money without industry or merit leads to ruin. “Frugal honest management” is the path to prosperity and the way out of poverty (RGB 72). Furthermore: “frugality of manners is the nourishment and strength of bodies politic. It is that by which they grow and subsist, till they are corrupted by luxury, the natural cause of their decay and ruine.” Berkeley argues in favor of “honest commerce” (RGB 74) and highlights “vanity of apparel copied from France” as a major problem (RGB 75). The message in his essay is the polar opposite of that in Mandeville’s Fable: in Mandevillean terms, Berkeley argues for something resembling “an honest hive,” which Mandeville dismisses as simply impossible for a large, flourishing nation.

The second edition of Fable of the Bees includes extensive exploratory notes on commerce and luxury, but the main reason for Mandeville’s notoriety is the essay on charity schools in which he accuses their founders of hypocrisy and claims that their effects are detrimental. An aspect that sheds further light on the juxtaposition between Mandeville and Berkeley and adds a global dimension to the debate is the overlapping of the Society for the Reformation of Manners (SRM), the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG),6 and the charity school movement.7 Berkeley’s views tie into these reformatory movements, whereas Mandeville attacks them. The ideological focus in all three societies was on manners and customs rather than religious beliefs and practices. Their memberships overlapped and their vision of improved manners and morals expanded across the British empire. Whereas the Reformation of Manners movement focused on activities such as gambling, prostitution, and drunkenness on the local level, the SPG worked throughout the colonies (Diffendal 1974). These two movements are commonly connected (on their overlap, see Taback 2013), and Berkeley’s vision aligns with this setting. One example of this is his sermon at the SPG emphasizing the need to nurture religious education at home in order to promote the gospel overseas (Jones 2017). The charity school movement also seems to have been a natural extension of the SRM and the SPG. Thomas Bray, for example, an influential figure in London in the early eighteenth century and also critically engaged with Berkeley’s Bermuda proposal, functioned in all of these three ideologically connected societies or movements (Craig 1980, 99).

In stark contrast, in his essay “An Enquiry into the Origin of Moral Virtue,” Mandeville describes ethics as an invention of skillful politicians intended to make self-interested passions sociable (Mandeville 1988 [1723], 41–57). He goes on to claim that the origin of society is based on fear of shame and the desire to be praised, his aim being to reconstruct the description of human nature to conform with empirical and experimental philosophy. What his contemporaries perceived as an apology for vices and the paradoxical ridiculing of current, hypocritical values is often seen nowadays as a step toward the “science of man,” which was an attempt to analyze passions as mechanisms of the genesis of commercial society, including its historical origins. Recent scholarship acknowledges Mandeville’s influence on Hume and Adam Smith and on the Scottish and European Enlightenment (cf. Hont 2005; Harris 2015).

Another interesting aspect of Mandeville is that his thinking develops gradually from his early topical provocations (Goldsmith 1985; Simonazzi 2016; Tolonen 2013). The criticism he encountered because of Fable of the Bees led him to modify his opinion about the possibility of what Hume was to call “natural virtues” with respect to natural affection. Mandeville no longer reduces everything to self-love and self-preservation in his later works, admitting that people might have genuine, other-regarding affections (Tolonen 2013, 73–77). However, the accusations against him focus on his early work, in which psychological egoism is more apparent. In part II of the Fable, published in 1729, he takes the opportunity to modify his views and to reflect on the arguments advanced by his critics. Part II is written as a dialogue, and although it uses the Fable as a basis for discussion, the theoretical perspective on civil society it promotes is more complicated (Tolonen 2013, 70–102; see also Simonazzi 2016). Unsurprisingly, Mandeville does not seem very happy about Lysicles being a representation of himself denouncing all moral beauty in the form of a follower of the Fable in the third dialogue of Alciphron.8

Berkeley on Mandeville in Alciphron

Berkeley’s literary career is characterized by contempt toward free-thinkers and skeptics. He takes it as one of his most important duties to defend Christian virtues by ridiculing the arguments and the characters of infidels who lure God-fearing Christians away from the narrow Protestant path they ought to follow (Airaksinen and Gylling 2017). In his writing, he opposes different manifestations of atheism in any form that he can recognize, from mathematics to civil society (Jones 2017). Much of this is reflected in his relationship with Mandeville, personified as Lysicles in Alciphron, or The Minute Philosopher.9

“Modern Free-thinkers” are defined in Alciphron as what “Cicero called Minute Philosophers” (Alc 1,10:46), which are people who “diminish all the most valuable things” (Alc 1,10:46), “act the reverse of all other wise and thinking men,” “aim to erase the principles of all that is great and good from the mind of man, to unhinge all order of civil life,” and “to undermine the foundations of morality” (Alc 1,13:54). In a sense, this captures the early-eighteenth-century conception of authors who have to be suppressed, and whom Mandeville represents. According to Berkeley, although claiming to be free-thinking lovers of truth, upon scrutiny these minute philosophers are quickly exposed as the opposite. They simply resemble an unthinking religious sect. Lysicles (or Mandeville) in particular is represented as an atheist undermining the foundations of morality and leading the youth astray with his foolishness.

It is worth pointing out that what is at stake is not merely a trite positioning between theistic and atheistic worldviews, which simply cannot be ignored even if one’s interest is in philosophical questions. What Mandeville represents had an effect on all the aspects of Berkeley’s writings and career: his relationship with the Reformation of Manners movement and the SPG, the Bermuda project,10 the way he perceived the world, how education should be organized, how civil society should be set up, and how politics functioned (see also Leary 1977). The relationship between Berkeley and Mandeville is particularly relevant in terms of understanding Berkeley’s thinking about commerce, money, and the economy.11

If one considers Berkeley’s work in general with respect to free-thinkers and Mandeville, two things quickly become apparent. First, Berkeley took Locke seriously and tried to formulate a comprehensive response to the challenges that he posed, as witnessed in A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. Second, what genuinely worried Berkeley, as it did so many others at the time, was the assumed general weakening of Christianity after Hobbes and Spinoza because the focus would be on sensual passions instead of intellectual pleasures that are more difficult to attain (Brykman 2010). The explicit targets—which also led Berkeley to make political recommendations—were the free-thinkers who tried to “separate morality from religion” (DAM 206). Aside from Alciphron, Berkeley’s Guardian essays are a clear manifestation of this. Almost all of them take up the question of free-thinking in a newspaper format that is meant for a larger audience. He expresses different kinds of worries about free-thinking as atheism in his Theory of Vision … Vindicated (for example, at TVV 6:254), and defining the concept of “modern” free-thinking becomes one of his main aims. In Siris, he takes up a considerable amount of space proving that there was no atheism for the ancients (especially Aristotle and Plato). He attributes the modern phenomenon of separating religion and morality to Hobbes, Spinoza, Collins, and others (see especially Siris 351–354:158–160). He is also careful in how he treats the relationship between skepticism and atheism in the Principles and Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (PHK 92:81; PHK 154–155:112; see also DHP 168; DHP 213; DHP 261): modern atheism and modern free-thinking are new varieties of weed that need to be destroyed to preserve the common good.

Berkeley’s concern was with the mental landscape of a mechanical universe in which the Newtonian system plays a part and the Lockean understanding of the human mind takes center stage (Olscamp 1969, 7). The influence of Toland, Collins, Tindal, and other well-known deists and free-thinkers was considerable in the early eighteenth century. Mandeville, who also authored a work entitled Free Thoughts on Religion, Church and National Happiness (1720), is often linked with free-thinkers. His explicit desire to separate religion and morality is what leads Berkeley to treat him as one, although his atheism is not so obvious. The theme that closely connects Mandeville with free-thinkers, especially Toland, is the negative treatment of priestcraft (Mandeville 1720; Le Jallé 2010, 298–301).

Lysicles is a ridiculous character in Alciphron (as is Alciphron, whom Mandeville takes to represent himself to some extent). Whatever Lysicles defends, other characters, led by Euphranor, are easily able to ridicule or bring into doubt. As Berkeley understands it, the Fable claims that “vice circulates money and promotes industry, which causeth a people to flourish” (Alc 2,5:71). As is evident if one examines Berkeley’s writings from his essay on the ruin of Great Britain onward, this is diametrically opposite to his idea of virtuous industry. Engaging Mandeville in this way also indicates that he was taking this seriously even if his strategy was to laugh at what he assumed were his opponent’s arguments.

Berkeley argues explicitly against Mandeville in the second dialogue of Alciphron. The dialogue begins with Lysicles specifically defending private vices and public benefits (Alc 2,1:66). His arguments are based on the supposed usefulness of this principle. One serious problem in Mandeville’s argument, Berkeley points out immediately, is that this idea is contrary to all common expectations and thus surprising or even shocking to human beings (Alc 2,3:69). Berkeley understands that according to Mandeville there is no inherent distinction between vice and virtue, and moral distinctions depend on their public utility. Berkeley makes clear that for him there is “a true difference between vice and virtue” (Alc 2,15:88). The second dialogue is constructed so that different aspects of the Mandevillean position are examined and dismissed. Toward the end, Euphranor and Crito are able to corner Lysicles to admit that wealth alone is not a sufficient quality for a nation to flourish (Alc 2,10:80). Lysicles (Mandeville) also ends up admitting that rational pleasures should come before sensual ones (Alc 2,14:86; Alc 2,13:84). For Berkeley, flourishing is tied to health (Alc 2,5:72; Alc 2,12:82), to virtue (Alc 2,10:79), and particularly to rational pleasures (Alc 2,14:86).

Mandevillean principles encouraging even seemingly innocent vices are harmful because they encourage human beings to seek sensual pleasures (Alc 2,12:81). The idea of private vices and public benefits is pernicious even if there were some truth to its claim about the faster circulation of money and the accumulation of wealth (Alc 2,6:73). There is a risk involved, because many young people are ignorant of their true interest and wicked principles can spread as an epidemic, or “destructive plague” (Alc 2,23:103). It is a constant worry for Berkeley that youth is easily led astray (Alc 2,20:98). In the words of Socrates: ignorance makes rakes (Alc 2,19:95). Thus, even if there should be some truth in the idea of increasing a nation’s wealth by luxury, this is the wrong path. The idea of private vices and public benefits is also new (Alc 2,7:75). England has done well without it in the past (Alc 2,14:85), so why risk overturning public peace by mixing vices and virtues (Alc 2,8:77)? Berkeley also points out that historically, luxury has proved to be pernicious. He cites ancient examples as a historical demonstration that Mandevillean ideas are off the mark (Alc 2,7:75). Toward the end of the dialogue, the question of atheism is strongly tied to the Mandevillean position (e.g., Alc 2,24:104–105). The alignment among flourishing, virtue, health, and rational pleasures is drawn eloquently throughout the dialogue in both private and public life. In the end, Berkeley also questions the usefulness of the idea of private vices and public benefits. This kind of free-thinking, once the ideas are published, can only turn children against their parents, and citizens against their governors, which means that civil society will end up in chaos (Alc 2,25:107).

Berkeley conducts his engagement with Mandeville on two different levels. First, he transforms him into a character named Lysicles, and second, he objects directly to Mandevillean arguments. The intellectual relevance of Berkeley’s molding his opponents into characters in his works is intriguing. It has been claimed that Mandeville was basically a straw man as far as Berkeley was concerned (Berman 1993, 2–3). John Stuart Mill and Leslie Stephen were also of the opinion that his criticism of Mandeville did not hit the target (Berman 1993, 13). Paulette Carrive is among those suggesting that Berkeley’s view of Lysicles was unfair (Carrive 1983, 75–80), whereas Bonamy Dobrée (1954, vii), in contrast to this common perception (Le Jallé 2010, 301–306), attempts to find a balance and to justify Berkeley’s representation of his intellectual opponents.

Whether Berkeley rightly or wrongly depicts Mandeville as Lysicles is one question. Why he does so in an ad hominem style is another. On this second point, there is some justification in Berkeley’s own texts. As he states in A Defence of Free-thinking in Mathematics (1735): “Two sorts of learned men there are,” those “who candidly seek truth by rational means” and those “who learn by route a set of principles and a way of thinking which happen to be in vogue.” It is the latter kind that “betray themselves by their anger and surprise, whenever their principles are freely canvassed” (DFM 13:114). Mandeville could evidently be considered among the most explicit minute philosophers of this second category (on minute philosophers, see also G 7:206–209).

In Berkeley’s view, the thoughts being voiced by the author of the Fable are not even his own, but are mainly attributable to Pierre Bayle. Why should Berkeley not treat such people with contempt? He explicitly defends his approach in A Defence of Free-thinking in Mathematics:


Whether with such men it is not a fair, reasonable, and legitimate method to use the argumentum ad hominem? And being so, whether it ought to surprise either Christians or scholars? Whether in an age wherein so many pretenders to science attack the Christian religion, we may not be allowed to make reprisals, in order to shew that the irreligion of those men is not to be presumed an effect of deep and just thinking?  (DFM 50:137)



Berkeley’s justification for targeting ad hominem arguments toward people who do their philosophizing in the wrong way is a strong stance even by eighteenth-century standards. He also explains his need to attack not only the book, but also particular characters, in the advertisement included in the third edition of Alciphron (1752).

According to Berkeley, moral laws are God-given, and their relevance cannot be questioned or judged by the consequences of individual cases. It is God who has willed the universal well-being of humankind, which also leads to passive obedience, which, as Berkeley states in the subtitle, means “the Christian doctrine of not resisting the supreme power” (PO 7:21). Berkeley could not conceive of anything like the kind of spontaneous order in civil society that Mandeville was advancing: “[I]f once it become current, that the moral actions of men are not to be guided by certain definite inviolable rules, there will be no longer found that beauty, order, and agreement, in the system of rational beings, or moral world, which will then be all cover’d over with darkness and violence” (PO 28:32). The basis of Berkeley’s moral system, of course, is that there is uniformity between well-being in this life and God’s eternity, including the alignment of interests, duties, and pleasures (Olscamp 1969, 83–84).

Throughout Alciphron, Berkeley dismisses the famous problem (important for Mandeville) first set by Bayle concerning whether or not an atheistic society could be virtuous.12 In fact, this constitutes a major part of Alciphron. Berkeley’s strategy is not to take the problem seriously: if someone wants to establish a colony of atheists, they are free to try (see especially Alc 2,22:102). It is clear to him that without a deep sense of religious duty, it is impossible for a society to flourish and to be healthy. This is a much more pressing problem for him than it might appear, however: the possible existence of an atheist colony is at the heart of his own philosophy and his practical projects. Berkeley’s sermon given to the SPG in 1731 hints at the urgency of the problem. The early conversion of islanders is a key issue in most of the literary works in this genre, fueled in part by the idea that only truly Christian societies can be virtuous (see also Stanhope 1714).

Berkeley’s conclusion about Mandeville’s notion of industry-promoting vice is also relevant in Berkeley’s own context and his focus on drunkenness. According to the Berkeleyan interpretation of Mandeville, the flourishing of the people should result in drunkenness, among other vices, because it causes “an extravagant consumption, which is the most beneficial to the manufacturers, their encouragement consisting in a quick demand and high price” (Alc 2,5:71). In Berkeley’s view, a drunkard is not necessarily beneficial to the brewer and is certainly not beneficial to the public. Berkeley is resolute in his claim that “money spent innocently” circulates just “as well as that spent upon vice” (Alc 2,5:72). And he accuses Mandeville of being stupid enough to think that advocating drunkenness is beneficial, whereas the true strength of a nation can only rest on virtuous consumption (Alc 2,11:80–81).

Mandeville and Berkeley consider the populous state of the nation a relevant factor when considering the flourishing of the people. They both acknowledge the salience of trade. Vice in this economic context is connected to fashion and luxury. Berkeley’s argument is that agriculture employs people just as effectively as money spent on vice does. In keeping with his notion of the “honest hive,” he claims that a state can achieve real happiness through the revival of public spirit and that riches are merely means of doing so (RGB 82–83). Berkeley’s system is based upon a hierarchy of pleasures and the idea that people’s higher rational pleasures trump primary pleasures. According to Olscamp (1969, 181), “Lysicles’ (Mandeville’s) failure to realize this truth is based upon his failure to understand the different sorts of pleasures and their relative values, in addition to his misunderstanding of what is ‘natural’ and the consequent misinterpretation of how to achieve social happiness.” This alone attests to Mandeville being in the wrong: according to Berkeley, duty and “true interest” are combined (Alc 3,6:120–121).

Berkeley shows the relevance of this “innocent consumption” that excludes luxury in his practical engagements, the Bermuda project, and The Querist (1735) (Kelly 1986, 109–112). The idea is that although luxury and extravagance bring some temporary benefits to the economy, the benefits deriving from the more prudent building of agriculture-based family values are enduring and dependable (Kelly 2005). Mandeville naturally thought that Berkeley was wrong: public life should be formulated according to natural passions, and any attempt to juggle between degrees of innocent and not-so-innocent consumption would be futile. For Mandeville, human nature has always been the same. “The Fall of Adam” is not seen as a problem, but as reality (Mandeville 1988 [1723], 229). At the same time, there is no argument to be found in Mandeville’s texts that could be interpreted as claiming that prudence and the kind of life that Berkeley was promoting might not lead to individual happiness. However, the happiness of an individual is very different from the flourishing of a large nation to Mandeville.

Many contemporary and modern scholars describe Berkeley’s Bermuda project as utopian (on this, see Kendrick 2017, 24). In Mandevillean terms, this is evidenced in Berkeley’s essay on the ruin of Great Britain. The formal plan for the project was published in 1725, although work on it started much earlier.13 Berkeley’s plan to establish a college in the colonies sits well within its intellectual context.

In a way, Berkeley’s utopia resembles Mandeville’s “honest hive” in practice, but it also has messianic features (Bracken 1988; see also Jakapi 2002). A major element of Berkeley’s plan was to find a secluded place on earth in which luxury and worldly ways would not contaminate young minds. As a busy and vice-ridden trading center, Barbados would not do. Although most Enlightenment authors urged people to flock to cities in search of civility, Berkeley favored isolation, insisting that the college had to be situated “where there are neither riches nor luxury to divert, or lessen their application, or to make them uneasy and dissatisfied with a homely frugal subsistence” (Berkeley 1724, 8). His choice of Bermuda as a place for the college was therefore not random. What should also be borne in mind is his concern about the global competitiveness of Anglican Protestantism against Catholicism, dissenting Protestantism, and irreligion. The ultimate objective was to advance the dominance of Anglicanism in America. When he arrived in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1729, he planned to relocate the college there.

Inherent in Berkeley’s plan was the idea that native American Indians should also be educated academically. This attracted critical comments, such as from Bray (Kendrick 2017, 22). In comparison with Mandeville’s view that children of the poor should only be given a rudimentary trade-based education, this once again highlights the diametric opposition between the two thinkers. Even in the context of the charity school movement, Berkeley’s idea of extending academic learning to children of the poor and ignorant was different.14 With the increasing criticism of charity schools in the 1720s, Bray’s plans also turned more pragmatic (manifest, for example, in his support of Coram’s Foundling Hospital for abandoned children with its focus on preparing children for workhouses; see Kendrick 2017, 42–43). Mandeville argues that academic learning does a disfavor to children of the poor because they have no use for Latin and it will only help to turn them into crafty thieves (Pongiglione and Tolonen 2016).

Mandeville’s Answer to Berkeley

Berkeley’s Alciphron was written in 1729–1731 while he was in Rhode Island, and includes prolonged engagement with Mandeville. Immediately following its publication in 1732, Mandeville replied to Berkeley in his Letter to Dion (Dion being Berkeley). This was rather an unusual step because Mandeville did not, in principle, engage directly in print with the numerous critics he accumulated over the years (for a typical reaction to Mandeville in the 1720s, see Law 1724). Most of the critical reactions to Mandeville are dated roughly five years before the publication of Alciphron. Mandeville’s response to Berkeley (together with Mandeville 1732a) was his last publication before his death in 1733.

Letter to Dion is a hybrid text apparently written at different times, which engages in different discussions. Although it responds explicitly to Berkeley’s criticism, it is quite likely that it was not written specifically for that purpose, and that Mandeville used an unpublished manuscript, “A Defence of the Fable” from 1726, to answer Berkeley (Mandeville 1988 [1729], ii, 4, footnote 2; see also Kaye 1921). Letter to Dion marks the occasion when Mandeville finally sets about publishing a response to his many critics, represented here by Berkeley as the author of Alciphron.

Mandeville’s intention in Letter to Dion was not only to lash out at Berkeley but also to engage him intellectually. He hoped that after reading it, Berkeley would not be able “to remain ignorant any longer of the innocence of my intentions, and the injustice that has been done me” (Mandeville 1732b, 11). He did not believe that Berkeley had read the Fable, but trusted the false accusations against it. Berkeley is addressed very politely in Letter to Dion, being assured that if he had read Mandeville, “he would not have suffer’d such lawless Libertines as Alciphron and Lysicles, to have shelter’d themselves under my wings; but he would have demonstrated to them, that my Principles differ’d from theirs, as Sunshine does from Darkness” (Mandeville 1732b, 3). Berkeley was not the only learned person to trust false reports about the Fable: according to Letter to Dion, the same thing happened with the grand jury of Middlesex (Mandeville 1732b, 8).15 Mandeville claims that he wrote Letter to Dion in the hope that Berkeley would revise his opinion of him in a future edition of Alciphron. A new edition did appear in 1752, but Berekley’s portrayal of Mandeville as Lysicles remained unchanged.

Mandeville describes both Alciphron and Lysicles as “fellows without feelings or manners,” who are always “swaggering and boasting” and “in every argument they pretend to maintain” they are constantly attacked “till they have not a word more to say.” Although this happens numerous times, “they still retain the same arrogance” and “immediately after every defeat, they are making fresh challenges, seemingly with as much unconcern and confidence of success, as if nothing has pass’d before, or they remember’d nothing of what had happen’d” (Mandeville 1732b, 52–53). Mandeville was a serious scholar and one can understand why he felt insulted at being portrayed as a charlatan such as Lysicles.

In Mandeville’s view, moral cohesion could exist regardless of whether there was a benign God willing universal goodness, and that it need not be a mere fashion that changes upon a whim. Certain things resemble laws of society in accord with human nature. A large society and its development follow general rules, even in the Berkeleyan sense of natural and moral laws.16 The difference between these views is that the Mandevillean perspective of sociability without interference from God might have a stronger foundation given that it presupposes fewer arbitrary elements. Mandeville repeatedly claims that his well-known paradox “private vices, public benefits” concerns temporal matters and has nothing to do with eternal well-being (Mandeville 1732b, 39). This perspective is quite close to that of Hume and Smith: it does not necessarily assume that human beings are merely self-interested without regard to, or affection for, others.

Mandeville states explicitly in Letter to Dion that the Fable was not written “for the encouragement of vice, and to debauch the nation” (Mandeville 1732b, 1). As a philosophical author, he does not even address the people in general, so how could he be aiming to debauch the nation (Mandeville 1732b, 14–15)? He does not promote vice, he satirizes it (Mandeville 1732b, 32–34). He abides by the principle “that in all societies, great or small, it is the duty of every member of it to be good, that virtue ought to be encouraged, vice discountenanc’d, the laws obey’d, and the transgressors punish’d” (Mandeville 1732b, 4). He insists that Berkeley was wrong to accuse him of supporting the idea that “the more mischief men did, the more they acted for the publick welfare” because “without vices, no great nation can be rich and flourishing” (Mandeville 1732b, 54). This is a reasonable and justified point.

As Mandeville states in Letter to Dion, “what I call vices are the fashionable ways of living” (Mandeville 1732b, 31): he has come a long way from the initial provocations of the Fable. He also claims that his “private vices, public benefits” paradox is meant to attract attention, and that an attentive reader would know that it does not mean the encouragement of vice (Mandeville 1732b, 38). John Hervey points out that if this is what the paradox means, even he would agree with it (Hervey 1732, 43–44). One interpretation is that Letter to Dion reveals a shift in emphasis, which Mandeville backs up to some extent in his later writings. He also claims, with good justification, that he has never advanced such a ridiculous idea that drinking would make anyone flourish. Nevertheless, he remains convinced that it is not necessary to define vice in this way for a nation to be prosperous: “To wish for the encrease of trade and navigation, and the decrease of luxury at the same time, is a contradiction” (Mandeville 1732b, 49). In the end, the general point of the “private vices, public benefits” paradox is to explain that men are driven by pride (considered a vice by moralists) when they crave luxury goods. The initial motivation does not concern the public, whose benefit follows as an unintended consequence (Mandeville 1732b, 20). Smith would adopt this idea later on, and make it famous.

Berkeley’s justification of ad hominem attacks against those who were considered debauchers of the nation did not meet with universal approval. Hervey’s immediate reaction after the publication of Alciphron was that Berkeley had been “monstrously and manifestly partial” (Hervey 1732, 6), describing the treatment of the Fable and its author in particular as “injudicious and unfair.” In fact, Alciphron had harmed Christianity more than the Fable had (Hervey 1732, 44, 8). Mandeville’s own antagonism toward Shaftesbury is well known, yet in his Letter to Dion, he even points to the unjustified mocking of him in Alciphron. He could not understand the “indignity and contempt, [with] which you treat Cratylus [the character he assumed represented Shaftesbury].” Even if Shaftesbury “was in the wrong” in many ways, “this does not blind my understanding so far, as not to see, that he is a very fine author, and a much better writer than my self, or you either” (Mandeville 1732b, 47–48; see also Klein 2002).

Mandeville counts Berkeley as being among thinkers with a uniform conception of religion, virtue, and the self, very much along the lines of writers ranging from Cartesian moralists to Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and others.17 There are, of course, crucial differences, but they all combine one’s interest with one’s alleged duty (whether based on revelation or natural law, or both). This includes the notion of uniformity of the self, and here is a relevant resemblance between Cartesian and Christian conceptions of personal identity.18 At the same time, Mandeville’s focus on pride, utility, and the discrepancy between religious duties and the forming of the self opens up the possibility of reformulating the conception of personal identity. This would lead Hume, for example, to rework his conception of the self through reflection on what is agreeable or useful to oneself and others. Moral knowledge is precarious and uncertain.

Mandeville could be described as an anticlerical thinker, intent on exposing hypocrisy among Christians emphasizing how rare true self-denial is (Mandeville 1732b, 19, 24–25, 63). Hypocrisy among those who are supposed to be the guardians of the moral backbone of the nation (especially the clergy) was something he deeply despised. Being anticlerical and being an atheist are two different things, however. Mandeville’s contemporary authors as well as modern scholars make the point that his views as such are not against religion (see especially Hervey 1732). In fact, he defends himself against accusations of irreligiosity on several occasions. Mandeville’s Dutch background and his strong belief that faith is a private matter are also evident in his writings about religion. In his view, “true Christianity” is the “private concern of every individual.” There is naturally a public aspect to religious service, but true religion is always an individual and a private matter (Mandeville 1732b, 40–41).

This is not only a theoretical question. Countering Berkeley’s dismissal of the Baylean problem, Mandeville points out that “the vices of men have always been so inseparable from great nations, that it is difficult to determine any thing with certainty about the matter.” Then he advances his own view: “The morals of a people in general, I mean the virtues and vices of a whole nation, are not so much influenced by the religion that is profess’d among them, as they are by the laws of the country, the administration of justice, the politicks of the rulers, and the circumstances of the people” (Mandeville 1732b, 55). It should be pointed out that Berkeley does not oppose custom, either, but he includes religious morality within it (cf. Alc 5,18:193). Mandeville’s interpretation of custom is nevertheless different. Although he also acknowledges that religious ideas function in part as custom, for him, religion in reality is just a minor part of it. He also aligns the circumstances of the people with the notion of moral progress. A more extensive and mature set of virtues and moral opinions is possible through economic stability and the advancement of commerce. Mandeville challenges Berkeley explicitly on this point, indicating that he would “be glad to hear a reason, why there should be more or less incontinence in England, if we were heathens, than there is, now we are Christians” given that “the laws and government, the administration of justice, and the care of the magistrates were the same, and the circumstances of the people were likewise the same” (Mandeville 1732b, 55).

In Mandeville’s view, possible differences in moral fiber between heathens and Christians do not reflect specific rules, because there are different reasons why certain rules are followed. Religion gives some people a strong motivation to follow laws and customs, and Mandeville generally emphasizes pride and one’s self-image. Thus, some people follow rules because they are concerned about what other people think of them, but there are many other and more whimsical motives. This is how customs function. Unless one defines virtue as the strict self-denial of all passions (which is, in the end, impossible), one reaches the conclusion that the first question one should ask is not why people are doing (or not doing) the right thing. Religion is not a ruling principle that makes people sociable (Mandeville 1732b, 60). As mentioned, it has a strong impact but it is not the only reason why a nation will flourish. “In Great-Britain,” he observes, “there are thousands that abstain from unlawful pleasures, who would not be so cautious, if they were not deterr’d from them by the expence, the fear of diseases, and that of losing their reputation” (Mandeville 1732b, 56).

Do Berkeley and Mandeville Have Anything in Common?

Berkeley’s battle with the infidels was not painless. Had he not been able to counter the idea of a virtuous atheist and the separation of morality from religion, the whole foundation of his thinking would have been seriously undermined. Mandeville was also able to fight back and to defend himself in his Letter to Dion, which is specifically addressed to Berkeley.

Berkeley and Mandeville are in one sense diametrically opposed, especially with respect to the question of the relevance of virtue. At the same time, there is also relevant overlap in their general outlooks that makes their differences more poignant and interesting. Mandeville challenges the idea that, from a political perspective, individual virtue is the desired road to national happiness. His well-known and paradoxical slogan is that private vices are public benefits, implying that the flourishing of large nations is an unintended consequence of people following their passions instead of reason. Berkeley, in contrast, insists that virtue is the path to a healthy society. However, his approach is not entirely agent-oriented, either and one can also detect a shift in it. Berkeley’s defense of virtue is not necessarily related to having a particular state of mind or even a virtuous motivation at all times: people are often subjected to rule. Mandeville’s perspective is more concerned with the tactics used by those who govern. Berkeley also considers different governing tactics. Thus, although Mandeville in his naturalism and Berkeley in his paternalism are different, both of them see good social outcomes in a sphere that differs from individual morality.

Education plays an important role in Letter to Dion. Mandeville had no reason to deny that humans could become pious and good given the proper training, and especially by being in a state of particular privilege by birth (a point he also makes in his arguments against Shaftesbury). His point is that specific motives do not matter as much as getting people in general to act in a beneficial manner. Emphasis should thus be placed on external ways of managing society: this would protect people’s right to cultivate their own moral judgment and identity, as witnessed in Bayle’s approach to religious tolerance, for example. People should not be given the opportunity to engage in knavery in a political society: “It is the business of all law-givers to watch over the publick welfare, and, in order to procure that, to submit to any inconveniency, any evil, to prevent a much greater, if it is impossible to avoid that greater evil at a cheaper rate” (Mandeville 1732b, 33). This emphasizes Mandeville’s practical concern about legislators: it is the business of politics to maintain the welfare of a state, not to define how people should live.

Mandeville is often perceived as a negative thinker. Among his positive contributions he questions the agent-oriented way of defining what is right and wrong. He extends the idea of private vices and public benefits to the political realm, intent on demonstrating the relevance of separating the moral (and personal) and the public (and political) realms to the existence of both. It is necessary to preserve individual moral choices. Cultivating the passions advances the economy, creates new forms of labor, and provides the poor with a livelihood. This process is enabled by the strict execution of laws and the external management of people’s passions.

Although Letter to Dion did not have the desired effect of changing Berkeley’s portrayal of him in a future edition of Alciphron, it is clear that Mandeville had an impact on Berkeley’s thinking. This influence is evident throughout Berkeley’s work, starting with the relevance of the Baylean problem of virtuous atheist society and his deep involvement in the question of the nature of industry and commerce.

As Berkeley states in his Essay Towards Preventing the Ruin of Great Britain, it is “impossible that a nation should thrive and flourish without virtue, or that virtue should subsist without conscience, or conscience without religion.” Once we advance to the Querist, the view is somewhat different, as we witness a change in the use of the metaphor of flourishing. What started out as moralizing turned out to be much more pragmatic in the Querist. In this later work, Berkeley ponders the possibility that it is not the equal distribution of wealth that causes “a nation to flourish” (Q 214:122), singling out “banking” instead as a relevant reason for “industry to flourish” (Q 123:228). “Wealth,” “skill,” and “industry” are also brought closer together in the Querist (Q 553:151). “Foreign imports,” as long as they promote the all-important “industry,” are encouraged, and the boundaries of what counts as “luxury” are stretched further (Q 554:151). Thus, it seems that the attitude toward luxury and foreign trade is more relaxed in the Querist than earlier (see also Q 57:109; Q 454:142).

One further shift that is detectable in Berkeley’s oeuvre and on which Mandeville probably had an influence is his growing interest in the labor of the poor and their condition, especially in Ireland. Mandeville advances the mercantilist idea that the full body politic needs to be employed, which may have influenced some of the questions Berkeley poses in his Querist, such as “whether there ever was, or will be, an industrious nation poor, or an idle rich” and “whether a people can be called poor, where the common sort are well fed, clothed, and lodged.”

Berkeley is still, of course, committed to virtue in the Querist, but interestingly, there is a resonance of Mandeville and the question of public benefits. Berkeley’s virtuous society can tolerate the idea that a person is coerced to act according to the public benefit of the state despite the lack of individual deliberation or moral choice. This can be seen in forced labor in a similar way to that in the coercion of indigenous people within the Bermuda project, for example. Of course, this is a different route via which to distance oneself from agent-oriented thinking, as compared to Mandeville, who assigns relevance to the unintended benefits of passions that would be considered immoral from a Christian perspective. For Berkeley, subjection to a higher being guarantees the existence of the moral fiber of society. On this last point, which divides their opinions so deeply, Mandeville and Berkeley could never agree.19

Notes

1. Earlier sources of information on their relationship include Olscamp’s (1969, 173–182) description of Mandeville as an advocate of the so-called Hobbesian selfish system in which all actions are reduced to self-interest, and Darwall’s (2005) interpretation of Berkeley as a sophisticated hedonist and advocate of rule-utilitarianism. Tolonen (2015) focuses mainly on Mandeville’s reaction to Berkeley. Other relevant discussions include Carrive (1983) and Le Jallé (2010).

2. The Society for the Reformation of Manners, founded in 1691 and flourishing in the 1730s, aimed to suppress immorality, especially gambling and prostitution in London.

3. An attempt to regain the thrones of England, Ireland, and Scotland for the exiled House of Stuart.

4. The South Sea Bubble was an economic bubble created by failed attempts to reduce the national debt by the South Sea Company.

5. For more on Berkeley and Shaftesbury, see Jaffro, chapter 28 in this volume.

6. The SPG was a missionary organization of the Church of England that operated globally, but especially in North America. It was renamed in 1965 as the United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel (USPG). Its sister organization in the Anglican Church was the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (SPCK).

7. The charity school movement that began at the end of the seventeenth century was at its peak in early-eighteenth-century London. The idea was to provide free education to children of the poor.

8. It is clear from a footnote to the third edition in 1752 that at that time, at least, Berkeley was aware that there were two parts of Fable of the Bees in that he quotes “Fable of the bees, part the first” (Berkeley 2010 [1752], 49). However, he did not acknowledge that there was anything in part II that would need to be taken into consideration. It could be inferred from the added quotations from and references to the Fable in the third edition of Alciphron that Berkeley had at least read it by then. For example, he quotes Mandeville’s claim that “in morals there is no greater certainty than in fashions” (Berkeley 2010 [1732], 67). References to Shaftesbury’s Characteristics are also added in the 1752 edition. The most relevant change between the 1732 and 1752 editions is that sections 5–7 of the seventh dialogue are not included in the latter (Schwartz 2010).

9. On Lysicles as a second-rate thinker, see Brykman and Jaffro (2010).

10. The Bermuda project was Berkeley’s plan for a college of theology on the islands of Bermuda. I discuss the relationship between this practical undertaking and the intellectual dichotomy between Berkeley’s and Mandeville’s understanding of a flourishing society below.

11. On Berkeley and money, see Caffentzis (2000; 2010).

12. On Berkeley and Bayle, see Bracken (1977–1978).

13. On Berkeley’s ideas about education, see also G 6:202–205.

14. See also Hight and Lea, chapter 18 in this volume.

15. In 1723, the third edition of the Fable was presented to the grand jury for prosecution because of the corruptive nature of the book (Speck 1978).

16. See also Berkeley’s essay “The Bond of Society,” G 12:225–228.

17. On the similarities between Berkeley and Shaftesbury, see Olscamp (1969, 154–172).

18. On the contrast between Cartesian and Humean understandings of passions and personal identity, see Lamb (2009).

19. I would like to thank Samuel Rickless and Tom Jones for their advice and generous help in improving this chapter.
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Chapter 28

Berkeley and Shaftesbury

Laurent Jaffro

Introduction

Little attention has been paid to the importance of his reading of the Third Earl of Shaftesbury (1671–1713) for understanding Berkeley’s thought in the aftermath of his militant immaterialist period. This neglect may be explained by two facts: Shaftesbury is not part of the canon of the history of philosophy, and Berkeley attacks him especially in those works less studied in the corpus. In general, the epistemological and metaphysical approach that prevails in Berkeley’s scholarship leads to the privileging of what are regarded as his major works, and, with respect to Shaftesbury, to the neglect of the thought of a moralist. Although there have been a few contributions (Olscamp 1970, chap. 6), the subject remains relatively underexplored.

Shaftesbury owed his fame not only to his family, distinguished by the intellectual and political legacy of the First Earl and his physician and secretary Locke, but also to his own commitments, both political and philosophical. Tutored by Locke in his youth, Lord Ashley, later Third Earl of Shaftesbury, during his short and frustrating political career devoted himself to the cause of “country whigs,” who defended Protestant minorities (“dissenters”) against the hegemony of the established Church of England, and wished to see in the regime that had emerged from the Glorious Revolution the embodiment of a constitutional balance necessary to a “commonwealth.” In his published philosophical work and his unpublished philological work, the overall project was to demonstrate that the Socratic moral tradition, somehow better embodied by Xenophon and the Stoics than by Plato and Aristotle, was still relevant in an age of conflict between Christian authorities and free thought, and could contribute to the advancement of modern “politeness” (Jaffro 2008). On the political level, obsessed by the threat of the French and the risk of absolute monarchy, the public Whig was also a clandestine republican (Müller 2018). The significant reception of his work and the extent of the intellectual network in which it was embedded, which ranged from free-thinkers to moderate church ministers, made him a great opinion maker, or at least gave him the reputation of being one. In contrast, Berkeley had strong Tory sympathies. For he believed absolute nonresistance to the political authority to be a Christian duty (PO 2:17), which led him to accept the dynastic consequences of the Glorious Revolution, but on a nonsecular basis, hence in a way very different from the Whig rationale or the Lockean argument from consent. He could not fail to spot one of the major ideologues of the opposing party, whose ideas were not confined to London coffeehouses, but who was able to turn party politics into literary and philosophical controversy, and attracted interest even in Irish and Scottish intellectual circles (Jost 2018).

The fact is that the philosophy of Shaftesbury is a major target for Berkeley. Alciphron, as a protagonist of the eponymous dialogue (1732), often sets out Shaftesbury’s and Hutcheson’s views indiscriminately. The core of Berkeley’s criticism of the “moral sense,” a slogan to which the names of both moralists are associated, appears in dialogue 3, in a discussion that mainly involves Alciphron, Euphranor, and Crito. The character of Lysicles, who represents in particular Mandeville, tends to stay away from this debate and keeps an ironic distance from the rhetoric of moral beauty, which he deems “mere bubble and pretence” (Alc 3,12:131).1 According to Alciphron, the appeal to the moral sense involves both methodological (1) and substantial (2) claims:


(1) Theoretical work as much as moral or aesthetic evaluation is a matter of feeling rather than of reasoning. Things like beauty or the sense of honor are “rather to be felt” than understood or explained (Alc 3,1:114).

(2a) Human beings “ought to prefer virtue to vice” (Alc 3,1:112) and (2b) do indeed pursue moral beauty for its own sake (Alc 3,3:117).



Euphranor’s and Crito’s charge against claim (1) can well apply to Shaftesbury, who often mocks scholastic argumentation, and somewhat less easily to Hutcheson, who adopts a more methodical way of arguing. Yet, as Hutcheson was aware, the moral sense could be seen as an “occult quality” (Hutcheson 1729, 2,7:272), paving the way to Berkeley’s irony (in Alciphron’s mouth) about “a certain je ne sais quoi” (Alc 3,5:120).

Alciphron’s character is a patchwork of elements borrowed from Shaftesbury—“the way of definition and division is dry and pedantic” (Alc 3,7:122); enthusiasm is the appropriate philosophical disposition; atheists can be sociable and moral beings, even more than believers who are guided by the prospect of divine rewards and punishments—and from Hutcheson—beauty “strikes at first sight,” without leaving any space to reasoning, because humans are endowed with a “peculiar sense,” analogous to the external senses (Alc 3,5:120). Hutcheson considered himself a champion of the Shaftesburian defense of disinterestedness and had the opportunity to respond to Berkeley’s attack.2

Euphranor—whose lenient voice matters as much as that of Berkeley’s other spokesman, the uncompromising Crito (Walmsley 1990, 118)—does not deny claim (2a), but objects that the “ought” cannot be founded upon any sentiment or instinct. Indeed there are passions and desires from nature. However, their influence varies from one individual to another, so that they constitute “a very uncertain guide in morals” (Alc 3,5:120). Therefore we need a better guide, “reason and judgment,” which are able to balance lower pleasures with higher ones and to compare “present losses and future gains.” Thus, contra the moral sense theorists, prudence is at the very core of moral life. From this angle, Berkeley’s criticism of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson is intended as a rationalist reply to sentimentalism.

In that same dialogue 3, Shaftesbury is also referred to as an author, Cratylus, “a man prejudiced against the Christian religion, of a crazy constitution, of a rank above most men’s ambition, and a fortune equal to his rank” (Alc 3,13:132).3 Cratylus is not on the list of characters but is named in the discussion. The “author of the Characteristics” (Alc 3,4:252) is also explicitly targeted in a subsequent pamphlet, The Theory of Vision … Vindicated (1733), although the focus of the latter is different.4 In both works, Berkeley’s charge is quite well documented and not limited to a vague knowledge of an author who then had a mixed reputation. For some, he was an anti-Christian militant and a hidden atheist—Berkeley shared this vision. Others viewed him as a latitudinarian almost embodying the Christian Stoic redux—as did Hutcheson, his Scottish admirers William Wishart and other Rankenians, in the wake of Robert Molesworth’s first Shaftesburian circle in Dublin.5 With a sharp eye, Berkeley read Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, a three-volume set first published in 1711, which was in its sixth edition at the time The Theory of Vision … Vindicated was released. Berkeley does Shaftesbury the honor of explicitly or implicitly quoting him many times in Alciphron, even though it is to ridicule him. The matter was also later discussed by his wife, Anne Berkeley, in similar terms.6

Here is how Berkeley summarized what he retained from his reading:


All that is said of a vital principle of order, harmony, and proportion; all that is said of the natural decorum and fitness of things; all that is said of taste and enthusiasm, may well consist and be supposed, without a grain even of natural religion, without any notion of law or duty, any belief of a lord or judge, or any religious sense of a God; the contemplation of the mind upon the ideas of beauty, and virtue, and order, and fitness, being one thing, and a sense of religion another. So long as we admit no principle of good actions but natural affection, no reward but natural consequences; so long as we apprehend no judgment, harbour no fears, and cherish no hopes of a future state, but laugh at all these things, with the author of the Characteristics, and those whom he esteems the liberal and polished part of mankind, how can we be said to be religious in any sense? Or what is here that an atheist may not find his account in as well as a theist? To what moral purpose might not fate or nature serve as well as a Deity, on such a scheme? And is not this, at bottom, the amount of all those fair pretences? (TVV 4:252–253).



As Berkeley reads Shaftesbury, the sense of beauty and the sense of right and wrong are substituted for conscience or the sense of God; the natural replaces the supernatural. Shaftesbury’s main slogans are listed: enthusiasm as a philosophical passion for beauty and the honestum (the moral good, as distinguished in the Stoic tradition from the Latin utile, the useful); the vision of a harmonious cosmos and a defense of philosophical, non-Christian “theism” supposedly distinguished from materialistic “deism”;7 the culture of taste through polite interactions. Berkeley’s judgment may appear unfair to readers of Shaftesbury’s The Moralists: A Philosophical Rhapsody (first published in 1709), in which there seems to be more than a “grain” of natural religion: a Platonic ascent from the spectacle of nature to divine providence. However, Shaftesbury shows a less amiable face in the third volume of Characteristics—Miscellaneous Reflections—where he indulges in unrestrained strictures on the subject of the church and the history of Christianity. Berkeley’s point is that readers should not be fooled by an “atheist who gilds and insinuates” (TVV 3:252).

As early as 1713, Berkeley reacted to the publication of Characteristics in his contributions to the Guardian. He hinted at free-thinkers according to whom “there is no mention made in the gospel of the virtue of friendship,” implicitly referring to Shaftesbury (G 126:228; compare Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 1:56). One task is to understand why it was in the 1730s that Berkeley’s attack was most fierce, from the time of his stay in Newport (1729–1731) to the Discourse Addressed to Magistrates and Men in Authority (1738). From the late 1720s, Berkeley’s thinking took a resolutely educational turn. Several projects of religious and moral reform followed one after the other, the first of which failed—the Bermuda seminary, in which kidnapped American natives or the children of English colonial settlers would have been trained to train future generations in Christianity (BW 7:347)—and the others of which succeeded, at least through the publication of books intended for a wide readership: Alciphron (1732), a dialogue aimed at reforming public opinion and in particular that of the gentry, who were thought most vulnerable to the fashion of free thought; and Siris (1744), which was also to be an educational book in some sense, for the health of both the body and the mind (Holtzman 2011).

Here we find, perhaps, the main reason for Berkeley’s critical interest in Shaftesbury, who was not just a game animal among others for the hunter of deists and atheists. Shaftesbury was a specific target because he had a project, unique among the protagonists of free thought: that of a philosophical education, more specifically of a revamping of classical παιδεία (paideia, “liberal education”) for a modern audience, which aimed at substituting Christian fearful superstition with Socratic enthusiasm for virtue. As Shaftesbury puts it:


I know too, that the mere Vulgar of Mankind often stand in need of such a rectifying Object as the Gallows before their Eyes. Yet I have no belief, that any Man of a liberal Education, or common Honesty, ever needed to have recourse to this Idea in his Mind, the better to restrain him from playing the Knave. And if a Saint had no other Virtue than what was rais’d in him by the same Objects of Reward and Punishment, in a more distant State; I know not whose Love or Esteem he might gain besides: but for my own part, I shou’d never think him worthy of mine.  (Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 1:70)



The “more distant state” is the Last Judgment. Alciphron maintains the same posture: “[T]here is no need that mankind should be preached, or reasoned, or frightened into virtue, a thing so natural and congenial to every human soul” (Alc 3,3:118). Alciphron reflects the intention of Shaftesbury’s philosophy and, in particular, his fight against the moral “mercenary” spirit (Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 1:55). A central issue of disagreement is whether morality is conditioned by the perspective of a future state. For Berkeley, without the external motivation provided by fear and hope, most agents would not contribute to the common good, which God makes it a duty for us to promote. According to Shaftesbury, not only is this religious perspective not necessary, but it makes morality servile and substitutes the pursuit of interest for that of honestum. In Alciphron’s mouth, it fosters a “low, popular, interested kind of virtue” (Alc 3,7:122). This disagreement, which has to do with an opposition between motivational externalism and internalism, has implications for the proper conception of education.

Berkeley conceived Alciphron not only as a charge against free-thinkers in general (Airaksinen and Gylling 2017), but also as a way of competing with the Shaftesburian educational project. The fact that the book imitates the literary form of the dialogue that Shaftesbury illustrated with the Moralists well squares with this hypothesis.8 Thus Berkeley’s reading of Shaftesbury ought to be situated in the context of a conflict between two conceptions of education. Berkeley, especially in dialogue 5 of Alciphron, intends to reclaim the authority of the ancients against its confiscation by an author who proclaims himself the champion of the Socratic, intellectualist, and moral realistic tradition, illustrated in particular by the Stoics.

The Stoic Background: Education as an Application of Prenotions

Common sense is a philosophical motto throughout the eighteenth century, from Berkeley and Shaftesbury to Thomas Reid and other Scottish philosophers. Both Berkeley and Shaftesbury draw on the same terminology when discussing the relationships between philosophy and ordinary rationality. From his earliest writings, Berkeley uses the lexicon of common sense and natural notions or prenotions, which is also quite frequent in Shaftesbury as in many authors of the previous century. Berkeley is well aware of Shaftesbury’s use and abuse of that idiom. He puts in the mouth of Alciphron the following statement, borrowed from his literary model: “Men’s first thoughts and natural notions are the best in moral matters” (Alc 3,3:118; compare Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 1:72).

In a different setting, epistemological rather than moral, the preface to Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (1713) speaks of “prejudices of philosophers, which have so far prevailed against the common sense and natural notions of mankind” (DHP 2:168). Berkeley means that modern philosophy entails absurdities and, as far as epistemological and metaphysical matters are concerned, should rely on the ordinary wisdom of non-philosophers, whose notions are not corrupted by skepticism and irreligion. There are good grounds for interpreting Berkeley as a philosopher of common sense.9 In An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley uses the term “praenotions” in a significantly different sense, that of the anticipation of sensory perception, which seems more in line with the Epicurean understanding of πρόληψις (prolēpsis; NTV 59–63:271–273).

As Shaftesbury uses them, “natural notion” and related terms remain faithful to their Stoic pedigree, which may also be termed Platonic in a wide sense that includes Cambridge divines, such as Benjamin Whichcote, Ralph Cudworth, and Henry More. They are those “primary notions” or common notions—κοιναὶ ἔννοιαι (koinai ennoiai)—the existence of which Locke denied in his criticism of innatism (E 1.2.1:48), which hovers in the background of Berkeley’s allergy to Shaftesbury’s fascination with nature in moral as well as aesthetic matters.

In its originally Stoic context, a prolepsis (preconception) is the anticipation by common opinion of a meaning that is fixed and clarified only by philosophy. This anticipation is evidenced by the ordinary use of language, but it is most often inaccurate and confusing. The correct application of preconceptions—such as “good” or “just”—requires a well-trained philosopher. Thus, there is a direct and traditional connection between the concept of natural notions and the question of education. As Epictetus put it: “What does it mean to be getting an education? It means learning to apply natural preconceptions to particular cases as nature prescribes, and distinguishing what is in our power and what is not” (Epictetus 2008, 1.22.9:54). Education draws on a common ground of natural notions and requires philosophical art to apply them correctly to particular subjects. Shaftesbury sticks to that view when he discusses, for instance, what is truly “shameful” (1999 [1711], 2:112–113), or the agreement and disagreement about beauty: “Whilst Men are at odds about the Subjects, the Thing it-self is universally agreed” (2:111). According to Shaftesbury, applying the prenotions correctly is a matter of mental discipline for the person concerned—what he terms “soliloquy” in his 1710 eponymous essay, a subject to which I will return.

Berkeley’s understanding of the matter is quite different. For him, natural notions correspond to a wide range of beliefs, perceptions, dispositions, and customs. In epistemological and metaphysical matters, natural notions are not anticipations of what only a more elaborate philosophical exercise could adequately understand, but rather constitute a sound, albeit customary, access to meaning and reality. Whereas for the Stoics, Shaftesbury included, philosophical training is the standard of the understanding of common notions, according to Berkeley, common notions are the standard of good philosophy. Thus, Berkeley reverses the opposition between wisdom and folly as the Stoics conceived it. However, as far as the moral field is concerned, Berkeley has less confidence in “first thoughts” simply because, to be correctly addressed, moral questions require good information and reasoning about the foreseeable consequences of our actions as well as about human or divine norms. Making up one’s mind on moral issues requires proper training by competent authorities, a social rather than a mental discipline. From this angle, Berkeley subscribes to Locke’s critique of “practical” innatism, regardless of his opinion on “speculative” innatism, although Berkeley’s stance on the status of moral as well as metaphysical “notions” is controversial (Hill 2010).

Berkeley does not dispute the traditional definition of philosophy as the study of wisdom, as is clear at the opening of A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (PHKI 1:25). He also admits that the efforts devoted to philosophy must be rewarded not only by “a greater clearness and evidence of knowledge,” but also by “a greater calm and serenity of mind.” The wise should be “less disturbed with doubts and difficulties than other men.” He accepts, as Euphranor puts it, the traditional view that “philosophy is a medicine for the soul of man” (Alc 3,16:139). However, it is not philosophers who are “undisturbed,” but the “illiterate bulk of mankind that walk the high-road of plain, common sense.” Most of the prejudices that hinder reflection do not come from daily life, but from bad philosophy. For Berkeley, therefore, therapy is a self-correction of philosophy: it is like using philosophy as a remedy for the evil it constitutes by itself. One may describe it as a purgative therapy that deflates and dismisses the illusions of philosophers and puts them back on the right track. This undoubtedly applies to the difficulties of theoretical philosophy. Yet, in the moral realm, first impressions are regrettably often corrupted by specious and pernicious ideologies (“free thinking”) that have considerable influence on the people. In contrast, Shaftesbury sees the philosophical cure as a kind of moral as well as intellectual elevation. He sums up the point with a striking formula:


To philosophize, in a just Signification, is but to carry Good-Breeding a step higher. For the Accomplishment of Breeding is, To learn whatever is decent in Company, or beautiful in Arts; and the Sum of Philosophy is, To learn what is just in Society, and beautiful in Nature, and the Order of the World.  (Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 2:206)



Philosophical life is analogous to superior manners. In Shaftesbury’s idiom, philosophers are “virtuos[i],” that is, artists of humanity who have cultivated all the perfections that allow them to play a noble role in life. To nobly play one’s part is to act for the sake of the beauty and value of the action itself, and not on the basis of interest or for a passionate motive. This perfectionist conception is a reworking of the Aristotelian ideal of καλοκἀγαθία (kalokagathia; see the section on Berkeley’s appropriation of paideia below). Philosophy is about progress toward a better self. This conception may be termed ascetic in the old sense of the term—relating to the training of the moral athlete, quite different from Berkeley’s deflationist conception.

Another significant contrast is that the use of “natural notions” does not mean, for Berkeley, that virtue is natural or that moral values may be discovered by the use of the natural light only (that is, by human reason alone, as distinct from divine light), or that there exists a natural instinct that would make moral learning superfluous. Insisting on the importance of natural notions does not call into question the conventionalist dimension manifested in Berkeley’s understanding of morality, which demands inward conformity to the divine will (Alc 3,11:130), as well as in his conception of language. Natural notions in Berkeley’s sense thrive only in an appropriate environment. Specifically, moral notions are not instinctive apprehensions and must be properly taught. By contrast, Shaftesbury subscribes to innatism in moral and aesthetic matters, insofar as he considers that evaluative distinctions have their foundation in nature: “discernment” is “from nature alone” (1999 [1711], 1:210). The word “innate” may be substituted with the word “instinct,” which means “that which Nature teaches, exclusive of Art, Culture, or Discipline” (1999 [1711], 2:109). Alciphron formulates in the same terms one central point of disagreement between Berkeley and Shaftesbury:


To go to the bottom of things, to analyse virtue into its first principles, and fix a scheme of morals on its true basis, you must understand that there is an idea of Beauty natural to the mind of man. This all men desire, this they are pleased and delighted with for its own sake, purely from an instinct of nature.  (Alc 3,3:116–117)



For Shaftesbury, the apprehension of beauty and the moral good does not draw on reasoning and has nothing to do with prudential deliberation or considerations about utility—all things that Berkeley strongly opposes (Urmson 1985; Grzelinski 2015).

If Berkeley places so much emphasis on the bad method of moral sense theorists, who rely on feeling, or even passions such as enthusiasm (which has the effect of making their remarks “too sublime and enigmatical”; Alc 3,6:121), it is to convince his reader that they can be refuted simply by analyzing the notion of beauty in general, one species of which is moral beauty. This analysis establishes that there is an internal link between the concept of moral or aesthetic value and that of utility. Insofar as the apprehension of the latter obviously hinges on reason, it is impossible for any instinct or feeling to grasp the first correctly. Thus, a “sense” cannot account for the epistemology of moral or aesthetic valuation.

Let us reconstruct the core of the discussion on the nature of beauty in dialogue 3. Lumping together Hutcheson’s and Shaftesbury’s views on the disinterestedness of aesthetic and moral judgments and their independence from reasoning, Alciphron claims that beauty deserves to be loved “in itself and for itself” (Alc 3,8:123). In a tight dialogue with Alciphron, pastiching a Shaftesburian “scale” to ascend from sensible things to “moral and intellectual beauty” (Alc 3,8:123; compare Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 2:216–217), Euphranor gets his interlocutor to concede that the visual beauty of an object consists in “a certain symmetry or proportion pleasing to the eye,” which can only be assessed in relation to the end or use of that object. Now, “the comparing parts one with another, the considering them as belonging to one whole, and the referring this whole to its use or end, should seem the work of reason” (Alc 3,8:124). On the epistemological level, perceiving beauty involves operations that are “the effect of judgment” (Alc 3,8:124). On the ontological level, beauty is dependent both on the internal structure of the object and on its external use. Euphranor means that beauty supervenes not on the arrangement of the parts of the object alone, but on both the internal arrangement and the external use of the object. For example, the same human-sized rectangular opening in a wall would not make a beautiful door when placed horizontally (Alc 3,9:125). It is thus not intrinsic and absolute, but of a “subordinate relative nature” (Alc 3,9:126).

The dependence of beauty on proportion, of proportion on use, of use on ends, and of ends on intelligent design, also applies to moral beauty. Acknowledging the relative nature of beauty does not necessarily lead to relativism unless it is relative to human contingent needs only. Indeed, according to Crito, who puts an end to this discussion, for there to be a “real principle of beauty” that warrants its universality, it is sufficient that the end to which moral beauty is relative coincide with the project of divine providence. Thus, the substance of the debate concerns the conception of the “system” of the universe, a notion of which Shaftesbury made extensive use throughout the Moralists. He adhered to a Stoic providentialist conception, “real theism,” averse to the Epicurean idea of an order arising from chance, “nominal theism” (1999 [1711], 2:43–44). Crito believes that one cannot borrow from the ancients the idea that everything converges toward the good of the Whole without also accepting the idea of a God who dispenses “the highest rewards and discouragements” (Alc 3,10:128–129). Although this theological inference is unsatisfactory (Urmson 1985), the fact is that Berkeley criticizes Shaftesbury for not accepting all the implications of resorting to a providential order of the universe. Since, in the Moralists, he acknowledges the existence of a “universal mind” (1999 [1711], 2:54) and thus subscribes to the “faith of theism” (2:85) as opposed to materialistic deism or neo-Epicureanism, he should bite the bullet of divine rewards and retributions. Crito’s picture of the “society of rational agents” (Alc 3,10:129) or “system of spirits” governed by their Father (Alc 3,11:129) suggests that the modern disciples of the Stoics are but halfway systematic. Only Christianity restores the harmony between duty and interest that ancient philosophers perceived better than their modern-day followers. Alciphron’s reading of the Stoics as proponents of the mortality of the soul is challenged as oversimplified by Crito, who insists that they recognized a divine providence and the “celestial nature” of the mind (Alc 3,14:135–136).

