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      Chapter One

    


    
      Introduction

    


    
      George Berkeley (1684–1753) notoriously argued that matter does not exist, and that what perceivers typically call the physical world consists entirely of minds and ideas. Some three hundred years after his systematic development of this claim was first published, Berkeley’s philosophy is still met with bemusement and wonder. His immaterialism was a reaction to the corpuscularianism of his famous predecessor, John Locke, whose Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) had become required reading (along with works by Descartes, and Malebranche) by the time Berkeley entered Trinity College, Dublin, in 1700.1 Corpuscularianism offers causal explanations of natural phenomena in terms of unobservable elemental particles—corpuscles—whose arrangement and motion produce observable effects such as color, figure, odor, flavor, texture, pressure, magnetism, etc. It was quite an improvement over the scholasticism that it sought to displace. Experimental results that scholasticism was ill equipped to explain were rapidly rendering its conceptual framework and methods obsolete. Corpuscularianism offered explanations where scholasticism could not, contributing to widespread enthusiasm for the “new” method and optimism that knowledge could be advanced indefinitely.


      Locke’s Essay is an extended attempt to provide a philosophical foundation for corpuscularianism using only the resources provided by experience. The result is a massive, uneven, but unmistakably brilliant work. He defends a compelling account of scientific knowledge; yet, however compelling Locke’s project may be, Berkeley remained resolutely unconvinced. He claimed that the external world cannot be material—it cannot be composed of corpuscles or any other form of material substance—because he found materialism to be an inherently inconsistent position. The challenge for Berkeley’s interpreters is to explain, as sympathetically as possible, why he thought this. But Berkeley makes the interpreter’s responsibility to be sympathetic a difficult burden by supporting immaterialism with equally incredible doctrines. Among them: the heterogeneity of the objects of sight and touch; the view that causation is divine volition; the claim that God sustains objects by perceiving them when humans do not; the claim that an object cannot be conceived without thereby being perceived; his insistence that immaterialism is consistent with common sense whereas materialism is not; and so on. Due to such claims, Berkeley’s philosophy is widely considered misguided. Not surprisingly, he is often read with an eye towards exposing his errors.2 Nevertheless, the sympathetic reader must avoid caricature. In an attempt to do so, the reading presented here rarely pauses for philosophical critique of Berkeley, and labors under the assumption that Berkeley was imperfect but not misguided.3


      One might wonder why Berkeley should be read at all, given the difficulty involved in merely reading him sympathetically, much less embracing his philosophy. Reid gave an answer that is now standard. In Reid’s view, Berkeley’s immaterialism was the penultimate step in the logical progression of what he called “the way of ideas,” which begins with Descartes and culminates with Hume’s skepticism. The way of ideas is the thesis that the mind’s immediate object when it thinks or perceives is an idea that represents external objects. Reid attributes to Berkeley the recognition that on this theory the mind is isolated in a “palace of ideas,” leaving it epistemically and ontologically divorced from the physical world, from which Hume’s skepticism naturally follows. The moral that is generally drawn from Reid’s narrative is that one must read Berkeley if one is to properly understand Hume. While that is certainly true, an alternative moral is available: that few understood Locke’s thought as well as Berkeley. This may be a surprising claim to some of Berkeley’s critics, many of whom fault him for utterly misunderstanding Locke. Nevertheless, it is a goal of the present work to convince the reader that Berkeley numbers among Locke’s most careful and incisive readers.


      Another reason to read Berkeley that is stressed in the present interpretation is that his overarching concern was to understand how meaning could (and could not) arise from a material world. Locke’s Essay, after all, seeks to provide first principles for all of the objects of the understanding, among which he includes a “science of signs” (semiotics or logic) as well as a science of nature and an ethics. Interestingly enough, Locke justifies the need for a science of signs by pointing to the same “palace of ideas” that Reid blames for ultimately undoing science and common sense:


      For, since the things the mind contemplates are none of them, besides itself, present to the understanding, it is necessary that something else, as a sign or representation of the thing it considers, should be present to it: and these are ideas. And because the scene of ideas that makes one man’s thoughts cannot be laid open to the immediate view of another. . . . therefore to communicate our thoughts to one another, as well as record them for our own use, signs of our ideas are also necessary. . . . The consideration, then, of ideas and words as the great instruments of knowledge, makes no despicable part of their contemplation who would take a view of human knowledge in the whole extent of it. (Essay IV.xxi.4)


      Ideas provide the mind with semantic content, and Locke claims here that they do so in virtue of representing those items contemplated by the mind. He is well known for his rejection of the claim that there is any innate semantic content, and his complementary theory of ideas according to which the mind constructs such content exclusively from the resources provided by experience. Locke admits that some of that content is given in experience—the simple ideas—and this provides an opportunity for him to tie his theory of ideas to corpuscularianism. The simple ideas whose content is given in experience are the effects of the arrangement and motion of corpuscles, such that the former mean the latter in virtue of representing them to the mind.


      This is the account that Berkeley’s immaterialism rejects. He thinks it is simply impossible for meaning to be given to the mind in the way Locke describes. The portrait that emerges is of a thinker deeply committed to many of Locke’s guiding principles (and who understands those principles very well); yet who is captivated by the question of how meaning arises in the world, and the relationship between the emergence of meaning and Locke’s other two divisions of knowledge: natural science and ethics (and, ultimately, religion). Berkeley’s underlying motivation for rejecting materialism is that the emergence of meaning from a material world simply cannot be explained, and he wishes to show that the best available attempt to elicit meaning from corpuscles in motion—Locke’s—is as fruitless as an attempt to draw blood from stone. Any such attempt, Berkeley thinks, will terminate in countless inconsistencies and contradictions. Since resolving those contradictions entails giving up either the reality of meaning or

      materialism, and since Berkeley takes the reality of meaning to be irrefutable, materialism must be rejected. This is the narrative that guides the ensuing interpretation. Anyone interested in the question of how meaning emerges in a material world, and the challenges posed by that question, should find very good reasons to read Berkeley contained in this book.


      Two more themes influence the interpretation defended here, both of which are found in the secondary literature. The first theme derives from commentary on Locke rather than Berkeley. In a long body of work, John Yolton argues that Locke’s theory of ideas should be understood as broadly committed to Arnauld’s view that ideas are identical to cognitive acts (as opposed to the view that ideas are the objects of cognitive acts). Yolton also suggests that Berkeley is fruitfully read this way (1984, 139). This suggestion is one cornerstone of the present work. Not only is it presumed that Berkeley read Locke largely as Yolton suggests; but Berkeley himself is read as committed to an act theory of ideas. One advantage of doing so is that it permits Berkeley’s philosophy to be interpreted within the context of a broad range of philosophical debates and intellectual influences. These include the correspondence between Locke and Stillingfleet, and the debate between Arnauld and Malebranche over the nature of objective presence and the status of representative beings. Both episodes touch on philosophical issues central to Berkeley’s thought: the nature of ideas; the manner in which ideas represent objects; the nature of abstraction; the scope of human knowledge; and the nature of the divine. These debates present a rich source of texts against which Berkeley’s own writings may be juxtaposed; and by doing so Berkeley emerges from this reading as fully engaged in central philosophical debates of the period.


      However, scholarly consensus reads Berkeley as committed to a theory of ideas as perceptual objects (indeed, a similar consensus holds for Locke). Evidence is required to persuade the reader to accept Berkeleyan ideas as identical to perceptual acts, and that evidence is provided in chapter 2. There, three reasons for interpreting Berkeley as committed to a theory of ideas as perceptual objects are considered and rejected. The first reason is the preponderance of texts where Berkeley speaks of ideas as objects (as when he claims that ideas are the immediate objects of perception); or uses the word ‘idea’ as a noun, implying that the term refers to an object rather than an activity. I reject such evidence as decisive for one very good reason: Arnauld himself, who unequivocally defends an act theory of ideas, also speaks of ideas as objects, calls them the immediate objects of perception, and uses the term ‘idea’ as a noun. Arnauld explains why he does so, and I argue that there is no compelling reason why Berkeley could not have adopted Arnauld’s reasoning if he, too, took ideas to be cognitive acts. The second reason that Berkeley is routinely read as taking ideas to be objects has to do with scholarly uncertainty about the metaphysical status of cognitive acts. This uncertainty is compounded by Yolton’s claim that Locke and Berkeley rejected any ontological status for ideas whatsoever. In a moment I will explain why I disagree with Yolton on this point. But in chapter 2, I argue that this uncertainty stems from an ambiguous use of the term ‘mode’ (much the way early moderns used the terms ‘idea’ and ‘substance’ ambiguously). Arnauld, I claim, understood that this ambiguity might lead to what we now call a category error—which, once pointed out, relieves much of the misunderstanding that tempts scholars to claim that Berkeley took ideas to be objects on metaphysical grounds. The third reason given in support of reading Berkeleyan ideas as objects is that the adverbial account, which also interprets Berkeley as committed to an act theory of ideas, is widely considered to be unsuccessful. However, in both historical context and content, the account given here differs considerably from the adverbial account—so much so that objections to the latter are no hindrance to the former. In fact, the account given here has enough distinctive content to produce a novel objection to the adverbial account.


      While I agree with Yolton that Locke and Berkeley were committed to versions of the act theory of ideas, it must be stressed that I disagree with Yolton that Locke (and Berkeley) “did not consider ideas to have an ontological status,” or that they “rejected… attempts to fit ideas into the standard ontological categories of substance or mode,” (1984, 94). I take these claims to be distinct from the claim that Locke and Berkeley agreed with Arnauld that, as cognitive acts, ideas are attributes of the mind—a claim that suggests that ideas did fit into one of the standard ontological categories of substance and attribute for Locke and Berkeley (as well as Arnauld). Yolton’s inference from this to the claim that Locke and Berkeley deny any ontological status whatsoever for ideas is rejected here for the following reasons (which I hope become clearer as the reader progresses through the text).


      First, it is clear that for Arnauld perceptual acts are attributes or modifications of the mind, and therefore fall into the “attribute” category of substance-attribute ontology. He says as much when he lists definitions of ‘mind’ and ‘idea,’ and identifies ideas with perceptions in On True and False Ideas (198). Assuming that Locke and Berkley agreed with Arnauld that ideas are acts of the mind, and that acts of the mind are attributes of it, it does not follow that they have no ontological status whatsoever. Second, Arnauld’s act theory of ideas has the notion of objective reality as a central component. As will become clear in chapters 2 and 3, the objective reality of an idea is its representational content (which Arnauld identifies as the object of perception itself as perceived or understood by a perceiver). Arnauld insists that this representational content requires a causal explanation. Assuming that Locke and Berkeley were themselves committed to the claim that the representational content of an idea requires a causal explanation, it is unclear how this might work if they also thought ideas lacked any ontological status. If ideas are nothing (from an ontological standpoint), then why is a causal explanation required? It may be that Yolton intends to say that ideas are not object-like when he claims that they lack any ontological status, but the forcefulness of some of his comments on the issue make that doubtful. In any event, since causation seems to be a fundamentally ontological relation, it seems to me that Locke and Berkeley would think that both cause and effect—object and representational content—have some ontological status.


      Chapter 3 begins an examination of Berkeley’s development of his own version of the act theory of ideas by closely reading his solutions to the problems of visual perception of size, distance, and magnitude in his first published work, the Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision. There, the influence of the Cartesian doctrine of objective presence, which is a cornerstone of Arnauld’s act theory, can be found in Berkeley’s rejection of the geometric theory on the grounds that perceivers are not consciously aware of ideas of lines or angles. Descartes’ theory of vision is read as a unified account of the physiology and psychology of vision: external objects stimulate the eyes and optic nerves, which in turn causes motion in the brain. This motion prompts the mind to interpret it as a sign that both refers to and is informative about the external cause of sensory stimulation. In this way, the external object is “present” to the mind in a uniquely cognitive sense. Yet, part of what Descartes and Malebranche take to be present to the mind in vision are lines and angles that the mind uses to calculate the distance, size, and orientation of objects on the analogy of a blind man using crossed sticks as guides.


      But Berkeley argues that, since perceptual acts take external things as their objects, the acknowledged lack of any formally real external lines or angles implies that perceivers cannot have ideas of them. In other words, since there are no actual lines or angles to stimulate the visual sense organs, they cannot be “present” to the mind in the manner described above; i.e., perceivers cannot have ideas of them. Nevertheless, Berkeley thinks that we do have visual ideas of distance, size, and magnitude. He explains their presence to the mind by arguing that it uses visual ideas as signs for tactile ideas. I argue that Berkeley’s solution to these puzzles is a novel contribution to the doctrine of objective presence.


      This line of interpretation is continued in chapter 4, which reads Berkeley’s repeated use of the Molyneux man thought experiment as another avenue through which he develops his own version of the act theory. The target of Molyneux’s problem is claimed here to be Locke’s doctrine of the double-conformity of ideas and the closely related theory of rectification. Locke’s doctrine of double-conformity is the claim that perceivers suppose that their particular, subjective ideas conform to both the subjective ideas of others and to external objects. The theory of rectification is Locke’s account of why perceivers are justified in supposing double-conformity. They can determine whether or not their ideas conform to the ideas of others by reconciling their causes (i.e., if they have the same cause, then they are ideas of the same kind); and in the case of simple ideas the supposition of conformity to objects is warranted by the causal relation itself. That’s because, Locke thinks, simple ideas of sensation are “naturally constituted” to conform to their causes.


      On this reading, Molyneux’s problem questions the applicability of rectification to first-person cases when different sense modalities are involved. Locke seems committed to the claim that ideas of sight and touch can be rectified in the first-person case because they have the same cause. In that case, visual and tactile ideas of figure and depth are tokens of the same type—they are ideas of the same kind, with the same semantic content given in experience, although they are qualitatively different. But the intuition that the Molyneux man would be unable to distinguish a cube from a sphere at first sight implies that Locke’s theory of rectification is insufficient to establish that vision and touch produce simple idea tokens of the same semantic type.


      Berkeley argues that ideas of sight and touch can be rectified; but this is because the former are signs for the latter rather than because they have the same cause. He avoids the problem of showing how ideas of sight and touch provide the mind with the same semantic content in virtue of having the same causal explanation by sidestepping causal explanations for certain visual perceptions altogether. Rather than a causal explanation, in the case of ideas common to vision and touch rectification is warranted by the fact that visual ideas systematically signify tangible ideas. While this signification lacks causal necessity, it allows for the sort of predictive accuracy characteristic of causal relations and required to justify the double-conformity of ideas. In presenting this solution, Berkeley introduces signification as a supplemental method for achieving rectification; and, as implied by his accounts of distance perception et al., signification of ideas of one sense modality by ideas of another is a supplemental method for rendering objects present to the mind when causal explanations are unavailable.


      Chapter 5 examines Berkeley’s use of the distinction between immediate and mediate perception and his arguments for the heterogeneity thesis—the claim that ideas of sight and touch have distinct immediate objects. The former is read in light of Arnauld’s claim that such a distinction is consistent with an act theory of ideas, although Arnauld’s argument is understood to complement other readings in the secondary literature according to which immediate perception is non-inferential. Arnauld claims that he can explain why sentences like “The idea of the sun is the immediate object of perception” are true even though he takes ideas to be identical to perceptual acts. The explanation is that, since all acts of perception render themselves perceptible as well as their objects, the former are the “immediate objects of perception” in a trivial sense. In the non-trivial sense, objects themselves (the sun, horses, etc.) are the immediate objects of perception.


      Berkeley’s arguments for the heterogeneity thesis are then read in light of Arnauld’s account of immediate perception, as well as Berkeley’s own contributions to the act theory of ideas, and are found to be much stronger than is commonly thought. He offers three arguments for heterogeneity. The first two are read as arguing that there is no necessary connection between the immediate objects of sight (non-trivially, the rays of light that cause sensations of light and color) and the immediate objects of touch (non-trivially, the surfaces of external objects that cause tactile sensations). To say that there is no necessary connection between them implies that rays of light can exist without surfaces, and vice-versa. The third argument is significantly more challenging to make sense of, but I argue that it reaches the same conclusion as the previous two arguments by independent means. The heterogeneity thesis emerges as a perfectly respectable empirical hypothesis, as much in line with common sense as the notion that objects can be felt in the dark, pace critics like Pitcher and Armstrong.


      In chapter 6, I turn to Berkeley’s critique of abstraction in the introduction to his Principles of Human Knowledge. Again, Berkeley is read in light of Arnauld’s theory of ideas, although he is shown to reject Arnauld’s account of abstract ideas in favor of his own account of general notions. Arnauld incorporates a nominalistic theory of abstraction into his act theory of ideas, according to which abstraction involves second-order cognitive acts that selectively attend to features common to several first-order perceptual acts. Since Arnauld takes these common features of first-order ideas to produce the representational content of the resulting abstract idea, the latter cannot be separated from the former without extinguishing the abstract idea altogether. Berkeley thinks (justifiably) that Locke accepts the principle that grounds Arnauld’s reasoning here—that the representational content of all ideas, whether abstract or particular, requires a causal explanation. He goes on to reject Locke’s theory of abstraction as violating that principle. On this reading, Berkeley not only understands Locke’s theory quite well, contrary to an often-repeated complaint by his critics, but his critique is fairly successful.


      Berkeley also accepts the principle that grounds Arnauld’s account of abstraction; but he cannot accept Arnauld’s account as received. This is due to metaphysical commitments that he does not express in the introduction. Assuming that ideas are acts, his claim that an idea cannot represent something active implies that minds cannot have second-order ideas in Arnauld’s sense. Yet, Berkeley does seem to think that abstraction proceeds in much the way Arnauld describes. To overcome this difficulty, I read Berkeley’s account of abstraction as employing notions in his unique sense in place of second-order ideas. That is, a Berkeleyan general notion is a second-order cognitive act that selectively attends to features common to several first-order perceptual acts. Furthermore, Berkeley’s account of general notions is construed as a form of metalinguistic nominalism, since he explicitly argues that what makes a particular idea general is the mind’s ability to use it to simultaneously refer to multiple particular ideas of the same kind. This activity of multiple reference is a relation between one particular idea and many others—that is, it is a relative notion. In order to explicate Berkeley’s theory, I rely heavily on Flage’s account of Berkeleyan relative notions. In particular, what it means for Berkeley for particular ideas to be of the same kind is captured by Flage’s “definite description” account of the content of relative notions.


      The other theme from the secondary literature that serves as a foundation of the present interpretation derives from George Pappas’ work on Berkeley. Pappas emphasizes the importance of Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas to several aspects of his philosophy. These include his esse is percipi principle, his refutation of skepticism, his heterogeneity thesis, his critique of the primary-secondary quality distinction, and most importantly his immaterialism. In stressing the role of Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas, Pappas offers an original paradigm within which to read the arc of Berkeley’s immaterialism. Instead of trying to understand how Berkeley’s various doctrines support his identification of physical objects with ideas of sense (which is how Berkeley is often read), Pappas offers a way of understanding these doctrines as contributing to or resulting from Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas of various kinds—particularly those Pappas calls “category-transcendent” ideas, which are abstract ideas of being, entity, or existence.


      Having explored the groundwork of Berkeley’s philosophical outlook, I turn to his immaterialism in chapter 7. The concern there is to capture the formal structure of what I take to be Berkeley’s two most prominent arguments for immaterialism: the argument of PHK 1–7 (and companion passages in DHP) and the “master” argument. Capturing the formal structure of these arguments allows for their systematic analysis as well as incisive comparisons with competing arguments—those for the existence of material substance. It also reveals the ways in which these arguments turn on theories of ideas and the doctrine of objective presence. One account of the formal structure of the arguments of PHK 1–7 takes them to express a transitivity argument: physical objects are identical to sensible objects, and sensible objects are identical to ideas of sense. Thus, physical objects are identical to ideas of sense. This interpretation seems particularly supported by PHK 4, where Berkeley explicitly uses the language of identity to claim that houses, mountains, and trees are nothing but the things we perceive by sense, and the latter nothing but ideas. Yet, the transitivity reading is set aside here in favor of an interpretation in terms of a transcendental argument. I argue that the substance-attribute ontology accepted by materialists like Descartes and Locke licenses inferences from the attributes represented by ideas of sense to the existence of a substance, without which the former cannot be conceived to exist. The doctrine of objective presence plays a decisive role in such inferences, since it supposes that representational content requires a causal explanation. The implication here is that without attributes, ideas could not have representational content, and without substance there could be no attributes. Thus, without substance, ideas could not have representational content.


      I argue that Berkeley attacks this transcendental argument as resting on an illegitimate abstraction. Here, Berkeley’s act theory of ideas combines with Stillingfleet’s critique of Locke’s argument for material substance to argue for immaterialism. Briefly, Stillingfleet complains that Locke cannot account for the idea of material substance exclusively through ideas of sensation and reflection; and that Locke’s argument for the existence of material substance is therefore unsuccessful. Locke’s reply is that our idea of material substance is formed through abstraction from our ideas of sensation and reflection. To use his example, when we sense the red color in a cherry, part of our experience of the color is that it exists. We can selectively attend to a particular idea of existence in our sensation of red. From these particular ideas we may abstract a general idea of existence—the abstract idea that Pappas calls the category-transcendent idea of being or entia. Furthermore, the mind recognizes the ontological dependence of the existence of the red color on the existence of the cherry, and so forms the idea of a being that supports the existence of attributes. The general idea of existence is then superadded to the idea of a relation of ontological support to derive a complex idea of material substance. However, due to our limited cognitive abilities, the resulting idea is obscure and confused.


      It’s the leap from a particular idea of existence derived from an idea of red to a general idea of existence applied directly to material substance that Berkeley rejects. He complains that an abstract idea of ontologically independent existence cannot be derived from particular ideas of ontologically dependent existence. Locke admits that the particular idea of existence that we derive from the red color of a cherry is the idea of something that cannot exist on its own. Yet he offers no explanation for how particular ideas of dependent existence are transformed into a general idea of independent existence through abstraction. Berkeley thinks that no legitimate form of abstraction could accomplish this, since it would require conceiving of the red color of a cherry as existing independently of the cherry itself, and then generalizing from that particular idea. Locke’s transcendental argument for the existence of material substance is rejected (as are all other such arguments).


      In its place, Berkeley offers his own transcendental argument designed to show that the only substance whose existence can be legitimately inferred from the representational content of ideas is mental substance. This is because he thinks that the only possible empirical source of a general idea of independent existence is through abstraction from the particular notion of one’s own mind. Perceivers may selectively attend to the notion of ontological independence when reflecting on their own minds, thereby forming a general notion that can be used to represent other minds. But Berkeley does not think that this process of abstraction could lead to an idea of material substance because we cannot separate from the notion of a mind the notion of its being unextended, or of its having the power of willing, perceiving, or thinking. These notions represent primary attributes of mind, inseparable from the mind itself and upon which all other attributes of mind depend. Yet, the primary attributes of matter include extension and matter’s inability to think, perceive, or will. He concludes that the only forms of existence of which we can conceive apply exclusively to minds and ideas. That is, minds and their relation to ideas (a relation Berkeley identifies as perception) are the only explanation of the objective reality of our notions of substance and attribute. The only notion of substance we can have, therefore, is the notion of mind. Minds are the only conceivable substance without which ideas could not have representational content. This use of the doctrine of objective reality explains the language of identity Berkeley uses in PHK 4, since Descartes, Arnauld, and Sergeant all use the language of identity to describe the objective reality of ideas. I argue that there is no identity claim in PHK 4.


      So far, Berkeley’s transcendental argument for immaterialism leaves unexplained how our ideas of sense have the representational content they do, especially if the only substances are minds and the only attributes are thoughts. In particular, Berkeley’s system faces the following challenge: given that he claims that the existence of the physical world represented by ideas consists in its being perceived, he seems committed to claiming that physical objects are constantly annihilated and recreated. Berkeley uses this challenge as an opportunity to show how his immaterialism naturally leads to a proof of God’s existence. Contrary to a recent trend in the secondary literature, I do not think that Berkeley offers a merely probable inference to the best explanation argument for the existence of God. Instead, I argue that Berkeley presents a transcendental (i.e., deductive) argument for God’s existence. He takes this argument to have the same warrant as transcendental arguments offered by Descartes and Locke in defense of material substance: substance-attribute ontology, and the principle that the objective reality of ideas requires a causal explanation. In Berkeley’s case, the causal explanation of the representational content of human ideas consists in divine volitions. Since, as Kenneth Winkler argues, Berkeley accepts that there can be no blind agency, divine volitions must contain divine ideas; i.e., the volitions themselves contain the semantic content they transmit to human ideas of sense. Berkeley aims to show that God is the source of all semantic content—all the meaning that attaches to our ideas. To paraphrase Winkler,4 Berkeley displaces an account of the natural world in terms of a system of bodies and their powers and replaces it with an account of the natural world as a text with a divine author. This is the theme that binds Berkeley’s arguments together into a single coherent narrative.


