
    [image: Logo]
PDF Host


Report Abuse
    
      
    

    
      EMP 2019 5 (Berkeley on Perceivable Things).pdf - 

      Please enable JavaScript to view the full PDF

      Early Modern Philosophy: Lecture 5—Berkeley on Perceivable Things 1. Introduction: Realism, Anti-Realism, and Idealism Realism and anti-realism are on opposing sides of the issue of how independent of our minds and ways of thinking things are. A very general realism can be stated like this: (GR) The nature of the world as it is in itself is entirely independent of any way of thinking about it or apprehending it. Realism about some particular quality or relation or object, Q, can be put like this: (PR) The nature of Q as it is in itself is entirely independent of any way of thinking about it or apprehending it. Anti-realism (for our purposes) is just the denial of realism (whether general or particular). Berkeley espouses a form of particular anti-realism: he thinks that perceivable things are dependent on perception (i.e., he denies (PR) for the case of perceivable things). He holds that for perceivable things, to be (esse) is to be perceived (percipi). Berkeley took Locke to be committed to the existence of mind-independent matter (matter about which (PR) was true); so Locke is his target. The particular form of anti-realism which Berkeley adopts takes perceivable things to be (collections of) ideas; so his anti-realism is known as idealism. Strong forms of anti-realism (which take reality to be strongly dependent on the mind in some way) are now quite generally understood to be forms of idealism. I’ll be looking at three types of argument which Berkeley offers. 2. Berkeley’s Quick Argument Consider this from Principles, §1: By Sight I have the Ideas of Light and Colours with their several Degrees and Variations. By Touch I perceive, for Example, Hard and Soft, Heat and Cold, Motion and Resistance, and of all these more and less either as to Quantity or Degree. Smelling furnishes me with Odors; the Palate with Tastes, and Hearing conveys Sounds to the Mind in all their variety of Tone and Composition. And as several of these are observed to accompany each other, they come to be marked by one Name, and so to be reputed as one Thing. Thus, for Example, 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; which, as they are pleasing or disagreeable, excite the Passions of Love, Hatred, Joy, Grief, and so forth. And this (Principles, §4): It is indeed an Opinion strangely prevailing amongst Men, that Houses, Mountains, Rivers, and in a word all sensible Objects have an Existence Natural or Real, distinct from their being perceived by the Understanding. But with how great an Assurance and Acquiescence soever this Principle may be entertained in the World; yet whoever shall find in his Heart to call it in Question, may, if I mistake not, perceive it to involve a manifest Contradiction. 1 For what are the forementioned 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? We can reconstruct the following argument from these passages: (BA1) Perceivable things (houses, mountains, rivers, etc.) are collections of perceivab le qualities; (BA2) Perceivable qualities are ideas; so (BA3) Perceivable things are collections of ideas; (BA4) Ideas (and collections of them) cannot exist unperceived; so (BA5) Perceivable things cannot exist unperceived. I’ve separated (BA1) and (BA2) to show two separate points of disagreement with Locke (they are assumed jointly, and without argument, in the §1 passage). Locke thinks that qualities are in objects. This view is derived from Aristotle (who would have said that qualities are in substances to make the same point). The thought is that an object has qualities, is the bearer of qualities, or underlies the qualities (this last idea is the origin of the word ‘subject’, as we saw last week). Berkeley rejects this: he thinks that we cannot make sense of this notion of ‘underlying’ (see §7: ‘substratum’ means thing laid under). Berkeley’s rejection appears in step (BA1) of this argument: instead of being things which underlie qualities, perceivable things are taken to be no more than collections of qualities. (This is sometimes called ‘the bundle theory’ of particular things.) But I think Berkeley also has to reject Locke’s fundamental distinction between qualities and ideas, though he does not remark on this. This is (BA2). Note that (BA4) is a broadly Lockean claim: remember this? – it seeming to me near a contradiction, to say, that there are truths imprinted on the soul, which it perceives or understands not; imprinting, if it signify any thing, being nothing else, but the making certain truths to be perceived. (Essay, I, ii, 5) Berkeley’s argument is valid, but all of its premises (steps (BA1), (BA2), and (BA4)) are false, I think (so I think it is unsound). 