Berkeley puts his finger on the ambiguity in Shaftesbury’s insistence on the value of disinterestedness and his criticism of “selfishness.”10 In dialogue 1, Alciphron reacts to Euphranor’s apparently consequentialist argument—that the norm of “moral truths, of all such truths as direct or influence the moral actions of men” (Alc 1,16:60) is the “general good of mankind”—by defending the thesis that nature recommends that everyone pursue their own good. The voice of nature encourages self-cultivation: “For in fact the individual happiness of every man alone constitutes his own entire good. The happiness of other men, making no part of mine, is not with respect to me a good: I mean a true natural good” (Alc 1,16:62). Alciphron thus draws on a conception typical of Roman philosophical schools, in particular Stoicism. The good of others is not in our direct control and caring for them exposes us to disappointment. Euphranor shows that the same Stoic principles correctly construed refute Alciphron’s individualistic perfectionism: personal good is not detachable from the general good, of which it is an integral part. By quoting Marcus Aurelius in support of this claim—humans ought to consider themselves as “part of a whole” (Alc 1,16:63), Euphranor turns one of Shaftesbury’s and Hutcheson’s mascots against them. He also suggests that the interest of the whole, against the exclusive pursuit of self-interest, is better defended by Berkeleyan tenets than by Hutchesonian or Shaftesburian ones.11

Polite Conversation, Self-Conversation, and the Institutions of Education

Shaftesbury opposes voluntarism and divine command theory: “If the mere Will, Decree, or Law of God be said absolutely to constitute Right and Wrong, then are these latter words of no significancy at all” (1999 [1711], 1:213). Berkeley avoids a direct discussion of the incompatibility between moral realism and theological voluntarism and seems to refer the controversy to social class conditions, as a way of attracting sympathy from readers far from the world of the great. While Alciphron claims that virtue is not based on fear of sanctions or conventional social rules or divine decrees, but on “a true, sublime, and heroic sense” of duty or the “honestum” (Alc 3,3:118), Crito takes Shaftesburian aristocraticism at its word by replying that such a heroic conception is not suitable for the average human, who needs the incentives that religion alone may provide. When Shaftesbury associates “common sense” with “that sort of Civility which rises from a just Sense of the common Rights of Mankind, and the natural Equality there is amongst those of the same Species” (1999 [1711], 1:59), one should not be fooled by this egalitarian way of talking. Common rights are not given, but must be acquired through the education of manners. In accordance with a perfectionist understanding of nature, equality, among those who do not benefit from what Alciphron calls “polite education” (Alc 1,2:35), is only potential. This ideal of the “virtuoso” remains deeply aristocratic, like the critique of the “mercenary” spirit and the pursuit of private interest.

What are the appropriate institutions for the education of those minds who, like enlightened Kantian tutors, are called upon to guide society? Here is Alciphron’s Shaftesburian response:


To judge of the prevailing opinion among people of fashion by what a senator saith in the house, a judge upon the bench, or a priest in the pulpit, who all speak according to law, that is, to the reverend prejudices of our forefathers, would be wrong. You should go into good company, and mind what men of parts and breeding say, those who are best heard and most admired, as well in public places of resort as in private visits.  (Alc 1,12:51)



The proper place for liberal education is the club or café. Philosophical scholarship is superseded by a pleasant conversation. In Soliloquy, or Advice to an Author (1710), Shaftesbury discredits academic education in the name of the perfectionist idea of philosophy (1999 [1711], 1:150–151). Exaggerating a motif present in Shaftesbury, Alciphron often elaborates on this theme: reading and meditation, which are essential parts of education, are not possible in the university, which is characterized by pedantry, priggery, and vain erudition. The real medium of education lies in worldly conversation: “Proper ideas or materials are only to be got by frequenting good company” (Alc 1,11:48). Crito is not wrong to associate this ideal of conversation with the social practices of “men of parts and breeding” in coffeehouses (Alc 1,12:51).12

Berkeley also criticizes academic philosophy (with the aim, however, of reforming it, not rejecting it), but what he contrasts to it is daily life, not “polite conversation.” Through Euphranor, he strongly opposes the devaluation of method induced by that elitist vision of paideia. The idea of an “easy free conversation, which takes in everything that offers, without any rule or design” (Alc 1,11:48), defended by Lysicles (here allied to Alciphron), is opposed to the formal conception of philosophy that prevails in universities. Shaftesburian claims amount to assimilating knowledge to a kind of talent of which the best are naturally capable. Berkeley’s educational thesis is simply that we must educate the educators of humankind, including the “people of fashion.” Crito says as much in dialogue 7: “I imagine that thinking is the great desideratum of the present age; and that the real cause of whatever is amiss may justly be reckoned the general neglect of education in those who need it most—the people of fashion” (Alc 7,31:328).

Shaftesbury’s free conversation was supposedly supported by “common sense,” construed as an allegedly natural taste. In Berkeley’s view, such a taste is a mere fiction intended to justify practices on an ad hoc basis. In reality, education is not founded on natural talents or special abilities; it requires humility, effort, acceptance of Anglican authority—all things quite different from “nature” or “instinct.” It is a long-term training in religious obedience, and that is why “conversation” is not the appropriate medium. Moreover, Shaftesburian artistic culture of the self, in comparison with Berkeleyan training, far from embodying common sense, is an exercise in extravagance. That is, according to Crito, precisely what the late Cratylus—the author of Soliloquy—succumbed to, letting himself be carried away by Stoic enthusiasm. He is an example of “a conceited mind, which will ever be its own object, and contemplate mankind in its own mirror” (Alc 3,13:132).

This hints at Shaftesbury’s comparison between soliloquy and a “looking glass” (1999 [1711], 1:105). Crito suggests that being human is not for Cratylus what is simply common to all human beings, but a heroic achievement. Crito’s remark also points out that Shaftesburian perfectionism leads to the primacy of self-conversation against communication with others. Stoic practical reflection is between the real or inferior self and the ideal or better self. The method of soliloquy or “discourse with oneself,” what Epictetus called the intelligent use of representations or inward discourse, is the essential spring of philosophical ascesis.13 A Stoic character trusts its superior ability of self-improvement. Now, this was a central aspect of the conception of philosophy as a technique of the self in Soliloquy, where Shaftesbury construed Stoic control of representations as a kind of inner Elizabethan drama (see, for instance, 1999 [1711], 1:167–168). Crito signals the close connection between aristocratic perfectionism and the practice of spiritual exercises, through the idea of an internal, mental mirror, which echoes Shaftesbury’s soliloquy as a “vocal” mirror (1999 [1711], 1:94). In contrast, for Berkeley, education does not consist in building a personal life, which Shaftesbury conceived as a work of art (Gill 2018), but in the political inculcation of morality upon religious principles. The ethical and political opposition between Shaftesbury, the Whig, and Berkeley, the Tory, is reflected in their divergence about the practical modalities of education. The question of “soliloquy” is the nexus on which the absurdity of the ascetic conception breaks out. Berkeley prefers Aristotle to Marcus Aurelius, that is, a political conception of education to a heroic or artistic view of the cultivation of the soul (cultura animi). The dimension of socialization prevails over the dream of self-accomplishment.

What matters in the practice of soliloquy, for Shaftesbury, is the need for self-culture and the artistic development of aesthetic and moral taste. This conception of the sensitivity to values is significantly different from the view of the moral sense as a kind of natural equipment, somewhat analogous to external senses, that we find in some passages of Shaftesbury’s An Inquiry Concerning Virtue or Merit (first published in 1699), and also in Hutcheson’s Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue (first published in 1725). It is plausible that Berkeley clearly perceived that there are two approaches to moral sense, one emphasizing its naturalness as a “sense” or “natural taste,” “more or less” present in every human (Alc 3,3:117), and the other emphasizing the need for its artful and “heroic” cultivation through “soliloquy” (Alc 3,13:132), and intends to reject both in dialogue 3 (Jaffro 2007).14

Thus, it is not surprising that Berkeley makes fun of Shaftesbury’s discourse with oneself and deems it a philosophical chimera. In dialogue 5, when Alciphron takes out of his pocket the handbook of spiritual exercise entitled Soliloquy, Euphranor ironically says that Shaftesbury’s writing resembles blank verse drama of questionable quality. The joke is easy: “But a nobleman who writes is one thing, and a noble writer another” (Alc 5,21:198). A few pages later, Alciphron sums up Soliloquy’s main proposal thus:


You must know this great man hath (to use his own words) revealed a grand arcanum to the world, having instructed mankind in what he calls mirror-writing, self-discoursing practice, and author practice, and shewed, that “by virtue of an intimate recess we may discover a certain duplicity of soul, and divide our self into two parties,” or (as he varies the phrase) “practically form the dual number.” In consequence whereof, he hath found out that a man may argue with himself; and not only with himself, but also with notions, sentiments, and vices, which by a marvellous prosopopœia he converts into so many ladies; and so converted, he confutes and confounds them in a divine strain. Can anything be finer, bolder, or more sublime?  (Alc 5,22:200)



Euphranor’s answer turns the ancient model against Shaftesbury by arguing that Greek culture would be lost if it were not taught in the university, since modern sociality and worldliness are remote from Roman and Greek ways of life. It is neither through the culture of conversation nor by the bizarre practice of “soliloquy” that the classical ideal of paideia can be revitalized, but through traditional school training under the authority of the Anglican Church. Thus, Berkeley’s criticism does not focus only on Shaftesbury’s more or less hidden anti-Christian stance, but also on the elitist dimension of his conception of education and the chimeric character of Stoic asceticism.

Berkeley’s Appropriation of Paideia

In order to elaborate a Christian response to modern irreligion, Berkeley adopts a tactic that may surprise those who know him only as a post-Lockean philosopher of mind: in this repetition of the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns, he presents himself as an ancient and reclaims the classical ideal of paideia, thus turning the tables. The last words of Alciphron, in the mouth of Crito, are most eloquent:


If our youth were really inured to thought and reflection, and an acquaintance with the excellent writers of antiquity, we should see that licentious humour, vulgarly called free-thinking, banished from the presence of gentlemen, together with ignorance and ill taste; which as they are inseparable from vice, so men follow vice for the sake of pleasure, and fly from virtue through an abhorrence of pain. Their minds, therefore, betimes should be formed and accustomed to receive pleasure and pain from proper objects, or, which is the same thing, to have their inclinations and aversions rightly placed. Καλῶς χαίρειν ἢ μισεῖν [kalōs kharein ē misein, to like and dislike correctly]. This, according to Plato and Aristotle, was the ὀρθὴ παιδεία [orthē paideia], the right education.15  (Alc 7,31:329)



Shaftesbury’s plan of reforming modern manners is the old Stoic method artificially revamped and, in fact, betrayed. Crito insists that for the historical Stoics, all things depend on a providential God in a way that is incompatible with the satire of religion and the aestheticizing of morality. Here Crito has Shaftesbury in mind: “[H]e who shall borrow this splendid patch from the Stoics, and hope to make a figure by inserting it in a piece of modern composition, seasoned with the wit and notions of these times, will indeed make a figure, but perhaps it may not be in the eyes of a wise man the figure he intended” (Alc 3,14:136). The alternative method draws on the Aristotelian conception of education: it is necessary to develop good habits, that is, to regulate the relationships between actions or attitudes and pleasure or pain. It is thus a collective form of training that Berkeley opposes to Shaftesbury’s art of life. To place inclinations and aversions correctly is not a matter of internal, mental, discipline (“soliloquy”), but what only external, public, education can achieve. It is about developing good habits. Education is not analogous to the artistic cultivation of the vine or the building of one’s own statue, but rather to making the seeds bear fruit in a communal field that has been properly plowed, according to Aristotle’s metaphor (Nicomachean Ethics, 1179b24). Collective utility is a value that is fundamental and more important than the beauty of an individual soul. Philosophical dandyism ought to be rejected.

Berkeley pays attention to the social conditions of paideia when he refers to the Homeric pastorate. The “pastors of the people, whose duty it was to improve their flock” (Alc 7,31:329) are the directors of conscience or Stoic masters, whose relationships with students are familiar and personalized. A new pastorate for modern times must take very different forms: those of educational institutions, not of the club or salon. Establishing a correlation between attitudes and reward or punishment is an effective way to enforce good habits on young people who are not yet virtuous. Crito explicitly counterposes this Aristotelian model of moral education to moral sense philosophy and the disinterested love of virtue found in Shaftesbury and Hutcheson: “From hence it is plain that, according to Aristotle, a man may be a good man without believing virtue its own reward, or being only moved to virtue by the sense of moral beauty” (Alc 3,13:134).

Crito also points out that καλοκἀγαθία (kalokagathia, the quality of the one who acts well only because of the love for the beauty of good deeds) is tailored to moral heroes and not to ordinary people, those whom he refers to as “our weak brethren” (Alc 3,13:132). While Shaftesbury considers as most important the values of “Manhood, Generosity, Courage, or Free-thought” (1999 [1711], 1:245), Crito puts in brackets kalokagathia as a supererogatory virtue.

Indeed, there is a good deal of training, and even social conditioning, in Plato’s and Aristotle’s educational views. However, it is difficult to use them in the service of an interpretation of morality that gives it a voluntarist basis. Berkeley’s reading of Aristotle is as one-sided as his understanding of education. The beauty of the gesture matters to Aristotle. One can, of course, be good without being driven by the sense of moral beauty or the pursuit of virtue for its own sake; but this is not enough to justify the conclusion that one cannot be good, and even properly virtuous, by being driven by such a sense. There should be another premise—that such a sense does not exist, or that most of us are deprived of it. Berkeley’s point is that conscience, the ability to respond to God’s command, can do all the work of “sense.” Conscience is not natural in a sense that would negate its supernatural origin, for it is God-given and must be improved by religious education.

At the outset of dialogue 1, Euphranor feigns to take seriously Alciphron’s parallel between education and agriculture, between the fight against prejudices and weed control (Alc 1,2:34). But their conceptions diverge, since the latter understands culture as the autonomous development of a physical and moral potential, while the former sees it as the acquisition of habits under the guidance of educators. Anti-Christian ideology masks itself under the authority of nature, as if the church, the magistrate, and all tutors (including philosophers) did not play a crucial role in the realization of human nature.

Berkeley’s theocentric vision applies to the production of philosophy itself and more generally to culture and rationality. According to Siris, which borrows the expression from Proclus, philosophy is a “revelation of God”:


Whoever considers a parcel of rude savages left to themselves, how they are sunk and swallowed up in sense and prejudice, and how unqualified by their natural force to emerge from this state, will be apt to think that the first spark of philosophy was derived from heaven, and that it was (as a heathen writer expresses it), theoparadotos philosophia [a philosophy of divine revelation].16  (Siris 301:139–140)



Only the divine word has the power to bring us out of ignorance and error. This applies to the old savages of the New World as well as to the new savages of the Old World, that is, free-thinkers— “a sett [sic] of poor ignorant creatures,” as a younger Berkeley said in the Guardian (G 55:199). Without revelation, prejudices are not reliable “natural notions” and beliefs remain trapped in the senses and do not apply to spiritual matters.

The birth of philosophy in Socrates’s and Plato’s Athens is thus due to a divine cause. Platonism and Christianity have a deep affinity, which modern minds ignore when they claim to emancipate their readers from Christian superstitions by the power of philosophy well understood. They do not see that such an undertaking is doomed to failure, because the authority of philosophy converges with that of Christianity.17 This is also true of the philosophy of the ancients:


It were happy for these lands if our young nobility and gentry, instead of modern maxims, would imbibe the notions of the great men of antiquity. But, in these free-thinking times, many an empty head is shook at Aristotle and Plato, as well as at the Holy Scriptures.  (Siris 332:151)



It is then easier to understand why denouncing Shaftesbury’s imposture is an urgent need for Berkeley. The free-thinker drapes himself in the Stoic robe, and poses as an ancient sage to justify his mockery against religion. Shaftesbury disseminates modern ideas as if they had the weight of ancient philosophy. In fact, his view of individual life as a work of art is not in line with the prevailing view among the ancients. That we ought to pursue the good of society as well as our own was “the constant doctrine of those who were esteemed the wisest and most thinking men among the ancients, as the Platonists, Peripatetics, and Stoics—to say nothing of Christians” (Alc 1,16:64).

Now, the merit of Greeks and Romans, according to Crito, lies less in their moral dispositions and alleged good nature than in their political institutions and their obedience to the laws (Alc 5,18:192). The classical model of politeness—which is overestimated (Alc 5,17:191)—cannot be adopted by the English, savages whose discipline and sociability owe everything to Christianity: “Under the Christian religion this nation hath been greatly improved. From a sort of savages, we have grown civil, polite, and learned” (Alc 5,36:217). The ancient ideal of education, contrary to what Shaftesbury believes, can be appropriated by the church because it is based on political institutions, and it rests upon a sense of the divine which is a kind of anticipation of Christian revelation.

What would Shaftesbury have thought of this claim that Platonism and Christianity converge? Today’s readers are fortunate to have access to the essence of his thinking on the subject, although he would not have imagined that it would become public. For in his personal enchiridion, a few pages of vellum written in 1704, Shaftesbury, meditating on the importance of Stoic acceptance of popular superstitions, warned himself thus:


Hear the Porch …

Revealation [sic]. Rewds & Punishmts. Bonis male: Mali bene [the good are unhappy, the bad are happy]. how otherwise?

Wt, then, disturbs? Modern Superstn?—Be thankfull it is not Indian—Xtian Priests? not Druids.

Thanks for so harmless & ingeniouse a Superstin: so near Platonisme.  (Shaftesbury 2011 [1704], 499)



How to Counter the Practical Influence of Libertine Ideology

According to Crito, free-thinkers cannot blame the defenders of religion for the turmoil that is due to human passions affecting these debates. But the latter may hold the former responsible for the disorder that is the effect of their intentional behavior: “The conduct we object to minute philosophers is a natural consequence of their principles. Whatsoever they can reproach us with is an effect, not of our principles, but of human passion and frailty” (Alc 5,20:194). Berkeley recycles the same idea a few years later in his Discourse Addressed to Magistrates:


Although it be admitted that the magistrate’s peculiar object is the temporal welfare of the State; yet this will by no means exclude a proper care about the prevailing notions and opinions of religion, which influence the lives and actions of men, and have therefore a mighty effect on the public. Men’s behaviour is the consequence of their principles. Hence it follows that, in order to make a State thrive and flourish, care must be taken that good principles be propagated in the minds of those who compose it.  (DAM 201)



The argument is more elaborate than in Alciphron and mobilizes an intellectualist theory of action, according to which opinions, notions, or beliefs directly determine the course of human conduct. Their influence on practice can be disrupted by passions. This conception of the springs of action is very different from the one we find in Shaftesbury, according to whom passions are the object of the direct influence of beliefs or “opinions” and have a direct influence on actions, whereas beliefs and “reason” have only an indirect influence on behavior, through passions and appetite (see Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 1:101). Self-control is not based on an authority that reason alone would have over actions, but on skillful management of the affects that are the sinews of war. This is not how Berkeley sees self-government at all:


If men’s actions are an effect of their principles, that is, of their notions, their belief, their persuasions, it must be admitted that principles early sown in the mind are the seeds which produce fruit and harvest in the ripe state of manhood. How lightly soever some men may speak of notions, yet, so long as the soul governs the body, men’s notions must influence their actions, more or less, as they are stronger or weaker, and to good or evil, as they are better or worse.

Our notions and opinions are a constant check on our appetites, and balance to our passions: and although they may not in every instance control and rule, yet they will never fail strongly to affect both the one and the other.  (DAM 202)



To influence human behavior in the right direction, it is necessary and often sufficient to take control of the notions that govern them. Education is both the evil and the cure. The ideas of free-thinkers lead directly to unrighteous behavior. The church must win back the seminaries because they are strategic spots: they are the places where the educators are educated. Alciphron and Siris are instrumental in this ideological reconquest.

The conviction that what is decisive in the training of tutors is the determination of the right doctrine to be taught to the educators themselves is common to Alciphron and the project of a seminary in Bermuda (BW 7:345ff.). In both cases, Berkeley applies the same question—how to train trainers?—to both opinion leaders and American Indians in whom he sees future missionaries. The political and religious stakes of this undertaking are explained in the Discourse Addressed to Magistrates. It is necessary to inculcate the right notions in people’s minds, foremost in the minds of educators. Thus, we better understand why much of the criticism of Shaftesburian themes is about the status of “natural notions” and common sense. If those who are not “virtuosi” (the rest of us) have to learn how to apply common notions correctly, the most important practical question is to determine who should teach them.

Now we may be in a position to situate Berkeley’s reaction to Shaftesbury in the context of his entire career. To free-thinkers who, in a neo-Epicurean style, hijacked natural philosophy in Newton’s time, and against risks associated with a material-substantialist interpretation of the mechanical philosophy, the young Berkeley replied through his immaterialist works and his theory of vision by showing how the philosophy of perception and more generally post-Lockean epistemology could successfully contribute to Christian apologetics. Meanwhile, another free-thinker, Shaftesbury, claimed to defend a version of theism quite distinct from materialistic deism or atheism, returning to moral realism and Stoic providentialism. He set out his response to modern skepticism in the Moralists, a book that adopted the form of Platonic dialogue, in which one of Shaftesbury’s personae, the enthusiast Theocles, boasts of being “a realist in divinity” as well as “a realist in morality” (1999 [1711], 2:43). In Berkeley’s eyes, Shaftesbury usurped the heritage of the ancients in form and substance. During a period of reflection on more practical matters and on the need for Christian counter-education in an age of insolence and of indulgence for libertine conversation, Berkeley replied by using the same literary genre in Alciphron, and by establishing that Shaftesbury’s position was not different, in his anti-Christian intention, from that of his competitor Mandeville (DAM 6:216), that it was unfaithful to the spirit of ancient philosophy, which, as well as modern science, was an authority far from incompatible with the recognition of the truth of Christianity.

Notes

1. See Tolonen, chapter 27 in this volume.

2. In his non-paginated “Additions and Corrections” to the fourth edition (1738) of An Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, Hutcheson addressed the analysis of beauty in terms of use that Berkeley set out in dialogue 3 of Alciphron.

3. Here “crazy” may refer to Shaftesbury’s pulmonary disease.

4. On the circumstances of its publication, see Lennon (2007).

5. See Stewart (1982–1983; 1985); for a survey of Shaftesbury’s ambiguous reception, see Aldridge (1951) and Rivers (2000). The Rankenian Club, founded in 1716, was a Scottish literary and intellectual society active for many decades. Several of its members, like the Aberdonian George Turnbull, viewed themselves as Shaftesbury’s disciples. Molesworth (1656–1725), author of the antimonarchist pamphlet An Account of Denmark (1693), who had worked with Lord Ashley in the parliamentary club of “country whigs,” used to gather during his late years, in his house in Brackenstown near Dublin, several Shaftesbury enthusiasts, including Hutcheson, and contributed to spreading the Shaftesburian word to a Scottish as well as Irish audience.

6. See Storrie (2011), commenting on Anne Berkeley (1791, 1:114–118).

7. At that time, the two terms were two different spellings of the same word, whose common meaning was a philosophical faith, independent of biblical revelation, in a divine maker. However, when preparing the publication of The Moralists: A Philosophical Rhapsody, Shaftesbury gave a laudatory sense to theism as the claim that there is a providential God with moral attributes, contrasting it with “modern deism” (Shaftesbury 1999 [1711], 2:43–44), “exclusive of revelation” (2:16). On Shaftesbury’s play on these terms, see Meyer (1978).

8. For assessments of Berkeley’s art of dialogue, see Davie (1964); Prince (1996, chap. 4).

9. For a survey, see Holtzman (2013). See also Bordner, chapter 12 in this volume.

10. When Alciphron declares that “we contemn the virtue of that man who computes and deliberates, and must have a reason for being virtuous” (Alc 3,6:120), he is only partially faithful to Shaftesbury and Hutcheson. Both moralists would agree that moral evaluation does not consist in painstaking reasoning and deliberation. Would they also deny that we do need a reason to be virtuous, and that such a reason is provided by something like our interest, happiness, or pleasure? This is a controversial issue. Answering it would require a discussion of book 2 of Shaftesbury’s Inquiry Concerning Virtue, in which the question of the relation between virtue and happiness is discussed at length with some ambiguity (see Gill 2000; Grote 2010; Maurer 2019, chap. 2), and of Hutcheson’s Essay on the Passions and Affections, where we read that “it is our truest interest to be virtuous” (Hutcheson 1728, Preface:viii; for a nuanced interpretation, see Maurer 2019, chap. 4).

11. On Berkeley’s normative ethics and its utilitarian aspects, compare Flage (2014, chap. 7) and Rickless (2016).

12. For a comparison of Berkeley’s and Shaftesbury’s treatment of politeness, see Klein (1986).

13. Literally, ascesis means exercise. The idea that wisdom presupposes preparatory training and must be maintained regularly, through attention, efforts, logical discipline, and the control of one’s social behavior, has been particularly developed in the Stoic tradition, but is common to all ancient philosophical schools.

14. In passing, it should be noted that the Stoic idea of morality based on critical control of “imaginations” was for Shaftesbury compatible with the hypothesis of the nonexistence of external objects, to which he refers in a 1711 addition to the Inquiry: “Nor is it of any concern to our Argument, how these exterior Objects stand; whether they are Realitys, or mere Illusions; whether we wake or dream. For ill Dreams will be equally disturbing. And a good Dream, if Life be nothing else, will be easily and happily pass’d” (1999 [1711], 1:272–273). Some have speculated that this addition may have been related to the publication of the Principles of Human Knowledge (Aldridge 1951, 328). However, what might seem to be one possible clue that Shaftesbury heard of Berkeley’s 1710 book looks like an allusion, not to immaterialism proper, but to the traditional solipsist scenario (life as a dream) that was addressed, for example, by Locke (E 4.11.8:634).

15. See Nicomachean Ethics (1179b25), “καλῶς χαίρειν καὶ μισεῖν”: “the mind of the pupil must have been prepared by the cultivation of habits, so as to like and dislike aright” (Aristotle 1996, 279). Aristotle refers to Plato, Laws, 653a–c. The reference to Protagoras, about the relationship between pleasure, pain, and the education to virtue, is in Aristotle. On Aristotle’s conception of education and its place within the history of “liberal education,” see Miller (2016, 25–48).

16. A similar expression, theoparadotos theologia (a theology of divine tradition), was employed by Cudworth, referring to Proclus (who might be the “heathen writer” to whom Berkeley is referring) (Cudworth 1743, 1,1,4:548). The belief in primitive wisdom, common to Christianity and ancient philosophy, also surfaces in Siris, with reference to Cudworth (Siris 363:163).

17. On Berkeley’s use of this traditional strategy of Christian apologetics, see Bradatan (2006).
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Chapter 29

Berkeley and Collier

Tom Stoneham

Arthur Collier was born in 1680, five years before Berkeley, at Langford Magna in Wiltshire and died in 1732 at the same place. He published three books and two, possibly three,1 sermons. His first book, Clavis Universalis: or A New Inquiry After Truth Being a Demonstration of the Non-Existence or Impossibility of an External World, was published in London in 1713, probably slightly before Berkeley’s Three Dialogues.2 Berkeley appears to have at least heard of it, but there is no evidence he ever had a copy (Hight 2012, 95). In Collier’s correspondence, there are a few mentions of Berkeley as the only other philosopher in the history of humankind to have reached the same conclusion (Benson 1990 [1837], 32), and an explicit reference to the Three Dialogues is in his second book (1730, 21 [1837, 114]). He also emphasized their common response to skepticism, namely, “Whatever is seen, is” (see Stoneham 2006 for a detailed comparison of this with PHK 3). Collier’s first published sermon, Christian Principles of Obedience to the Higher Powers (i.e., “Passive Obedience”), was preached in Salisbury Cathedral on May 29, 1713, and published in London soon afterward. These facts alone ought to excite the curiosity of a Berkeley scholar.

Before looking in detail at Collier’s philosophy, it is worth relating the reception history of Collier’s Clavis, which shows that it narrowly escaped being lost to scholarship entirely: the print run was small, and copies have always been very rare. A century after Collier’s death, Benson says he knows of only seven copies in existence and that “the public libraries of Cambridge and Oxford do not contain one” (1990 [1837], xiii). Like all ambitious philosophers of the period, Collier sent a copy to Samuel Clarke, but Clarke appears to have only read the title page and commented that the existence of an external world could be neither proved nor refuted. Collier followed up with a letter two years later which mentions the similarity with Berkeley and tries to clarify his claim. Clarke did reply but that letter is lost. Apart from that, in 1722, Collier responds to a fellow of Trinity College, Oxford, called “Shepherd” who was a friend of a friend and also appears to have objected to Collier without reading the book itself (one of his objections was the same as Lady Percival’s objection to Berkeley, namely, the Mosaic account of creation), and an unknown Mr. Balch via a friend called Samuel Low. It appears that the Clavis suffered a similar immediate reception to Berkeley’s Principles: rejection without being read.

There are no references to Collier in print in English until 1785, when Thomas Reid gives a brief summary in Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, at the end of his account of Berkeley’s views. Reid testifies that there was a copy in the university library of Glasgow and his fairly positive view of Collier (“not deficient in metaphysical acuteness” (Reid 2002 [1785], 287)) seems to have encouraged interest in Scotland, with Dugald Stewart also mentioning the work and a small private edition appearing in 1836.3 In 1837, Samuel Parr’s posthumous Metaphysical Tracts by English Philosophers of the Eighteenth Century reprinted the Clavis in full (along with Collier’s second book and a precis of his third). The same year, a pupil of Stewart’s called “Benson,” who had become Recorder of Salisbury, published Memoirs of the Life and Writings of the Reverend Arthur Collier, which included considerable extracts from correspondence and manuscripts. After that, the text was relatively accessible and received intermittent scholarly attention in English, with a further edition by Ethel Bowman published by Open Court in 1909.

The books by Parr and Benson were reviewed positively in the Edinburgh Review in 1839, and the anonymous reviewer compared Collier with Berkeley even more favorably than Reid had done:


Both philosophers are thus equally original. They are also nearly on a level in scientific talent; for, comparing the treatise of Collier with the writings of Berkeley, we find it little inferior in metaphysical acuteness or force of reasoning, however deficient it may be in the graces of composition, and the variety of illustration, by which the works of his rival are distinguished.  (The Edinburgh Review 1839, 68 no. 138: 340)



In contrast, the Clavis received more attention during the eighteenth century among German-speaking philosophers. A long abstract was published in Acta Eruditorum in 1717, and Reid says “it is found quoted by Bilfinger, and other Leibnitzians [e.g. Wolff]” (2002 [1785], 118). It was translated in full by Eschenbach in 1756 alongside Berkeley’s Three Dialogues, a volume that Kant probably read (Turbayne 1955, 226).

Collier’s second book, A Specimen of True Philosophy in a Discourse on Genesis Chapter I Verse 1 (1730), and his third, A Treatise on the Logos in Seven Sermons on John I Verses 1, 2, 3, 14 (1732), appear to have received no critical attention whatsoever. The Logology is lost and our only source for it is Parr’s precis.

The points of agreement between Berkeley and Collier are easy to state:


1. The real, natural, or physical world is constituted by the objects of immediate sense perception.

2. The objects of immediate sense perception depend for their existence upon being perceived.

3. Unperceived matter is impossible.

4. Points 1 to 3 are the only way to avoid skepticism.



There are many differences in their arguments, the most immediately striking of which for a Berkeleyan scholar will be Collier’s restriction to vision, but their commitment to points 1 and 2 is driven by a common conception of the nature of perception (Stoneham 2006). Their arguments for the impossibility of unperceived matter are very different in approach, with Collier’s largely trying to derive contradictions from the assumption of an “external world,” arguments which have some echoes of Pierre Bayle’s articles on Pyrrho and Zeno in the Historical and Critical Dictionary and foreshadow the Kantian antinomies. It has been argued that this difference of approach derives from Collier’s intellectualism in contrast to Berkeley’s apparent voluntarism (Bartha 2020). There is also a striking difference in their acknowledged influences: while, in the Principles and the Dialogues, Berkeley mentions Locke most often and names almost no other predecessors, for Collier it is Descartes and Norris who are the named sparring partners. Collier seems entirely unaware of Locke4—perhaps reflecting his education at Oxford in contrast to Berkeley’s at Trinity—and Berkeley only mentions Norris once, in a letter to Percival soon after the Principles was published.

In what follows, I want to focus on two specific doctrinal differences, which illustrate the different ways that particular challenges for a developed immaterialism can be dealt with. The first is Berkeley’s and Collier’s theories of imagination and how these allow them to deal with the objection that the immaterialist makes the world imaginary (“God-appointed Berkeley that proved all things a dream”; Yeats 2000 [1929], from “Blood and the Moon”). The second is their account of the self, the mind that perceives, and its metaphysical status compared to the objects of perception.

Imagination

Less than a year after the publication of the Clavis, Collier wrote in a letter:


Nay, I will proceed so far with him, if he still persists to charge me of the want of this, as to uphold against him that he himself is the man who is guilty of the scepticism of denying the existence of all visible objects; nay, that he cannot shew another in the world, besides Mr. Berkeley and myself, who hold the testimony of sense to be infallible as to this point.  (to Samuel Low, March 8, 1713/1714; Benson 1990 [1837], 31)



However, it seems to many readers that the denial of matter is not compatible with anti-skeptical realism and that Berkeley’s ideas and Collier’s visible objects are no more real than imaginings or dreams. Of course, both Berkeley and Collier were fully aware of this line of objection, but they had strikingly different responses.

Berkeley’s Response

Berkeley’s response was to find a metaphysically significant difference between ideas of sense and ideas of imagination so that he could maintain the common-sense idea that what is imagined is often unreal:


The ideas of sense are allowed to have more reality in them [than ideas of imagination], that is, to be more strong, orderly, and coherent than the creatures of the mind … [and] they are excited by the will of another and more powerful spirit.5  (PHK 33:54)



Since the explanation for a difference in strength, order, and coherence will ultimately be the relative powers of the minds that cause them, we can take the fundamental criterion for the distinction to be that we finite creatures cause—i.e., bring into existence or “excite”6—our own ideas of imagination but not our ideas of sense.7

Collier’s Response

Collier took an entirely different approach to this problem and simply denied that imagined things are unreal:


I am so far, I think, from falling short of him, or any of the rest of mankind, in affirming and contending that the objects seen are real, or for the reality of the material [i.e., corporeal or physical] world, that I declare for the existence of every imagined object. (letter to Low, March 8, 1713/1714; Benson 1990 [1837], 31)

But in Imagination it [a Centaur] has, or is supposed to have been Seen, and as such it has Existed, and does or may continually Exist. Well now, let some particular person be supposed, in whose Mind or Imagination, a Centaur does, this Instant, Exist; let his Name be called Apelles (Collier 1713, 16; Parr 1837, 11).



Interestingly, Berkeley seems to have held a similar view for a while around 1707–1708, but rejected it:


E But say you then a Chimaera does exist. I answer it doth in one sense. i.e it is imagin’d. but it must be well noted that existence is vulgarly restrain’d to actuall perception. & that I use the word Existence in a larger sense than ordinary. (N 473: 59)

+ N.B. according to my Doctrine all things are entia rationis i.e. solum habent esse in Intellectu.  (N 474: 59)



But written later on the verso, presumably when he accepted the involuntariness criterion of reality:


E according to my Doctrine all are not entia rationis the distinction between ens rationis & ens reale is kept up by it as well as any other Doctrine.  (N 474a: 59)



The difference of opinion here between Collier and Berkeley seems to turn upon the concept of existence and its relation to the metaphysics of reality.

Berkeley allows that the objects of vision and imagination both exist, that they are both ideas, and thus both of the same ontological kind, distinct from but perceived by spirits. But they have a different metaphysical status: only the objects of sense are part of nature, of the real, “corporeal … in the vulgar sense” (PHK 82:76) world of physical objects. The difference lies in where the ideas/objects come from. Neither are mental in the sense of being minds or parts of minds, both are mental in the sense of being created by minds and only existing when perceived; but ideas of imagination are not part of objective reality because they are created by our will rather than God’s. Thus they don’t exist in the vulgar sense of things immediately perceived by sense (DHP 262) even if “both [ideas of sense and of imagination] equally exist in the mind, and in that sense are alike ideas” (PHK 34:55).

Thus Berkeley’s ontological distinction between active minds and inert ideas does not map onto his metaphysical distinction between the subjective/unreal (imaginings) and the objective/real (passive sense perceptions and active minds). By cutting across the active/passive distinction—they are under voluntary control8 but still inert—imaginings fail to live up the metaphysical standard for reality.

Collier, in contrast, seems to be taking “existence” always to mean “objectively real existence.” If the objects of imagination are of the same ontological kind as the objects of sense and both exist, then they must be just as much part of objective reality, must have the same metaphysical status. He is so far from being a skeptic that he allows nothing at all to have subjective existence. The ontological distinction between minds and the objects they experience is the ground of the only subjective/objective distinction he would countenance and, as we shall see, both exist in the same sense (“inexistence”).

Collier does, however, seem aware of the view that dependence on the will of the subject would lessen the claim to objective reality, seeing off that objection to his view by clarifying that the visible objects of perception and also of the imagination stand in the dependence relation of inexistence not to the will but to the understanding:


lest anyone by a Mistake should Fancy that I affirm, that Matter depends for its Existence on the Will of Man, … if any such Mistake shou’d arise in another’s Mind, he has wherewith to rectifie it; in as much as that I assure him, that by Mind, I mean that Part, or Act, or Faculty of the Soul, which is distinguished by the Name Intellective, or Perceptive, as in Exclusion of that other Part, which is distinguished by the Term Will.  (Collier 1713, 8; Parr 1837, 5)



Why Does Collier Think the Centaur Is Real?

In “The Refutation of Idealism,” G. E. Moore (1903) famously claims that idealism arose from the failure to separate the act of perceiving from the object of perception. Berkeley explicitly accepted the point but denied it was a failure, e.g.:


S The Distinguishing betwixt an Idea and perception of the Idea has been one great cause of Imagining material substances.  (N 609: 75)



This type of view has been treated as a simple confusion (e.g., by Burnyeat 1979 and Dummett 1993) but in fact expresses what I have called “the simplest model of perception” (Stoneham 2002) or “pre-Kantian innocence” (Stoneham 2006). Such a view starts from the phenomenological claim that perception is a presentation, not re-presentation, of objects.9 Furthermore, perception is entirely passive: there is no act of mind (DHP 196); the subject experiences no event of reception. Thus the experience of perceiving itself gives the subject no basis for the “duality” between “that of which there is an experience (part of the world)” and “the experience of it (an event in the subject’s biography)” (Evans 1985, 277) which philosophers after Kant take to be so obvious. It is concluded from this phenomenological claim10 that the content of perception, how things seem to the subject, is not the joint upshot of how things are in the world and the subject’s receptivity. Hence, there is no possible role for the nature of the subject in determining the phenomenal content of perception.

Collier also endorses this view of perception when he states his “first Principle” as “whatsoever is seen, is” (1713, 5; Parr 1837, 4).11 But he notes that the phenomenological premise equally applies to imagination: “I appeal to every Person Living, whether an Object of Imagination does not seem or appear to be as much External to the Mind, which sees it, as any Object whatsoever; that is as any of those which are called Objects of Vision” (1713, 16; Parr 1837, 11). He concludes:


But in Imagination it [a Centaur] has, or is supposed12 to have been Seen, and as such it has Existed, and does or may continually Exist. (1713, 16; Parr 1837, 11)

This [imagined] Moon, as being Truly perceived, Truly Exists.  (1713, 19; Parr 1837, 13)



So, Collier simply extends the account of perception to the imagination to get the conclusion that imagined objects are objectively real. Of course, he doesn’t want to deny that there is a relation between the imagination and the will, but he doesn’t think this is causal because we lack the power to create: “For my part, I can no more understand how we can create the objects we imagine, than the objects we are said to see…. God certainly is the true cause of both” (Benson 1990 [1837], 26). Rather, my will sometimes determines whether I perceive these imaginary objects, via, presumably, the mental parallel of closing or opening my eyes to affect which objects I perceive by sense:


Well then, I imagine a full moon at noon-day; but I do not create this imagined moon. ’Tis God that does this: I only perceive it, only that its being perceived, is, on some conditions, suspended on the occasion of my will (letter to Low, December 19, 1714; Benson 1990 [1837], 26).



Berkeley’s Representational View

At the beginning of the Principles, Berkeley includes in his inventory of the world:


ideas formed by help of memory and imagination, either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived in the aforesaid ways.  (PHK 1:41)



This harks back to his description of the “faculty of imagining, or representing to my self the ideas of those particular things I have perceived” (PHKI 10:29). The point where Berkeley comes closest to a systematic discussion of imagination is PHK 33, though dialectically he is here more concerned to show that the distinction between ideas of imagination and objects of sense perception does not require the latter to exist without the mind. Of the ideas “excited in the imagination” he says they “are more properly termed ideas, or images of things, which they copy and represent.” He goes on to describe them as “the ideas of its [the mind’s] own framing,” reminding us of PHK 3’s “ideas formed by the imagination.”

From this we can extract two important theses:13


1. Imagination is one of the “divers operations” (PHK 2:41) of the mind, which has the function of causing ideas to be perceived independently of sense perception.

2. The ideas so perceived derive from prior sense perceptions which, either individually or collectively, they represent by, in part, resembling.



So, imagination, unlike sense perception, essentially involves an act of mind on the part of the subject. This act of mind, by determining which ideas are experienced, determines the (phenomenal) content of the imagining and thus the simplest model of perception does not apply to imagination: how the imagining seems to the subject does depend in all sorts of ways on facts about that subject, such as what she is trying to imagine, her past experiences, her power of imagining, how much she is concentrating, etc.

While the subject is a determinant of which ideas are imagined and how they are arranged (by compounding and dividing; PHK 1), those ideas represent previous ideas of sense not in virtue of our willing but in virtue of copying, i.e., resembling and causally deriving from, them.

This representation is completely different from the sign-signified relations Berkeley makes so much of in his accounts of distance perception and scientific knowledge, for those are arbitrary and learned: the look of a flame neither copies nor resembles its heat. So, if we compare hearing a coach drive past (DHP 204) with imagining seeing a coach, we see that in the former case, the visual ideas of a coach are “suggested” to the mind “from the experience I have had that such a sound is connected with a coach,” where the connection here is that between the sign and the signified, so the aural ideas represent the visual ones without either copying or resembling them. But the visual ideas so suggested are not a sense perception of a coach; rather they represent a coach, or more precisely the visual qualities of a coach, in virtue of being copies of ideas I have previously sensed when seeing a coach. When I imagine the coach, the ideas I perceive are not suggested by a present sense perception of an unrelated kind but depend entirely on my will, specifically the volition to have those ideas. Despite the difference in how they come about, the suggested ideas represent a coach in exactly the same way as the imagined ones. So, even in his account of suggestion, Berkeley has to admit two different species of representation: the arbitrary/learned and the copying/resembling.

A Problem for Berkeley

We saw that Collier noticed an affinity with Berkeley in their shared anti-skepticism deriving from a common view of perception. Given this underlying view of perception, both faced a challenge in accounting for imagination. Collier’s solution threatens absurdity: either God creates a centaur every time I try to imagine one, or the worlds of imagination are a parallel creation, a Meinongian or Lewisian universe, which I have a special faculty of observing by selecting objects (in contrast to the way I observe the actual world by directing my senses on regions).

Berkeley’s account of imagination avoids this absurdity but thereby threatens to undermine his response to the skeptic. We noted that he has made a metaphysical distinction within the realm of ideas: some are subjective/unreal while others are objective/real. This metaphysical distinction rests not on a difference in their (modal) dependence upon being perceived, for with both types of idea their esse is percipi, but in their causal dependence upon the subject.14

The Berkeley-Collier response to the skeptic is that the position is incoherent: you cannot deny the reality of the trees and tables we perceive because merely perceiving them is sufficient for them to be real. But while Collier thinks this is true for perceiving broadly construed as “having before the mind,” thereby including imagining, Berkeley restricts the sufficiency claim to sense perception. That seems in line with his commonsensical approach, but it creates a problem. The problem is not so much the alleged difficulty of distinguishing sensing from imagining, for willing can be assumed to be transparent to the subject, but with the motivation for the sufficiency claim, namely, the account of perception and in particular how the phenomenal character or “what it is like” of sense perception is determined.

To see this, notice that we can distinguish the awareness of your willing to imagine from the phenomenal character of the imagining itself. The latter is determined, for Berkeley, by the ideas that the willing excites in your mind. I will the ideas, but there is no more an event of receptivity in imagination than there is in sense perception: in both cases the ideas are passively before the mind and I cannot misperceive them or partially perceive them or in any way fall short of “perfect knowledge” of them. But in imagination those ideas are unreal, so phenomenal character can be determined by unreal ideas. Hence the phenomenal character of sense perception gives no guarantee that the objects which determine that character are real. The account of perception no longer grounds the anti-skeptical sufficiency claim. Rather, if there were to be an anti-skeptical argument here, it would rest entirely on the involuntariness of sense perception. But that is a weak argument: even if we think voluntariness is sufficient for being unreal, it doesn’t follow that involuntariness is sufficient for being real.

Collier argues at length that the “quasi-externity” (1713, 27; Parr 1837, 19) of visible things, that is, their phenomenal character as being objects of perception distinct from the perceiver, is not grounds for judging them to have external existence independent of being perceived. But his account of imagination allows him to accept that the phenomenal character of quasi-externity is sufficient for the visible object to really (though not externally) exist, and thus allows us to refute the skeptic.

Unfortunately, Berkeley’s account of imagination prevents him from allowing that the phenomenal character of ideas of sense is sufficient to refute skepticism. Rather, he would need an argument to the effect that there is some phenomenal character that ideas of sense always possess and ideas of imagination always lack. The appeal to strength, orderliness, and coherence in PHK 33 might be thought of in this light, but it is inadequate. On the one hand, imaginings are sometimes not only very “strong” (if that is read in a phenomenal sense) but also as orderly and coherent with other experience as any sense perception (for example, consider the situation where we imagine a possible future which comes to pass). On the other hand, sense perceptions can be weak and not fit into the order and coherence we expect (e.g., a faint, unexpected, and unexplained smell in a certain place). Berkeley seems to be relying heavily on voluntariness to distinguish sense from imagination, and this makes his response to the skeptic look ineffectual: if sensings are not phenomenally distinct from unreal imaginings, then the world of sense experience may be no more real than imaginings caused by some other mind. Yeats was correct. However, if Collier’s account of imagination is the only alternative, then the cost to the immaterialist of an effective anti-skeptical argument may be very high.15

Perceiving Minds

There is a clear sense in which Berkeley is a dualist—not a substance or property dualist, but someone whose ontology consists of two fundamentally distinct kinds of entity: minds/spirits and ideas.


Thing or being is the most general name of all, it comprehends under it two kinds entirely distinct and heterogeneous, and which have nothing common but the name, to wit, spirits and ideas. The former are active, indivisible substances: the latter are inert, fleeting, dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances.  (PHK 89:79–80)



While ideas are necessarily perceived by minds, minds are unperceived and must be known in some other way: our own by “reflexion” and others’ by inference. While the esse of ideas is percipi, the esse of minds is not percipere, which is passive and limited to finite minds, but purus actus (N 828:99; PHK 27:52) or activity, something which we have in common with the divine mind. As well as the relation of perception holding between finite minds and ideas, there is also a relation of causation: ideas are caused by minds.

Yet there remains an intriguing dependence of minds on the ideas they have. In the Notebooks, Berkeley toyed with the “bundle theory” of mind according to which minds are just bundles of ideas. And though his published view makes minds substantial entities, he remains committed to the view that the mind always thinks, and since thinking is an operation of the mind upon ideas, the mind always has or perceives ideas (PHK 98:83).16

Berkeley says very little more about the nature of minds or spirits and some have even conjectured that he gave up writing the projected later parts of the Principles precisely because he wasn’t able to produce a philosophically satisfactory account of the minds which perceive ideas. In contrast, Collier did publish a sequel to the Clavis, his Specimen of True Philosophy, which gives a detailed, if surprising, account of minds or spirits. Before turning to that, we need to understand a little more what underlies the difference between Berkeley and Collier on the metaphysics of minds.

Spirits and Substance in Berkeley

Berkeley holds the following three claims:


(1) The esse of ideas is percipi. (PHK 3)

(2) Superordination17 is one acceptable conception of substance. (PHK 7: 43–44)

(3) There is no intelligible superordination relation between matter and ideas. (PHK 16–17: 47–48)



In a Berkeleian context, superordination is best understood as non-causal, ontological dependence between kinds: if entities of kind A depend for their existence on the existence or activities of entities of kind B, but not conversely, then As are ontologically dependent on Bs (Cummins 2007, 132).18 While Berkeley takes it as obvious that for ideas to be perceived, there must be some mind or spirit which perceives them, (1)–(3) alone do not entail that that mind is itself a substance. Berkeley was clearly aware of this in the Notebooks when he considered a bundle theory of the perceiving mind (N 580–581). What blocks the obvious entailment is a fourth claim:


(4) Perception is a distinct relation from existing “by way of mode or attribute.” (PHK 49:61)



Thus, when Berkeley says at PHK 2 that minds are something “wherein [ideas] exist, or, which is the same thing, whereby they are perceived,” he is saying that ideas do not inhere in minds in the traditional sense in which modes or accidents inhere in the superordinate substance.

Yet, by the published works, Berkeley does explicitly claim that the mind or spirit is a substance. In earlier work (Stoneham 2002, 255–256), I suggested that this was because he was committed to a general metaphysical thesis:


(5) Qualities presuppose substances.



While Berkeley’s materialist opponents will agree with (5), they will also think that accepting it will give good reasons for introducing material substances in which those qualities inhere. The reasoning here seems to be that the introduction of substances in which qualities inhere is meant to fulfill certain explanatory requirements in metaphysics, particularly questions of unity and identity across change for physical objects. In other words, when materialists accept (5), they think that qualities must inhere in something superordinate or autonomous which can explain why, for example, one of the books on my desk is green and soft whereas another is red and hard, and why the green book can persist even though its color changes as the sun bleaches it.

On my interpretation, Berkeley’s response is to separate two motivations for (5):


(A) Ideas fail the autonomy (and superordination) criterion for being substances. But the existence of non-autonomous ideas implies (i) that there must be some autonomous substance (since not everything can fail to be autonomous)19 and (ii) that there must be something superordinate to them.

(B) Qualities are predicated of objects which display unity and identity across time and change.



Berkeley’s thought is that, given (3), the only intelligible option for (A) is that there is some autonomous immaterial substance which is superordinate to sensible qualities (i.e., ideas). But, given (4), the ideas do not inhere in that substance and thus this substance cannot explain (B). Thus, Berkeley is forced to offer radically different accounts of predication, unity, continuity, and change for physical objects which have the sensible qualities. It is his explicit commitment to (4) and the fact that he makes considerable effort to offer accounts that do not appeal to a substance metaphysics, which makes it possible for him to regard spirits as substances. For when he gives accounts of unity and continuity for physical objects which do not appeal to inherence, he is free to reinterpret the superordination relation as perceiving, which makes minds superordinate to the ideas they perceive and thus makes them substances by that criterion.

Spirits and Inexistence in Collier

Collier’s approach to this question is very different from Berkeley’s, in that he denies (4). While for Berkeley, (4) is essential in order to prevent the consequence that sensible qualities can be predicated of the minds which perceive them, Collier seems not to be concerned by this issue at all, totally ignoring questions of predication. When Collier accepts (1), he thinks that this amounts to saying that visible things are subordinate beings, i.e., argument (A), but since he only recognizes one relation of subordination, he concludes that their esse is inesse or inexistence (i.e., inherence). Thus:


(6) Perceiving is one kind of inexistence relation.



This immediately gets Collier to the conclusion that visible things do not inhere in matter, since they already inhere in the perceiving mind (the tacit assumption here is obvious). Furthermore, by a simple application of the superordination condition, we get:


(7) Minds are substances.



However, Collier, in Specimen, is very careful to deny that (7) entails that minds meet the autonomy condition for being substances (Collier 1730, 12–14; Parr 1837, 108–111). For while subordination entails a lack of autonomy, it does not follow that superordination entails autonomy, since what is superordinate to one thing may be subordinate to another.

Collier’s key thought seems to be that the definition of “accident” as “esse est inesse” is primary and while there is a positive definition of substance, “Ens per se subsistens,” i.e., autonomy, the “negative definition” means “it may be said with good Propriety, … that there is not only one, but many Substances in Heaven and Earth, even as many as there are Beings, in which other Beings exist,” a clear application of the sufficiency of superordination (1730, 26–27; Parr 1837, 117).

He gives a specific example of how we can apply the concept “substance” within creation:


For instance. Suppose a piece of matter, called canvas, with the picture of a man upon it. What is this man but an accident of this colour? And, what is this colour, but an accident of this canvas? The colour then is the substance of the accident-man, and the canvas is the substance of the accident-colour; and where now is the mystery of saying in this case, that there is but one substance, viz. the canvas.  (Collier 1730, 15; Parr 1837, 110)



Furthermore, this primacy of the category of accident opens the possibility that created minds are substances superordinate with respect to visible things, and also accidents subordinate with respect to something else. He readily accepts as Christian doctrine that the only being which could be superordinate to everything and subordinate to nothing, which could meet the positive definition of substance, is God. Consequently:


8. Human minds have inexistence in something else.



This idea is the main theme of Collier’s Specimen. The full title is A Specimen of True Philosophy in a Discourse on Genesis, the First Chapter and the First Verse and it is claimed to be the first instalment of a “Body of Christian Knowledge or Theology, consisting of observations, notes, paraphrases, and explications of all the most considerable passages in the Word of God” (1730, 3; Parr 1837, 104). Genesis 1:1 is familiarly translated as “In the beginning, God created the Heaven and the Earth.” Collier’s interpretation turns on asking “to what or whom does ‘the beginning’ refer?” and consequently, “what relation is denoted by ‘in’?” His answers are that the beginning here referred to is Christ and that the heaven and the earth (in)exist in Christ, so the whole sentence becomes “God the Father created everything in the mind of Christ.” As exegesis this is hardly plausible and it is supported by poor scholarship being based entirely on the Greek translation and not the Hebrew original, but however he arrived at the interpretation, it gives Collier an opportunity for metaphysical reflection. He is very keen to point out that he is reading “in” here not just as “by or through his Son, as being his immediate Agent, but also that [all things] were made, that is, that they now Exist in him, as in their more immediate support or substance” (1730, 11; Parr 1837, 108). This makes clear how metaphysically loaded his interpretation of Genesis 1:1 is intended to be, for what is being postulated here is not merely causation but an asymmetric relation of ongoing metaphysical dependence: “Here then, we have a true Picture given us of all Creaturely Existence; that, it is not Existence simple, but only Inexistence” (1730, 25; Parr 1837, 116).

At this point one might well wonder why Christ is needed any more as a substance-intermediary than he would be as a causal-intermediary: even if creation must be in some mind, because only God is subordinate to nothing, why not in the mind of God the Father? An answer to the latter question is given in the Logology: “our natures and essences are too vain and empty to be capable of being the immediate creatures of pure God” (Parr 1837, 132–133).

Substance and Predication

While Collier’s account of minds as substances resolves some theological issues in a manner which he clearly thinks advantageous, it also pushes him toward heterodox positions on the Trinity and the Incarnation; the unpublished credo which Benson reprints (1990 [1837], 191–201) is an attempt to make the position more orthodox, but it involves additional ad hoc theological claims. Philosophically, the biggest problem for this view is the lack of a coherent account of predication and the consequent difficulty explaining unity and constancy through change.

Berkeley introduces the issue of predication by way of a possible objection to immaterialism:


Fifthly, it may perhaps be objected, that if extension and figure exist only in the mind, it follows that the mind is extended and figured; since extension is a mode or attribute, which (to speak with the Schools) is predicated of the subject in which it exists…. As to what philosophers say of subject and mode, that seems very groundless and unintelligible. For instance, in this proposition, a die is hard, extended and square, they will have it that the word die denotes a subject or substance, distinct from the hardness, extension and figure, which are predicated of it, and in which they exist. This I cannot comprehend: to me a die seems to be nothing distinct from those things which are termed its modes or accidents. And to say a die is hard, extended and square, is not to attribute those qualities to a subject distinct from and supporting them, but only an explication of the meaning of the word die.  (PHK 49:61–62)



Whether this analyticity account of predication can in fact be made to work depends upon whether we can accept contingent analytic truths (see Stoneham 2002, 259–261). The problems Collier faces, however, are more obvious. Consider this passage where he describes a chain of entities related by inexistence:


The first of these shall be the object or image, which is seen upon a piece of paper, in a camera obscura, …

On this paper, we are supposed to see an exact similitude of several objects, which are called external; that is, of every object without the camera, which lies in a right line, and at certain distances from the glass, through which the light is admitted. In a word, we see a green field or meadow, in which there grazeth a cow; on the back of which cow (as is usual at a certain season of the year) there stands or walks, a bird called a jack-daw….

In this view then, instead of three, we have more than double that number of accidents to take notice of; which all exist in, (that is, in or on) the one common substance, viz. the paper; but yet not all immediately, but at several distances, or projections, one in another; till we come to the last, which, in this account, must pass for a pure or simple accident. As first, the colour or whiteness of the paper; secondly, the field; thirdly, the colour of the field; fourthly, the cow; fifthly, the colour of the cow; sixthly, the bird; seventhly, the colour of the bird.  (1730, 16–18; Parr 1837, 111–112)



While Berkeley’s bundle theory of objects requires a replacement for traditional accounts of predication, since there is nothing of which the property can be predicated, Collier seems to recognize the distinction between particular objects and their properties (the cow and the colour of the cow) but not between the ontological categories of object and property. We might be tempted to set aside as a careless error the implication here that the jackdaw stands in the relation of inexistence to the cow, but the next example he gives has the moon existing in a specific “Space or Expansion” (1730, 19; Parr 1837, 114), which suggests he does mean to include spatial relations as forms of inexistence. So, the bird is an accident of the cow or perhaps even of the color of the cow, and the cow is an accident of the color of the paper, making clear that as well as spatial relations, representational ones are included within this broad category of inexistence. All instances of inexistence create superordination, so that every item in which something inexists has one of the fundamental characters of a substance:


… tho’ there are many Persons and things, both in Heaven and Earth, which are called Archai or Substances; yet they all terminate and exist in One, viz. the Son of God, who is the… substance of the whole Creation … there are many substances … which, with respect one to the other, may not improperly be called by this sacred Name [Archè].  (1730, 13–14; Parr 1837, 109)



It is very hard to makes sense of this position, but it does seem to be the logical consequence of a few fundamental theses Collier holds: all of creation inexists in Christ; some of creation (e.g., the visible world) inexists in us; some parts of the visible world appear to inexist in others (e.g., images and the colors of objects); inexistence is a subordination relation. The consistency of these theses requires inexistence to be transitive and the implicit assumption of finitude in creation allows there to be pure substance (Christ) and pure accident (the color of the image of the jackdaw and possibly the colors of objects which are neither images themselves nor representing something else).

The easiest way to avoid some of the metaphysically problematic consequences would be to deny the appearance that some visible things inexist in other visible things:


what is more obvious to common Observation, than that, what is an Accident to one substance, may be a substance to another Accident?  (1730, 4; Parr 1837, 110)



If this appearance is denied, then Collier could say that “the visible World exists immediately [and only] in any Human or Created Mind” (1730, 25; Parr 1837, 116) and that the apparent dependencies between visible things are misleading. This would be similar to Berkeley’s view about physical causation: ideas are inert and do not in fact affect each other, though the language of nature allows us to predict their behaviors in ways which parallel causal explanations. Collier would have to offer some alternative to inexistence to replace the apparent inexistence relations in the visible world, and it is not clear what this would be. Berkeley offers signification as an alternative to causation, which allows us to predict “effects” but does not capture the dependence of effect upon causes. Collier needs to capture dependence but not prediction, so cannot appeal to signification. It is far from obvious what other relations between visible things there are which would mimic superordination.

It is possible that enough philosophical ingenuity will resolve this problem for Collier, but there are other consequences of making the entire visible world exclusively and directly subordinate to us. We saw that Berkeley avoided the objection that ideas would be predicated of minds by denying that the dependence of ideas on the minds that perceive them made those ideas modes or attributes of the mental substances. Collier, however, wanted to keep the traditional principle that what depends upon a substance is thereby an accident of that substance. If he drops that principle, then he will need to rethink the claim that our relation to Christ and the visible world’s relation to us are just two varieties of a single metaphysical dependence relation. This will create some complexities in his theology. He will also need to give an account of visible objects such as the cow and the jackdaw and their relation to their properties. The position certainly needs more work.