      The portrait painted of Berkeley in this book will be unfamiliar in many ways, even to Berkeley scholars. My hope is that this unfamiliarity does not dissuade the reader from taking a considered, critical look. Much of the unfamiliarity derives from unnoticed connections between Berkeley’s work and elements of its historical context. While those connections are given pride of place here, the intent is to deepen the scholarly understanding of Berkeley rather than to fundamentally alter it. Nevertheless, such an effort often presents tough choices. Several topics that I would have liked to discuss in more detail, such as Berkeley’s master argument, receive relatively light treatment. Unfortunately, very many issues that are of interest to Berkeley scholars must be omitted altogether. For instance, although this work emphasizes the importance of accounts of meaning to Berkeley’s overall philosophical project, I must set aside his accounts of the meanings of words like ‘grace’ and ‘rascal.’ I also have little to say about his doctrine of the minimum visible, or his perceptual relativity argument.


      This work would not have been possible without the unconditional support of a number of people. I owe my greatest thanks to Steven Cahn, who originally proposed the idea of a work on Berkeley to me, and who has been a constant source of support an encouragement. This book grew out of my dissertation on Berkeley (although I don’t think a single sentence from the dissertation remains to be found here); and I thank the following members of my dissertation committee: Profs. Cahn, John Greenwood, Frank Kirkland, and Barbara Montero for all their work and support. I also thank my colleagues in the philosophy department of the University of Massachusetts, Dartmouth: Profs. Phil Cox, Cathy Gardner, Jennifer Mulnix, Tim Nulty, and especially Maureen Eckert, for their continued support. I thank Prof. Catherine Wilson for helpful comments on a draft of the dissertation, and for her encouragement. I thank Rosemarie Iannuzzi for bearing with me. I owe a debt of gratitude to the participants of the International Berkeley Conference to Celebrate the 300th Anniversary of the Publication of Berkeley’s Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, held at the University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland; of the APA 2007 Central Division Meeting session on Berkeley; and of a presentation on Berkeley I gave at Wheaton College, MA, for their very helpful suggestions. Likewise, I owe thanks to Nancy Kendrick, Katherine Dunlop, and several anonymous reviewers for helping me improve my thinking about Berkeley. Any mistakes that remain in the monograph are strictly my own. Many thanks to my editor at Lexington Books, Jana Wilson, and to the staff there for all of their hard work and patience. I also thank the students in my seminar on Early Modern Theories of Ideas at Brown University in the Fall of 2010 for their feedback on many of the arguments contained here. Finally, many thanks to numerous friends and family members who supported me throughout this process. I live a charmed life because of all of you.


      Notes


      1. This course in philosophy is described in a 1703 letter by John Shadwell, a student at Trinity at the time. See K. Theodore Hoppen (1970, 65).


      2. A famous early example of this is told by James Boswell in the following story about Samuel Johnson’s refutation of Berkeley’s immaterialism: “After we came out of the church, we stood talking for some time together of Bishop Berkeley’s ingenious sophistry to prove the non-existence of matter, and that everything in the universe is merely ideal. I observed that though we are satisfied his doctrine is not true, it is impossible to refute it. I shall never forget the alacrity with which Johnson answered, striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone, till he rebounded from it,—‘I refute it thus’” (Hill and Foster 1934–1950, 1:417).


      3. On this topic, Atherton comments, “The working assumption that Berkeley is making sense seems to me to be not only a more productive way of uncovering Berkeley’s positions but also to increase the chances of discovering what is of genuine philosophical interest in Berkeley’s concerns.” (1990, 7) I agree, and do my best here to be an advocate for Berkeley. I assume, as he surely did, that Berkeley made more sense than his opponents.


      4. (1989, 1). Hereafter cited as “Berkeley: An Interpretation” followed by the page number.

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Two

    


    
      Ideas as Perceptual Acts

    


    
      I. The Debate over Berkeley’s Theory of Ideas


      A signature element of the interpretation offered in this book is the claim that Berkeley identifies ideas with perceptual acts. This influences how every other aspect of Berkeley’s philosophy is understood—his theory of vision, the attack on abstraction, immaterialism, his proof of God’s existence, and so on. However, this is not a popular interpretation among Berkeley scholars, who largely read him as holding that ideas are perceptual objects. There are two principle reasons for this scholarly consensus. First, there is an abundance of texts where Berkeley appears to speak unequivocally of ideas as objects, compared to relatively few passages where he speaks of ideas as perceptual acts. These texts are often bolstered with others wherein Berkeley speaks of ideas as “entirely distinct” from minds, or of the mind as performing “divers operations” on ideas, or where Berkeley implies that ideas stand in some determinate relation to minds. The claim is that none of these texts makes sense unless ideas and minds are different things, which is not the case if ideas are merely operations of the mind. Second, the previous reading of Berkeleyan ideas as perceptual acts—the adverbial reading—is widely considered to be unsuccessful.


      I will not attempt to defend the adverbial account here. On the contrary, I will argue that central tenets of the adverbial account are ruled out by features of Arnauld’s theory of ideas; and that Berkeley is largely committed to those features. The strategy for providing textual evidence for this claim is threefold. First, it is noted that Arnauld—who unequivocally identifies ideas with perceptual acts—also regularly speaks of ideas as though they are perceptual objects, a locution he claims is consistent with his identification of ideas with perceptual acts. He also insists that his act theory is consistent with the claim that ideas are the “immediate object” of thought—a manner of speaking that Berkeley also adopts, and which is taken as evidence of his commitment to an object theory. Although evidence that Berkeley is committed to some version of Arnauld’s view is largely deferred to subsequent chapters, this discussion has the effect of disarming those texts routinely cited as evidence that Berkeley took ideas to be perceptual objects. However, a fuller understanding of Arnauld’s arguments requires an explanation of the Cartesian doctrine of objective presence (or objective reality, or objective being). While this might seem like a diversion, it is not. Arnauld’s arguments, particularly his debate with Malebranche, contain critiques of the object theory that anticipate a number of the familiar objections to act theories generally, and a reading of Berkeley as committed to an act theory in particular. Furthermore, at least one British thinker, John Sergeant, espoused a theory similar to the Cartesian doctrine of objective presence, indicating that such theories were more common among British philosophers than is often recognized.


      Second, evidence is introduced that philosophers from Locke to Reid ambiguously referred to “the vulgar” in philosophical contexts, sometimes using it to refer to the commonsense intuitions of non-philosophers, while at other times referring specifically to a philosophical commitment to the identification of ideas with perceptual acts (a commitment viewed as a philosophically rigorous version of a commonsense intuition, hence the ambiguity). Indeed, Locke speaks of himself and Reid speaks of Arnauld as “speaking with the vulgar” in the latter sense. This implies that at least some of Berkeley’s assertions that he “speaks with the vulgar” are expressions of his commitment to Arnauld’s identification of ideas with perceptual acts—revealing more textual evidence for the view presented here. Third, passages where Berkeley speaks of ideas and perceptual acts in the same breath, using a locution similar to that used by Arnauld to identify the two, are introduced in order to tip the scales in favor of reading Berkeleyan ideas as perceptual acts. The adverbial account is then considered and rejected.


      II. Arnauld’s Two Uses of ‘Idea’


      Perhaps the main reason why scholars attribute to Berkeley an object theory of ideas is the abundance of texts wherein he speaks of ideas as though they are objects; i.e., passages where the word ‘idea’ functions as a noun and is coupled with the verb ‘perceive,’ such that ideas are perceived or ideas are the objects of perception. Berkeley also repeatedly speaks of ideas as the immediate objects of perception. Some examples:


      Note that when I speak of tangible ideas, I take the word idea for any the immediate object of sense or understanding, in which large signification it is commonly used by the moderns. (NTV 45)


      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; or lastly, ideas formed by help of memory and imagination—either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived in the aforesaid ways. (PHK 1)


      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. (PHK 2)


      That there is no substance wherein ideas can exist beside spirit is to me evident. And that the objects immediately perceived are ideas, is on all hands agreed. And that sensible qualities are objects immediately perceived no one can deny. (DHP 237)


      While this is compelling evidence that Berkeley took ideas to be the objects of perception, the evidence itself is complicated by the “large signification commonly used by the moderns” that Berkeley refers to in NTV 45. Within that context, using ‘idea’ as a noun and coupling it with the verb ‘perceive’ are not in and of themselves decisive evidence that a philosopher of the period is committed to the view that ideas are objects in a substantial ontological sense.1 This is because Arnauld—who loudly and pointedly rejected the theory that ideas are perceptual objects, or what he referred to as representative beings—not only used the term ‘idea’ as a noun and coupled it with the verb ‘perceive’; but he also explained why he did so. Arnauld wanted to caution the reader not to confuse his theory for the one he rejected (which he calls the “philosophy of false ideas”) simply because he also used ‘idea’ as a noun and spoke of them as objects.


      Arnauld’s identification of ideas with acts of perception is defended at length in On True and False Ideas (TFI) of 1683, his extended critique of the theory of ideas defended by Malebranche in his Search After Truth (ST) of 1675. This identification is clear in the definitions he gives at the beginning of Chapter V (TFI 198):


      1. The substance which thinks, I call soul or mind.


      2. To think, to know, to perceive are the same thing.


      3. I also take the idea of an object and the perception of an object to be the same thing. I set aside the question of whether there are other things which can be called ideas. But it is certain that there are ideas in my sense and that these ideas are attributes or modifications of our soul.


      The question that Arnauld sets aside is whether hallucinations or ideas of privations such as the idea of cold, i.e., ideas that are misrepresentations or that may lack a positive object altogether, also count as proper ideas. His point is that whatever the status of these cases, ideas that do have positive objects are clearly encompassed by these definitions. Arnauld then explains why he needs two words, ‘perception’ and ‘idea,’ for the same entity:


      I have said that I take the perception and the idea to be the same thing. Nevertheless it must be noted that this thing, although only one, has two relations: one to the soul which it modifies, the other to the thing perceived insofar as it is objectively in the soul; and that the word perception indicates more directly the first relation and the word idea the second. . . . This remark is very important for the solution of many difficulties which are based only on the fact that it is not well enough understood that these are not two different entities but one and the same modification of our soul, which includes essentially the two relations, because I cannot have a perception which is not at the same time the perception of my mind, as perceiving, and the perception of some thing, as perceived, and nothing can be objectively in my mind (which is what I called the idea) unless my mind perceives it. (TFI 198)


      Although ideas are identical to acts of perception, every act of perception essentially bears two relations—the first to the mind whose perception it is, the second to the object perceived in virtue of that act. Arnauld tells us that these are two aspects of a single entity, a perceptual act; but that it is useful to distinguish these aspects with the verb ‘perceive’ and the noun ‘idea.’ Nevertheless, these two ways of speaking should not mislead us into thinking that there are two distinct entities: a perception and an idea. (Also notice that ‘idea’ is used at the end of the passage to refer to the object itself as it exists in the mind, or the objective presence of the object; and that perception is given as a necessary condition for objective presence. These themes will become crucial to the interpretation of PHK 4 in chapter 7.)


      When Arnauld uses ‘idea’ as a noun, it is to indicate that it represents the external object. At the beginning of Chapter VI, he acknowledges that this way of speaking about ideas is indispensable:


      It looks as if we cannot accept the following expressions as true, without being forced to accept the philosophy of false ideas: We do not see things immediately; their ideas are the immediate object of our thought; and it is in the idea of each thing that we see its properties: it is hard to see how these expressions could be true unless, besides the objects that we know, there is something else in our mind which represents them. (TFI 203)


      While Arnauld accepts such expressions as true, he nevertheless rejects the claim of the “philosophy of false ideas” that they can only be true because ideas are perceptual objects:


      I do not deny these expressions. I believe that they are true if they are properly understood, and I can even agree with the last mentioned implications. But I deny that it follows that we must admit ideas other than those I have defined [in Chapter V]. (TFI 203–4)


      Later he says,


      I do not need to recognize ideas other than those I have defined, which are not distinct from perceptions, in order to agree to the truth of these expressions: we do not see things immediately, and their ideas are the immediate objects of our thoughts. (TFI 206–7)


      At the heart of these expressions is the notion that ideas represent objects; i.e., that objects are “objectively in the soul,” or as Descartes puts it, that objects themselves exist in the mind “by way of idea.” After explaining that every perception is “essentially reflexive upon itself,” or makes itself available to consciousness at the same time that it presents its object to consciousness, Arnauld elaborates on the notion of an object existing in the mind by way of idea as follows:


      Since every perception is essentially representative of something, and since it is in this respect called an idea, it can be essentially reflexive upon itself only if its immediate object is that idea, i.e., the objective reality of the thing which my mind is said to perceive. Thus, if I think of the sun, the objective reality of the sun, which is present to my mind, is the immediate object of that perception, and the possible or existing sun, which is outside my mind, is its mediate object, so to speak. So we see that, without having recourse to representative beings distinct from perception, it is very true in this sense that it is our ideas that we see immediately and which are the immediate object of our thought . . . which does not rule out our also seeing, through those ideas, the object which contains formally what is only objectively in the idea. (TFI 204–5)


      In his example of the sun, Arnauld speaks of an idea as the immediate object of an act of perception. He insists that external objects are indeed perceived by means of ideas, “for how could our mind perceive something if it did not have the idea of it, i.e., the perception of it?” (TFI 221). But to say that we perceive something by means of ideas is simply to say that the thing itself is the object of an act of perception:


      But since my main goal in this chapter [VI] has been to clear up the ambiguity of the word immediately, I state here that if by conceiving the sun, a square or a cubic number immediately, is meant the opposite of conceiving them through ideas such as I have defined them . . . i.e., through ideas not distinct from perceptions I agree that we do not see them immediately, for it is clearer than day that we can see, perceive or know them only through the perceptions we have of them. . . . But if, by not knowing them immediately, is meant being able to know them only by representative beings distinct from perceptions, I hold that in this sense we can know material things . . . not only mediately but also immediately, i.e., that we can know them without there being any intermediary between our perceptions and the object. (TFI 210)


      If the distinction between immediate and mediate perception presumes the existence of representative beings distinct from perception, then external objects are mediately perceived in a non-trivial sense. But if the distinction is drawn with Arnauld’s act theory of ideas in mind, then external objects are immediately perceived in the sense that they—not representative beings—are the objects of perception. At the same time they are mediately perceived in the trivial sense that they are perceived in virtue of a mental act.2


      Arnauld reconciles this way of speaking of the immediate objects of thought with his act theory of ideas by focusing on the faculty of virtual reflection. By this faculty, an idea presents itself to consciousness at the same time that it presents its object to consciousness. In his interpretation of Arnauld, Nadler tells us that due to virtual reflection, in perception one is aware, “not simply that one is perceiving, but that one is perceiving such-and-such object,”3 and that this is done without a higher-order idea;4 without, that is, “a second perceptual act directed at the first.”5 In that case, Arnauld takes it to be trivially true that ideas are the immediate objects of perception. The mind is aware of or perceives the perceptual act itself as well as an external object, and in this way the act is its own ‘immediate’ object as well as the thing perceived through the act. A defense of Arnauld’s account is beyond the scope of this work; but this shows that using ‘idea’ as a noun and speaking of ideas as the immediate objects of perceptions or thought in no way commits an early modern philosopher to the theory that ideas are perceptual objects, except in the trivial sense that acts of perception present themselves as well as their objects to consciousness.


      Part of Arnauld’s point is that one ought not draw ontological conclusions from the grammatical form of the language used to talk about ideas—that grammatical structure does not imply ontological structure. Many critics of act theories overlook this point.6 To conclude that ideas must be objects because ‘idea’ is used as a noun is to commit, in contemporary parlance, a category mistake. The fact that ‘strike’ is used as a noun in the sentence, “Government employees voted for a strike,” does not imply that the strike they voted for is some object (as opposed to an activity)—any more than the definite description in the sentence, “The average American drinks three cups of coffee per day,” picks out a unique person. Likewise, Arnauld insists, the mere fact that he uses ‘idea’ as a noun in sentences like, “The mind immediately perceives an idea of the sun,” or “The idea of the sun represents the sun,” does not imply that the idea immediately perceived is an object.


      Passages wherein Berkeley uses ‘idea’ as a noun or where he speaks of ideas as the immediate objects of perception or thought are not, therefore, evidence that he took ideas to be objects—except in the trivial sense just mentioned. (Incidentally, the same might be said of similar passages in Locke’s Essay.) Although more evidence is needed for the positive claim that Berkeley identified ideas with perceptual acts, at the very least the context provided by Arnauld’s thought neutralizes some of the best evidence available to those who argue that Berkeley did not identify ideas with perceptual acts. Arnauld’s writings also neutralize a slightly different argument against Berkeleyan ideas as perceptual acts. Winkler stresses that, for Berkeley, ideas are entities because they bear a relation to the mind:


      An idea is an entity, a real thing, and the relation between an idea and the mind is a genuine relation between two distinct items. . . . An idea is an object of thought in a sense demanding that the object exists whenever it is true to say that a thought is directed towards it.7


      Winkler seems to distinguish a mental act from both the mind that has it and the object towards which that act is directed. The former and the latter—minds and ideas—are “real things,” since there cannot be a relation between them unless there are actual, distinct things that stand in relation to one another. The act itself serves as the relation between these things. But there are both historical and philosophical questions raised by the argument that since a two-place relation requires two separate relata, and since ideas and minds stand in a two-place relation to one another, ideas must be objects separate from minds.


      First, Arnauld is explicit that this is a misunderstanding—that the act itself is what bears a relation both to the mind and to external things that exist “objectively” in the mind. His point is that cognitive acts are relata in two two-place relations simultaneously. The first relation is between the act and the mind. The second relation is between the act and the thing it represents to the mind. The external thing itself is the object towards which a mental act is directed; and while we may speak of ideas as the immediate objects of perception this is only because perceptual acts themselves are present to consciousness. Certainly, Berkeley could have adopted Arnauld’s reasoning here, in which case the fact that minds and ideas stand in a two-place relation to one another is insufficient to show that Berkeley took ideas to be entities distinct from acts of perception.


      There is also a philosophical issue with the assumption that, generally, a two-place relation requires separate relata. The clearest counterexample to this principle is identity—which is a two-place relation that an object bears to itself (indeed, the identity sign, =, is often described as a special two-place predicate, in which case even the grammar of two-place predicates is insufficient evidence of two separate relata). Another credible counterexample is the subset relation, which is a two-place relation between a set and itself or some collection of its members. But the relata here need not be separate entities—a set can be a subset of itself; and failing that, the subset relation assumes the posture of a part-whole relation. In neither case is it clear that the relation requires two distinct entities. Similar claims may be said of the inclusion and containment relations. The point is that Arnauld’s claim that ideas are relata in a two-place relation with minds, but are not distinct entities, is philosophically sound. Without additional reasons for believing that there must be two distinct relata in the case of minds and ideas, we need not accept Winkler’s argument.


      Winkler also argues that ideas must be objects for Berkeley because he claims that they are “entirely distinct” from minds; and that minds perform “divers operations” on them:


      The mind that exercises “divers operations” on these “ideas or objects of knowledge,” [Berkeley] explains in §2 [of the Principles], is “a thing entirely distinct from them.” Ideas, Berkeley insists are one thing; the gaze of the mind’s eye is another.8


      Yet Berkeley’s merely speaking of ideas as objects or using ‘idea’ as a noun, as he does in PHK 2, is insufficient evidence of his view of their ontological status since Arnauld speaks in the same ways. There must be reasons beyond grammatical considerations to attribute an object theory to Berkeley on the basis of this passage. The first reason is the presumption that there must be a distinction between the “divers operations” the mind performs (its acts) and the things operated upon. But notice that, if the presumed distinction is not warranted by grammatical form, then it is warranted by the fact that there is a two-place relation between the operations and the things operated upon. Since the assumption that a two-place relation requires separate relata was just rejected, there is no reason to presume that there must be a distinction between an operation and the thing operated upon. Apart from this, there are positive reasons to think that the things operated upon are acts as much as the operations themselves. Arnauld claims that ideas are both self-reflexive, in which case an idea performs the “operation” of perception on itself; and that it is possible for a higher-order idea to take another, lower-order idea as its object (i.e., for one idea to explicitly reflect upon another), in which case one cognitive act performs operations such as perception on another. Nothing prevents Berkeley from having adopted Arnauld’s reasoning.


      The second reason is Berkeley’s claim that minds are “entirely distinct” from ideas (PHK 2, 89). But notice that Winkler assumes that “entirely distinct” is a symmetric relation—that A is entirely distinct from B if and only if B is entirely distinct from A. Only if symmetry is assumed can Winkler infer from Berkeley’s claim that minds are entirely distinct from ideas to the claim that ideas are entirely distinct from minds. For it is the latter claim that prompts the interpretation of ideas as objects, not the former. Part of Winkler’s worry here has to do with questions about the metaphysics of modification. If an idea of blue is a modification of the mind, Berkeley seems to think, then the mind must be blue when it has this idea, which is absurd. In order to avoid this result, the worry goes, Berkeley takes ideas to be entirely distinct from minds. In that case, they must be objects rather than acts (modifications) of the mind.


      The metaphysics of modification will be addressed in section VI. For the moment, there is no reason aside from the worry about modification to assume that being “entirely distinct” must be a symmetric relation. Indeed, Berkeley denies the direction in question—that ideas are entirely distinct from minds—when he claims that ideas cannot exist outside of minds (either finite or divine), and calls them “dependent beings, which subsist not by themselves, but are supported by, or exist in minds or spiritual substances,” (PHK 89). It is difficult to see how ideas could be entirely distinct from minds yet also be ontologically dependent on them. Should my mind cease to exist, so would my ideas. In what sense, then, are the latter entirely distinct from the former? On the other hand, the reverse scenario—that my mind continues to exist even as particular ideas cease to exist—is a commonsense description of the stream of consciousness. In that case, my mind is entirely distinct from my ideas because it can exist without any of them (although it must have some idea or other); yet my ideas are not entirely distinct from my mind precisely because they cannot exist without it. It seems, then, that “entirely distinct” expresses little more than the asymmetrical relation of the ontological independence of minds from ideas.


      Taken individually or collectively, these arguments are not decisive in establishing that Berkeley took ideas to be objects. I suspect that they are motivated by a larger worry that act theories in general are unsound. It’s all well to say that a two-place relation need not have two distinct relata, or that A can be entirely distinct from B but not vice versa; but how is all this supposed to work in the case of minds and ideas? How are mental acts supposed to function as representations? In what sense do they have content? And how does one make sense of cases where an idea lacks an actual object—such as abstract ideas or ideas of possible but non-actual objects? Such questions seem to linger in the background of those who, wanting to attribute to Berkeley the strongest philosophical position consistent with his writings, cast a leery eye at the act theory. Nevertheless, historically the act theory was a serious rival to the object theory; and this is due in no small part to Arnauld’s forceful defense of it—a defense whose appreciable philosophical merit might quell some of the worries mentioned above. However, Arnauld’s defense of the act theory relies heavily on the Cartesian doctrine of objective presence; in which case exposition of the former requires discussion of the latter.


      III. Objective Reality


      Descartes acknowledges that his own use of the term ‘idea’ in the Mediations is ambiguous between a material sense, in which case ‘idea’ refers to “an operation of the intellect,” and an objective sense, in which case ‘idea’ refers to “the thing represented by that operation” (CSM II, 7). He elaborates on these senses in the Third Meditation, while offering a proof of the existence of God:


      The nature of an idea is such that of itself it requires no formal reality except what it derives from my thought, of which it is a mode. But in order for a given idea to contain such and such objective reality, it must surely derive it from some cause which contains at least as much formal reality as there is objective reality in the idea. For if we suppose that an idea contains something which was not in its cause, it must have got this from nothing; yet the mode of being by which a thing exists objectively in the intellect by way of an idea, imperfect though it may be, is certainly not nothing, and so it cannot come from nothing. (CSM II, 28–29)


      Descartes’ critics noticed that he isn’t very clear here on what the objective reality of an idea is, and this obscurity is compounded by his speaking of the thing existing objectively in the intellect by way of idea, although this is clarified somewhat in French versions where he speaks of a thing existing objectively or representatively in the intellect. In the First Set of Objections, Caterus raises the question, “What is it to exist objectively in the understanding?” Descartes replies:


      “Objective being in the intellect” . . . will signify the object’s being in the intellect in the way in which its objects are normally there. By this I mean that the idea of the sun is the sun itself existing in the intellect—not of course formally existing, as it does in the heavens, but objectively existing, i.e., in the way in which objects normally are in the intellect. (CSM II, 75)


      He also defines objective reality in his replies to the Second Set of Objections as “the being of the thing which is represented by an idea, insofar as this exists in the idea. . . . For whatever we perceive as being in the objects of our ideas exists objectively in the ideas themselves” (CSM II, 113–14). Unfortunately, none of these clarifications is particularly illuminating. What makes this doctrine so obscure is Descartes’ link between the representative function of an idea and the being of a thing in the mind “by way of idea.” How are we to understand this ontological component of objective reality and its relation to the epistemic function of ideas to represent things to the mind?