4. Arguments from Secondary Qualities Consider this from Principles, §10: 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. For my own part, I see evidently that it is not in my power to frame an Idea of a Body extended and moved, but I must withal give it some Colour or other sensible Quality which isacknowledged to exist only in the Mind. In short, 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. The argument can be laid out like this: (BB1) Secondary qualities cannot exist unperceived; (BB2) Primary qualities cannot exist without secondary qualities; so (BB3) Primary qualities cannot exist unperceived. And consider this, from Principles, §11: Again, Great and Small, Swift and Slow, are allowed to exist no where without the Mind, being intirely relative, and changing as the Frame or Position of the Organs of Sense varies. 2 The Extension therefore which exists without the Mind, is neither great nor small, the Motion neither swift nor slow, that is, they are nothing at all. The argument here (and in Principles, §12) seems to be this: (BC1) If Lockean arguments show that secondary qualities cannot exist unperceived, similar arguments show that primary qualities cannot exist unperceived; (BC2) Lockean arguments show that secondary qualities cannot exist unperceived; so (BC3) Similar arguments show that primary qualities cannot exist unperceived. Again, both arguments are valid, but unsound, I think. I think things have colours (e.g.), even when no one’s looking; and Locke, I think, thinks that things have secondary qualities even when they’re not perceived (it’s just the ideas which disappear when the qualities aren’t perceived). Locke would also deny (BB2), because he thinks (quite reasonably) that imperceptibly small particles don’t have perceivable qualities. At least premise (BC2) is false, too, I think. The arguments in question depend on a certain relativity in the concepts involved. But the relevant relativity does not provide reason for any kind of anti-realism. 5. The ‘Conceivability’ Argument Consider this, from Principles §23: But say you, surely there is nothing easier than to imagine Trees, for instance, in a Park, or Books existing in a Closet, and no Body by to perceive them. I answer, you may so, there is no difficulty in it: But what is all this, I beseech you, more than framing in your Mind certain Ideas which you call Books and Trees, and the same time omitting to frame the Idea of any one that may perceive them? But do not you your self perceive or think of them all the while? This therefore is nothing to the purpose: It only shews you have the Power of imagining or forming Ideas in your Mind; but it doth not shew that you can conceive it possible, the Objects of your Thought may exist without the Mind: To make out this, it is necessary that you conceive them existing unconceived or unthought of, which is a manifest Repugnancy. This is the place where there is the clearest application of the point which Berkeley thinks underlies all belief in material substance—a point made at Principles, §5: 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? 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? For my part I might as easily divide a Thing from it Self. 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 Humane Body without the Limbs, or conceive the Smell of a Rose without thinking on the Rose it self. 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. Hence as it is impossible for me to see or feel any Thing 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. 3 The argument here seems to be something like this: (BD1) If it is possible for a tree (e.g.) to exist unconceived, then it is possible to conceive that a tree exists unconceived; (BD2) One cannot conceive that p without conceiving that one is conceiving that p; so (BD3) If it is possible to conceive of a tree existing unconceived, then it is possible to conceive that one is conceiving that a tree exists unconceived; (BD4) It is not possible to conceive that one is conceiving that a tree exists unconceived; so (BD5) It is not possible for a tree to exist unconceived. 6. A Simple Worry about the ‘Conceivability’ Argument It’s natural to think that the problem with this argument is over an ambiguity in ‘conceive’: that what’s required to make sense of something is one thing (for (BD1)), but (BD2) is only plausible if ‘conceive’ means something like imagine. But I think there’s a simpler problem. This is that (BD1) assumes that something can only be (exist, etc.) independently of a particular mode of access to it if we can get at it in some way which is independent of that mode of access. And that is to confuse the two notions of objectivity I distinguished last time: (O1) Something is objective if and only if it is independent of being perceived or thought of; (O2) Something is objective if and only if there are different ways of gaining access to it. So ask this question: might a tree show itself in our experience to be capable of existing independently of experience? It seems so: in our experience trees show themselves to be unaffected by our experiencing them, or at least to have a nature that persists independently of our experience—that is just the character of our experience of trees. So it seems simply obvious that a tree can exist unconceived. What this suggests is that there is something odd about Berkeley’s conception of experience which is preventing him from seeing this. Michael Morris 4 
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