Conclusion

While the similarities between Berkeley and Collier are striking, I have tried to show that the differences, arising from their different responses to some fundamental problems for immaterialism, should be of greater interest to scholars. For it is these differences that demonstrate that immaterialism is not a single philosophical position but a class of positions, just like materialism, which can deal with standard philosophical issues in a variety of ways.

Centuries of taking Berkeley’s to be the only form of immaterialism have played into the hands of materialist critics. While no one could reasonably claim that Collier’s version is more plausible, its existence should point the way to the possibility of developing new forms of immaterialism which keep the fundamental insight that we can respond effectively to the skeptic by insisting that perception is unmediated access to the physical world just as it is: nothing is hidden.

Notes

1. The third is discussed by Benson (1990 [1837]), but his source may have been a manuscript.

2. Stoneham (2007) argues that Collier was unaware of Berkeley until after the publication of the Clavis.

3. This edition is not even in the British Library, though there is a copy at the University of York.

4. At one point, Collier does discuss a view we might attribute to Locke, namely, that since the nature of substance is unknown, it is not impossible that the substance of matter might be capable of thought and the substance of thought capable of being extended (Collier 1730, 29; Parr 1837, 118), but there is no attribution and his formulation of the position is not particularly Lockean.

5. It is worth noting that in this passage, Berkeley focuses on God as the cause of sense perceptions, in order to contrast them with imaginings. But elsewhere (e.g., PHK 146), he allows that other finite spirits might also cause some of our sense perceptions. See Stoneham (2018) for a detailed discussion of this point.

6. The choice of “excite,” which Berkeley uses often for ideas, is interesting since the Renaissance and early modern usage was closely tied to the actualization of psychological potentials or dispositions.

7. There is a complicated issue here about the status of other finite minds’ perception of our bodily movements. This is explored in Stoneham (2002, chap. 6; 2018).

8. Dreams are clearly not wisely linked with imaginings if voluntariness is the distinguishing feature. Some scholars have taken this as a reason to think that the vividness criterion is actually the distinguishing mark, but that messes up the metaphysics: why would one think the lack of vividness was a mark of subjectivity? Coherence, also mentioned in PHK 33, seems more relevant, but has to be read in a very broad sense to get the distinction to lie in the right place. Whether one takes involuntariness or coherence to be the fundamental criterion of reality will also affect what one says about perceptual illusions.

9. There are three instances in the First Dialogue where Philonous talks of what the senses represent to us (two on DHP 185, one on DHP 194). This is typical: “Even our own eyes do not always represent objects to us after the same manner. In the jaundice, every one knows that all things seem yellow” (DHP 185). To see what is going on here, we need to distinguish between the represented objects, which are congeries of ideas in different minds at different times, and the immediate objects of sense, the ideas, such as an instance of yellowness. The latter is presented and real and the former is brought to mind through the process of suggestion, acquired on the basis of experienced correlations. We will see that the representation of objects in sense perception is an arbitrary relation, unlike the representation of sense perceptions in imagination.

10. Strictly speaking, the dialectic is a little more complicated. The premises entail that our experience as perceivers gives us no reason for accepting the joint upshot thesis, so—absent a theoretical pressure to the contrary—we should deny it. See Stoneham (forthcoming) for more details.

11. He is probably taking this from Malebranche, whom he certainly studied (e.g., “to see nothing is not to see”; ST 4.11.3) but applying it to sensation rather than intellectual vision.

12. The thought here seems to be that an imagined Centaur is seen from the subject’s point of view. The supposing is by the subject, not the theorist, and reflects the phenomenal character of the experience. At p. 12, he notes that “we do not use to call it seeing, but imagining, because of the Faint and Languid Manner after which he seeth it.” So, the practice of distinguishing between seeing and imagining does not reflect a real distinction, because from the subject’s point of view it is just a matter of degree, and it is that point of view which matters in the context of this model of perception.

13. Like most of his contemporaries, Berkeley often lumps together memory and imagination, and this account of imagination shows how closely related it is in function, if not success conditions, to recollection.

14. Against interpreters who insist that coherence-and-order is the fundamental criterion of reality, we might again note that a difference in coherence ultimately derives from the difference in the capacities of our minds and God’s, and thus depends upon the cause.

15. Fortunately for immaterialism as a doctrine, there is at least one other alternative. Articulating that must wait for another time and place.

16. Johnson gives dreamless sleep as an objection to the proposal that the esse of spirits is percipere (BW 2:289), but also rejects “actus” on grounds that it is an abstract idea (BW 2:288). Berkeley’s response focuses on the point about abstraction, suggesting he does want to agree with “the Schoolmen” on this.

17. There are many different conceptions of substance in the history of philosophy, but superordination and autonomy dominated the early modern discourse.

18. Cummins also stipulates that to be a substance, the superordinate must not be subordinate on a third kind. While that is probably something Berkeley would accept, it will become apparent in our discussion of Collier that we shouldn’t build it into the superordination conception of substance. In Stoneham (2002, 153–162), I argue that Berkeley’s understanding of ontological dependence is not simply a form of modal dependence.

19. The premises needed here are that non-autonomy (dependence) is transitive, self-dependence is sufficient for autonomy, and there is no infinite regress of dependent entities.
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Chapter 30

Berkeley and Edwards

Antonia LoLordo

Introduction

The alleged advantages of Berkeley’s immaterialism are well known. It is supposed to recenter our vision of the world on God and preserve the substantiality and causal power of created minds, while at the same time making skepticism impossible and providing an adequate metaphysical grounding for science.1 But Berkeley’s immaterialism was not the only form of immaterialism on offer in the early modern period. In colonial America, the Puritan preacher, theologian, and philosopher Jonathan Edwards (best known today as author of the sermon “Sinners in the Hand of an Angry God”) put forward his own version of immaterialism.

Edwards’s version of immaterialism, which was arrived at independently of Berkeley’s,2 is supposed have a number of the same advantages.3 It, too, is supposed to recenter our metaphysics and indeed our vision of the world on God, while at the same time making skepticism impossible and providing an adequate metaphysical grounding for science.4 However, the line of thought that led Edwards to immaterialism ultimately also led him to deny the substantiality and causal power of created minds—something Berkeley was determined to avoid, at all costs.

Edwards’s metaphysics is interesting in its own right, and elegant in its simplicity. It is also historically significant: Edwards was one of the first philosophers to write in colonial America, and examining his work tells us something about the spread of British philosophy around the globe in the colonial period. Last and most important from the point of view of this volume, it provides a striking comparison case to Berkeley’s view. Comparing Edwards’s view to Berkeley’s helps us better understand the logic of immaterialism. It also helps emphasize the importance of Berkeley’s claim that we have experience of an ongoing self, in addition to our experience of our ideas and volitions.

The Development of Edwards’s Immaterialism

Edwards never published any of his arguments for immaterialism, although he published very many other things. However, his notebooks contain many different statements of immaterialism, written over decades. In 1721, while a student at Yale College, the teenage Edwards wrote: “[T]here is no proper substance but God himself (we speak at present with respect to bodies only)” (“Of Atoms” p2c11, WJE 6:215).5 Later that year, he elaborated on the claim:


Let us suppose … that all the spirits in the universe be for a time deprived of their consciousness, and God’s consciousness at the same time to be intermitted … the universe for that time would cease to be, of itself; and not only … because the Almighty could not attend to uphold the world, but because God knew nothing of it.  (“Of Being,” WJE 6:204)



In 1723 and 1727, he said:


[I]n what respect has anything had a being, when there is nothing conscious of its being? … Thus for instance, supposing a room in which none is … the things in the room have no being any other way than only as God is conscious [of them]; for there is no color there, neither is there any sound, nor any shape. (Misc. pp, WJE 13:188)

[T]he world exists only mentally, so that the very being of the world implies its being perceived or discovered.  (Misc. 247; WJE 13:360)



In a series of notes called The Mind, begun after reading Locke’s Essay in 1723 and continuing for decades, Edwards wrote:


[T]here can be nothing like those things we call by the name of bodies out of the mind, unless it be in some other mind or minds … the substance of all bodies is the infinitely exact and precise and perfectly stable idea in God’s mind, together with his stable will that the same shall gradually be communicated to us, and to other minds, according to certain fixed and exact established methods and laws.  (The Mind §9, WJE 6:344)



Despite this reference to an “idea in God’s mind,” Edwards is usually careful to avoid equating bodies with divine ideas. Instead, he analyzes the existence of bodies in terms of divine volitions:


The existence of things … that are not actually in created minds, consists only in power, or in the determination of God that such and such ideas shall be raised in created minds upon such conditions. (The Mind §36, WJE 6:355)

But, then, if it be inquired what exists in the divine mind, and how these things exist there, I answer: there is his determination, his care and his design that ideas shall be united forever, just so and in such a manner as is agreeable to such a series.  (The Mind §34, WJE 6:354)



Edwards maintained his immaterialism throughout his life.6 Sometime during the 1740s, he explained:


[W]hen we say there are chairs in this room when none perceives it, we mean that minds would perceive chairs here according to the law of nature in such circumstances.  (The Mind §69, WJE 6:385)



This is intended as an analysis of ordinary talk: claims about the existence of unperceived objects should be understood in terms of counterfactuals. Edwards is not saying that the existence of unperceived chairs consists in the truth of the counterfactual. Rather, he holds that the existence of unperceived chairs consists in the divine determinations that make those counterfactuals true.

Edwards’s analysis of ordinary language in terms of counterfactuals may remind readers of Berkeley’s analysis of ordinary language:


The table I write on, I say, exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I should say it existed, meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it.  (PHK 3:42)



Edwards’s explanation of why adopting immaterialism does not force us to revise our language is also strikingly like Berkeley’s:


[T]hat which we call place is an idea too. Therefore things are truly in those places, for what we mean when we say so is only that this mode of our idea of place appertains to such an idea. We would not, therefore, be understood to deny that things are where they seem to be, for the principles we lay down, if they are narrowly looked into, do not infer that. Nor will it be found that they at all make void natural philosophy, or the science of the causes or reasons of corporeal changes; for to find out the reasons of things in natural philosophy is only to find out the proportion of God’s acting…. Though we suppose that the existence of the whole material universe is absolutely dependent on idea, yet we may speak in the old way, and as properly and truly as ever.  (The Mind §34, WJE 6:353)



Compare Berkeley:


[I]t will … be demanded whether it does not seem absurd to take away natural causes, and ascribe every thing to the immediate operation of spirits? We must no longer say upon these principles that fire heats, or water cools, but that a spirit heats, and so forth. Would not a man be deservedly laughed at, who should talk after this manner? I answer, he would so; in such things we ought to think with the learned, and speak with the vulgar.  (PHK 51:62)



For Edwards, as for Berkeley, retaining the ability to speak with the vulgar has religious motivations: it removes the concern that immaterialism is incompatible with scriptural references to rocks, trees, and the like.7 For Edwards, again like Berkeley, it is important also to be able to show that immaterialism does not “make void natural philosophy” (The Mind §34, WJE 6:353). Edwards explains that “to find out the reasons of things in natural philosophy is only to find out the proportions of God’s acting. And the case is the same, as to such proportions, whether we suppose the world only mental in our sense, or no” (The Mind §34, WJE 6:353).

Despite these striking similarities, scholarly consensus is that Edwards arrived at his immaterialism independently.8 Edwards had not read Berkeley at the time when he was working out his immaterialism, although he knew Berkeley later.9 In fact, Berkeley’s work was barely known in the America of Edwards’s youth, although both Berkeley himself and his system became widely known in America quite soon afterward. For instance, Edwards’s tutor, Samuel Johnson, met Berkeley when he came to America in 1728 and talked to him at length. Johnson’s 1752 Elementa Philosophica is dedicated “To the Right Reverend Father in God, George, Lord Bishop of Cloyne, in Ireland” (that is, Berkeley)—which presumably reflects both philosophical appreciation for Berkeley and an appreciation of the material assistance that Berkeley offered to Johnson’s projects. But all this was long after he taught Edwards.

That the two philosophers arrived at immaterialism independently is less surprising than one might initially think. They were writing at more or less the same time, in a shared philosophical tradition, and as such had read many of the same things.10 Locke was particularly important to both. That Edwards and Berkeley came up with forms of immaterialism independently shows that immaterialism was a natural outgrowth of existing currents of thought. That they argued for it differently and saw it as having different implications shows us the complexities of those existing currents.

Edwards’s Argument for Immaterialism

Edwards’s main argument for immaterialism takes us from the folk view of bodies to the view that “the very substance of … body … is nothing but the divine power, or rather the constant exertion of it” (The Mind §27, WJE 6:350–351), in three steps.11

The first step is intended to show that resistance is the only property of body. The folk view of body, Edwards thinks, ascribes a wide range of properties to material objects:


[W]hat idea is that which we call by the name of body? I find color has the chief share in it. ’Tis nothing but color, and figure which is the termination of this color, together with some powers such as the power of resisting, and motion, etc., that wholly makes up what we call body.  (The Mind §27, WJE 6:351)



This folk idea of body has been corrected by natural philosophy. It is “now agreed upon by every knowing philosopher that colors are not really in the things, no more than pain is in a needle, but strictly nowhere else but in the mind” (The Mind §27, WJE 6:350). Thus, the idea of color and the other ideas of secondary qualities should not really be included in our idea of body. We should conceive of bodies simply in terms of the primary qualities, namely, size, shape, motion, and solidity.

The claim that every knowing philosopher agrees that colors are nowhere else but in the mind may seem odd. Locke, who was among the philosophers Edwards knew best, does not think that color is in the mind. Presumably, what Edwards means is that phenomenal color exists only in the mind.12 This is consistent with, indeed implied by, Locke’s claim that there is nothing in bodies themselves that resembles our idea of color. In any case, all Edwards needs to rule out is the possibility that color is an irreducible property of bodies. And Locke, who holds that secondary qualities are “powers to produce various sensations in us by their primary qualities, i.e., by the bulk, figure, texture, and motion of their insensible parts” (E 2.8.10), agrees with him on this.

Edwards argues that solidity is just impenetrability, which he calls “resistance” following Samuel Clarke’s terminology rather than Newton’s.13 His reason for equating solidity with impenetrability is that “[a]ll we observe of solidity is that certain parts of space, from whence we receive the ideas of light and colors and a few other sensations, … resist anything coming within them” (The Mind §61, WJE 6:379). This takes us from the folk view of body as something with a full range of primary and secondary qualities to a view of body as essentially extended and impenetrable. The view that the essence of bodies is extension and impenetrability was shared by Clarke, Locke, More, and Newton, among others.14

Edwards argues against this consensus. Extension, he thinks, should not be included in the essence of body. For extension is actually just a mode of impenetrability:


If color exists not out of the mind, then nothing belonging to body exists out of the mind but resistance, which is solidity, and the termination of this resistance with its relations, which is figure, and the communication of this resistance from space to space, which is motion, though the latter are nothing but modes of the former. Therefore, there is nothing out of the mind but resistance.  (The Mind §27, WJE 6:351)



For there to be resistance is for certain regions of space to resist incursion, that is, to be impenetrable. A cubical body a foot long exists, for instance, just in case a cubical region of space with sides one foot long resists incursion. Thus, resistance is the essence of body, and size and shape are its modes:


It is intuitively certain that if solidity be removed from body, nothing is left but empty space. Now in all things whatsoever, that which cannot be removed without removing the whole thing, that thing which is removed is the thing itself; except it be mere circumstance and manner of existence, such as time and place.  (The Mind §61, WJE 6:377)



This argument is supposed to show that the extension of bodies is reducible to resistance. It is not supposed to show that space itself is reducible to resistance. Indeed, at this point Edwards seems to be relying on the existence of some kind of absolute space:


Since … body and solidity are the same, and … resistance or solidity are by the immediate exercise of divine power, it follows that the certain unknown substance, which philosophers used to think subsisted by itself, and stood underneath and kept up solidity and all other properties … is nothing at all distinct from solidity itself; or, if they must needs apply that word to something else that does really and properly subsist by itself and support all properties, they must apply it to the divine Being or power itself.  (“Of Atoms” p2c11, WJE 6:215)



It follows that “the substance of bodies at last becomes either nothing, or nothing but the Deity acting in that particular manner in those parts of space where he thinks fit” (“Of Atoms” p2c11, WJE 6:215). This is reminiscent of a suggestion made by Newton in De Gravitatione, namely, that God might have created bodies by assigning impenetrability to certain regions of space rather than by creating material substances with the property of impenetrability:


God, by the sole action of thinking and willing, can prevent a body from penetrating any space defined by certain limits. If he should exercise this power, and cause some space … to be impervious to bodies and thus stop or reflect light and all impinging things, it seems impossible that we should not consider this space really to be a body.  (Newton 2004, 27–28)



Thus, bodies may be “determined quantities of extension which omnipresent God endows with certain conditions,” such as mobility, impenetrability, and the ability to cause various sense perceptions (Newton 2004, 28). Edwards could not have read De Gravitatione, which was not published until the twentieth century, but he may have known about the view that Newton expressed there. In the Essay, which Edwards knew very well, Newton’s friend Locke suggests that “the Extension of any Body is so much of that infinite Space, as the bulk of that Body takes up” (E 2.15.8:200).15

Substance and Resistance

Newton’s suggestion is a form of materialism without material substance. So is Edwards’s claim that bodies are nothing over and above the impenetrability of certain regions of space. To get from materialism without material substance to full-fledged immaterialism requires one further move, namely, reducing resistance to the direct and immediate exercise of divine power. Edwards carries out this reduction by arguing that resistance cannot exist alone but must be upheld by something else; ruling out the two live options as to what upholds resistance, substratum and space; and concluding that resistance is upheld by God.

But first, why must resistance be upheld by anything at all? Why can’t it exist independently? The reason is that resistance is a property, and, Edwards assumes, properties must always be the properties of some thing. That properties cannot exist independently is an assumption that Edwards shares with almost all of his recent predecessors and contemporaries.16 Edwards thinks that it is “exceeding natural to men,” as well as true, “to suppose that there is some latent substance, or something that is altogether hid, that upholds the properties of bodies” (The Mind §61, WJE 6:380). But he also thinks that most of us have no clear idea of this hidden substratum:


[T]he ideas we have by any of our senses: color, or visible extension and figure … and … the sensible qualities we have by other senses, as … solidity … and … extension and figure…. [T]hat there should be any substance entirely distinct from any or all of these is utterly inconceivable. For if we exclude all color, solidity, or conceivable extension, dimensions and figure, what is there left that we conceive of? Is there not a removal in our minds of all existence, and a perfect emptiness of everything?  (Misc. 1340; WJE 23.363)



When we subtract from our notion of body all the primary and secondary qualities, we are left with only the empty notion of a “certain unknown substance, which philosophers used to think subsisted by itself, and stood underneath and kept up solidity and all other properties, which they used to say it was impossible for a man to have an idea of” (“Of Atoms,” WJE 6:215–216).

Edwards may have gotten this conception of substratum from Locke, for example, at E 2.23.1. He may also have gotten it from More, who articulates the substratum conception of substance in The Immortality of the Soul:


The Subject, or naked Essence or Substance of a thing, is utterly unconceivable to any of our Faculties…. For the evidencing of this Truth, there needs nothing more then a silent appeal to a mans owne Mind, if he do not find it so; and that if he take away all Aptitudes, Operations, Properties and Modifications from a Subject, that his conception thereof vanishes into nothing, but into the Idea of a mere Undiversificated Substance; so that one Substance is not then distinguishable from another, but onely from Accidents or Modes, to which properly belongs no subsistence.  (More 1987 [1659], 62)



Berkeley, too, entertains worries about the notion that primary and secondary qualities inhere in some material substratum. He insists that when philosophers speak of substratum,


they have no other meaning annexed to those sounds but the idea of being in general, together with the relative notion of its supporting accidents. The general idea of being appears to me the most abstract and incomprehensible of all other; and as for its supporting accidents, this … cannot be understood in the common sense of those words; it must therefore be taken in some other sense, but what that is they do not explain.  (PHK 17:46–47)



Edwards goes in a rather different direction. He argues that we cannot conceive of the property-less substratum that matter is supposed to be—but nor can we conceive of a property-like resistance existing without any support. Belief in a material substratum is confused, but it is not entirely misguided:


The reason why it is so exceeding natural to men to suppose that there is some latent substance, or something that is altogether hid, that upholds the properties of bodies, is because all see at first sight that the properties of bodies are such as need some cause that shall every moment have influence to their continuance, as well as a cause of their first existence. All therefore agree that there is something that is there, and upholds these properties; and it is most true, there undoubtedly is. But men are wont to content themselves in saying merely that it is something; but that “something” is he by whom all things consist.  (The Mind §61, WJE 6:380)



The general idea of being is not abstract and incomprehensible for Edwards, as it is for Berkeley—it is the idea of God: “When we speak of being in general, we may be understood [to speak] of the divine Being” (The Mind §8, WJE 6:363). When we finally understand what the hidden substance that upholds the properties of bodies is like, we see that it must be God. No other support is conceivable, and no other support is necessary.

The notion of upholding that Edwards appeals to here is one of the key notions in his metaphysics, and it does a great deal of work for him. That x upholds y seems to mean both that x causes y and that y inheres in x. When philosophers suppose that material substance upholds resistance, they are thinking of what upholds bodies as what bodies inhere in. But talk of the “cause that shall … have influence to their continuance, as well as … their first existence” is talk of what causes them. In Edwards’s tradition, the efficient cause of properties is not usually equated with the substance those properties inhere in. Typically, in fact, the efficient cause is something other than the subject. When ball B has the property of motion as a result of being hit by ball A, the motion inheres in B but is caused by A.

We will see later that in his final metaphysics, Edwards has principled reasons for equating inhering in and being caused by. At this point, we can simply understand being upheld by as a generic form of dependence.

Gravity and Resistance

Edwards also offers a second reason to think that resistance cannot be grounded in bare substratum. Making sense of it will require a bit of background.

Like his European contemporaries, Edwards was highly impressed by Newton’s physics and optics. Again like them, he was concerned about the ontology of gravity and suspicious of distance forces, finding the notion of action at a distance absurd. (Indeed, as we will see, Edwards took such suspicion much further than anyone else.) One way in which philosophers tried to assuage their worries about action at a distance was by insisting that bodies gravitate toward each other because of God’s direct intervention in the created world, rather than because of some essential property of matter. Edwards endorses this attempt, writing that “it is universally allowed that gravity depends immediately on the divine influence” (Things to Be Considered an[d] Written Fully About §23[a], WJE 6:234–235). The universality claim is an exaggeration, but the view was indeed common. For instance, the first American member of the Royal Society, Cotton Mather—one of Edwards’s chief intellectual forebears—wrote:


Very various have been the Sentiments of the Curious, what Cause there should be assign’d for this great and catholic Affection of Matter, the Vis Centripeta…. ’Tis enough to me what that incomparable Mathematician, Dr. Halley, has declar’d upon it: That, after all, Gravity … must be religiously resolv’d into the immediate Will of our most wise creator, who, by appointing this Law, through the material World, keeps all Bodies in their proper Places and Stations. (Mather 1994 [1721], 90)17



Edwards argues that if we attribute gravity to direct divine intervention, we should also attribute solidity or resistance to direct divine intervention. After all, both gravity and solidity are “essential and primary qualities” (Things to Be Considered an[d] Written Fully About, long series §31, WJE 6:290).18 So “why is it not every whit as reasonable that we should ascribe this action or effect [resistance] to the influence of some agent, as that other action or effect we call gravity” (The Mind §61, WJE 6:378)? The laws according to which both gravity and solidity behave are “arbitrary”:


It was before agreed on all hands that there is something there that supports that resistance. It must be granted now that that something is a being that acts there…. For that being that lays an arrest on bodies in motion, and immediately stops them when they come to such limits and bounds, certainly does as much as that being that sets a body in motion that was before at rest. Now this being, acting altogether of itself, producing new effects that are perfectly arbitrary, and that are no way necessary of themselves, must be intelligent and voluntary. There is no reason in the nature of the thing itself why a body, when set in motion, should stop at such limits more than at any other. It must therefore be some arbitrary, active and voluntary being that determines it.  (The Mind §61, WJE 6:378)



Calling the laws arbitrary implies, at the least, that they are contingent. Given the principle of sufficient reason, to which Edwards, like most of his contemporaries, is committed,19 there must be some explanation of why these laws obtain rather than some other laws. And the only explanation available is that some agent, namely, God, chose these laws rather than some other laws. Thus, resistance must be upheld by an “arbitrary, active and voluntary being,” namely, God.

Space

In Edwards’s youth, he followed More’s view of space: “[S]pace is necessary, eternal, infinite and omnipresent. But I had as good speak plain; I have already said as much as that space is God” (“Of Being,” WJE 6:203).20 If space is God, then the view that resistance is upheld by God could still be a form of materialism. But Edwards gave up the view that space is God quite early, in favor of a view of space as ideal.

There are several reasons why Edwards gave up the view that resistance inheres in a space that is equated with God. One reason is that he came to think that there is something incoherent about the notion of a world of nothing but powers, with no categorical properties to ground them:


Let us suppose two globes only existing, and no mind. There is nothing there, ex confesso, but resistance. That is, there is such a law that the space within the limits of a globular figure shall resist. Therefore there is nothing there but a power, or an establishment. And if there be any resistance really out of the mind, one power and establishment must resist another establishment and law of resistance, which is exceedingly ridiculous. (The Mind §27, WJE 6:351)21



In contrast, “it is easy to conceive of resistance as a mode of an idea,” that is, “to conceive of such a power or constant manner of stopping or resisting a color.” Thus, Edwards concludes, “[t]he world is … an ideal one” (The Mind §27, WJE 6:351).

A second reason that Edwards gave up the view that resistance inheres in space is that he came to think—in yet another strikingly Berkeleyan moment—that we cannot conceive of space without the things in it: “The idea we have of space, and what we call by that name, is only colored space, and is entirely taken out of the mind if color be taken away; and so all that we call extension, motion and figure is gone if color is gone” (The Mind §13, WJE 6:343–344). This makes space depend on the existence of the things within it. And since God’s existence is not supposed to depend on the existence of the things he created, this rules out equating space with God.

Immaterialism, Occasionalism, and Monism

For Edwards, immaterialism was a phase, a step on the way toward a more radically parsimonious metaphysics. This metaphysics can be summed up by five fundamental principles.22 First, no created things have powers. And since causing requires exerting power, on Edwards’s view, it follows that “all natural operations are done immediately by God” (Misc. 64, WJE 13:235).23 What we take to be causes are mere “occasions. God produces all effects … according to fixed, determinate and unchangeable rules, which are called the laws of nature” (Misc. 628, WJE 18:157).

Second, there is no action at a distance: “[N]o cause can produce effects in a time and place in which itself is not … nothing can exert itself, or operate, when and where it is not existing” (Original Sin §4.3, WJE 3:400). Edwards motivates this principle via the worries about distance forces we have already seen: “’Tis the same thing that distant existence as to place should have influence on bodies, as in gravity, as that existence distant as to time, being past, should have influence on its present existence” (Things to Be Considered an[d] Written Fully About §61, WJE 6:257). The extension of the no-action-at-a-distance principle from space to time is, as far as I know, unique to Edwards, although other early moderns held that all causation is simultaneous for different reasons.24

Third, there are no created substances: God is the only substance. In the early modern period, this form of monism was most commonly associated with Spinoza.25 But the Puritan Edwards’s God is nothing like Spinoza’s God. For Edwards, the one substance is a personal God—an “intelligent willing agent such as our souls, only without our imperfections, and not some inconceivable, unintelligent, necessary agent” (Misc. 383, WJE 13:452).

Fourth, God maintains the world in existence at each moment. It is “generally allowed” and “certainly true” that “God not only created all things … but continually preserves them” (Original Sin §4.3, WJE 3:400). And, Edwards argues, “God’s upholding created substance, or causing its existence in each successive moment, is altogether equivalent to an immediate production out of nothing, at each moment” (Original Sin §4.3, WJE 3:402).

Finally, nothing endures through time; that is, nothing persists through time by being wholly present at each moment of its existence. In fact, I think, Edwards holds that nothing persists through time in any way.26 However, some people read him instead as offering a four-dimensionalist account of persistence.27

In various places, Edwards attempts to derive the view that nothing persists from his version of the doctrine of continual creation. Since “we are anew created every moment,” he argues, it follows that “we are not the same we were in times past” (Misc. 18, WJE 13:210). This requires a bit of background. The vast majority of Christian philosophers held, for theological reasons, that God must conserve the world in existence at each moment—that is, perform some act in order to keep it in existence. Many philosophers, including Descartes, Malebranche, Leibniz, and numerous others, held that the act of conservation is in some sense equivalent to the act of creation, so that conservation amounts to continual creation. Beyond this consensus, there was significant, detailed, and wide-ranging dispute over what the equivalence between creation and conservation amounts to. Edwards’s conception of what the equivalence between creation and conservation amounts to is extremely strong, perhaps stronger than that of any other early modern philosopher. On his view, creation and conservation do not merely require the same power: they differ “only circumstantially” (Original Sin §4.3, WJE 3:402). Whether an act counts as creation or conservation depends on whether what it produces resembles something that existed a moment before.

These five principles together amount to a picture of a world that is radically dependent on God. Bodies are not substances and do not have causal powers and do not endure. Minds are not substances and do not have causal powers and do not endure. God is “as it were the only substance, or rather, the perfection and steadfastness of his knowledge, wisdom, power, and will” (“Notes on Knowledge and Existence,” WJE 6:398). God is “the sum of all being” and “all things are in him” (End of Creation §1.4, WJE 8:462).28 The immaterialist Edwards claimed that “bodies … are but the shadows of beings” (The Mind §62, WJE 6:380). The later Edwards extended the claim: “[T]he whole outward creation … is but the shadows of being” (Misc. 362, WJE 13:434).

Immaterialism served as a stepping stone on the way toward these principles for Edwards, logically as well as developmentally. For his immaterialism included restricted versions of all five of these principles. According to Edwards’s immaterialism, there is no space, and hence no action at a spatial distance. According to Edwards’s immaterialism, bodies are not substances but actions, and thus they are not the kind of thing that can endure. Less obviously, bodies so understood do not have causal powers: they are simply an expression of God’s causal power, renewed at each moment.29

Conclusion

A number of lines of thought motivated Edwards’s move from immaterialism to the denial of all created substance. Here, I will just consider one such line of thought—a line that is very striking from the point of view of Berkeley. It can be summed up concisely, in a brief objection and reply:


[T]here is no such thing as material substance truly and properly distinct from all those that are called sensible qualities. Material substance. Answer to that objection, that then we have no evidence of immaterial substance. Answer: True, for this is what is supposed, that all existence is perception. What we call body is nothing but a particular mode of perception; and what we call spirit is nothing but a composition and series of perceptions connected by such wonderful methods and laws.  (“Notes on Knowledge and Existence,” WJE 6:398)



Thus, “it is laws that constitute all permanent being in created things, both corporeal and spiritual” (“Plan for a Treatise” §31, WJE 6:391).

The contrast with Berkeley is obvious. In Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, Berkeley’s foil Hylas asks: “[I]f you can conceive the mind of God without having an idea of it, why may not I be allowed to conceive the existence of matter, notwithstanding that I have no idea of it?” (DHP 231). Why doesn’t everything Berkeley says against matter apply equally to minds? Philonous, representing Berkeley himself, concedes that he has no idea of any finite spirit, but insists:


I do nevertheless know, that I who am a spirit or thinking substance, exist as certainly as I know my ideas exist. Farther, I know what I mean by the terms I and myself; and I know this immediately, or intuitively, though I do not perceive it as I perceive a triangle, a colour, or a sound.  (DHP 231)



Elsewhere, Berkeley refers to this sort of knowledge in terms of notions. I have a notion of my own mind, and derivatively of other minds as well (PHK 27:52).

In this way, Berkeley managed to avoid the slide from denying the existence of material substance to denying the existence of created substance in generally. Edwards did not, and there is no reason to think he tried: in fact, he seems to have embraced the denial of created substance. Why do Berkeley and Edwards differ so dramatically here?

One underlying difference is theological. Like virtually all Christian philosophers, both are committed to the world’s dependence on God. But they understand what that dependence amounts to rather differently, and only Edwards supposes that the world’s dependence on God rules out its substantiality. The demotion of created minds may seem to cause difficulties understanding central doctrines such as human freedom and the immortality of the soul, doctrines to which Edwards, like Berkeley, is committed.30 But Edwards thinks that these difficulties can be surmounted and that the theological benefit is well worth the price.31

An equally important difference concerns the deliverances of reflection. At least in some passages, Berkeley holds that we experience not only our own perceptions but our minds themselves.32 This gives us both a way of thinking about created minds and evidence that created minds exist. In contrast, Edwards, who distinguishes simple and complex ideas and holds that all simple ideas are acquired in sensation and reflection, thinks we have no cognitive access to created minds.33 He also thinks we have no evidence of the existence of created minds. Since they are not the kind of thing that can be sensed, if we had a simple idea of created minds, we would have to have acquired that idea through reflection. But Edwards thinks it is impossible to acquire an idea of created minds distinct from their ideas through reflection, because he denies that we experience a self that is distinct from our perceptions. When the mind is “perceiving what is in itself,” it perceives “its ideas, actions, passions, and everything that is there perceivable” (The Mind §16, WJE 6:345). We do not perceive a mind distinct from our ideas.

Why can’t our idea of created minds be a complex idea, made up of simple ideas acquired through sensation or reflection or some combination of the two? The short answer is that no collection of simple ideas will do the trick. One possibility is that we think about our own minds by thinking about God’s mind and trying to conceive of a finite version of it. The problem is that when we do that, nothing is left: “[T]he divine Being … is an infinite being. Therefore, all others must necessarily be considered as nothing” (The Mind §45, WJE 6:363).

Another possibility is that we think about our own minds by thinking of that which upholds our various ideas. But here we find ourselves in the same place we ended up in when we thought about what might uphold resistance. When we tried to figure out what the thing that upholds resistance is like, we ended up thinking about God. When we try to determine what upholds the various ideas, actions, and passions we perceive, again we end up thinking about God.

This is as it should be, on Edwards’s view. It may seem odd to twenty-first-century readers to worry that Berkeley allowed too much independence and reality to the world God created. However, this is precisely how it would have appeared to Edwards.

Notes

1. PHKI 4:26.

2. See the next section.

3. To be fair, they weight the various alleged advantages of immaterialism differently. Berkeley emphasizes that immaterialism refutes skepticism and atheism, while Edwards emphasizes that adopting immaterialism heightens our sense of complete dependence on God. This is a major theme of his work, perhaps the major theme.

4. All references to Edwards’s works will be to Edwards 1957, the 73-volume Works of Jonathan Edwards (hereafter WJE), cited by work, volume, and page. For recentering our metaphysics and vision of the world on God: Misc. 267, WJE 13:363. For making skepticism impossible: The Mind §28, WJE 6:351. For providing an adequate metaphysical grounding for science: The Mind §34, WJE 6:353.

5. All dates rely on the editors of the WJE.

6. “Notes on Knowledge and Existence,” written shortly before Edwards’s death in 1758, contains what seems to be his last statement of immaterialism: “What we call body is nothing but a particular mode of perception” (WJE 6:398).

7. For Edwards, see The Mind §34, WJE 6:353. For Berkeley, see PHK 82:76.

8. See Wallace Anderson’s introduction to Edwards’s Scientific and Philosophical Writings (WJE 6:76–79) and Marsden (2003, 73).

9. According to his “Catalogue of Books” (WJE 26), Edwards later read, or at least intended to read, Berkeley’s A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, and Alciphron (entries 318, 319, and 350). He also owned and frequently lent out The Ladies Library, compiled by Berkeley, although there is no reason to think he knew of Berkeley’s involvement (WJE 6:193–194n6).

10. Edwards’s favorite early modern text seems to have been Cudworth’s The True Intellectual System of the Universe, which he quotes at great length (see, for example, Misc. 1352, WJE 23:640–673). According to the “Catalogue,” he read, or at least intended to read, Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary (entries 236 and 414), Descartes’s Discourse on Method (408); Hutcheson (410); Moses Maimonides (268); Malebranche (130, 303); as well as Norris (26); Collier (664); Michel de Montaigne (131); Newton’s Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica and Opticks (63, 194), as well as his theological writings (373, 393); and Newtonians like Willem ’s Gravesande (311), Jacques Rohault (70), and Francis van Helmont (75). But his two biggest influences were Locke, whose An Essay Concerning Human Understanding occasioned the series of notes The Mind (Hopkins 1804, 3; “Catalogue,” 15, 209, 219, 344, 353, 363), and More (WJE 6:21–24; WJE 26:5).

11. It is certainly not his only argument. Another line of thought that comes up often is that “it doth grate upon the mind, to think that something should be from all eternity, and nothing all the while be conscious of it” (“Of Being,” WJE 6:203204). The point is that a world composed only of unthinking things would lack any meaning. See Winkler (2011) for an analysis of Edwards’s various arguments for immaterialism, including the line of argument discussed here.

12. Elsewhere, Edwards seems to endorse something like the Lockean view of color: “When we say that grass is green, all that we can be supposed to mean by it is, that in a constant course, when we see grass, the idea of green is excited with it” (The Mind §19, WJE 6:346).

13. See, for example, Clarke (1998 [1705], §3): “Tangibility or resistance (which is what mathematicians very properly call vis inertiae) is essential to matter, otherwise the word matter will have no determinate signification.”

14. Clarke (1998 [1705], §10); Locke, E 2.13.11–12: 171-172; More (1987 [1659], §1.2.11); Newton (1999 [1687], 796). Edwards does not engage with the view that matter is essentially just extension, most famously advocated by Descartes, probably because the extension and impenetrability view had become the consensus view of the English-speaking philosophical world by the time he wrote.

15. Reid (2003, 288).

16. I say almost all, because Hume is an exception (see, for example, THN 1.4.3.7:146–147). Along with the obvious theological differences, this is a main source of divergence between Hume and Edwards. Reid (2006) makes the case for a strong similarity between Hume and Edwards.

17. Mather relies on an argument he attributes to Clarke: because gravity is proportional to the “solid Content” of bodies, rather than to their surfaces, its cause must be something that “penetrates the very Substance of all Bodies, and continually puts forth in them a Force or Power entirely different from that by which Matter acts,” namely, God (Mather 1994 [1721], 90). Edwards knew Mather and referred to several of his books, although not this one.

18. He allows that there is some difference between the two cases: solidity is essential to the “very existence” of body, whereas gravity is essential to the “harmonious existence” of body (Things to Be Considered an[d] Written Fully About, long series §31, WJE 6:290). But because “God doth all things according to the exactest harmony” (Misc. 99, WJE 13:238), this difference is insignificant.

19. Commitment to the principle of sufficient reason appears in many of Edwards’s works, in many different contexts, for example, The Mind §54, WJE 6:370; Misc. 91, WJE 13:254; Misc. 880, WJE 20:122; and Freedom of the Will §4.13, WJE 1:424. Edwards holds that the principle of sufficient reason is self-evident.

20. See More (1995 [1697], chap. 8) for similar claims and a similar argument.

21. See Schmidt (1988) for a full discussion of this passage.

22. LoLordo (2016) provides details.

23. For the claim that causing requires exerting power, see, for example, Misc. 1154, WJE 23:57. However, in Freedom of the Will 2.3, Edwards distinguishes between a strict sense in which causing requires “a positive efficiency or influence to produce the thing,” and a loose sense in which it just requires counterfactual dependence (WJE 1:177–180). This allows him to argue against Arminian conceptions of human freedom as uncaused causality without simply insisting on something nobody tempted by Arminianism would accept, namely, that the will lacks all causal power.

24. See, for example, Hobbes (1981 [1655], §2.9.5), who argues that the effect is produced at the same time as the cause, “[f]or if it were not produced, something requisite to its production would be absent, and thus it would not be the entire cause, as was supposed.” Notice that this principle would not rule out God acting on the material world, although it might require holding that God is substantially present always and everywhere as well as virtually present always and everywhere. See Newton’s “General Scholium” to the Principia (1999 [1687], 942) for the distinction, along with a claim that God is substantially present everywhere. This principle also would not by itself rule out mind acting on body, since it was commonly held that spirits have spatial location (see, for example, Locke, E 2.23.19; Bayle 1991 [1697], note F, “Simonides”).

25. Edwards does not seem to have understood Spinoza all that well: he describes him as holding “that God may have a body; or rather, that the universe, or the matter of the universe, is God” (Misc. 1233, WJE 23:166). See also Misc. 1297, WJE 23:242.

26. See LoLordo (2014) for the argument.

27. A four-dimensionalist account of persistence is one on which things extend through time by having different temporal parts at different moments, in something like the same way that things extend through space by having different spatial parts at different points in space. The contrast is with three-dimensionalist accounts of persistence, which hold that things persist through time by being wholly present at each moment of their existence. For four-dimensionalist readings of Edwards, see Chisholm (1976, 139) and Johnston (2010, 123). The denial of endurance is motivated at least in part by Edwards’s attempt to defend the doctrine of original sin, conceived as the view that Adam’s sin can be imputed to all his descendants—all human beings—in such a way that they can be held morally responsible for it. An obvious objection is that I cannot be responsible for Adam’s sin because I am not Adam. Edwards’s reply is that I am not the person who was sitting here a minute ago, either. But everyone agrees that I can be held responsible for what that person did—and so nobody should worry that an agent cannot be responsible for an action performed by someone other than her (Original Sin §4.3, WJE 3:395–397).

28. Wainwright (2020) offers a deflationary reading of this: “Edwards means that God’s decrees are the only cause of an entity’s being and characteristics. He isn’t a pantheist because the relation between God and the world is construed as a relation between a creative volition and its immediate effects. Edwards’ model is not a whole and its parts, or a substance … and its properties, or an essence and its accidents, but agent causality.” This is structurally similar to Curley’s (1969) explanation of the relation between God and his modes in Spinoza and has many of the same disadvantages.

29. Freedom of the Will §2.1, WJE 1:171–172: “[A]ctions are to be ascribed to agents, and not properly to the powers of agents; which improper way of speaking leads to many mistakes, and much confusion, as Mr. Locke observes.”

30. Denying that created minds or human beings have causal powers may seem to make it unfair of God to hold us morally responsible for what appear to be our actions. Denying that created minds or human beings are substances may seem to raise difficulties explaining what the persistence of a human being consists in.

31. In Original Sin, Edwards provides an account of persistence that is supposed to have the added benefit of explaining how we can persist without being substances. Genuine freedom is somewhat more difficult.

32. This comes out most clearly in the Third Dialogue, where Philonous says that he knows himself immediately “by a reflex act” (DHP 232) and insists: “I … am conscious of my own being” (DHP 233). These remarks are in tension with the claim in the Principles that “spirit … cannot be of it self perceived, but only by the effects which it produceth” (PHK 27:52).

33. The distinction between simple and complex ideas plays an important role in Edwards’s religious epistemology: experience of the divine provides us with new simple ideas, which serve as a helpful tool for distinguishing genuine from spurious religious experience (Religious Affections §3.1, WJE 2:201).
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Chapter 31

Berkeley and Hume

Jennifer Smalligan Marušić

In the published works of David Hume (1711–1776), there are only three explicit references to Berkeley, all in footnotes. Moreover, Berkeley is absent from the list of philosophers Hume credits with applying the new methods of natural philosophy to moral philosophy. In fact, the textual evidence of Hume’s engagement with Berkeley’s thought is slight enough that a few decades ago there was a lively debate about whether or not Hume had read Berkeley at all, or whether he had merely learned something about Berkeley from other sources.

The titles of the papers tell the story of how the debate unfolded. In 1959, Richard Popkin published a paper entitled “Did Hume Ever Read Berkeley?” and suggested that the answer to this question is no. Popkin held that everything Hume seems to know about Berkeley might have been garnered from other sources. This surprising position prompted critical replies by Ernest Mossner (1959) and Philip Wiener (1959) and a defensive one by Antony Flew (1961).

In 1964, Popkin conceded the point in his article “So, Hume Did Read Berkeley.” The decisive evidence was the discovery of a letter in a museum in Krakow; Hume’s nephew had given the letter to Princess Izabela Czartoryska. Hume wrote the letter, addressed to Michael Ramsey, in 1737. In it, Hume recommends Malebranche’s The Search After Truth (1674), Berkeley’s A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1701), “some of the more metaphysical articles” in Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary (1991 [1697]), and (almost as an afterthought) Descartes’s Meditations on First Philosophy (1641) as the most important works for understanding the “metaphysical parts” of Hume’s thought. Not only did Hume read Berkeley, he listed Berkeley’s Principles as among the most important works for understanding his metaphysical system.

Still, this wasn’t entirely the end of the debate. In 1967, Roland Hall wrote a paper asking, “Did Hume Read Some Berkeley Unawares?”; in 1969, Graham Conroy asked, “Did Hume Really Follow Berkeley?”; and, finally, in 1985, Phillip Cummins wondered “How Hume Read Berkeley.” Colin Turbayne (1985, 263) quipped, “It is strange that perhaps the most controversial question in Berkeleyan studies in recent years has been whether Hume read Berkeley.”

The debate does not seem to have lasted so long merely because it concerned a factual question, one that was conclusively settled by the discovery of the letter in Krakow. Rather, the debate lasted because Popkin challenged what he took to be the received view of Hume’s debt to Berkeley: that Hume is the successor to Berkeley and Berkeley is the successor to Locke. Popkin suggested that it is more fruitful to read Hume in light of Malebranche and Bayle, among others, than Berkeley. Popkin objected not just to what he saw as the tendency to read Hume as uniquely influenced by Berkeley, but by the general tendency to read the British Empiricists as a philosophical school largely impervious to outside influence. In recent years, Hume’s readers have taken care to attend to influences other than Locke and Berkeley, though doing this doesn’t require denying that Berkeley, like Locke, is still an important influence on Hume’s thought.

Indeed, the legacy of this debate about Berkeley’s influence on Hume is a puzzle: on the one hand, we know now that Hume recommended the Principles as one of the key works for understanding his metaphysical thought, but on the other hand, Hume seems to be very little concerned with many of the metaphysical issues that are of paramount importance to Berkeley. As we will see, Hume expresses agreement with Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas, but seems not to appreciate the significance that Berkeley thought this rejection carried. Hume’s response to Berkeley’s anti-materialism seems to be one of intentional non-engagement: he denies that the question of whether bodies are material or immaterial is genuinely meaningful. Moreover, Hume seems to deny Berkeley’s “esse is percipi” (to be is to be perceived) principle, since Hume insists that, in the only sense in which the question of whether something is a substance is meaningful, perceptions themselves count as substances. Finally, Hume denies that we can make genuine sense of the claim that our minds are immaterial substances.

I will argue in this chapter that Hume’s engagement with Berkeley’s views about abstraction explains both much of Berkeley’s influence on Hume and Hume’s wariness of many of Berkeley’s metaphysical theses. We will begin, therefore, with looking at Hume’s and Berkeley’s views about abstraction and meaning. We will then explore how Hume’s views about abstraction and meaning help explain his responses to key Berkeleyan theses, including anti-materialism, the esse is percipi principle, the likeness principle, the commitment to an ontology of immaterial substances and ideas that depend on substances, the heterogeneity thesis, and, finally, the view that the visible world is a divine language.

Abstraction and Meaning

The only explicit reference to Berkeley in Hume’s A Treatise of Human Nature (1739) occurs at the beginning of Hume’s chapter “Of Abstract Ideas,” where he introduces the question of whether there are genuinely abstract ideas by claiming,


A great philosopher has disputed the receiv’d opinion in this particular, and has asserted, that all general ideas are nothing but particular ones, annexed to a certain term, which gives them a more extensive signification, and makes them recall upon occasion other individuals, which are similar to them. As I look upon this to be one of the greatest and most valuable discoveries that has been made of late years in the republic of letters, I shall here endeavour to confirm it …  (THN 1.1.7.1:17)



Hume, like Berkeley, denies that our ability to think thoughts with general content, thoughts about a type of thing, is a matter of our having abstract ideas. An abstract idea would be one that represents a type of thing in virtue of being intrinsically general or indeterminate. Berkeley distinguishes between three types of abstract ideas. The first are ideas of particular, determinate qualities, like an idea of a particular shade of red. This idea would count as abstract because the quality of color needs to be abstracted or separated from other qualities with which it co-occurs in our sensory experience; thus, the mind allegedly separates the color from the shape in, say, the experience of a red hexagon and forms the idea of the color without the shape. Such an abstract idea would represent all instances of this fully determinate quality, regardless of shape, because the idea itself would have no shape.

Abstract ideas of the second sort represent determinable qualities, rather than determinate ones. The idea of red in general represents all the determinate shades of red, and does so in virtue of being intrinsically general or indeterminate; the idea itself is supposed to be red without being any particular shade of red. The third sort of abstract ideas represent types of things, from triangles to apples. These ideas represent types of things that have a variety of qualities and may vary significantly. The abstract idea of an apple would represent red, yellow, and green apples, in virtue of being intrinsically indeterminate with respect to color.

Both Hume and Berkeley hold that ideas represent in part in virtue of what they are like, or what properties the ideas themselves have. Both assume that an idea of red is itself red and an idea of a triangle is itself triangular. This helps explain why they hold that abstract ideas are impossible: if an idea represents brick red in virtue of being brick red, then it seems that an idea that represents the determinable red is itself only determinably red. But it seems impossible for anything to be only determinably red.

One might suspect that Hume and Berkeley both assume that ideas are images and that this explains why they reject the possibility of abstract ideas. Images, it seems, must be fully determinate. However, this leaves open the possibility of rejecting the assumption that ideas are imagistic and thereby holding on to abstract, though non-imagistic ideas. Kenneth Winkler (1989, 30–31) suggests a deeper reason for denying that there are abstract ideas, which we find expressed in both Berkeley and Hume. This is the thought that whatever is impossible in the world outside our minds is also impossible in thought. As Hume puts it, “every thing in nature is individual…. If this [that is, something’s being indeterminate in nature] be absurd in fact and reality, it must also be absurd in idea” (THN 1.1.7.6:18). Whatever exists outside the mind is fully determinate, so our ideas must be, too. Thus, our ideas do not represent generally in virtue of being intrinsically indeterminate.

One could accept this principle without holding that ideas are themselves imagistic. While both Hume and Berkeley seem to assume that ideas are imagistic in the sense that they represent sensible qualities like color and shape in virtue of being colored and shaped, it is worth emphasizing that the denial of abstraction doesn’t depend on this. The possibility principle implies that, whatever ideas or concepts are—whether they are rules, abilities, signs, or images—they do not represent a general type of thing or type of quality in virtue of being intrinsically indeterminate.

Hume, like Berkeley, holds that thinking a thought with general content is a matter of considering a particular idea in a special way, rather than having genuinely abstract ideas. Thus, whether I think about all triangles or about all scalene triangles, I might have in mind the very same idea of a fully particular scalene triangle, but this idea may be made to stand for different classes of objects. While Berkeley and Hume agree that the very same idea can be used to represent different groups, it is less clear how closely Hume intends his explanation of how this happens to follow Berkeley’s. In particular, Hume’s explanation appeals to the association of ideas: my idea of a particular scalene triangle represents all triangles because I associate the idea with the word “triangle” and lots of other ideas of triangles, including equilateral and isosceles ones. The same idea would represent scalene triangles if I associated it with the word “scalene triangle” and lots of other ideas of scalene triangles, but no equilateral or isosceles ones. Berkeley claims that ideas can be “made to represent or stand for all other particular ideas of the same sort” (PHKI 12:32). Perhaps Hume saw himself as providing an associationist explanation of how it is that an idea can be made to represent particular ideas of a sort, or perhaps he saw his explanation as an alternative to Berkeley’s.

While this might mark a difference in how Hume and Berkeley explain our capacity to think general thoughts, there is a deeper and much more important difference just around the corner. Even though Hume claims that Berkeley’s discovery is one of the most important in recent years, he does not share Berkeley’s views about why it is a significant discovery. Berkeley, in developing his argument against abstraction, offers a diagnosis for why philosophers, Locke foremost among them, have thought that there must be abstract ideas. Berkeley claims that the culprit is the assumption that words have meaning by signifying ideas. He writes: “[’T]is thought that every name hath, or ought to have, one only precise and settled signification …. And that it is by the mediation of these abstract ideas, that a general name comes to signify any particular thing” (PHKI 18:36). Thus, because “triangle” has a general meaning and can be predicated truly of all and only triangles, it must get its meaning by standing for an idea that itself has general content and accurately represents all and only triangles. An idea that accurately represents all and only triangles must be triangular, but somehow not be scalene, isosceles, or equilateral (PHKI 13:33).1

Hume, despite his expressed agreement with Berkeley’s position, holds on to the Lockean view that words have meaning only by signifying ideas. Indeed, Hume makes it a test of the meaningfulness of words that they stand for ideas. Thus, early in the Treatise, Hume argues that our only idea of substance is “of a collection of particular qualities” since we have no other impressions from which we could form an idea of substance (THN 1.1.6.1:16). He then infers from this that the word “substance” can only mean “a collection a particular qualities,” since this is the only idea that could give the word meaning. This inference, however, assumes that words are meaningful only if they stand for ideas, and that the meaning of a word is a function of the idea (or collection of ideas) that the word stands for.

Hume states the point most forcefully in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding: “When we entertain, therefore, any suspicion that a philosophical term is employed without any meaning or idea (as is but too frequent), we need but enquire, from what impression is that supposed idea derived? And if it be impossible to assign any, this will serve to confirm our suspicion” (EHU 2,9:99). Thus, Hume insists that, if there is no impression or impressions from which we can derive an alleged idea, we have no such idea. And if we have no such idea, the philosophical term that is thought to be associated with the alleged idea has no genuine meaning.

In other words, Hume holds what Berkeley insists is a bad theory of meaning, and he uses it to develop a test of meaningfulness, which he then wields against various metaphysical claims. Does Hume realize that he parts ways with Berkeley here? It is possible that Hume fails to appreciate this disagreement, since, in the Principles, Berkeley doesn’t very clearly commit himself to the view that words can be meaningful without standing for ideas at all. However, Berkeley does at least lay the groundwork for this view. He insists, first, that words can signify “indifferently a great number of particular ideas” (PHKI 18:36). Second, he insists that communicating our ideas is not the only aim of communication: “There are other ends, as the raising of some passion, the exciting to, or deterring from an action, the putting the mind in some particular disposition” (PHKI 20:37). He argues that sometimes these communicative ends can be met without communicating ideas; for example, the phrase “Aristotle hath said it” can be used to dispose the hearer to accept something, simply in virtue of “the deference and submission which custom has annexed to that name” (PHKI 20:38). In such cases, the communicative goal behind the use of the phrase can be accomplished without either the speaker or the hearer forming an idea of Aristotle at all. Third, Berkeley observes that very often we can reason using words without calling to mind ideas. He writes: “[I]n reading and discoursing, names being for the most part used as letters are in algebra, in which though a particular quantity be marked by each letter, yet to proceed right it is not requisite that in every step each letter suggest to your thoughts, that particular quantity it was appointed to stand for” (PHKI 19:37).

Here Berkeley explains how communication can successfully occur without either the speaker or the listener calling to mind any idea that is a word’s meaning. But he doesn’t explicitly take the further step of insisting that a word can be meaningful without standing for any idea at all. Even in the algebra analogy, Berkeley seems to suggest that words do stand for ideas, just as quantities are “marked” by variables, but we don’t need to call to mind these ideas in order to reason properly using the words. Nevertheless, these examples suggest a more radical view: that words could have meaning merely in virtue of their role in a certain kind of discourse, such as being used for some communicative goal other than the communication of ideas.2

Berkeley returns to this theme in Alciphron 7, and here he does seem to endorse the more radical view. Again, Berkeley, in the guise of Euphranor, begins by pointing out that the meaningful use of words does not require that the words actually excite ideas in either the speaker’s or the hearer’s mind, “it being sufficient that we have it in our power to substitute things or ideas for their signs when there is occasion” (Alc 7,5:292). However, it is worth noting that both Locke and Hume agree with this. Berkeley, however, goes on to make a more radical suggestion: “[T]here may be another use of words … to wit, the influencing our conduct and actions, which may be done either by forming rules for us to act by, or by raising certain passions, dispositions, and emotions in our minds. A discourse, therefore, that directs how to act or excite to the doing or forbearance of an action may, it seems, be useful and significant, although the words whereof it is composed should not bring each a distinct idea into our minds” (Alc 7,5:292). Here the requirement that there is a power to bring to mind an idea is dropped. Words, Berkeley suggests, can be meaningful because they serve to excite passions or dispositions or actions immediately, without any need for ideas at all.

Berkeley then appeals to the likeness principle, that an idea can only be like an idea, and the claim that minds are not in any way like ideas, to insist that some words are meaningful without standing for ideas. Euphranor continues: “An agent therefore, an active mind or spirit, cannot be an idea, or like an idea. Whence it should seem to follow that those words which denote an active principle, soul, or spirit do not, in a strict and proper sense, stand for ideas. And yet they are not insignificant neither; since I understand what is signified by the term I, or myself, or know what it means, although it be no idea, or like an idea” (Alc 7,5:292).

Finally, Berkeley develops an analogy between the meaning of “force” and the meaning of “grace.” Berkeley’s aim in this section is to vindicate talk of grace, by suggesting that “grace” has meaning in a way that is analogous to “force.” Euphranor argues that we have no idea that is called to mind by the word “force,” just as we have no idea of the mind or soul that gives meaning to “I.” But in the case of “I” Berkeley’s view is that the word immediately signifies the thing, the active principle that is my mind. The case of “force” looks more complicated. Even though there is no idea of force, “there are very evident propositions or theorems relating to force, which contain useful truths” (Alc 7,7:295). Berkeley’s view seems to be that it is the usefulness of these propositions and the role that “force” plays in them that settle its meaning. Berkeley sketches the beginnings of a view according to which the meaning of “force” is a matter of its use or inferential role in a kind of discourse.

It is significant that Hume does not follow Berkeley in holding that words can be meaningful without standing for ideas at all—that is, without even having a power to call to mind an idea or collection of ideas. Indeed, we will see that this disagreement between Hume and Berkeley explains many of the places where Hume parts ways with Berkeley’s metaphysics. While it is possible that Hume simply fails to see where Berkeley’s denial of abstraction should lead, it seems likely that Hume’s carefully reading Alciphron 7 would only have served to harden his commitment to the Lockean view of meaning. Berkeley’s account of meaning would open a back door to the sort of metaphysical disputes that Hume insists are meaningless and ought to be dismissed. Moreover, it provides a way of ensuring that religious discourse is meaningful even where it doesn’t stand for ideas. Hume insists that much religious discourse fails to stand for ideas, but, unlike Berkeley, he takes this as a sign that such discourse is not meaningful and that people who make such claims do not genuinely believe what they are saying.

Hume insists upon this point in the Natural History of Religion.3 He claims that superstitious monotheists do not genuinely believe in an infinite, all powerful God, since they have no such idea: “the assent of the vulgar is, in this case, merely verbal, … they are incapable of conceiving those sublime qualities, which they seemingly attribute to the Deity” (NHR 7,1:56). Later Hume concludes that “the conviction of the religionists, in all ages, is more affected than real” (NHR 12,15:71–72). Hume’s reason for thinking that the vulgar are not sincere in their expressions of faith is that they cannot conceive what they claim to believe, since they lack the requisite ideas. This is, of course, quite opposed to Berkeley’s insistence that being unable to conceive of religious mysteries is no obstacle to sincere faith: “provided [religious terms] serve to regulate and influence our wills, passions, or conduct … the mind of man may assent to propositions containing such terms … notwithstanding it should not perceive distinct ideas marked by those terms” (Alc 7,8:297). Berkeley’s account of meaning allows him to countenance a form of genuine religious faith where Hume sees only hypocrisy and dissimulation.