      Descartes borrows the distinction between objective and formal being from the scholastic tradition. On the scholastic model, esse objectivum or the internal object of thought can be conceived of in either of two ways: as an operation of the mind, or as the thing known insofar as its form is received by the intellect. In its first aspect, the internal object of thought is the thought itself. In its second aspect, the internal object of thought is the external thing itself as it is represented to the mind. The difference between the thing as it exists formally and the thing as it is conceived is a difference in degrees of reality at which the thing exists, and this difference may be explained in terms of ontological independence.9 For instance, the sun as it is conceived is ontologically dependent on minds and so exists at a lesser degree of reality than the sun as it exists independently of any other created substance. One issue here is the extent to which these dual aspects of the internal object of thought represent a merely conceptual distinction (one thing considered two ways, or under two descriptions) or a real distinction (picking out two distinct things). Petrus Aureolus, for instance, took the distinction to be real, whereas William of Ockham took the distinction to be merely conceptual.10


      While it is clear that Descartes discards the “forms received by the intellect” that are a feature of the scholastic account, the question remains whether he took these dual aspects to represent a conceptual distinction or a real distinction.11 That question is beyond the scope of this work; and in any event it is clear that Arnauld understood Descartes as committed to a merely conceptual distinction. Whatever the case may be, Descartes’ theory of ideas functions as both a theory of reference (a theory about how ideas manage to refer to specific parts of the world) and a theory of meaning (a theory about how ideas manage to convey semantic content, or to be informative). According to Normore, Descartes’ theory explains both reference and meaning by requiring that ideas both “resemble” that which they represent, and that there be a causal connection between ideas and that which they represent. The causal connection is responsible for both the intentionality of ideas and their ability to refer to external things (or other ideas). Resemblance between an idea and the thing it represents explains the informativeness of ideas with respect to their objects. That is, resemblance is the source of semantic content. One question that arises from Normore’s analysis is the extent to which resemblance is itself grounded in the causal connection between ideas and the things they represent. It is certainly plausible, given the importance Descartes places on the causal basis of objective reality, that he took reference, intentionality, and resemblance to rest in the causal connection between ideas and that which they represent.


      For Descartes, as for his scholastic predecessors, formal reality concerns a thing’s actual, intrinsic existence; and this can be said of both ideas and objects. In the case of ideas, Descartes claims that the formal reality of an idea derives from its being a mode of thought. That is, the actual existence of an idea derives not from what it represents, but from the mind for which it is an idea. Likewise, the formal reality of a thing is its actual existence apart from its being represented by an idea. Nevertheless, Descartes argues that both formal and objective reality require a causal explanation, and that such explanations are restricted by the ex nihilo principle (something cannot come from nothing). In general, a cause must have as much reality as its effect. Otherwise, something in the effect arose from nothing. (This is often called the “causal adequacy” principle.) This is clear in the examples he gives of a stone and heat:


      A stone, for example, which previously did not exist, cannot begin to exist unless it is produced by something which contains, either formally or eminently everything to be found in the stone; similarly, heat cannot be produced in an object that was not previously hot, except by something of at least the same order of perfection as heat, and so on. (CSM II, 28)


      While it is unclear what it means for the cause of a stone to contain the stone produced, Descartes’ example is clarified somewhat once it is pointed out that reproduction is the paradigm scholastic model of causation.12 In that case, absent any distortions in the causal process, the effect is always of the same kind as the cause (plants beget plants, animals beget animals, etc.). This is why heat can only be produced by something that itself contains heat. Otherwise, something in the effect arose out of nothing. But notice that Descartes introduces another scholastic distinction here—the distinction between possessing a property formally (literally, or by definition) and possessing it eminently (vaguely defined as “in some higher form”). To borrow Normore’s example of the latter, if someone is capable of lifting one hundred pounds, then they are also capable of lifting fifty pounds. The ability to lift fifty pounds is contained eminently in the ability to lift one hundred pounds. Similarly, the ability to produce some degree of heat, if contained eminently in that cause, implies that the cause contains (eminently or formally) at least that degree of heat. Formal reality requires a causal explanation, and such explanations require that the cause have properties that are necessary and sufficient for the production of the effect in order for it to be the cause of the phenomenon in question. But how does this model apply to the objective reality of ideas?


      The doctrine of objective reality presents an interesting challenge for Descartes.13 He claims that objective reality, like formal reality, requires a causal explanation. His ideas of heat and of a stone “cannot exist in me unless [they are] put there by some cause which contains at least as much an attribute of reality as I conceive to be in the heat or in the stone” (CSM II, 28). Yet, as already noted, the formal reality of an idea can only be causally explained by its status as the mind. Descartes recognizes this when he remarks, “For although this cause does not transfer any of its actual or formal reality to my idea, it should not on that account be supposed that it must be less real” (CSM II, 28). Given that there is no causal link between the formal reality of an idea and the formal reality of the thing represented by it, how might one give a properly causal explanation of the objective reality of an idea that terminates at the formal reality of the thing represented by that idea? Descartes clearly thinks that such causal explanations are not only possible but necessary, since he says that we must not suppose “that the same reality need not exist formally in the causes of my ideas, but that it is enough for it to be present in them objectively” (CSM II, 29). Rather, it must be the case that what is objectively in our idea is found formally in its cause, “For if we suppose that an idea contains something which was not in its cause, it must have got this from nothing” (CSM II, 29). Thus, Descartes requires that there be a causal explanation of objective reality in terms of the formal reality of the thing existing in the mind “by way of idea” analogous to causal explanations of formally real effects in terms of their efficient causes. This is so even though he concedes that the formal reality of a thing is not the efficient cause of any idea. Yet Descartes gives precious little indication of how this might work. Given that reference, intentionality and meaning seem to rest on the causal connection between ideas and that which they represent, Descartes owes his reader more of an explanation.


      One such explanation is suggested by Yolton, who, like Normore, reads Descartes’ doctrine of objective reality as a theory of meaning.14 Yolton’s interpretation begins with the recognition that the doctrine of objective reality must explain three realities: the object, the idea of the object, and the object as it exists in the idea.15 Yet he rejects the notion that Descartes is committed to three corresponding entities. Rather, he argues that Descartes accounts for the second and third realities by positing a “double cause” of one and the same thing:


      But the idea of the object is not two realities; it is one reality with a double cause. An idea cannot be identified without its content. Even if ideas were entities for Descartes, they would not be two entities. If ideas are in fact activities, the temptation to take the content of these activities as an entity may fade. And if, as I have suggested, the causation of the esse objectivum is semantic, this temptation may disappear entirely. The reality of the object in the idea is the meaning, the cognitive meaning, of the object.16


      Ideas have a formal cause and a semantic cause. The first explains its status as an activity of the mind. The second explains its content or objective reality. To be present to or exist objectively in the mind is to be meaningful to it or understood by it:


      The mind can be activated in two ways: causally and semantically. . . . The suggestion is that the mind’s reaction is a signifying reaction to specific physical activities in nerves and brain. The mind is so created by God that it has the semantic reaction of sense and idea. . . . The mind does respond to what happens in nerves and brain (and hence to what happens in its environment), but this response is not caused by physical events; rather, physical events are interpreted by the mind. . . . Mind and cognition are thus connected with the world, but the connection is precisely what is proper to cognition: signification, not resemblance or causal.17


      The mind is prompted—but not caused—by physical motions in the nerves and brain to interpret those motions; and the mind responds by producing an idea. They (the motions) are signs that the mind must “read” and it does so by means of ideas. While the mind is the efficient cause of ideas, or the source of their formal reality, the content of the idea produced is such that it naturally intends, is about, or directs the mind towards the formally real object that caused those physical motions that the mind must interpret. When one perceives a spider, the spider itself causes motions in the nerves and brain. These motions prompt the mind to interpret them as being about their cause; and ultimately this interpretation will refer to that cause.


      Furthermore, Yolton claims that for Descartes these interpretations are activities of the mind. Reading motions in the nerves and brain is something the mind does; and this activity has a content that determines it (the activity itself) to be the idea of a spider rather than, say, an elephant. This is because the mind is so constituted by God to interpret motions in the nerves and brain of such-and-such variety as of a spider rather than as of an elephant or of a house. Since by divine command the motions in the nerves and brain caused by a spider are particular to that spider, they will “resemble” it in a structural sense such that they could only be caused by that spider. This interpretation exists formally as an activity of the mind, caused entirely by my mind yet ultimately prompted and semantically determined by the spider itself (in accordance with natural—and evidently innate—“rules” of interpretation). However, the motions in the nerves and brain that prompt the mind to interpret them as of a spider can occur in the absence of a formally real spider; and so one can have an idea of a spider even if there is no formally real spider present. Still, in normal cases, if asked for an explanation of the idea of a spider, the Cartesian explanation will contain two causes connected by a reliable (but not causal) signification relation that terminates at a formally real spider. Nevertheless, in terms of ontology the only entities here (besides the nerves and the brain, etc.) are the formally real spider and an activity of the mind. If all of this is correct, then Yolton’s reading in terms of a “double cause” explains resemblance as a schema18 caused by the object resembled, as well as explaining intentionality and reference.


      IV. Arnauld’s Theory of Ideas


      Arnauld’s reading of Descartes in his On True and False Ideas (TFI) may be plausibly understood along the lines outlined in the previous section. Arnauld presents an extended refutation of Malebranche’s developments of Descartes’ theory of ideas in terms of “seeing things in God.” Malebranche’s theory, as far as Arnauld is concerned, has unacceptable epistemological, ontological, and theological implications; and Arnauld claims that Malebranche’s arguments in support of the vision-in-God doctrine are based on several ambiguities and what Arnauld calls prejudices of childhood. Although essentially negative in tone, TFI offers perhaps the clearest development of Descartes’ theory of ideas understood as an act theory (as opposed to Malebranche’s object theory).


      After setting down rules to follow when arguing about the nature of ideas, Arnauld notes that an uncontroversial fact about ideas is that they exhibit intentionality; that is, that they are about something. Indeed, he thinks this is an essential feature of ideas, “since it is impossible to think without thinking of something” (TFI 184). He repeats this claim in the list of definitions he gives in Chapter V, claiming that “it is clear to whoever reflects on what takes place in his own mind, that all our perceptions are modalities which are essentially representative” (TFI 199). He also takes it as uncontroversial that “a certain virtual reflection . . . accompanies all my thoughts,” whereby “whatever I know, I know I know it” (TFI 184). This “virtual reflection” is the claim, mentioned earlier, that all ideas are self-perceptions. They present themselves as well as their objects to consciousness, making them the “immediate objects of perception” in a trivial sense. Thus, not only are ideas essentially intentional, they are also essentially epistemically reflexive. Finally, Arnauld limits the scope of any investigation of the nature of ideas to the question of “the efficient cause of our contingent perceptions, i.e., that which causes us to think sometimes of one thing and sometimes of another” (TFI 185). It is unreasonable to ask about the formal cause of our ideas, since “nothing can be clearer” that it is the nature of minds to think and to perceive objects; i.e., that minds are the formal causes of ideas. Arnauld, then, is going to explain what causes our ideas to be about this thing rather than that—or, to use Descartes’ terminology, how a thing comes to be objectively in the mind by way of idea. The question of an idea’s formal reality is set aside as not in need of explanation.


      Before explicating the notion of objective presence, Arnauld wants to avoid a pernicious confusion by distinguishing it from another kind of presence—local presence. According to Arnauld, the uncritical use of a false analogy between objective presence and local presence is the source of the urge to reify ideas and distinguish them from acts of perception. In childhood, the local presence of the object seen is uncritically accepted as a necessary condition for vision. However, some acts of vision involve representations—reflections in mirrors19 or water—so that what is required to see an object is amended to include either its local presence or the presence of its image. These conditions are presumed to be necessary for mental “vision”—cognition—as well. Either the object itself or its image must be present to the mind in cognition. But the philosophically astute, recognizing that external objects could never be immediately present to the mind, require that their images, or what Arnauld calls beings representative of bodies, be immediately present to the mind in perception. Philosophers agree that the soul “could not get out to seek external objects, and that external objects could not come in to be joined to it” (TFI 191). In order to explain how an object can be “seen,” they posit representative beings that are present to the mind. Of course, this results in the “palace of ideas” problem mentioned by Reid, wherein the mind only has access to its own ideas and therefore lacks any method for verifying their correspondence to the external world.


      Arnauld is quick to point out that the kind of presence grounded in this misleading analogy between vision and cognition—the presence of representative beings to the mind—is not the same as objective presence,


      according to which a thing is objectively in our mind merely because our mind knows it, so that to say that a thing is objectively in our mind (and consequently is present to it) and to say that it is known by the mind, is to say the same thing in different ways. (TFI 192)


      Arnauld wants to distinguish objective presence, which he defines simply as being known or understood, from any theory that postulates representative beings, whether they be intentional species or ideas construed as immediately present surrogates for external objects. Moreover, Arnauld says he is going to “prove geometrically the falsity of ideas, taken in the sense of representative beings” (TFI 197). Such ideas, construed as “distinct from perceptions,” and necessary because we never immediately perceive objects “through themselves” (TFI 211–12), are not needed to know material things.


      It’s important to pause here and carefully consider Arnauld’s rejection of the analogy between bodily seeing and cognition. Arnauld makes a very subtle point which, when properly understood, diffuses a significant worry about act theories generally. It seems that the reason why many early modern scholars find Arnauld’s theory somewhat vexing20 is that they make certain assumptions about the nature of representation. They assume that representations themselves are substantial objects—images, propositions, etc.—and so the phenomenon of representation, which is the essential epistemic function of ideas, must include substantial objects. If representation requires substantial objects, and ideas are essentially representations, then ideas must contain substantial objects. Malebranche gave this kind of argument:


      Since ideas have real properties, no one can doubt that they are real beings, or that they differ from one another, and that they represent altogether different things. (ST 222)


      Ideas must be substantial objects because they are representations and representations have real properties. Since only substantial objects have properties, representations (and therefore ideas) must be substantial objects. But notice that this argument makes an ontological assumption about the epistemic role of ideas in order to reject any ontological account according to which ideas are not substantial. This ontological assumption appears to be related to the category mistake that Arnauld warns against, which is applied directly to representations in this instance and only indirectly to ideas.


      Consider the example of motion, which can be fast or slow, curvilinear or rectilinear. That is, motion has real properties. But motion is not thereby a substantial object. Rather, it is a clear instance of an attribute of substance. Malebranche’s argument proceeds by assuming that representations are substantial objects and then arguing that since ideas are essentially representative then they, too, must be substantial objects. Not only does this beg the question, it also ignores the alternative account of representation in terms of references grounded in causal connections that Arnauld defends. By rejecting the “mirror” analogy as an explanation of representation, Arnauld rejects the assumption that representation must include substantial objects in favor of a referential account of representation according to which A represents B by virtue of referring to it. Since referring is an activity, it would be a mistake to assume that this account of representation requires substantial objects.


      Having put this error behind him, Arnauld produces a set of definitions, axioms, and postulates intended to relieve the reader of those childhood prejudices that led to theories of representative beings in the first place: that immediate presence is required for perception, and that we often see objects in virtue of their representative images rather than directly. As mentioned earlier, the second and third of these definitions identifies thinking, knowing, and perceiving an object with the idea of that object. In the sixth definition, Arnauld clarifies this identification by pointing out that ideas are relata in two two-place relations; and that the word ‘perception’ is more appropriate for one relation while the word ‘idea’ is more appropriate for the other. Nevertheless, there is only one entity referred to here, not two. To use Arnauld’s example, to say that I perceive a square is to say that my mind is undergoing a particular kind of modification. To say that I have an idea of a square is to say that the square is objectively present to my mind; or, as Yolton puts it, the square is “the object to which I am attending or which I am perceiving.”21 The term idea more properly refers to the content of my perception (its objective reality) whereas perception picks out its status as a mental activity. Since an object cannot be present to my mind without a perception, and since Arnauld thinks that perceptions are individuated according to their content, these features are both ascribed to ideas. He takes this content to be intrinsic to the act itself. Perceptual acts represent things in virtue of their intrinsic content.


      The identification of ideas with perceptual acts is at the heart of Arnauld’s critique of Malebranche, since it allows Arnauld to reject any theory, particularly Malebranche’s, that takes ideas to be the objects of perceptual acts. To put Arnauld’s theory in the terms Yolton uses to understand Descartes, Arnauld accounts for three realities (the object, the idea of the object, and the object as it exists in the idea) with only two entities (the external object and the perceiving mind). That is, there is only a conceptual distinction between operations of the mind and the object of thought as conceived. Arnauld’s identification of ideas with perceptual acts allows him to reject “superfluous” representative beings “really distinct from ideas taken in the sense of perceptions” (TFI 199), standing between the mind and an external object. Yet it also allows him to speak of ideas as the immediate objects of perception, as discussed earlier.


      With respect to the notion of objective presence, Arnauld simply says that, “a thing is objectively in my mind when I conceive it” (TFI 198); by which he evidently means that something is objectively in the mind when it is cognized. He is clear that the representational function of objective presence is not analogous to pictorial resemblance:


      When it is said that our ideas and our perceptions (for I take them to be the same thing) represent to us the things that we conceive, and are the images of them, it is in an entirely different sense than when we say that pictures represent their originals and are images of them, or that words, spoken or written, are images of our thoughts. With regard to ideas, it means that the things that we conceive are objectively in our mind and in our thought. But this way of being objectively in the mind, is so peculiar to mind and to thought, being what in particular constitutes their nature, that we would look in vain for anything similar in the realm of what is not mind and thought. (TFI 199)


      Still, his description of representation as imagistic (although not pictorial) is unclear—particularly since he offers no explanation of what he means beyond insisting on the objective presence of a thing to the mind. The reader is left with few clues as to what it means for a representation to be imagistic yet not pictorial—or even, apparently, significatory, since the kind of imagistic representation at issue is unlike the way words are “images of our thoughts.” Perhaps the most plausible way to understand this peculiar sense of imagistic representation is in terms of a schema discussed earlier in relation to Descartes, rather than a picture.


      Yolton, when defending a reading of Locke’s theory of ideas as committed to Arnauld’s theory, describes it as a theory that “recognized the intentionality of thought . . . took the contents of perception as the cognitive translation of objects, [and] took these contents (ideas) to be signs which present the object to the mind.”22 Yolton refers to this as the “Arnauld-Locke theory” and notes its similarity to two of Reid’s claims about the nature of ideas (which Reid took to be acts of cognition). The first is that “our perceptions and sensations correspond to [impressions on the organs, nerves and brain]. . . . Without this exact correspondence, the information we receive by our senses would not only be imperfect, as it undoubtedly is, but would be fallacious, which we have no reason to think it is” (Intellectual Powers I, 89). Reid’s point, as Yolton says, is that “we receive information from objects.”23 The second of Reid’s claims is that “There is a sense in which a thing may be said to be perceived by a medium. Thus, any kind of sign may be said to be the medium by which I perceive or understand the thing signified. The sign, by custom, or compact, or perhaps by nature, introduces the thought of the thing signified” (Intellectual Powers I, 178). I take it that Yolton’s point is that, for Arnauld, Locke, and Reid, representation was informative about the object represented and referred to that object (where such a reference might take place whether or not a perceiver is in the presence of a formally real object—just as a speaker can refer to someone by name whether or not that person is physically present). Insofar as Yolton ascribes this theory to Arnauld, it clarifies what he may have meant by a form of representation that is neither pictorial nor merely significatory.


      Arnauld’s tenth definition construes objective presence in just the way Descartes does in the Third Meditation—as something that essentially requires a causal explanation:


      What is called being objectively in the mind, is not only being the object, at which my thought terminates, but it is being in my mind intelligibly, in the specific way in which objects are in the mind. The idea of the sun is the sun, insofar as it is in my mind, not formally as it is in the sky, but objectively, i.e., in the way that objects are in our thought, which is a way of being much more imperfect than that by which the sun is really existent, but which nevertheless we cannot say is nothing and does not need a cause. (TFI 100)


      Objective reality requires a causal explanation. Having followed Descartes in linking objective presence with causal explanation, one might expect Arnauld’s account of objective presence to include a two-fold account of its causal explanation. To ask for a causal explanation of objective presence from the perspective of an external thing is to ask what caused that thing’s being known, thought of, or understood by some mind. Alternatively, to ask for a causal explanation of objective presence from the perspective of an idea is to ask what causes the mind to have a representation with this content rather than some other content. Since Descartes’ account of objective presence offers causal explanations of meaning, reference, and intentionality (where meaning is explained by the schematic resemblance caused in an idea by the thing it represents; and reference and intentionality are also explained by a causal connection between an idea and the thing it represents in the manner of Yolton’s “double cause”), Arnauld’s causal explanation of objective reality presumably proceeds along the same lines.


      In his exposition of Arnauld’s theory of ideas, Nadler distinguishes between two ways to understand the intentionality of an idea. On the object approach, “every mental act is in fact directed at some object which is actually present to it.”24 That is, the object approach conceives of intentionality along the lines of a two-place relation between a perceiver and an object of some sort. But since an idea can be about an object that does not actually exist, the second place in the relation must be filled by something other than an external object—some other kind of object that is present to the perceiver. This is the basis of Malebranche’s development of objective reality in terms of representative beings.


      However, on the content approach, intentionality is not conceived on the model of a two-place relation. Nadler tells us that “the intentionality of a mental act is accounted for by the structure or content of the act itself, by some feature(s) intrinsic to the operation of the mind.” He continues, “Acts are not aimed at a content, but possess a content within themselves.”25 Nadler explicates this non-relational notion of intentionality by claiming that the content in virtue of which an idea is intentional prescribes the object represented by the idea. He then discusses this intentional prescribing in referential terms: “This content of the act, inhering in it, prescribes an object for the act, determines its objective reference, making it the ‘perception of such-and-such an object.’”26 On this account, to say that Arnauld takes the perceptual act itself to be essentially representative is to say that there is some structural feature of a perceptual act that makes it the perception of the sun, and which distinguishes it from other perceptual acts. It is in virtue of this intrinsic structure that the perceiver is referred to one thing rather than another. As Nadler puts it, “the perceptual act is a representation of a particular object, and hence the representational content of the act cannot be separated from it without changing that act in its essential nature (as the perception of such-and-such an object).”27 The content approach can accommodate the claim that intentionality is explained by a causal connection between an idea and the thing it is about, as well as the claim that this causal connection is a “double cause” in Yolton’s sense. The formally real sun causes specific motions in the nerves and brain, which in turn prompt the mind to interpret them according to divinely instituted principles. This interpretation is about the cause of specific motions in the nerves and brain because it refers the mind to that cause. It also schematically resembles that cause due to the fact that the motions in the nerves and brain that prompt an interpretation from the mind are specific to the sun—i.e., those motions could not have been caused by a spider, or by the moon. The result is an alternative account of representation, one consistent with the claim that ideas are perceptual acts without denying that those acts have representational or semantic content.


      V. Sergeant’s ‘Notions’


      Some of the principles that underlie the Cartesian doctrine of objective presence were not absent in British thought during the early modern period. Perhaps the clearest case is that of John Sergeant. He describes notions, which he distinguishes from ideas, in ways that would be familiar to Descartes and Arnauld:


      Notions are the very Natures of the Thing, or the Thing it self existing in us intellectually, and not a bare Idea or Similitude of it. (Method of Science 2)


      This sounds very much like the descriptions of objective reality as “the thing itself existing in the mind” that Descartes and Arnauld offer. More texts where Sergeant’s account of notions echoes Descartes’ account of objective reality appear in Solid Philosophy Asserted:


      Notions are the Meanings, or (to speak more properly) what is meant by the words we use: But what’s meant by the word is the Thing it self; therefore the Thing it self is in the Meaning; and consequently in the Mind; only which can mean. (Solid Philosophy Asserted 26)


      A Notion is the very thing it self existing in my understanding. (Solid Philosophy Asserted 27)


      Sergeant appears to use “mean” here to mean refer, and “meaning” to mean reference. That is, notions are what is referred to by the words we use, and what’s referred to is the thing itself. This is the way in which things exist in the mind—the mind uses words or other signs to refer to them—and this is a feature exclusive to minds since only minds can use signs to refer to things. Or, as Sergeant puts it, only minds can mean. Since Sergeant was a scholastic, he presumably admitted the very forms that Descartes discarded. But the point stands that the doctrine of objective presence and its relationship to theories of meaning and reference, were part of early modern British thought.


