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	GEORGE BERKELEY, THE PHILO-NOUS

	 

	By Boris Yousef

	 

	 

	George Berkeley, born near Thomastown, County Kilkenny, in Ireland, on March 12 1665, was a philosopher, theologian and an anglican bishop. He was one of the three great British empiricists along with John Locke and David Hume. Ignored and derided in life for his theses, he is now widely re-evaluated and considered as a sort of indirect precursor of Ernst Mach, Albert Einstein and Niels Bohr for his thesis on the non-existence of matter and the impossibility of an objectively absolute time and space. His critiques of mathematics and science are among the most controversial, brilliant and revolutionary in the history of philosophy.

	In 1709 Berkeley published his first major work, An Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision, in which he discussed the limitations of human vision and advanced the theory that the proper objects of sight are not material objects, but light and colour. This foreshadowed his chief philosophical work, A Treatise concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, in 1710, which, after its poor reception, he rewrote in dialogue form and published under the title Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous in 1713. In this book, Berkeley’s views were represented by Philonous (Greek: “lover of mind”), while Hylas (“hyle”, Greek: “matter”) embodies the Irish thinker’s opponents, in particular John Locke.

	Three important concepts discussed in the Three Dialogues are perceptual relativity, the conceivability/master argument and Berkeley’s phenomenalism. Perceptual relativity argues that the same object can appear to have different characteristics depending on the observer’s perspective. Since objective features of objects cannot change without an inherent change in the object itself, shape must not be an objective feature.

	In the First Dialogue, Hylas expresses his disdain for skepticism, adding that he has heard Philonous to have «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 argues that it is actually Hylas who is the skeptic and that he can prove it. Thus, a philosophical battle of wit begins.

	Philonous questions Hylas systematically regarding what humans know of the world, first examining secondary qualities, such as heat, to show that such qualities do not exist outside the individual mind. He then moves on to primary qualities such as extension and shape, and likewise argues that they, too, are dependent entirely on one’s perception and perspective (e.g., from a distance, a great mountain appears to be small, and the shape of a thing may change dramatically under a microscope: «You may at any time make the experiment, by looking with one eye bare, and with the other through a microscope».

	Hylas’s view of matter (which has its origin in the Platonic theory of forms, or abstract entities that exist outside of the sensible world) is systematically destroyed by Philonous (Berkeley). The basic argument is that because matter is only known to us by its sensible qualities, it is impossible to describe or even imagine matter without these qualities. For in the absence of sensible qualities, matter, by definition, loses its essential qualities.

	Berkeley’s argument goes further: sensible qualities are not inherent in matter. Rather, they are ascribed and understood by the mind. Color, sound, temperature and even shape are qualities entirely dependent on a mind. Indeed, without a “mind”, it becomes impossible to imagine “matter”. The answer to the question, «If a tree falls in the forest and no mind is present, does it make a noise?» is answered by Berkeley’s immaterialism: there is no tree, other than either the sense-data or the bundle of perceptions of which it is made up. However, God is always perceiving everything. In other words, there is always a mind present. A human (and thus a human mind) need not be present for the tree to make a sound, for the mind of God is always present, or so Berkeley argues. It is this mind of God that gives sensible qualities to matter, not matter itself.
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	John Smibert: A group portrait of Berkeley and his entourage, 1739

	(Yale University Art Gallery)

	 

	In his own time Berkeley faced opposition from many philosophers who shared the Platonic view. These philosophers thought Berkeley to be vulgar, because his own view seemed to confirm the views held by the lower classes. Roughly speaking, the “common view” was that God created everything and that the things on Earth were the real things. Some philosophers did not believe in God, and believed matter on Earth was but an imitation of actual matter that existed in another dimension. Berkeley sided with the common view.

	The philosophy presented is often misinterpreted. The criticism is that Berkeley claims that we live in an illusory world, when in fact, Berkeley advocates for the acceptance of ideas as real “things”. When we refer to an object, we don’t refer to a material form, but to the idea of the object that informs our senses. Berkeley doesn’t propose that nothing is real; he proposes that ideas themselves compose reality.

	Berkeley argued against Isaac Newton’s doctrine of absolute space, time and motion in De Motu (On Motion), published 1721. His arguments were a precursor to the views of Ernst Mach and Albert Einstein. In 1732, he published Alciphron, a Christian apologetic against the free-thinkers, and in 1734, he published The Analyst, a critique of the foundations of calculus, which was influential in the development of mathematics. The Analyst represented a direct attack on the foundations and principles of calculus and, in particular, the notion of fluxion or infinitesimal change, which Newton and Leibniz used to develop the calculus. In his critique, Berkeley coined the phrase «ghosts of departed quantities», familiar to students of calculus. The Swiss-American historian of Mathematics Florian Cajori called this treatise «the most spectacular event of the century in the history of British mathematics».

	Berkeley regarded his criticism of calculus as part of his broader campaign against the religious implications of Newtonian mechanics – as a defence of traditional Christianity against deism, which tends to distance God from His worshipers. Specifically, he observed that both Newtonian and Leibnizian calculus employed infinitesimals sometimes as positive, nonzero quantities and other times as a number explicitly equal to zero. Berkeley’s key point in The Analyst was that Newton’s calculus (and the laws of motion based in calculus) lacked rigorous theoretical foundations. He claimed that «In every other science men prove their conclusions by their principles, and not their principles by the conclusions. But if in yours you should allow your selves this unnatural way of proceeding, the consequence would be that you must take up with induction, and bid adieu to demonstration. And if you submit to this, your authority will no longer lead the way in points of reason and science».

	The Berkley’s essay A Defence of Free-Thinking in Mathematics was written and published in 1735 in response to criticisms of The Analyst in Geometry no Friend to Infidelity; or a Defence of Sir Isaac Newton and the British Mathematicians, by “Philalethes Cantabrigiensis” (Dr. James Jurin, a noted Cambridge scientist and physician), and Vindication of Sir Isaac Newton’s Principles of Fluxions, by Jacob Walton. Berkeley responded to a subsequent pamphlet of Walton with Reasons for not replying to Mr. Walton’s Full Answer.

	The great Irish philosopher died in Oxford on January 14 1753.

	Berkeley influenced many modern philosophers, especially David Hume. Thomas Reid admitted that he put forward a drastic criticism of Berkeleianism after he had been an admirer of Berkeley’s philosophical system for a long time. According to Alfred North Whitehead, Berkeley’s thought made possible the work of Hume and thus Kant.

	When Berkeley visited America, the American educator Samuel Johnson visited him, and the two later corresponded. Johnson convinced Berkeley to establish a scholarship program at Yale, and to donate a large number of books as well as his plantation to the college when the philosopher returned to England. It was one of Yale’s largest and most important donations; it doubled its library holdings, improved the college’s financial position and brought Anglican religious ideas and English culture into New England. Johnson also took Berkeley’s philosophy and used parts of it as a framework for his own American Practical Idealism school of philosophy. As Johnson’s philosophy was taught to about half the graduates of American colleges between 1743 and 1776, and over half of the contributors to the Declaration of Independence were connected to it, Berkeley’s ideas were indirectly a foundation of the American Mind.
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