Anti-Materialism

In the Treatise, Hume wields his test of meaningfulness against a number of Berkeley’s metaphysical claims. Let’s start by considering Hume’s response to Berkeley’s anti-materialism.

Hume introduces his explanation of how we come to believe in the existence of bodies with a provocative remark: he claims, “We may well ask, What causes induce us to believe in the existence of body? But ’tis in vain to ask, Whether there be body or not? That is a point, which we must take for granted in all our reasonings” (THN 1.4.2.1:125). It might seem that here Hume is expressing disagreement with Berkeley, explicitly setting aside the question of whether or not material objects exist. If this were right, Hume’s position would be that we simply have to take for granted the view that there are material objects. However, I will argue that this isn’t Hume’s position at all.

For starters, Hume doesn’t use the word “material” in connection with “body” at all. Berkeley would be quick to insist that he doesn’t deny the existence of bodies; in fact, he thinks that his anti-materialism is essential if we are to set to rest skeptical worries about whether bodies exist. So, perhaps Hume’s claiming that we must take for granted the existence of bodies is intended as a response to a kind of external world skepticism, not Berkeley’s anti-materialism.

Nevertheless, it might still seem that when Hume explains what he means by “body,” it becomes clear that he assumes bodies must be material. He argues that we attribute to bodies a continued existence and an existence “DISTINCT from the mind and perception” (THN 1.4.2.2:125–126). If bodies have an existence distinct from perception, then, it seems, they must be material—or, at least, attributing to bodies distinct existence seems inconsistent with Berkeley’s “esse is percipi” principle. If a sensible body’s existence is its being perceived, as Berkeley insists, then it seems that it does not have an existence distinct from mind or perception.

Nevertheless, we ought to pause before assuming that Hume holds that bodies with distinct existences must be material objects. Hume claims that bodies have a distinct existence in virtue of having an “external position” and in virtue of the “independence of their existence and operation” from the mind (THN 1.4.2.2:125–126). Must a body that has a continued, distinct, external, and independent existence be material? It seems to me that Hume’s answer to this question is no. However, this also doesn’t imply that Hume accepts Berkeley’s account of what bodies are.

To see this, we might ask whether Berkeley could accept that bodies have a continued, distinct, external, and independent existence, in the sense that Hume thinks they do. It seems to me he might. While Berkeley insists that for a sensible object to exist is for it to be perceived, he does allow that, in some sense, bodies continue to exist when not perceived by me and thus have a continued existence.4 Berkeley allows that we come to think of visible bodies as being externally located, even though the senses themselves do not convey to us this information. And Berkeley does hold that bodies have an existence and operation that are independent of my mind: how they look, what they do, and whether they exist do not depend on the operations of my mind or my willing. If independence and externality are sufficient for distinctness, as Hume suggests, then Berkeley, too, holds that bodies have a distinct existence.

Thus, it seems that in explaining how we come to believe in bodies with a continued and distinct existence, Hume needn’t take himself to be disagreeing with Berkeley at all. In fact, he could take himself to offer an explanation that is friendly to Berkeley: Hume seeks to explain how we begin with a bunch of fleeting, changing sensible impressions and come to think of a world of enduring objects. Hume’s explanation also attempts to do justice to Berkeley’s claim that most people take themselves to immediately perceive ordinary objects.

Nevertheless, one might suspect that Hume parts ways with Berkeley when he explains the philosophical doctrine of double existence, or the view that we immediately perceive mind-dependent perceptions, but that those perceptions represent mind-independent objects. However, there are two complications here.

First, it isn’t entirely clear whether or not Hume intends to endorse the doctrine of double existence. He writes, “philosophers … distinguish (as we shall do for the future) betwixt perceptions and objects, of which the former are suppos’d to be interrupted, and perishing, and different at every different return; the latter to be uninterrupted, and to preserve a continu’d existence and identity” (THN 1.4.2.46:140). The parenthetical remark may suggest that Hume endorses the doctrine of double existence because he adopts it. But Hume continues by claiming that “this new system [is] only a palliative remedy, and that it contains all the difficulties of the vulgar system, with some others, that are peculiar to itself”; and a bit later he calls the system the “monstrous offspring of two principles” (THN 1.4.2.46:140; THN 1.4.2.52:142).

Second, it is tempting, but I think mistaken, to assume that the doctrine of double existence amounts to a belief in material objects that are represented by our perceptions. Hume does insist that philosophers who distinguish between perceptions and external objects assume that the external objects resemble perceptions and cause them: “we take it for granted, that every particular object resembles that perception, which it causes” (THN 1.4.2.55:143). However, it is important that even here Hume does not claim that philosophers take perceptions to be immaterial and external objects to be material. The doctrine of double existence implies neither that there are two kinds of substances, material and immaterial, nor that external objects are material.

This is significant because Hume follows Berkeley in denying that we have any genuine concept of material objects or material substance at all. Berkeley insists that, “when I consider the two parts or branches which make the signification of the words material substance, I am convinced there is no distinct meaning annexed to them” (PHK 17:48).5 Whether or not Hume endorses the doctrine of double existence, he does not take the doctrine to be tantamount to a belief in material substance, since he, too, denies that we have any idea of material substance.

However, Hume goes farther than Berkeley. As we will see in the next section, Hume holds that talk of immaterial substance is just as meaningless as talk of material substance. Hume claims that just as we can’t make sense of the view that sensible qualities depend for their existence on material substance, so we can’t make sense of the view that sensible qualities depend for their existence on immaterial substance. In short, Hume thinks that Berkeley does not go far enough: he banishes material substance from his metaphysics but holds on to immaterial substance. Hume wants to do away with substance altogether, and with it the material-immaterial distinction.

Immaterial Substance and Esse Is Percipi

Hume’s rejection of the material-immaterial distinction comes out most clearly in his consideration of the question whether the soul is immaterial. Hume aims to dismiss the entire question by arguing that we have no adequate conception of either material or immaterial substance. He writes, “In order to put a stop to these endless cavils on both sides, I know no better method than to ask these philosophers in a few words, What they mean by substance and inhesion? And after they have answer’d this question, ’twill then be reasonable, and not till then, to enter seriously into the dispute” (THN 1.4.5.2:153). Here Hume supposes that any conception of how a perception depends on an immaterial substance is no better than a conception of how a quality could inhere in a material substance. Berkeley might insist that it is not his view that ideas inhere in immaterial substances. After all, he claims, “qualities are in the mind only as they are perceived by it, that is, not by way of mode or attribute, but only by way of idea” (PHK 49:61). If being in the mind by way of mode or attribute is inherence, and being in the mind by way of idea is something fundamentally different, then Berkeley might respond that he agrees that we have no adequate conception of inherence, but that we still understand what it is for an idea to depend on a mind for its existence. Indeed, this kind of dependence is supposed to be captured by the “esse is percipi” principle.

It is significant, then, that Hume rejects the “esse is percipi” principle. Hume argues that if we understand the substance-accident distinction as the distinction between something “which may exist by itself” and those things that may not exist by themselves and are dependent on other things for their existence, then perceptions ought to count as substances. He argues:


I shou’d observe, that this definition agrees to every thing, that can possibly be conceiv’d; and never will serve to distinguish substance from accident, or the soul from its perceptions. For thus I reason. Whatever is clearly conceiv’d may exist; and whatever is clearly conceiv’d, after any manner, may exist after the same manner. This is one principle, which has been already acknowledg’d. Again, every thing, which is different, is distinguishable, and every thing which is distinguishable, is separable by the imagination. This is another principle. My conclusion from both is, that since all our perceptions are different from each other, and from every thing else in the universe, they are also distinct and separable, and may be consider’d as separately existent, and may exist separately, and have no need of any thing else to support their existence. They are, therefore, substances, as far as this definition explains a substance.  (THN 1.4.5.5:153)



Thus, Hume insists that there is no contradiction in imagining a perception or sensible thing to exist unperceived: “there is no absurdity in separating any particular perception from the mind” (THN 1.4.2.39:137–138).

This, it seems to me, marks Hume’s deepest metaphysical disagreement with Berkeley. Perceptions do not depend on minds for their existence any more than qualities depend on material substance for theirs. Hume argues for this surprising conclusion by appealing to the principle that conceivability implies possibility, and to the possibility of separating distinct perceptions. There is some irony in Hume’s use of tools that Berkeley wields in arguing against abstract ideas, but to support an end that Berkeley deeply opposes. Thus, Berkeley claims: “So far I will not deny I can abstract, if that may properly be called abstraction, which extends only to the conceiving separately such objects, as it is possible may really exist or be actually perceived asunder. But my conceiving or imagining power does not extend beyond the possibility of real existence or perception” (PHK 5:43). Hume, however, argues that we can conceive of a single perception separate from any other existence, and so it is possible for a single perception to exist apart from any other existence. Perceptions are, therefore, independent beings.

It is fairly easy to imagine Berkeley’s response to this line of thought. He might appeal to his master argument in Principles 23 and insist that we cannot conceive of a perception existing separate from any mind: “But the mind taking no notice of itself, is deluded to think it can and doth conceive bodies existing unthought of or without the mind” (PHK 23:50). Hume, however, will insist that it is not merely that the mind doesn’t take notice of itself, but that we cannot conceive of a mind as something distinct from perceptions at all. Thus, Hume insists, contrary to Berkeley, that thinking of a perception as separate from any other existence, including our own minds, does not involve an impossible abstraction at all.

Hume denies that we have any idea of the substance of our minds. Again he uses Berkeley’s own tools to reach a conclusion that is deeply at odds with Berkeley’s metaphysics. He argues:


As every idea is deriv’d from a precedent impression, had we any idea of the substance of our minds, we must also have an impression of it; which is very difficult, if not impossible, to be conceiv’d. For how can an impression represent a substance, otherwise than by resembling it? And how can an impression resemble a substance, since, according to this philosophy, it is not a substance, and has none of the peculiar qualities or characteristics of a substance?  (THN 1.4.5.3:153)



Hume relies on Berkeley’s likeness principle to argue that we can have no idea of the substance of our own minds. He claims that an impression of a substance would represent a substance only if it resembled it, but that no impression could resemble a substance.6 Thus, Hume concludes that we have no idea of the substance of our minds, and so thinking of a perception as separate from a mind is simply thinking of the perception as separate from the other perceptions with which it is united by the relations of causation and resemblance in forming a bundle of perceptions.7 Since this is perfectly conceivable, Hume insists, it is also perfectly possible.

Berkeley, of course, agrees with Hume that we have no idea of the substance of the mind, since the mind is something active and ideas are passive (PHK 27:52; DHP 231). Hume assumes that if perceptions depended on minds for their existence, then we should be unable to form an idea of a perception that is separable from an idea of the substance of the mind. If there is no idea of the substance of the mind, then perceptions cannot depend on minds. Berkeley, however, allows that we can think about things of which we can have no idea, such as our own minds and God. He insists that we have a notion of the mind, and presumably would hold that this is enough to block Hume’s argument for the ontological independence of perceptions (PHK 27:53; DHP 233).

Hume’s position is uncannily similar to one voiced by Hylas in the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. Hylas charges: “[Y]ou acknowledge you have, properly speaking, no idea of your own soul. You even affirm that spirits are a sort of beings altogether different from ideas. Consequently that no idea can be like a spirit. We have therefore no idea of any spirit. You admit nevertheless that there is spiritual substance, although you have no idea of it; while you deny there can be such a thing as material substance, because you have no notion or idea of it” (DHP 232). Philonous, of course, insists that there is an asymmetry between the case of material substance and the case of immaterial substance and claims that we have a notion, if not an idea, of the latter.

Hylas replies: “Notwithstanding all you have said, to me it seems, that according to your own way of thinking, and in consequence of your own principles, it should follow that you are only a system of floating ideas, without any substance to support them. Words are not to be used without a meaning. And as there is no more meaning in spiritual substance than in material substance, the one is to be exploded as well as the other” (DHP 233).

Hylas here seems to argue exactly as Hume does: We have no idea of material or immaterial substance. Words have meaning only if they stand for ideas. Talk of immaterial substance is just as meaningless as talk of material substance, and so both should be rejected. Indeed, Turbayne (1985) speculates that Berkeley could have added this section to the third edition of the Dialogues in response to an actual encounter with Hume; they were, he notes, both in London in March 1734, the year the third edition appeared in print. Or perhaps the influence runs in the other direction, since Hume wouldn’t publish the Treatise for another four years.

In An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Hume also refers to Berkeley explicitly only once. Here, too, he expresses agreement with Berkeley’s doctrine of abstraction. But in this case, Hume’s remarks continue with a dismissal of Berkeley’s key metaphysical doctrines. He writes in a footnote:


This argument is drawn from Dr. Berkeley; and indeed most of the writings of that very ingenious author form the best lessons of scepticism, which are to be found either among the ancient or modern philosophers, Bayle not excepted. He professes, however, in his title-page (and undoubtedly with great truth) to have composed his book against the sceptics as well as against the atheists and free-thinkers. But that all his arguments, though otherwise intended, are, in reality, merely sceptical, appears from this, that they admit of no answer and produce no conviction. Their only effect is to cause that momentary amazement and irresolution and confusion, which is the result of scepticism.  (EHU 12,15:203)



This footnote captures, I think, something of the ambivalent relationship to Berkeley that we see in the Treatise. Hume follows Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas, but to a very different place. In this footnote, we seem to see a shift in focus to epistemology—Hume emphasizes that Berkeley’s doctrines produce no conviction—whereas the response in the Treatise is to claim that at least some key doctrines, such as his anti-materialism and his commitment to the existence of immaterial substances, are not even genuinely meaningful. Perhaps, however, this shift is more a matter of style than substance; Hume may well think that Berkeley’s arguments admit of no answer and produce no conviction precisely because he holds that they are not in the end genuinely meaningful.

The Heterogeneity Thesis and Divine Language

Berkeley’s views about abstraction influenced Hume in a second way. Hume takes the rejection of genuinely abstract ideas to imply that “the mind cannot form any notion of quantity or quality without forming a precise notion of the degrees of each” (THN 1.1.7.3:17). Hume follows Berkeley in accepting that there are perceptions of sight and touch that are minima sensibilia, so small that if they were any smaller, we would be unable to perceive them (THN 1.2.2:23–24). In An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, Berkeley argues that sensible extension is not infinitely divisible, since there is a minimum tangibile and a minimum visibile smaller than which we cannot perceive (NTV 54–55:191). Berkeley holds that our visual experience is made up of a fixed number of points or minima visibilia (NTV 82–83:205). As an object moves, it may occupy more or less of our visual field and so the image would be made up of more (or fewer) minima visibilia. It follows that our judgments about the magnitude of tangible objects don’t depend on the number of minima visibilia that comprise a visual image (NTV 60–64:193–195).

One of Berkeley’s goals in distinguishing minima visibilia from minima tangibilia is to argue for the heterogeneity of the ideas of touch and sight. He writes:


It having been shewn that there are no abstract ideas of figure, and that it is impossible for us by any precision of thought to frame an idea of extension separate from all other visible and tangible qualities which shall be common both to sight and touch: The question now remaining is, whether the particular extensions, figures, and motions perceived by sight be of the same kind with the particular extensions, figures, and motions perceived by touch? In answer to which, I shall venture to lay down the following proposition: The extension, figures, and motions perceived by sight are specifically distinct from the ideas of touch called by the same names, nor is there any such thing as one idea or kind of idea common to both senses. (NTV 127:222–223).



The heterogeneity thesis is not only central to Berkeley’s account of perception, but it comes to take on theological significance, since it is essential to Berkeley’s view that the visible world is a divine language (NTV 147:231; Alc 4,7:149).

Hume follows Berkeley in taking there to be minima sensibilia and he uses them to argue for a number of surprising and important claims: he uses them to argue that space and time, as we conceive them, are not infinitely divisible, that geometrical demonstrations are not precise when it comes to things that are very large or very small, and that we have no idea of a vacuum.

Hume’s treatment of minima sensibilia differs from Berkeley’s in two important respects. First, Hume insists that the minima sensibilia are mathematical points, by which he means both that they are unextended and that any finite line segment (or finite area) contains a finite number of such points (THN 1.2.3.13–14:30). Hume insists that an infinite number of mathematical points would have to comprise an infinite line (THN 1.2.2.2:25). Nevertheless, he won’t allow that minima sensibilia are extended, and in this he parts ways with Berkeley, who merely insists that they have the smallest perceivable extension. This looks like a deep disagreement, and it seems that Hume’s position is a nonstarter, since it is hard to make sense of how mathematical points could be unextended and yet a finite line segment could only be finitely divisible. It seems that there could be an end to dividing a line segment only because there is a smallest extension.

However, what explains the disagreement, I propose, is merely how Hume thinks of extension. Hume claims that the idea of extension is complex: it is the idea of colored or tangible points (minima sensibilia) arranged in a particular manner. He claims, “’tis from the disposition of visible and tangible objects we receive the idea of space” (THN 1.2.3.7:28). In short, the idea of extension is the idea of visible or tangible points related in a certain way, and where there is a single point there can be no such relation or disposition among points. Thus, Hume insists that minima sensibilia are not themselves extended, since extension is a relation among such points. But, we might want to insist, does that mean they don’t take up space? And isn’t that absurd? Hume would allow that they take up space insofar as they have a location and they have qualities: they can be colored or tangible. But they don’t have spatial parts, since they are minima, and in this sense they are unextended.

The second disagreement strikes me as more significant, if somewhat less puzzling. As we saw above, Hume claims that the idea of extension is the idea of visible or tangible points arranged in a certain manner. This implies the falsity of the heterogeneity thesis, since Hume insists that colored and tangible points have something in common: they can be arranged in exactly the same manner. He explains that while we might first have experience of an extended surface of a particular color,


afterwards having experience of the other colours of violet, green, red, white, black, and of all the different compositions of these, and finding a resemblance in the disposition of colour’d points, of which they are compos’d, we omit the peculiarities of colour, as far as possible, and found an abstract idea merely on that disposition of points, or manner of appearance, in which they agree.  (THN 1.2.3.5:28)



Hume then continues that we find the same disposition of points or manner of appearance in tangible objects, claiming, “Nay even when the resemblance is carry’d beyond the objects of one sense, and the impressions of touch are found to be similar to those of sight in the disposition of their parts; this does not hinder the abstract idea from representing both, upon account of their resemblance” (THN 1.2.3.5:28). Hume then goes on to repeat the important Berkeleyan point that these “abstract ideas” are really particular ones. Hume’s point here, however, is that visible extension and tangible extension have something in common: the very same kind of disposition of points. Thus, he claims that there is a natural resemblance between the disposition of colored and tangible points. While Berkeley insists that there is no such thing as an idea or kind of idea common to vision and touch, Hume insists that extension just is such an idea.8 Why does Hume reject the heterogeneity thesis? Is this philosophically important to him? There’s no evidence that this is a philosophical issue Hume cares very deeply about. Nevertheless, it is striking and suggestive, at least, that Berkeley uses the heterogeneity thesis in support of an argument for the existence of God, an argument that Hume discusses in the posthumously published Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.9 Rejecting the heterogeneity thesis just might help Hume resist this argument. Let’s turn our attention to the Dialogues now.

In the Dialogues, Hume examines several versions of the argument from design for the existence of God. The version of this argument that is most familiar to contemporary readers is the version that begins from the observation that the universe, as well as its parts, resembles a great machine, and leads to the inference that the cause of the universe must resemble the causes of machines like watches. However, the character Cleanthes, who defends the argument from design, also presents a quite different analogy, one that is much less familiar to contemporary readers. He compares the universe to a language, and infers that if the universe is like a language, then it must have something like an author as its cause. Cleanthes argues:


Suppose, therefore, that an articulate voice were heard in the clouds, much louder and more melodious than any which human art could ever reach: suppose, that this voice were extended in the same instant over all nations, and spoke to each nation in its own language and dialect: suppose, that the words delivered not only contain a just sense and meaning, but convey some instruction altogether worthy of a benevolent Being, superior to mankind: could you possibly hesitate a moment concerning the cause of this voice? and must you not instantly ascribe it to some design or purpose? (DNR 3:152).



Cleanthes’s linguistic version of the argument from design is reminiscent of Berkeley’s version of the argument in Alciphron 4. Euphranor asks:


[I]f it shall appear plainly that God speaks to men by the intervention and use of arbitrary, outward, sensible signs, having no resemblance or necessary connexion with the things they stand for and suggest; if it shall appear that, by innumerable combinations of these signs, an endless variety of things is discovered and made known to us; and that we are thereby instructed or informed in their different natures; that we are taught and admonished what to shun, and what to pursue; and are directed how to regulate our motions, and how to act with respect to things distant from us, as well in time as place: will this content you?  (Alc 4,7:149)



Euphranor argues that the visible world is literally a language: that visible things are arbitrary signs of tangible things, in the sense that there is no natural or necessary connection between the signs and what they signify. Thus, he claims that it must be that God sets up the visible world as a way of informing us, by means of a system of linguistic signs, about the tangible world. One advantage that this version of the argument from design seems to have is that, if successful, it establishes the existence of a providential God. As Euphranor emphasizes, the divine language instructs and informs us about things that concern us and about how to act. If God is speaking to us by means of visible signs, it must, in some sense, be for our good. This is, I think, something that the more familiar version of the argument from design cannot guarantee: if the universe is like a giant watch, and God is like a watchmaker, it seems far from obvious that the universe is made for our benefit or that we have a particularly important role to play in the universe. We might, for all the argument purports to show, be relatively unimportant cogs in the machine.

Berkeley’s argument depends on the heterogeneity thesis to support the claim that the visible world is composed of genuinely linguistic signs, which only arbitrarily or conventionally represent tangible things. We have seen that there is some reason to think that Hume rejects the heterogeneity thesis, but he doesn’t mention it, much less argue against it, in the Dialogues. The reason for this, it seems to me, is that Hume thinks that the sort of relationship that Berkeley insists characterizes linguistic signs is, in Hume’s view, exactly the kind of relationship that characterizes all causes. Just as Berkeley thinks that a linguistic sign only arbitrarily and non-necessarily signifies its object, in virtue of being regularly conjoined with it, Hume argues that all causal relations are merely a matter of constant conjunction, and our expectation that the cause will be followed by its usual effect.10 In other words, Hume won’t follow Berkeley in thinking that the relationship between visible objects and tangible objects is particularly linguistic in character; it is just like any other causal relationship. This helps explain why, in Hume’s view, the comparison of the universe to a machine is not fundamentally different from the claim that the visible world is a language. Both versions of the argument involve causal inferences of the same sort, though in the first case, one infers that the cause of the universe is like the designer of a machine, and in the second case, one infers that the cause of the (visible) universe is like the speaker of a language.

One might, however, worry that Hume fails to see that the linguistic version of the argument from design provides stronger evidence for a providential God. I suspect that here, too, Hume might think that his account of causation undermines this claim. After all, all causes instruct and inform us, in the sense that they alone allow us to predict how the future will be and enable us to negotiate the world around us. From Hume’s perspective, the visible world is no more instructive and informative than any other causes we are in a position to observe. Thus, he won’t grant Euphranor that the linguistic argument is importantly different from the more familiar version of the argument.

Conclusion

We have seen that Hume’s somewhat ambivalent response to Berkeley’s philosophy can, in large part, be explained by his following Berkeley’s rejection of genuinely abstract ideas. Hume rejects the possibility of genuinely abstract ideas but holds on to a Lockean theory of meaning, which holds that every meaningful word signifies an idea or collection of ideas. The combination provides him with a test of meaningfulness: metaphysical terms that do not stand for ideas have no genuine meaning and are to be dismissed. There is some irony in Hume’s deploying this test against some of Berkeley’s central metaphysical theses: Hume rejects Berkeley’s view that minds are immaterial substances; he insists that perceptions or sensible things can exist unperceived, and thus rejects the “esse is percipi” principle, and he denies that the objects of vision and touch are genuinely heterogeneous. Moreover, it seems no small coincidence that Hume parts ways with Berkeley in places that help him avoid Berkeley’s religious commitments: Hume won’t allow that religious discourse can be meaningful without standing for ideas, and he won’t accept the view that the visible world is genuinely a divine language. Nevertheless, it seems clear that Hume’s engagement with Berkeley’s thought was deep enough and wide-ranging enough to warrant his recommending the Principles as one of the key works for understanding the more metaphysical parts of his system. There’s no doubt about it: Hume read Berkeley.

Notes

1. The allusion is to Locke’s remark that abstract ideas are difficult to acquire, since “the general Idea of Triangle (which is yet none of the most abstract, comprehensive and difficult,) … must be neither Oblique, nor Rectangle, neither Equilateral, Equicrural, nor Scalenon; but all and none of these at once” (E 4.7.9:596).

2. See Pearce (2017) and chapter 11 of this volume for more on Berkeley’s theory of meaning.

3. Hume (2007); hereafter NHR x,y:z, where x is section, y is paragraph, and z is page.

4. There are, of course, different interpretations of what it is, in Berkeley’s system, for a body to exist unperceived by me. See, for example, PHK 3:42; Winkler (1989); Rickless (2013).

5. Berkeley argues that “[i]f we inquire into what the most accurate philosophers declare themselves to mean by material substance; we shall find them acknowledge, they have no other meaning annexed to those sounds, but the idea of being in general, together with the relative notion of its supporting accidents” (PHK 17:47–48). However, talk of “support,” Berkeley argues, cannot be taken in its familiar sense, that is, the sense in which pillars support a building, and “it must therefore be taken in some other sense, but what that is they do not explain” (PHK 17:48). This line of argument may seem at odds with Berkeley’s claim only a few sections earlier that “the very notion of what is called matter or corporeal substance, involves a contradiction in it” (PHK 9:45). If “material substance” has no distinct meaning, how could it have a meaning that is contradictory? The answer, it seems, is that Berkeley considers two different things that “material substance” and related terms might mean. In section 9, Berkeley writes: “By matter … we are to understand an inert, senseless substance, in which extension, figure, and motion, do actually subsist” (PHK 9:44–45). This, he argues, is contradictory. To avoid this contradiction, “accurate philosophers” might retreat to the view that material substance supports accidents, but fail to determine what the support relation consists in. Such philosophers avoid contradiction, but only because their use of “material substance” is not genuinely meaningful.

6. Hume here seems to endorse Berkeley’s likeness principle. If so, this is prima facie evidence against the view defended by Garrett (2006) that, according to Hume, what an idea represents is an “extrinsic denomination” and that resemblance, while generally important, is neither necessary nor sufficient for representation. However, it seems possible that Hume merely intends the argument as an ad hominem one against Berkeley.

7. See THN 1.4.6:164–171, 1.4.6.4:165 in particular.

8. Hume nowhere explicitly addresses Molyneux’s question, that is, the question of whether a person born blind and made to see could by his sense of sight alone distinguish a cube from a globe. Allison (2016) gives some reason for thinking that Hume should be committed to a positive answer. While merely rejecting the heterogeneity thesis doesn’t commit one to an affirmative answer to the Molyneux question, it does seem to be a step in that direction.

9. Hume (1947); hereafter DNR x:y, where x is section and y is page number.

10. Like so much of Hume’s views about causation, this is a matter of significant interpretative controversy. Hume writes, for example, “If objects had not an uniform and regular conjunction with each other, we shou’d never arrive at any idea of cause and effect; and even after all, the necessity, which enters into that idea, is nothing but a determination of the mind to pass from one object to its usual attendant, and infer the existence of one from that of the other” (THN 2.3.1.4:257–258). The argument for this view is developed at length at THN 1.3.14. I take these passages to defend a view about what causation consists in, which would allow Hume to deny that Berkeley’s linguistic argument is importantly different from the causal version of the argument from design. This is a version of what is sometimes called “the Old Hume” reading. Other commentators, sometimes dubbed “New Humeans” or defenders of the view that Hume is a skeptical realist about causation, take passages like these to defend a view about our limited and perhaps erroneous idea of causation, rather than a view about what causation consists in. On this view, there may be a metaphysical difference between causation and mere conjunction, but what exactly this difference is and where it obtains are beyond our ken. According to this interpretation, Hume’s objection to Berkeley would be that we are not in a position to know whether the relationship between the visible and the tangible is linguistic or causal in character. See Rupert Read and Kenneth Richman (2014) for important contributions to this debate.
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Chapter 32

Berkeley and Reid

Rebecca Copenhaver

Introduction

A cursory reading of the work of Thomas Reid (1710–1796) reveals that he read Berkeley and reacted strongly to Berkeley’s immaterialism and idealism.1 Berkeley shows up most often in Reid’s repeated histories of what he calls the theory of ideas or the ideal theory—Reid’s main foil against which he constructs his own views. In that role, Berkeley is an exemplar of the excesses of that theory: if a commitment to ideas as the immediate objects of mental activity leads to immaterialism or idealism, one ought to abandon the commitment and seek another account of how the human mind works. But a closer reading of Reid uncovers that Berkeley had a far more profound influence on him than Reid himself makes apparent. In particular, Reid borrows the methods and machinery of his own theory of perception from Berkeley’s An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709). I undertake this closer reading here. I begin with the most obvious interest Berkeley and Reid have in common: their interest in common sense.

Common Sense

Reid is often identified as the leading example of a kind of philosophy purported to be distinctive of Scotland in the eighteenth century. The story that eighteenth-century Scottish philosophers practiced a unique kind of philosophy began almost immediately in the late eighteenth century.2 According to this story, the feature that made the Scottish school distinctive was an interest in common sense.3 And indeed, the full title of Reid’s first major publication is An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense (1764).

Those familiar with Berkeley’s work, however, will be suspicious of the claim that appeals to common sense were born in Scotland in the latter half of the eighteenth century.4 Berkeley appeals to common sense throughout his works. He asks his readers to use common sense as a standard by which to evaluate competing theories, including materialism and immaterialism (PHK 3:26; PHK 123:97–98; DHP 190). And he contrasts common sense with the metaphysical speculations that are the targets of his criticisms (PHK 11:30; DHP 171–172). Readers of Berkeley have found his appeals to common sense vexing: they seem sincere, but his own philosophical views appear so contrary to what ordinary people believe.5 How should we take his obscure advice “to think with the learned, and speak with the vulgar” (PHK 51:62)?

Reid himself is among those who struggle to understand the role of common sense in Berkeley’s philosophy. On the one hand, Reid claims that “Bishop Berkeley … has laid as much stress upon common sense, in opposition to the doctrines of Philosophers, as any Philosopher that has come after him” (Reid 2002, 427).6 And Reid recognizes and adopts one of Berkeley’s principal reasons for opposing philosophy with common sense: the threat of skepticism. Although Reid places Berkeley among those who adhere to the theory of ideas, which Reid argues leads inevitably to skepticism, he acknowledges that Berkeley is “no friend to scepticism, but [has] a warm concern for religious and moral principles” (Reid 1997 [1764], 19). Where “Descartes and Locke take the road that leads to scepticism … Berkeley, frighted at the appearance of the dreadful abyss, starts aside and avoids it” (Reid 1997 [1764], 213). Reid even notices that Berkeley uses the notion of common sense to emphasize that materialism is not a manifest truth but rather a scientific hypothesis that posits an unobserved and unobservable substance (Reid 2002, 174).7 Yet Reid himself is dumbfounded by Berkeley’s immaterialism:


Of all the opinions that have ever been advanced by Philosophers, this of Bishop Berkeley, that there is no material world, seems the strangest and the most apt to bring philosophy into ridicule with plain men who are guided by the dictates of nature and common sense. (Reid 1997 [1764], 148)8



Reid identifies two consequences of Berkeley’s immaterialism that he thinks the ordinary person would find incredible: “that the very identical objects which they perceive, [do not] continue to exist when they do not see them” and “that when ten men look at the sun or the moon, they [do not] all see the same individual object” (Reid 2002, 146). Charitable readers of Berkeley (including myself) will disagree that Berkeley’s immaterialism entails either or both of these claims. But Reid was not the first, nor will he be the last, to interpret Berkeley as holding that the objects a person perceives will cease to exist when unperceived by that person. And Reid’s worries about the ten men who look at the sun remain a genuine problem for readers of Berkeley today.9 Materialism may not be a manifest truth, but according to Reid, the ordinary person assumes that the objects she perceives continue to exist even when no one is perceiving them, and she assumes that her neighbors see the same moon she does.

Whatever role common sense plays in Berkeley’s philosophy, it features far more prominently in Reid’s. And as readers of Berkeley disagree about the nature, use, and importance of common sense in his philosophy, so, too, do readers of Reid disagree about the role of common sense in his.10 These disagreements, however, are not mere matters of interpretation. British philosophers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries themselves disagreed about common sense. They used the tribunal of common sense not just as a philosophical method, but as a rhetorical tool, often to express profound disagreements concerning religion, education, and national identity—messages that would have been obvious to them but of which we are likely to be unaware.11 We should be cautious when we read Berkeley and Reid; we should not assume that common sense reveals what either of them means by “common sense.”

Reid’s Berkeley

Reid’s critical philosophy requires him to present a history of the theory to which he is opposed. He tells the history of the theory of ideas repeatedly throughout his works, and it is in these stories that Berkeley makes his most frequent appearance. Though Reid admits that Berkeley is not a skeptic, he nevertheless interprets Berkeley as one of the most successful proponents of the position at the heart of the theory: that the immediate objects of all mental activity, from perception to conception, are ideas. We perceive ideas, imagine ideas, remember ideas, and conceive only ideas. According to Reid:


I once believed this doctrine of ideas so firmly, as to embrace the whole of Berkeley’s system … till, finding other consequences to follow from it, which gave me more uneasiness than the want of a material world, it came to my mind, more than forty years ago, to put the question, What evidence have I for this doctrine that all the objects of my knowledge are ideas in my own mind?  (Reid 2002, 142)



The “other consequences” to which Reid refers are the results he finds in Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Hume: skepticism about our knowledge of a material world, subjectivism about aesthetics, and sentimentalism about morality (Reid 2010, 345). Reid recognizes that Berkeley is as opposed as he is to what both would regard as a kind of philosophical nihilism in these positions. Yet in Reid’s history, Berkeley is still charged with contributing to the theory that leads inevitably there.

Reid is right that Berkeley holds that the immediate objects of perception are ideas, which Berkeley also calls sensible qualities or sensible things (PHK 3:42; PHK 4:42; PHK 91:80–81; DHP 174–175; DHP 230). Sensible qualities are the primary objects of sense—qualities available to experience by the senses—and perception is awareness of these sensible qualities. When we are aware of a sensed quality, we are aware of an idea. So, too, according to Berkeley, the objects of reflection, memory, and imagination are ideas (PHK 1:41). Finally, ideas depend for their existence on minds: they cannot exist absent a mind for which ideas are objects (PHK 3:42).

According to Reid, Berkeley’s commitment to the central tenet of the theory of ideas leads to his idealism and his immaterialism. Here Reid’s interpretation of Berkeley becomes less charitable. First, he conflates idealism and immaterialism. Second, he attributes to Berkeley the view that the ordinary objects of perception depend for their existence on the individual minds that perceive them. Third, he often implies that Berkeley’s immaterialism undermines the reality or existence of the ordinary objects we perceive (Reid 1997 [1764], 94, 212; Reid 2002, 63–64, 173, 445, 477):


He [Berkeley] maintains, and thinks he has demonstrated … that there is no such thing as matter in the universe; that sun and moon, earth and sea, our own bodies, and those of our friends, are nothing but ideas in the minds of those who think them, and that they have no existence when they are not the objects of thought; that all that is in the universe may be reduced to two categories, to wit, minds, and ideas in the mind.  (Reid 2002, 138)



Reid’s worries about the sun and moon, earth and sea, appear to assume either that the reality or existence of the ordinary objects we perceive must be mind-independent, or that objects whose existence depends on minds (ideas) cannot be the ordinary objects we perceive. Readers of Berkeley will be reminded of Berkeley’s own list of questions, and his answer to them, in section 34 of A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge:


What therefore becomes of the sun, moon, and stars? What must we think of houses, rivers, mountains, trees, stones; nay, even of our own bodies? Are all these but so many chimeras and illusions on the fancy? To all which … I answer … we are not deprived of any one thing in Nature. Whatever we see, feel, hear … remains as secure as ever, and is as real as ever.  (PHK 34:55)



Berkeley is an idealist. He argues that sensible things are composed of sensible qualities, which depend for their existence on a mind or minds. Berkeley is also an immaterialist. He holds that the ordinary objects that we perceive exist, are extended, and occupy spatial locations relative to one another and to ourselves, but that these ordinary objects are neither material substances nor modes of material substance.12 And, as Reid notes correctly, Berkeley holds that, in nature, there are only minds and ideas (Reid 1997 [1764], 34, 75).

But Berkeley is clear that the ordinary objects we perceive do not depend for their existence on individual human minds (DHP 230–231). The moon you gaze at is the same moon that your neighbor sees, and it continues to exist even when no other creature perceives it.13 The moon does depend for its existence on a mind: it depends on the active will of God. But why should this be surprising? All created things, including the ordinary objects we perceive every day, depend for their existence on God.

The dispute between Berkeley and the materialist concerns a metaphysical hypothesis. Both agree that the ordinary objects we perceive are real and continue to exist even when no human is perceiving them. Berkeley and the materialist disagree about the nature of these ordinary objects. Berkeley holds that they are sensible things composed of sensible qualities. The materialist holds that they are, or are composed of, an unobserved and unobservable substance: matter. Materialism and idealism are observationally equivalent competing hypotheses, and Berkeley argues that idealism is preferable according to accepted criteria of theory selection, such as simplicity.

There are hints that Reid was capable of presenting Berkeley’s arguments in a more charitable light (Reid 1997 [1764], 75; Reid 2002, 157, 145–146). Reid and Berkeley assume that Lockean ideas have a representational function: that on the Lockean model, at least some qualities we perceive, we perceive because our ideas represent those qualities. And Reid and Berkeley assume that the representational function of Lockean ideas depends on likeness and causation: in order for an idea to be about a quality, it would have to be caused by that quality, and thus have something in common with its cause, and represent its cause via that likeness (PHK 8:44). Reid and Berkeley assume that on Locke’s view, we perceive qualities of material substance when ideas represent those qualities by likeness.

And yet, according to both Reid and Berkeley, nothing can be like an idea except another idea (PHK 8:44). This is Berkeley’s famous likeness principle. In particular, no idea can be like any quality of material substance. Reid approves of the likeness principle, so long as it is understood to apply to ideas and sensations—mental states whose essence consists in being sensed or felt (Reid 1997 [1764], 74; Reid 2002, 156, 173, 209). Indeed, Reid calls the principle the “maxim of Bishop Berkeley,” and pronounces it self-evident (Reid 1997 [1764], 74–75). As we shall see, Reid employs the maxim both in his criticism of the theory of ideas and in his own positive theory of perception. Reid agrees with Berkeley that if we accept that ideas represent by likeness, and if we accept the likeness principle, then we must accept Berkeley’s conclusion that we have no ideas of the qualities of material substance.

Reid agrees with Berkeley’s likeness principle. Yet he rejects Berkeley’s immaterialism and holds that we perceive “extension, figure, motion, and other attributes of body, which are neither sensations, nor like any sensations” (Reid 1997 [1764], 76). According to Reid, we need not appeal to Lockean ideas in order to explain perception, memory, imagination, and conception (see the next section of this chapter). And although sensations do not resemble the qualities we perceive, Berkeley’s own theory explains how sensations can produce “our conception and belief of external existences” (Reid 1997 [1764], 61). Reid’s ultimate verdict regarding Berkeley’s argument is that:


If the senses furnished us with no materials of thought but sensations, his conclusion must be just; for no sensation can give us the conception of material things…. But if it is true that by our senses we have not only a variety of sensations, but likewise a conception, and an immediate natural conviction of external objects, he reasons from a false supposition.  (Reid 2002, 200)



According to Reid, we perceive qualities of material objects not because our sensations resemble them, but by the same relation to which Berkeley appeals throughout his own work: we perceive not by likeness but by suggestion (see the later section of this chapter on “Signs, Suggestions, and the Language of Nature”).

Reid’s Criticisms of Berkeley

Reid traces the success of Berkeley’s arguments for idealism and immaterialism to a weakness hidden in Locke’s theory of ideas: the distinction between primary and secondary qualities.14 Reid’s interpretation of Locke’s distinction may or may not be accurate: Locke’s distinction remains a matter of interpretive controversy (Reid 2002, 201–210). Reid understands Locke to be distinguishing between primary qualities, such as solidity, extension, figure, motion, and number, and secondary qualities, such as color, flavor, odor, heat, and cold. According to Reid, Locke holds that primary qualities are qualities of matter that (1) are represented clearly and distinctly by our ideas via likeness, or resemblance, and (2) do not depend for their existence on a mind or minds.

By contrast, according to Reid, Locke holds that ideas cannot be like, or resemble, secondary qualities so long as secondary qualities are understood to be qualities of matter. As qualities of matter, secondary qualities are “powers in bodies to excite certain sensations in us,” powers that none of our ideas resembles (Reid 2002, 210). Thus, insofar as we have ideas of color, flavor, odor, heat, and cold, we have ideas not of the powers in bodies to cause those sensations, but ideas of the sensations themselves. And an idea of sensation just is an idea of sense: in other words, a sensation. Locke’s distinction, claims Reid, reduces all secondary qualities to “sensations, or feelings in the mind” (Reid 2002, 584). But “the ingenious Berkeley,” claims Reid:


considering more attentively the nature of sensation in general, discovered, and demonstrated, that no sensation whatever could possibly resemble any quality of an insentient being … and hence he inferred, very justly, that there is the same reason to hold extension, figure, and all the primary qualities to be mere sensations, as there is to hold the secondary qualities to be mere sensations.  (Reid 1997 [1764], 209–210)



Ingenious though Berkeley’s argument may be, Reid identifies the collapse of the primary/secondary quality distinction as a crucial step in a series of arguments that lead to skepticism, sentimentalism, and subjectivism:


This ought the rather to be observed, because it has become a fashion among modern Philosophers, to resolve all our perceptions into mere feelings or sensations in the person that perceives, without anything corresponding to those feelings in the external object. According to those Philosophers, there is no heat in the fire, no taste in a sapid body; the taste and the heat being only in the person that feels them. In like manner, there is no beauty in any object whatsoever; it is only a sensation or feeling in the person that perceives it. (Reid 2002, 574)15



Reid defends against the “fashion among modern Philosophers” by arguing against Berkeley that there is a “real foundation for [the distinction between primary and secondary qualities] in the principles of our nature” (Reid 1997 [1764], 62).16 Reid’s own account of the distinction is, unsurprisingly, also a matter of interpretive controversy.17 I offer an account of Reid’s distinction though I do not have the space to defend it.

According to Reid, secondary qualities are real properties of objects, distinct from the sensations that they produce in us (Reid 2002, 206). Primary qualities are also real properties of objects, distinct from the sensations that they produce. The “real foundation” of the distinction, according to Reid, is that primary qualities are conceived clearly and distinctly while secondary qualities are conceived relatively as “the unknown causes or occasions of certain sensations with which we are all acquainted” (Reid 2002, 202).18 Primary qualities generate conceptions of the solidity, extension, figure, and motion, of bodies, that do not include as part of their content the sensations that these qualities tend to elicit in typical humans. By contrast, the sensations produced by secondary qualities—such as color, flavor, odor, heat, and cold—generate conceptions that make ineliminable reference to the sensations that these qualities tend to elicit.

Reid holds that we perceive primary and secondary qualities of objects despite the fact that we have no ideas that resemble either of them, because, he claims, we do not need ideas in order to perceive. Moreover, Berkeley’s own philosophy establishes that ideas are not required to explain our powers of apprehension. Reid interprets Berkeley as holding that we cannot have ideas of minds or mental operations (Reid 2002, 437–438). Rather, we have notions of them. Minds and mental operations are active, whereas ideas are inert and inactive (Reid 2002, 152). An inert, inactive idea cannot be like a mind—an active substance—or like any activity of mind. By the likeness principle, no idea could be about any mind or mental activity. But, Reid argues, Berkeley holds that among “[t]he objects of knowledge, of which we have no ideas, are our own minds, and the various operations, of other finite minds, and the Supreme Mind” (Reid 2002, 152). Berkeley must appeal to notions, rather than ideas, to explain how we have knowledge of minds and mental acts.19 In doing so, Berkeley admits that we may think, refer, and reason successfully without using ideas, which leads Reid to ask:


[I]f there be so many things that may be apprehended and known without ideas, this very naturally suggests a scruple …: Is it not possible that we may apprehend and reason about a material world, without ideas? If consciousness and reflection furnish us with notions of spirits, and of their attributes, without ideas, May not our senses furnish us with notions of bodies and their attributes, without ideas? (Reid 2002, 154)20



If we can think about minds without using ideas, why can’t we think of, and perceive, extension, shapes, colors, smells, and other qualities of bodies without using ideas? Berkeley’s own account of notional knowledge undermines the central doctrine of the ideal theory that the immediate objects of all mental activity are ideas.

Once we are free of that doctrine, we may adopt Reid’s alternative account of how we perceive real qualities of bodies. Qualities in bodies produce sensations. These sensations do not resemble the qualities that produce them. Sensations do not depict, figure, copy, or carry information about the qualities of body. And, as Berkeley showed, we cannot legitimately infer from sensations to any quality of body (Reid 1997 [1764], 61). Considered by themselves, sensations are non-intentional: they are of nothing, they are about nothing (Reid 2002, 161).21 Nevertheless, sensations suggest perceptions, and perceptions are about external objects and their qualities. Sensations suggest perceptions “by an original principle of human nature” (Reid 1997 [1764], 62). We perceive external objects and their qualities, according to Reid, because we perceive by suggestion (Reid 1997 [1764], 74). Readers of Berkeley thus find something familiar—Berkeley’s notion of suggestion—at the heart of Reid’s unfamiliar account of perception.

Signs, Suggestions, and the Language of Nature

Berkeley argues in the Principles that his opponents employ an outdated method: their kind of explanation—causal explanation—belongs to metaphysics rather than natural philosophy: “[I]t is the searching after, and endeavouring to understand those signs instituted by the Author of Nature, that ought to be the employment of the natural philosopher, and not the pretending to explain things by corporeal causes” (PHK 66:69–70).22 In place of causal relations, Berkeley substitutes signification or suggestion as the primary relation by which to explain natural phenomena, including the operations of the human mind (PHK 62:67; PHK 107–108:87–89). Laws of nature relate events not by cause and effect, but by sign and signified (PHK 65:69). These laws are (or describe) regularities in nature that are established by God. Because the laws depend on God’s will, they are contingent. God could have made, and could make different laws (PHK 63:68; PHK 106:87).

In one sense, then, the suggestion relations that regulate nature are arbitrary: just as the words of a natural language depend on convention, so, too, the signs in nature and what they signify depend on God’s divine stipulation. But once the convention or law is established, “it is not arbitrary what combination of letters shall represent this or that particular sound” (NTV 143:229). Berkeley’s nature contains sensible qualities—or ideas—and the sensible things that are composed of them. For Berkeley, the order and regularity of nature is the order and regularity of ideas. And, by God’s stipulation, some ideas are signs that suggest other ideas. Because the grammar of the language of the Author of nature is regular, it is not arbitrary which ideas signify which: ideas are “not any how and at random produced, there being a certain order and connexion between them” (PHK 64:68).

Reid follows Berkeley in adopting a Newtonian method that searches for laws of nature rather than final causes, and he adopts Berkeley’s description of those laws as the grammar of the language of the Author of nature (PHK 66:69–70; Siris 252:120; Reid 1997 [1764], 12, 200).23 And Reid shares Berkeley’s view that the natural world is sustained by laws—rules of natural grammar—that are chosen by divine will (Reid 2002, 150). But Reid departs from Berkeley’s model in three important ways. First, while Berkeley confines suggestion to relations between ideas, Reid finds suggestion relations between sensations and perceptions, between qualities such as visible figure and tangible figure, between facial expressions and mental operations, and so on (Rollin 1978, 258; Reid 1997 [1764], 58–61). Indeed, Reid discovers suggestion relations throughout nature. He finds suggestion relations between more things in nature simply because there are more things in his nature than in Berkeley’s. Berkeley’s nature is austere: it includes only minds and ideas (roughly speaking). But Reid and Berkeley nevertheless share an explanatory framework: nature is regular; the regularity of nature is a matter of laws imposed by divine stipulation; the role of the natural philosopher is to formulate increasingly general laws describing such regularities, and to use those laws to explain phenomena, including the operations of the human mind.

The second way that Reid uses the notion of suggestion differently from Berkeley concerns the role that suggestion plays in how typical humans develop the ability to perceive distance, size, and shape, by sight. This is the central question of Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision: “My design is to shew the manner wherein we perceive by sight the distance, magnitude, and situation of objects” (NTV 1:171). The New Theory is the main source of Berkeley’s influence on Reid. Berkeley’s immaterialism may have inspired parts of Reid’s critical philosophy, but the New Theory provided Reid with the tools from which to construct his own theory of perception, including his famous geometry of visibles (Reid 1997 [1764], 103–112; see the next section of this chapter).24

Reid follows Berkeley in holding that vision alone does not present us with three-dimensional shapes, sizes, and distances (Reid 2002, 139, 222). Those are presented to us originally only by touch. He also follows Berkeley in holding that vision and touch are coordinated by a natural law of human psychology (Reid 2002, 101, 120, 122–123). This law ensures that typical humans with both sight and touch will develop the ability to perceive distance, size, and shape, by sight. The result is that vision presents typical humans with what Berkeley and Reid call visible figures (visible shapes, sizes, and distances) and touch presents us with what they call tangible figures (tangible shapes, sizes, and distances) (Reid 2002, 140, 222; NTV 143:229). To use a common example, if I hold the coin at an angle to my eye, by touch I experience the coin as a flat, circular disk (tangible figure) while by sight I experience it as an ovoid ellipse (visible figure).

Reid also adopts Berkeley’s description of the law of human psychology by which vision and touch are coordinated: visible figure is a sign that (in typical humans) suggests tangible figure (Reid 1997 [1764], 82; NTV 140:228). Both describe the objects of vision as the vocabulary of a divine language of nature by which we are able to perceive tangible distance, size, and shape (NTV 147:231; Reid 1997 [1764], 82). Both Berkeley and Reid appeal to suggestion as the relation that coordinates visible and tangible figure in opposition to alternative relations such as resemblance, inference, judgment, calculation, or deduction. The prevailing theories to which Berkeley and Reid were both opposed held that we see tangible figure only metaphorically: by vision we are only ever presented with visible figure, but we use implicit, non-conscious geometrical reasoning about visible figure to infer to, or make judgments about, tangible figures. On this view, tangible figures are never, strictly speaking, perceived by sight.25

Berkeley is so concerned to deny that the perception of tangible figure by sight is by means of inference, deduction, or calculation from visible figure, that he adopts a very strong version of what is often called the heterogeneity thesis: the position that the sensible qualities given in vision share nothing in common with the sensible qualities given in touch (NTV 127:222). Visible figure and tangible figure do not merely differ, according to Berkeley; they are specifically different. Visible figure and tangible figure are different species, not two ways of being spatial. They are incommensurate. This is why we find Philonous explaining in the Dialogues that “strictly speaking, Hylas, we do not see the same object that we feel” (DHP 245). Because visible figure and tangible figure share nothing in common, there is no basis from which to calculate from the former to the latter. Rather, according to Berkeley—and Reid agrees—visible figure is a sign of tangible figure because the two are coordinated by a law by which the former suggests the latter to all typical humans.

To sum up, for both Berkeley and Reid, typical adults perceive distance, size, and shape, by sight, because they perceive by suggestion. Both are opposed to any view according to which we perceive tangible figure by sight because we perceive by implicit or explicit geometrical calculation. Both are opposed to any view according to which we use information about visible figure to infer to, or make (implicit or explicit) judgments about, tangible figure. Both hold that visible figure suggests tangible figure only because a contingent law of human psychology coordinates them, making the former a sign of the latter (Reid 1997 [1764], 82).

Yet Reid rejects the heterogeneity thesis. Not only does he reject the thesis, but, as we will see, his geometry of visibles depends on the geometric inter-derivability of visible and tangible figure (Reid 1997 [1764], 103–112; see the next section of this chapter). Reid recognizes that the following two claims are compatible:


1. We do not use implicit or explicit geometrical reasoning, or any other kind of reasoning, to perceive tangible distance, size, and shape, by sight.

2. Visible figure is geometrically inter-derivable with tangible figure.



Reid is free to adopt Berkeley’s explanation of how we perceive tangible figure by sight: we perceive tangible figure by sight because we perceive by suggestion. But he is not thereby bound to Berkeley’s heterogeneity thesis. According to Reid, it is true both that visible figure suggests tangible figure and that they are geometrically inter-derivable. A contingent law coordinates visible and tangible figure, but their coordination is not arbitrary (Reid 2002, 225). Given enough information about the tangible figure of an object, and the distance and angle from which a person views the object, we can calculate the visible figure the person is likely to see. This is true, according to Reid, despite the fact that when a person perceives, for example, the tangible shape of an apple, by sight, she does not do so by making calculations, implicitly or explicitly.

The third way that Reid uses the notion of suggestion differently from Berkeley concerns the mechanism by which sensations suggest perceptions, and by which visible figures suggest tangible figures. Reid interprets Berkeley as holding that sensible qualities (or ideas) suggest other sensible qualities by association.26 As we saw earlier, while Reid credits Berkeley with the observation that nothing can be like an idea other than an idea (the likeness principle), he denies that this entails that we do not perceive real, external, material objects. Reid also agrees that we cannot infer from sensations to the existence of objects (Reid 1997 [1764], 61). But Reid also denies what he takes Berkeley to hold, namely, that the suggestion relation must be a kind of association, acquired by experience of constant conjunction, or by habit or custom:27


It appears evident, that this connection between our sensations and the conception and belief of external existences cannot be produced by habit, experience, [or] education … this connection is the effect of our constitution, and ought to be considered as an original principle of human nature.  (Reid 1997 [1764], 61)



Sensations suggest perceptions, according to Reid. And perceptions are about real, external, material objects. Perceptions are complex states composed of a conception of an object and belief to the effect that the conceived object is thus-and-such. The conception is the referential part of perception, while the belief is the attributive part.28 We perceive not by resemblance, not by inference or judgment, and not by association. Rather, when it comes to perception, Reid treats the suggestion relation that he borrows from Berkeley as a sui generis relation expressing regularities grounded in laws of human psychology. Sensations elicit perceptions not because we associate the former with the latter, but because a law of the human mind connects types of sensations with types of properties in the world, such that when a typical human enjoys a sensation of some type, she will represent that property in perception by representing it as a property of objects in the world (Reid 1997 [1764], 74).

Reid also agrees with Berkeley that visible figure suggests tangible figure. Here, too, however, he reads Berkeley to mean by “suggestion” something other than a law of human perceptual psychology. Reid reads Berkeley as holding that, beginning in infancy, we begin to notice regularities between how things look and how things feel. We learn by habit to associate the former with the latter, so that when presented with a visible figure, we make a rapid, undetectable judgment about tangible figure on the basis of visible figure (Reid 2002, 139; Reid 1997 [1764], 116).29 Berkeley shows that this judgment is not based on geometrical reasoning, or any other kind of reasoning, and this is why he employs the language of suggestion. But, according to Reid’s interpretation of Berkeley, it is a judgment nonetheless, based on learned associations rather than reasoning. The result is that, on Reid’s reading of Berkeley, we do not, strictly speaking, perceive tangible figure by sight. Rather, we make judgments about tangible figure based on what we perceive visually:


[Berkeley] acknowledges … that Nature has established such a connection [between visible and tangible figure] … that we learn by experience…. And having been accustomed to do so from infancy, we get the habit of doing it with such facility and quickness, that we think we see the tangible figure … when in reality we only collect those tangible qualities from the corresponding visible qualities, which are natural signs of them.  (Reid 2002, 223)



By contrast, Reid presents our ability to perceive tangible figure by sight as the leading case of what he calls acquired perception (see the next section of this chapter).30 Adults acquire the ability to perceive tangible figure by sight because a law of human psychology makes visible figures signs that suggest tangible figures. Again, while Reid holds that visible figure and tangible figure are in fact geometrically inter-derivable, we do not perceive tangible figure by deriving it, consciously or unconsciously, from visible figure. We do not judge tangible figure on the basis of visible figure, by inference or association. Visible figure suggests tangible figure by an original law of our constitution: “Nature intended the visible figure as a sign of the tangible figure and situation of bodies, and hath taught us by a kind of instinct to put it always to this use” (Reid 1997 [1764], 101).

Today we might put the contrast between Reid and Berkeley on this matter (at least by how Reid interprets Berkeley) by saying that Berkeley places our ability to visually anticipate tangible figure on the cognition side of the cognition/perception distinction, while Reid places it on the perception side. According to Reid’s reading of Berkeley, we do not really perceive tangible figure visually. Rather we anticipate tangible figures by associative inferences so rapid that we only “think we see the tangible figure” (Reid 2002, 223). By contrast, Reid holds that our acquired visual perceptions of tangible figure are robustly perceptual: “[t]he daily occurrences of life not only add to our stock of knowledge, but give additional perceptive powers to our senses” (Reid 2002, 239).31 Readers familiar with current debates about multimodal perception, the contents of perception, and perceptual learning will recognize the trouble with deciding between these two hypotheses: if the inferences that favor the cognitive hypothesis are indeed covert and clandestine, then reflecting on our experiences alone won’t help us decide between the two alternatives. Reid anticipates this worry and uses it to forgive Berkeley for holding that “we learn from experience to judge … tangible position, figure, and number, by … visible signs” (Reid 1997 [1764], 117):


Indeed it must be acknowledged to be extremely difficult to distinguish the immediate and natural objects of sight, from the conclusions which we have been accustomed from infancy to draw from them. Bishop Berkeley was the first that attempted to distinguish the one from the other, and to trace out the boundary that divides them. And, if in doing so, he hath gone a little to the right hand or to the left, this might be expected in a subject altogether new, and of the greatest subtilty…. I suspect that the ingenious Bishop of Cloyne, having found so many phenomena of vision reducible to the constant association of the ideas of sight and touch, carried this principle a little beyond its just limits.  (Reid 1997 [1764], 117)



New Theories of Vision

Reid adopts Berkeley’s distinction between the objects of vision, visible figure, and the objects of touch, tangible figure, yet denies Berkeley’s heterogeneity thesis that the spatial properties of each sort of figure are different in kind and incommensurate. Rather, Reid holds that both visible figure and tangible figure are real properties of objects, both may be properties of the same object, and each is geometrically inter-derivable from the other (Reid 1997 [1764], 95, 96, 119, 188; Reid 2002, 222–223). Typical humans acquire the ability to perceive tangible figure by sight when visible figures become signs that suggest tangible figure. Despite the fact that visible figure is inter-derivable with tangible figure, Reid insists that normal perceivers do not infer tangible figure from visible figure. Rather, because visible figures are signs, they elicit the representation of tangible figures in visual experience: typical adult perceivers represent features such as “being a sphere” in visual experience, immediately, by suggestion.

Reid created a geometry to represent and formulate mathematical laws about the visible figures of objects: the geometry of visibles. Reid’s geometry depicts the spatial properties of visible figures by representing them as figures treated as drawn on the surface of a sphere whose center is the eye (Reid 1997 [1764], 95, 99, 104). Because the properties of such figures are non-Euclidean, many have regarded Reid as having been the first to introduce a non-Euclidean geometry. While central elements of Reid’s account of how adult humans perceive tangible figure by sight are clearly borrowed from Berkeley (signs, suggestion, the language of nature), the account of vision Reid develops in the Inquiry is intended to be an alternative to Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision. As such, he addresses many of the puzzles that Berkeley examines in the New Theory. Both Berkeley and Reid appeal to these puzzles as criteria by which competing theories ought to be judged. Two puzzles in particular illustrate best how Reid understood Berkeley’s New Theory, what he borrowed from it, and what he changed in order to offer his alternative account: the puzzle of the inverted retinal image and Molyneux’s question.