      VI. The Metaphysics of Modification


      In section II, I mentioned that part of the worry motivating one objection to reading Berkeley as committed to an act theory of ideas—that Berkeley says that minds are entirely distinct from ideas—was that the metaphysics of modification apparently make an act theory absurd in Berkeley’s view. One reason why Berkeley is supposed to think that ideas are objects entirely distinct from minds is that if, say, the ideas of blue and round were modifications of the mind, they would actually render the mind blue and round. That Berkeley rejects such a conclusion as absurd is read into his comments in PHK 49:


      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. 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; and it no more follows the soul or mind is extended, because extension exists in it alone, than it does that it is red or blue, because those colours are on all hands acknowledged to exist in it, and nowhere else. As to what philosophers say of subject and mode, that seems very groundless and unintelligible.


      Not only does Berkeley claim that ideas are not modes or attributes because of the absurdity that would result if they were, he also claims to find talk of modifications subsisting in substance unintelligible. That is, he seems to reject substance-attribute ontology altogether. Yet, in other texts Berkeley speaks unambiguously of minds as substances (PHK 7, 33, 36, 89, 91, 135, 136, 139; DHP 231–33), leaving the reader with the distinct impression that he accepts the general framework of substance-attribute ontology. These apparently contradictory comments about the ontology of minds and ideas complicate any effort to interpret PHK 49. For, Berkeley claims not to understand the very ontology that he uses to categorize minds and ideas.


      Before attempting to interpret this passage, however, it should be noted that Locke also claims not to understand substance-attribute ontology (Essay II.xiii.19–20)—even though he is clearly committed to such an ontology. Indeed, Locke explicitly lists finite minds as substances (along with God and bodies) in Essay II.xxvii.2. He also objects to Malebranche for reasons quite similar to Berkeley’s comments in PHK 49. In section 39 of his Examination of P. Malebranche’s Opinion of Seeing All Things in God, Locke complains that Malebranche’s explanation of sensations as “modifications of the soul” is uninformative since he gives no explanation of what a modification of the soul is apart from saying that it is a sensation. Furthermore, Locke wonders if “the same unextended indivisible substance [can] have different, nay inconsistent and opposite (as these of white and black must be) modifications at the same time?” The implication here is that if black and white are modifications of the mind, then the mind must actually be black and white at the same time if it has simultaneous black and white sensations. Locke, like Berkeley, finds this to be absurd. Yet he calls remembering, imagining, and reasoning “modes of thinking” (Essay II.i.20, see also Essay II.vi.2), and calls “perception, or thinking” and “volition, or willing,” “the two great and principal actions of the mind” (Essay II.vi.2). Given this context, Berkeley’s comments are neither surprising nor novel.


      Another factor to keep in mind is that the terms ‘mode’ and ‘modification,’ like the terms ‘idea’ and ‘substance,’ were systematically ambiguous in early modern thought. While all modes are defined by their ontological dependence on substances, early moderns recognized a variety of different modes. Consider the following list given by Descartes:


      But we employ the term mode when we are thinking of a substance as being affected or modified; when the modification enables the substance to be designated as a substance of such and such kind, we use the term quality; and finally, when we are simply thinking in a more general way of what is in a substance, we use the term attribute. Hence we do not, strictly speaking, say that there are modes or qualities in God, but simply attributes, since in the case of God, any variation is unintelligible. And even in the case of created things, that which always remains unmodified—for example existence or duration in a thing which exists and endures—should be called not a quality or a mode but an attribute. (Principles of Philosophy I, 56)


      Among the variety of modes Descartes lists here are modifications, which can change an underlying substance; qualities, which determine a substance to be of a kind (e.g., tiger, horse, gold, etc.); and attributes, which Descartes says earlier are “distinctive properties” of a substance, “constitute its nature and essence, and which is the foundation of all its other properties” (Principles of Philosophy I, 53). God has attributes rather than qualities because he is immutable and could not be changed by a modification. In addition to qualities and attributes, motions, powers and activities (or operations) are also often given as examples of modes (as Locke does in Essay II.vi.2, quoted above; as well as throughout II.i). But notice that motions, powers and activities are not modifications as defined by Descartes. Motions, for instance, do not change the moving substance in the manner of a modification. So, while they are modes of substance, motions should not be thought of as a kind of modification.


      Berkeley and Locke use ‘mode’ or ‘modification’ in Descartes’ restricted sense of ‘modification’ when they complain that the claim that ideas are modes has the absurd consequence that minds must be blue, round, black, or white whenever it has these ideas. Yet it is also clear that this is not the only way of conceiving of a mode of substance—even of mental substance. Locke himself conceives of perceptions as modes of mind—but not modifications—when he says, “The perception of ideas being (as I conceive) to the soul, what motion is to the body; not its essence, but one of its operations” (Essay II.i.10). If operations of the mind are analogous to motions, then they are modes but not modifications; i.e., they do not alter the minds of which they are modes. It seems that what both Locke and Berkeley find unintelligible is the claim that ideas are modifications of minds analogous to the way blue and round are modifications of bodies. Indeed, when Berkeley says that ideas are passive and inert (PHK 25), I take him to mean that they cannot modify minds on the model of modifications altering a substance (or, conversely, that minds are incapable of being modified by ideas). But he does not thereby deny that ideas are modes of mind in another sense. Indeed, he argues that ideas are activities or operations of the mind through a process of elimination. Modifications have already been ruled out. Since this or that particular idea is not essential to any mind (because, as PHK 2 says, the mind is entirely distinct from any of its ideas, and can exist without it), ideas are not attributes in the sense Descartes gives above. Since ideas are modes of unextended minds rather than extended bodies, they are not motions. We are left with activities or operations. This interpretation will receive further development in chapter 7. For the moment, it should be clear that worries about modification pose no threat to a reading of Berkeleyan ideas as cognitive acts.


      VII. Active and Passive Actions


      Another worry that informs some of the opposition to reading Berkeley as identifying ideas with cognitive acts stems from his claim mentioned above (PHK 25; see also PHK 27) that ideas are passive. How could Berkeley think ideas are acts, the worry goes, if he claims that they are passive? That is, how could an activity be passive? This worry overlooks the fact that several early modern thinkers made a closely related distinction between active and passive powers. In Essay II.xxi.2, Locke distinguishes between active and passive power:


      Power thus considered is two-fold, viz. as able to make, or able to receive any change. The one may be called active, and the other passive power.


      Locke’s distinction here is between initiating a change—being the cause of that change—and engaging in change or being changed. In another version of the active/passive distinction, Locke describes the passivity of mind in ways that suggest that the distinction is between activities that are voluntary (active) and those that are compelled (passive):


      In the reception of simple ideas, the understanding is for the most part passive. In this part the understanding is merely passive; and whether or not it will have these beginnings . . . is not in its own power. For the objects of our senses do, many of them, obtrude their particular ideas upon our minds whether we will or not. . . . These simple ideas, when offered to the mind, the understanding can no more refuse to have, nor alter when they are imprinted, nor blot them out and make new ones itself, than a mirror can refuse, alter, or obliterate the images or ideas which the objects set before it do therein produce.


      In both versions of the active/passive distinction, the difference for Locke is between agency and non-agency. But notice that there is no absurdity here to Locke’s notion of a passive power, or a passive activity.


      Similarly, Reid distinguished between active and speculative powers, where volition is an active power and understanding is a speculative power. In a footnote to this distinction, Reid adds the following clarification in reply to the objection that ‘active’ is opposed to ‘inactive’:


      Active is opposed to inactive; but it is not here intended to be said, that the cognitive powers are inactive; but merely that the action of the powers of appetency is different in kind from the action of the powers of knowledge. (Essays on the Active Powers of Man 1, note †)


      Reid warns us not to assume that ‘active’ is always contrasted with ‘inactive.’ In particular, cognition is not inactive because it is different from volition (which is active). Rather, cognition and volition are different kinds of activity.


      Berkeley may well have taken his lead from Locke and anticipated Reid on this point. Ideas of sense are passive, not because they are inactive, but because they are initiated involuntarily. They are inert in the sense that they are powerless, lacking both the active power to impose changes on minds and the passive power to be changed by minds (PHK 25–30). He seems to have this in mind in the following passage from the Three Dialogues:


      Phil. . . . I ask whether all your ideas are not perfectly passive and inert, including nothing of action in them.


      Hyl. They are.


      Phil. And are sensible qualities anything else but ideas?


      Hyl. How often have I acknowledged that they are not.


      Phil. But is not motion a sensible quality?


      Hyl. It is.


      Phil. Consequently it is no action?


      Hyl. I agree with you. And indeed it is very plain that when I stir my finger, it remains passive; but my will which produced the motion is active.


      Phil. Now, I desire to know, in the first place, whether, motion being allowed to be no action, you can conceive any action besides volition. (DHP 217)


      Philonous forces Hylas to agree that motion is passive; but notice Hylas’ comment that when he stirs his finger, the motion of the finger is passive but his volition that produces the motion is active. Philonous concludes that, because motion contains no volition, it is “allowed to be no action.” Surely, Philonous does not mean that motion is inactive in the sense that entails that there is no motion. Rather, he distinguishes between motion as a passive activity and willing that one’s finger stir as an active activity. To overlook the distinction between inaction and action that is compelled (rather than voluntary) would lead to unsatisfactory consequences. Marc Hight puts the point quite nicely in reply to an argument by George Pitcher:


      On this reading, acts would have to be directly caused by a volition. Even Berkeley would not likely adopt the position that one must be positively willing in order to be acting, since the implications of such a position border on the absurd. To use Pitcher’s own example, Berkeley would be forced to admit that there is no distinction between active and passive actions [my emphasis], such that there is no distinction between falling on an ant and the ant being fallen on in cases where my falling was not preceded by a volition.28


      An alternative way of stating this is as the distinction is between falling on an ant (involuntary) and stepping on an ant (voluntary), both of which are actions. Whatever the case may be, to deny that there are passive (i.e., involuntary) actions is to claim that falling on an ant is not an action at all, which, as Hight implies, is surely incorrect. The same reasoning applies to Berkeley’s claim that ideas are passive rather than active activities.


      VIII. Speaking with the Vulgar


      One of the more curious aspects of Berkeley’s early work is his repeated insistence that he “speaks with the vulgar.” This has generated much discussion over the extent to which Berkeley’s philosophy is consistent with common sense. While I will not wade too deeply into this debate here, it is my position that Berkeley uses this phrase ambiguously. In some texts, he clearly intends to assert that immaterialism is consistent with and supported by common sense. However, the idiom “speaking with the vulgar” has an interesting if somewhat overlooked history in seventeenth and eighteenth century British philosophical thought. In that tradition, to say of a philosopher that he “speaks with the vulgar” is to say something substantive about his philosophical position on the nature of ideas. For a philosopher to speak with the vulgar is for him to be committed to the claim that ideas are identical to acts of perception, broadly construed. In section 2 of his Remarks Upon Some of Mr. Norris’ Books, Locke addresses the complaint that he has not “given an account of or explained the nature of our ideas” (Works 248). He begins by saying what he understands by “the nature of ideas”:


      By the “nature of ideas,” therefore, is meant here their causes and manner of production in the mind, i.e. in what alteration of the mind this perception consists. (Works 248)


      He explains this “manner of production in the mind” in contradistinction to Malebranche’s account of the nature of ideas in terms of “seeing all things in God”:


      For what difference a man finds in himself, when he sees a marygold, and sees not a marygold, has no difficulty, and needs not be inquired after: he has the idea now, which he had not before. The difficulty is, what alteration is made in his mind; what changes that has in itself, when it sees what it did not see before, either the divine idea in the understanding of God, or, as the ignorant think, the marygold in the garden. Either supposition, as to this matter, is all one; for they are both things extrinsical to the mind, till it has that perception; and when it has it, I desire them to explain to me, what the alteration in the mind is, besides saying, as we vulgar do, it is having a perception, which it had not the moment before. (Works 248–49; my emphasis)


      Notice that Locke includes himself as one who speaks as the vulgar do. The difference between having an idea of a marigold and not having that idea is identified as either perceiving a divine idea (Malebranche’s view) or perceiving the marigold directly (the “ignorant” or “vulgar” presupposition). Either way, the idea itself is an alteration of the mind, and an alteration of the mind is the having of a perception. The intended contrast is between the “vulgar” understanding of ideas—which Locke adopts—according to which ideas just are perceptions; and the “philosophical” understanding that takes ideas to be objects of perception distinct from the perceptions themselves.


      This contrast continues in Reid’s Essay on the Intellectual Powers of Man. When summarizing Arnauld’s view, Reid says,


      From the account I have given, one would be apt to conclude that Arnauld totally denied the existence of ideas, in the philosophical sense of that word, and that he adopted the notion of the vulgar, who acknowledge no object of perception but the external object. (Philosophical Works I, 297; my emphasis)


      According to Reid, the philosophical use of ‘idea’ includes an internal mental entity (a representative being) that is the object of an act of thought, whereas the ‘vulgar’ use of ‘idea’ identifies ideas with acts of cognition or perception—as Arnauld claims. The term ‘vulgar’ appears to have been used in British philosophical circles of the time to indicate a certain understanding of the nature of ideas—that they are identical with perceptual acts, and that their objects are not tertium quid but are external things themselves.


      If Berkeley used ‘vulgar’ the way Locke and Reid did, to convey commitment to a certain understanding of the nature of ideas, then Berkeley means that he, too, identifies ideas with acts of cognition. To repeat, I do not suppose that this was the only use Berkeley made of the term ‘vulgar,’ and I do not deny that he also claimed that his views were supported by and consistent with common sense. But there is an additional way to understand Berkeley’s comments about the vulgar. Indeed, his first use of the term ‘vulgar’ in the Principles draws a contrast between a vulgar sense and a philosophical sense found in Locke and Reid:


      I will be urged that thus much at least is true, to wit, that we take away all corporeal substances. To this my answer is, that if the word substance be taken in the vulgar sense—for a combination of sensible qualities, such as extension, solidity, weight, and the like—this we cannot be accused of taking away: but if it be taken in a philosophic sense—for the support of accidents or qualities without the mind—then indeed I acknowledge that we take it away, if one may be said to take away that which never had any existence. (PHK 37)


      Although Berkeley does not speak specifically of the nature of ideas in this passage, it comes after he has established that “corporeal substances” are ideas. Still, his contrast between the vulgar sense and the philosophical sense and his aligning himself with the vulgar sense are clear echoes of Locke (and anticipate Reid).


      That echo becomes clearer in the Three Dialogues, where Philonous responds to Hylas’ account of sound as motion in the air by saying,

      “It seems then there are two sorts of sound—the one vulgar, or that which is heard, the other philosophical and real?” (DHP 182). Later, colors are taken in the vulgar sense for the immediate objects of sight (DHP 187), echoing Locke’s example of the idea of marigold. In expressing his commitment to the “vulgar” view that we perceive external things themselves rather than tertium quid, Berkeley says (through Philonous):


      I am of a vulgar cast, simple enough to believe my senses, and leave things as I find them. To be plain, it is my opinion that the real things are those very things I see, and feel, and perceive by my senses. (DHP 229)


      Hylas later reminds Philonous of this commitment: “You say you believe your senses; and seem to applaud yourself that in this you agree with the vulgar” (DHP 245). To which Philonous responds in part by asking Hylas to consider whether “it be not the wisest way to follow nature, trust your senses, and, laying aside all anxious thought about unknown natures or substances, admit with the vulgar those for real things which are perceived by the sense.” (DHP 246). Perhaps the clearest example of Berkeley’s use of the “vulgar” sense of ideas in contrast to the “philosophical” comes at the end of the Third Dialogue:


      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 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. Which two notions put together, do, in effect, constitute the substance of what I advance. (DHP 262)


      Once again, one should not be mislead by Berkeley’s uses of “immediately perceive,” since Arnauld has shown that ideas can be immediately perceived even if they are identical to perceptual acts. Indeed, Berkeley’s claim to have put these two notions together is a reference to Arnauld’s argument that we immediately perceive both ideas and external objects themselves, discussed above in section II.


      The evidence presented here does not conclusively establish that Berkeley identified ideas with perceptual acts. But it certainly shows that he, like Arnauld, Locke, and the philosophically untrained, took things rather than ideas to be the objects of perception. Only texts where he says that ideas are perceptual acts can decisively establish Berkeley as holding this view. Such texts are available, although even this falls short of conclusive evidence. In his notebooks Berkeley asks, “Wherein I pray you does the perception of white differ from white?” (PC 585). Later he says, “The Distinguishing betwixt an Idea and perception of the idea has been one great cause of Imagining material substances” (PC 609). I take this to be a remark against Malebranche on the side of Arnauld—and given Berkeley’s rejection of material substances, evidence that he adopted the view that ideas are identical with perceptual acts. Indeed, in the Three Dialogues he explicitly rejects Malebranche’s ‘philosophical’ (as opposed to ‘vulgar’) understanding of the nature of ideas in terms of the objects of perception:


      Mark it well; I do not say, I see things by perceiving that which represents them in the intelligible Substance of God. This I do not understand; but I say, the things by me perceived are known by the understanding. (DHP 215)


      Notice the similarity to Locke’s critique of Malebranche in this passage. In the surrounding texts, Berkeley also follows Locke in relating the nature of ideas to the manner of their production (i.e., giving a causal explanation of ideas in the tradition of Descartes and Arnauld), arguing that it is inconceivable that an idea should be produced by anything but a mind and by any method other than volition.


      In the Principles, Berkeley again invokes “the modern way” of speaking about ideas, which includes speaking of them as acts:


      But if, in the modern way, the word idea is extended to spirits, and relations, and acts, this is, after all, an affair of verbal concern. (PHK 142)


      This modern way of speaking appears in the next section, when he discusses abstract ideas:


      The doctrine of abstract ideas has had no small share in rendering those sciences intricate and obscure which are particularly conversant about spiritual things. 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 itself, as from their respective objects and effects. (PHK 143)


      If particular ideas were objects, one would expect abstract ideas to be formed from those objects and not, as Berkeley says here, from powers or acts of the mind. Furthermore, Berkeley uses the Cartesian vernacular for objective reality, speaking of objects and their properties as being in the mind “by way of idea”:


      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. 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)


      This passage implies that Berkeley was committed to some form of the Cartesian doctrine of objective reality; so, too, does Berkeley’s comment in Siris: “We know a thing when we understand it; and we understand it when we can interpret or tell what it signifies” (S 253). Given the interpretation of objective reality developed here, according to which the mind interprets motions in the nerves and brain as being about and referring to the external thing that caused those motions, Berkeley’s comment here is a striking indication of his general commitment to that view.


      This claim is supported by the not insignificant fact that Berkeley follows Arnauld in using perception, thought, and knowledge interchangeably, and in his definition of “mind” or “spirit.” Recall that Arnauld defines a mind as a substance that thinks, that he uses the words “think,” “perceive,” and “know” interchangeably, and claims that ideas and perceptions are the same thing—from which we can infer that ideas cannot exist without perceptions (definitions 1, 2, and 3 from Chapter V of TFI, quoted above). Now consider §2 of the Principles:


      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 myself. By which words I do not denote any one of my ideas, but a thing entirely distinct from them, wherein, they exist, or, which is the same thing, whereby they are perceived, for the existence of an idea consists in being perceived.


      Notice that “idea” is used interchangeably with “object of knowledge,” and “knows” is used interchangeably with “perceives.” Berkeley repeats this interchangeable use in many passages. Later, he uses the phrase “sensation or perception of [an object]” (PHK 5), indicating that sensations (which are ideas) and perceptions (which are acts) are interchangeable. But terms can only be interchangeable if they refer to the same thing. Similarly, he says in the Three Dialogues, “I say, the things by me perceived are known by the understanding” (DHP 215). Also note that the mind is that which knows or perceives, just as Arnauld says—and that perception is not listed among the operations that the mind performs about its ideas. Presumably, if ideas were the objects of perception, then perception would be the most important operation on Berkeley’s list. Finally, notice that the existence of an idea is identified with an act of perception. The phrase “being perceived” should not put anyone off, since Arnauld takes virtual reflection to be essential to the nature of ideas.


      IX. The Adverbial Account


      So far, the most widely recognized evidence that Berkeley held an act theory of ideas has not been mentioned. That evidence consists in an extended passage in the Second Dialogue where Berkeley rejects a distinction between acts of perception and the objects of perception. The passage begins with Hylas distinguishing between the act of perception and the object perceived (the objects in this case are the colors that Hylas takes to be “on that tulip,” distinct from the act of perceiving those colors, which “is in me only, and not in the tulip”). After a bit of discussion, Philonous returns to Hylas’ distinction:


      Philonous: To return then to your distinction between sensation and object; if I take you right, you distinguish in every perception two things, the one an action of the mind, the other not. (DHP 195)


      Later, this distinction is tied to another, the distinction between what the mind perceives actively, which Berkeley takes to essentially involve volitions, and what the mind receives passively:


      Philonous: The mind therefore is to be accounted active in its perceptions so far forth as volition is included in them?


      Hylas: It is. (DHP 196)


      Finally, Philonous rejects Hylas’ distinction based on the fact that the mind is passive in the perception of light, colors, sounds, and pains:


      Philonous: Since therefore you are in the very perception of light and colors altogether passive, what is become of that action you were speaking of as an ingredient in every sensation? And doth it not follow from your own concessions, that the perception of light and colors, including no action in it, may exist in an unperceiving substance? And is not this a plain contradiction?


      Hylas: I know not what to think of it.


      Philonous: Besides, since you distinguish the active and passive in every perception, you must do it in that of pain. But how is it possible that pain, be it as little active as you please, should exist in an unperceiving substance? In short, do but consider the point, and then confess ingenuously, whether light and colors, tastes, sounds, etc. are not all equally passions or sensations in the soul. You may indeed call them external objects, and give them in words what subsistence you please. But, examine your own thoughts, and then tell me whether it be not as I say? (DHP 197)


      This passage is the centerpiece of the adverbial account of Berkeley’s theory of ideas, according to which ideas are events of perception rather than the objects of perception. Pitcher understands Berkeley as making the following argument in that passage:


      If you distinguish two elements in every perception of an idea—the perceiving of the idea and the idea perceived—the first element would have to be a (mental) act, since the phrase “perceiving an idea” is simply short for the expression “the act of perceiving an idea.” But there is no such act, since we are entirely passive in perception. . . . Since there is no such thing as an act of perceiving an idea, the alleged distinction between that (nonexistent) act and the idea perceived must be rejected.29


      According to Pitcher, by showing that there is no “act” involved in perceiving because perception is involuntary, Berkeley shifts from an “act-object” theory of perception (one that is indicated by other passages) to an adverbial theory.


      On the act-object theory, the act of perceiving is ontologically distinct from the object of perception. It is quite common to claim, for instance, that a perception of blue involves two elements—an act of the mind and a distinct idea that is the object of that act, i.e. the blue sensation perceived. This distinction is rejected by the adverbial theory, with the “act” of perceiving now thought of as an event while the object of perception collapses into that event. According to the adverbial account, instead of saying one sees a blue sensation, it is correct to say that one sees “bluely.” Pitcher argues that the adverbial account is the best explanation for Berkeley’s esse is percipi principle.30 One reason to think that Berkeley shifted away from the act-object model is that on that model ideas can exist unperceived. But if the objects of perception collapse into events of perception, then it is easy to see how the objects we perceive are nothing but ideas.


      Despite its use in interpreting the esse is percipi principle, many commentators have found the adverbial account of Berkeley’s ideas to be wholly unsatisfactory. Since the adverbial account arrives at the same conclusion defended here—that Berkeley was committed to an act theory of ideas—the reasons for rejecting the adverbial account require careful consideration. The foremost reason is that, Pappas tells us, “there is nearly decisive textual evidence that Berkeley regarded his sensible ideas as objects of which we are aware rather than events of sensing.”31 However, Arnauld repeatedly spoke of ideas as objects of awareness, even though he was unequivocally committed to an act theory of ideas. So the textual evidence that Pappas presents must be read very closely. One such passage is PHK 2; but I have already shown that this passage is not decisive against the claim that Berkeley took ideas to be perceptual acts (see section II). Indeed, Berkeley echoes Arnauld’s definitions of mind, perception, knowledge, and idea in that text. Another passage occurs in PHK 89:


      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. viz. 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.


      Pappas takes Berkeley to insist in this passage that since minds and ideas are two kinds of things, they must both be objects. I have already shown that Berkeley’s claim that minds are “entirely distinct” from ideas does not imply that ideas are distinct from minds and so must be objects (see section II). Surely, Berkeley thinks (as does Arnauld) that the mind is not identical to any of its states, or even a collection of such states. Just as surely, states of mind are fleeting and dependent, and cannot exist on their own. Berkeley does not say here that ideas are objects of states of mind—only that ideas have a very different kind of existence than do minds. The former have an ontologically dependent existence, whereas the latter have an ontologically independent existence. This is the case for Berkeley whether ideas are objects or perceptual acts; and so that issue is not decided by this text.


      Pappas also rejects the passage from the Three Dialogues cited by Pitcher as evidence that Berkeley rejects any distinction between ideas and perceptual acts. As he reads that passage, “Berkeley’s concern . . . is not to dispute [the act-object model], but rather to distinguish between the mind’s being active in perception and the mind’s being passive.”32 Pappas’ reading is correct, particularly when this distinction is understood in terms of the difference between voluntary and involuntary actions (the latter Berkeley refers to as passions in this passage, following Descartes). In fact Berkeley has a bigger target in mind: the Cartesian doctrine of doxastic voluntarism. In the Fourth Meditation, Descartes argues that every act of cognition involves a volitional act of assenting to or dissenting from the content cognized. Arnauld expresses his commitment to this view in On True and False Ideas by claiming that the soul is “active absolutely and by its nature,” including the soul’s active “power to give itself different perceptions” (TFI 343).


      In the passage quoted above, Berkeley denies that we have the active power to give ourselves different perceptions, since it is clear that we do not choose to be in pain (or the intensity of the pain, etc.). Nor do we choose to believe that we are in pain. Rather, the belief and the experience coincide, and there is no volitional activity on the part of the mind in forming the belief that one is in pain. He extends this argument to other forms of sensory experience, so that one’s experience of seeing yellow and the belief that one sees yellow are involuntary. These claims are confirmed through acts of reflection (“But, examine your own thoughts, and then tell me whether it be not as I say”). The passage is not evidence that Berkeley rejected an act-object distinction for ideas; but it is also not evidence that he took ideas to be objects.


      Another reason the adverbial reading is rejected is that, as Pappas points out, on that account ideas lack phenomenal content altogether, whereas Berkeley is clear that ideas possess determinate phenomenal content.33 Winkler makes a similar point when he claims that, on the adverbial account, there can be no explanation of the semantic content of a thought: “If ideas are going to explain the content of our mental acts and operations, even if only in part, then they must be distinct from (that is, not identical with) those acts and operations.”34 Although the inability to explain phenomenal content or semantic content is certainly a failing of the adverbial account, this does not imply that all accounts of ideas as perceptual acts have this shortcoming. Indeed, the reading defended here differs from the adverbial account in that it can explain the content of ideas as perceptual acts. The key to such an explanation lies in Arnauld’s account of objective reality. For Arnauld, not only is it necessary that every thought have content, but perceptual acts are individuated according to their content:


      Therefore, since it is clear that I think, it is also clear that I think of something, because thought is essentially thus. So, since there can be no thought or knowledge without an object known, I can no more ask what is the reason why I think of something, than why I think, since it is impossible to think without thinking of something. But I can very well ask why I think of one thing rather than another. (TFI 184)


      Thought is impossible without content; even if that content is part a mental act rather than an object of such acts. To think of something, for Arnauld, is for that object itself to be objectively present to the mind, or “in the mind by way of idea”:


      To say of the perception of a square that it is that by which I perceive a square, that it is that by which a square is objectively present to my mind, that it is that which represents a square, or that it is a modification of my soul which is representative of a square—all of these ways of speaking signify the same thing, although with different words.35


      Perceptual acts have content in virtue of the objective presence of things to the mind. Objective presence determines that the act is a perception of the sun, or a spider, or an elephant—and, Arnauld thinks, such statements cannot be explained in any other way. The content is a structural component of the act itself and directs the mind towards the external thing perceived; although, as Nadler points out, perceptual acts need not be directed towards their own content except insofar as they are necessarily reflexive in the manner described earlier.36


      Furthermore, at least Winkler’s objection overlooks Arnauld’s doctrine of virtual and explicit reflexivity. If the explanation of the content of a thought requires an entity numerically distinct from the thought itself, this can be explained in Arnauld’s system by the fact that first-order ideas are numerically distinct from the higher-order ideas that take them as their objects (in Berkeley’s case, as we shall see, notions play the role of Arnauld’s higher-order ideas). This feature is sufficient to overcome the objection.


      Thus, the objection that the adverbial account cannot explain the content of ideas is not a general complaint against act theories of ideas. Once the doctrine of objective reality is taken into account, a reading of Berkeley becomes available wherein he identifies ideas with perceptual acts and nevertheless insists that they have content. That interpretation of Berkeleyan ideas certainly rejects the perceptual object reading; but it does not amount to an adverbial reading either. When one perceives a spider, one does not perceive black, fuzzy, an arachnid shape, etc. That is, these sensations are not the objects of one’s perception, with the spider taken as the thing that is represented by these phenomenal objects. Nor when one perceives a spider does one perceive blackly, fuzzily, arachnidly, etc., if by this is meant that one’s perception lacks determinate content. This is what is implied by the adverbial account; and this, too, must be rejected given Berkeley’s commitment to the essentially representative nature of ideas. The correct reading is that one perceives the external spider as black, fuzzy, arachnid in form, etc. The spider itself is the object of one’s perceptual act such that ideas do have objects; and the content of one’s perceptual act is such that it refers the mind to the external spider itself. Yet that content is best understood as the structural element of a perception that makes representation possible. It is the means by which a perceptual act directs the mind towards an object external to it, rather than the immediate object towards which the mind is directed (except in a trivial sense). A full defense of the claim that Berkeley was committed to this view must evolve over the course of the next several chapters.


      Notes


      1. By “substantial” here I mean as of a substance.


      2. Marc Hight (2008, 74) puts the point nicely: “Yet ideas are only acts, so are material objects immediately perceived or not? If one defines ‘immediately’ as ‘perceived without representation,’ then the answer is no. If one defines ‘immediately’ as without a representative entity distinct from the perceptual act itself, then the answer is yes.” Hight’s point, on Arnauld’s behalf, is that Malebranche begs the question against Arnauld when he assumes that ideas must be objects in order to be immediately perceived.


      3. Steven Nadler (1989, 120).


      4. Nadler calls such an idea “a second-order act of perception directed at the first and having it as its object” (1989, 119). I borrow the phrase “higher-order” and the distinction between first-order ideas and higher order ideas from Harry Frankfurt’s (1971) discussion of first-order and higher-order volitions.


      5. Nadler (1989, 119).


      6. Hight, for instance, when discussing Yolton’s interpretation of Locke as committed to an act theory of ideas, objects that Locke claims that the mind compares ideas. He then poses the rhetorical questions, “If ideas are merely conscious mental contents, then what is it that one compares?” (2008, 85). With respect to his claim that, “Locke’s language generally does not cohere well with the view that ideas are nothing but intentional objects,” Hight asks, “About what would be speaking?” (2008, 84). These are all examples of an inference from grammatical structure to ontological structure, irrespective of the strength of Hight’s critique of Yolton’s interpretation.


      7. Berkeley: An Interpretation, 7.


      8. Ibid., 5–6.


      9. See Normore (1986, 226–30).


      10. See Ayers (1998b, 1064–65).


      11. Ayers (1998b) and Normore (1986), for instance, read Descartes as committed to a merely conceptual distinction, whereas Chappell (1986) argues that Descartes was committed to a real distinction.


      12. See Normore (1986, 263).


      13. This challenge was noticed by Caterus. In the First Objection to the Mediations, Caterus complains that since “objective being in the intellect” is “merely an extraneous label which adds nothing to the thing itself” (CSM II, 66–67), it does not require a cause.


      14. (Yolton 1984). Hereafter referred to as “Perceptual Acquaintance,” followed by the page number.


      15. Perceptual Acquaintance, 35.


      16. Ibid.


      17. Ibid., 30.


      18. This reading is suggested in the context of Descartes’ account of natural signs by Louis Marin (1975, 91), as translated and quoted in Yolton, Perceptual Acquaintance, 27. Given Arnauld’s Cartesianism, it is reasonable that he should have understood imagistic representation in whatever way Descartes understood it.


      19. Arnauld may be responding to arguments by Petrus Aureoli in Scriptum super primum Sententiarum, who, according to Normore, argued that “objects of thought were in the mind . . . as images are in a mirror” (1986, 233).


      20. Hight refers to the doctrine of objective presence as a “Cartesian mystery,” (2008, 76 n11); although this does not imply that he has the present worry about act theories, or that he makes the assumption about representation under discussion.
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      Chapter Three

    


    
      Seeing Distance, Size, and Orientation

    


    
      Berkeley’s broad commitment to Arnauld’s act theory of ideas does not imply that he agreed with Arnauld completely, or that he made no substantial contributions of his own. On the contrary, Berkeley’s first publication, the Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (NTV), strikes me as an extended, original contribution to the act theory of ideas, which he defends by showing how it solves certain empirical puzzles about vision. However, revealing the contours of Berkeley’s contribution presents a challenge because he assumes that his reader is familiar not only with rival theories of vision but also with various accounts of the nature of ideas, accounts which are at the heart of the aforementioned theories of vision. It is therefore useful to juxtapose Berkeley’s arguments with relevant arguments from both competing theories of vision and accounts of the nature of ideas. This includes discussion of how the doctrine of objective reality informs early modern theories of vision. Understanding Berkeley’s contribution to the doctrine of objective reality through his theory of vision will become indispensable to interpreting his distinction between immediate and mediate perception, his attack on Locke’s theory of abstraction and development of his own account of general notions in chapter 6, his defense of immaterialism in chapter 7, and his account of divine ideas in chapter 8.


      Berkeley’s NTV is divided into roughly four discussions. Sections 1–51 are dedicated to explaining the visual perception of distance, including a discussion of Barrow’s Illusion (sections 29–40) and the Molyneux problem (sections 41–42). Sections 52–87 explain the visual perception of size, including a discussion of the moon illusion (sections 67–78), and a discussion in sections 79–87 of the implications of the invention of the microscope on theories of vision (the Molyneux problem is raised again in section 79). Sections 88–120 explain the visual perception of “situation,” or the orientation of objects in relation to other objects. In this discussion Berkeley raises the problem of inverted retinal images (sections 88–89), and discusses the Molyneux problem once more (sections 101–10). The final discussion, in sections 121–59, is an extended defense of the heterogeneity thesis. Here, Berkeley discusses the abstract idea of extension (sections 122–26) and summarizes arguments given in earlier sections.


      The Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision is a wide-ranging work, covering diverse topics. One cannot expect to address all of the topics Berkeley raises in that work in a single volume that also discusses Berkeley’s views on abstraction, immaterialism, and divine ideas. Still, the views he defends there are of such importance that this chapter and the next two are devoted to the most prominent of them. As the title indicates, this chapter interprets Berkeley’s account of visual perception of distance, size (or magnitude), and orientation. Chapter 4 discusses the Molyneux Man thought experiment that Berkeley uses repeatedly throughout NTV. Chapter 5 gives an account of the distinction between immediate and mediate perception, and his arguments for the heterogeneity thesis.


      I. The Problem of Seeing Distance


      Berkeley begins his theory of vision by telling us that he intends to explain “the manner wherein we perceive by sight the distance, magnitude and situation of objects” (NTV 1). The first challenge is to explain visual perception of distance. This is a challenge because, as Berkeley says in the next section, distance cannot be immediately 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)


      Berkeley borrows this explanation of the problem in terms of rays of light striking the retina “endwise” (as opposed to lengthwise, which would presumably allow us to judge distance via the length of the rays) from Molyneux. We can and do make accurate visual judgments of distance despite lacking any phenomenal visual experiences of it. Berkeley’s point is cognitive rather than geometric. The problem confronting him is to explain our ability to see distance given that distance is not included in the content of visual sensations.1


      Two features of Berkeley’s approach to this problem deserve discussion before turning to his proposed solution. One feature is that the problem turns on what is immediately perceived by sight. From the fact that distance cannot be discerned exclusively from the information recorded on the retina, and the fact that we nevertheless make distance judgments, Berkeley distinguishes between what is immediately perceived by vision and what is mediately perceived. The implication, of course, is that the solution to the problem turns on this distinction; and that Berkeley needs to explain how distance is mediately perceived by sight. Ultimately, this is exactly what he’ll do. But an understanding of the problem and Berkeley’s solution requires an understanding of how he draws the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. The other feature of Berkeley’s approach is his terse rejection of “geometrical” solutions to the problem—explanations in terms of lines and angles. Berkeley rejects all such explanations on the grounds that perceivers are unaware of their having ideas of such lines and angles. His appeal to first-person experience (§12) may seem as puzzling and unsatisfactory. Why should it matter whether or not one is aware of her computing the angle of a vertex of two axes? Armstrong, for instance, says of Berkeley,


      So, it seems, it is no real objection to the view that distance is not immediately seen, but is judged of by lines and angles, to say that we are not conscious of doing any such thing. All that is necessary is that the lines and angles be observed (however unselfconsciously) in a rough-and-ready way.2


      Despite Armstrong’s silence on what constitutes a “rough and ready way” to observe lines and angles, his point is well taken. Berkeley must have some warrant for rejecting any appeal to lines and angles on the basis of a lack of awareness of them.


      The issue of how Berkeley draws the distinction between immediate and mediate perception is deferred to chapter 5, where it complements a discussion of Berkeley’s heterogeneity thesis (the claim that the immediate objects of sight and touch are not identical). This chapter focuses on Berkeley’s claim that geometric theories of vision are not up to the task of explaining visual perception of distance (or magnitude, or situation), and understanding the solution he develops in terms of visual sensations signifying tactile sensations. Specifically, Armstrong’s challenge must be addressed in ways that are both historically and philosophically compelling, and that are consistent with Berkeley’s proposed solution. This requires some discussion of the “geometric” theories of vision, Descartes’ and Malebranche’s in particular, that are Berkeley’s rivals.


      II. Descartes’ Account of Perceptual Cognition


      Although there was no single theory of vision that directly corresponds to what Berkeley calls the geometric account, two theories that he almost certainly took to be his targets were those of Descartes and Malebranche. Descartes’ account of perceptual cognition and its relation to his doctrine of objective reality were briefly discussed in chapter 2. Given that Descartes intends his notion of objective reality to feature prominently in his account of perceptual cognition, one might expect to find a detailed discussion of objective reality and the role it plays in perception in his various accounts of the latter. Unfortunately, this is not the case. While Descartes offers several accounts of perception, on at least one occasion he admits that the account is incomplete, presumably because it lacks an explanation of the role of objective presence; but he defers such an explanation for a more appropriate place.3 Apparently, he never wrote that deferred discussion, leaving his reader to piece together what his complete theory of perceptual cognition might have looked like.


      In his Replies to the Sixth Set of Objections, Descartes distinguishes between three grades of sensory perception. The first grade consists in stimulation of the sensory organs by external objects. He says that “this can consist in nothing but the motion of the particles of the organs, and any change of shape and position resulting from this motion” (CSM II, 294). Descartes conceives of this motion in mechanistic terms. The second grade involves the production of sensations in the mind as a result of the stimulation of bodily organs in the first grade. “Such effects include the perceptions of pain, pleasure, thirst, hunger, colours, sound, taste, smell, heat, cold and the like, which arise as it were from the intermingling of mind and body” (CSM II, 294). Strictly speaking, no stimulation of bodily organs could cause sensations in the mind. Nevertheless, Descartes envisions a reliable correspondence between stimulation of the sense organs and the occurrence of this or that sensation. The third grade of perception “includes all the judgments about things outside us which we have been accustomed to make from our earliest years—judgments which are occasioned by the movements of these bodily organs” (CSM II, 295).


      Descartes locates objective reality in the third grade of perception. He uses seeing a stick as an example of how these three grades function to produce an idea in the mind. We see the stick because


      rays of light are reflected off the stick and set up certain movements in the optic nerve and, via the optic nerve, in the brain. . . . This movement in the brain, which is common to us and brutes, is the first grade of sensory response. This leads to the second grade, which extends to the mere perception of the colour and light reflected from the stick; it arises from the fact that the mind is so intimately conjoined with the body that it is affected by the movements which occur in it. . . . But suppose that, as a result of being affected by this sensation of colour, I judge that a stick, located outside me, is coloured; and suppose that on the basis of the extension of the colour and its boundaries together with its position in relation to the parts of the brain, I make a rational calculation about the size, shape and distance of the stick: although such reasoning is commonly assigned to the senses (which is why I have here referred it to the third grade of sensory response), it is clear that it depends solely on the intellect. (CSM II, 295)


      Descartes implies that there is a causal explanation for the judgments located in the third grade of perception, since these judgments are about those sensations and motions in the nerves and brain in the second grade that are prompted by stimulation of the sense organs in the first grade. What stands out here is the implication that the third grade of perception is informative, implying the presence of ideas in the objective sense.


      In the Regulae, Descartes extends these three grades into a five-step process for the formation of ideas through environmental stimuli. The first step involves the sense organs being impacted in such a way that they take on an impression of the stimulus as wax does from a seal. Descartes famously says that this is not merely an analogy, but that receiving an impression from a stimulus is necessary for perception:


      It should not be thought that I have a mere analogy in mind here: we must think of the external shape of the sentient body as being really changed by the object in exactly the same way as the shape of the surface of the wax is altered by the seal. (CSM I, 40)


      The sense organs convey these received impressions or “figures” to the common sense in the second step; and the common sense in turn imprints the figures it receives from the sense organs on the fantasy or imagination in the third step. The imagination then determines corresponding motion in the nerves. This fourth step is the limit of perception for animals since, “we refuse to allow that they have any awareness of things, but merely grant them a purely corporeal imagination” (CSM I, 42). In other words, consciousness is the mark that differentiates the fourth and fifth steps (and, presumably, one of the hallmarks of consciousness is intentionality, or “awareness of things’). The fifth step involves the intellect. Again, this is where objective reality has a role in perception. Yet, Descartes defers any explication here by saying, “How understanding comes about I shall explain at greater length in the appropriate place” (CSM I, 42).


      He describes perception in similar terms in the Treatise on Man, although with little additional insight into the role that objective reality plays in perception. After a detailed account of the physiology of sensory systems, Descartes describes a process whereby ideas are imprinted on the common sense, and these impressions are “considered by” the rational soul. The figures traced on the surface of the pineal gland (where the figures received by the common sense are imprinted on the fantasy or imagination) “should be taken to be the forms or images which the rational soul united to this machine [the body] will consider directly when it imagines some object or perceives it by the senses” (CSM I, 106). This “considering” is prompted by the sense organs in the case of perception and by the will in the case of imagination. For the “rational soul” to perceive some object on the basis of the form the object traces on the pineal gland, and to do so in such a way that the mind becomes conscious of the object while the form under consideration is informative with respect to the object that causes it, is for that object to be objectively present to the mind. But Descartes leaves the reader to draw this conclusion without further comment.


      In the Optics, Descartes says his goal is to explain vision in such a way that the non-technical reader can understand how instruments like telescopes improve and enlarge our visual knowledge. He begins, in Discourse Four, by giving a summary description of the senses in general in the ways discussed above. His point is to distinguish his account of perception from those that posit intentional species, or “certain images transmitted by objects to the brain” (CSM I, 165). Descartes’ alternative account is mechanistic and dispenses with the assumption that in order to perceive an object the soul must contemplate an image that resembles the object.4 He says that there are six qualities perceptible by sight—light, color, position, distance, size, and shape—claiming that only light and color belong properly to the sense of sight (CSM I, 167). Sensations of light result from “the force of the movements taking place in the regions of the brain where the nerve-fibers originate,” and sensations of color are “the manner of these movements” (CSM I, 167). The degree of force with which light impacts the nerve fibers “determines the quantity of light which is seen” (CSM I, 168); and this degree of force co-varies with the distance between the object seen and the perceiver, the size of the pupil, and the area of the retina.


      Visual perception of position and distance, however, do not depend on the degree or manner of impact that rays of light make on the optic nerve fibers. Rather, visual perception of position depends on and co-varies with changes in the positions of the nerves themselves. Likewise, visual perception of distance depends on several factors: the shape of the eye, “the relation of the eyes to one another,” i.e., the angle at which they must be disposed in relation to each other in order to focus on an object; “by the distinctness or indistinctness of the shape seen, together with the strength or weakness of the light”; and by distance cues such as the relative sizes of intervening objects in the visual field (CSM I, 170). Descartes thinks that a significant difference between sensations of light and color and perception of distance and position is that the latter are perceived “by means of our eyes exactly as we do by means of our hands” (CSM I, 169)—i.e., through natural geometry—whereas the former are not.


      His paradigm analogy throughout this discussion of vision is a blind man using crossed sticks to determine the position of objects in his environment. The stick in his left hand guides him as to objects on his right, and the stick in his right hand guides him as to objects on his left. Descartes argues that visual perception of position and distance works the same way:


      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 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. . . . And this is done by a mental act which, though only a very simple act of the imagination, involves a kind of reasoning quite similar to that used by surveyors when they measure inaccessible places by means of two different vantage points. (CSM I, 170)


      Just as the two sticks in the blind man’s hands create a triangle with which he can judge the position of objects, the disposition of the eyes when they look at an object creates a triangle that the intellect uses to judge position and distance. Descartes wants his reader to see that this triangle represents distance and position in a schematic rather than a pictorial way.


      Nevertheless, his preoccupation with distinguishing his account of visual representation from those that rely on resemblance leaves few clues as to how objects, their positions, and their distances from the perceiver come to have an objective reality in the mind; and what it means for this reality to be schematic rather than pictorial. A unified interpretation of Descartes’ accounts of perception and objective reality may be given once Yolton’s and Normore’s readings of the latter are carefully considered. Recall that Yolton interprets Cartesian objective reality as a theory of meaning that takes the idea of an object to be a single reality with a double cause: first, the mind’s being prompted by specific physical activities in the nerves and brain; second, the meaning that the mind assigns to those physical activities. The nature of those physical activities that produce a prompt for the mind is given in Descartes’ various accounts of the physiology of perception. Objects leave impressions or figures on the sense organs, which convey these figures to the common sense, which then impresses them on the imagination. These figures are the signs that Yolton refers to, and they prompt the mind to interpret them in the form of a schema—a set of semantic relations that represent an object (or are about it) by referring the mind to it. Schema are informative or have semantic content in virtue of “resembling” the objects they represent; and this “resemblance” is not qualitative but results from the specific motions in the nerves and brain uniquely caused by particular objects. In the case of normal perception, a schema refers the mind to that stimulus whose contact with the sense organs impresses them (and, ultimately, the imagination) with a particular figure.


      Furthermore, this unified interpretation is consistent with Arnauld’s development of Descartes’ theory of ideas. The schema that refers the mind to things need not be a representative being. Nothing about the notion of a schema as discussed above requires that it be the object of a perceptual act rather than the content of a perceptual act. Indeed, Descartes’ descriptions of these schemata as interpretations of figures impressed on the common sense and the imagination, and his including them as part of the process of perception, lends itself to Arnauld’s understanding that such content is part of the perceptual act itself. Perceptual acts conceived as schemata exhibit intentionality—they are essentially representative, as Arnauld says all ideas are; and they represent or are about things in virtue of referring the mind to them. They are also individuated by their content. A perceiver’s awareness of the internal and external semantic relations of a schema—the awareness that distinguishes humans from animals and cleverly constructed machines—may be fruitfully understood in terms of Arnauld’s distinction between virtual reflexivity and explicit reflexivity, respectfully. As will be discussed in chapter 6, explicit reflexivity requires a higher-order idea—a schema that takes first-order schemata as its objects. Lastly, the presence of a schema to the mind has a causal explanation, which is the hallmark of Descartes’ theory of ideas.


      Descartes articulates two necessary components of what he clearly intended to be a science of the mind. Those components were a mechanistic account of perception and an account of mental representation in terms of objective reality. Yet, even as he insists that there is a close connection between them, Descartes is frustratingly vague about the exact nature of that relationship. Malebranche takes up this bit of unfinished business in Descartes’ system, among others, in his monumental Search After Truth (ST) of 1675. Malebranche’s account of visual perception begins in chapter 6 of Book I of ST and is expanded in Elucidation XVII. It is telling that the chapter on perception in Book I appears in the course of what Yolton calls Malebranche’s “literalized version of Descartes’ objective reality,”5 and, ultimately, plays a crucial role in Malebranche’s doctrine of the intelligible world that we see in God. Malebranche, perhaps more than any other Cartesian, developed Descartes’ account of objective reality and its role in the third grade of perception into a comprehensive account of vision—one that moves from the psychology of vision to an epistemological account of visual knowledge, including several attempts to explain visual error. Given that Malebranche understood ideas to be the objects of perceptual acts rather than identical to acts of perception, his theory of vision is clearly unacceptable to Arnauld. Unfortunately, Arnauld never proposed an equally comprehensive alternative account grounded in the principle that ideas are perceptual acts, focusing instead on the theological implications of Malebranche’s system.