The puzzle of the inverted image is one instance of a wider phenomenon for which Berkeley held that any theory of vision must account: what we see—what we experience visually—differs from what is given to the eye.32 For example, the optical writers whom Berkeley and Reid engaged agreed that were we to isolate vision from the other sensory modalities and from the effects of perceptual development and learning, we would find that the objects of isolated vision include only color, hue, saturation, and light, and do not include spatial features such as distance, size, or shape. Yet we have visual experience of things as being at a distance, and as having a size and shape. When it comes to the retinal image, the puzzle is that the scenes we experience visually are inverted relative to the images projected on our retinas. What we see is right side up while what is given to the eye is upside down.

Berkeley and Reid agree that the then-standard answer to the puzzle of the inverted image is incorrect. On the standard account, typical perceivers use the image on the retina, plus information about angles that subtend the eye, to geometrically calculate and deduce the orientation of the objects whose images are projected on the eye. Strictly speaking, we do not see things right side up. Rather, we use reason to make inferences and judgments about the orientation of external objects. The reasoning and judgments are implicit, automatic, and rapid, so it seems to us that we see things right side up. But, as Berkeley points out, the lines and angles of optical geometry are theoretical entities. They are not parts of either what we see or what is given to the eye. In short, they are not objects of vision. If the mind is using reasoning or making inferences to determine the orientation of external objects, it can’t be by using implicit optical geometry (NTV 12–13:173; NTV 52:190).

Moreover, claims Berkeley, even if the lines and angles of optical geometry were seen or given to the eye, they could not explain how we see scenes that are inverted relative to the image projected on the retina. What we see are objects of vision. The image projected on the retina is, strictly speaking, an object of touch. That may seem odd, but what Berkeley means is that the image on the retina is a property (or a cluster of properties) of the eye itself. The lines and angles of optical geometry, even if real, would be spatial but not visible. Recall that, according to Berkeley, the objects of vision and the objects of touch share nothing in common (the heterogeneity thesis). Because they share nothing in common, there is nothing about the image on the retina, an object of touch, from which one could reason to conclusions about the orientation of the objects we see, objects of vision (NTV 15:174). Finally, Berkeley’s commitment to the heterogeneity thesis renders the problem of the inverted retinal image a pseudo-problem: the problem is the result of treating visible figure as commensurate with tangible figure. For Berkeley, a visible figure and a tangible figure can’t be inverted relative to each other. Only things that share a common spatial framework can do that, and the space of visibles and the space of tangibles share nothing in common.

Reid agrees with Berkeley’s reasons for rejecting the standard account:


[W]e cannot acquiesce in this solution. First, Because it supposes our seeing things erect, to be a deduction of reason, drawn from certain premises; whereas it seems to be an immediate perception. And, secondly, Because the premises from which all mankind are supposed to draw this conclusion, never entered into the minds of the far greater part, but are absolutely unknown to them.  (Reid 1997 [1764], 115)



And Reid agrees with Berkeley that the relation by which the image on the retina initiates a visual experience of a scene is not a geometrical relation, even though both the image on the retina and our visual experiences of figure may be proper objects of optical geometry. Reid reads Berkeley as holding that the relation is suggestion, and that suggestion is to be understood in terms of association (Reid 1997 [1764], 116–117). On Reid’s reading of Berkeley, the result is that it does not matter what the image on the retina is like: typical humans associate images on the retina with the orientations of visible figures; had those images been different from the ones we now enjoy, we would still have associations to visible figures using these different images (Reid 1997 [1764], 116).

Here is where Reid takes himself to depart from Berkeley. He agrees with Berkeley that the image on the retina is, as Van Cleve puts it, merely instrumental in our visual experience of the orientation of objects. We don’t infer from it; it merely elicits our visual experiences of orientation. But he disagrees that retinal images are instruments for visual experiences of orientation by association. Rather, by a law of human psychology, as Van Cleve puts it, “a point whose image is projected high on the retina will be seen as low in ambient space, and a point whose image is low will be seen as high” (Van Cleve 2015, 206). Thus, as Van Cleve argues, it does matter what the image on the retina is like: were its orientation flipped while the law held constant, our visual world would be turned up-side-down (Van Cleve 2015, 207–209).

The second puzzle that illustrates how Reid adopted and adapted Berkeley’s new theory of visual perception is presented by Molyneux’s question: whether a congenitally blind adult who, by some procedure, is newly able to see, could, immediately post-procedure, visually distinguish a cube from a sphere without using her sense of touch.33 There are many variations and interpretations of Molyneux’s question, which I am unable to examine here. However, one version of the question is particularly relevant to understanding how both Berkeley and Reid answer the question.34 Leibniz suggested that the question should allow the post-procedure Molyneux person the ability to use reason to make judgments based on what she sees (Leibniz 1981 [1765], 136–138). In order to understand how Berkeley and Reid answer the question, I examine in greater detail how each of them explains our acquired ability to perceive tangible figure by sight because “the proper objects of vision constitute an universal language of the Author of nature” (NTV 147:231).35

Like the optical writers whom he criticizes, Berkeley distinguishes between what vision would present if it were an isolated sensory modality and what it presents in typical adult human experience. The former are the primary objects of vision (NTV 50:189–190; NTV 54:191). Another way to think about the primary objects of any sense, including vision, is in terms of what we would experience were that sense modality “first conferred on us” (DHP 204). The primary objects of vision, according to Berkeley, are colors and light and collections of colors and light: “[W]hat we immediately and properly see are only lights and colours in sundry situations and shades and degrees of faintness and clearness, confusion and distinctness” (NTV 77:202).36 The primary objects of touch are the qualities of tangible figure: distance, size, and shape. When we acquire the ability to perceive tangible figure by sight, secondary objects of vision become available in experience. The secondary objects of vision are the primary objects of touch: tangible distance, size and shape: “[T]he visible object, which being immediately perceived by sight, is connected with that other which is tangible and placed at a distance” (NTV 56:192).37

But Berkeley also distinguishes the primary and secondary objects of vision from a third kind of object of vision: visible distance, size, and shape. Visible figure is neither identical to, nor commensurate with, tangible figure. Visible and tangible space are heterogenous (the heterogeneity thesis). Visible figures are neither primary nor secondary objects of vision. Nor are they objects of touch. Visible figures are the objects of vision that are available to perceivers for whom the primary objects of vision (colors, light) have become signs in a language: signs with significance.

According to Berkeley, in humans, the primary objects of vision become signs in a universal language of the Author of nature. Once the primary objects of vision acquire this syntactical status, visible figures become available in our perceptual experience. Visible figures are the semantic assignments given to the syntactical units that are the primary objects of vision. Visible figures suggest tangible figures. They are the distinctively visual phenomenology of perceiving tangible figure by sight. Visible figures are the vocabulary of the universal language of vision, and according to Berkeley, they suggest tangible figure not by association, but by nature—or by what Reid would call “an original principle of our constitution”: “Visible figures are the marks of tangible figures … which by nature they are ordained to signify” (NTV 140:228).38

In order to isolate the primary objects of vision, Berkeley asks us to imagine a disembodied person who has only sight (NTV 153–156:233–234; NTV 64–66:195–196). The disembodied person would not see visible figure. She would see only light and colors. Visible figure is available only to perceivers for whom there is a connection in nature between the primary objects of vision and the primary objects of touch, the latter of which is unavailable to the disembodied person. It is this connection, grounded in nature, that gives rise to the semantic value of visible figure: “[V]isible figures represent tangible figures much after the same manner that written words do sounds. Now, in this respect words are not arbitrary, it not being indifferent what written word stands for any sound” (NTV 143:229).

According to Berkeley, imagining what visual experience is like for the disembodied person is very hard because our visual experience is radically unlike hers. But what are the objects of vision for the Molyneux person, “newly made to see”? The Molyneux person doesn’t perceive what we do, either. She can’t perceive tangible figure by sight because this ability is acquired. It is “intirely the effect of experience, which one in those circumstances could not yet have attained to” (NTV 41:186; see NTV 135:226). Post-procedure, the Molyneux person can no more perceive tangible figure by sight than could an infant arrive speaking a fluent natural language. Both abilities are grounded in laws of human psychology, but both develop in response to an experienced environment. The Molyneux person may eventually perceive what we do. Both the typical person and the Molyneux person require experience to perceive distance, size, and shape, by sight:


Farther, when he has by experience learned the connexion there is between the several ideas of sight and touch, he will be able, by the perception he has of the situation of visible things in respect of one another, to make a sudden and true estimate of the situation of outward, tangible things corresponding to them. And thus it is he shall perceive by sight the situation of external objects which do not properly fall under that sense.  (NTV 99:211–212)



Notice that the Molyneux person acquires the same ability we do: “he shall perceive by sight the situation of external objects which do not properly fall under that sense” (my emphasis). If what Molyneux’s question asks is whether the person will perceive tangible figure by sight immediately post-procedure, then Berkeley’s answer is no. Like any language, the language of vision takes time and experience to develop. What about Leibniz’s addendum to the question: could the Molyneux person use reason to make judgments based on what she sees? Here again, the answer is no, for a more obvious reason: according to Berkeley, the primary objects of vision are heterogeneous and incommensurate with the primary objects of touch. We can’t reason from one to the other.

Reid adopts Berkeley’s distinction between (1) what is given to a sense, were that sense first conferred, calling this kind of perception “original perception,” and (2) what we perceive given that we have several, interconnected sensory modalities, and given perceptual development and perceptual learning, calling this kind of experience “acquired perception.”39 Because Reid denies Berkeley’s heterogeneity thesis and holds that visible figure and tangible figure are geometrically inter-derivable, he is free to reduce Berkeley’s three objects of vision to two. For Reid, visible figure is what Berkeley would have called a primary object of vision—it is original to that sense modality and would be present were that sense first conferred. Tangible figure is original to touch. By a law of human psychology, visible figure is a sign of tangible figure. Our ability to perceive tangible figure is acquired perception, rather than original perception. And though visible figure and tangible figure are inter-derivable, our acquired ability to perceive tangible figure by sight is not the result of any explicit or implicit calculation or reasoning. It is a perceptual ability grounded in our constitution and acquired through multimodal perception, perceptual development, and perceptual learning.

What is Reid’s answer to Molyneux’s question? Because visible figure is original to vision, “[t]o a man newly made to see, the visible appearance of objects would be the same as to us” (Reid 1997 [1764], 84). The Molyneux person would see visible figures. Moreover, the visible figures he sees will be signs of tangible figures. Visible figures are the vocabulary in a universal language of vision, a vocabulary available to the Molyneux person. But, because fluency in this language requires perceptual development and perceptual learning,


[h]e could perceive little or nothing of … real figure; nor could he discern, that this was a cube, that a sphere…. They [visible figures] would indeed present the same appearance to him as they do to us, and speak the same language; but to him it is an unknown language; and therefore he would attend only to the signs, without knowing the signification of them.  (Reid 1997 [1764], 84–85)



Reid agrees with Berkeley’s negative response to the question, and for the same reason: the ability to perceive tangible figure by sight is an ability original to our nature that requires repeated interaction with the environment to be expressed and developed. Although Reid agrees with Berkeley’s answer to Molyneux’s question, he disagrees with Berkeley about Leibniz’s addendum. Because Reid rejects the heterogeneity thesis, he holds that a possible Molyneux person could use reason to make judgments based on what she sees, immediately post-procedure. She could reason from visible figure to tangible figure, though typical perceivers do not. Whether she is able to do so depends entirely on her mathematical abilities. Reid establishes this possibility by considering the reverse question of whether “a man born blind, if he were instructed in mathematics, would be able to determine the visible figure of body,” and concludes that he may (Reid 1997 [1764], 95). Reid had a particular person in mind when considering this possibility: the blind mathematician Nicholas Saunderson. He claims that this doctor’s tactile experience, along with his exceptional mathematical skills, would give him the ability to conceive of the visible figures of objects despite his blindness (Reid 1997 [1764], 79, 95–96, 117–119).

Conclusion

An old story about modern philosophy places Berkeley in the middle of the great empiricist triumvirate: Locke, Berkeley, Hume. Doing so emphasizes Berkeley’s associationism, and his immaterialism and idealism. By tracing the profound influence Berkeley had on Reid’s philosophy, we might begin to write a new story that emphasizes Berkeley’s science of mind, and his groundbreaking work on the psychology of vision.40

Notes

1. There has been some discussion of Berkeley’s influence on Reid. See Cantor (1977); Greco (1995); Greenberg (1978); Pappas (1986); Rollin (1978); Rome (1943); Silver (1974).

2. Joseph Priestley’s 1774 An Examination of Dr. Reid’s Inquiry has been thought to be the origin of this story. Paul Wood (2018, 186), who calls the story “one of the abiding myths in the history of philosophy,” has traced it to Joseph Berington (1743–1827) rather than to Priestley.

3. See Bow (2018).

4. For more on common sense in Berkeley and Reid, see Pappas (1986).

5. Bordner (2011) surveys the variety of interpretations that have been presented to explain the role of common sense in Berkeley’s philosophy. See also Bordner, chapter 12 in this volume.

6. See also Reid (2002, 145).

7. See also Reid (2002, 464).

8. See also Reid (1997 [1794], 67–70).

9. See, for example, Campbell and Cassam (2014); Rickless (2013, 86–90).

10. For example, see Copenhaver (2006); Wolterstorff (2004).

11. See Bow (2018).

12. For a clear account of Berkeley’s idealism and immaterialism and the difference between them, see Rickless (2013).

13. The question of whether you and I see the same moon is a matter of dispute among Berkeley scholars (see, for example, Rickless 2013, 86–90). Rickless argues that Berkeley should be read as holding that the moon you immediately see cannot be numerically identical to the moon I immediately see. My view, which I will not defend here, is that while it is true that the sensible qualities that are the primary objects of your vision are not numerically identical to the sensible qualities that are the primary objects of mine, we nevertheless perceive the same moon, by suggestion. I defend this view in a work in progress.

14. For more on Berkeley and Reid on primary and secondary qualities, see Silver (1974); Van Cleve (2015).

15. I am grateful to Samuel Rickless for pointing me to DHP 229–230, where Philonous proclaims: “It is likewise my opinion, that colours and other sensible qualities are on the objects. I cannot for my life help thinking that snow is white, and fire hot.” Nevertheless, Berkeley holds that color and heat are ideas—sensible qualities that depend for their existence on minds—and so would be included by Reid among those who hold that sensible qualities are “ideas in the mind.”

16. See also Reid (2002, 201–206).

17. See McKitrick (2003); Shrock (2017); Van Cleve (2011); Van Cleve (2015).

18. See also Reid (2002, 201–202).

19. For more on Berkeley and Reid on notions, see Flage (1987); Greenberg (1978); Hill, chapter 4 in this volume.

20. See also Reid (1997 [1764], 213, 216, 302); Reid (2002, 448).

21. Reid established this thesis using his experimentum crucis, in which he imagines a person whose psychology is not governed by the contingent laws that connect sensations with perceptions of material objects and qualities as it is in typical humans. He imagines that this person is equipped only with reason and is kept immobile while being presented with a sensation. Reid concludes that the person could not conceive of the material objects or qualities with which the sensation is connected by law in typical adults (see Reid 1997 [1764], 65–66, 70).

22. See Downing (2005) and also PHK 107:87–88.

23. Whether and to what degree Berkeley is a Newtonian is a matter of controversy. I recognize that Berkeley is a critic of Newton, but I read him as a proponent of the Baconian, Newtonian methods of the new science, at least in the sense that he thinks natural philosophers should appeal to laws of nature rather than to final causes. See Dempsey (2014); Downing (2005); McMullin (2001); Schliesser (2001).

24. There is a substantial literature on Reid’s geometry of visibles: Daniels (1972); Daniels (1989); Falkenstein (2000a); Falkenstein (2000b); Falkenstein and Grandi (2003); Van Cleve (2015); Wood (1998); Yaffe (2002); Yaffe (2003a); Yaffe (2003b).

25. See Atherton (1990); and chapters 14 and 15 in this volume.

26. This interpretation of Berkeley is standard to this day (see Rickless 2013). I challenge this interpretation in Copenhaver (2014a) and in a work in progress.

27. I wish to emphasize that Reid interprets Berkeley to hold that the suggestion relation is a kind of association. This may not be an accurate interpretation on Reid’s part (see Rickless 2013, 46–49). In a work in progress, I argue that the suggestion relation in Berkeley is a sui generis relation that may result from, but should not be identified with, association, inference, or arbitrary fiat.

28. I present but do not defend this interpretation of Reid. For an alternative interpretation, see Van Cleve (2015). For a defense of the present interpretation, see Copenhaver (2016).

29. Again, this interpretation of Berkeley is found throughout the secondary literature. I challenge it in Copenhaver (2014a) and in a work in progress.

30. See Copenhaver (2010); Copenhaver (2014b); Copenhaver (2015); Copenhaver (2016). For an alternative to these accounts, see Van Cleve (2015)

31. In previous work, I understood acquired perception in terms of the representation of higher-level properties (such as kind properties) in the contents of experience, and assumed that the mechanism by which we acquire the ability to represent such properties is cognitive permeation (also called cognitive penetration). I now think that the mechanism is best explained in terms of perceptual learning. There is a growing literature on perceptual learning (see Connolly 2017).

32. In presenting Reid and his interpretation of Berkeley on the puzzle of the retinal image, I follow Van Cleve (2015). In presenting Berkeley on the puzzle, I follow Atherton (1990).

33. There is a significant and growing literature on Molyneux’s question (see Degenaar and Lokhorst 2017). Van Cleve (2015) examines Reid and Berkeley on Molyneux’s question.

34. Strictly speaking, Reid never refers to the question using the name “Molyneux’s question,” but he was surely familiar with the question and addresses the thought experiment it proposes throughout the Inquiry.

35. For a fuller account, see Copenhaver (2014a).

36. See also NTV 103:212–213; NTV 129:223; NTV 130:223.

37. See also NTV 51:190.

38. See also NTV 139:227–228. Note that while visible figure is not a primary object of vision, it is nevertheless an immediate object of vision, according to Berkeley (see NTV 54:191; TVV 48:267–268).

39. For more on Reid and acquired perception, see Copenhaver (2010); Copenhaver (2014b); Copenhaver (2105); Copenhaver (2016); Van Cleve (2015).

40. I would like to thank Samuel Rickless and Bridger Ehli for their comments on this chapter.

References

Atherton, Margaret. 1990. Berkeley’s Revolution in Vision. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Bordner, Seth. 2011. “Berkeley’s ‘Defense’ of ‘Common Sense.’” Journal of the History of Philosophy 49, no. 3: 315–338.

Bow, Charles Bradford, ed. 2018. Common Sense in the Scottish Enlightenment. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Campbell, John, and Quassim Cassam. 2014. Berkeley’s Puzzle: What Does Experience Teach Us? Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cantor, G. N. 1977. “Berkeley, Reid, and the Mathematization of Mid-Eighteenth-Century Optics.” Journal of the History of Ideas 38, no. 3: 429–448.

Connolly, Kevin. 2017. “Perceptual Learning.” In Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward N. Zalta (Summer). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/perceptual-learning/.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2006. “Is Reid a Mysterian?” Journal of the History of Philosophy 44, no. 3: 449–466.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2010. “Thomas Reid on Acquired Perception.” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 91, no. 3: 285–312.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2014a. “Berkeley on the Language of Nature and the Objects of Vision.” Res Philosophica 91, no. 1: 29–46.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2014b. “Reid on the Moral Sense.” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 41, no. 1: 80–101.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2015. “Thomas Reid on Aesthetic Perception.” In Thomas Reid on Mind, Knowledge, and Value, edited by Rebecca Copenhaver and Todd Buras, 124–138. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Copenhaver, Rebecca. 2016. “Additional Perceptive Powers: Comments on Van Cleve’s Problems from Reid.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 93, no. 1: 218–224.

Daniels, Norman. 1972. “Thomas Reid’s Discovery of a Non-Euclidean Geometry.” Philosophy of Science 39, no. 2: 219–234.

Daniels, Norman. 1989. Thomas Reid’s “Inquiry”: The Geometry of Visibles and the Case for Realism. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Degenaar, Marjolein, and Gert-Jan Lokhorst. 2017. “Molyneux’s Problem.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward N. Zalta (Winter). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/molyneux-problem/.

Dempsey, Liam P. 2014. “Newtonian Idealism: Matter, Perception, and the Divine Will.” Southern Journal of Philosophy 52, no. 1: 86–112.

Downing, Lisa. 2005. “Berkeley’s Natural Philosophy and Philosophy of Science.” In The Cambridge Companion to Berkeley, edited by Kenneth P. Winkler, 230–265. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Falkenstein, Lorne. 2000a. “Reid’s Account of Localization.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 61: 305–328.

Falkenstein, Lorne. 2000b. “Reid’s Critique of Berkeley’s Position on the Inverted Image.” Reid Studies 4: 35–53.

Falkenstein, Lorne, and Giovanni Grandi. 2003. “Critique of Yaffe.” Journal of Scottish Philosophy 1: 117–134.

Flage, Daniel E. 1987. Berkeley’s Doctrine of Notions: A Reconstruction Based on His Theory of Meaning. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Greco, John. 1995. “Reid’s Critique of Berkeley and Hume: What’s the Big Idea?” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 55, no. 2: 279–296.

Greenberg, Arthur R. 1978. “Reid, Berkeley, and Notional Knowledge.” Monist 61, no. 2: 271–282.

Leibniz, Wilhelm Gottfried. 1981 [1765]. New Essays on Human Understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

McKitrick, Jennifer. 2003. “Reid’s Foundation for the Primary/Secondary Quality Distinction.” In The Philosophy of Thomas Reid: A Collection of Essays, edited by John Haldane and Stephen Read, 65–81. Malden, MA: Blackwell.

McMullin, Ernan. 2001. “The Impact of Newton’s Principia on the Philosophy of Science.” Philosophy of Science 68, no. 3: 339–345.

Pappas, George S. 1986. “Common Sense in Berkeley and Reid.” Revue Internationale de Philosophie 40, no. 158 (3): 292–303.

Reid, Thomas. 1997 [1764]. An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense. Edited by Derek R. Brookes. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Reid, Thomas. 2002. Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man. Edited by Derek R. Brookes. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Reid, Thomas. 2010. Essays on the Active Powers of Man, edited by Knud Haakonssen and James A. Harris. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Rickless, Samuel C. 2013. Berkeley’s Argument for Idealism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rollin, Bernard E. 1978. “Thomas Reid and the Semiotics of Perception.” Monist 61, no. 2: 257–270.

Rome, Sydney C. 1943. “The Scottish Refutation of Berkeley’s Immaterialism.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 3, no. 3: 313–325.

Schliesser, Eric. 2001. “Newton’s Challenge to Philosophy: A Programmatic Essay.” HOPOS: Journal of the International Society for the History of the Philosophy of Science 1, no. 1: 101–128.

Shrock, Christopher A. Thomas Reid and the Problem of Secondary Qualities. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Silver, Bruce. 1974. “A Note on Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision and Thomas Reid’s Distinction Between Primary and Secondary Qualities.” Southern Journal of Philosophy 12, no. 2: 253–263.

Van Cleve, James. 2011. “Reid on the Real Foundation of the Primary-Secondary Quality Distinction.” In Primary and Secondary Qualities: The Historical and Ongoing Debate, edited by Lawrence Nolan, 274–303. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Van Cleve, James. 2015. Problems from Reid. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Wolterstorff, Nicholas. 2004. Thomas Reid and the Story of Epistemology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wood, Paul. 1998. “Reid, Parallel Lines, and the Geometry of Visibles.” Reid Studies 2: 27–42.

Wood, Paul B. 2018. “The ‘New Empire of Common Sense’: The Reception of Common Sense Philosophy in Britain, 1764–1793.” In Common Sense in the Scottish Enlightenment, edited by Charles Bradford Bow, 165–199. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Yaffe, Gideon. 2002. “Reconsidering Reid’s Geometry of Visibles.” Philosophical Quarterly 52: 602–620.

Yaffe, Gideon. 2003a. “Reid on the Perception of Visible Figure.” Journal of Scottish Philosophy 1: 103–116.

Yaffe, Gideon. 2003b. “Reply to Falkenstein and Grandi.” Journal of Scottish Philosophy 1: 135–140.


Chapter 33

Berkeley and Kant

Tim Jankowiak

The relation of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) to Berkeley has been a vexed and contentious issue since the initial publication of Critique of Pure Reason1 in 1781. For as even Kant’s earliest critics noticed, there are some obvious similarities between their views. Both hold metaphysical theories that can be described as “idealisms” (though Berkeley didn’t use this term, and Kant used it in a highly qualified way), and for both this involved the claim that the objects of experience are in some sense mind-dependent. However, the comparison to Berkeley apparently upset Kant quite severely. While Berkeley is never mentioned explicitly in the 1781 edition of the Critique, Kant took pains to distance himself from “the good Berkeley” (KrV B71) in several places in Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics in 1783 and in the 1787 revisions to the Critique. He went so far as to deride Berkeley’s theory as a “dogmatic” (Prol 4:375; KrV B274), “visionary” (Prol 4:293), or even “reprehensible” (Prol 4:293) idealism, according to which bodies don’t exist and all sensory experience is an illusion. These remarks have typically left Kant’s readers scratching their heads, since they seem to betray either an ignorance of Berkeley’s actual position, or a willful misrepresentation of it.

This chapter aims to bring some clarity to Kant’s treatment of Berkeley, and to the general question of where their metaphysics converge or diverge. The first section is primarily philological. I discuss the current best guesses regarding which of Berkeley’s writings Kant might have read. It used to be believed that Kant had only secondhand knowledge of Berkeley’s position, but we will see that there is plenty of evidence to call this reading into question. In the second section, I consider Kant’s explicit discussions of Berkeley. Again, Kant dismisses Berkeley as a “dogmatic idealist” who reduces the world to an illusion. On its face, this accusation of “illusionism” is a blatant mischaracterization of Berkeley’s actual view, at least as Berkeley himself presented it. I will suggest that some of Kant’s remarks about Berkeley can be understood as fair criticisms of Berkeley’s position. However, this charitable interpretation will have its limitations, and I will argue that, at the end of the day, we must admit that Kant was more interested in contrasting his own position with the false caricature of Berkeley popular in Germany in the late eighteenth century, rather than with the true position of the historical Berkeley. Finally, in the third section, I put aside Kant’s own claims about his relation to Berkeley and consider the most interesting points of contrast between their views. After surveying the contrast between their idealisms considered broadly, I turn to the contrasts between their understandings of the existence of bodies, the nature of bodies, and their responses to Cartesian skepticism.

Kant’s Familiarity with Berkeley

At the time of his death, Kant was known to have owned only one of Berkeley’s books: a 1781 German translation of the Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (Warda 1922, 46). For a long time this translation was thought (incorrectly) to be the first published German translation of Berkeley’s writings.2 Because its publication coincided with that of the first Critique, it was commonly presumed that Kant (who could read German, Latin, and French, but not English) could not have read Berkeley until after he had composed the Critique, and that Kant’s knowledge of Berkeley before then was secondhand.3 For some, Kant’s odd remarks about Berkeley are best explained by this presumed lack of access to what Berkeley actually wrote. For instance, Kemp Smith (1918, 156) says, “[i]n order to make Kant’s account of Berkeley’s teaching really comprehensible, we seem compelled to assume that he never himself actually read any of Berkeley’s own writings.” However, sometime around the middle of the twentieth century, it became common knowledge that a German translation of the Dialogues had been published a quarter century earlier in 1756.4 Most scholars since the second half of the twentieth century believe it plausible or even probable that Kant was familiar with this translation well before he penned the first Critique (see Turbayne 1955, 226; Allison 1973, 44; Mattey 1983, 164).5 If this conjecture is correct, it would undermine the suggestion that Kant’s odd remarks about Berkeley are rooted in ignorance.

The Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge is the other main presentation of Berkeley’s metaphysical views. Interestingly, though, scholars looking at Berkeley’s influence on Kant are almost entirely silent regarding the Principles, and I am not aware of any evidence that Kant was directly familiar with its contents. Either way, the question of whether Kant read the Principles will not make a significant difference in the present study, simply because the Dialogues present largely the same doctrine as the earlier Principles, and we have already seen reason to think that Kant had access to the former.

Berkeley wrote De Motu in Latin, which Kant could read. Several commentators have suggested that this text was probably known to Kant (see Turbayne 1955, 226–227; Allison 1973, 44; Mattey 1983, 162; Winkler 2008, 153–154). The evidence for this is that (as we will see in the next section) Kant’s criticisms of Berkeley all have to do with Berkeley’s considerations about space, which is one of the central topics of De Motu. Similar considerations might indicate a familiarity with Berkeley’s Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, which deals with our representation of space. In both cases, however, the evidence is circumstantial at best, so we can only speculate on whether Kant did, in fact, read them.

Siris is mentioned briefly in a transcript of one of Kant’s lectures from the 1760s (V-MP/Herder 28:42). However, this is not yet clear evidence that Kant was familiar with the philosophical contents of the book. For one thing, the position that Kant attributes to Berkeley in the lecture transcript seems closer to the doctrine of the Principles and the Dialogues than to the Neoplatonism found in Siris. For another, it seems that the only German translation of Siris available at the time included only the “medical” parts of the text (see Mattey 1983, 163). There is differing opinion on how likely it is that Kant read Siris,6 but, either way, the lecture transcript reveals that Kant’s interest in Berkeley dates to well before the “critical” insights of the 1770s and ’80s.

Overall, it is impossible to state conclusively which of Berkeley’s texts (if any) Kant definitely read prior to publishing the first Critique, much less how thoroughly he digested them. However, the consensus for at least the last half century is that Kant almost certainly was familiar with at least some of Berkeley’s writings. But if this is correct, it leaves open the question of what to make of Kant’s puzzling claims about Berkeley’s idealism vis-à-vis his own. If he really was familiar with the official Berkeleyan doctrine, why would he attribute to Berkeley a position that the latter so clearly rejects (viz., that all experienced objects are illusory)? I consider this question in the next section.

Kant’s Criticisms of Berkeley

The task of this section is to reconstruct and analyze Kant’s criticisms of Berkeley in the Prolegomena and the first Critique. On the one hand, we’ll see that some of Kant’s remarks indicate that he had more than a superficial understanding of the important details of Berkeley’s views, especially regarding Berkeley’s conception of space. On the other, however, we’ll see that Kant is not able to give a satisfying account of the distinction between his own metaphysics and Berkeley’s immaterialism. Consequently, it will not be possible to dispel entirely the common impression that Kant’s treatment of Berkeley is simply not fair. This section presents an account of Kant’s own attempts to distinguish his view from Berkeley’s. In the final section, I consider how their views actually relate.

Berkeley is not mentioned by name in the first edition of the first Critique.7 If Berkeley was not on Kant’s radar in 1781, he surely was after 1782, when Johann Feder and Christian Garve anonymously published a harsh review of the Critique. Early in the review, a brief comparison to Berkeley is made:


One basic pillar of the Kantian system rests on these concepts of sensations as mere modifications of ourselves (on which Berkeley, too, principally builds his idealism).  (Feder and Garve 2000, 53–54)



This seemingly insignificant comparison clearly touched a sensitive nerve in Kant. In the Prolegomena, published a year later in 1783, he includes two discussions of the difference between his idealism and Berkeley’s (one of them contained in a lengthy polemic against his anonymous critics).

In his first published mention of Berkeley’s idealism, he calls it “mystical and visionary,”8 and claims that the Critique provides the “proper antidote” (Prol 4:293).


For what I called idealism did not concern the existence of things (the doubting of which, however, properly constitutes idealism according to the received meaning), for it never came into my mind to doubt that.  (Prol 4:293)



Moreover, according to Kant, in denying their existence, Berkeley’s “reprehensible idealism transform[s] actual things … into mere representations” (Prol 4:293). Later (in the polemic against Feder and Garve), he returns to the contrast between Berkeley’s idealism and his own:


The thesis of all genuine idealists, from the Eleatic School to Bishop Berkeley, is contained in the formula: “All cognition through the senses and experience is nothing but sheer illusion, and there is truth only in the ideas of pure understanding and reason.”9

The principle that governs and determines my idealism throughout is, on the contrary, “All cognition of things out of mere pure understanding or pure reason is nothing but sheer illusion, and there is truth only in experience.”  (Prol 4:374)



These characterizations of Berkeley seem severely uncharitable. For Berkeley also never meant to doubt the existence of things. In fact, Berkeley’s position is that it is the materialist, not he, who must remain skeptical of the existence of the objects of experience (see DHP 173ff.; DHP 210ff.; DHP 229ff.). Moreover, he warns against exactly the kind of misreading that Kant seems to be making here: “If there be anything which makes the generality of mankind averse from the notions I espouse, it is a misapprehension that I deny the reality of sensible things” (DHP 237–238; cf. DHP 230). Further, even if there is a grain of truth to the claim that Berkeley “transforms things into representations,”10 to go on to say that Berkeley also makes all cognition into “sheer illusion” is unfair. For Berkeley explicitly denies that his system reduces the world to illusion, and he gives empirical criteria by which one can distinguish truth from illusion (see DHP 215; DHP 258; PHK 34:55).11

These passages explain why many earlier commentators concluded that Kant was simply ignorant of Berkeley’s actual position and was relying instead on the popular caricature of Berkeley (as found, for instance, in Beattie or Eschenbach; see my notes 3 and 5). However, what Kant goes on to say about why he attributes these positions to Berkeley shows that his understanding of the Berkeleyan doctrine may be more nuanced than it first appears. He draws a connection between Berkeley’s (supposed) illusionism and his empiricist conception of space. I quote the following rich passage in full:


Space and time, together with everything contained in them, are not things (or properties of things) in themselves, but belong instead merely to the appearances of such things; thus far I am of one creed with the previous idealists. But these idealists, and among them especially Berkeley, viewed space as a merely empirical representation, a representation which, just like the appearances in space together with all of the determinations of space, would be known to us only by means of experience or perception; I show, on the contrary, first: that space (and time as well, to which Berkeley gave no attention), together with all its determinations, can be cognized by us a priori, since space (as well as time) inheres in us before all perception or experience as a pure form of our sensibility and makes possible all intuition from sensibility, and hence all appearances. From this it follows: that, since truth rests upon universal and necessary laws as its criteria, for Berkeley experience could have no criteria of truth, because its appearances (according to him) had nothing underlying them a priori; from which it then followed that experience is nothing but sheer illusion, whereas for us space and time (in combination with the pure concepts of the understanding) prescribe a priori their law to all possible experience, which law at the same time provides the sure criterion for distinguishing truth from illusion.  (Prol 4:374–375)



Several remarks about this passage are in order. First, it provides a strong indication that Kant had more than a passing familiarity with the details of Berkeley’s position. For Berkeley does deny that space exists as a mind-independent thing in itself (DM 53–55:24–25; PHK 116:93), and he also claims that the representation of space is acquired empirically (DHP 202; PHK 43:58; NTV passim). Moreover, he claims that distance relations are not even given immediately in perception, and that the idea of distance (and space in general) is formed through associative learning about the regularities exhibited by the unfolding drama of one’s sensations (see NTV 64–65:195 and passim).

Thus, Kant is correct to attribute to Berkeley an empiricist account of the representation of space. But what is the connection between this account and his supposed illusionism? The answer Kant gives has to do with what he thinks he gains with his own alternative theory of space. Kant holds that space and time are a priori forms of sensibility, and are thus conditions on the possibility of the experience of objects (which entails that every experienced object must be represented spatiotemporally). Accordingly, these representations bring along a universality and necessity not available to Berkeley. For since Berkeley believes that the representation of space comes from experience, it cannot precede experience as its condition. Kant’s position is that without this a priori basis for experience, “experience could have no criteria for truth,” which entails that “experience is nothing but sheer illusion” (Prol 4:375). His reasoning can be spelled out as follows:


1. Without criteria for truth in experience, all experience is an illusion.

2. Without the a priori representations of space and time as a basis for experience, there can be no criteria for truth in experience.

3. Berkeley holds that the representations of space and time are acquired empirically, not a priori.

4. Therefore, Berkeley’s position entails that all experience is an illusion.



I will say more about this inference in a moment, but first note that the argument does not require that we read Kant as ever attributing illusionism to Berkeley. When Kant says “from this it follows” and “from which it then followed,” he need not be read as describing an inference that he thinks Berkeley did make or would have made. Rather, he is making an inference on Berkeley’s behalf based on principles that he knows Berkeley did not accept. This would undercut to some degree the claim that Kant is working only with the popular caricature of Berkeley, according to which Berkeley intentionally reduced the world to illusion.

Let us now briefly consider Kant’s reasoning in the argument. The idea behind the first premise is straightforward enough. The idea is that there must be a principled way to draw the distinction between true judgments about objects (what he often calls “objectively valid” or “objectively real” judgments) and judgments that have mere “subjective significance,” i.e., those that hold true only from a particular point of view (see KrV A197/B242). Without the ability to draw such a distinction, all representations and all judgments will remain merely subjective, and hence will be on a cognitive par with illusion.

The second premise is more complicated, because it implicitly assumes large portions of Kant’s transcendental theory of experience, which is articulated throughout the first half of the first Critique. But the basic idea, I take it, is that objectively valid judgments are possible only insofar as they involve the application of the pure concepts of the understanding (the “categories”) to the objects of experience. And, as he aims to demonstrate in the “Transcendental Deduction,” these categories have applicability only to objects that conform to the a priori structures of space and time (see KrV B147). This is what Kant means when he says that appearances need something “underlying them a priori.” Since Berkeleyan experience has no such foundation, it is no better than illusion.12

While this reading of the passage shows that Kant’s familiarity with Berkeley is more sophisticated than it might at first seem, it also raises further questions. Most notably, this analysis shows that Kant’s complaint about Berkeley has to do more with the latter’s empiricist epistemology than his immaterialist metaphysics. For illusionism would seem to follow from any empiricist conception of space.13 But if that’s the case, then one wonders why he singles Berkeley out as a special target of his scorn. Why not make the same accusations against, say, Hume, who also had an empiricist conception of space (see THN 1.2.3)? One can only speculate here, but my suspicion is that Kant’s motivations for singling out Berkeley were less philosophical than polemical and rhetorical. I will say more on this at the end of the section, but first let’s consider Kant’s remarks about Berkeley in the revised edition of the first Critique.

Kant mentions Berkeley only twice in his 1787 additions to the Critique, and both passages continue to emphasize the connection between Berkeley’s supposed illusionism and the question of whether space (and time) are properties of things in themselves. The first is in a note added to the “Transcendental Aesthetic” (where Kant had argued that space and time are a priori representations, and thus pertain only to the appearances of things, not things in themselves). Kant argues that a failure to acknowledge the transcendental ideality of space (and time) leads one to paradoxes, and from there to illusionism:


For if one regards space and time as properties that, as far as their possibility is concerned, must be encountered in things in themselves, and reflects on the absurdities in which one then becomes entangled, … then one cannot well blame the good Berkeley if he demotes bodies to mere illusion.  (KrV B70–71)



This reasoning is only superficially similar to the argument in the Prolegomena. For while Kant still connects Berkeley’s illusionism with his theory of space, Berkeley’s empiricism no longer plays a role. Rather, illusionism is described as a consequence of the paradox that supposedly results from treating space as a thing in itself. A similar point is made in the preface to the “Refutation of Idealism” a few hundred pages later. Kant calls Berkeley a “dogmatic idealist” who


declares space, together with all the things to which it is attached as an inseparable condition, to be something that is impossible in itself, and who therefore also declares things in space to be merely imaginary. Dogmatic idealism is unavoidable if one regards space as a property that is to pertain to the things in themselves; for then it, along with everything for which it serves as a condition, is a non-entity.  (KrV B274)



In both of these passages, it seems that Kant gets Berkeley only half right. For, again, it is true that Berkeley denies any kind of mind-independent reality to space. But Kant also seems to be attributing to Berkeley something like the idea that if bodies were real at all, then they would presuppose an independently existing spatial container. Berkeley would not accept this claim. His view is that bodies exist as ideas in the mind, not as mind-independent things in themselves, and not as the contents of a mind-independent spatial expanse. And thus, it seems that Kant imputes illusionism to Berkeley only by attributing a very un-Berkeleyan conception of bodies to him.

Let us take stock. In the Prolegomena, Kant can be read as getting Berkeley’s position basically correct, and he does manage to demarcate a clear distinction between Berkeley’s position and his own. However, that distinction has to do with Berkeley’s empiricist epistemology, not his idealist or immaterialist metaphysics. In the 1787 Critique, Kant does directly address Berkeley’s metaphysics, but his remarks are based on a mischaracterization of Berkeley’s conception of the spatiality of bodies. Thus, in neither case do we see Kant distinguishing his idealism from Berkeley’s in a way that is fair to Berkeley.

What should we make of all of this? First, I think it should be kept in mind that Kant does not take himself to be playing the role of scholar of the history of philosophy in his major published works. His aim is not to provide a nuanced, historically accurate presentation of the views of his predecessor. In fact, it seems that he views the comparison to Berkeley as a distraction, and he makes this comparison only grudgingly. Presumably, Kant never would have discussed Berkeley in the Prolegomena or the second edition of the Critique at all if his critics hadn’t made an issue out of it. It seems that Kant’s primary aim in the discussions of Berkeley is simply to signal as loudly and clearly as he can that his system is not to be confused with Berkeley’s. He sends this signal by claiming that Berkeley’s system reduces the world to illusion, while his own does not. As we have seen, this accusation is (mostly) unfair. But if the popular conception of Berkeley held by Kant’s contemporaries was based on the caricatures described in the previous section, then it is not so surprising that he would contrast his own view with that caricature (“the received meaning” of idealism, Prol 4:293), rather than with the historical Berkeley. This does not entail that Kant has no interest in understanding the historical Berkeley’s actual position. It’s just that discussing his actual position would not serve Kant’s aims. Either way, whatever the correct explanation of Kant’s unfair treatment of Berkeley happens to be, it seems clear that if we want to know where the real similarities and differences between their idealisms lie, we should look directly at the theories themselves, rather than at what Kant says about this relation. This is the task of the final section.

Berkeley and Kant on the Objects of Experience

Having seen the limitations of Kant’s attempts to differentiate his own idealism from Berkeley’s, we can now turn to the question of how their views about the objects of experience in fact compare. In this section, I will first address the contrast between Berkeleyan and Kantian idealism construed broadly, and then I will turn to several more specific points of contrast.

Transcendental Idealism Vis-à-Vis Berkeleyan Idealism

Unfortunately, explaining the contrast between Berkeleyan idealism and Kantian transcendental idealism is no easy task, for the simple reason that there is as yet no clear consensus on how exactly Kant’s transcendental idealism is to be understood. For, on the one hand, everyone agrees on the basic claims of transcendental idealism: roughly, the objects that appear to us are distinct from the things in themselves to which they correspond; the former are mind-dependent and necessarily spatiotemporal, while the latter are independent of our minds and are not spatiotemporal. But on the other, there is considerable debate regarding how exactly the distinction between appearances and things in themselves is to be understood. Ultimately, whether we take Kant’s idealism to be a close cousin of Berkeley’s or only a distant relative will depend on how we understand the status of Kantian appearances. Specifically, are they mind-dependent in anything like the way in which Berkeleyan objects are mind-dependent?

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to defend a particular interpretation of transcendental idealism. Instead, I will discuss several families of interpretations of transcendental idealism, and explain how a proponent of each interpretation would understand the contrast between Kant and Berkeley.

The most basic point of disagreement about transcendental idealism among Kant scholars has to do with whether the distinction between appearances and things in themselves should be understood as a distinction between two kinds of objects, or between two aspects of (or ways of conceiving, representing, or knowing) one single kind of object. I will consider two versions of each of these families of interpretation, beginning with two-aspect interpretations.

What two-aspect interpretations have in common is the claim that the phrases “things as they appear” and “things in themselves” do not refer to ontologically distinct classes of entities. The appearance is, in some sense, numerically identical to the thing in itself. However, where two-aspect interpretations differ is in terms of whether they take the appearance/thing in itself distinction to be epistemological or metaphysical.14 According to epistemological two-aspect interpretations, Kant’s claim that appearances are knowable while things in themselves are not should be construed as an assertion of epistemic humility: we can know objects only insofar as those objects conform to the conditions of knowability.15 The appearance is the object insofar as it conforms to these conditions, while the thing in itself is the same object considered independently of these conditions.

Proponents of metaphysical two-aspect interpretations argue instead that the appearance/thing in itself distinction should be understood as a distinction between two classes of properties possessed by objects. Objects have relational properties that obtain only in relation to perceiving subjects (e.g., the property of appearing spatiotemporal), and they have (unknowable) intrinsic properties that they have independently of any relation to a subject. The appearance is the object construed in terms of the object’s knowable apparent properties, while the thing in itself is the same object construed in terms of its unknowable intrinsic properties.

On either of these two-aspect readings, the contrast with Berkeley’s idealism is stark. For both claim that the objects of perception exist independently of the mind, and not as collections of mental states in a mind. On epistemological two-aspect readings, Kant’s and Berkeley’s idealism aren’t even engaged in similar projects: Kant’s idealism is about our knowledge of things, while Berkeley’s idealism is about the nature of things. The matter is only slightly more complicated with metaphysical two-aspect readings. For proponents of such a view agree with Berkeley’s claim that the objects of perception are mind-dependent. However, this Kantian notion of mind-dependence (as they construe it) is distinct from Berkeley’s. For they say that Berkeleyan objects are mind-dependent in the strong sense that they are literally collections of mental states in the mind, while Kantian objects are mind-dependent in the weaker sense that relational apparent properties (i.e., the properties that constitute appearances) exist only in relation to a mind to which they appear. For instance, an object has the property “appears spatiotemporal” only insofar as there is a subject for whom it appears spatiotemporally. This is a very different notion of mind-dependence from Berkeley’s.

Let us turn now to two-object interpretations of transcendental idealism. According to such interpretations, the distinction between appearances and things in themselves is a distinction between two objects, not simply between two ways of conceiving an object. Appearances might in some way correspond to things in themselves, but they are numerically distinct from them. Moreover, on such readings, appearances are mind-dependent in the strong sense that the very existence of an appearance depends directly on some kind of mental activity. In this sense, two-object readings typically ascribe some kind of phenomenalism to Kant. By “phenomenalism,” I mean any theory according to which the existence of the objects of experience depends on mental activity. Berkeley’s view is also a form of phenomenalism, so construed. However, there are different kinds of phenomenalism, and different ways in which an appearance’s existence might be said to depend on mental activity. How exactly one understands this dependence determines how near to Berkeley a phenomenalist interpreter takes Kant to be. I consider two possibilities here.

First, according to what many consider to be the “traditional” interpretation of transcendental idealism, Kant’s theory is a form of “ontological phenomenalism.”16 According to ontological phenomenalism, an object is numerically identical to a collection of mental states (typically, sensations or other such empirical representations). On this view, when Kant says that appearances are “mere representations” (see KrV A107–109; A191/B236) that are “in us” (see A370ff.) and “contain sensations” (see B207), he should be taken at face value. Such an interpretation would clearly put Kant very close to Berkeley insofar as both would be identifying the objects of experience with sensory episodes unfolding within the conscious mind. Nevertheless, there would still be important differences between their views, which I enumerate in the subsequent parts of this section.

Lastly, there is another phenomenalist interpretation according to which appearances are to be identified not with representations in the mind, but rather with the intentional objects of those representations. According to this “intentional object phenomenalism,” appearances are identified with what our empirical representations purport to be about, not with the representational mental episodes themselves.17 On such a view, space, time, and the objects represented in them are “transcendentally ideal” in the sense that they have no positive ontological status independent of their being represented by cognizers like us. On this sort of interpretation, the relation between Kant and Berkeley is complicated. For, on the one hand, Kant is in agreement with Berkeley that the existence of empirical objects depends on certain kinds of mental episodes. But, on the other, Kant would reject Berkeley’s identification of these objects with those episodes, and Berkeley would reject the reduction of these objects to mere intentional objects (for Berkeleyan objects exist in the full sense: they are real mental states in minds, not mere representational contents purported by the mental states).

The foregoing should make it apparent that there isn’t a crystal-clear answer to the question regarding how similar Kant’s idealism is to Berkeley’s. Nevertheless, however one understands transcendental idealism, there are several further noteworthy differences between Kant’s and Berkeley’s metaphysics. In the remainder of this section, I consider several of the most important ones.

Being and Being Perceived

Interestingly, Berkeley and Kant offer remarkably similar analyses of what it means to judge that an object exists. In a well-known passage from early in the Principles, Berkeley considers the question of “what is meant by the term exist when applied to sensible things”:


The table I write on, I say, exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I should say that it existed, meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it.  (PHK 3:42; cf. DHP 234)



Berkeley’s point here is that the content of existential judgments is reducible to claims about the actual or possible sensations that a perceiver has or would have in certain contexts. In general, we cannot make sense of an object’s existence independently of the experience of the object. Compare this idea to Kant’s analysis of the category of “actuality” (Wirklichkeit):


That which is connected with the material conditions of experience (of sensation) is actual. (KrV B266)

The postulate for cognizing the actuality of things requires perception, thus sensation of which one is conscious—not immediate perception of the object itself the existence of which is to be cognized, but still its connection with some actual perception in accordance with [causal laws], which exhibit all real connection in an experience in general.  (KrV A255/B272)



This passage has been interpreted in different ways,18 but at the very least it seems clear that Kant is agreeing with Berkeley that one cannot divorce one’s conception of an object’s existence from the conception of one’s sensory experience of the object.

Note, however, that there is a crucially important difference between their views. Berkeley’s view is that a physical object can be conceived as real only if it is immediately perceivable, and this has important implications for his philosophy of science. Specifically, he holds that the unobservable theoretical entities postulated by scientific theories function only as useful fictions that aid our mathematical predictions about how objects will behave. As Berkeley understands it, scientists find it useful to appeal to concepts such as forces (e.g., gravity) to explain and predict the behavior of bodies, but since forces are imperceptible, they cannot properly be said to exist (see DM 17:14–15). This is not Kant’s view. Rather, he thinks that an object is actual either if it is immediately perceived, or if it can be represented as in law-like causal connection to what is immediately perceived. For instance, “we cognize the existence of a magnetic matter penetrating all bodies from the perception of attracted iron filings, although an immediate perception of this matter is impossible for us, given the constitution of our organs” (KrV A226/B273). Thus, Kant insists on the reality of unperceivable objects, provided that the positing of their existence is justified by their ability to provide causal explanations of phenomena that can be immediately perceived. So, while both Berkeley and Kant agree that existential judgments necessarily make reference to the perceptions of perceivers, they disagree on whether existential judgments can extend beyond what is immediately perceivable.

Related to the question of what goes into the concept of existence is the question of what distinguishes real objects from merely illusory, dreamed, or hallucinated objects. Note that both Berkeley and Kant have prima facie difficulties with this question. For Berkeley must admit that illusory objects are in a certain sense just as real as “real” objects, since both exist only as ideas in the mind. Similarly, Kant must admit that the objects seen in dreams are just as much appearances as the objects seen in waking life. Interestingly, both Berkeley and Kant attempt to preserve a meaningful distinction between real objects and illusory, dreamed, or hallucinated objects by appeal to coherentist criteria. Berkeley establishes the difference between reality and illusion on the fact that “ideas of sense” have “a steadiness, order, and coherence” not to be found in ideas generated by “imagination” (PHK 29:53). Along similar lines, Kant says:


the difference between truth and dream, however, is not decided through the quality of the representations that are referred to objects, for they are the same in both, but through their connection according to the rules that determine the combination of representations in the concept of an object, and how far they can stand together in one experience.  (Prol 4:290)



Yet, once again, the similarity only goes so far. For the coherence that Berkeley describes consists merely in empirical (hence contingent) regularities. Kant, by contrast, insists that the coherence is grounded in causal laws that derive their necessity from the a priori laws that the understanding imposes on nature.

The Nature of Bodies and Scientific Realism

One of the most interesting points of disagreement between Berkeley and Kant is their metaphysics of physical objects. For while they both hold that bodies exist as mind-dependent representations, they disagree extensively on what can be said about these bodies.

Berkeley holds a thoroughly commonsensical, or “what you see is what you get,” account of the nature of bodies. As Wilson (1999b, 295–296) has argued, “Berkeley’s mission … was to vindicate the reality of the objects of ordinary sense experience, as sensed. The primary foe in this connection is … [a] scientific realism” that insists on a distinction between the way things appear and the way they are. If a body is nothing more than a collection of ideas in a mind (or minds), then whatever properties or qualities are displayed by those ideas will be properties or qualities of the body in question, and they will have no properties or qualities not displayed by those ideas. By contrast, Kant, despite his own idealism, is a committed advocate of scientific realism. In addition to holding the familiar distinction between knowable empirical objects and unknowable things in themselves, he also holds an appearance/reality distinction within the empirical realm. He insists that some apparent properties of an object are not really in it, and that some properties not apparent in the object are nevertheless metaphysically real features of it.

One immediate consequence of this disagreement is a divergence regarding the primary/secondary quality distinction. Berkeley holds that colors, tastes, etc., are just as real and just as “objective” as size, shape, etc. As Philonous remarks, “colours and other sensible qualities are on the objects. I cannot for my life help thinking that snow is white, and fire hot” (DHP 229–230; cf. PHK 15:47). Kant, however, wants to preserve a version of the traditional primary/secondary quality distinction within his conception of the natural world. Thus, even though empirical objects are mere “appearances,” some features of appearances (e.g., size and shape) will meet agreement from all competent cognizers and will thus count as objective, while others (e.g., color and smell) will be subjective, and can vary from perceiver to perceiver (see KrV A28–29).

At the same time that Berkeley wants to promote secondary qualities to the level of primary qualities, he also wants to strip away all of the unperceivable features of objects that the scientific realist would typically impute to them. Thus, where bodies are usually taken to be causally efficacious, persisting substances, Berkeley points out that ideas are purely passive and are fleeting and impermanent (see DHP 205–206; Siris 248:118; DM 3:11; DM 22:16). Since bodies are nothing more than the ideas that constitute them, it follows that bodies must be causally inert, and cannot exist as persisting, mind-independent substances. As we saw, he insists that any talk about unperceivable powers or forces in objects should be understood as no more than an appeal to useful fictions that help scientists predict future sensations (see DM 17:14–15; Siris 249:119).

By contrast, while Kant readily admits (with Hume) that causal powers cannot be perceived in objects, and while he admits that our representations of substances are fleeting and impermanent, he nevertheless insists that bodies are causally efficacious, persistent substances. This is because he takes it to be a condition on the possibility of experience that we represent objects in the natural world as permanent substances in causal interaction with each other (see KrV A182/B224ff.). Thus, while Kant agrees with Berkeley’s general sentiment that the objects of experience are in some sense mind-dependent, he is far from Berkeley’s “what you see is what you get” conception of the nature of bodies.

Skepticism

Lastly, Berkeley and Kant offer strikingly similar refutations of Cartesian skepticism. Both make the case that it is a threat only for those who (1) make a distinction between mind-independent entities existing outside the mind and the ideas or representations of those entities inside the mind, and (2) claim that knowledge consists in a correspondence between the two. This distinction is essential to both Berkeley’s opponent, the materialist, and Kant’s opponent, the transcendental realist.19 Berkeley puts the point as follows:


All this skepticism follows, from our supposing a difference between things and ideas, and that the former have a subsistence without the mind, or unperceived…. So long as we attribute a real existence to unthinking things, distinct from their being perceived, it is not only impossible for us to know with evidence the nature of any real unthinking being, but even that it exists.  (PHK 87–88:79; cf. DHP 230)



And Kant makes the same complaint:


If one regards outer appearances as representations that are effected in us by their objects, as things in themselves found outside us, then it is hard to see how their existence could be cognized in any way other than by an inference from effect to cause, in which case it must always remain doubtful whether the cause is in us or outside us.  (KrV A372)



Having made this diagnosis, both Berkeley and Kant make the case that if we take the objects of experience to be mind-dependent representations (rather than the mind-independent cause or correlate of these representations), then the threat of skepticism is skirted entirely. Berkeley argues that we can be certain of the existence of anything we immediately perceive, and that bodies, qua collections of ideas, are immediately perceived. He affirms:


As I am no sceptic with regard to the nature of things, so neither am I as to their existence. That a thing should be really perceived by my senses, and at the same time not really exist, is to me a plain contradiction.  (DHP 230)



Kant makes effectively the same inference (albeit in his distinctive terminology):


But now external objects (bodies) are merely appearances, hence also nothing other than a species of my representations, whose objects are something only through these representations, but are nothing separated from them. Thus external things exist as well as my self, and indeed both exist on the immediate testimony of my self-consciousness…. Thus the transcendental idealist is an empirical realist, and grants to matter, as appearance, a reality which need not be inferred, but is immediately perceived. (KrV A370–371)20



Thus, Berkeley and Kant have remarkably similar responses to the skeptical challenge. However, a caveat is in order, lest the resemblances between their views be exaggerated. For one, as the previous quotation indicates, Kant wants to preserve a distinction between representation and object, such that only the representation is in the mind while the object itself is in space. These objects, along with space itself, are still held to be mind-dependent phenomena (they exist “only through these representations”). But they are still “outside” the mind in the sense that they are necessarily represented as in space. Berkeley, by contrast, does not acknowledge this sort of distinction between representation and object; for him, the representation is the object. Moreover, he does not believe that objects are veridically represented “outside” the mind in any sense.21

Conclusion

I take this chapter to have shown that a certain degree of ambivalence is required for a full appreciation of Kant’s relation to Berkeley. For, on the one hand, there is good reason to think that Kant probably was familiar with some of Berkeley’s most important philosophical writings, and some of his published remarks about Berkeley engage with the details of his position. But, on the other, Kant is not entirely reliable in his pronouncements about the difference between their views, and he seems to have been willing to pander to the popular misrepresentations of Berkeleyanism in his attempts to dissociate himself from his unpopular predecessor. Moreover, without a definitive account of the correct interpretation of transcendental idealism, it is not possible to state with certainty how near or far their idealisms are from each other. Nevertheless, I also hope to have shown that a direct comparison of their views brings out several interesting parallels and points of contrast. For even if we reject Kant’s claim that Berkeleyan idealism amounts to illusionism, interesting parallels and differences between their idealisms remain, and drawing these out can help clarify what is distinctive about both of them.22

Notes

1. All translations of Kant’s works are from the Cambridge Editions of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Paul Guyer and Allen Wood, general editors). References to Critique of Pure Reason (Kant 1998 [1781/1787], abbreviated as KrV) follow the traditional A/B pagination (where the A page number refers to the 1781 edition, and the B page number refers to the 1787 edition). References to all of Kant’s other writings are given as volume number and page number of the Akademie editions of Kant’s writing. Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1787) is often referred to as “the first Critique,” because it was followed by Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and Critique of Judgment (1790). Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (Kant 2002 [1783]) is abbreviated as Prol. Metaphysik Herder (Kant 1997 [1762–1764]) is abbreviated as V-MP/Herder.

2. For instance, Kemp Smith (1918, 156n) asserts confidently that the 1781 translation of the Dialogues “was the first of Berkeley’s writings to appear in German.”

3. A common hypothesized source of this secondhand knowledge was the Scottish philosopher James Beattie, whose 1776 Essay on the Nature and Immutability of Truth in Opposition to Sophistry and Scepticism presented a harsh polemic against the perceived enemies of “common sense.” Hume and Berkeley received special attention, and Beattie’s disdain for them is palpable, with Berkeley coming across as somewhere between a charlatan and a fool. While it might initially be tempting to identify Beattie’s polemic as the source of Kant’s knowledge of Berkeley, this suggestion is undermined by Kant’s own disdain for Beattie, whom Kant disparages in the Prolegomena (see Prol 4:260; Prol 4:370–371). For a longer discussion of this point, see Miller (1973, 321).