      III. Malebranche’s Theory of Vision


      Malebranche makes two distinctions that permeate his account of vision and, in particular, his discussion of presence. The first is the distinction between sensations and ideas. “When we perceive something sensible,” he says, “two things are found in our perception: sensation and pure 

      idea” (ST Bk 3, Pt 2, Ch 6, 234). Sensations are modifications of the mind: colors, sounds, flavors, pains, etc. Due to their status as modifications of the mind their formal reality requires no material object. Thus, they can occur in the absence of formally real objects. Visual sensations are modifications of the mind that accompany retinal stimulation, which correspond to the figures impressed on the imagination in Descartes’ second grade of perception. Ideas, on the other hand, “represent to us things outside us are not modifications of the soul” (ST Bk 3, Pt 2, Ch 7, 238). Ideas, therefore, correspond to Descartes’ third grade of perception. They represent things to the mind whether those things exist or not. Thus, both a sensation and an idea are required for real perceptual knowledge, i.e., knowledge that some object is locally present to the sense organs (sensation) and objectively present to the mind (idea). These objectively present ideas, like Descartes’ schemata, are meaningful and represent by referring the mind to the essential features of formally real things—which Malebranche takes to consist in solely extension and its properties (ST 16).


      The second is the distinction between seeing—which is a cognitive activity—and looking at which is a physiological activity. For Malebranche, seeing involves understanding and is an operation of the intellect. Crucially, we see with ideas, not sensations. Looking at an object involves the eyes and optic nerves, and terminates when sensations are impressed on the imagination. Real vision involves both looking at an object, which arouses (but does not cause) a sensation in the imagination in accordance with general laws established by God; and seeing the object signified by that sensation—cognizing it—through an idea. According to Malebranche, “the material world we animate is not the one we see when we look at it, i.e., when we turn the body’s eyes towards it” (Elucidation VI, 572–73). What we see—what is represented to us in perception—is an intelligible body. These intelligible bodies (or, since they consist solely of extension and its properties, this intelligible extension) are products of the mind-God union:


      But to clarify this matter, it must be realized that God contains in Himself an ideal or intelligible infinite extension. . . . Thus, since the mind can perceive a part of this intelligible extension that God contains, it surely can perceive in God all figures; for all finite intelligible extension is necessarily an intelligible figure, since figure is nothing but the boundary of extension. Furthermore, we see or sense a given body when its idea, i.e., when some figure composed of intelligible and general extension, becomes sensible and particular through color or some other sensible perception by which its idea affects the soul and that the soul ascribes to it, for the soul almost always projects its sensations on an idea that strikes it in lively fashion. (Elucidation X, 626)


      This is the “double-cause” of the objective presence of an object in the mind of which Yolton speaks, articulated by Malebranche in terms of a double union of the mind. In this case, those unions are first to the body and second to ideas in God. Indeed, Malebranche’s intelligible world is a world of meaningful schemata. Intelligible extension represents by referring the mind to both possible and actual material objects.


      A characteristic feature of the first and second grades of visual perception for Malebranche (the ones involved in looking at an object) is that visual sensations are never veridical. Perhaps this is because there is no direct contact between the object seen and the visual organs (indeed, as Arnauld noted, an object in direct contact with the eyes cannot be seen). For one thing, Malebranche notes that the figures impressed on the imagination underdetermine the information contained in ideas (astronomical knowledge that the sun is larger than the moon is underdetermined by the sensations we have of those two bodies, which appear to have the same size, especially during a solar eclipse). Furthermore, the information contained in sensations is relative to the sense organs that produce it, whereas the information contained in ideas is not relative. In Malebranche’s famous example, the figure of a cube impressed on the imagination is perspectival, whereas our idea of the cube is of an object with equal sides. Clearly, the distinction Malebranche highlights here is between modifications of the mind and the objective presence of things to the mind by way of ideas. He explains this distinction with what he calls natural judgments.


      A natural judgment is an automatic interpretation of figures impressed on the imagination that corrects the misinformation presented by sensations. Natural judgments are crucial to Malebranche’s account of visual distance perception (which implies, as Atherton points out, that distance is not among the information impressed on the imagination—it is not immediately seen).6 In an account almost identical to Descartes’—complete with Descartes’ example of the blind man with two sticks—Malebranche says of distance vision:


      The first, most universal, and sometimes the surest means we have of judging the distance of objects at a short distance is the angle made by the rays of our eyes with the object at its apex, that is, where the object is the point where these rays meet. When this angle is very great, we see the object as very near; and when, on the other hand, it is very small, we see it as very remote. And the change that occurs in the state of our eyes according to the changes in this angle is the means the soul employs in order to judge the remoteness or proximity of objects. For just as a blind man could touch a given body with the ends of two straight sticks of unknown length and judge its approximate distance according to a kind of natural geometry by the position of his hands and the distance between them, so might the soul be said to judge the distance of an object by the disposition of its eyes, which varies with the angle by which it sees the object, that is, with the distance of the object. (ST Bk I, Ch 9, Sect. 3, 41)


      Malebranche gives a similar account of visual judgments of size, which he claims are overdetermined by sensations:


      When I look at a man walking towards me, for example, it is certain that, as he approaches, the image or impression of his height traced in the funds of my eyes continually increases and is finally doubled as he moves from ten to five feet away. But because the impression of distance decreases in the same proportion as the other increases, I see him as always having the same size. Thus, the sensation I have of the man always depends on two different impressions. (ST Bk 1, Ch 7, 34)


      When Malebranche says he “sees” the approaching man as always having the same size, he does not mean that his visual sensations do not change. Indeed, he claims that the opposite is true. Rather, he means that he judges of the man he sees that his stature remains unchanged. This judgment, then, is about the external man rather than the sensations themselves. Yet, as Malebranche says, we cannot help but “see” the man as having constant stature “because these natural judgments of vision occur in us, independently of us, and even in spite of us” (ST Bk 1, Ch 7, 35).


      In both cases, the appropriate natural judgments are possible due to innate geometric ideas, those expressed by the laws of optics. These innate ideas automatically—or, as Malebranche might put it, involuntarily or in spite of the perceiver—compel interpretations of visual sensations. However, because the visual system is designed for practical rather than theoretical knowledge, it is prone to error and illusion. For this reason, Malebranche thinks that natural judgments have relatively limited value. He repeatedly stresses that since “sensations of the soul have no necessary relation to anything external” (ST Bk 1, Ch 1, 3), we must “never judge by means of the senses as to what things are in themselves, but only as to the relation they have to the body” (ST Bk 1, Ch 5, 24). Natural judgments, for instance, are very poor at estimating large distances (e.g., between the moon and the sun). Still, by constructing a visual world through innate geometric principles, natural judgments allow us to gain knowledge of actual spatial properties in spite of the deceptive nature of sensation. When discussing the illusion that the sun is larger on the horizon than in the sky at noon (called the Moon Illusion, although it is true of both the sun and the moon), Malebranche explains that the illusion is due to our seeing (not looking at) greater or lesser parts of the intelligible extension that represents the material sun to us (ST 626–27).


      He also says that due to the fact that the soul is only aware of “its own sensations, and because it knows that these sensations are not produced within it by itself, the soul is led to judge that they are external to it, and in the cause that represents them to it” (ST Bk 1, Ch 14, 68). That is, natural judgments lead us to believe that what we see is external to us or outside of our minds.7 He claims that such judgments are false; and his infamous explanation of why they are false is grounded in his understanding of objective presence:


      It seems to me beyond question that our souls do not occupy a space as vast as that between us and the fixed stars, even if it be agreed our souls are extended; thus, it is unreasonable to think that our souls are in the heavens when they see the stars there. It is not even thinkable that they should be projected a thousand feet from their bodies in order to see houses at that distance. Our soul, then, must see stars and houses where they are not, since the soul does not leave the body where it is located, and yet sees them outside it. Now given that the stars immediately joined to the soul (which are the only stars it can see) are not in the heavens, it follows that everyone who sees the stars in the heavens and who then voluntarily judges they are there performs two false judgments, one of which is natural, the other free. One is a judgment of the sense or a compound sensation, which is within us, occurs independently of us, and even in spite of us, and according to which no judgment should be made. The other is a free judgment of the will, which can be avoided, and which consequently we must not make if we wish to avoid error. (ST Bk I, Ch 14, Sect. 1, 67–68)


      Malebranche assumes that knowledge of things external to the mind requires that the thing known be immediately present to the mind; and this is because, as Yolton notes, Malebranche is committed to the principle of no action or cognition at a distance.8 But, Malebranche claims that there is an obvious difficulty with this requirement: material things, even material spaces, cannot be immediately present to the immaterial soul. They cannot travel to the soul, nor can the soul travel to them, in order to satisfy the immediate presence required for cognition. He takes this requirement so seriously that he even suggests that, in order to know the distance between a perceiver and the stars, the perceiver’s soul has to occupy the entire space between her body and the stars she perceives. Otherwise, those distances are not immediately present to the soul. Malebranche’s solution is that the stars immediately joined to the soul (those that are objectively present to it) are not in the heavens, but are representations of formally real stars. Furthermore, the objectively real stars represent the formally real stars as in the heavens rather than in the soul. The error we must avoid is the judgment that the objectively real stars are themselves in the heavens (i.e., that the ideas of these stars are the stars themselves as conceived by the mind).


      Malebranche repeats this argument in another passage, one that draws a close link between what is immediately present to the mind and what is immediately perceived:


      I think everyone agrees that we do not perceive objects external to us by themselves. We see the sun, the stars, and an infinity of objects external to us; and it is not likely that the soul should leave the body and stroll about the heavens, as it were, in order to behold all these objects. Thus it does not see them by themselves, and our mind’s immediate object when it sees the sun, for example, is not the sun, but something that is intimately joined to our soul, and this is what I call an idea. Thus, by the word idea I mean here nothing other than the immediate object, or the object closest to the mind, when it perceives something, i.e., that which affects and modifies the mind with the perception it has of an object. (ST 217)


      External objects are not perceived by themselves because they cannot be immediately present to the mind. Malebranche even argues that ideas, not the external objects themselves, cause perceivers to have certain sensations. More accurately, he claims that there is one divine idea of infinitely modifiable intelligible extension, and that this idea is the immediate object of mind, that it “affects and modifies the mind with the perception it has of an object,” as noted at the end of the passage above; and that “we see or sense a given body when its idea, i.e., when some figure composed of intelligible and general extension, becomes sensible and particular through color or some other sensible perception by which its idea affects the soul and that the soul ascribes to it” (Elucidation X, 626). That is, intelligible extension is causally efficacious but material extension is not. Thus, material bodies could be neither the cause of sensations nor the source of representational content. Malebranche concludes that what we see are not external objects themselves but representative beings—ideas—that are immediately present to the mind in perception.


      IV. Berkeley on Visual Distance Perception


      Part of Berkeley’s project in NTV is to explain Descartes’ third grade of perception—the objective reality of ideas, with all their epistemic and semantic implications—without innate ideas (a “natural geometry”). Indeed, when describing his project in Theory of Vision Vindicated, Berkeley distinguishes between grades of perception analogous to Descartes’ distinction; and he identifies Descartes’ third grade (the first theory mentioned by Berkeley below) as of particular interest to philosophers, presumably because it has epistemic implications lacking at lower grades (which Berkeley, like Descartes, takes to include the physiology of the visual system):


      To explain how the mind or soul of man simply sees is one thing, and belongs to philosophy. To consider particles as moving in certain lines, rays of light as refracted or reflected, or crossing, or including angles, is quite another thing, and appertaineth to geometry. To account for the sense of vision by the mechanism of the eye is a third thing, which appertaineth to anatomy and experiments. These two latter speculations are of use in practice, to assist the defects and remedy the distempers of sight, agreeably to the natural laws obtaining in this mundane system. But the former theory is that which makes us understand the true nature of vision, considered as a faculty of the soul. (TTV 43)


      As an alternative to Malebranche’s account of vision, Berkeley presents a comprehensive theory that seeks to give a unified account of optics and visual knowledge, yet is grounded in the thesis that ideas are perceptual acts. He rightly sees the explanation of distance vision as an obstacle to such an account. The problem confronting Berkeley is how to explain the ability to see distance given that distance is not included in the visual figures impressed on the imagination at the second grade of perception. How do we manage to interpret these figures as indicating distance?


      This is a particularly vexing problem because visual sensations chronically underdetermine visual knowledge (as in the case of distance perception, or even knowledge that the sides of a cube are equal despite appearing unequal), or overdetermine that knowledge (as in the case of an object appearing to be different sizes as the perceiver approaches or recedes). Berkeley’s theory offers a plausible explanation: at least some of the rules for interpreting visual sensations derive from tactile ideas; and the content of tactile ideas is given by their being caused by local contact between stimulus and sense organs (rather than an indirect causal link, as in the case of vision).


      Berkeley’s commitment to the general contours of Arnauld’s act theory is seen in his rejection of the geometric theory on the grounds that perceivers are unaware of lines or angles. Recall that Arnauld claims that an essential feature of all ideas is that they are virtually reflexive, by which Arnauld means that every idea is a perception of itself as well as a perception of its object. Ideas may also be explicitly reflective, meaning that every idea can be the object of another, higher-order idea (TFI, 204). These requirements imply that the mind is conscious of all of its ideas, and so there would be no sense for Berkeley to the claim that perceivers have ideas of lines and angles of which they are unaware. Since no act of explicit reflection reveals ideas of lines and angles among the visual sensations, no such ideas exist:


      But those Lines and Angles, by means whereof some Men pretend to explain the Perception of Distance, are themselves not at all perceived . . . In vain shall any Man tell me, that I perceive certain Lines and Angles which introduce into my Mind the various Ideas of Distance, so long as I my self am conscious of no such thing. (NTV 12)


      Rather, he says, these ideas are superimposed on the perceiver by theoreticians. Furthermore, lines and angles have no real existence in nature implying that they have no formal reality. Thus, they could not explain the objective reality of visual distance perception even if lines and angles were among a perceiver’s ideas. They have no formal reality because (as Descartes and Arnauld point out) they are theoretical constructs:


      The Truth of this Assertion will be, yet, farther evident to any one that considers those Lines and Angles have no real Existence in Nature, being only an Hypothesis framed by the Mathematicians, and by them introduced into Optics, that they might treat of that Science in a Geometrical way. (NTV 14)


      Berkeley’s point is that, given that lines and angles lack formal reality, they cannot feature in the causal explanation of the objective reality of any idea—first-order or higher-order. Nor is it possible for them to be perceived at all if they lack formal reality, and this is why no act of explicit reflection could ever reveal ideas of lines and angles in the mind of the perceiver. Since there can be no causal explanation for ideas of lines or angles, we could not even have unconscious ideas of them, as Armstrong suggests.


      Assuming that Berkeley, like Arnauld, understands immediate perception in terms of reflexivity, then what he means when he says that distance is not immediately perceived by sight is that distance is not perceived through any first-order visual ideas (ideas of light and color) because either no act of reflection reveals distance to be among their content, or because distance itself does not come into local contact with the eyes (it impacts them “endwise”) and so cannot impress appropriate patterns on the retina. This lack of a relevant causal relation explains why there are no first-order ideas of distance available to reflection. This claim is reinforced in §11, where Berkeley explicitly notes that distance perception is the result of some other idea such that it is “itself perceived in the act of vision”—e.g., by an idea that is the object of a higher-order idea, but which is not a visual idea, not an idea of light or color. Nevertheless, distance is seen. The problem for Berkeley is to explain the manner by which non-visual ideas feature into acts of vision by being the objects of higher-order ideas along with visual sensations. In order to do so, Berkeley appeals to Descartes’ examples of natural significations—of facial expressions signifying joy and sadness—in the context of mediate perception in sections 9 and 10. When we read a facial expression as signifying joy, the joy cannot be found in our first-order ideas. Nevertheless, we manage to reliably interpret these perceptions. Berkeley thinks something similar is true of visual distance perception—we reliably interpret our visual sensations as signifying distance even though no visual sensation of distance can be found among our first-order ideas.


      What is needed are non-visual ideas that allow perceivers to interpret visual ideas as signifying distance. These ideas must covary with distance in order to be impressions of it, they must be reflexively available to consciousness, and they must have a formally real cause. Berkeley also thinks they should support geometric optics—explanations in terms of lines and angles—although he rejects the notion that lines and angles are constitutive of visual distance perception. Finally, Berkeley thinks that suitable candidates should occasionally coincide with the visual sensations they are used to interpret, so that these synchronous ideas collectively constitute the act of vision (as contrasted with visual sensations). In §16–28 Berkeley proposes kinesthetic sensations as the most promising candidate. The turning of the eye results in kinesthetic sensations that covary with distance and are synchronous with sensations of light and color, providing non-visual ideas with which the mind can interpret visual sensations as signifying distance:


      Now, it being already shewn that Distance is suggested to the Mind, by the Mediation of some other Idea which is it self perceived in the Act of Seeing; it remains that we inquire what Ideas, or Sensations there be that attend Vision, unto which we may suppose the Ideas of Distance are connected, and by which they are introduced into the Mind. And First, It is certain by Experience, that when we look at a near Object with both Eyes, according as it approaches, or recedes from us, we alter the Disposition of our Eyes, by lessening or widening the Interval between the Pupils. This Disposition or Turn of the Eyes is attended with a Sensation, which seems to me to be that which in this Case brings the Idea of greater or lesser Distance into the Mind. (NTV 16)


      The fact that kinesthetic sensations covary with distance implies that distance is objectively present to the mind (‘brought into the mind’) by way of these kinds of ideas, whereas this is not the case for strictly visual sensations. Furthermore, kinesthetic sensations and their covariance with distance are available to reflection, whereas lines and angles are not. Nevertheless, the angles at which the eyes are disposed in order to cause the relevant kinesthetic sensations can be measured, allowing for the possibility of geometric optics.


      A similar explanation is available for visual perception of size and shape. Just as light and color do not covary with distance, neither do visual extension and figure (NTV 44). The shape and visual extension of objects perceived at a distance do not systematically change with any change in the distance of the object from the perceiver. The moon looks much closer than it actually is. A tower looks different if the perceiver moves a few feet closer. Visual extension and figure are just as variable as color, yet these variations do not affect our judgments and are not caused by changes in the formally real object. In other words, while there are no changes in the formal object seen, and no changes in the object as it exists objectively in the mind, the perceiver’s visual sensations continually change “since that every step I take towards [the tower] the appearance alters” (NTV 44). The implication is that visual appearances cannot explain objective reality or be explained by formal reality. Rather, tactile sensations are explained by the formal reality of objects, and explain the objective reality of objects in the mind through sight by covarying with the formally real objects themselves:


      In these and the like Instances, the Truth of the Matter stands thus: Having of a long time experienced certain Ideas, perceivable by Touch, as Distance, tangible Figure, and Solidity, to have been connected with certain Ideas of Sight, I do upon perceiving these Ideas of Sight, forthwith conclude what Tangible Ideas are, by the wonted ordinary course of Nature, like to follow. (NTV 45)


      The mind interprets visual sensations in terms of those tactile sensations it has learned to anticipate. Berkeley concludes that visual sensations are signs for deferred tactile sensations (in addition to kinaesthetic sensations). What a perceiver judges in acts of vision is “that if I advance forward so many Paces or Miles, I shall be affected with such and such Ideas of Touch” (NTV 45). When a perceiver says he sees things at certain distances, what he means is that his visual ideas “only suggests to his Understanding, that after having passed a certain Distance, to be measured by the Motion of his Body, which is perceivable by Touch, he shall come to perceive such and such tangible Ideas which have been usually connected with such and such visible Ideas.” These tangible ideas are reflexively available to consciousness, as one need only “look into his own thoughts” to be conscious of their content.


      V. Seeing Size


      The problem of visual perception of size is to explain how perceivers arrive at accurate, stable visual judgments of size despite the fact that their visual sensations of size are overdetermined (NTV 52–66). Berkeley has already noted that the objective reality of the moon in the mind is not given by visual sensations, since the latter change radically as one is transported closer to the moon whereas the former does not:


      For in case I am carried from the Place where I stand directly towards the Moon, it is manifest the Object varies, still as I go on; and by the time that I am advanced fifty or sixty Semidiameters of the Earth, I shall be so far from being near a small, round, luminous Flat, that I shall perceive nothing like it; this Object having long since disappeared, and if I would recover it, it must be by going back to the Earth from whence I set out. (NTV 44)


      The visual sensations of the moon as a luminous disc disappear when one is transported to the surface of the moon, replaced by sensations of a cratered landscape. He sharpens the point by noting that visual sensations of standard units of measurement also vary radically:


      Inches, Feet, &c. are settled, stated Lengths, whereby we measure Objects, and estimate their Magnitude: we say, for Example, an Object appears to be six Inches or six Foot long. Now, that this cannot be meant of visible Inches, &c. is evident, because a visible Inch is it self no constant, determinate Magnitude, and cannot therefore serve to mark out, and determine the Magnitude of any other thing. Take an Inch mark’d upon a Ruler: view it, successively, at the distance of Half a Foot, a Foot, a Foot and a Half, &c. from the Eye: at each of which, and at all the intermediate Distances, the Inch shall have a different visible Extension, i.e. there shall be more or fewer Points discerned in it. Now I ask which of all these various Extensions, is that stated, determinate one, that is agreed on, for a common Measure of other Magnitudes? (NTV 61)


      Neither the objective reality of the idea of size nor the sizes of objects themselves covary with visual sensations. Just as with visual distance perception, there can be no direct explanation from the formal reality of objects to the objective reality of visual perceptions of size via the phenomenal content of visual sensations. The geometric explanation is once again rejected due to the lack of either formally existing lines or angles, or reflectively available ideas of lines and angles. Berkeley concludes that visible magnitude covaries with the combination of (1) tangible magnitude and tangible distance; (2) confusion and distinctness; and (3) faintness or clarity (NTV 56).


      Furthermore, he thinks that perceivers do not first determine distance and then use distance to determine magnitude. If distances were used to determine magnitude, ideas of distance would be inherent to ideas of magnitude. This is not the case because, Berkeley implies, there is no causal relationship between formally real distance and formally real magnitude. Thus, there can be no semantic relationship between objectively real distance and objectively real magnitude (NTV 53). Rather, since their formal realities are causally independent of one another, perceivers determine them independently of one another through the same ideas of touch; i.e., they use the same ideas of touch to interpret their visual sensations in one way to suggest distance and in another to suggest size. Moreover, the fact that the same tactile ideas are used to interpret visual sensations variously as suggesting distance and as suggesting size allows visual perceptions of distance to be reconciled with visual perceptions of size, warranting geometric models of visual magnitude in terms of distance.


      VI. Situation and Retinal Inversion


      The final problems that Berkeley wishes to tackle are (i) an explanation visual perception of situation, and (ii) solving the puzzle of retinal inversion. The former arises because the image on the retina is inverted with respect to the actual situation of objects. In that case, it must be explained how perceivers nevertheless see objects situated correctly. After a lengthy discussion of the movements of the optic nerves along lines analogous to a blind man with sticks, Descartes offers the following solution to the problem of retinal inversion:


      You must not, therefore, find it strange that objects can be seen in their true position even though the picture they imprint upon the eye is inverted. This is just like our blind man’s being able to feel, at one and the same time, the object B (to his right) by means of his left hand, and the object D (to his left) by means of his right hand. (CSM I, 169–70)


      Descartes includes a diagram, which Berkeley reproduces in NTV 88, to illustrate his solution. Malebranche’s solution discusses optical geometry in more detail. After claiming that the rays of light reflected from a horse travel in straight lines and that the principle ray falls on the retina perpendicularly, Malebranche says,


      I know that it [the horse] is standing with its head turned to the right, although the image is reversed on my retina. For since I know that my retina is not flat but concave, geometry teaches me that perpendicular lines on a concave surface necessarily cross and that they can be parallel to each other only when they fall on a plane surface, and that therefore I must judge that its situation is opposite to that of its image. (ST 745)


      When Berkeley discusses the problem and the “geometric” solution to it in NTV 88–89, he seems to have Descartes and Malebranche in mind. He first discusses the rays of light coming in straight lines from the object, and then mentions the comparison to the blind man with sticks that touch an object in perpendicular lines. He notes that, according to Molyneux, this solution is widely accepted.


      Yet Berkeley does not accept this solution. He begins with a rejection of any account in terms of lines or angles, again because perceivers lack any ideas of them:


      But this Account to me does not seem in any Degree true. Did I perceive those Impulses, Decussations, and Directions of the Rays of Light, in like manner as hath been set forth, then, indeed, it would not be altogether void of Probability. . . . But the Case is far otherwise. I know very well that I perceive no such thing. And of Consequence, I cannot thereby make an Estimate of the Situation of Objects. I appeal to any one’s Experience, whether he be conscious to himself, that he thinks on the Intersection made by the radious Pencils, or pursues the Impulses they give in right Lines, whenever he perceives by Sight the Position of any Object? . . . And for the Mind to judge of the Situation of Objects by those things, without perceiving them, or to perceive them without knowing it, is equally beyond my Comprehension. (NTV 90)


      Lines and angles, once again, will not do because they are not formally real; and since objective reality requires a causal explanation in terms of formal reality, lines and angles are not objectively present, either. This is evident from the fact that the perceiver is not “conscious to himself”—i.e., reflexively conscious—of lines or angles among his ideas. Here, as in previous cases where Berkeley rejects the geometric theory due to a lack of conscious ideas of lines and angles, are arguments grounded in a deep understanding of the doctrine of objective presence. Furthermore, Berkeley’s use of explicit reflection to make his point about the lack of ideas of lines or angles due to the lack of any formally real cause of those ideas is evidence of his general commitment to an act theory of ideas similar to the one Arnauld defends.