4. The volume, by Johann Christian Eschenbach, contains translations of Berkeley’s Dialogues and Collier’s Clavis Universalis. Hence the volume’s title (Samlung der vornehmsten Schriftsteller die die Würklichkeit ihres eignen Körpers und der ganzen Körperwelt läugnen) did not immediately convey that it contained a translation of the Dialogues, which is presumably why it went unnoticed by Kant scholars during the nineteenth and much of the twentieth centuries. There is no record of Kant ever owning this volume, so we cannot be certain that he read it. However, Kant did own a different book by Eschenbach from the same period (Warda 1922, 48), indicating that Kant was familiar with Eschenbach’s work.

5. It is worth noting that Eschenbach’s translation is far from perfect. For instance, Eschenbach mistakenly translates “material substance” as Körper (i.e., “bodies”) in Philonous’s first assertion of immaterialism (DHP 172). Denying the existence of “bodies” has a drastically different connotation from denying the existence of the philosopher’s “material substance,” making Berkeley’s view seem much more contrary to common sense than Berkeley himself intended. This might lead one to think that Kant’s apparent mischaracterizations of Berkeley can be explained by a bad translation. However, I think some restraint is in order here, since Kant was not so simpleminded as to have been misled by a sloppy translation of a key term here or there. For a longer discussion of the flaws in Eschenbach’s translation and their possible influence on Kant, see Mattey (1983, 163ff.).

6. Mattey (1983, 172–174) thinks Siris best explains some of Kant’s remarks about Berkeleyan bodies as illusory, and the importance of space in these remarks. Allison (1973, 59) thinks that these passages are just as well explained in other ways (including related doctrines found in De Motu).

7. It has been suggested that there is a veiled reference to Berkeley in the Fourth Paralogism’s discussion of idealism (see Kemp Smith 1918, 305; Turbayne 1955). Kant there briefly discusses the “dogmatic idealist … who denies the existence of matter” (KrV A377), which might naturally be taken to refer to Berkeley. Moreover, he goes on to say that the dogmatic idealist denies matter “because he believes he can find contradictions in the possibility of matter in general” (A377). This might call to mind Berkeley’s repeated claim that “in the very notion or definition of material substance there is included a manifest repugnancy and inconsistency” (DHP 233; cf. PHK 9:45). However, Kant goes on to say that these contradictions will be dealt with in “the following sections on dialectical inferences” (KrV A377), i.e., the next chapter on the “Antinomies of Pure Reason.” The Second Antinomy in particular addresses the paradoxes that arise from mistakenly treating space as a property of things in themselves: matter then turns out to be both infinitely divisible and not (see KrV A434/B462ff.). This is not the sort of contradiction that Berkeley was concerned with. It thus seems more likely that someone like Leibniz (as suggested by Miller 1971) or even Zeno of Elea (as suggested by Winkler 2008) stood in as the paradigmatic dogmatic idealist in 1781. Zeno is indeed mentioned in the Antinomies (KrV A530/B502), and Kant later groups the Eleatics under the heading “all genuine idealists” (Prol 4:374).

8. Kant’s use of the term “visionary” (Schwärmerischen) is noteworthy. Throughout his career, he aimed sharp criticism at those he deemed Schwärmer (i.e., “visionaries,” “enthusiasts,” or “fanatics”). For instance, in an early essay, he says that the Schwärmer is “properly a deranged person with presumed immediate inspiration and great familiarity with the powers of the heavens. Human nature knows no more dangerous illusion” (Kant 2007 [1764], 2:267).

9. The view that the intellect, not the senses, reveals the true nature of reality is a prominent theme in Siris (see, for instance, 264:124), and some have taken this to imply that Kant was familiar with that text (see Winkler 2008).

10. This could be an allusion to the Third Dialogue, where Philonous says, “I am not for changing things into ideas, but rather ideas into things” (DHP 244). If so, Kant would be reversing Berkeley’s stated position. Kant had earlier defined “visionary” idealism in terms of a transformation of things into representations, and “dreaming” idealism in terms of a transformation of representations into things. Even though Kant considers both to be unacceptable (Prol 4:294), it seems that he should have called Berkeley’s idealism a “dreaming” idealism rather than a “visionary” idealism (as he does at Prol 4:293).

11. In fact, Berkeley’s criterion for distinguishing truth from illusion looks not too dissimilar to Kant’s own remarks on this issue. I return to this point in the final section.

12. For a similar reconstruction of this argument, worked out in much more detail, see Emundts (2008).

13. Morgan (1993, 230), Wilson (1999a, 286), and Kinnaman (2002, 213–216) also point out that Kant’s appeal to the empirical origin of space as the basis for the illusionism charge is really an attack on Berkeley’s empiricism.

14. For defenses of epistemological two-aspect interpretations, see Allison (2004) and Bird (2006). For defenses of metaphysical two-aspect interpretations, see Allais (2015), Langton (1998), and Roche (2013).

15. More specifically, these conditions of knowability are that objects be intuited in space and time (see KrV A19/B33ff.), and that they be cognized in accordance with Kant’s twelve “categories” (see KrV A76/B102ff.).

16. While many consider ontological phenomenalism the “traditional” interpretation, it is lately out of fashion among commentators. Nevertheless, for readings that go in this direction, see Kemp Smith (1918) and Strawson (1966).

17. For interpretations along these lines, see Aquila (1983), Van Cleve (1999), and Jankowiak (2017). In Jankowiak (2017), I go into detail on how reading Kant as an intentional object phenomenalist allows for a good deal of space between Kant’s and Berkeley’s idealisms.

18. For instance, some take these claims merely to offer epistemological criteria that tell us when we are justified in judging an object to be actual (see Allison 2004, 40–41; Langton 1998, 144–145). Others say that Kant is offering a definition of what it is to be actual (see Stang 2016, 287).

19. Despite some commentators’ claims to the contrary (see Turbayne 1955), it would be a mistake to think that Berkeley’s materialism is the same as Kant’s transcendental realism. The offensive element of materialism, according to Berkeley, is the belief in unthinking substance. The offensive element of transcendental realism, for Kant, is the belief that things in themselves are spatiotemporal (or that spatiotemporal appearances are things in themselves).

20. It is noteworthy that Kant deleted these passages from the 1787 edition of the first Critique (along with the entirety of the 1781 edition Paralogisms, which were rewritten). Moreover, the 1787 edition adopts a completely different strategy to refute skepticism (see KrV B274ff.), indicating that Kant may have lost confidence in the earlier (Berkeleyan) strategy. Then again, it is also possible that Kant’s embarrassment over the comparison to Berkeley (e.g., in the Feder and Garve review) motivated him to cleanse the text of any intimations of Berkeleyanism.

21. Although certain patterns of sensations might suggest to us relations that we dub distance relations, “in strict truth the ideas of sight … do not suggest or mark out to us things actually existing at a distance” (PHK 44:59).

22. I owe special thanks to Samuel Rickless, Shelby Clipp, and Nick Tebben for extremely helpful comments on earlier versions of this chapter.
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Chapter 34

Berkeley and Shepherd

Samuel C. Rickless

Introduction

Berkeley’s main claim to fame is as the purveyor of powerful arguments for, and equally powerful responses to criticisms directed at, what must rank as the most astonishing theory of the nature of the universe: that the objects of sense (that is, the things and qualities we see, touch, taste, smell, and hear) are really nothing more than ideas, entities that cannot exist unperceived. Equally astonishing is Berkeley’s claim that there is no such thing as matter (or material substance), indeed, that matter could not possibly exist, because the very definition of “matter” is self-contradictory. In addition, Berkeley infers, in part from the premises of these arguments, that God exists and produces in us (most of) our ideas of sense.

Some of Berkeley’s contemporaries thought that he was “mad” and “ought to take remedies,” others that he must have been motivated by “a desire and vanity of starting something new.”1 Even years later, despite Berkeley’s best efforts to disabuse his readers of the notion that his views entail skepticism about the existence of sensible objects, Hume penned the following uncharitable dismissal: “[T]hat all [Berkeley’s] arguments, though otherwise intended, are, in reality, merely sceptical, appears from this, that they admit of no answer and produce no conviction. Their only effect is to cause that momentary amazement and irresolution and confusion, which is the result of scepticism.”2

Further criticism of Berkeley’s idealism and immaterialism appeared in the work of Reid, who accepted Berkeley’s direct realism (sensible objects are immediately perceived) but rejected his theory of ideas, and Kant, who accepted “transcendental” idealism but rejected “empirical” idealism, thereby preserving one reading of the claim that sensible objects exist outside our minds, even while insisting that, on a different reading, sensible objects are mere representations.3

However, as I will argue in this chapter, none of these accomplished philosophers comes as close as Mary Shepherd (1777–1847) does to identifying the most vulnerable part of Berkeley’s philosophical system. Without throwing up her hands in a fit of confusion (as Hume does), without going so far as to give up the theory of ideas (as Reid does), and without relying on a controversial distinction between two worlds (phenomenal or noumenal) or two ways of thinking of the world (transcendental or empirical) (as Kant does), Shepherd painstakingly dissects what she takes to be Berkeley’s basic argument for idealism (the view that sensible objects are ideas or collections thereof), locating where and, more importantly, why it goes wrong. And although Shepherd and Berkeley are both theists, she criticizes his argument for God’s existence. As we will see, some of Shepherd’s criticisms of Berkeley are unfair, and others are ineffective. The story is complex and multifaceted, involving missteps and misunderstandings. But it is, ultimately, one that reveals Shepherd to have been Berkeley’s most acute critic, the one philosopher who understood him best, and the only one who found his Achilles heel.

Berkeley’s Main Arguments for Idealism, Immaterialism, and Theism

Assuming that ideas cannot exist unperceived, idealism entails that “all the choir of heaven and furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their being is to be perceived or known” (PHK 6:43). Some of Berkeley’s predecessors and contemporaries were happy to accept that at least some sensible qualities (namely, color, taste, smell, sound, and tangible properties, such as hot and cold) are nothing more than ideas in minds. But few would have denied that bodies (such as apples, houses, and mountains) exist mind-independently. It is no surprise, then, that Berkeley’s embrace of idealism was, in a word, shocking.

When he first published his reasons for accepting idealism, Berkeley presented them as truths that are “so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only open his eyes to see them” (PHK 6:43). Indeed, in the very first section of A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), he simply takes for granted both that bodies are collections of sensible qualities, and that sensible qualities are nothing more than ideas. This is what explains the fact that he slides directly from the claim that the name “apple” signifies “a certain colour, taste, smell, figure and consistence” to the claim that “[o]ther collections of ideas constitute a stone, a tree, a book, and the like sensible things” (PHK 1:41; emphasis added). And a few sections later, Berkeley offers a quick argument against his opponents’ thesis that “sensible objects have an existence … distinct from their being perceived,” in the shape of three rhetorical questions: “For what are the forementioned objects [that is, ‘houses, mountains, rivers, and in a word all sensible objects’] but the things we perceive by sense, and what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations; and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these or any combination of them should exist unperceived?” (PHK 4:42).4

Disappointed with the reception of the Principles, Berkeley wrote Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (1713), ostensibly, as he tells us, “to treat more clearly and fully certain principles laid down in the [Principles]” (DHP 167). In the first of the Dialogues, Berkeley returns to idealism, for which he this time offers an extended argument. The reasoning, in brief, is this. Sensible objects are perceived by sense (DHP 174); but everything perceived by sense is immediately perceived (that is, perceived without intermediary) (DHP 174–175); moreover, the only things that are immediately perceived by sense are sensible qualities or collections of sensible qualities (DHP 175); it follows that sensible objects, which are not individual sensible qualities, must be collections of sensible qualities (DHP 175); but sensible qualities are of two kinds, secondary and primary (DHP 187–188); secondary qualities are either pains or pleasures (pains when the qualities are intense, pleasures when the qualities are mild), which are ideas (DHP 175–187); primary qualities are mentally inseparable from secondary qualities, and hence inseparable from secondary qualities in reality, from which it follows that primary qualities, too, must be ideas (DHP 194); hence, all sensible qualities are ideas (DHP 194); finally, since, as has been shown, sensible objects are nothing but collections of sensible qualities, and all sensible qualities are nothing but ideas, it follows that sensible objects must be collections of ideas. QED.5 In essence, this extended argument simply fills out the simple argument of PHK 4, by explaining that sensible objects, which are perceived by sense, are immediately perceived, and hence must be collections of sensible qualities, which are themselves, whether secondary or primary, nothing more than ideas.

In both the Principles and the Dialogues, Berkeley turns from his case for idealism to providing an argument against materialism and an argument for the existence of God. The anti-materialist argument is straightforward, and relies on the previously established proposition that sensible qualities are ideas: matter (or material substance) is defined as an unperceiving support (“substratum”) of sensible qualities; but sensible qualities are ideas, and the only way to support an idea is to perceive it; thus, by definition, matter must be an unperceiving perceiver of ideas; hence, the very notion of matter is self-contradictory: it’s not just that matter doesn’t exist, it’s that matter could not possibly exist (PHK 9:44–45).

The central argument for God’s existence, which appears in PHK 25–33 (with further clarification in PHK 146), sometimes called the passivity argument, goes roughly as follows: ideas are intrinsically inert, incapable of causing anything (PHK 25:51); so, ideas do not cause our ideas of sense (PHK 25:52); moreover, we ourselves do not cause our own sensations, for they (or, at least, “the far greater part of [them]”; PHK 146:107) come to us unbidden and often against our will (PHK 29:53); so, something external to our minds must be causing our sensations; by the anti-materialist argument, this cause cannot be material substance, so it must be immaterial substance (PHK 26:52); but the ideas that we perceive by sense exhibit a remarkable degree of “steadiness, order, and coherence” (PHK 30:53), which could only be produced by an immaterial substance that is infinitely wise, good, and powerful (PHK 32:54; PHK 146:108; see also DHP 215); and such a being is God.

Shepherd’s Strategy

Shepherd is a realist: she believes that there are objects, both thinking and unthinking, external to, and existing independently of, our minds. Her treatment of idealism and theism has both a negative component and a positive component. Negatively, she offers several diagnoses of where Berkeley’s argument for idealism, as well as his argument for the existence of God, go wrong; positively, she tries to establish, in a manner resembling a mathematical proof, the existence of an external world and the existence of God. Both the diagnoses and the proof are inventive and highly original. At least one diagnosis is potentially devastating. Yet, Shepherd is worried that some of her readers might assimilate her position to Berkeley’s own worldview (EPEU, 197).6 The reason is that, even as she opposes Berkeley’s idealist conclusion, she accepts at least some of his main theses, notably that there is a sense in which all sensible qualities are no more than ideas (PHK 1:41; EPEU, 197, 256), that an idea can be like nothing but an idea (PHK 8:44; EPEU, 38, 162, 197) and thus cannot represent an external object, that sensible qualities cannot be causes (PHK 25:51–52; EPEU, 296), and that God exists (PHK 25–33:51–55; EPEU, 151–152, 189). Her aim, then, is not to demolish Berkeley’s philosophical edifice, but rather to “afford a prospect that the doctrine first set up by Bishop Berkeley, is capable of being modified in such a manner as not to be at variance with the common experience of life” (EPEU, xvi).

In examining how Shepherd proposes to thread this needle, we will begin with her criticisms of Berkeley’s arguments for idealism and then move on to her objections to Berkeley’s passivity argument for theism.

Shepherd’s Criticisms of Berkeley’s Argument for Idealism

Shepherd’s main objections to Berkeley’s argument for idealism are contained in section I of an essay titled “Consideration of the Erroneous Reasoning Contained in Bishop Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowledge” (EPEU, 195–213), as well as a part of the next essay, titled “Upon the Nature of the Five Organs of Sense, and Their Manner of Action with Regard to External Perception” (EPEU, 224–227).

Shepherd begins by adverting to various sections that appear at the very beginning of the Principles, in particular sections 1 and 4, in which Berkeley states that sensible things are collections of ideas (because they are collections of sensible qualities, which are ideas) and argues that such objects must be ideas because they are perceived by sense (or imprinted on the senses) and the only things that are perceived by sense (or imprinted on the senses) are ideas.7 In responding to these arguments, Shepherd’s main strategy is to charge ambiguity with respect to a number of different terms or phrases, which ambiguities, she claims, drive Berkeley to commit the fallacy of equivocation when arguing for idealism.

Shepherd’s first target is Berkeley’s use of the phrases “imprinted on the sense(s)” (PHK 1, 3) and “perceive(d) by sense” (PHK 4, 5, 7):


Bishop Berkeley is guilty of an ambiguity, when he speaks “of ideas being imprinted on the senses,” “of our perceiving” (by sense) “our own ideas and sensations,” for he appears to speak of the “senses on which objects are imprinted,” as if he intended by them those five organs of sense, viz. the eye, the ear, &c. vulgarly called the senses, but which, in truth, have no sense or feeling in themselves as independant of mind…. When he speaks of “ideas being imprinted on the senses,” the phrase contains the very doctrine he is controverting. The ideas of colours cannot be imprinted on the eye; nor those of sound on the ear; nor those of extension on the touch; for there are no such IDEAS, until after the eye, as an instrument, has been affected by some sorts of outward objects, fitted to convey to the sentient principle, a sensation of colour, and so of the rest. Therefore the objects perceived by the organs of sense cannot be our ideas, and sensations.  (EPEU, 199–200)



This passage, it must be admitted, is a little confusing. Shepherd seems to be arguing, not so much for the thesis that Berkeley’s use of “imprinted on the senses” or “perceived by the senses” is ambiguous, but rather for the claim that Berkeley is contradicting himself. If we read Shepherd charitably, though, we can make perfect sense of her claim of ambiguity. The problem, as we will see, is that such a charitable reading also enables Berkeley to avoid Shepherd’s objection. This requires some explanation.

If we take Berkeley’s phrases literally, we will read him as using “the senses” to refer to the organs of sense, namely, the eye, the ear, the nose, the tongue, and the skin. Similarly, if we understand “imprinted on” hyperliterally, then we will read the claim that ideas are imprinted on the senses as the claim that ideas exist in or on our sense organs. And if we understand “perceived by” hyperliterally, then we will read the claim that ideas are perceived by the senses as the claim that our sense organs perceive ideas. (Given that Berkeley thinks that an idea existing in X consists in its being perceived by X—this is the point of his famous claim that “[the] esse [of ideas] is percipi” (PHK 3:42)—the two claims amount to the same thing.) The problem, of course, is that Berkeley’s own theory entails that our sense organs, which are sensible things, are nothing more than collections of ideas. Thus, in saying that ideas exist in, or are perceived by, our sense organs, Berkeley would be saying that ideas exist in, or are perceived by, collections of ideas. But this contradicts Berkeley’s claim, asserted in PHK 2, that what perceives ideas is a mind or spirit. For a mind or spirit, unlike every idea or collection of ideas, is active (PHK 27:52). Read hyperliterally, then, Berkeley would be defending “the very doctrine he is controverting.”

If we look at Berkeley’s simple argument for idealism in PHK 4, Shepherd’s criticism amounts to the denial of the first premise (that sensible objects are imprinted on, or perceived by, the senses) on a hyperliteral reading. But there is a way for Berkeley to avoid this problem, one that Shepherd herself sees, because she recognizes that the relevant phrases (namely, “imprinted on the senses” and “perceived by the senses”) are ambiguous. If there are two possible readings of these phrases, one hyperliteral and one not, then Berkeley can help himself to the latter reading rather than the former. In particular, he can claim that the phrase “imprinted on the senses” means no more than “produced [in the mind] by means of the senses,” and that “perceived by the senses” means no more than “perceived [by the mind] by means of the senses.”

There is evidence that this is exactly what Berkeley means by these phrases. In the Principles, Berkeley imagines an “intelligence … affected with the same train of sensations or ideas that you are, imprinted … in his mind” (PHK 20:49); he tells us that “the ideas of sight … only admonish us what ideas of touch will be imprinted in our minds at such and such distances of time, and in consequence of such and such actions” (PHK 44:59); and he tells us that philosophers are conscious that their sensations “were imprinted from without, and which therefore must have some cause, distinct from the minds on which they are imprinted” (PHK 56:65; see also PHK 70:71; PHK 74:73; PHK 150:109). Moreover, with respect to “perceived by the senses,” Berkeley can point out that he never uses this phrase in the Principles, and uses it only thirteen times in the Dialogues; instead, he finds himself far more often using the phrase “perceived [known, apprehended] by sense” (thirty-one times in the Principles, and thirty-eight times in the Dialogues); and “perceived by sense” means no more than “perceived by means of the senses” (just as the phrase “traveled by car” means no more than “traveled by means of a car”). Read in the way that Berkeley wants us to read them, then, the claims that sensible objects are imprinted on the senses and that such objects are perceived by the senses no longer contradict other things Berkeley says, and appear to be straightforwardly true to boot.

Shepherd, though, is one step ahead of this kind of reply on Berkeley’s behalf, as we can see from her response to it some twenty-five pages later:


[T]he whole question is begged by this use of the word senses; an object imprinted on the eye, for instance, must mean, (even in Bishop Berkeley’s sense,) an object rendered conscious by the use of the eye; but what is the use of the eye itself, other than a conscious sensation, or action, supposed to involve the knowledge of an object, EXTERIOR to, and INDEPENDENT of that mind, to which it serves as an instrument of perception? … [The senses] are something in Berkeley’s sense by which the spirit we depend upon introduces “ideas in our minds,” but they are not as yet sensations in a mind, for it is by them sensations and ideas are introduced into the mind. The consciousness of the use of the eye could not introduce light; it must be the eye properly so called, whatever that organ when unperceived may be: therefore, the organs of sense are at least, even in Berkeley’s sense, some objects … which must needs exist as continuous existences, unknown and unperceived in their qualities, in order to account for the creation of sensations and ideas in the mind.  (EPEU, 225, 227)



Shepherd appears to be arguing that it is impossible for Berkeley to hold both that it is by means of the sense organs that ideas are imprinted in the mind and that the sense organs are collections of ideas, for it is not by means of a collection of ideas that ideas are imprinted on (that is, produced in) the mind. If the sensations of light and colors are to be introduced into one’s mind by means of the eye, then the eye must be an instrument of perception that continuously exists in a world that is independent of and external to one’s mind.

This is a clever piece of reasoning, but it is not, I think, sufficient to dislodge Berkeley from his perch. For Berkeley can say that it is not, again, in some hyperliteral sense that our sense organs are supposed to serve as “means” or “instruments” for the introduction of ideas into our minds. When X and Y are ideas, to say that X is an instrument by means of which Y is produced, as Berkeley sees it, is just to say that there is a law of nature, a rule set by God, according to which a particular state of X (for example, eye open, sun shining or candle burning, pupil properly dilated) is regularly followed by the perception of Y. As Berkeley writes: “To explain the phenomena, is all one as to shew, why upon such and such occasions we are affected with such and such ideas” (PHK 50:62). Thus, the fact that the sense organs are instruments or means of perception, in the relevant sense, does not, by itself, entail that they must be objects external to the mind.

Not content with having identified one ambiguity in the premises of Berkeley’s argument for idealism, Shepherd moves on to identify another:


Indeed, [Berkeley] does not take notice that he uses the notion of perception (which is that upon which the whole argument depends) in two different methods, or meanings. For the term “perception,” when applied to those objects for whose observation the organs of sense are required, and by which certain qualities are determined upon the perceiving mind, is used as the notice the mind takes of the presence of certain qualities in consequence of the conscious use of the organs of sense, the use and action of which must, therefore, be in relation to some objects which are not the mind; but when applied to the “ideas and sensations of sensible qualit[i]es,” perception is only used as the mental consciousness of those qualities, leaving out the conscious use of the organs of sense, and the ideas of the outward objects which must necessarily have acted on them.  (EPEU, 200–201)



Shepherd here puts her finger on an ambiguity that has the potential to produce a fallacy of equivocation in the argument of PHK 4:


(1) Sensible objects are perceived by sense.

(2) What we perceive are ideas.



So,


(3) Sensible objects are ideas.



If Shepherd is right, then premises (1) and (2) are true only if the word “perceive” is given one meaning in (1) and a completely different meaning in (2): if the word “perceive” is given the same meaning in both premises, then one of the premises turns out false.

How is this supposed to work? According to Shepherd, Berkeley might be using “to perceive” to mean “to notice the presence of certain qualities of external objects in consequence of the conscious use of the organs of sense” (call this the conscious use sense) or to mean “to be conscious of certain qualities” (call this the mere consciousness sense). As Shepherd sees it, premise (1) is true if “perceive” is used in the conscious use sense, but false if used in the mere consciousness sense, whereas premise (2) is true if used in the mere consciousness sense, but false if used in the conscious use sense. Of course, if “perceive” is used in the conscious use sense in premise (1) and then used in the mere consciousness sense in premise (2), then both premises are true but the argument is invalid. Shepherd puts the point in the context of Aristotelian syllogistic, which, in 1827, was still the standard way of explaining logical validity: “[T]he argument if placed in a regular syllogism, will be seen to contain a middle term of two different and particular significations from which, therefore, nothing can be concluded” (EPEU, 201).

Again, this criticism is clever, but it is also one to which Berkeley has a ready answer. For he can simply deny that he is using the term “perceive” with any meaning other than the mere consciousness sense. For Berkeley, to perceive X is to be conscious or aware of X, period. At no point does Berkeley use, or commit to using, the term “perceive” to connote the conscious use of sense organs in relation to qualities of objects external to the mind, even “when applied to those objects for whose observation the organs of sense are required.” The relevant objects, says Berkeley, are bodies: apples and pears, tables and chairs, rivers and hairs, and so on. But bodies, as he sees it, are no more than collections of ideas. So, in saying that we perceive these objects and then in saying that we perceive ideas, Berkeley is using the word “perceive” in exactly the same sense. Moreover, it is not false to say that we perceive (that is, are conscious of) apples and pears by means of our senses: as we have seen, this is no more than to say that there is a regular connection between certain states of one’s sense organs and the consciousness of certain qualities. So, not only can Berkeley reasonably deny that his simple argument for idealism commits the fallacy of equivocation, but he can also reasonably insist that the premises of his argument are true.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Shepherd yet again anticipates this sort of reply. In saying that sensible objects are perceived, we are ipso facto referring to sensible objects, or, as she puts it, “objects of sense.” And the very concept of an object of sense, she argues, requires that perception of such objects involves consciousness of the use of one’s sense organs:


The consciousness whether the organs of sense be used or not, in perceiving objects …, is the great criterion of a sane, or insane state of mind, of its waking or sleeping condition; the consciousness that the organs of sense are used, makes all the difference between objects of sense, or objects of memory, reason, or imagination.  (EPEU, 203)



Shepherd’s claim here is that the perception of objects of sense in a sane, waking condition requires consciousness of the use of one’s sense organs as instruments of perception: if one is not conscious of the use of one’s eyes in vision, for example, then one is sleeping, insane, or confabulating.

It is a potential problem for Shepherd that her claim entails that young children who are awake and sane do not perceive objects of sense, for they are not conscious that they are using their sense organs in perception: they experience smells and sounds, for example, without having any idea that they are using their noses and ears in the process. Anticipating this problem, too, Shepherd notes that perception of objects of sense involves “the quick and practical use of the senses subsequent to infancy” (EPEU, 203; underlining added). But this restriction of the requirement that perception of sensible objects presupposes consciousness of the use of one’s sense organs to the time after children have acquired the concept of sense organ and the concept of the use of such organ as an instrument of perception seems both ad hoc and false. Surely, we want to say, even infants and very young children, before they have acquired the relevant concepts, perceive objects of sense by means of their sense organs: a baby perceives its caregiver by means of its eyes, tastes food by means of its tongue, hears a dog barking by means of its ears, and so on. To suppose otherwise by distinguishing between infancy and post-infancy seems unjustified, at least in the absence of further argument, which Shepherd does not provide. Here, too, then, Shepherd’s claim that the concept of consciousness of the use of one’s sense organs is part of the concept of perception of objects of sense seems unpromising as a criticism of Berkeley’s argument for idealism.

Not content with having identified two ambiguities in Berkeley’s argument, Shepherd points us to a third:


[T]he word object … is of ambiguous application;—for in his use of the word object, [Berkeley] begs the question; meaning thereby a collection of sensible qualities, formed by the senses and apprehended by the mind; whereas the adversary means by that word, a set of qualities exterior to the mind, and to which the organs of sense are in relation as mechanical instruments, and of which they take notice as those permanent existences, which the understanding is aware must needs continue when unperceived, ere they are transformed by their action into other beings.  (EPEU, 204)



In saying that Berkeley begs the question, Shepherd is really accusing him of committing the fallacy of irrelevance, or ignoratio elenchi. According to Shepherd, Berkeley is using the term “object” to mean “collection of sensible qualities, formed by the senses and apprehended by the mind.” If this is so, then Berkeley’s simple argument for idealism would run as follows:


(1) Collections of sensible qualities, formed by the senses and apprehended by the mind, are perceived by sense.

(2) What we perceive are ideas.



So,


(3) Collections of sensible qualities, formed by the senses and apprehended by the mind, are ideas.



This is all well and good, says Shepherd, but the conclusion is irrelevant to the concerns of Berkeley’s opponent. For Shepherd, the question on the mind of Berkeley’s adversary is not whether collections of sensible qualities of a certain sort are ideas, but (roughly) whether “a set of qualities exterior to the mind, and to which the organs of sense are in relation as mechanical instruments” are ideas. Shepherd notes that “[o]bjects before the notice of the senses, are not the same things as after their acquaintance with them” (EPEU, 204). So, her point might also be put in the following terms: Berkeley’s argument establishes, at most, that collections of qualities after the notice of the senses are ideas, whereas the question on the table is whether collections of qualities before the notice of the senses are ideas.

To this objection, too, however, Berkeley has a convincing reply. In asking whether “qualities exterior to the mind, and to which the organs of sense are in relation as mechanical instruments” are ideas, Shepherd presupposes that there are such things as qualities exterior to the mind. But this presupposition itself begs the question against Berkeley, who is trying to argue that it is impossible for sensible qualities to exist exterior to the mind. Or, put in slightly simpler terms, the question on the table is not whether collections of qualities before the notice of the senses are ideas, but rather whether there are, or could be, any such things as collections of qualities before the notice of the senses.

Besides this reply, Berkeley could easily provide another. He might say that appeal to the concept of an object is a red herring in the debate between realists and idealists. The concept of an object is really just a dummy concept, that is, a concept that stands in for any of a number of more particular concepts of bodies. The relevant question, in other words, is not whether sensible objects, conceived of as some special sort of entity, are ideas, but rather whether “houses, mountains, rivers, and in a word all sensible objects [that is, things of that sort]” are ideas (PHK 4:42). Is a house an idea, yes or no? Is a mountain an idea, yes or no? Is a river an idea, yes or no? It is these questions, and questions like them, to which Berkeley is seeking answers. And, as Berkeley sees it, in each case the answer is similar to the following argument:


(1) Houses are perceived by sense.

(2) What we perceive are ideas.



So,


(3) Houses are ideas.



In this argument, and in every argument like it (whether it concerns mountains or rivers or apples or chairs), the concept of an object does not appear. So, whether one conceives of an object in this way or that doesn’t matter for the purposes of the realism/idealism debate.

Shepherd’s criticisms of Berkeley’s argument for idealism have thus far revealed themselves to be less than compelling. She thinks she sees a variety of ambiguities, each one of which dooms Berkeley’s argument, whether because of self-contradiction, equivocation, or irrelevance. As it happens, Berkeley has an answer to each of Shepherd’s charges. But, in focusing on ambiguity, Shepherd is on the right track.

The central question concerns what Berkeley means in saying that sensible objects (such as tables and chairs) are perceived by sense. If we understand this first premise of Berkeley’s argument in the way that he wants us to read it (namely, as the claim that sensible objects are perceived by means of the senses), then, according to Shepherd, the premise is false:


“What are objects” (says Bishop Berkeley) “but the ideas perceived by sense?” They are beings perceived by reason, to be continually, independantly, outwardly existing, of the same proportions as are the inward sensations of which they are the effects.  (EPEU, 208)



Berkeley offers us a rhetorical question, meant as the claim that (sensible) objects are perceived by sense. This is what Shepherd denies in saying that such objects are perceived by reason. Like Berkeley, Shepherd thinks of the mind as having three (or four, if one includes memory) main faculties: sensation, imagination, and reason (EPEU, 85; EPEU, 136; PHK 1:41; PHK 33:54; PHK 75:73; DHP 255). As she sees it, if an object is perceived by reason, then it is not perceived by sense, and vice versa. If she is right that tables and chairs are perceived by reason, then Berkeley’s argument is unsound.

Are sensible objects perceived by reason? This is a difficult question, not the least because, as Shepherd might have said, it is ambiguous. As a general rule, it seems possible to employ more than one means to do something: the perception of sensible objects (such as tables and chairs), in particular, might require more than one instrument. Suppose that you use your senses to perceive an object, but that the perception can’t be acquired unless you also use your imagination (in the way of associating ideas) or your reason (in the way of inferring ideas from other ideas). Do you count as perceiving the object by sense? Well, in one sense, yes, and in another sense, no. Let us say that X perceives Y partly by sense if and only if sensation is just one of at least two means that X uses to perceive Y, and that X perceives Y wholly by sense if and only if sensation is the only means that X uses to perceive Y. In that case, “X perceives Y by sense” might mean “X perceives Y partly by sense” or “X perceives Y wholly by sense.” In order for Berkeley’s argument to avoid the fallacy of equivocation, then, we must read it in one of two ways:


(1P) Sensible objects are perceived partly by sense.

(2P) What we perceive partly by sense are ideas.



So,


(3) Sensible objects are ideas.

(1W) Sensible objects are perceived wholly by sense.

(2W) What we perceive wholly by sense are ideas.



So,


(3) Sensible objects are ideas.



The problem is that, although (1P) is surely true, (2P) may well be false; and although (2W) is surely true, (1W) may well be false. To see why (2P) may be false, consider a world in which we see other people’s bodies and infer from the behavior of those bodies that they are animated by minds. We would perceive those minds partly by sense, and yet, for Berkeley, those minds would not be ideas. To see why (1W) may be false, consider Berkeley’s own example of a coach that is heard rolling along the cobblestones by someone sitting across from an open window in a building next to the street. The only thing that is perceived wholly by hearing, in this case, is the clackety-clack sound. But this sound is not the coach itself. To perceive the coach from her vantage point, the person sitting across from the window must either imagine the rest of the ideas that constitute the coach, or infer the existence of a coach from the sound. But, in that case, it is only partly by sense that the coach is perceived (DHP 204). So, whether Berkeley understands “perceived by sense” to mean “perceived partly by sense” or “perceived wholly by sense,” he is in a bind from which, it seems, he cannot escape.

Shepherd’s view is that sensible objects are perceived partly by sense and partly by reason. Her contention is, roughly, that we infer from the fact that nothing can be its own cause, and from the fact that our minds remain the same as our ideas of sense change, that those ideas must be caused by something outside our minds (EPEU, 14, 39–40). (So, when she says that sensible objects are perceived by reason, she means that they are perceived partly by reason, not that they are perceived wholly by reason. And, in saying that sensible objects are perceived by reason, she is not denying that those objects are perceived partly by sense, but that they are perceived wholly by sense.) If she is right about this, then she has discovered exactly where Berkeley’s argument for idealism is most vulnerable. This is not because she has identified exactly how and why Berkeley’s argument is threatened, but because she has identified the relevant diagnostic tools (ambiguity and the fallacy of equivocation), the phrase that is subject to ambiguity (“perceived by sense”), and the distinction (between the use of sense and the use of reason) needed to explain the central problem that Berkeley’s argument faces.

One might reasonably ask, though, whether this criticism of Berkeley’s simple argument for idealism in the Principles applies with equal force to his more extended argument for idealism in the first of the Three Dialogues. The answer is that it does. Recall that the first part of the argument for idealism in the First Dialogue is designed to establish that sensible objects are no more than collections of sensible qualities (call this the objects are qualities argument, or OAQ argument). The OAQ argument can be represented as follows:


(1) Sensible objects are perceived by sense.

(2*) Everything that is perceived by sense is immediately perceived.

(3*) The only things that are immediately perceived are sensible qualities or collections of sensible qualities.

(4*) No sensible object is identical to any individual sensible quality.



So,


(5*) Sensible objects are collections of sensible qualities.



As in the case of the simple argument for idealism in PHK 4, the distinction between perceiving things partly by sense and perceiving them wholly by sense threatens the soundness of the OAQ argument. How so?

As we have seen, the first premise could be understood to mean one of two things:


(1P) Sensible objects are perceived partly by sense.

(1W) Sensible objects are perceived wholly by sense.



Now consider the second premise, which could also be understood in two different ways:


(2*P)  Everything that is perceived partly by sense is immediately perceived.

(2*W)  Everything that is perceived wholly by sense is immediately perceived.



In order for the OAQ argument to be valid, it must be read as beginning either with the combination of (1P) and (2*P) or with the combination of (1W) and (2*W). If (1P) is combined with (2*W), or if (1W) is combined with (2*P), then the argument is straightforwardly invalid.

We have already seen that (1P) is surely true, whereas (1W) may well be false. Certainly, Berkeley is not entitled to assume, in an argument directed against materialism, that (1W) is true. For, as Shepherd argues, it could be that the objects we perceive by sense exist outside the mind and that the mind infers the existence of such objects from the pattern exhibited by its sense perceptions. In that case, the objects of sense would be perceived at least partly by reason.

In order to determine whether (2*P) or (2*W) is true, we need to understand what Berkeley means by “immediately perceived.” In previous work, I have argued that immediate perception, for Berkeley, is best understood as perception without intermediary (see Rickless 2013, 42ff.). For X to mediately perceive Z is (roughly) for there to be something, Y, such that (a) X perceives Y and (b) Y is in some way related to Z (for example, Y represents Z). For X to immediately perceive Z is for X to perceive Z non-mediately. If you see your body in a mirror, you perceive your body mediately, for it is by perceiving an image of your body that you perceive your body. But if you perceive the hardness of a table by touching it, then you do not perceive that hardness by perceiving something else that is related to the hardness; rather, you perceive the hardness immediately.

With the phrase “immediately perceived” so understood, what are the truth values of (2*P) and (2*W)? It is clear, for Berkeley, that everything that is perceived wholly by sense is immediately perceived. If no mental faculty other than the faculty of sensing is involved in the perception of an object, then the perception of that object is without intermediary. Thus, (2*W) is true. By contrast, if a mental faculty other than the faculty of sensing is involved in the perception of an object, then the object is mediately perceived. Returning to the example of the coach, what Berkeley tells us is that “when I hear a coach drive along the streets, immediately I perceive only the sound; but from the experience I have had that such a sound is connected with a coach, I am said to hear the coach” (DHP 204). As Berkeley sees it, although the sound is immediately perceived by hearing, the coach itself is only mediately perceived by hearing the sound. As a result of experience, the mind associates the particular clackety-clack sound with wheels rolling on cobblestones, an association that is performed by the imagination (not by sense or reason). So, the coach is heard only inasmuch as what one (immediately) hears is a sound that the imagination associates with the coach. The coach, then, is perceived only partly by sense (because it is also perceived in part by the imagination), and yet it is mediately perceived. Thus, (2*P) is false.

As should now be plain, the ambiguity of the phrase “perceived by sense” in (1) and (2*) threatens the soundness of the OAQ argument in just the way that it threatens the simple argument of PHK 4. For, as we have seen, whereas (1P) is true, (2*P) is false; and whereas (2*W) is true, (1W) may well be false. If Berkeley tries to avoid the problem of assuming premises that are false, by combining (1P) with (2*W), then the OAQ argument is invalid. Berkeley seems well and truly stuck.

Shepherd’s Criticisms of Berkeley’s Argument for Theism

Recall that Berkeley’s central argument for theism in the Principles is designed to establish that God must be the cause of (most of) our ideas of sense. This is because those ideas are not caused by any ideas (which are intrinsically inert), nor are they caused by material substances (which can’t exist), nor are they caused by our own minds (because they come to us unbidden), nor are they caused by any other finite mind (because they exhibit extraordinary steadiness, order, and coherence). It follows that they must be caused by a mind possessing infinite wisdom, power, and goodness.

Shepherd objects to this argument in a variety of ways. The first criticism concerns how, on Berkeley’s view, it could even happen for a mind to acquire the concept of activity:


Now it is plain we can know no more of activity …, as applied to a substance, called mind, than of inertness … applied to another sort of substance, called matter. There are still only ideas gained in the usual way, rejected when applied to objects of sense existing without the mind, but made use of by him, when applied to spirit, existing without the mind. “Motion” (Bishop Berkeley distinctly says) “is only an idea existing in the mind.” If so, I ask, what does he know about activity, as absolutely necessary to constitute a CAUSE, and which CAUSE, he says, cannot be an IDEA? because ideas are “visibly inactive.” Also, what notion can he have of cause at all, if he knows of “nothing but ideas;” and ideas are not causes[?]  (EPEU, 215–216)



What Shepherd sees is that, if all we know about are our own ideas, and ideas are intrinsically inert and thus incapable of causing anything, then we will never be able to acquire the notion of a cause or activity. If this is right, then it appears that Berkeley’s own epistemology entails that it is impossible to even formulate his argument that God is the cause of our ideas of sense. The ability to think of motion (whether visible or tangible) won’t help, because, as Berkeley insists, motion is not a cause, but rather an idea, which is inert.

To this criticism, however, Berkeley has an answer. Knowledge of causation and activity is not acquired by focusing on our ideas, but rather by focusing on ourselves. “I find,” says Berkeley, “I can excite ideas in my mind at pleasure, and vary and shift the scene as oft as I think fit. It is no more than willing, and straightway this or that idea arises in my fancy: and by the same power it is obliterated, and makes way for another. This making and unmaking of ideas doth very properly denominate the mind active” (PHK 28:53). In the Third Dialogue, Berkeley tries to explain how knowledge of one’s own mind is possible. Says Philonous, “My own mind and my own ideas I have an immediate knowledge of,” and, addressing Hylas, “you [know] your self by a reflex act” (DHP 232).8 So, Berkeley claims to acquire knowledge of causation or activity not through perception of ideas, but through immediate self-knowledge. Admittedly, Berkeley does not clarify what this form of knowledge, directed at oneself, amounts to. There is therefore room for Shepherd to respond that Berkeley’s answer is ad hoc. But, at the very least, Berkeley says more about the acquisition of the concept of activity than Shepherd acknowledges.

Shepherd continues in the same vein, claiming that Berkeley cannot account for the notion of the laws of nature:


[A]nd what too are the rules and methods of the working of a spirit, which as rules and methods and laws of nature, cannot themselves be spirit or substance, yet are not allowed to be material beings?  (EPEU, 216)



Shepherd’s criticism is that Berkeley cannot reasonably claim that anyone is able to acquire a notion of the laws of nature, if such laws are not themselves spirits (immaterial substances), and cannot be material substances (because material substances can’t exist). Berkeley’s reply, I take it, would be to claim that the laws of nature are properties or features of activities, and that if it is possible to have a notion of one’s own mental activities, and, by using one’s own mind as “an active thinking image of the Deity” (DHP 232), a notion of God’s activities, then it should be possible to have a notion of the properties or features of God’s activities, including the rules and methods by which nature is governed.

Recall, now, that Berkeley’s answer to Shepherd’s first criticism (a passage quoted by Shepherd at EPEU, 214) relies on the claim that he knows from his own case that he can use his power of imagination to create new ideas in his mind, and then obliterate them, as an exercise of the will. To this, Shepherd objects both that the purported activity is impossible and that it would entail, contrary to Berkeley’s picture, that ideas can be causes:


And how can the will at pleasure, call upon an idea, when before it begins to call, it must know what it wishes to call, and so must have consciousness of the idea in question, which as an object associated with another idea, can and does truly act as a cause in order to introduce it.  (EPEU, 216)



Let us consider these objections in order. First, is Berkeley forced to admit that one needs to know the idea on which one wishes to call before calling on it? If so, then Berkeley would have no way to account for the active production of new ideas in one’s own mind. But this is a conclusion that Berkeley can avoid. In the first section of the Principles, Berkeley claims that the memory and imagination “form” ideas by “compounding, dividing, or barely representing” ideas perceived by sense and by “attending to the passions and operations of the mind” (PHK 1:41). And in the Introduction to the Principles, Berkeley says that “attentive perception of what passes in [one’s] own understanding” is sufficient “to see what ideas are included in any compound idea, and what not” (PHKI 22:39). Berkeley can say, then, as Locke does, that the imagination forms new ideas by combining or compounding old ones. This process is simply the reverse of a process that Berkeley describes as division: “I may indeed divide in my thoughts or conceive apart from each other those things which, perhaps, I never perceived by sense so divided. Thus I imagine the trunk of a human body without the limbs, or conceive the smell of a rose without thinking on the rose it self” (PHK 5:43). Just as one can mentally separate the limbs of a body from its trunk, so one can mentally (re)combine the trunk and its limbs. This is not to create a new simple idea by forming an idea of it and then instantiating that idea (which would require already having the idea that one is attempting to create), but rather to create a new complex idea from (simple or complex) ideas that already exist in one’s mind. Nothing that Shepherd says suggests that such a mental operation would be impossible.

Second, is Berkeley forced to admit that, in using an idea to call upon an idea (whether the same idea or a different idea), the former idea is a cause of the latter idea? If so, then Berkeley would have to give up his claim that ideas are intrinsically inert. But this, too, is a conclusion that Berkeley can avoid. When one combines two (or more) ideas to form one complex idea, or when one separates a complex idea into its components, the effects of this mental activity are produced not by ideas, but by the mind. It might be said, in Malebranchean vein, that the simple ideas are occasional causes of the complex idea, and the complex idea an occasional cause of the simple ideas. But occasional causes, in Berkeley’s worldview, are not real or genuine causes: they are mere occasions for the mind to produce certain effects (see PHK 69:71).

Conclusion

Shepherd was a brilliant philosopher. Appreciated by some noted philosophers in her day, notably by the polymath and master of Trinity College, Cambridge, William Whewell, her major philosophical works (An Essay upon the Relation of Cause and Effect and Essays on the Perception of an External Universe) were not widely read after her death in 1847 (Bolton 2017). The fact that she dropped from view is a stain on the philosophical community of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Her positive philosophical views, on which we have only briefly touched, well repay serious philosophical consideration, and are now being studied carefully by historians of philosophy (see Atherton 1996; Atherton 2005; Bolton 2010; Bolton 2017; Bolton 2019; Boyle 2017; Boyle 2018; Fantl 2016; Landy 2020; LoLordo 2019; McRobert 2002; Paoletti 2011; Rickless 2018). As I have argued in this chapter, Shepherd was not merely brilliant, but an acute critic of Berkeley who, better than any one of his contemporaries or successors, identified where his argument for idealism, whether in the Principles or the Dialogues, is most vulnerable. Taken as a whole, her criticisms are somewhat scattershot and occasionally ineffective. Her attempt to find flaws in Berkeley’s argument for theism fails. But most of these criticisms are on point and clever, enabling us to gain a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of Berkeley’s metaphysics and epistemology.

Notes

1. Letter, John Percival to George Berkeley, August 26, 1710 (BW 9:10).

2. EHU 12,1:203n32.

3. See Reid (2002), Essay 2, chaps. 10–11 and 14; Kant 1998 [1781/1787], A369.

4. In PHK 3, Berkeley also offers a quick semantic argument, based on the meaning of existence statements about bodies, such as “the table I write on … exists.” As I argue in Rickless (2013, 93–97), the argument is flawed inasmuch as its conclusion (that the existence of any body consists in its being perceived) does not follow from its (semantic) premises. Unsurprisingly, Berkeley never repeats the argument in his subsequent work.

5. For a more detailed breakdown and analysis of this reasoning, as well as criticisms of alternative ways of representing it, see Rickless (2013, chap. 4).

6. Shepherd authored two major works: An Essay upon the Relation of Cause and Effect (1824) and Essays on the Perception of an External Universe (1827), the latter abbreviated as EPEU. Quotations from Shepherd’s works, and relevant page numbers, are taken from McRobert (2000).

7. Shepherd’s quotations from the Principles are sometimes accurate, sometimes close to accurate, and sometimes not much more than paraphrases. For example, Shepherd says that Berkeley writes the following in PHK 3: “For what are objects but the things we perceive by sense? and what do we perceive but our own ideas or sensations?” (EPEU, 195–196). The relevant passage, which appears in PHK 4, not PHK 3, reads as follows: “For what are the forementioned objects but the things we perceive by sense, and what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations?” It is not clear why Shepherd did not keep to Berkeley’s exact words when quoting him. Standards for accurate quotation had not yet been codified by scholarly norms, which developed during the twentieth century. For the most part, Shepherd’s inaccurate quotations do not affect the cogency of her criticisms of Berkeley or other authors.

8. Berkeley elaborates slightly in the 1734 editions of the Principles and the Dialogues: “We comprehend our own existence by inward feeling or reflexion” (PHK 89:80); “I have some knowledge or notion of my mind, and its acts about ideas, inasmuch as I know or understand what is meant by those words” (PHK 142:106); “the being of my self, that is, my own soul, mind, or thinking principle, I evidently know by reflexion” (DHP 233).

References

Atherton, Margaret. 1996. “Lady Mary Shepherd’s Case Against Berkeley.” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 4: 348–366.

Atherton, Margaret. 2005. “Reading Lady Mary Shepherd.” Harvard Philosophy Review 13: 73–85.

Bolton, Martha Brandt. 2010. “Causality and Causal Induction: The Necessitarian Theory of Lady Mary Shepherd.” In Causation in Modern Philosophy, edited by Keith Allen and Tom Stoneham, 242–261. London: Routledge.

Bolton, Martha Brandt. 2017. “Mary Shepherd.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Edward N. Zalta (Winter). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2017/entries/mary-shepherd/.

Bolton, Martha Brandt. 2019. “Lady Mary Shepherd and David Hume on Cause and Effect.” In Feminist History of Philosophy: The Recovery and Evaluation of Women’s Philosophical Thought, edited by Eileen O’Neill and Marcy Lascano, 129–154. New York: Springer.

Boyle, Deborah. 2017. “Expanding the Canon of Scottish Philosophy: The Case for Adding Mary Shepherd.” Journal of Scottish Philosophy 15: 275–293.

Boyle, Deborah, ed. 2018. Lady Mary Shepherd: Selected Writings. Exeter, UK: Imprint Academic.

Fantl, Jeremy. 2016. “Mary Shepherd on Causal Necessity.” Metaphysica 17: 87–108.

Kant, Immanuel. 1998 [1781/1787]. Critique of Pure Reason, translated by Paul Guyer and Allen Wood. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Landy, David. 2020. “A Defense of Shepherd’s Account of Cause and Effect as Synchronous.” Journal of Modern Philosophy 2: 1–15.

LoLordo, Antonia. 2019. “Mary Shepherd on Causation, Induction, and Natural Kinds.” Philosophers’ Imprint 19: 1–14.

McRobert, Jennifer. 2000. The Philosophical Works of Lady Mary Shepherd. 2 vols. Bristol: Thoemmes Press.

McRobert, Jennifer. 2014 [2002]. “Mary Shepherd and the Causal Relation.” https://philpapers.org/archive/MCRMSA.pdf.

Paoletti, Christina. 2011. “Restoring Necessary Connections: Lady Mary Shepherd on Hume and the Early Nineteenth-Century Debate on Causality.” I Castelli di Yale 11: 47–59.

Reid, Thomas. 2002. Essays on the Intellectual Powers of Man, edited by Derek R. Brookes. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Rickless, Samuel C. 2013. Berkeley’s Argument for Idealism. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rickless, Samuel C. 2018. “Is Shepherd’s Pen Mightier Than Berkeley’s Word?” British Journal for the History of Philosophy 26: 317–330.


Index



Aaron, R. I., 14

absolute space. See space: absolute

absolute time. See time: absolute

abstraction, 18–20, 26, 39, 46–47, 64, 66, 77–78, 83, 112, 115, 123–124, 136–137, 161–162, 166, 188, 207–208, 223, 229, 233–234, 244, 246, 249, 260, 295, 300–304, 306, 309–310, 312–313, 322, 430–432, 434–436, 440, 443–444, 447–450, 453, 461, 486, 496–497, 499, 576, 597–602, 605–607 See also extension: abstract; ideas: abstract

accident. See mode

Acemoglu, Daron, 365

acquaintance, 39, 49, 53, 55

act-object distinction, 77–78, 564

action, 4, 48, 52, 136, 138–144, 146, 153, 202–203, 205, 207, 210, 223, 228, 231–233, 240, 242, 244, 247–248, 252–253, 265, 267, 269, 271, 281, 293, 313, 327, 391, 393–395, 398, 418–424, 433, 440, 496, 498, 500, 522, 534, 544–545, 551, 554–555, 586, 589–591, 593, 600–601, 610, 621, 661–662, 664, 670–671

free, 252–253

good, 541

intentional, 138

moral, 418–419, 422–423, 528, 547

motives for, 419–420

rational, 139

virtuous, 522

voluntary, 143

active. See mind: active

Adams, Robert M., 214, 462, 503, 518–519

Addison, Joseph, 10

admiration, 201

aether, 253, 483–484

affection, 541

affirmation, 195, 226, 228

afterlife, 7, 419, 422, 541–543

Agamben, Giorgio, 404

agency, 47, 49, 92–93, 129–130, 134–141, 144, 146, 170, 185, 188, 190, 197, 205, 248, 252–253, 332, 336, 338, 340, 401, 547, 586, 593, 601

blind, 104, 138

free, 401

moral, 139

rational, 205, 547

aggregate, 505–507, 509–511

agriculture, 528–529, 552

Airaksinen, Timo, 251, 389, 393, 402, 524, 543

alchemy, 328

Alciphron (character in Alciphron) 21, 139, 190, 196, 212, 222, 268, 405, 526, 530, 540, 543, 546–550, 552, 556

Aldridge, Alfred, 556–557

Alexander, H. G., 484

algebra, 6, 173, 198, 205, 310–314, 322–323, 600

Allaire, Edwin, 131

Allais, Lucy, 653

allegory, 23–24

Allen, Keith, 274

Allison, Henry, 612, 638, 652–653

America, 11, 14, 25, 353, 529, 578, 581, 586

analogy, 95, 413, 417–418, 610

analysis. See method: analytic

Andersen, Kristi, 323

Anderson, Penelope, 373

Anderson, Wallace, 591

angel, 401, 404

anger, 202

Anglican, 3, 7, 9, 14, 23, 212, 215, 373, 392, 529, 535, 549, 551

animal, 18, 93, 95, 174, 207, 240–241, 252, 261, 281, 293, 326, 335, 352, 400–401, 449–450, 507, 515–516

animal spirit, 326, 329, 333, 336

Anne, Queen of Great Britain, 373

Anstey, Peter, 169–170

anti-abstractionism. See abstraction

apologetics, 339–342, 392

apperception, 508

appetite, 93, 397, 402–403, 506–507, 509, 554–555

Aquila, Richard, 653

Aquinas, Thomas, 19, 274

arbitrariness, 37, 100–101, 209, 265, 269, 302–303, 306, 309, 311, 313, 315

Arbuckle, James, 353

archetypes. See ideas: archetypes of

Aristotle, 2, 18–19, 26, 32, 61, 131, 135–136, 150, 159, 195, 197–198, 201, 207, 268–269, 300–302, 322, 525, 539, 545, 550–553, 557, 600, 663

arithmetic, 5–6, 173, 300, 302, 304, 310–314, 322–323, 504

Arminianism, 592

Armstrong, D. M., 274

Arnauld, Antoine, 16, 20, 156, 174, 195–196, 201, 274, 509–510

Arthur, Richard, 503

Ashe, George, 10

Ashe, St. George, 9–10, 412

Asher, Warren, 485, 499–500

Ashworth, E. J., 213

assent, 22, 50, 89, 142, 205–207, 214, 226, 232, 425, 602

assurance, 21, 35, 259, 274

Astell, Mary, 7, 212, 373–375, 377–381, 385–386

astronomy, 239

atheism, 1, 3, 80, 85, 108, 223, 234, 314, 323, 326, 328, 330, 339, 343, 391–393, 396–397, 429, 435, 524–529, 532–534, 540–542, 544, 551, 555, 591, 607 See also free-thinking

Atherton, Margaret, 35–36, 43, 49, 83, 131, 234, 274–276, 279, 445, 633–634, 672

atom, 152, 169

attention, 34, 36, 39, 51

attraction, 151, 167, 243, 246–247, 249, 336, 338, 341, 486, 496

Augustine, 48

Austin, J. L., 297–298

autonomy, 425

Ayer, Alfred Jules, 60, 198

Ayers, Michael, 43–44, 125, 135, 191, 274, 443, 462



Backhouse, Roger, 349

Bacon, Francis, 16, 328, 633

bank, 349–350, 368–369, 535

national, 13, 350, 368–369

Barbados, 529

barbarity, 409–410

Barnard, Toby, 410

Barrow, Isaac, 14, 18, 283, 296, 302, 305, 323

Barrow problem, 18, 283, 296

Bartha, David, 562

Bartlett, Thomas, 410

Baxter, Andrew, 227, 234

Bayle, Pierre, 14, 109, 111, 124–125, 151, 164, 170, 174, 462, 527–528, 532, 534, 536, 562, 591, 593, 596–597, 607

beast. See animal

Beattie, James, 640, 652

beauty, 62, 93, 104, 178, 183, 191, 209, 244, 388–390, 528, 540–541, 544–547, 551–552, 556, 620

intellectual, 546

moral (see moral beauty)

visual, 546

Beckett, J. C., 352

Belfrage, Bertil, 43, 197, 214, 397, 415

Bennett, Jonathan, 60, 103–104, 125, 178–179, 191, 196, 198, 205, 221, 269, 461

Benson, Robert, 560–563, 565, 572, 575

Berington, Joseph, 632

Berkeley, George (son) 14, 25

Berlinski, David, 26

Berman, David, 104, 197–198, 215, 373, 392, 410–412, 414–416, 425, 456, 461, 527

Bermuda, 6, 11–12, 372, 524–525, 529, 535–536, 542, 555

Project, 11–12, 524–525, 529, 535–536, 542, 555

Bertoloni-Meli, Domenico, 323

Bettcher, Talia, 57, 131, 145–146, 214, 462

Bible, 184, 222, 391, 393, 399, 401, 438, 468, 477, 553, 556, 571, 581

Bilfinger, Georg Bernhard, 561

Bird, Graham, 653

blasphemy, 391

blindness, 14–16, 260, 268, 286, 612, 629, 632

body, 4, 6, 33, 35, 41, 46, 48, 50, 55, 57, 68, 82, 86–87, 89–90, 102, 110–112, 114, 120–123, 125, 137, 140–141, 146, 151–154, 157, 159, 163–164, 166–171, 173, 209–210, 225, 228, 238, 240, 243, 245–249, 253, 261–263, 273, 276, 281, 289, 327, 330, 332–343, 397, 417, 428–429, 434, 437, 441, 443–444, 454, 465–466, 469–473, 476–479, 483–485, 487–493, 496, 498, 500–501, 503–519, 581–586, 588–589, 591–593, 597, 602–603, 612, 618, 620–621, 626, 632, 637–638, 642, 647–650, 652, 657, 663, 665, 667–668, 672

elements of, 332–335, 338–340, 342

external, 263, 273, 476, 479

organic, 509

substance of, 417, 581, 583–584, 592

Boerhaave, Herman, 327–331, 333–337, 343

Bolton, Martha Brandt, 42–43, 83, 102, 672

Bonnen, Clarence A., 25

Bordner, Seth, 103, 196, 221, 225–226, 232, 234–235, 254, 556, 632

Borelli, Giovanni, 501

Bostock, David, 322

Botterill, George, 191

Bow, Charles, 632

Bowman, Ethel, 561

Boyer, Carl, 323

Boyle, Deborah, 672

Boyle, Robert, 26, 110, 150–151, 169, 328–329

Bracken, Harry, 60, 125, 227, 234–235, 443, 529, 536

Bradatan, Costica, 557

Bray, Thomas, 523, 529

Breidert, Wolfgang, 322

Breuninger, Scott, 373

Broad, C. D., 123

Broad, Jacqueline, 215, 386

Broadie, Alexander, 410

Brook, Richard, 146, 499–500

Brouncker, William, 333

Brown, Michael, 410–411

Browne, Joseph, 60

Browne, Peter, 410–411, 413–417

Brykman, Geneviève, 48, 410, 525, 536

Bryson, Cynthia, 386

bulk. See size

Burke, Edmund, 410

Burnyeat, Miles, 565

Buroker, Jill Vance, 213



Caffentzis, George, 369, 536

Cajori, Florian, 321, 323

calcination, 333–334, 343

calculation, 10, 14, 17–18, 204, 250, 283, 287–288, 311, 354, 396, 624–625, 631

calculus, 6, 24, 26, 205, 300, 314–322

camera obscura, 573

Campbell, John, 632

Cantor, G. N., 632

capability theory, 351, 365–366

Carlin, Laurence, 518

Carrive, Paulette, 527, 535

Cartesian. See Descartes, René

Cassam, Quassim, 632

Cassirer, Ernst, 297

Catholicism, 13, 21, 352–353, 356, 372, 388, 392, 416, 425, 529

causation, 4–5, 26, 34, 37, 47, 49, 53, 61, 85, 92–93, 96, 103–104, 108–109, 111–112, 119–125, 129–131, 134–136, 138–144, 146, 151–154, 157, 164, 166, 169–171, 174, 177, 179–183, 186–187, 190, 231, 238–245, 247–254, 256–261, 263–265, 267, 301–302, 326, 332, 334–336, 338–339, 344, 358, 394–395, 413, 418, 420, 433, 437, 452, 454–455, 461–462, 465–466, 469–480, 486, 491, 493, 499–501, 507, 513–515, 519, 553, 563, 565, 567–568, 572, 574–575, 580, 585, 588, 592–594, 606, 610–611, 613, 619, 621–622, 633, 647–650, 658–659, 661, 666–667, 669–672

active, 250

agent, 138, 593

efficient, 121, 129, 146, 150–151, 183, 187, 248, 340, 585

final, 151, 188, 474, 623, 633

finite, 169

hidden, 252

immediate, 231

material, 119–122, 242–243

mechanical, 251–252, 340

occasional, 121, 169, 470, 588

physical, 574

subordinate, 185, 477

voluntary, 472

Cavendish, Margaret, 170

certainty, 21–22, 429–430, 432–434, 437, 444, 536

Chamberlain, Colin, 171

Chappell, Vere, 425

charity school, 523, 529, 536

movement, 523, 529, 536

Chastaing, Maxime, 234

chemistry, 5–6, 251–254, 326–344

divine, 340–341

human, 340–341

as the science of matter, 332

as a unified science, 327

Chesselden case, 286

children, 18, 356–357, 529–530

Chisholm, Roderick, 593

Christian mysteries, 7, 22–23, 197, 212, 226, 314, 397, 405, 411–417, 602

Incarnation, 572

Trinity, 197, 212, 226, 413, 416, 572

Christianity, 7, 13, 22–24, 90, 104, 182, 214–215, 314, 390–392, 394–395, 397–398, 401, 403, 405, 412–413, 417, 524–525, 527–528, 532–533, 535, 539–542, 547, 551–553, 555, 557, 571, 588, 590

Church of England, 11, 23, 212, 392, 535, 539

Church of Ireland, 9, 11, 13

Churchill, Awnsham, 422

Cicero, 524

civil 

disobedience, 374–377

society, 367, 379, 383, 522, 524–525, 528, 531, 534–536

civility, 529, 548, 553

Clark, Stephen, 390, 404

Clarke, Randolph, 138

Clarke, Samuel, 24, 82, 343, 484, 560, 582, 592

Clavius, Christopher, 301

Clayton, Robert, 410

cluster concept, 400, 405

cognition, 6, 37, 40, 139, 206, 208, 210, 226–227, 248, 281, 294–295, 412–419, 425, 436, 439, 447, 449–451, 458–460, 590, 626, 634, 640, 642

a priori, 641

cold, 32, 70, 75, 111–112, 114, 153–155, 161, 167–169, 266, 455, 580, 620–621, 657

Collier, Arthur, 125, 560–576, 591, 652

Collins, Anthony, 21–23, 212, 215, 418, 420, 422–423, 525

color, 1–2, 32–33, 35–36, 41, 46–47, 54, 59, 69–71, 96–97, 100, 102, 110–112, 115–116, 120, 131, 137, 142, 152–155, 163, 165–169, 171, 174, 190, 209, 224, 260–262, 266, 268–270, 273, 275–276, 280, 283–286, 289, 291–293, 295, 298, 334–335, 417, 430–432, 435, 447–448, 451–453, 455, 483, 514, 570–571, 573–574, 579, 581–582, 584, 587, 590, 592, 598, 609, 620–621, 627, 629–630, 633, 649, 657, 660, 662

phenomenal, 582

Columbia University. See King’s College

commerce, 139, 329, 355, 523–525, 533–534

common sense, 4, 94, 102, 107, 128, 139–140, 142, 145, 178–179, 221–235, 238–239, 280, 543–545, 548–549, 555, 563, 567, 615–617, 632, 652

as a body of knowledge, 222

as a faculty akin to the senses, 222

as a faculty for acquiring knowledge, 226–233

idealism as a defense of, 221, 225–229, 232, 234, 238

idealism as consistent with, 221, 223–224, 226–227, 232, 238

idealism as providing support for, 223–224, 226, 232

and the learned/vulgar distinction, 222–226

as opposed to skepticism, 232

as popular beliefs, 222, 224–225

naïve, 228

propositions of, 224–225, 232

vindication of, 221, 225

common sensible, 77, 153, 156, 159–162, 165, 171–173, 290

composite, 505, 509–511

conation, 139, 245

concept, 35, 37, 47, 59, 64, 72, 74, 83, 100–101, 105, 116, 119, 136, 140–141, 144, 191, 198, 225, 240, 242–243, 247, 249–250, 275, 294, 301, 312, 314–315, 318–319, 321, 334, 341, 354, 373–374, 378, 384, 400, 405, 414, 429, 432, 450, 455, 457–458, 461, 482–483, 486, 488, 499, 511, 525, 544, 546, 564, 571, 599, 604, 641–643, 648, 663–665, 669–670

dummy, 665

conceptual content, 447

concurrentism, 475–476

Connell, K. H., 351

Connolly, Kevin, 634

Conroy, Graham, 596

conscience, 375–376, 378, 381, 395, 534, 541, 552

consciousness, 87–88, 171, 188, 211, 233, 245, 258, 261–262, 270, 275, 458, 516, 579, 592, 594, 647, 661–664, 671

consent, 272, 372–374, 377–379, 381–386, 540, 621

consequentialism, 547

conservation, 475–477, 588

conservationism, 475

continuity argument. See God: continuity argument for

continuity principle, 305

continuous creation thesis, 475–480, 588

contradiction, 23, 31, 34, 38–39, 42, 46, 68–69, 73–74, 78, 83, 93, 98, 101, 104, 109–111, 113, 125, 138, 158, 179, 199, 206, 221, 231, 240, 321, 330, 338, 391, 448, 453, 484, 531, 561, 605, 612, 650, 652, 656, 658, 660–661, 665

contrivance, 181, 191, 244, 267

convention, 37, 42, 51, 194, 203, 205, 207–208, 213–214, 233, 313, 545, 548, 622

conversation, 548–550

polite, 542, 548–551

worldly, 549

Cook, Monte, 125

Copenhaver, Rebecca, 632–634

corporeal substance. See substance: material

corpuscle, 4–5, 151–152, 169, 238–239, 241, 251–252, 256

corpuscularianism, 110, 124, 164, 238, 240–243, 251, 337, 484

Counter-Enlightenment, 410

courage, 552

Craig, Andrew, 524

Cratylus (character in Alciphron) 532, 541, 549

credit, 367

Crito (character in Alciphron) 206, 223, 328, 390, 393, 405, 526, 540, 547–549, 551–554

Cudworth, Ralph, 544, 557, 591

cue. See sign

culture, 546, 549–550, 552

Cummins, Phillip, 71, 80, 82, 104, 124, 133, 140–141, 145–146, 157, 214, 569, 576, 596

Curley, Edwin, 593

currency. See money

Curry, John, 410

custom, 198, 203, 207–208, 238, 250, 265, 523, 532–533, 544, 600, 625–626

Czartoryska, Izabela, 596



d’Alembert, Jean-Baptiste, 410

Daniel, Stephen, 49, 131, 145, 192, 444, 518

Daniels, Norman, 633

Darwall, Stephen, 276, 424, 535

Davie, Donald, 556

Dawes Hicks, G., 60

death, 137, 393, 403

decorum, 541

deduction, 2, 17, 21, 77, 125, 182, 185, 231, 624, 628, 642

definition, 38, 46, 59, 456–458, 483, 486, 488, 540, 571, 605, 652, 656, 658

Defoe, Daniel, 357

Degenaar, Marjolein, 634

Dégremont, Roselyne, 251, 253

deism, 21, 25, 212, 215, 253, 391–394, 397, 525, 542, 547, 555–556

de Jaucourt, Louis, 410

deliberation, 419, 546, 556

Democritus, 150

demon, 473

demonstration, 17, 22, 25, 68, 72, 81, 91, 125, 177, 180–186, 190, 192, 227–228, 247, 274, 301–303, 306, 308–309, 313, 317, 319–320, 337, 342, 429, 444, 512, 608, 618, 620. See also knowledge: demonstrative

general, 302–303

Dempsey, Liam, 633

denial, 195, 226

density, 336, 338, 343

dependence 

logical, 116

modal, 567, 576

ontological, 569, 576, 606

depth. See distance

De Rosa, Raffaella, 273

Des Bosses, Bartholomew, 504, 519

Descartes, René, 2, 5, 7, 9, 14, 17, 20, 25, 32, 35, 45–46, 48–49, 54–55, 61, 77–78, 81–82, 93, 109, 111, 115–121, 124–125, 131, 135–136, 150–151, 153, 156–157, 162, 164, 166, 169–171, 173–174, 195, 228–229, 235, 245, 256–258, 261–262, 267, 272–274, 300, 328, 337–338, 343, 428–445, 461–462, 465–466, 476, 479, 493, 532, 536, 562, 588, 591–592, 596, 616, 638, 650

desire, 50, 139, 142, 364, 366, 388, 395–399, 402–405, 420–421, 423–424, 524, 541, 546, 656

fantastical, 397–398

mimetic, 399

natural, 397–399

rational, 397–399

suspension of, 420–421, 423–424, 426

Desmond, Matthew, 356

Dessing, Maryke, 357

determinable, 35, 598

determinism, 423, 425, 523

devil, 403

De Volder, Burcher, 505–508, 513, 515, 519

Diamond, Cora, 404

Dicker, Georges, 49, 67, 69–70, 72, 76, 80, 82, 102–105, 113, 124, 145, 254, 275–276, 462

Diderot, Denis, 410

Diffendal, Anne, 523

dilatation, 331

Diogenes Laertius, 402

disdain, 202, 226

distance, 5, 10, 14–18, 160, 165, 168, 172–174, 209–210, 244, 256, 259–262, 264–265, 267–269, 274–275, 279–290, 293, 296–297, 343, 488, 566, 586, 588–589, 623–624, 627, 629–630, 641, 654

spatial, 488, 589

tangible, 160, 168, 288, 623–624, 629

visible, 160, 168, 623, 629

Dobbs, Arthur, 352

Dobrée, Bonamy, 527

Doney, Willis, 131, 443–444

doubt, 22, 50, 55, 187, 206, 429–430, 433–435, 437, 444, 448, 545, 640, 650

methodological, 429–430, 433–435, 437

Dowling, Martin, 351

Downing, Lisa, 67, 71–72, 76, 80, 82, 124, 245–246, 251, 253, 462, 485, 499–501, 633

dream, 86, 89, 121, 256, 258–259, 262–263, 272, 437, 441, 444, 506–507, 512, 557, 562, 575–576, 648

well-regulated, 506

drunkenness, 523, 528, 531

dualism. See substance: dualism

Dublin Philosophical Society, 412–414, 422, 425

Dummett, Michael, 565

Durandus (Durand, Guillaume) 475, 477

duty. See moral obligation; political obligation



Earman, John, 484–485

Easterly, William, 365

economics, 5–7, 11, 13, 25, 349–369, 523

bubbles, 350

depression, 351

regulation, 351

underemployment, 351

Eddington, Arthur, 294

education, 12, 14, 222, 343, 350, 365, 523, 525, 529–530, 534, 536, 542–544, 548–553, 555, 557, 617, 625

academic, 548

liberal, 542, 548, 557

polite, 548

Edwards, Jonathan, 578–594

effort, 246, 249

egoism, 21, 524

Einstein, Albert, 484–485

elasticity, 336, 338, 343

Eleatic School, 640, 653

election, 419–421, 424

electricity, 341

Elisabeth of Bohemia, 120, 125

Elizabeth I, 9

Elysian Fields, 404

emotion, 45, 48, 197, 205–207, 275, 396–398, 601

emotivism. See language: emotive

empiricism, 45–47, 56, 60–62, 294, 401, 411, 428, 460, 462, 597, 632, 640–643, 653

Emundts, Dina, 653

England, 351–353, 356–357, 363, 368–369, 385, 410, 526, 535, 553

Enlightenment, 425, 529

English, 410

European, 411, 524

Irish, 409–411

Scottish, 410, 524

enthusiasm, 468, 540–542, 546, 549, 653

entity, 34, 49, 65

Epictetus, 544, 549

Epicurus, 108, 124, 150, 398, 404, 544, 547, 555

epistemic luck, 256–257, 259–264, 271, 274

visual, 257, 259–264, 271

epistemology, 1, 18–19, 22, 24, 40, 42, 49, 61, 70–72, 81–82, 120–121, 153, 158, 162–165, 214, 246–248, 253, 256–262, 267–268, 272–273, 275–276, 279–282, 291, 294–296, 300, 304, 306, 318, 428, 435, 439–440, 450, 467, 487–488, 490, 493–496, 498–499, 539, 543–544, 546, 555, 594, 607, 643, 645, 653, 670, 672

Epstein, William, 297

equality, 307, 548

error. See perceptual error

Eschenbach, Johann Christian, 561, 640, 652

esse is percipi, 47, 66–67, 69, 72, 74–75, 80, 83, 157–158, 230, 235, 237, 306, 401, 440–441, 453, 468–469, 567–569, 597, 603–607, 611, 660

strong, 235

weak, 235

essence, 53, 56, 109, 118, 137–138, 141, 240, 242, 244, 250, 429–430, 432, 434–435, 441–443, 467–469, 582, 584, 593

nominal, 23, 26

real, 56, 242

simple, 56

essential oil, 326

ethics. See moral philosophy

Euclid, 16, 301, 304–307, 312, 322

Euphranor (character in Alciphron) 137, 190, 203–206, 222–223, 265, 268–269, 390, 403, 405, 526, 540, 545–547, 549–550, 552, 600–601, 610–611

Evans, Gareth, 565

evil, 180, 184, 187, 388–390, 419–421, 424, 522–523, 534, 545, 555

moral, 419

natural, 419–420, 424

evolution, 95

excellence. See virtue

existence 

absolute, 34, 42, 69, 72, 238, 292, 311

continuous, 91, 103, 134, 178–179, 570, 661, 666

dependent, 10, 49, 57, 90, 92, 103–104, 116, 118, 129–130, 132–134, 136, 239

external, 567, 619, 625, 666

independent, 33, 91, 104, 131–134, 145, 179, 231, 239, 666

intermittent, 89–95

primary, 135

real, 295, 605, 650

separable, 134, 137–138

subjective, 564

twofold, 239, 242, 245

experience, 3, 5, 15–18, 21, 35–37, 39, 42, 47, 50, 77, 91, 93, 103–105, 139, 161, 171, 178–181, 183–187, 189, 191, 240, 244, 247–248, 250, 261–266, 270–273, 275, 280–286, 289, 291–295, 298, 301, 400–401, 403–404, 411, 419, 421, 435–436, 444, 447–449, 452, 455, 458, 460, 462, 466, 499, 517, 565–566, 568, 575–576, 578, 590, 594, 598, 608–609, 625–632, 634, 637, 639–642, 644–651, 659, 669

auditory, 291

immediate, 283–284, 286, 291

inner, 419

mediate, 291

outer, 419

phenomenal, 280, 289, 298, 447–449

religious, 594

sense, 47, 60, 81, 105, 161, 282–283, 301, 411, 455, 460, 598, 637, 647, 649

tangible/tactile, 284, 289, 292, 632

visual, 65, 257, 260–262, 264, 266, 273, 280, 284–285, 289, 291–293, 608, 627–630

experiment, 25, 286, 291, 326, 329, 333, 342–343, 484–485, 491, 633

extension, 2–3, 33, 35–36, 38–40, 47, 61, 75–78, 81–82, 112, 114–119, 124, 131–132, 151, 156, 160–161, 163–165, 167–168, 171–174, 223, 233, 245, 247, 259, 275, 284–287, 289–291, 297, 302, 304, 306–307, 309–311, 313, 321–322, 428–437, 441, 443–444, 448, 451, 453, 455, 466–469, 479, 505, 512, 515–516, 518, 572, 575, 582–584, 587–588, 592, 608–609, 612, 618–621, 660

absolute, 38, 76, 164, 225

abstract, 310

finite, 306, 321, 516

geometrical, 429

intelligible, 78, 81–82, 466–469, 479

perceived, 302, 304, 306, 309–310, 313, 322

sensible, 38, 76, 81–82, 518, 608

tangible, 160, 168, 172, 284–285, 287, 289–291, 310, 609

visible/visual, 160, 168, 172, 284–287, 289–291, 297, 310, 584, 609



faculty, 34, 50, 61, 100, 136, 143, 223, 226–233, 261, 396, 399–404, 419–420, 423, 431–432, 434–437, 444, 447–449, 669

active, 437

faith, 21–22, 205–206, 212, 223, 226, 390–391, 393–395, 411, 415, 429, 532, 547, 556, 602

Falkenstein, Lorne, 297, 633

fallacy, 32, 39, 319–321, 660, 662–664, 666–667

equivocation, 660, 662–663, 666–667

irrelevance, 664, 666

famine, 352, 358

fancy. See imagination

Fantl, Jeremy, 672

Fardella, Michelangelo, 124

farmer, 352–353, 369

fate, 541

fear, 50, 201–202, 275, 524, 541, 543, 548

Feder, Johann, 639–640, 654

feminism, 373

Fénelon, François, 227

Ferrier, James, 234

Ficino, Marsilio, 402

fideism, 411

Fields, Keota, 53, 214–215

figure. See shape

Filmer, Robert, 377, 384

fire, 4–5, 112, 124, 169–170, 175, 238, 251–253, 267, 272–273, 329–335, 338–344, 402, 404, 580

as active principle, 330–331, 338–340, 402

as corporeal, 333–335

as instrument, 340–341

invisible/pure, 330–334, 342–343, 402

as made of different particles, 333–335

as soul of the world, 329, 331–333

visible, 330–331, 333, 343

Fitzgerald, Patrick, 353

Flage, Daniel, 25, 53, 71, 81–82, 182, 191–192, 214, 386, 395, 461–462, 556, 633

Fleming, Patrick, 141, 146

Flew, Antony, 205–206, 212, 596

fluent, 314–317, 319–320. See also calculus

fluxion, 6, 13, 24, 223, 314–321, 323. See also calculus

first-order, 315

second-order, 315

Fogelin, Robert, 81

force, 25, 51–52, 92–93, 185, 203–205, 214, 246, 248–249, 253, 336, 338, 340, 343, 476, 482–501, 516, 586, 588, 592, 601, 647, 649

attracting, 338

centrifugal, 492

centripetal, 483, 491–492

composition of, 497–498

dead, 495–496

gravitational, 499, 586

impressed, 483–484, 490, 492, 498, 500

of matter, 483

relational theory of, 485

repelling, 338

resolution of, 497–498

form, 19, 274, 301

formalism. See mathematics: formalism in

Forster, Anne, 12, 392, 541, 556

Foucher, Simon, 124

France, 410, 523, 539

Frankel, Melissa, 124–125, 214

freedom, 124, 222–223, 253, 340–341, 343, 366, 379–380, 383, 401, 418–426, 590, 592–593

moral, 418, 421–425

free-thinking, 1, 6, 12–13, 21–25, 80, 196, 222–223, 314, 326–328, 330–331, 342, 390–393, 397, 400–401, 405, 524–527, 540, 542–543, 545, 551, 553–555, 607

free will, 138–140, 146, 412, 418–421, 423, 426

intellectualist theory of, 419–421

libertarian theory of, 419

Friedman, David, 357

frugality, 11, 523, 529

Furlong, E. J., 103



Galilei, Galileo, 16, 150, 153

Gallois, Andre, 72

gambling, 6, 355, 369, 523, 535

Gandhi, Mahatma, 375

Garber, Daniel, 125, 503, 519

Garrett, Don, 612

Garve, Christian, 639–640, 654

Gassendi, Pierre, 115, 120, 124, 150, 169

generosity, 552

geometrician, 282–283, 287–288, 296, 308

geometry, 5, 10, 14–15, 17–18, 36, 59, 110, 151, 154, 165, 167, 171, 174, 260–261, 275, 280, 282–283, 287–288, 296, 300–310, 313–314, 318, 321–323, 432, 443, 482–483, 485, 487–488, 491, 493–494, 498–500, 504, 608, 623–628, 631, 633

analytic, 314, 318

Euclidean, 5–6, 306–307

Non-Euclidean, 627

optical, 628

of visibles, 623–624, 627, 633

George I, 11

George II, 12

Gibson, James, 281–282, 296

Gill, Michael, 550, 556

Girard, René, 399

Glauser, Richard, 171–172, 234

Glorious Revolution (1688) 372, 539–540

God, 3–7, 21–23, 54–57, 61, 82, 85–87, 90–98, 103–104, 109, 121–122, 124–125, 135, 138, 145–147, 156, 158, 166–167, 169, 173, 177–192, 224, 241, 244, 251, 253–254, 257, 273–275, 281, 327, 330, 336–343, 375, 377, 379–382, 388–405, 413–420, 422, 424–425, 429, 432–435, 437–439, 442–443, 452, 459, 462, 464–480, 507, 512–514, 517, 519, 524, 528, 531, 541, 543, 547–548, 551–552, 556, 565, 567, 571–573, 575–576, 578–581, 583–593, 602, 606, 609–610, 618, 622–623, 656–659, 662, 669–671

as activity, 178, 183, 186

as agent, 185, 188, 253, 336–337, 340–341, 343, 437, 467, 477

as associating the ideas of finite minds, 177, 183, 185

attribute of, 413, 418

benevolence of, 86–87, 182, 188, 209, 241, 339–342, 390, 394, 418–419, 522

as cause of ideas, 418, 669

as cause/creator of the world, 177, 182–186, 188–189, 342, 388–389, 402, 437–438, 475, 588

command of, 375, 380–382, 388, 390–391, 393–395, 548, 552, 593

communion with, 404

as comprehending all things, 181

as conserving the world, 475, 588

continuity argument for, 90–92, 94, 177–182

cosmological argument for, 177

as creator and maintainer of the laws of nature, 241

as designer, 395, 610

as differentiating the ideas of finite minds, 177, 183, 185

essence/substance of, 467–469

eternality of, 93, 191, 244, 438, 528

freedom of, 253, 340–341, 343

glory of, 210

goodness of, 93, 95, 179–183, 185–188, 191, 241, 244, 343, 389, 394–395, 402, 433, 658, 669

grace of, 391

grandeur of, 209

guidance of, 394

holiness of, 186

as identifying the ideas of finite minds, 177, 183, 186

immateriality of, 183, 192

immutability of, 438

impassivity of, 467

indivisibility of, 467

infinity of, 95, 177–181, 183, 185–192, 327, 340, 405, 413, 433, 438, 466, 473, 590, 602, 658, 669

invisibility of, 190

justice of, 186

as knowing and having ideas, 189

living in, 390–394, 396, 399–400, 403–404, 468

non-deceptiveness of, 125, 273, 434

omnipotence of, 180, 182–183, 186, 192, 419, 433, 438, 473, 475, 602

omnipresence of, 185–187, 413, 477, 593

omniscience of, 97, 179–180, 185, 187, 192, 327, 438, 466–467, 513

oneness of, 93, 95, 191, 244

ontological argument for, 177

passivity argument for, 92–94, 104, 177–182, 658–659

as perceiver of the world, 177–178, 190, 466

perfection of, 93, 95, 181, 185, 191, 244, 473, 477, 517, 589

personal, 588

power of, 122, 169, 177, 179–183, 185–188, 190, 340, 343, 415, 433, 473, 477, 581, 583–584, 589, 658, 669

providence of, 181, 187, 209, 327, 339, 342–343, 542, 547, 551, 555–556, 610–611

as speaker of a divine language, 180, 257, 397, 418

Spirit of, 391

as substance, 185–186

as support of ideas, 185

teleological argument for, 94–95, 177, 610–611, 613

trust in, 390, 393–394, 396

understanding of, 183, 189, 418

as unextended, 192

as the union of three persons, 413, 416

virtue of, 389

will of, 103, 177, 183–189, 340, 342, 389, 391, 395, 422, 433, 469–470, 473, 475, 545, 548, 564, 579, 583, 586, 589, 618, 622–623

as the willing and perceiving of ideas, 185, 189

wisdom of, 86, 93, 122, 177, 179–186, 188–189, 191, 209, 241, 244, 339, 341–343, 418, 433, 467, 477, 514, 589, 658, 669

works of, 413

Goldsmith, M. M., 524

good, 62, 180, 184, 187, 205, 207, 229, 231, 359–364, 389, 393–394, 397–398, 400, 403, 419–421, 423–424, 525, 531, 544, 547, 552–555

common, 525, 543

complementary, 363–364

general, 547, 553

greatest, 419–420

inferior, 359–364

natural, 420, 424, 547

normal, 359–361, 363

personal, 547

superior, 359–361

ultimate, 394

government, 212, 224, 252, 374–384, 402, 533

illegitimate, 375, 382

legitimate, 374–376, 378, 380–385

oppressive, 376, 379–380, 382–383, 386

grace, 52, 203–204, 601

Grandi, Giovanni, 633

Grant, Edward, 395

Grant, Ruth, 376–377, 384

Grattan-Guinness, Ivor, 323

Grave, S. A., 128

Gravesande, Willem’s, 591

gravity, 167, 171, 246, 253, 341, 343, 477, 482–486, 490, 493, 495–496, 499–500, 585–588, 592, 647

center of, 490, 493

universal, 483, 500

Grayling, A. C., 45, 56, 103

Great Britain, 11, 324, 357, 523, 526, 529, 533

Greco, John, 632

Green, Thomas Hill, 60

Greenberg, Arthur, 632–633

Gregory, Richard, 264

Grote, Simon, 556

Grotius, Hugo, 7

Grzelinski, Adam, 546

Guardian, 10, 23, 25, 372, 525, 542, 553

Guicciardini, Nicolò, 323

Guyer, Paul, 103, 213

Gylling, Heta, 392, 405, 524, 543



habit, 18, 37–38, 205, 265, 270–271, 551–552, 557, 625–626

Hacking, Ian, 196

Hades, 399, 403

Hakkarainen, Jani, 171

Hall, A. R., 323

Hall, Roland, 596

Halley, Edmund, 323, 586

hallucination, 86, 89, 256, 258–259, 262–263, 479

Hamilton, William, 169

Hampton, Danielle, 462

happiness, 7, 205, 388–391, 393–394, 396–405, 526, 528–529, 531, 533, 547, 554, 556

eternal, 388, 390–391, 393–394, 396–405, 531

finite, 404

social, 528–529, 533

hardness, 32, 153, 266, 451, 572, 668

Harkness, D. A. E., 353

harmony, 93, 181–184, 187, 191, 243, 413, 507, 512, 541–542, 545, 547, 592

pre-established, 504

Harris, James, 425, 524

Hartz, Glenn, 503, 519

Harvard University, 12, 328

hate, 50–51, 58, 201

Hatfield, Gary, 297

Hausman, Alan, 131

Häyry, Matti, 379, 386

health, 329, 523, 526–528, 534, 542

hearing, 32, 119, 201, 222, 224, 266, 269, 281, 293, 471–472, 618, 656, 664

heat, 32, 70, 75, 96–97, 111–112, 114, 142, 153–155, 161, 167–169, 175, 253, 266, 273, 328, 331, 333, 335, 340, 343, 402, 455, 566, 580, 620–621, 633, 657, 667, 669

intense, 168–169, 175

heaven, 389–390, 393–394, 396, 399–405, 553, 571–573, 657

purity of, 402–405

Heckscher, Eli, 351

hedonism, 397, 535

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich, 60

hell, 403

Helmholtz, Hermann von, 298

hemp, 352

heresy, 7, 226, 414

Hernández-Licona, G., 357

Hervey, John, 531–532

heterodoxy, 572

heterogeneity, 77, 79, 159–167, 172–173, 224, 245–246, 283–285, 290–291, 331, 403, 442, 479, 568, 607–612, 624, 627–629, 631

thesis, 5, 10, 16, 64, 159–162, 166, 173, 283–285, 290–291, 597, 607–612, 624, 627–629, 631

Hicks, John, 359

Hight, Marc, 131, 350, 445, 536, 560

Hilbert, David, 311

Hill, James, 445, 462, 545, 633

Hintikka, Jaakko, 17, 25

Hinton, R. W. K., 351

Hobbes, Thomas, 14, 21, 46, 54, 108, 116, 119, 124, 170, 428, 525, 535, 593

Hoffman, Donald, 275

Holton, Richard, 404

Holtzman, Matthew, 226–228, 232, 251, 542, 556

Homberg, Wilhelm, 327, 330–331, 333, 343

honor, 202, 540–541

Hont, Istvan, 522, 524

Honyman, James, 12

hope, 50, 390–391, 394–396, 541, 543

human nature, 19, 434, 523–524, 529, 531

Hume, David, 1–2, 21, 47, 64, 95, 104, 131, 227, 234, 374, 382–383, 386, 409–410, 428, 445, 455, 460–461, 524, 531–532, 536, 592, 596–613, 617, 632, 642, 649, 652, 656–657

humility, 549

Hunter, Hugh, 192

Hutcheson, Francis, 16, 21, 410, 532, 540–541, 546–548, 550, 552, 556, 591, 617

Hutchison, T. W., 350, 357

hydraulics, 337

hydrostatics, 337

Hylas (character in the Three Dialogues) 38–39, 75, 95–96, 99, 107, 110, 113–114, 123–124, 142, 171, 173, 223–224, 230, 235, 272, 292, 295, 440, 451, 467, 589, 606–607, 624, 670

hylomorphism, 274

hypocrisy, 373, 522–523, 532, 602

hypothesis, 124, 246–250, 264, 330, 334, 336, 484, 496, 500, 616, 618–619, 626

mathematical, 246–250, 496, 500



idea 

abstract, 2, 5, 10, 18–20, 26, 31–44, 46, 57, 59, 61, 64, 66, 77–78, 82, 99, 107, 112, 115–119, 123–124, 131, 133–134, 156, 160–162, 173, 198–200, 202, 204–205, 207, 214, 229, 234, 242, 245, 295, 300–304, 306, 309–310, 312–313, 322, 391, 423, 430–432, 434–436, 444, 446–450, 458, 468, 482, 485–486, 499, 504, 576, 585, 597–599, 605, 607–609, 611–612

of an action, 440

adequate, 23

adverbial theory of, 442

aggregation of, 461

agreement between, 202, 226, 243, 274, 295

archetype of, 89, 105, 468–470

association of, 281, 441–442, 599, 625–626, 628–629, 633, 666

auditory/aural, 88, 566

of being, 34, 117–118, 133

clear, 200, 272, 413, 431, 434, 436, 441

coherent, 86–88, 103, 179, 188, 238–239, 271, 511–512, 563, 568, 575–576, 648, 658, 669

collection of, 2–5, 32, 69–70, 85–86, 89, 91–92, 96, 134, 159, 166, 169, 178, 184, 190, 240, 261, 267, 269, 311–312, 417, 428, 435, 442, 452, 456, 590, 600–601, 611, 649–650, 657–661, 663

combination of (see collection of)

combining, 35, 671

comparing, 173, 195, 449

complex, 19–20, 43, 56, 117, 435, 590, 594, 609, 671

compounding, 32, 46, 56, 173, 430, 447, 565–566, 671

concrete, 300, 432

congeries of, 166, 461, 575 (see also collection of)

connexion between, 241, 293, 622

consistent, 96

constant, 33, 87, 240

dependent, 130, 172–173, 568

determinate, 200

distinct, 413, 431–432, 434, 436, 441, 454, 511, 602

dividing, 35, 46, 173, 447, 565–566, 671

divine, 97, 579

of existence, 78, 173, 233, 458

of extension, 429–435, 437, 439, 441, 443–444, 448, 608–609

faint, 272, 511, 568, 576

fleeting, 130, 172–173, 292, 568, 649

framing, 34–36, 72, 82, 86–87, 96, 223, 301, 303, 430–431, 436, 447–449, 461, 472, 566, 608

general, 19, 26, 33–34, 36–40, 42, 46–47, 59, 117, 156, 160, 173, 199, 205, 207–208, 214, 229, 234, 303–304, 306, 309, 392, 435, 449–450, 468, 597–599, 612

generalizing, 33–36, 43, 83

of God, 177, 185, 417, 439, 441, 444, 585, 602

of identity, 295

imaginary, 141, 143, 238, 516, 563–564, 568

imagistic, 449, 455–460, 462, 598

inactive (see inert)

incomprehensible, 34, 117, 133

indistinct, 272

inert, 46–48, 50, 53–58, 62, 93, 120, 129–130, 132–133, 135, 137–139, 145–146, 157, 172–173, 197, 240, 243, 417, 438, 455, 467–468, 478, 564, 568, 574, 621, 658, 669–671

innate, 46, 60–62, 430, 432–437, 443–444, 544–546

joining, 195, 198

kinesthetic, 88

lively, 480, 511

nature of, 3, 116, 137, 185, 432, 447, 455–461

of a primary quality, 153, 259, 276, 453

of a secondary quality, 153, 259, 276, 454, 462, 582

of a triangle, 34, 43, 229, 391–392, 447–448, 598–599, 612

of a vacuum, 608

of infinity, 56, 396, 413–414

of motion, 448

of power, 171, 173, 455, 458, 462

of self, 461, 606

of space, 609

of substance, 117, 416, 446, 450–452, 461, 599, 606

of unity, 458, 462

olfactory, 142

orderly, 86–89, 93, 96, 122, 179, 182–183, 188, 238–239, 241, 244, 263, 271–272, 478, 563, 568, 576, 622, 648, 658, 669

particular, 31, 36, 46–47, 59, 173, 208, 210, 303, 435, 442, 450, 597

passive, 3, 5, 47–48, 57, 62, 93, 119, 129–130, 177, 185, 417, 437, 455, 458, 467–468, 478, 606, 649

passive reception of, 32, 141, 157, 160, 434, 567

positive, 454

precise, 432

primary, 453

private, 96, 99, 172

real, 238, 511–512, 563, 567, 575

regular, 33, 86–87, 93, 96, 122, 240, 244

robustness/permanence of, 452

secondary, 32

sensible/sensory, 1, 4, 21, 36, 49–51, 86–89, 96–97, 103–104, 108, 113, 121, 135, 137, 140–143, 145–146, 156–160, 165–166, 169, 172–173, 179, 181–182, 211, 238–239, 271, 306, 400, 432–434, 437, 443, 453–454, 469, 563, 568, 620, 648, 658, 667, 670

separating, 2, 18–20, 33, 40, 42, 195, 198, 229, 261, 272, 608

simple, 21, 33, 47, 59, 132, 168, 175, 312, 435–436, 444, 452, 458, 462, 590, 594, 671

singling, 33, 35, 39, 43, 78, 83

steady, 86, 88, 179, 188, 271, 648, 658, 669

strong, 87, 96, 103–104, 238–239, 271, 511, 563, 568

subjective, 567

succession of, 240, 441

tactile/tangible, 18, 88, 160, 167, 172, 210, 257, 265–266, 273, 283, 418, 661

theory of, 615, 617, 619–621

uniting (see joining)

variety in, 182, 478

visible/visual, 4, 18, 88, 160, 167, 172, 210–211, 261, 269–270, 273, 283, 418, 566, 654, 661

vivid, 33, 87, 96, 104, 263, 271–272, 511, 575

weak, 511, 568

idealism, 1–4, 7, 10, 25, 32–33, 37, 38–43, 46, 49, 60, 64–83, 85–106, 110, 128–145, 156, 159, 161, 221, 237, 242, 244–245, 254, 274, 294, 471, 482, 503, 506, 508, 516, 519, 564, 615, 617–621, 632, 637–641, 643–647, 649–653, 656–669, 672

dogmatic, 637, 643, 652–653

dreaming, 653

dualistic, 128–145, 245, 428, 440, 478, 568, 606

empirical, 656

limited, 65–67, 71–72, 80

objections to, 85–106

partial, 65, 71, 80

refutation of, 643

semantic argument for, 69–70, 78, 81–82, 672

subjective, 503, 505, 507–511, 513

substance, 505–506

total, 65–67, 71–73, 80–81

transcendental, 643–647, 649–651, 656

visionary, 637, 640, 653

identity, 68, 97–102, 105, 156, 227–228, 295, 412, 570, 617

national, 617

numerical, 100–102, 105, 159

qualitative, 100–102

idolatry, 108

illusionism, 637, 640, 642–643, 651, 653

image, 32–33, 35, 46, 48, 55–57, 87, 93, 96–97, 113–114, 280–285, 287–289, 291, 297, 417, 438, 448–449, 451, 455, 458, 461, 566, 573–574, 598, 608, 627–629, 634, 668, 670

inverted, 288–289, 291, 297, 627–628

physical, 288

retinal, 281, 284–285, 288–289, 297, 627–629, 634

visual, 608

imagination, 32–33, 35–37, 39, 45–46, 53, 55, 72, 86–87, 89, 96, 129, 135, 140–143, 146, 156, 158–159, 171–174, 180, 189, 201, 233, 246, 257, 265–267, 270–273, 292–293, 399–400, 430–432, 434, 437, 441, 444, 447–448, 452, 455–457, 470, 472, 474, 478, 482, 485, 495, 504, 506, 510, 562–568, 575–576, 605, 617–619, 630, 633, 643, 648, 663, 666–667, 669–671

eidetic, 456

Imago Dei, 57, 438

Imlay, Robert, 146

immaterialism, 1–3, 10, 14, 25, 64, 66, 71–72, 76, 81, 107–125, 128, 156, 159, 161–162, 166–169, 209, 211, 224, 226–228, 251–252, 332, 338, 341–342, 400, 414, 429–437, 476, 485, 505, 539, 555, 557, 562, 568, 572, 574–576, 578–584, 587–589, 591–592, 597, 602–604, 615–620, 623, 632, 639, 642–643, 652, 656–658

immortality, 224, 396, 399, 402–404, 414, 590

natural, 224

impenetrability, 247, 582, 592

impression, 157, 166, 171, 422, 455, 461, 599–600, 603, 606, 609

inactive. See idea: inert

inclination, 93

income, 351–352, 357–360, 362–365, 369

effect, 369

inconceivability, 23, 31, 34–35, 38–41, 43, 68, 89, 112, 116, 120–121, 140–141, 162, 448, 468, 482, 485–490, 494, 497, 500, 507, 518, 584, 602, 606

incorporeal substance. See substance: immaterial

indirect realism. See realism: representational

indubitability, 35

induction, 2, 25, 35, 40

industry, 6, 11, 350, 352, 354–356, 363, 366–369, 523, 526, 528, 534–535

inference, 37–38, 40, 76, 119, 121–122, 158, 161, 171, 181, 190, 192, 198, 200, 209, 231, 264, 268, 270, 275, 280–282, 296, 318, 320–321, 334, 401, 413, 433, 438, 475–476, 478, 490, 512, 547, 568, 600, 610–611, 624–629, 633, 642, 650, 652, 656, 666–668

infinite divisibility, 6, 24, 304–309, 433, 504, 510–511, 517, 608, 652

infinitesimals, 6, 13, 24, 317–318, 322–323, 433, 504, 516

inherence, 38, 72, 93, 109–114, 116–117, 119, 122–123, 132–133, 145, 167, 569–573, 585, 604–605

inhumanity, 409

insanity. See madness

inseparability, 35–36, 43, 47, 75–76, 78, 137–138, 152, 162, 170, 272, 276

instinct, 93, 540, 545–546, 549, 626

institution 

political, 349–350, 365, 368–369, 383

social, 349, 365, 367–369

instrumentalism, 6, 298, 309, 482, 485–486

intellect, 55, 60–61, 76–77, 82, 156, 171, 184, 191, 246, 420–421, 430–432, 434, 436, 439–441, 444, 479, 653

intellectualism, 419–421, 543, 554, 562

intention, 138, 200–204

as active, 203 See also action: intentional

intermittency. See existence: intermittent

introspection, 47, 49, 281, 433, 435–437, 446–448, 450, 461

intuition, 171, 231, 274, 280, 290, 294, 297, 389, 395, 435, 474, 641, 653

inverted image. See image: inverted

Ireland, 1, 6–7, 9–11, 13, 112, 349–358, 362–366, 368–369, 372, 385, 398, 410, 412, 504, 535, 540, 556

Belfast, 351

Brackenstown, 556

Cloyne, 3, 13, 25, 388, 581

as a colony of England, 351–352, 357, 364, 368–369, 409

Cork, 351

Derry, 3, 11

Dublin, 9, 13, 212, 372, 388, 412–414, 422, 424, 541, 556

Dysart Castle, 9

Kerry, 353

Kilkenny, 9

Ulster, 409–410

Irish. See Ireland

economy, 354

elites, 368

emigration, 353

Enlightenment (see Enlightenment: Irish)

goods, 398

House of Lords, 13

immigration, 353

Parliament, 351, 413

peasants, 362–363

people, 112, 352–353, 355–356, 369, 409

philosophy, 385, 409–426

poor, 357–358, 364–366

irrationalism, 411, 415, 523

irreligion. See atheism



Jacobite Rising, 522

Jacovides, Michael, 43, 124, 462

Jaffro, Laurent, 343, 535–536, 539, 550

Jakapi, Roomet, 198, 203, 214, 425, 529

Jamblichus, 401

James, Susan, 48

James II of England, 372–373

deposition of, 373

Jankowiak, Tim, 653

Jesseph, Douglas, 180–181, 191–192, 322–323, 444, 482, 499–500

Jessop, T. E., 392, 405

Jesuit, 227, 234, 504

Jesus Christ, 391, 396, 402–403, 571–574

Johnson, Joseph, 369

Johnson, Samuel, 12, 25, 66, 80, 146, 192, 441, 477, 576, 581

Johnston, G. A., 146

Jolley, Nicholas, 132, 135–136, 145–146, 273–274

Joly, Bernard, 342

Jones, Tom, 393, 523–524

Josephus, 23

Jost, Jacob, 540

Joyce, Patrick, 352

judgment, 158, 195, 199, 213, 225, 227–228, 240, 292, 423–424, 434, 449, 451, 541, 546, 608, 624–626, 628–629, 631, 642, 647–648, 653

Jurin, James, 323

justice, 376, 383, 410, 544–545



Kant, Immanuel, 17, 58, 60, 87, 102–103, 404, 425, 548, 561–562, 565, 637–654, 656–657, 672

Kantonen, T. A., 443

Kaufman, Lloyd, 297

Kaye, F. B., 530

Kelly, Patrick, 350–351, 529

Kemp Smith, Norman, 638, 652–653

Kendrick, Nancy, 385, 529–530

Kennedy, Liam, 351

Kepler, Johannes, 14, 288

Kim, Han-Kyul, 461

King, E. G., 180, 192

King Jr., Martin Luther, 375

King, William, 212, 215, 410–425

King’s College (now Columbia University) 12

Kingsley, Peter, 399

Kinnaman, Ted, 653

Klein, D. B., 296–297

Klein, Lawrence, 532, 556

Kline, David, 192

knowledge, 2, 7, 13, 15, 18–19, 21–22, 26, 31–32, 35–37, 39, 41–42, 45, 48–51, 53–58, 61, 68, 71, 81–82, 85, 90–91, 93, 95, 97, 103–104, 121–122, 125, 129, 136, 139, 158, 163, 165, 174, 177, 179, 181, 183–185, 187, 189, 204, 206, 208, 214, 221, 224, 226–230, 239–253, 257–264, 268–270, 273–276, 281–283, 293–296, 298, 302, 311, 332, 338–339, 342–343, 389, 391, 396–397, 400–402, 404–405, 411, 413–418, 425, 429–430, 432–433, 436, 438–442, 449–450, 456–457, 459–460, 483, 512, 545, 549, 567, 571, 590, 593, 613, 617, 621, 626, 628, 645, 650, 653, 657, 661, 670–671, 673

adequate, 35

vs belief, 411, 449, 460

a priori, 177–178, 181, 191, 281, 283, 342

certain, 188, 295, 298, 418

demonstrative, 68, 70, 72, 74, 76, 182, 274, 430 (see also demonstration)

empirical, 389, 399, 524

of God’s existence, 177–192, 391, 418, 437–440

immediate, 35, 45, 48–49, 51, 53–54, 60, 68, 116, 188, 417, 438–439, 590, 670

intuitive, 49, 54, 61, 68, 70, 72, 74, 76–79, 230, 274, 417, 439, 590

mediate, 438

of mind, 439–442

of nature, 242

of one’s own acts, 440

real, 295

reflective, 439

of self, 45, 51, 54–58, 61, 214, 439–441, 459, 593, 670, 673

of substance, 411, 413–414, 416

scientific, 302, 389, 401, 566

sensitive, 274, 429

sensory, 32, 247

speculative, 173, 242

Koenderink, Jan, 279, 296

Ksenjek, Ekaterina, 182, 192



labor, 13, 352, 354–369, 534–535. See also work

forced, 365, 367

hard, 367

productive, 354–356, 368 (see also industry)

Ladies’ Library, 7, 10, 385, 591

Lamb, Jonathan, 536

Lambkin, Brian, 353

Lancelot, Claude, 195

land rental, 352–353, 362

landlord, 353

landowner, 352, 355

Landy, David, 672

Langton, Rae, 653

language, 4–5, 10, 16, 31, 33, 37–39, 51–53, 82, 99–100, 125, 167, 177, 180–181, 194–215, 227, 229–230, 233, 235, 239, 245, 252–253, 257, 264–267, 273, 281, 291, 296, 397, 412, 415, 417, 425, 435, 453, 459, 501, 544–545, 574, 580, 597, 607–612, 622–623, 625, 627, 629–631

abuse of, 31, 33, 82, 195, 207, 245

of algebra, 198, 205

compared to a poker game, 204

definition of, 265, 318

divine, 4, 16, 37, 167, 177, 180–181, 597, 607–612, 623

cognitive, 198

cognitivism, 411–419

emotive, 197–198, 202, 205, 207, 213

ethical (see moral)

grammar of, 622–623

imperfection of, 195

literal, 117, 157

mathematical, 205

as a means of communicating ideas, 194, 196–198, 205, 208, 210, 412, 418, 600

as a means of communicating intentions, 194, 200–205

as a means of exciting to, or deterring, an action, 197, 205, 207–208, 412, 414–415, 600–601

as a means of putting the mind in a particular disposition, 197, 205, 412, 415, 600–601

as a means of raising a passion, 197, 201–202, 205, 412, 414–415, 600–601

metaphorical, 117

moral, 197, 202

natural, 167, 622, 630

operative, 197–198, 201, 205, 209

ordinary, 580

of physics, 198, 204

propriety of, 203–204

publicity of, 204, 214

as a public social practice, 204

religious, 197–198, 201, 206, 601–602, 611–612

rules of, 203–205, 207–208, 213, 229–230, 418

universal, 209

use of, 203–213

visual, 209–211, 214, 257, 264, 273, 281

Last Judgment, 542

latitudinarian, 541

Lavoisier, Antoine, 343

law, 7, 16–17, 23–24, 47, 88, 137, 159, 179, 181, 189, 192, 205, 240–244, 248–250, 252–254, 257, 267, 270–273, 283, 327, 336–342, 344, 353, 373–374, 419, 422, 424, 452, 470, 485, 499, 534, 541, 553, 586–587, 589, 622–627, 629–631, 633, 641, 662, 670

a priori, 648

of attraction, 338, 341

breaking, 377

of centrifugal force, 492

chemical, 338, 342

civil, 373–376, 378–381

contingent, 586–587, 622, 624, 633

enforcing, 377

general, 241, 243, 249, 252, 337–338, 341, 623

geometrical, 283

as grammar for the understanding of nature, 252, 485, 622

just, 380

making, 377, 419

mechanical, 341–342

moral, 24, 381, 419

of motion, 137, 151, 239, 248, 336–338, 483, 486, 492, 498

of nature, 5, 16–17, 24, 37, 87–88, 91, 103, 146, 179, 181, 189, 192, 205, 240–244, 249–250, 253–254, 257, 267, 270–273, 327, 336–339, 341, 344, 373–374, 376, 378, 380, 383–384, 395, 413, 422, 424–425, 452, 499, 501, 531–532, 580, 588, 622–623, 633, 662, 670

necessary, 641

negative, 380–385

penal, 409

of perception, 137

physical, 159

positive, 381–383, 385

of repulsion, 338

of society, 531–532

universal, 641

of universal gravity, 483, 486, 586

unjust, 376–378, 381–383

Law, William, 530

laziness, 349, 351, 355–357, 364–367, 369

Lea, Geoffrey, 536

Leary, David, 386, 525

Lee, Sukjae, 141, 143, 146, 479–480

Leibniz, Gottfried, 6, 24, 61, 135–136, 150, 156, 162, 170, 173, 300, 314, 317–318, 323, 389, 484, 503–520, 561, 588, 629, 631, 653

labyrinth of the continuum, 509

mill argument, 509

unity argument, 509–511

Leiden, 522

leisure, 351, 357–366, 369

Le Jallé, Eléonore, 526–527, 535

Lennon, Thomas, 65, 67, 71, 77–80, 82, 443, 556

Lewis, David, 567

L’Hôpital, G. F. A., 323

libertinism, 523, 530, 554–555

liberty. See freedom

light, 32, 50, 59, 68, 102, 111, 153, 155, 163, 168, 174, 209, 253, 258, 260–261, 266, 268–270, 275–276, 280, 282, 285, 288, 293, 326, 330–331, 333, 335–336, 402, 419, 455, 483–484, 513, 573, 582–583, 627, 629–630, 661–662

color of, 174, 335

corpuscularian theory of, 484

decomposition of, 483

intensity of, 174

particles of, 335–336

ray, 280, 282, 288, 335–336, 484

reflection of, 483, 513, 583

refraction of, 483, 513

solar, 326

white, 483

light of nature, 17, 545

likeness. See resemblance

likeness principle, 53, 66–67, 71–72, 80, 82, 107–108, 115, 123–124, 597, 601, 606, 612, 619, 659

Lindberg, David, 297

linen, 352

Lloyd, A. C., 146

Locke, John, 2, 7, 9, 14–16, 18–24, 31, 34, 40–41, 43, 45–47, 50–57, 60, 68, 70, 74, 78, 81–82, 109, 111, 113–115, 117–121, 123–125, 131–132, 139, 150–157, 161–162, 164, 169–171, 173–174, 195–196, 198, 200–201, 207, 210, 213, 226, 228–229, 235, 257–261, 267, 272, 274–275, 290, 295, 372–374, 376–379, 381–386, 411–425, 428–429, 431, 435–436, 441, 444, 446–464, 479, 514, 525, 539–540, 544, 551, 555, 557, 562, 575, 579, 581–584, 591–593, 597, 599, 601, 611–612, 616, 619–620, 632, 671

on primary/secondary qualities, 151–155, 259, 453–455

Loeb, Louis, 274

logic, 16, 20, 319–320

Lokhorst, Gert-Jan, 634

LoLordo, Antonia, 425, 592–593, 672

Losonsky, Michael, 213

Lotze, Hermann, 297

love, 50–51, 58, 201, 392–393, 542, 546, 552

Love, Rosaleen, 331

Low, Samuel, 561–563

Luce, A. A., 47, 56, 61, 123, 130, 145, 221, 250–251, 416, 424, 426, 464, 479

luxury, 6, 11, 354–357, 359, 369, 522–523, 526, 528–529, 531, 535

Lysicles (character in Alciphron) 21, 222, 326–328, 330, 332, 339, 342, 405, 524–528, 530–531, 536, 540, 549



Mabbott, J. D., 211, 251

Mach, Ernst, 484–485

machine, 267, 477, 505, 509, 515, 610–611

Macintosh, John, 170, 518

madness, 121, 125, 663

magnetism, 341

magnitude. See size

Maimonides, Moses, 591

Malebranche, Nicolas, 9–10, 14, 55, 77–78, 81–82, 109, 111, 118, 121–125, 131, 150–151, 153–155–157, 159, 161, 164–165, 169–171, 174, 227, 274, 385, 429, 433, 464–480, 576, 588, 591, 596–597, 671

Mancosu, Paolo, 322

Mandeville, Bernard, 21, 26, 369, 522–536, 540, 555

manifest qualities thesis, 157–158, 172

manners, 522–523, 525, 530, 535, 545, 548, 551

manufacturing, 6

Marcus Aurelius, 547, 550

marriage, 373, 379

Marsden, George, 591

martyrdom, 401

Marušić, Jennifer, 213

Mary II of England, 372–373

Masham, Damaris Cudworth, 215

mass, 167, 337, 496, 512

master argument, 38, 41–42, 72–74, 76–78, 82–83, 454, 605

materialism, 3–6, 10, 14, 43, 55, 67, 69–70, 72–73, 75, 81, 107–125, 154–155, 158, 161–163, 165–169, 225, 228, 231, 240, 242, 254, 326–327, 330–332, 339, 342–343, 440, 542, 547, 555, 570, 575, 587, 616–619, 640, 653, 658, 668

mathematics, 5–6, 13, 17–18, 24–26, 36, 52, 82, 153, 161, 204–205, 222–223, 246–250, 300–323, 432–433, 443, 465, 467, 479, 482, 488–489, 493–496, 499–500, 504, 524, 583, 586, 592, 608, 627, 632, 647, 659

applied, 300, 321

formalism in, 6, 311, 313, 321–323

Platonism in, 300–301, 322

pure, 300, 302, 310, 321

Mather, Cotton, 586, 592

matter. See substance: material

Mattern, Ruth, 213

Mattey, G. J., 638–639, 652

Maull, Nancy, 273

Maurer, Christian, 556

McBride, Ian, 351–352, 410

McCracken, Charles, 124–125, 128, 131, 141, 143, 145–146, 174, 443, 462, 518

McDonough, Jeffrey, 479, 519

McKim, Robert, 105

McKitrick, Jennifer, 633

McMullin, Ernan, 633

McRobert, Jennifer, 672

meaning, 19–21, 23–24, 26, 34, 38–39, 48, 51–54, 68–69, 78, 81, 83, 89, 108, 117–118, 125, 133, 157, 167, 173–174, 185, 188, 194–213, 223, 229, 231–234, 238, 240–241, 252, 257, 269, 281, 294–295, 318, 412, 416–418, 439–441, 450, 496, 500, 544, 556, 572, 584, 597–602, 607, 611–612, 640, 644, 647, 662–663, 672

common, 117

emotive, 197, 205, 213

general, 599

ideational theory of, 194–200, 207–211, 213, 229, 231–233, 412, 414

literal, 418

modified ideational theory of, 194, 196–201, 208–209

speaker intentions theory of, 194, 200–206

use theory of, 194, 204–214, 229, 231, 601

mechanics, 250–251, 254, 332, 336–338, 341–342, 483, 487, 493, 495, 497–498, 501

as the science of motion, 332

universal, 483

mechanism, 4, 110, 150–151, 161, 164, 240–243, 247–248, 251, 256–257, 259, 263, 267, 273, 336–338, 340, 509, 514, 525, 555

Medema, Steven, 349

medicine, 13, 25, 326–327, 336, 522, 545, 639

Meinong, Alexius, 567

memory, 32, 46, 53, 129, 139, 270–271, 432, 441, 470, 472, 474, 565, 576, 617, 619, 663, 666, 671

mental act. See mind: act of

mercy, 394

metaphysics, 1–2, 4, 16–19, 33, 35, 42, 49, 61, 68, 70, 72, 74, 81, 88, 109–110, 120, 122–124, 128, 134, 139, 141, 150–151, 156, 159, 161, 165, 214, 223, 245–246, 248, 250, 274, 279–282, 291, 293–296, 301, 306, 332, 339, 342–343, 391, 401–402, 404, 413, 428, 439, 460, 467, 472, 478, 483–484, 487–488, 496, 499, 501, 503, 508, 516, 518, 520, 539, 543–546, 561–564, 567–570, 572, 574–575, 578, 585, 587, 591, 596–597, 600–602, 604–605, 607, 611–613, 616, 618, 622, 637–639, 642–643, 645, 647–649, 653, 672

method 

analytic, 16–17, 25–26, 435

synthetic, 16–17, 25–26

Meyer, Horst, 556

microscope, 293–295

Migely, Genevieve, 143

Mill, John Stuart, 279, 527

Miller, Alister, 557

Miller, George, 652–653

mind 

act of, 1, 3, 47–50, 52, 58–60, 62, 158, 199, 214, 274, 511, 565–566, 646, 671, 673

active, 3, 42, 45, 48, 51, 53–54, 56–60, 119, 128–147, 172, 177, 185, 197, 250, 417, 438–440, 442, 478, 564, 568, 601, 606, 621, 660, 670

beauty of, 390

as bundle of ideas, 131, 138, 445, 568–569

as constituted by will and understanding, 138–139, 141, 144, 183, 189, 416

created, 90, 135, 179, 190, 327, 578–579, 590, 593

divine, 56, 90, 177, 183–184, 568, 580

eternal, 41, 90–91, 135–136, 179

finite, 3–4, 6, 41, 57, 90–92, 97, 103–104, 128–129, 135–137, 139–143, 145–147, 157–159, 166, 171–172, 177–179, 181–182, 184, 187–188, 190, 274, 423, 428, 437, 442, 444, 459, 469, 472–473, 478, 511, 568, 575, 590, 621, 669

immateriality of, 428, 503, 510, 513, 516, 604

immortality of, 224

inactive, 139, 143

indivisibility of, 57, 172

infinite, 4, 57, 90–91, 129, 136, 138, 146–147, 179, 182–183, 185, 428, 437

invisibility of, 190

as made of (pure, invisible) fire, 332

material, 327–328, 342

omnipotent, 180, 183, 185

omnipresent, 90–91, 179, 185

omniscient, 180, 183

as the only cause of ideas, 240, 243

operation of, 32, 35, 38, 42, 45, 49–52, 54, 56, 58, 61–62, 129, 136–138, 141, 144, 147, 190, 417, 431, 433, 435–436, 439–442, 449, 456, 517, 566, 569, 580, 621–623, 671

other, 96–97, 401, 418, 438–439, 459, 462, 468, 510, 517, 568, 590

passive, 48, 57, 119, 141–143, 145, 147

perfectly good, 180, 183

as principle of association, 188–189

as principle of differentiation, 188–189

sentient, 245

simplicity of, 57, 60, 119, 129, 135, 138

substance of, 183, 192, 417, 606

as supporting ideas, 568

as thinking principle, 49, 144, 190, 438

undivided, 119, 129, 135, 138

mind-body problem, 85, 120–121, 263, 465

mind-dependence, 31, 38–39, 42, 65, 69, 128–129, 153, 162–163, 166–167, 239, 295, 312, 453–454, 462, 637, 644–646, 648–651

mind-independence, 40, 65, 85, 109–111, 128, 152–153, 161–162, 167–168, 210, 238–239, 295–296, 312, 468, 482, 499, 507, 618, 641, 643–645, 649–650, 657, 659, 661–662

minimum 

sensibile, 6, 172, 290, 304, 307–310, 435, 511, 516, 608–609

tangibile, 285, 608

visibile, 275, 285, 308, 444, 608

minute philosophy. See free-thinking

miracle, 22, 340

misery, 354, 356, 378, 388–389, 399

missionary, 12, 23

mobility (motion and rest) 151, 153, 168, 245, 262, 583

tangible, 168

visible, 168

mode, 18, 20, 46, 111, 115–119, 125, 132, 157, 159, 164, 166, 172, 195, 438, 441–443, 451, 466–467, 469, 479, 506, 509, 518–519, 569, 572, 574, 580, 582, 584, 587, 589, 591, 593, 604–605, 618, 639

modification. See mode

Moked, Gabriel, 334

Molesworth, Robert, 541, 556

Molyneux, Samuel, 312, 422

Molyneux, William, 9, 14–16, 119, 260–261, 268–271, 274–275, 290–291, 297, 411–413, 418–422, 425, 612, 627, 629–631, 634