      Berkeley’s positive solution to the problem of inverted retinal images begins with an account of the Molyneux man thought experiment. That scenario and Berkeley’s use of it are discussed in more detail in the next chapter. It suffices to say that from the Molyneux man thought experiment Berkeley draws the conclusion that the meanings of the terms perceivers use to talk about situation—‘up,’ ‘down,’ ‘left,’ ‘right,’ etc.—derive from tangible rather than visual ideas. He intends this conclusion to apply to normal cases as well, with only a “prejudice of infancy” differentiating the two cases:


      The Objects to which he [the Molyneux man] had hitherto been used to apply the Terms Up and Down, High and Low, were such only as affected, or were some way perceived by his Touch: But the proper Objects of Vision make a new Set of Ideas, perfectly distinct and different from the former, and which can in no sort make themselves perceived by Touch. There is, therefore, nothing at all that could induce him to think those Terms applicable to them: Nor would he ever think it, till such time as he had observed their Connexion with tangible Objects, and the same Prejudice began to insinuate it self into his Understanding, which from their Infancy had grown up in the Understandings of other Men. (NTV 95; also see §96)


      The solution to the problem, then, can be discovered by understanding how the terms ‘up,’ ‘down,’ ‘left,’ ‘right,’ etc. come to be associated with visual ideas even though their meaning derives from tangible ideas.


      Berkeley’s solution is that the tactile sensations resulting from kinesthetic movement of the eyes and head are associated with simultaneously perceived visual sensations:


      Afterwards, when upon turning his Head or Eyes up and down to the right and left, he shall observe the visible Objects to change, and shall also attain to know, that they are called by the same Names, and connected with the Objects perceived by Touch; then, indeed, he will come to speak of them and their Situation, in the same Terms that he has been used to apply to tangible Things: And those that he perceives by turning up his Eyes, he will call Upper, and those that by turning down his Eyes, he will call Lower. (NTV 97)


      So, in order to see “up,” the muscles in the eye and head must turn them in the same direction as perceivers must move their arms to reach “up” (§97–98). But since the eye is round, tilting it up ensures that the nerves at the bottom of the retina are stimulated by light. Likewise, turning the eye “down” (corresponding to the direction one would reach, say, to touch ones toes) ensures that light stimulates nerves on the “upper” part of the retina (NTV 98). This allows the perceiver to correctly interpret the figures impressed on the retina:


      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)


      Perceivers use tangible ideas to interpret or give meaning to visual ideas since “Erect, Inverse, and other like Terms relating to the Position of tangible Objects, would never have been transferred, or in any degree apprehended to belong to the Ideas of Sight: The meer Act of Seeing including nothing in it to that Purpose” (NTV 98). Although Berkeley does not say this, the implication is that there is a causal explanation for the content of the tangible ideas at issue. Through experience, the mind comes to use these as reliable guides for the interpretation of visual sensations.


      VII. A Priori Geometric Ideas


      It must be noted that there is a reply available to Descartes in response to Berkeley’s objection that, since lines and angles are not formally real, perceivers can have no ideas of them (Malebranche has a different reply available, discussed below). The reply is that such ideas are innate. Descartes claims that ideas of immutable and eternal natures such as triangles, which are undoubtedly the ideas he takes to feature in his account of distance vision, are mental dispositions (structural features of the mind) rather than occurrent thoughts; and that these dispositions are capable of producing occurrent thoughts of an appropriate nature:


      It is surely obvious to everyone that, strictly speaking, sight in itself pre-

      sents nothing but pictures. . . . So everything over and above these . . . pictures which we think of as being signified by them is represented to us by means of ideas which come to us from no other source than our own faculty of thinking. Consequently these ideas, along with that faculty, are innate in us, i.e. they always exist in us potentially, for to exist in some faculty is not to exist actually, but merely potentially, since the term “faculty” denotes nothing but a potentiality. (CSM I, 305)


      Since dispositions are not occurrent, there is no reason to expect them to be available to explicit reflection. Nevertheless, they have formal reality (as mental structures) and have the power to produce the occurrent ideas necessary for an explanation of distance vision in terms of lines and angles.


      The reply available to Malebranche is slightly different, since he denies the existence of innate ideas (construed as dispositions—see ST, 226–27). Rather, the eternal and immutable geometric ideas needed for an explanation of distance vision in terms of lines and angles exist in God and are “joined” to the mind in the act of perception. That these ideas exist in God rather than in the mind of the perceiver explains why they are not available to explicit reflection. Nevertheless, these divine ideas are formally real, if immaterial, and determine occurrent perceptions. On either Descartes’ view or Malebranche’s, perceivers have a priori knowledge of the geometric principles that the mind uses to calculate distance, magnitude, and situation from the images impressed on the retina.


      Berkeley, of course, accepted Locke’s rejection of innate ideas (and, it seems, the latter’s rejection of Malebranche’s vision-in-God doctrine). But as further evidence of the implausibility of Descartes’ and Malebranche’s respective positions, he repeatedly invokes the Molyneux man thought experiment. His purpose in doing so is to motivate the intuition that perceivers lack any a priori knowledge of geometric principles whatsoever. Berkeley assumes that the reader will agree that the natively blind man made to see could not distinguish the sphere from the cube at first sight; and this conclusion implies that geometric principles are learned through experience. The intuitive force of the Molyneux man thought experiment runs against Descartes’ postulation of mental dispositions, as well as Malebranche’s intelligible extension. Once the a priority of geometric principles is abandoned, Berkeley’s arguments against lines and angles go through.


      Yet there is another difficulty presented by the Molyneux problem, one that poses a challenge to Berkeley’s empiricist theory of vision. That problem is brought out by Malebranche in the course of arguing against Descartes’ innate ideas. Descartes’ proposal, Malebranche claims, implies that the mind has infinitely many ideas. Setting aside the implausibility of this implication, Malebranche asks what rule would allow the mind to choose among them, so that the idea of the sun is chosen to represent the sun and not a spider:


      But even if the mind had a store of all the ideas necessary for it to perceive objects, yet it would be impossible to explain how the soul could choose them to represent to itself, how, for example, the soul could make itself instantly perceive all the different objects whose size, figure, distance and motion it discovers when it opens its eyes in the countryside. Through this means it could not even perceive a single object such as the sun when it is before the body’s eyes. (ST 227)


      Malebranche’s point, I take it, is that meaning is rule-governed. But by making ideas themselves the rules governing the semantic content of other ideas, Descartes’ theory gets lost in an infinite regress.9 As a result, there is no real meaning but only arbitrary acts of signification. Avoiding such an infinite regress is a more acute challenge for thinkers like Locke and Berkeley, who also use ideas as rules governing the meaning of other ideas—only for them the ideas are sensory rather than innate. The challenge of making such a view consistent with the claim that meaning is non-arbitrary is brought out by Molyneux’s problem, to which I now turn.


      Notes


      1. Some commentators have read Berkeley as claiming that perceivers do not see distance at all. Armstrong (1956) and Pitcher (1977) read Berkeley this way. Atherton (1990, 61) argues that Berkeley “is saying that since we can see distance, we must look about us for something that will account for this ability.” The interpretation presented here is consistent with Atherton’s reading.


      2. (1956, 22).


      3. See (CSM I, 42).


      4. It should be noted that Descartes also calls ideas “images” and says they resemble their objects. But, as should be apparent from the account in Treatise on Man, these “images” are physical forms traced on the surface of the pineal gland; and they “resemble” their objects schematically rather than qualitatively.


      5. Perceptual Acquaintance, 48.


      6. (1990, 37).


      7. For further discussion, see Atherton (1990, 43).


      8. Perceptual Acquaintance, 47–48.


      9. For further discussion see Nicholas Jolley (1990, 72–73).
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      The Molyneux Man

    


    
      In addition to explaining how visual perception of distance, magnitude, and situation are possible, Berkeley’s theory of vision also strives 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). This issue derives from William Molyneux’s famous thought experiment about the natively blind man made to see. The reader cannot help but notice Berkeley’s repeated use of variations of Molyneux’s thought experiment to defend his own theory of vision and critique the “geometric” theories he wishes to supplant. Indeed, the problem Molyneux presents on the basis of his thought experiment is directly related to the problem of explaining visual depth perception. The former turns on the intuition that the natively blind man (whom I shall call the Molyneux man) cannot make judgments of depth or shape precisely because he does not at first understand his visual sensations as representing such qualities. Given the central role Molyneux’s problem plays in organizing and influencing Berkeley’s work on vision, it is worth situating the latter within the context of the former.


      Molyneux’s thought experiment was posed in a pair of letters to Locke (the first, dated 1688 and the second, dated 1693, bookend the 1689 publication of the Essay). Locke was so taken by the problem that he published it in the second edition of his Essay (1694). Molyneux wonders whether this newly sighted man, whose familiarity with geometric figures is based solely on his tactile experiences, would be able to distinguish a sphere from a cube at first sight without the aid of touch. He also wonders, in the first of his letters, whether or not this newly sighted man could judge the sphere and the cube to be at some distance from him by sight alone, before he reaches out to touch them.


      Molyneux’s own answer to both questions is negative, explaining that this newly sighted man lacks the experiences necessary to correlate his visual sensations with his tactile sensations:


      I answer, Not; for tho he has obtained the Experience of How a Globe, how a Cube affects his Touch. Yet he has not yet attained the Experience, that what affects my Touch so or so, must affect my Sight so or so; or that a Protuberant Angle in the Cube that pres’d his hand unequally, shall appear to his Eye as it does in the Cube. (Correspondence of John Locke IV, 651)


      Molyneux does not pose an answer in his first letter, and does not pose the problem of distance perception in the second letter where his negative answer is offered—although one may safely assume his answer to the distance question would also be negative. Locke agrees with this answer, although he provides little insight into how Molyneux’s explanation is consistent with either the theory of ideas or the theory of perception in the Essay. It is worth repeating that Molyneux presented this answer to Locke only in the second letter, after having read the Essay. This is important because when he initially posed his thought experiment Molyneux only had access to the Abrégé, Locke’s abstract of the Essay published in the Bibliothèque Universelle in 1688. Since the Abrégé omits any summary of the chapter on perception (Bk 2, Ch ix) where Locke discusses Molyneux’s problem in later editions of the Essay, Molyneux himself must have raised his questions on the basis of Lockean doctrines other than his theory of perception.


      This chapter argues that the target of Molyneux’s questions was the doctrine of the double-conformity of ideas and the closely related theory of rectification that Locke discusses at length in both the Abrégé and the Essay. The doctrine of the double-conformity of ideas is Locke’s claim that perceivers suppose that their particular, subjective ideas conform to both the subjective ideas of others and to external objects. To explain this double-conformity, Locke introduces his theory of rectification, which claims that perceivers can determine whether or not their ideas conform to the ideas of others by reconciling their causes—i.e., if different perceivers have ideas with the same cause, then the supposition of interpersonal conformity is verified. In the case of simple ideas (which include ideas of figure and depth), the conformity to objects is verified by the causal relation itself, since Locke claims that simple ideas of sensation are “naturally constituted” to conform to their cause. Yet according to the reading on offer, Molyneux’s two questions pose the following substantial challenge to Locke’s theory of rectification: In what sense are visual and tangible ideas of figure and depth ideas of the same kind? If this is correct, then understanding the importance of Molyneux’s questions requires understanding how Locke’s theory of rectification can explain ideas of sight and touch as having the same cause. After explicating the theory of rectification, I argue that Berkeley amends it by adding signification as an alternative method for achieving rectification when causal explanations are unavailable. He uses the Molyneux man to defend his amendment to Locke’s theory of rectification


      I. Locke’s Theory of Rectification


      The theory of rectification is intended to explain a problem that arises from what Locke calls the “double conformity” of ideas. Double-conformity arises due to what is now called a type-token problem. Locke claims that all ideas are particular and subjective, and having rejected innate ideas he must explain in what sense two minds could have the same idea—in what sense particular, subjective ideas are tokens of the same type. The theory of rectification intends to explain how this is possible. First, perceivers suppose that their ideas conform to external objects; and this conformity (or lack thereof) renders ideas truth-apt:


      Whenever the mind refers any of its ideas to anything extraneous to them, they are then capable to be called true or false. Because the mind, in such a reference, makes a tacit supposition of their conformity to that thing; which supposition, as it happens to be true or false, so the ideas themselves come to be denominated. (Essay II.xxxii.4)


      Second, perceivers suppose that their ideas conform to “that in other men’s minds, called by the same common name” (Essay II.xxxi.5). This second conformity is responsible for the type-token problem, since the supposition here is that one person’s token idea corresponds to the meaning of the word used to signify that token. This meaning is itself an idea for Locke, since he takes words to signify the same idea-type tokened in individual minds:


      Words, in their primary or immediate signification, stand for nothing but the ideas in the mind of him that uses them. . . . When a man speaks to another, it is that he may be understood: and the end of speech is, that those sounds, as marks, may make known his ideas to the hearer. (Essay III.ii.2)


      This argument is repeated in the Abrégé. Since “the ideas in men’s minds are so wholly out of sight to others” (Abrégé 379), signs must be employed in order to communicate ideas. But the use of these signs and their success at communicating ideas requires two suppositions:


      It is true, words are frequently used with two other suppositions—first, it is commonly supposed that they are signs of the ideas in the mind of him with whom we communicate: this is reasonably supposed, because, unless this be so, the speaker cannot be understood; but it not always happening that the ideas in the mind of the hearer always exactly answer those to which the speaker applies his words, this supposition is not always true. Second, it is commonly supposed that words stand not only for ideas, but for things themselves; but that they should stand immediately for things is impossible, for since they can be signs immediately for nothing but what is in the mind of the speaker, and there being nothing there but ideas, they stand for things no otherwise than as the ideas in the mind agree to them. (Abrégé 379)


      And later when summarizing chapter 7 of the Essay, Locke writes,


      Words have a double use: First, to record our own thoughts; and for this any words will serve, so they be kept constantly to the same ideas. Second, to communicate our thoughts with others, and for this use they must be common signs standing for the same ideas in those who have communicated together. (Abrégé 383–84)


      The only way that a speaker can make his token ideas known to a listener is by exciting a token idea of the same type in the mind of the listener through use of “voluntary signs.”


      According to Locke, knowledge and communication depend on the double conformity of token ideas, in the first case to things and in the second case to idea-tokens in the minds of others:


      And hence it is that men are so forward to suppose, that the abstract ideas they have in their minds are such as agree to the things existing without them, to which they are referred; and are the same also to which the names they give them do by the use and propriety of that language belong. For without this double conformity of their ideas, they find they should both think amiss of things in themselves, and talk of them unintelligibly to others. (Essay II.xxxii.8)


      Locke’s reference to abstract ideas should not be overlooked (although to my knowledge this reference does not appear in the Abrégé). Earlier in the discussion where the above passage is found, Locke notes that the mind habitually makes its search for knowledge more efficient and comprehensive by taking its particular ideas and,


      [binding] them into bundles, and [ranking] them so into sorts, that what knowledge it gets of any of them it may thereby with assurance extend to all of that sort; and so advance by larger steps in that which is its great business, knowledge. (Essay II.xxxii.6)


      The results of this bundling and sorting are abstract ideas of kinds “with names annexed to them,” i.e., idea-types. Yet, given that even these idea-types are “peculiar” to individual minds—that is, speaker and hearer have numerically distinct idea-types (of the same kind)—it seems that the original problem remains. In that case, it is still unclear how the second conformity, and so communication, is achieved at all for Locke.


      His solution to this problem is characteristically modest. Perceivers could very well be wrong in supposing that their ideas conform to those of others. However, this possibility does not lead to skepticism about the intersubjective conformity of idea-tokens because a reliable (although strictly speaking fallible) method for rectifying idea tokens is available. Indeed, as we shall see, Locke’s theory of rectification avoids the type-token problem by eliminating idea-types altogether. As a result, Locke can give a non-skeptical answer to the type-token problem without invoking innate ideas or compromising his theory of signification.1


      Locke begins by taking simple ideas of sensation to be natural “marks” of their external causes. With respect to these simple ideas—which include the ideas of space, figure, motion, and rest that come through sight and touch—he offers a causal-explanatory account of rectification to justify the presumption of double-conformity:


      For God in his wisdom having set [simple ideas] as marks of distinction in things, whereby we may be able to discern one thing from another. . . . For that texture in the object, by a regular and constant operation producing the same idea of blue in us, it serves us to distinguish, by our eyes, that from any other thing; whether that distinguishing mark, as it is really in the violet, be only a peculiar texture of parts, or else that very color, the idea whereof (which is in us) is the exact resemblance. And it is equally from that appearance to be denominated blue, whether it be that real color, or only a peculiar texture in it, that causes in us that idea: since the name, blue, notes properly nothing but that mark of distinction that is in a violet, discernible only by our eyes, whatever it consists in. (Essay II.xxxii.14)


      In the Abrégé this causal-explanatory solution is summarized as follows:


      We shall find, first, that the names of simple ideas are the least liable to uncertainty, first, because they are simple, and so easily got and retained; second, because they are referred to nothing but that very perception which things in nature are fitted to produce in us. (Abrégé 384; my emphasis)


      Locke argues that the material composition of a violet has the power to produce an idea of blue in anyone who sees it (provided their sense organs function normally). This power is regulated by natural laws, and so there is a natural, causal explanation whereby idea-tokens are correlated with external causes.


      This causal explanation warrants supposition of the conformity of simple ideas to the properties of external objects. Once words are arbitrarily assigned to the simple idea-tokens of different perceivers, the tokens themselves can be reconciled in virtue of having the same external cause, without any appeal to types construed as representative beings. But talk of two people having the same idea is strictly metaphorical. There is no numerically identical idea that two people share. (The contrast with Malebranche’s vision-in-God doctrine is clear.) Rather, their individual idea-tokens are classified into types according to their causes. Communication is possible because rectification allows perceivers to determine which ideas their words signify in the minds of others by locating the external causes of those ideas (although Locke is careful to note that the conformity of their ideas to external objects grows more opaque as their ideas grow more complex).


      Given that both objective presence and rectification rely on the availability of causal explanations for ideas (i.e., their content), it is reasonable to expect that Locke took them to be closely related.2 To say that the same thing is objectively present in two minds is to say that numerically distinct perceptual acts have a numerically identical causal stimulus. That is, the same stimulus impresses figures or patterns on the sensory organs of two perceivers. These patterns are assigned the same cognitive content3 by both percipient minds, resulting in two schemata that refer the individual minds to the same thing—the cause of those patterns impressed on the individual sense organs—and are informative of it in the same ways. What ensures that the two minds will assign the same semantic content to these patterns is that for both minds this content is constructed in the same manner (abstraction) from the same conceptual resources acquired from simple ideas; and what ensures that similar patterns are given similar interpretations is the fact that similar causal processes produced the patterns, prompting individual minds in similar ways. For example, when two people look at the sun, the sun impresses the same pattern on individual sense organs. These patterns are assigned the same meaning by individual perceivers because, over time and through experience, those perceivers have acquired the same basic concepts and interpretation rules through their simple ideas. This is evident because otherwise knowledge and communication would be impossible. These interpretations independently refer the two minds to the sun itself. Thus, the sun is objectively present to two minds simultaneously; and it is in virtue of this fact that the token ideas by way of which the sun is objectively present to multiple minds can be rectified.


      II. Molyneux’s Question and Locke’s Negative Answer


      While Locke’s account is targeted at interpersonal cases, it is reasonable to expect that the same explanation will work for first-person cases where token ideas of different sense modalities are rectified. But Molyneux’s questions show that rectification cannot be applied to a first person, cross-modal case without revision. The natively blind man has token tactile ideas of distance and figure. Once he’s made to see, he has token visual ideas as well. While these two kinds of idea-token have the same external stimuli (the numerically same sphere and cube), those stimuli impact distinct sense organs. Given that both the semantic content and the assignment rules needed to interpret figures impressed on the visual sense organs must be acquired through experiences previously unavailable to the Molyneux man—and that they cannot be acquired through tactile experiences alone—he would be unable to either give meaning to his visual sensations in general or assign these particular optical patterns the respective meanings sphere and cube. That is, he would be unable to rectify his visual and tactile ideas, despite their having the same cause.


      But, if visual ideas of extension and figure are simple as Locke claims, then their content is given in experience since Locke also claims that all simple ideas are “naturally constituted” to refer the mind to their causes. So, the problem of the sense in which visual and tactile ideas are tokens of the same type—as Locke insists they are—cannot be resolved by his theory of rectification, which can explain neither the Molyneux man’s linguistic behavior (or lack thereof, since he cannot assign the words ‘sphere’ and ‘cube’ to his visual ideas) nor his inability to know that he is looking at a sphere and a cube. Yet, communication and knowledge are exactly what the theory of rectification is intended to explain. So, it seems, Locke must reject or significantly modify his claim in Essay II.v (and the Abrégé) that simple ideas of extension and figure are had by both sight and touch in order for his theory of rectification to succeed.


      Molyneux gave a negative answer to his own question in his second letter to Locke. His explanation, that the Molyneux man “has not yet attained the Experience, that what affects my Touch so or so, must affect my Sight so or so,” can be justified by Locke’s account of rectification. The Molyneux man is unable to rectify his visual and tactile ideas, despite their having the same causes, because while his tactile ideas have representational or cognitive content with respect to those causes, his visual ideas do not. In order for him to achieve rectification between his visual and tactile idea-tokens—to know that what affects his touch so and so must affect his sight so and so—he must acquire the content and assignment rules needed to interpret figures impressed on the visual sense organs.


      Locke’s negative answer may be understood the same way. Before turning to the views on perception that underlie that answer, it will help to consider Locke’s answer to another counterexample to his theory of rectification—the possibility of inverted qualitative states (Essay II.xxxii.15). The counterexample is straightforward, and by now quite familiar. Two people have token ideas with numerically the same cause, but the tokens themselves are qualitatively different. If rectification is true, they have the same idea (or, their individual ideas are tokens of the same type) in virtue of their ideas having the same cause. But it is counterintuitive to claim that A’s qualitatively yellow idea is of the same type as B’s qualitatively violet idea.


      Locke’s reply may seem unsatisfactory because it sidesteps the question of qualitative difference. But, to be fair to Locke, his reply must be judged within the context of his theory of rectification (against which the inverted qualia scenario is raised). He notes that even if the numerically same cause is able to produce qualitatively distinct ideas, there is no difference in the resulting linguistic behavior:


      For all things that had the texture of a violet, producing constantly the idea that he called blue, and those which had the texture of a marigold, producing constantly the idea which he has constantly called yellow, whatever those appearances were in his mind; he would be able as regularly to distinguish things for his use by those appearances, and understand and signify those distinctions marked by the name blue and yellow, as if the appearances or ideas in his mind received from those two flowers were exactly the same with the ideas in other men’s minds. (Essay II.xxxii.15)


      The inverted qualia scenario leaves the communicability of ideas unchanged. Since rectification explains how communication is possible, and since it renders talk of “the same idea” metaphorical, for the purposes of communication there is nothing incoherent in taking an idea-type to be the causal process responsible for idea-tokens. By the word ‘blue,’ the hearer can know that the speaker refers to an idea in his mind caused by the very same qualities in the violet that produce an idea in the hearer’s mind that she also refers to by the term ‘blue.’ All that is left for the theory of rectification to explain is their linguistic behavior and epistemic status, which, according to the stipulations of the case, are invariant. Locke thinks his theory of rectification provides a satisfactory reply as long as communication and epistemic status are all that rectification is required to explain.


      The reason why the possibility of inverted qualia is not a counterexample to rectification is that the yellow and blue sensations are given the same interpretation—assigned the same meaning—by the respective percipient minds; and because they are assigned the same meaning, they refer the respective minds to the same external objects. Although the two ideas are qualitatively different they have the same representative content; and this explains why communication and knowledge is possible between the two perceivers. Moreover, they are given the same interpretation precisely because they are caused in the same manner. That is, the cognitive content given by a simple idea is not determined by its qualitative content. Causal relations determine the former in the manner that all cognitive content is determined; whereas the latter is among the patterns impressed on the imagination (at what Descartes would call the second grade of perception) that requires interpretation.


      This reply might seem to explain Locke’s negative answer to the Molyneux problem, but difficulties remain. This is because in the case of the Molyneux man, it isn’t strictly correct to say that visual and tactile ideas have the same cause. Strictly speaking, touch impresses patterns on the sense organs through direct, local contact with the object ultimately represented by tactile ideas, but this is not the case with sight. An external object cannot be seen by coming into direct, local contact with the eyes. Rather, rays of light must act as a causal intermediary by coming into local contact with the eyes. That is, objects are immediately perceived through touch; whereas rays of light are immediately perceived through sight, and external objects are only mediately perceived. This structural difference between visual and tactile perception implies that visual and tactile sensations cannot be rectified through their immediate causes.