Molyneux problem, 15–16, 260–261, 268–271, 274–275, 286–291, 297, 412, 612, 627, 629–631, 634

moment, 314–315, 318. See also calculus

momentum, 496

monad, 504–507, 509, 513, 515–519

bare, 517

foundational, 519

infinite, 504, 517

monarchy, 13, 377, 539, 556

absolute, 539

Hanoverian, 13

monetary reform, 349

money, 350–353, 362, 364, 367–369, 523, 525–526, 528, 536

gold, 350–351, 354, 368–369

paper, 13, 350

silver, 350–351, 354, 368–369

ticket analogy, 350, 368–369

monotheism, 602

Montaigne, Michel de, 591

moon illusion, 15, 18, 287, 297. See also perceptual error/illusion

Moore, G. E., 564

Moore, Sean, 410–411

moral 

action (see action: moral)

authority, 374–375, 379

beauty, 390, 393, 522, 524, 540, 546–547, 552

character, 349, 356, 366, 369

choice, 534–535

cohesion, 531

conventionalism, 394

decay, 522–523

defect, 349, 351, 354–357, 365–366, 369

disposition, 553

education, 552

evil (see evil: moral)

freedom (see freedom: moral)

good, 542, 546

hero, 548–550, 552

judgment, 534, 546

knowledge, 532

law, 24, 422, 528, 531

obligation, 21, 178, 355, 372–376, 378–385, 528–529, 532, 540–541, 543, 547–548, 552

philosophy, 7, 10, 25, 197, 390, 392–395, 418, 421–422, 425, 524, 596

praise, 394, 524

principle, 616

progress, 533, 545

realism, 543, 548, 555

reform, 522–523, 542

relativism, 394

responsibility, 139–140, 593

rule, 381

sense, 21, 425, 540–541, 546, 550, 552

symmetry, 390

taste, 550

theory, 373

truth, 547

moralist, 522, 531–532, 539–540, 556

morality, 134, 139–140, 145, 376, 386, 410, 419, 422, 424–425, 429, 523, 525, 533–534, 541, 543, 545–546, 550, 552, 555–556

More, Henry, 170, 544, 582, 584, 587, 591–592

Morgan, Michael, 297

Morgan, Vance, 653

Mosaic account of creation, 560

Mossner, Ernest, 596

Mothu, Alain, 343

motion, 3, 16, 25, 32–33, 41, 47, 57, 75, 87–88, 110, 112, 116, 120, 125, 132, 135, 140, 142, 151–152, 154, 156, 160–161, 163–165, 167, 171, 173–174, 190, 223, 225, 239–243, 245–250, 253, 256, 260–261, 265, 273, 275, 280, 283, 297, 301–302, 314–316, 331, 335–338, 419, 430–431, 435, 443, 448, 453, 455, 470–473, 476, 482–501, 507, 516, 518–519, 582, 585–587, 608, 610, 612, 619–621, 670

absolute/true, 484–487, 489–495, 497–498, 500–501

accelerated, 249, 491–492

circular, 487–494, 497, 501

communication of, 248–249

complexity of, 493–494

continuous, 314

counterfactual, 488–489, 492, 494, 497

direction of, 488–490, 497

of falling bodies, 243

nature of, 487, 496

plane of, 490

relational theory of, 485

relative/apparent, 484–490, 494, 497–498, 500

tangible, 160, 670

of tides, 243

uniform, 316, 491

visible, 160, 670

Muehlmann, Robert, 75, 77, 124, 128, 131, 139, 234, 276

Müller, Patrick, 539

Mun, Thomas, 351

Murayama, Yu, 357



Nadler, Steven, 125, 480

Nakamura, Tamotsu, 357

natural kind, 295

natural law. See law: of nature

natural philosophy, 25, 238–244, 246, 248–249, 251, 329–330, 332, 342, 482–485, 494, 499, 580–582, 596, 622–623, 633

nature, 5, 31, 37, 39, 41–42, 86, 88–91, 93, 104, 122, 128, 135, 179–180, 183, 185–186, 188, 190, 209–211, 238–241, 245, 250–253, 265–266, 292, 311, 335–337, 339–343, 389–390, 394, 396–397, 418, 424, 433, 437, 470–471, 477, 496, 500–501, 507, 541–542, 544, 546–549, 552, 564, 574, 616, 618, 622–623, 626–627, 629–630, 648

author of, 37, 86–87, 146, 188, 209, 341, 470, 622–623, 629–630

beauty of, 390, 437

course of, 122, 210, 252–253

defect/error of, 389, 437

dictate of, 232, 616

intricacy of, 177, 180

language of, 622–623, 627

order of, 265, 292, 390, 437, 622

regularity of, 622–623

uniformity of, 87, 181, 183, 188, 243, 252

variety in, 180, 389

necessary connection, 121, 123, 160, 181, 209, 240, 242, 244, 263, 265, 281, 286–287, 290, 461, 473–474, 610

Nelson, Alan, 444

Neoplatonism, 401, 639

New Testament, 4, 7, 23

Newman, Henry, 12

Newman, Lex, 445

Newman, William, 328

Newton, Isaac, 6, 13, 16, 24–25, 151, 167, 170, 205, 246, 249, 314–323, 327, 334–336, 338, 341, 343, 482–501, 525, 555, 582–583, 586, 591–593, 623, 633

Nicole, Pierre, 16, 20, 195–196, 201

Nieuwentyt, Bernard, 330–331, 343

Nixey, Catherine, 394, 401

no-intersubjectivity argument, 96–98

Nolan, Lawrence, 124, 169, 444, 479

nominal essence. See essence: nominal

nominalism, 133, 135, 303, 311, 313, 323

nonviolence, 375–377

Norris, John, 385, 562, 591

no-shared-ideas principle, 96–99, 101–102

notion, 1, 3, 13, 23, 34–35, 38, 45–63, 82, 85, 99, 134, 140, 157–158, 174, 184–186, 202–203, 214, 231, 248, 321, 390, 413, 418, 431, 436, 438–442, 445, 448, 455, 457–460, 462, 486, 510–511, 541, 543–547, 550–551, 553–555, 584, 590, 606, 621, 633, 652, 670, 673 134, 249, 431

common, 22, 307, 544, 555

general, 431, 436

of God, 184–186, 418, 438, 459, 462

metaphysical, 545

moral, 545–546

natural, 543–546, 553, 555

obscure, 321

of oneself, 438–440, 459, 590, 606, 673

of power, 459

of relation, 459, 462

number, 3, 20, 59–60, 75, 151, 162, 170–171, 173–174, 206, 250, 256, 260, 265, 273, 303, 308, 311–313, 336, 620, 626

complex, 318

imaginary, 52

irrational, 318

as name, 312

negative, 318

tangible, 626

Nussbaum, Martha, 365



Oaklander, Nathan, 145

obedience 

absolute, 373–375, 377–381

active, 380–383

arbitrary, 379

blind, 373–374, 378–381

conditional, 379, 383

limited, 379–385

passive, 7, 10, 372–386, 393, 528, 560

religious, 549

object, 20, 26, 33, 49–50, 86, 88–89, 92, 94–97, 99, 102, 104–105, 113, 119, 139, 153–154, 157, 163, 165, 174, 210, 224, 226–227, 230, 233–234, 239, 258–259, 261, 266, 269–270, 274, 276, 279–280, 283, 285–287, 289–290, 293, 295, 297, 301–302, 306, 311, 313, 321, 433–435, 441–442, 451–452, 455, 457, 466, 469, 472, 478, 546, 556, 563, 565, 567, 570, 573–575, 613, 616–617, 620–621, 623, 625, 627–628, 630, 633, 637, 642, 644–651, 653, 656–670, 673

abstract, 311

as a bundle of qualities, 156, 159, 573

created, 184

empirical, 646, 649

external, 50, 77, 113, 121–122, 125, 165, 210, 229, 256–259, 261, 264, 273–274, 296, 312, 466, 468–469, 506, 556–557, 560, 562, 565, 573, 620, 622, 625, 628, 630, 650, 659, 661–663, 668

finite, 180–181, 183, 187, 192

geometric, 306, 321

illusory, 648

intentional, 646, 653

mathematical, 318

mental, 274

mind-independent, 239, 468

physical, 16, 85–86, 88, 153–154, 156, 159, 166–167, 174, 227–228, 285–286, 466, 469–472, 478, 480, 564, 570, 575, 647–648

real, 32, 87, 113–114, 132, 225–226, 230, 232–234, 272, 292, 298, 456, 472, 625, 648–649

sensible, 1–3, 31–33, 38–44, 60, 65–70, 72–74, 77–78, 80–83, 86–91, 100–101, 103–105, 115, 128, 139, 156, 178–185, 192, 207, 230–231, 233–235, 239, 246, 250, 257, 266, 268–269, 276, 302, 433, 435, 441–442, 451–452, 455, 457, 505, 508, 510–511, 517, 520, 546, 561, 564, 605, 611, 617–618, 622, 640, 647, 656–669, 673

system of, 180

tactile/tangible, 10, 102, 105, 137, 209–211, 608–611

unperceived, 43, 69, 81, 90, 103, 114, 122, 165, 222, 580

visual/visible, 10, 102, 104–105, 209, 285, 293, 562, 564–565, 567–568, 570–571, 573–574, 609–611

occasion, 109, 121–122, 231, 238, 433, 470, 474, 621, 671–672

occasionalism, 121–122, 125, 169, 385, 464–465, 470–479, 587–589. See also Malebranche

global, 471–474, 478

restricted, 471, 473–474

Ó Ciosáin, Éamon, 410

O’Daly, Gerard, 48

odor. See smell

O’Higgins, James, 215, 423, 426

Olscamp, Paul, 192, 211, 214, 386, 525, 528, 535–536, 539

O’Neill, Eileen, 479

ontology. See metaphysics

operation. See mind: operation of

optics. See science: of vision

Origen, 23

Orlandi, Nico, 275

Ott, Walter, 43, 119, 125, 131, 213, 443, 445

oxygen, 343



pain, 46, 51, 74–78, 93, 111, 142, 146, 161, 167–169, 171, 173, 175, 183–184, 187, 267, 272–273, 276, 388–391, 397–398, 404, 419–424, 441, 461, 514, 551, 557, 582, 658

pain-pleasure argument, 74–78

pantheism, 191, 391, 593

Paoletti, Christina, 672

papism. See Catholicism

Pappas, George, 43, 70, 78, 81–83, 105, 234, 254, 276, 632

Pappus of Alexandria, 17

paradox, 65, 223, 229, 231, 234, 504, 524, 531, 533, 643, 652

Parigi, Silvia, 251

Parr, Samuel, 561, 563–565, 567, 571–575

parsimony, principle of, 21, 123

particular, 31, 35–38, 59, 184, 431, 434, 436, 449

parts, 20, 24, 32, 35, 56–57, 59, 87, 97–98, 104, 112, 120, 151–152, 154, 157–158, 166, 169, 172, 177, 179, 192, 225, 240–242, 244, 261, 306–309, 317–318, 323, 332, 334, 336–337, 344, 390, 397, 401–402, 404, 413, 430, 467, 471, 476, 490, 498, 505–507, 510–512, 515–516, 518–519, 546–547, 564–565, 582, 593, 609–610, 671

disposition of, 241–242

insensible, 152, 169–170, 242, 334, 336, 582

spatial, 593, 609

temporal, 593

Pascal, Blaise, 396

Pasnau, Robert, 274

passion, 32, 38, 42, 48, 51, 58, 93, 121, 125, 197, 201–202, 206, 231, 397–398, 424, 456, 507, 522, 524–525, 529, 533–536, 541, 545–546, 554–555, 590–591, 600–602, 671

passive. See ideas: passive; perception: passive

passivity argument. See God: passivity argument for

patriotism, 395

Pearce, Kenneth, 42–43, 51–52, 125, 198–199, 203, 205–206, 209, 213–215, 221, 228–235, 296, 425, 519, 612

Peirce, Charles, 294, 392

perceivability, 69, 96, 155, 166, 171, 177, 184, 230, 235

perception, 256–276, 399, 417, 425, 429–431, 433–439, 442–444, 454–458, 460–462, 465–466, 469, 472, 474, 479, 505–509, 513–515, 518–519, 544, 555, 562–569, 575–576, 589–591, 597, 602–606, 608, 611, 615, 617, 619–620, 622–626, 628–631, 633–634, 641, 645, 647–648, 657–673

acquired, 626–627, 629–631, 634

actual, 563

clear, 256, 429–430, 433–436, 438–439, 442–444

confused, 514

continuous, 182, 192

distinct, 256, 429–431, 433–439, 442–444, 605

divine, 186–191

immediate, 37–38, 40, 46, 60, 71–74, 77–78, 86, 111, 113–115, 121–122, 129, 142–143, 145–146, 157–158, 160, 166, 171–173, 175, 225, 231–232, 234, 238–240, 244, 257, 259–260, 262, 264–271, 275–276, 280–282, 285–286, 289, 291–293, 298, 413, 456–458, 462, 466–468, 508, 561, 564, 575, 615, 617, 621, 626–629, 628–629, 631–632, 634, 641, 645, 647–648, 650, 656–658, 667–669

intellectual, 273, 435, 576

internal, 506

intersubjective, 95–102

involuntary, 258, 272, 471–472, 478, 563, 567, 575, 658

mediate, 37–38, 71, 73, 79, 113, 115, 123, 146, 231, 257–258, 264–271, 273, 275–276, 281, 283, 287, 418, 462, 466, 668–669

merely possible, 239

original, 631

partial, 567

passive, 46, 48, 77, 141, 146, 417, 564–565, 568

proper, 266, 268–270

sense, 39–40, 46, 50, 58, 60–61, 71–72, 78–79, 82, 86, 121, 132, 142–143, 145, 147, 151, 154, 156, 160, 163, 165, 190, 230, 266, 272, 274–275, 412, 437–438, 453, 456–458, 472, 479, 515, 544, 561, 564, 566–568, 575, 583, 657–662, 664–669, 671–673

spatial, 279, 282, 289–292

veridical, 5, 256, 258–263, 273, 291–296, 298

visual, 5, 256–257, 259–267, 273–275, 608, 626, 629

perceptual 

ability, 631

belief, 256–257, 260, 263, 273

content, 257, 266, 273, 447, 453

development, 627, 631

error/illusion, 158, 166, 228, 256, 258–259, 261–263, 273, 292, 297–298, 575, 618 (see also moon illusion)

experience, 256–258, 261, 263–264, 267, 271–274, 630

knowledge, 51, 257, 271–273

learning, 626–627, 631, 634

normativity, 257, 270–271

process, 256–257, 259, 261, 263–264, 267, 279–281

relativity, 74–76, 79, 107, 112, 114, 124, 153–154, 163–166, 171, 174, 453, 461

Percival, John, 184, 191–192, 224, 372, 377, 418, 464, 562, 672

Percival, Lady (Catherine Parker) 560

Pereira, Benedict, 302

perfection, 93, 183, 191, 244, 390, 404, 437, 545

perfectionism, 545, 547–549

personhood, 413, 416, 424, 532

Peterborough, Lord, 10

Peterschmitt, Luc, 248–249, 251, 253–254, 330, 332

phantasm, 457–458

Phemister, Pauline, 503, 518–519

phenomena, 503–516, 518–519

coherent, 512

complex, 512

external, 506

imaginary, 512, 516

real, 512

tactile, 514

visual, 514

vivid, 512

well-founded, 507, 509, 511–517, 519

phenomenalism, 88, 103, 503, 510, 646, 653

intentional object, 646, 653

ontological, 646, 653

Phillipson, Nicholas, 410

Philonous (character in the Three Dialogues) 38, 40, 56–57, 74–75, 90–91, 95–96, 98–103, 107, 113, 122, 142, 157, 168, 172–174, 223–225, 230–231, 235, 265–266, 272, 292, 295, 396, 440, 448, 451, 456, 461, 467–468, 575, 590, 594, 606, 624, 633, 649, 652–653, 670

phosphorus, 328

physicalism, 108

physics, 10, 25, 52, 153, 167, 198, 250–251, 297, 301, 337, 487, 495–499, 586

physiology, 280–281, 296, 329

Pick, Susan, 366

pine-tar water. See tar water

Pitcher, George, 53, 82, 141, 146, 274, 394

place. See situation

Plantinga, Alvin, 94, 104

plants, 95, 240–241, 402

Plato, 61, 150, 300–301, 322, 392, 397–398, 401–402, 404, 477, 507, 510, 525, 539, 542, 544, 551

pleasure, 46, 51, 74–78, 93, 142, 146, 161, 167–169, 171, 173, 187, 210, 272, 276, 390, 395–402, 404, 419–420, 422, 424, 525–529, 533, 541, 548, 551–557, 658

brutish, 397–398

higher, 541

intellectual, 422, 525

lower, 541

natural, 398

rational, 397–398, 526–528

sensible/sensual, 422, 526

unlawful, 533

Plug, Cornelis, 297

political 

authority, 372, 378–380, 382–385, 540

instability, 377–378, 380, 384

loyalty, 372, 375, 383

nonresistance, 372, 376–378, 380, 384–386, 540

obligation, 372–386

philosophy, 6–7, 10, 25, 372–386, 410

resistance, 372–373, 377, 386

revolution, 376–377

slavery, 379

subject, 372–375, 377–386

political economy, 6–7, 349–369, 425

mercantilism, 350–351, 354, 368–369, 535

metallism, 350, 368

Pongiglione, Francesca, 530

Pope, Alexander, 10

Popkin, Richard, 596–597

Popper, Karl, 484

Port-Royalism, 195–196, 198, 200–201, 213

potatoes, 351–352

poverty, 6–7, 349–369, 523, 529–530, 534–536

alleviation of, 350–351

origin of, 350

power, 53, 55–57, 92–93, 111, 121–122, 129, 134–135, 142, 144, 146, 152–155, 157, 170–171, 173, 179–180, 187, 253, 259, 272, 336–337, 341, 384, 413, 419, 421, 423–424, 434, 436–438, 454–456, 458–460, 462, 468–475, 477–478, 485, 499, 528, 544, 563, 565, 579, 581–584, 587–589, 592–593, 601, 620–621, 626, 649, 653, 670–671

absolute, 379

active, 48–49, 57, 151–153, 170–171, 173, 419, 455, 459–460

arbitrary, 379

causal, 47–48, 121–122, 146, 151–152, 170, 179, 470–475, 478, 499, 578, 589, 592–593, 649

exercise of, 170

legislative, 377

mental, 45, 54

passive, 151, 153, 170

supreme, 375–377, 380–381, 384, 528

pragmatism, 215, 291, 294–295, 298, 339, 415, 417, 425, 529

predication, 131–132, 145, 451, 570, 572–574, 599

prediction, 87, 204–205, 240, 244, 265, 267, 283, 286, 292, 340, 574, 611, 647, 649

preference, 420

prenotion, 543–548. See also notion: natural

Pribram, Karl, 350

Price, Huw, 404

pride, 226, 523, 531, 533

Priestley, Joseph, 343, 632

Prince, Michael, 556

principle 

as component part, 332–335

as law, 332, 336–339

vital, 541

principle of individuation, 412

principle of sufficient reason, 586, 592

Prior, Thomas, 9, 326, 329, 343, 349, 352

prism, 483

Pritchard, Duncan, 274

Pritchard, Paul, 322

Pritchard, Timothy, 213

probability, 21–22, 94–95, 171, 173, 181, 186, 192, 231, 244, 274, 326, 341, 396, 401, 517

Proclus, 552, 557

prolepsis, 544

proof, 36, 39–42, 52, 68, 81, 121, 124–125, 177, 180, 183, 190–192, 231, 251, 254, 304, 319, 330, 334, 342, 375, 395, 397, 402–403, 429–430, 433–435, 437–438, 444, 450, 477, 507, 659

proper sensible, 32–33, 77, 153–155, 158–166, 168, 171, 173, 269

property, 353, 377

proportion, 203, 205, 307–308, 315, 318, 320, 323, 340, 363, 390, 399, 432, 541, 546–547

proposition, 195, 197–200, 204, 206, 210, 213, 224–225, 230, 232, 248, 414, 444, 601–602

general, 248

mental, 195, 198, 200, 206, 210, 213, 444

predicate of, 195, 198, 213, 230

subject of, 195, 198, 213

verbal, 195, 206

prostitution, 523, 535

Protestant Reformation, 21

Protestantism, 13, 21, 352–353, 372, 524, 529, 539

dissenting, 529, 539

Presbyterianism, 353

prudence, 529, 541, 546

Pufendorf, Samuel von, 7

punishment, 367, 375–376, 378, 380, 383, 391, 395, 403, 422, 473, 531, 540, 542, 547–548, 552, 554

Puritan, 578, 588

Puryear, Stephen, 512, 519

Pycior, Helena, 323

Pythagoreanism, 402



quadrature, 315. See also calculus

qualia, 153–154

quality, 18, 26, 31, 33, 35–36, 38–39, 41–42, 49, 70, 72, 74, 78, 93, 108, 110–118, 122–123, 131–134, 150–175, 181, 209, 224, 233–234, 242, 245–247, 253, 260, 262–266, 268–271, 276, 311, 430–431, 436, 444, 446–447, 449, 451–455, 461–462, 479, 509–512, 514–515, 517–519, 569, 572, 598–599, 602, 604–606, 608–609, 617–626, 629, 632–633, 649, 656–659, 661–665, 667–668

auditory, 65

collection of, 70, 82, 451–452, 511, 599, 657–659, 664–665, 667–668

combination of, 35, 157, 169

continuous, 301

determinable, 152, 598

determinate, 152, 163, 165, 170–171, 598

essential, 341

external/exterior, 259–264, 273, 664–665

gustatory, 65

immaterial, 157

inert, 166

intelligible, 509

intense, 168–169, 658

intrinsic, 109–110, 123, 273, 645

material, 120

mechanical, 514–515

mild, 658

occult, 247, 336, 540

olfactory, 65

original, 112

passive, 247

phenomenal, 284, 511, 517

physical, 246–247

primary, 2–3, 16, 43, 75, 78, 109–117, 123–124, 150–154, 157–159, 161–171, 173–174, 252, 256–257, 259–264, 266, 273, 275–276, 312, 446–447, 453–455, 461, 582, 584, 586, 620–621, 633, 649, 658

quantitative, 302

real, 167, 170, 172, 621–622, 627, 649

secondary, 2, 38–39, 43, 70, 75–76, 78, 110–116, 123–124, 150–155, 157, 161–171, 173–174, 252, 256–257, 259, 262, 266, 273, 276, 446–447, 453–455, 461–462, 582, 584, 620–621, 633, 649, 658

sensible, 1–3, 19, 38–39, 46, 65, 70, 72, 74–75, 77, 81–83, 86, 105, 110–112, 116, 119, 123, 132–133, 152–159, 161–163, 165–169, 171–173, 265–266, 268, 275, 301, 335, 430, 453, 462, 514–515, 518–519, 570, 584, 589, 604, 617–618, 622, 624–625, 632–633, 649, 657–659, 664–665, 667–668

spatial, 265–266, 270, 284, 290

supported by substance, 3, 108, 116–118, 132–133, 234, 416, 446, 451, 572, 658

tangible/tactile, 65, 70, 142, 153, 160, 166–167, 171, 173, 276, 290, 334, 608, 626, 657

visible/visual, 65, 160, 173, 268, 276, 566, 608, 626

quantity, 485, 496, 600, 608

absolute, 483

accelerative, 483

of force, 492

of matter, 483, 499

of motion, 483, 487–488, 490–492, 500

motive, 483

physical, 496

relative, 483

of space, 483

of time, 483



Radner, Daisie, 124–125

rainbow, 504–505, 510, 512–513

Ramsey, Frank, 404

Ramsey, Michael, 596

Rankenian Club, 541, 556

Raphson, Joseph, 302

rarefaction, 253, 331, 333, 339

ratio, 282, 301, 307–309, 314–320, 323

prime, 314–316, 318–319, 323 (see also calculus)

ultimate, 314–319, 323 (see also calculus)

rationalism, 61–62, 462, 541

Read, Rupert, 613

realism, 19, 41, 70–79, 81, 128, 139–140, 142, 145, 151, 158, 161, 246, 258, 294, 296, 413, 503, 562, 649–650, 653, 656, 659, 665

direct, 124, 656

dynamic, 246

empirical, 650

naïve, 258, 274

representational, 71–72, 113, 115, 258, 260, 262–264, 271, 275

scientific, 151, 158, 649

skeptical, 613

transcendental, 650, 653

reality, 86–89, 103, 132, 292–296, 298, 411, 414, 425, 471–472, 478–479, 504, 507–508, 511–519, 544, 563–564, 567, 575–576, 591, 618, 640, 643, 648–650, 653, 658

formal, 166, 174

intersubjective, 512

intrasubjective, 511–512

mark of, 512

objective, 174, 437–438, 441, 564–565 See also objects: real

reason, 21–24, 121–122, 156, 205, 222–223, 226, 248, 273, 286, 313, 329, 375–376, 378–379, 393, 397, 401, 419, 422–423, 437–439, 459, 514, 523, 534, 541, 545–546, 552, 554, 628–629, 631, 633, 640, 663, 666–667, 669

instrumental, 523

pure, 640

reasoning, 2, 15, 26, 35, 61, 76, 139, 171, 196, 223, 229, 239, 246, 248, 264–265, 281–282, 302, 312–314, 318–319, 321–322, 397, 438, 496, 499–500, 540, 544, 546, 556, 561, 621, 624–625, 628, 631, 641–643, 658–659, 662, 672

abductive, 179–182, 185

mathematical, 302, 321

vs feeling, 540

rebellion, 376, 378, 384

reductio ad absurdum, 72

reference, 211, 214

reflection, 41, 49–51, 54, 57, 60–61, 72, 247, 295, 312, 436, 438–439, 456–459, 532, 545, 551, 568, 590, 594, 617, 621, 626, 673

of light (see light: reflection of)

Reformation of Manners, 522–523, 525, 535

refraction. See light: refraction of

Reid, Thomas, 169, 297, 543, 561, 592, 615–634, 656–657, 672

relation, 33, 36–37, 39, 46, 58–59, 117, 138, 152–153, 157–158, 165, 170, 172, 179, 183, 186, 189, 191, 198, 203, 205, 213–214, 228, 238, 242, 252, 256, 259, 269–270, 284, 289, 295, 338, 419, 442, 459, 462, 466, 484, 489–490, 495, 497, 499, 509–512, 514–515, 519, 568–569, 571–572, 574–575, 582, 593, 609, 611–612, 622–623, 628, 641, 645–646, 654, 665, 668

arbitrary, 575

causal, 622

conventional, 497

ideality of, 510

quantitative, 495, 499

spatial, 490, 515, 573

systems of, 203

religion, 11, 21–25, 139, 197, 212, 215, 223–224, 226, 314, 388–405, 409–411, 413–415, 417, 425, 467, 523, 525–527, 532–534, 541–542, 548, 551, 553–554, 581, 594, 611, 616–617

natural, 24, 396–397, 405, 411, 415, 425, 541–542

revealed, 402–403, 405, 425

Remes, Unto, 17

Remond, Nicolas, 507

repentance, 391

representation, 3, 20, 23, 32–36, 38, 43, 46–47, 49, 54–57, 59, 64, 71, 82, 87, 97, 109, 113–115, 123, 144, 153, 155–156, 159–160, 171–174, 210–211, 256, 259–260, 262–264, 271, 273, 275, 303–304, 308–309, 313–314, 323, 413, 417, 432–433, 437–439, 441–442, 447, 449–450, 455, 465–468, 479, 507, 549, 566, 573, 575, 598–599, 603–604, 606, 609, 611–612, 619, 625, 627, 634, 639–643, 646, 648–651, 653, 656, 659, 668, 671

a priori, 642–643

empirical, 641, 646

general, 598

passive, 55

representationalism. See realism: representational

republicanism, 539

repugnancy. See contradiction

resemblance, 3, 33, 37, 43, 49, 53, 57, 59, 62, 71–72, 80, 97, 100–101, 109, 114–115, 123–124, 134, 137, 153, 160, 172–173, 181, 197, 209, 239, 243, 247, 249, 256–265, 273, 283–287, 290, 293, 303, 313, 413, 417, 438, 449, 455, 468, 514–517, 519, 566, 582, 589, 598, 606, 609–610, 612, 619–622, 624–625, 659

resistance, 32, 246, 280, 294, 581–587, 591–592

rest, 484, 496, 498

absolute, 484, 498

relative, 484

resurrection, 402–403

retina, 14, 258–259, 268, 280, 282, 287–289, 291, 628–629

revelation, 21–22, 24, 425, 532, 552–554, 556

reward, 395–396, 540–542, 547, 552, 554

Rhode Island, 6, 12, 328, 388, 390, 529–530, 542

Richman, Kenneth, 613

Rickless, Samuel, 39–40, 42–43, 65–67, 69–70, 72–83, 86, 102–105, 124–125, 145, 170–171, 174, 180–181, 191–192, 213, 225–226, 232, 254, 274–276, 386, 405, 425, 444, 462, 520, 556, 612, 632–633, 668, 672

right 

common, 548

divine, 377

of resistance, 372, 376, 379, 383

of revolution, 372, 377

Riley, Patrick, 384

Rivers, Isabel, 556

Robbins, Lionel, 349

Roberts, John Russell, 60–61, 140, 143, 146, 196, 206, 213, 234, 425

Robeyns, Ingrid, 366

Robinet, André, 518

Robins, Benjamin, 323

Robinson, Howard, 42–43

Robinson, James, 365

Roche, Andrew, 653

Rock, Irvin, 297

Rohault, Jacques, 328, 343, 591

Rollin, Bernard, 623, 632

Roman Catholic. See Catholicism

Rome, Sydney, 632

Ross, Helen, 297

Ross, Ian, 373

Ross, Peter, 273

rotation, 484–489, 491–494, 497

roughness, 168

Rozemond, Marleen, 131

Russell, Bertrand, 58, 60

Rutherford, Donald, 503, 505–506, 519

Ryan, Todd, 80, 82, 124

Rynasiewicz, Robert, 500



sanction. See punishment

Saunderson, Nicholas, 632

Schaar, Maria van der, 213

Schliesser, Eric, 633

Schmaltz, Tad, 466, 479

Schmidt, Lawrence, 592

Schofield, Robert, 343

scholasticism, 16, 18–19, 46, 60, 132, 150, 201, 207, 234, 274, 411, 458, 476–477, 540, 572, 576

Schumpeter, Joseph, 350

Schwartz, Claire, 214, 323, 536

Schwartz, Robert, 296–298

science, 4–5, 17, 21, 150–152, 167, 173, 205–206, 235, 237–254, 279–298, 301–302, 309–310, 313–314, 322, 326, 332, 341–343, 389, 395, 410–411, 425, 432–433, 482, 485, 498, 501, 527, 555, 578, 580, 591, 647

axiom of, 250

mathematical, 301, 313, 322

of matter, 332

metaphysical, 301

modern, 485, 555

natural, 301

of vision, 279–298, 425, 484, 586

scientific 

authority, 329–330, 409

conjecture, 240, 244, 329, 342

explanation, 3, 5, 15–17, 110, 150–152, 238–244, 247–249, 251, 253–254

hypothesis, 616

knowledge (see knowledge: scientific)

method, 409

prediction, 240

revolution, 21

talent, 561

theory, 237, 246, 485, 647

Scotland, 535, 540, 543, 556, 561, 615

Scripture. See Bible

Searle, John, 138–140, 145

selective attention, 19–20, 26, 36, 41

self, 45, 49, 51–52, 54, 56, 461, 532, 549, 562, 578, 650, 670, 673

ideal, 549

real, 549

self-awareness, 439, 650

self-control, 554

self-conversation. See soliloquy

self-denial, 532

self-determination, 409, 411, 418–419, 421, 423

self-evidence, 22, 48, 68, 70, 72, 74, 76, 79, 81, 93, 182, 223, 592, 619

self-improvement, 549

self-interest, 21, 522, 524, 531–532, 535, 543, 545, 547–548, 556

self-knowledge. See knowledge: of self

self-love, 524

self-preservation, 180, 209, 261–262, 267, 524

selfishness. See self-interest

semantic argument. See idealism: semantic argument for

Sen, Amartya, 365–366

sensation, 1, 3, 5, 18, 40, 46, 48, 55–57, 68–69, 77, 81, 87, 93, 96, 98, 101, 110–112, 114, 119, 121–122, 135, 142–143, 152–157, 161–163, 165–171, 174, 180, 190, 192, 231, 244, 256–257, 259–273, 275, 280–283, 289, 292–293, 298, 312, 422, 433–434, 437, 443–444, 451, 453, 455–458, 460, 468–469, 506, 514–516, 576, 582, 590, 619–623, 625, 633, 639, 641, 646–647, 649, 654, 657–658, 660–662, 666, 673

inner, 55, 506

kinesthetic, 18

tactile/tangible, 265–267, 270, 283

visual, 256–257, 259–261, 264–268, 270–273, 275, 283, 289

senses, 32, 35, 41, 46, 50, 55, 57, 60, 62, 69, 71, 74, 78–79, 82, 95, 99–100, 104, 110, 119, 122, 132, 137, 147, 153, 156, 159–160, 163–167, 170–171, 173–174, 181, 189–190, 222, 224, 226, 228–230, 232, 242–243, 245–250, 252, 256, 258–259, 262, 266–270, 272–274, 276, 280, 283–284, 286–287, 289, 293, 295–296, 333, 390, 400–401, 430–432, 444, 451–453, 455–456, 461, 468, 472, 495, 509, 518–519, 540, 550, 553, 562, 564–567, 575, 584, 590, 609, 617, 619, 626–627, 629, 631, 640, 648, 650, 653, 656, 658–669, 671, 673

sentiment, 21, 329, 400, 540, 550

sentimentalism, 541, 617, 620

separation, 2, 18–20, 33, 35, 40–42, 46–47, 83, 301–302, 331, 430–432, 434–436, 444, 455, 484, 490, 496, 598, 605–606, 658, 671

Sepkoski, David, 323

Sergeant, John, 45, 54, 416

sermon, 7, 10, 215, 388, 392, 396, 399, 402–403, 414–415, 523, 528, 560, 578

Sextus Empiricus, 392

Shaftesbury, Lord (Anthony Ashley Cooper) 21, 422–425, 522, 532, 534–536, 539–557, 617

Shakespeare, William, 11

shame, 275, 524, 544

shape, 1, 3–4, 16, 33, 36, 41, 46, 59, 69, 71, 75, 100, 102, 110, 112, 114–116, 120, 132, 151–154, 156, 160–161, 163–165, 167–168, 171, 173–174, 190, 209, 225, 241–242, 245, 247, 256, 260, 262, 264–266, 268, 273, 275–276, 289–291, 293, 297, 303–304, 308–309, 336, 431, 443, 447–449, 451, 453, 455, 489, 496, 518–519, 572, 579, 581–582, 584, 598–599, 608, 612, 619–632, 634, 649, 657

external, 260

tangible, 160, 168, 291, 623–631

visible/visual, 160, 168, 291, 584, 623–632, 634

shared-ideas thesis, 96–98

Shepherd, Mary, 7, 656–673

Sherry, David, 322

sight. See vision

sign, 5–6, 19, 31, 37, 51, 102, 167, 173, 190, 195–196, 199, 203–205, 210–211, 214, 229, 241–242, 252, 254, 265, 267, 270–271, 273, 283, 288, 296–297, 304, 311–314, 321–322, 402, 418, 432, 441, 485, 498–499, 512, 566, 599, 601–602, 610–611, 620, 622–624, 626–627, 630–631

algebraic, 205

arbitrary, 610

conventional, 195

joining of, 195

natural, 167, 626

outward, 610

sensible, 265, 610

separating of, 195

tangible, 283

visual/visible, 5, 210–211, 283, 610, 626

signification, 5, 17–18, 31–32, 34, 36–39, 42, 51–52, 59, 125, 144, 160, 167, 180, 194–199, 201, 203, 205, 209–211, 213, 229, 233, 241–242, 246, 252, 254, 265–267, 269, 275, 281, 289, 293, 308–309, 311, 313, 415–416, 435, 440, 459, 495, 545, 548, 566, 574, 592, 598–601, 604, 610–611, 622, 630–631, 657, 663

general, 32, 160, 308–309

immediate, 195, 601

linguistic, 37, 194, 265–266, 275, 416

natural, 167

Silver, Bruce, 632–633

Simmons, A. John, 374

Simmons, Alison, 262, 273

Simonazzi, Mauro, 524

sin, 419, 593

original, 593

Sirkin, Jenna, 366

situation, 19, 151, 157, 160, 165, 168, 172, 174, 209, 229, 244, 256, 260, 265, 273, 279, 283–285, 288–291, 297, 303, 402, 484, 490, 498, 505, 515, 580, 582, 586, 588, 593, 610, 623

absolute, 484

relative, 484, 490, 498

tangible, 160, 168

visible, 160, 168

size, 1, 3–6, 15–16, 33, 75, 100, 102, 110, 112, 120, 151–154, 156, 160, 163–165, 168, 190, 210, 225, 241–242, 256, 260, 262, 264–265, 268, 273, 275, 279, 283, 286–289, 292–293, 297, 302–304, 306–309, 314, 336, 431, 448, 518, 582–583, 608, 623–624, 629, 649

external, 260

incommensurable, 308–309

kinematic conception of, 314

tangible, 160, 168, 287–288, 623–624, 629

visible/visual, 160, 168, 287, 623, 629

skepticism, 1–3, 14, 21, 55–56, 80, 85, 107, 124, 163–165, 221–223, 226, 229, 231–234, 242–244, 250, 256–257, 261, 263, 282, 294, 330, 400, 411, 413, 425, 428–429, 440, 442–444, 507, 512, 517, 524–525, 544, 555, 560, 562, 564, 567–568, 575, 578, 591, 607, 616–617, 620, 638, 650–651, 654, 656

Academic, 507

Sklar, Lawrence, 484

slavery, 284, 379, 390

sleep, 121, 125, 441, 663

slothfulness. See laziness

Slutsky, Eugen, 359

smell, 32, 35, 69–70, 75, 110–112, 142, 153–154, 161, 167–169, 171, 211, 229, 273, 276, 280, 283–284, 294, 334–335, 451–453, 519, 568, 620–621, 649, 656–657, 664, 671

Smith, Adam, 524, 531

smoothness, 168, 286, 293

social contract, 372–374, 378, 382–386

Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 12, 535

Society for the Propagation of the Gospel, 12, 23, 523, 525, 528, 535

Society for the Reformation of Manners, 523

Socrates, 526, 539, 542–543, 553

soft, 32, 153, 166

Soles, David, 462

solidity, 3, 33, 47, 75, 110, 122–123, 151, 153–154, 162–163, 166, 168, 171, 173, 245, 262, 266, 275, 294, 331, 336, 453, 582–584, 586, 592, 620–621

soliloquy, 544, 548–551

solipsism, 557

Solomon, 23, 356

Somers, George, 11

soul, 6, 274

sound, 4, 41, 50, 52, 54, 69–70, 99, 110–112, 116–117, 120, 133, 137, 142, 152–155, 163, 167–169, 171, 195, 224, 266, 280–281, 283–284, 417, 453, 566, 579, 584, 590, 622, 630, 657, 660, 664, 667, 669

South Sea Bubble, 6, 11, 522–523, 535

Sowaal, Alice, 443

space, 24, 61, 82, 167–168, 174, 260, 275, 283–286, 289, 292, 294, 297, 444, 476, 482–489, 491, 493–495, 498–499, 504, 513–515, 573, 582–584, 587–589, 593, 608–609, 638–643, 646, 651–653

absolute, 167, 483–486, 489–490, 493–495, 498–499, 583

determination of, 641

eternal, 587

homogeneity of absolute, 483

ideality of, 587

immovability of absolute, 483, 490

infinite, 583, 587

necessary, 587

omnipresent, 587

physical, 493

relative, 483–484, 486, 498

tangible, 167–168, 284–286, 289, 294, 629

three-dimensional, 167–168, 285

visual/visible, 36, 629

spatial, 47, 58, 66, 117, 238, 256–257, 265–266, 270, 279, 281–282, 284, 289–292, 593, 618, 624, 627–628

location, 593, 609, 618

Speck, W. A., 536

spectroscopy, 483

speed. See velocity

Spinoza, Baruch, 14, 16, 124, 135, 156, 170, 343, 525, 588, 593

spirit. See mind

Sprat, Thomas, 333

Stack, George, 140

Stan, Marius, 500

Stang, Nicholas, 653

Stanhope, George, 528

state, 351, 367, 378, 382–383, 395, 398

statement. See proposition

St. Christopher (now St. Kitts) 12

Steele, Richard, 7, 10, 16

Stephen, Leslie, 527

Stewart, A. T. Q., 410

Stewart, Dugald, 561

Stewart, M. A., 556

Stillingfleet, Edward, 45, 117, 212, 411, 413–417

stock-jobbing, 6, 355, 369, 522

Stoicism, 477, 539, 541–544, 547, 549, 551–556

Stoneham, Tom, 143, 145–146, 395, 479, 560, 562, 565, 569, 573, 575–576

Storrie, Stefan, 245, 411, 556

Stratton, George, 289

Strawson, Peter, 87, 102, 653

Stroud, Barry, 124, 234

Stuart, Charles Edward, 13

Stuart, James Francis Edward, 10

Stuart, Matthew, 125, 425

substance, 411–414, 417, 432, 434, 437, 441–443, 445–447, 450–453, 465, 469, 479, 504–510, 512–513, 515–518, 569–572, 576, 578–579, 583–585, 588–589, 593, 597, 604–607, 619, 649, 653, 669–670

active, 129–147, 172, 179, 188, 568, 621

as cause, 135–136

created, 135, 588–590

dualism, 7, 14, 108, 120–121, 428, 434–435, 465, 568

extended, 111, 119, 337, 432–433, 441–443, 465, 469, 473–474, 478

finite, 121, 135, 438, 466, 470, 476, 478–479

fundamental, 503, 505–506, 512–513

immaterial, 130, 132, 134, 137, 144–145, 171, 179, 183, 505–506, 508–509, 515, 570, 589, 597, 604, 606–607, 611, 658, 670

inactive, 34, 129, 225, 231

independence criterion of, 134–135

indivisible, 130, 132, 172, 568

inert, 110, 116, 612

infinite, 135, 466

material, 1–3, 10, 14, 34, 38, 43, 55, 66–67, 72, 81, 83, 85–87, 92–93, 107–125, 128, 131, 133–134, 151–154, 156–157, 159, 162–163, 165, 167–169, 224–225, 231, 238, 240, 242, 263, 273, 292, 295–296, 301–302, 332, 334, 342, 411, 425, 428–437, 451–453, 465, 476, 482, 484, 499, 503–505, 507–508, 510–511, 517–519, 561–562, 564, 569–571, 575, 583, 585, 589–590, 604–607, 612, 618–619, 650, 652, 656, 658, 669–670

mental, 55, 92, 115, 128–129, 145, 574

mind-like, 516–517

monism, 588–589

moveable, 111, 122, 262

natural, 23

physical, 150, 474

as principle, 135–136

senseless, 50, 108, 110, 116, 612

shaped, 111, 122, 262

simple, 57, 59, 505–507, 509, 514, 517–518

solid, 111, 122

spiritual, 45, 50–51, 53, 55, 92, 108, 128, 130, 133, 135, 157, 159, 169, 172–173, 414–415, 606–607

superordination conception of, 569–571, 573–574, 576

thinking, 118, 131, 134, 136, 143, 441, 465–466, 473–474, 478, 590

true, 504–505

unity of, 135–136, 570

unobservable, 616

unthinking, 69, 71, 80–81, 108, 110, 112–116, 119, 122–123, 154, 161, 225, 231, 453, 518

substitution effect, 359–363

substratum, 70, 81, 111, 113, 115–117, 122–123, 125, 131, 133, 137, 172, 417, 446, 451–453, 584–585, 658

bare, 118, 123, 137, 451, 585

material, 584–585

Suchting, W. A., 500

suffering. See pain

suggestion, 37, 102, 171, 174, 181, 190, 196, 205, 209–211, 213, 239, 265–266, 268, 270–271, 275–276, 281, 288, 292, 296, 566, 575, 610, 619–630, 633, 654. See also idea: association of

suicide, 401

sulphur, 330–331

sumptuary laws, 355, 369

supernatural, 394, 541, 552

superstition, 410, 542, 553–554, 602

Swift, Jonathan, 10

syllogism, 17, 663

symbol. See sign

symmetry. See proportion

Szalavitz, Maia, 356

Szymańska-Lewoszewska, Marta, 192



Taback, Naomi, 523

tactile quality. See quality: tangible

Taranto, Pascal, 215

tar water, 6, 13, 25, 251, 326–327, 339, 341–343, 485

taste, 1, 32, 70, 75, 110–112, 120, 142, 152–154, 161, 163, 166–169, 171, 211, 229, 262, 273, 276, 280, 283–284, 294, 334–335, 451–453, 519, 541–542, 549–551, 620–621, 649, 656–657, 664

Taylor, C. C. W., 143, 146

teleology, 94–95, 104

temporal. See time

term. See word

testimony, 21

texture, 151–154, 262, 273, 582

Thayer, H. S., 298

theft, 379

theism, 3–4, 7, 25, 56, 435, 475–476, 525, 541, 547, 555–556, 657, 659, 669, 672

nominal, 547

real, 547 See also God

theodicy, 389–390

theology, 4, 7, 22, 52, 56–57, 139, 204, 250, 314, 323, 342, 388–405, 413, 415, 433, 438, 466, 474–475, 478–479, 504, 519, 536, 547–548, 557, 571–572, 574, 578, 588, 590–592, 608

natural, 7, 389, 392, 396, 399, 401–403

negative, 411, 415, 438

practical, 392–394, 402

rational, 438

revealed, 399

systematic, 392

theorem, 204, 247–248, 302–303, 308–309, 323, 337, 498, 601

Pythagorean, 308

thing. See object

Thomae, Johannes, 311

thought, 34–35, 37–38, 42, 45, 71, 93, 99, 104, 113, 115–116, 125, 137, 142–144, 146, 162, 177–178, 195, 208, 232–233, 261, 310, 312, 391, 431–434, 436–437, 441, 447, 449, 451, 453, 455, 457–460, 472, 479, 506, 516, 551, 569, 575, 598–600, 608, 618–619, 671

thought experiment, 35–36, 40–41, 76, 275, 286–287, 289, 482, 484–487, 489–495, 497–498, 500, 634

rotating bucket, 484–487, 489, 491–494, 497–498

two revolving globes, 486–487, 489–491, 497–498, 500

Tillotson, John, 23–24

time, 19, 24, 58, 87, 102–103, 229, 238, 244, 250, 265, 314, 318, 441, 476, 482–486, 488, 490–492, 495, 497, 499, 504, 570, 582, 588, 593, 608, 641–643, 646, 653

absolute/true/mathematical, 167, 483–486, 499

relative/apparent/common, 483–484

Tindal, Matthew, 22–24, 26, 212, 215, 525

Tipton, Ian, 82, 103–104, 131, 174, 191, 203, 462

Toland, John, 22, 212, 214–215, 226, 410, 412–418, 525–526

toleration, 212, 215, 534

Tolonen, Mikko, 524, 530, 535, 556

Tomeček, Marek, 221, 235

Torricelli, Evangelista, 249

Tory, 7, 372–373, 375–376, 540, 550

touch, 10, 16, 18, 32, 40, 69, 153, 159–160, 166, 172, 210, 229–231, 260–261, 265, 269, 275, 280–281, 283–287, 289–293, 295, 297–298, 471, 608, 611, 618, 623–624, 626–631, 656, 660–661, 668

Tournemine, Father (René-Joseph de) 227

trade, 6, 350–352, 354–355, 362, 368, 528–529, 531, 535

balance of, 350–351, 354, 368

barrier, 352

exports, 350, 352, 354

quotas, 350

tariffs, 350

transitivity argument, 97

treason, 391

triangle, 20, 34, 36–37, 50, 54, 59, 152, 290, 302–305, 307, 316, 318–319, 417, 434, 436, 598–599, 612

Trinity. See Christian mysteries: Trinity

Trinity Church, Newport, 12

Trinity College, Cambridge, 672

Trinity College, Dublin, 9, 11–12, 372, 388, 412–413, 422, 465, 485, 562

Trinity College, Oxford, 560

trust, 187, 232, 388, 390–391, 393

truth, 17, 21–22, 25, 39, 52, 62, 68, 72, 80, 83, 88, 99, 112, 195, 197–198, 200, 204, 206, 208, 213, 224–225, 228, 230–231, 238, 248–250, 263, 266, 275, 292, 294, 296, 309–311, 313, 330, 337, 391, 402, 429, 433, 456, 465–467, 479, 512, 525, 527, 547, 573, 580, 584, 601, 607, 616, 640–642, 648, 653–654, 657, 662–663, 668

analytic, 573

arithmetical, 313

contingent, 573

correspondence theory of, 294, 296

general, 36

geometrical, 313

moral (see moral truth)

necessary, 83, 105, 158, 341, 465–467

universal, 467

Turbayne, Colin, 131, 392, 405, 561, 596, 607, 638, 652–653

Turnbull, George, 556

tyranny 

domestic, 373

political, 373, 375–376, 380, 382, 386



Ulster Rising, 409

understanding, 7, 21, 47, 50, 86, 113, 129–130, 136–141, 143–144, 146, 170, 174, 181, 189, 200–203, 206–208, 252–253, 281, 293, 306, 311–312, 412–413, 416, 421, 423, 429–430, 434, 438, 449, 454, 457–460, 471, 507, 510, 564, 640–641, 648, 664, 671

unintelligibility, 22–23, 33, 38, 42–43, 69, 83, 186, 500, 572

unity, 47, 59–61, 151, 162, 173, 188, 312, 507, 509–512, 570, 572

indivisible, 512

substantial, 512

universal, 19–20, 31, 36–38, 42, 248

University of California, Berkeley, 12

Urmson, James, 60, 334, 546–547

usefulness, 178, 204, 246, 250, 295, 309, 339, 342, 601

usurpation, 375, 386

utilitarianism, 373–374, 395, 535, 556

act, 374

rule, 373, 535

utility, 309, 526, 532, 546, 551



Van Cleve, James, 629, 633–634, 653

Van Helmont, Francis, 591

Van Homrigh, Hester, 12, 25

Veblen, Thorstein, 399

velocity, 4, 24, 57, 223, 314, 318–319, 487, 489, 496

instantaneous, 314

vice. See virtue

Vickers, Douglas, 350

violence, 376, 404, 528

virtue, 7, 21, 156, 202, 207, 212, 215, 275, 355–357, 369, 378, 388–395, 401, 423, 522–524, 526–529, 531–535, 540–543, 545–546, 548, 550–552, 556–557

Christian, 524

disinterested, 390, 540, 546–547

natural, 524

vision, 4–5, 10, 13–19, 25, 32, 36–37, 40, 59, 65, 69, 119, 143, 158–161, 166, 174, 180, 209–211, 222, 229–231, 249, 257–269, 271, 274–276, 279–298, 419, 430, 471–472, 512, 555, 562, 564–565, 576, 608–609, 611–612, 618, 623–624, 627–632, 634, 656, 661, 663, 668

constructivism, 257, 264–267, 271, 273, 275, 297

normal, 261

theory of, 161, 257–268, 271, 275, 279–298, 555, 627–632

Vision in God doctrine, 464–470, 479. See also Malebranche

volition, 45–46, 48–49, 51–52, 54, 58, 104, 129, 135–147, 170, 180, 187, 189, 247, 416–417, 420, 426, 438, 441, 468, 471–474, 478, 566–567, 578, 583, 593, 670

active, 46

divine, 473, 579

finite, 143

general, 471–472

voluntarism, 433, 548, 552, 562



Wainwright, William, 593

Waller, Edmund, 11

Wallis, John, 302, 323

Walmsley, Jonathan, 43

Walmsley, Peter, 540

Walpole, Horace, 12

war, 379, 404

Warda, Arthur, 638, 652

Warnock, G. J., 45, 375

Watson, Richard, 443

Watts, Isaac, 16

wealth, 6, 350–351, 354–356, 358–363, 366, 368–369, 523, 526, 528–529, 531, 534–535

effect, 359–363, 369

national, 354–355

transfer, 350

weight, 242, 249, 333–336, 343, 496

Weinberg, Shelley, 215

well-being, 166, 184, 209, 261, 349–351, 366, 528, 531

Wellman, Christopher, 374, 376, 378, 382–384

Westphal, Jonathan, 519

Whewell, William, 672

Whichcote, Benjamin, 544

Whig, 539–540, 550, 556

Whipple, John, 519

Whiston, William, 82

Whitehall, 12

Wiener, Philip, 596

Wild, John, 251

will, 86, 92–93, 103–104, 119, 129, 135–136, 138–144, 146, 170, 179, 185–189, 192, 206, 243, 271–272, 379, 383, 389, 416–417, 419–421, 423–424, 426, 433, 437, 469, 472–473, 563–566, 592, 602, 618, 658, 671

determination of, 420–421, 423–424

William of Orange (William III of England) 372–373

Williams, Bernard, 173

Williamson, Oliver, 365

Williford, Kenneth, 197–198, 201–204, 207, 214

willing. See volition

Wilson, Margaret, 124–125, 158, 172, 273, 461, 518, 649, 653

Winkler, Kenneth, 42–43, 47, 49, 69–70, 72, 76, 82, 124, 170–171, 181, 192, 211, 214, 234, 268–270, 275–276, 441, 461–462, 474, 480, 592, 598, 612, 638, 653

Wishart, William, 541

Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 194, 205–206, 211, 214, 404

Wolfe, C. T, 426

Wolff, Christian, 561

Wolterstorff, Nicholas, 632

Wood, Paul, 632–633

wool, 352, 355

Woolhouse, Roger, 131, 136, 274

Woozley, A. D., 51, 203, 214

word, 21–24, 31, 34–35, 37–38, 42, 50–52, 68–69, 78, 89, 98–100, 117, 125, 134, 153, 155, 160, 194–213, 223, 229, 231, 233–234, 238, 246–247, 257, 265, 267, 269, 281, 284, 290–291, 294–295, 312, 327, 415–418, 432, 435, 439–440, 450, 457, 462, 499–500, 556, 571–572, 590, 592, 598–602, 604, 607, 610–611, 622, 630, 647, 659, 673

general, 19–20, 160, 166–167, 172–174, 188, 195, 199, 203, 207, 229, 435, 599

moral, 202

name, 16, 19, 23, 31–32, 34, 37, 130, 153–155, 166, 170, 172–174, 194, 196, 198–203, 207–208, 211, 214, 229, 247, 291, 295, 312, 321, 327, 416, 418, 449, 461, 599–600, 657

operative, 197, 201

particle, 195

spirit, 197

as standing for an idea, 31–32, 37, 52, 134, 194–199, 202, 205, 208, 229, 234, 415

verb, 195

work, 351, 354–369. See also labor

ethic, 354–356

world, external. See object: external



Xenophon, 539



Yaffe, Gideon, 633

Yale College, 12, 14, 579

Yandell, David, 221, 234

Yeats, William Butler, 562, 568

Yolton, John, 170, 234, 274

Young, Arthur, 352–353



Zeno of Elea, 653

OEBPS/img/cover.jpg
\’ \-; w =
= The Oxford Handbook of

BERKELEY





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-038.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-039.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-036.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-037.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-040.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-034.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-035.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-033.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-027.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-028.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-025.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-026.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-031.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-032.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-029.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-030.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-024.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-022.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-023.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-016.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-017.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-014.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-015.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-020.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-021.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-018.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-019.gif





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


	

	

	

		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		List of Abbreviations



		List of Contributors



		1. Introduction



		2. The Life and Times of George Berkeley



		Part I Metaphysics



		3. Berkeley on Abstract Ideas and Idealism



		4. Berkeley on Ideas and Notions



		5. Berkeley’s Arguments for Idealism



		6. Berkeley on Objections to Idealism



		7. Berkeley on Materialism and Immaterialism



		8. Berkeley on Minds



		9. Berkeley on Qualities



		10. Berkeley on God



		11. Berkeley’s Theory of Language











		Part II Epistemology



		12. Berkeley on Common Sense



		13. Berkeley’s Philosophy of Science



		14. Berkeley on Perception



		15. Berkeley’s Theory of Vision



		16. Berkeley and Mathematics



		17. Berkeley on Chemistry











		Part III Value Theory



		18. Berkeley on the Economics of Poverty



		19. Berkeley on Political Obligation



		20. Berkeley’s Theology: The Promise of Infinite Eternal Happiness











		Part IV Forebears, Contemporaries, and Successors



		21. Berkeley and Irish Philosophy



		22. Berkeley and Descartes



		23. Berkeley and Locke



		24. Berkeley and Malebranche



		25. Berkeley and Newton



		26. Berkeley and Leibniz



		27. Berkeley and Mandeville



		28. Berkeley and Shaftesbury



		29. Berkeley and Collier



		30. Berkeley and Edwards



		31. Berkeley and Hume



		32. Berkeley and Reid



		33. Berkeley and Kant



		34. Berkeley and Shepherd











		Index













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671



		672



		673



		674



		675



		676



		677



		678



		679



		680



		681



		682



		683



		684



		685



		686



		687



		688



		689



		690



		691



		692



		693



		694



		695



		696



		697



		698



		699



		700



		701



		702



		703



		704



		705



		706



		707



		708











OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-013.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-011.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-012.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-005.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-006.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-004.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-009.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-010.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-007.gif
nx" Y,





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-008.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-002.gif
m-n

oandnox"™" + o






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-003.gif
-t ARTR w2
Landny"™" + ox" e






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-017.gif
Wage

High

Low

> [abor





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-math-001.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-011.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-012.gif
(O





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-015.gif
Wage 4

» Labor





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-016.gif
All other T
goods

> [eisure






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-013.gif
s

K






OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-014.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-005.gif
o

Rl M
R 0w
Rl
R( Mo
Rl
0

Cartesian Selective Attention





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-004.gif
0-

R| &
® R M

& = a1+
a( No—p

Ul

2

ol ST St MeSH:





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-007.gif
Premises of the Passivity Argument

(e

Continuity Argument

=





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-006.gif
IMMEDIATE KNOWLEDGE

deaor Noior
Pescention





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-009.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-008.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-010.gif





OEBPS/img/oxfordhb-9780190873417-graphic-003.jpg





OEBPS/img/logo.jpg