      Indeed, it has been suggested that Locke’s negative answer to Molyneux’s problem stems from an epistemic asymmetry between sight and touch. For Locke, touch is epistemically superior to sight. This is due to the difference in their causal explanations: items touched are immediately perceived whereas items seen are mediately perceived. This is why experience is needed to rectify idea of sight with ideas of touch. Brandt says of Locke’s priority thesis:


      Locke makes sure of the primacy of the sensation of touch over that of sight . . . by trying to prove that certain sensations of touch have an immediately objective character; thus, when we move our bodies, the subjective sensation of resistance is identical with the perception of the objective quality of solidity, an essential characteristic of all bodies (II, 6). . . . Secondly, so Locke argues, the optical picture does indeed render reality in a deficient mode, although our judgment can adapt it to the objective realities by means of a process of habituation . . . the fact that, although the optical sensations are given in one plane, we nevertheless have a three-dimensional optical picture that can be explained . . . provided we assume the primacy of touch. . . . Thus, perceptions of touch and sight are not of equal status, but the latter are inferior to the former, and this can be proved experimentally.4


      Brandt presents this priority thesis as Locke’s reply to Gassendi’s skepticism. Contrary to Gassendi, Locke claims, touch is “closer to the truth” of the objective world than sight—the two sense modalities are not equally veridical in their representation of their causes; and in this way Gassendi’s skepticism is avoided.


      Thus, Locke’s negative answer is grounded in the epistemic asymmetry of ideas of sight and touch; and the latter is grounded in their different causal mechanisms. What makes numerically distinct ideas tokens of the same type for Locke is that their cognitive content has the same causal explanation. But Molyneux wonders if this explains visual and tactile ideas in the same perceiver, given that objects are immediately perceived through tactile ideas, whereas they are only mediately perceived by visual ideas. Lievers recognizes that for Molyneux, there is a difference in causal explanation between visual and tactile sensations; and that this is key to Molyneux’s negative answer: “The manner in which the eye is affected, is according to Molyneux, different from the manner in which his touch is affected.”5 In that case, visual and tactile tokens do not have the same causal explanation, and so there is no clear sense on Locke’s theory of rectification in which they are tokens of the same type.


      Instead, rectification between visual and tactile ideas is possible only though experience. This is consistent with Bolton’s explanation of Locke’s negative answer:


      Since visual judgment depends on [induction from visual experiences to the shapes of bodies], Locke must have thought everyone learns to see bodily shapes as the Molyneux-man does. We all begin by perceiving that various colour-patterns are associated with (caused by) objects of various shapes. To do this, we must perceive the shapes of things. Locke cannot suppose we see figures until we have noted at least a few correlations between light-colour patterns and the perceived shapes of things. So for Locke, visual competence to determine figure must always presuppose competence in some other sensory mode, namely, touch.6


      Molyneux realized that the difference between mediate and immediate perception has significant implications for the cognitive content of perceptual ideas. Without acquired rules for assigning meaning to visual patterns, the Molyneux man’s visual states lack cognitive content. The question becomes how the Molyneux man might rectify his visual and tactile ideas given this structural difference in their causal explanations (and hence, as Brandt notes, their objective realities). Molyneux’s answer—and Locke’s—turns out to be a weak heterogeneity thesis. There is little sense in which visual and tactile ideas of figure or distance are tokens of the same type despite having the same cause. Rather, they are independent but empirically correlated ideas. This is what allows perceivers to make judgments of figure and distance through sight alone. But this empirical correlation would be unavailable to the newly sighted man, which explains his inability to either distinguish a sphere from a cube (or a circle from a square), or to determine distance through sight alone.


      III. Berkeley’s Use of the Molyneux Man


      Berkeley uses his model of distance perception to understand the Molyneux man case (NTV 41–42), and to introduce signification as an alternative method for achieving rectification. Lacking any experience with the correlation between visual sensations and kinesthetic sensations, the Molyneux Man cannot distinguish between what is perceived in virtue of coming into local contact with his sense organs, and what is perceived in virtue of a causal intermediary. That is, he will treat his visual sensations as making objects present to the mind the same way his tactile sensations make objects present. The sun and stars he sees at first “would all seem to be in his eye, or rather, in his mind.” In other words, he would be unable to interpret them as referring to objects that are not in local contact with his body:


      The Objects intromitted by Sight, would seem to him (as in truth they are) no other than a new Set of Thoughts or Sensations, each whereof is as near to him, as the Perceptions of Pain or Pleasure, or the most inward Passions of his Soul. (NTV 41)


      The figures impressed on the imagination through vision cannot by themselves provide the resources to interpret them in terms of distance. The Molyneux man’s visual sensations do not have cognitive content with respect to distance until, through experience, he comes to use his kinesthetic sensations to interpret his visual sensations as referring to distances.


      In the very next section Berkeley compares his approach to the Molyneux problem with the approach implied by the claim underlying both Descartes’ and Malebranche’s theories of vision—that perceivers have a priori knowledge of geometric principles, with which they assign semantic content to visual sensations. In contrast to Berkeley’s conclusion that the Molyneux man would be unable to distinguish the cube from the sphere at first sight:


      It is indeed otherwise upon the common Supposition, that Men judge of Distance by the Angle of the Optic Axes, just as one in the Dark, or a Blind-man by the Angle comprehended by two Sticks, one whereof he held in each Hand. For if this were true, it would follow that one blind from his Birth being made to see, should stand in need of no new Experience, in order to perceive Distance by Sight. But that this is false, has, I think, been sufficiently demonstrated. (NTV 42)


      Berkeley is unclear in the last sentence whether he takes himself to have demonstrated it sufficiently, or if he refers the reader to Molyneux’s negative answer. Either way, he appeals to the reader’s intuitions about the strength of the negative answer to side-step an objection. When he argues in sections 12 and 13 that lines and angles play no role in distance vision because perceivers lack ideas of them—and even if this argument is bolstered by pointing out that, for Berkeley, perceivers lack ideas of lines and angles because even the geometric theorists admit that there are no formally real lines or angles to cause such ideas—it might be objected that the ideas in question need not be occurrent ideas in the perceiver’s mind (they are dispositional for Descartes, and God’s ideas for Malebranche). This explains why, as Berkeley notices, perceivers lack reflective access to them; but that does not imply that the ideas are altogether non-existent. (Recall that this was Armstrong’s objection as well—that the fact that perceivers are not conscious of lines and angles does not imply that they play no role in distance vision.)


      To this objection Berkeley replies that, if one supposes that unconsciously present lines and angles do play a decisive role in distance vision, then one is also committed to a positive answer to the Molyneux problem. While the two issues may seem sufficiently distinct to be unrelated, Berkeley’s use of it in NTV 41 is tailored to the problem of distance vision. Instead of asking whether the natively blind man could distinguish a sphere from a cube at first sight, he asks if this man would judge the objects represented by his visual sensations to be at a distance from his body rather than in local contact with his eyes, on the model of pains and tactile sensations. Berkeley assumes that the same negative answer that applies in the original version of the problem applies to his modified version. He also thinks that the assumption of a priori knowledge of lines and angles implies commitment to a counterintuitive positive answer to both versions of the case.


      The next use of the Molyneux man occurs in NTV 79, in connection with Berkeley’s solution to the problem of visual size judgments. He tells the reader that, being unable correlate his visual ideas with his tactile ideas, the Molyneux man would be unable to make visual size judgments:


      From what has been said we may safely deduce this Consequence; to wit, that a Man born blind and made to see, would, at first opening of his Eyes, make a very different Judgment of the Magnitude of Objects intromitted by them, from what others do. He would not consider the Ideas of Sight, with reference to, or as having any Connexion with the Ideas of Touch: His View of them being entirely terminated within themselves, he can no otherwise judge them great or small, than as they contain a greater or lesser Number of visible Points. Now, it being certain that any visible Point can cover or exclude from View, only one other visible Point, it follows, that whatever Object intercepts the View of another, hath an equal Number of visible Points with it; and consequently they shall both be thought by him to have the same Magnitude. (NTV 79)


      Were his sight restored at the moment of a solar eclipse, the Molyneux man would judge the moon to be the same size as the sun because they occupy the same “number of visual points” in his visual field. Berkeley sharpens the point that the cognitive content of visual ideas is closely tied to tactile ideas:


      How great an Inequality soever there may, in our Apprehensions, seem to be betwixt those two things, because of the customary and close Connexion that has grown up in our Minds between the Objects of Sight and Touch; whereby the very different and distinct Ideas of those two Senses, are so blended and confounded together, as to be mistaken for one and the same thing. (NTV 79)


      His point is similar to Locke’s: that there is an epistemic asymmetry between visual and tactile ideas. Normal perceivers are so accustomed to using the latter to interpret the former that the asymmetry between them can only be discerned in cases like the Molyneux man. The point is a step in the direction of his heterogeneity thesis.


      Berkeley’s next use of the Molyneux man occurs in an extended passage in the course of explaining retinal inversion. It occurs in reply to an objection, and instead of speaking of “the man born blind and made to see,” Berkeley asks the reader to consider the phenomenon of retinal inversion “at first sight.” The objection is that tactile ideas are not necessary for interpreting visual ideas in terms of situation because the perceiver can use the internal relations of her visual sensations to determine the situation of objects. That is, even though the image as a whole is inverted, the internal relations between the parts of the image correspond to the physical orientation of the objects perceived:


      It will, perhaps, be objected to our Opinion, that a Man, for instance, being thought erect when his Feet are next the Earth, and inverted when his Head is next the Earth, it doth hence follow, that by the meer Act of Vision, without any Experience or altering the Situation of the Eye, we should have determined whether he were erect or inverted: For both the Earth it self, and the Limbs of the Man who stands thereon, being equally perceived by Sight, one cannot choose seeing, what part of the Man is nearest the Earth, and what part farthest from it, i.e. whether he be erect or inverted. (NTV 101)


      At birth, then, perceivers can accurately judge the situation of objects from the internal relations given in the visual field, prior to having any tactile experiences and regardless of the fact that the image is inverted.


      Berkeley’s reply is that this objection assumes that the perceiver already grasps the meanings of ‘earth,’ ‘man,’ ‘head,’ and ‘feet’ with respect to her visual ideas alone. That is, in order to make judgments on the basis of internal relations between objects in her visual field, the perceiver has to already have sorted her visual sensations into objects. But Berkeley’s point was that the act of sorting visual sensations into objects itself requires tactile sensations:


      Hence, a Man at first view would not denominate any thing he saw Earth, or Head, or Foot; and consequently, he could not tell by the meer Act of Vision, whether the Head or Feet were nearest the Earth: Nor, indeed, would we have thereby any thought of Earth or Man, erect or inverse, at all. (NTV 102)


      That which I see is only variety of Light and Colours. . . . We do not find there is any necessary Connexion betwixt this or that tangible Quality, and any Colour whatsoever. And we may sometimes perceive Colours, where there is nothing to be felt. All which doth make it manifest, that no Man at first receiving of his Sight, would know there was any Agreement between this or that particular Object of his Sight, and any Object of Touch he had been already acquainted with: The Colours therefore of the Head, would to him no more suggest the Idea of Head, than they would the Idea of Foot. (NTV 103)


      The visual field is semantically organized with the use of tactile ideas; and only after visual sensations are sorted into objects on the basis of their constant connection to tactile ideas in experience can a perceiver attach the same names to her visual ideas that she does to her tactile ideas. As with Locke, Berkeley assumes here that the cognitive content of tactile sensations is given by the causes of those sensations themselves. Furthermore, the connection between visual sensations and tactile ideas is not necessary


      whence it follows, that no visible Magnitude having in its own Nature an aptness to suggest any one particular tangible Magnitude, so neither can any visible Figure be inseparably connected with its corresponding tangible Figure: So as of it self and in a way prior to Experience, it might suggest it to the Understanding. (NTV 105)


      Visual sensations have no cognitive content in themselves at all. They require tactile ideas to confer content on them. The challenge for Berkeley is now to answer something like Malebranche’s objection (see chapter 3, section VIII): if the rules governing the assignment of cognitive content for some (visual) ideas come from other (tactile) ideas, how is an infinite regress avoided?


      In answer to this difficulty, Berkeley specifically introduces another version of the Molyneux man. Could the natively blind man assign any cognitive content to his visual sensations at first sight? And specifically, could he assign the same cognitive content to his visual sensations that he does to his tactile sensations, so that he might use the same words to refer to either kind of idea? Berkeley says no:


      From all which laid together and duly considered, we may clearly deduce this Inference. In the first Act of Vision, no Idea entering by the Eye, would have a perceivable Connexion with the Ideas to which the Names Earth, Man, Head, Foot, &c. were annexed in the Understanding of a Person blind from his Birth; so as in any sort to introduce them into his Mind, or make themselves be called by the same Names, and reputed the same Things with them, as afterwards they come to be. (NTV 106)


      Not only would the Molyneux man need to assign cognitive content to his visual sensations, he would need to do so in such a way that the same cognitive content is reliably assigned to both visual ideas and tactile ideas. Thus, whatever rules govern the assignment of cognitive content to visual ideas in normally sighted perceivers, those rules also ensure that the same content is assigned to tactile ideas. Berkeley thinks he’s already shown that those rules are given by the causes of tactile ideas themselves.


      In order to provide more evidence for this thesis, Berkeley considers one last objection. Even if it is conceded that the Molyneux man would be unable to sort his visual sensations into kinds of objects at first sight, surely there is enough information contained within the visual field itself to sort visual sensations into numerically distinct objects:


      For though it be granted that neither the Colour, Size, nor Figure of the visible Feet have any necessary Connexion with the Ideas that compose the tangible Feet, so as to bring them at first sight into my Mind, or make me in danger of confounding them before I had been used to, and for some time experienced their Connexion: Yet thus much seems undeniable, namely, that the Number of the visible Feet, being the same with that of the tangible Feet, I may from hence without any Experience of Sight, reasonably conclude, that they represent or are connected with the Feet rather than the Head. I say, it seems the Idea of two visible Feet will sooner suggest to the Mind, the Idea of two tangible Feet than of one Head; so that the blind Man upon first Reception of the visive Faculty might know, which were the Feet or Two, and which the Head or One. (NTV 107)


      The objection here is an attempt to re-establish a necessary connection between visual and tangible ideas; and so to reclaim an explanation of their having the same cognitive content in virtue of a priori mathematical knowledge. The Molyneux man knows through tactile experience that men have two feet and one head. So, organizing his visual sensations into numerically distinct objects, he can infer from the two visual objects that they are feet and from the one visual object that it is a head.


      Berkeley denies that a priori knowledge of number is sufficient to establish a connection between visual and tangible ideas independently of experience, since there is no necessary correspondence between the number of objects seen and the number of objects felt. When one looks at a photograph, one can see several objects depicted in it; but to touch the photograph is to feel one object (NTV 108). Furthermore, the organization of visual sensations into numerically distinct objects is itself relative:


      But for a fuller Illustration of this Matter, it ought to be considered that Number (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, considering, either an Idea by it self, or any Combination of Ideas to which it gives one Name, and so makes it pass for an Unite. According as the Mind variously combines its Ideas, the Unite varies: and as the Unite, so the Number, which is only a Collection of Unites, doth also vary. . . . Every Combination of Ideas is considered as one thing by the mind, and in token thereof is marked by one Name. Now, this naming and combining together of Ideas is perfectly arbitrary, and done by the Mind in such sort, as Experience shews it to be most convenient: Without which, our Ideas had never been collected into such sundry distinct Combinations as they now are. (NTV 109)


      Berkeley almost certainly borrows this conclusion from Locke, who argues that the principle of individuation is relative to whatever concepts are used as the basis for individuating objects (Essay II.xxvii). The reason why one speaks of the same horse or the same tree even though the masses of matter that constitute the horse or the tree change over time is that the principle of individuation is applied under the idea of a horse or a tree in one case, and the idea of a mass of matter in the other:


      It is not therefore unity of substance that comprehends all sorts of identity, or will determine it in every case; but to conceive and judge of it aright, we must consider what idea the word it is applied to stands for: it being one thing to be the same substance, another the same man, and a third the same person, if person, man, and substance, are three names standing for three different ideas; for such as is the idea belonging to that name, such must be the identity. (Essay II.xxvii.7)


      Thus, while the objection assumes that the mind has some non-arbitrary, a priori method for sorting visual sensations into numerically discrete

      objects, in fact the mind sorts objects according to the concepts it uses as a basis for individuation. This implies that the mind must already possess the requisite concepts in order to sort its visual ideas into objects; but Berkeley insists that at first sight the mind has no such visual concepts, and so lacks any way to connect its visual sensations to the appropriate tactile concepts.


      He uses the Molyneux man once again to argue for this. The question this time is whether or not the Molyneux man would have the ideas necessary to apply the principle of individuation to his visual sensations at all, and to correlate them to his tactile sensations so that visual and tactile ideas of the same objects have the same content. Berkeley’s answer in both cases is no:


      Hence it follows, that a Man born blind, and afterwards, when grown up, made to see, would not in the first Act of Vision, parcel out the Ideas of Sight, into the same distinct Collections that others do, who have experienced which do regularly coexist and are proper to be bundled up together under one Name. He would not, for Example, make into one complex Idea, and thereby esteem an Unite all those particular Ideas, which constitute the visible Head or Foot. For there can be no Reason assigned why he should do so, barely upon his seeing a Man stand upright before him: There croud into his Mind the Ideas which compose the visible Man, in company with all the other Ideas of Sight perceiv’d at the same time: But all these Ideas offered at once to his View, he would not distribute into sundry distinct Combinations, till such time as by observing the Motion of the Parts of the Man and other Experiences, he comes to know, which are to be separated, and which to be collected together. (NTV 110)


      Only through continued experience could the Molyneux man learn to correlate visual sensations with tactile ideas, and thereby apply the principle of individuation to his visual sensations in the first place. The point of this extended discussion is that the Molyneux man lacks any a priori rules governing the assignment of cognitive content to his visual ideas; and, ultimately, so do normal perceivers at birth. Nevertheless, normal perceivers manage to make such assignments; and these assignments are rule-governed (otherwise, different perceivers could not rectify their token ideas in order to communicate). Furthermore, pace Malebranche, these rules are successfully derived from other ideas without falling into an infinite regress. Berkeley’s explanation for this is that, since tactile ideas are directly caused by their objects, both their content and the rules governing assignment of that content are given to the mind by the cause. The mind uses the content and rules given in tactile experiences, and their regular correlation with visual experiences, to give meaning to the latter.


      This thesis is strengthened with Berkeley’s final use of a version of something like the Molyneux man—the “unembodied spirit.” In this version, instead of a man born blind and made to see, Berkeley asks the reader to consider a ghost with the ability to see but unable to touch anything—i.e., incapable of having tactile ideas. Berkeley wants to know what proficiency such a being would have in geometry (this discussion occurs in the course of considering the question of what the object of geometry is, since Berkeley has claimed that there is no abstract idea of extension—usually considered the object of geometry—and that visual ideas and tactile ideas are heterogeneous). In particular, he wants to know whether the immediate objects of sight are the subject of geometry. The “unembodied spirit” scenario answers that question negatively. First, such a mind would have no ideas of distance, since distance is not immediately perceived by sight. This mind would therefore be incapable of forming ideas in three-dimensional space and would not be able to interpret his visual sensations as referring to objects external to his mind, as Berkeley argued in NTV 41:


      But the Intelligence here spoken of is supposed to have no Experience of Touch. He would not, therefore, judge as we do, nor have any Idea of Distance, Outness, or Profundity, nor consequently of Space or Body, either immediately or by Suggestion. (NTV 154)


      Nor could the unembodied spirit make size judgments—i.e., it would judge the sun and the moon to be the same size upon seeing a solar eclipse, because they take up the same amount of space in the visual field. Indeed, this mind would lack geometric ideas altogether, since it would not have access either to any cognitive content to assign to its visual sensations or to rules governing such assignments. Berkeley implies that such a mind would even be incapable of sorting its visual sensations into objects, since it would have no concepts with which to apply the principle of individuation.


      Presumably the unembodied spirit could acquire geometric knowledge should it become embodied. The implication is that the process of acquiring geometric knowledge in this case is just what happens in normal cases, except that visual and tactile ideas normally occur together. Were there a priori geometric ideas of any kind, such a spirit could do geometry; but then the standard Molyneux man case must have a positive answer, which Berkeley finds incredible. Moreover, Malebranche’s problem of preventing an infinite regress would re-emerge without a clear solution. Instead, Berkeley argues that visual ideas are signs for tactile ideas, and that the cognitive content of tactile ideas and the rules for assigning that content to visual ideas are both caused by external objects themselves. As a result, even though visual ideas signify tactile ideas on the model of words signifying ideas, the former signification is not arbitrary:


      There is indeed this Difference between the Signification of tangible Figures by visible Figures, and of Ideas by Words: That whereas the latter is variable and uncertain, depending altogether on the arbitrary Appointment of Men, the former is fixed, and immutably the same in all Times and Places. A visible Square, for Instance, suggests to the Mind the same tangible Figure in Europe, that it doth in America. Hence it is that the Voice of the Author of Nature, which speaks to our Eyes, is not liable to that Misinterpretation and Ambiguity, that Languages of Humane Contrivance are unavoidably subject to. (NTV 152)


      The rules themselves are external to human minds and are conveyed to them in experience. The key to understanding the latter claim, however, lies in Berkeley’s discussion of immediate perception and his famous heterogeneity thesis, to which I now turn.


      Notes


      1. The account given here closely follows that given by Michael Losonski (2007, 292–94; 1994, 134–39).


      2. Yolton (1975a, 146) claims that passages in the Essay “clearly indicate Locke’s explicit recognition and acceptance of the Cartesian notion of the objective existence of objects in the understanding.” He also defends this claim in chapter 5 of 1970.


      3. I do not mean to imply that Locke took each simple idea of sensation to have cognitive content. As Bolton points out (2007, 72), Locke glosses over a number of distinctions in his account of simple ideas. The idea of, say, blue that Locke has in mind in the passages discussed here appears to include more than merely an individual simple sensation of blue, since Locke intends this idea to allow a perceiver to recognize sensations of blue in the future, and to distinguish blue from other color sensations. This cognitive content may well arise as a result of a combination of repeated experiences of non-cognitive individual blue sensations along with an act of abstraction.


      4. Brandt (1975, 186).


      5. (1992, 407).


      6. (1994, 97).
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      In the last chapter, I argued that there is an epistemic asymmetry between ideas of touch and ideas of sight for both Locke and Berkeley—that ideas of touch are directly caused by the objects they represent because those causes come into direct local contact with the somatic organs, whereas this is not the case for ideas of sight. This epistemic asymmetry supported one way of drawing the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. Distance is immediately perceived by touch but not by sight because the objects that cause tactile ideas of distances come into local contact with somatic organs; but distance is mediately perceived by sight because objects at a distance do not come into local contact with the eyes. Moreover, in chapter 2, Arnauld was shown to offer another way of drawing the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. External things are immediately perceived because they are perceived without the intervention of representative entities distinct from perceptual acts; yet the acts themselves are immediately perceived in the trivial sense that they present themselves as well as their objects to consciousness.


      Commentators offer another way of drawing the distinction: immediate perception is non-inferential whereas mediate perception is inferential; or the former that which is directly perceived whereas the latter is that which is perceived through suggestion.1 The texts are inconclusive on the question of the difference between mediate perception as inference and mediate perception as suggestion. Perhaps by “suggestion” Berkeley has a relation like signification in mind—one that lacks the necessity of inference. Still, Berkeley is clear that mediate perception involves perceiving something in virtue of something else, implying that immediate perception lacks any perceptual intermediary.


      How Berkeley draws the distinction between immediate and mediate perception is crucial both to his understanding of the puzzle of distance vision (recall that the problem was that distance is not immediately perceived by sight), and to his heterogeneity thesis—the claim that the immediate objects of sight and touch are heterogeneous. Yet, as is often the case with the early moderns, Berkeley uses the distinction in systematically ambiguous ways. This chapter argues that each of these ways of drawing the distinction can be accommodated once it is pointed out that both the inferential reading and the causal reading coincide with Arnauld’s discussions of immediate perception. Reading the distinction this way allows for a consistent understanding of what Berkeley wishes to achieve by invoking the distinction. It also prepares the way for understanding Berkeley’s arguments for the heterogeneity thesis. As indicated in the last chapter, the heterogeneity thesis is a major part of Berkeley’s project to show that both the content of tactile ideas and the rules for assigning that content to visual ideas are given to perceivers in experience.


      I. Immediate Perception


      Malebranche’s version of the distinction between immediate and mediate perception is grounded in his own account of what it means to be objectively present to the mind. For Malebranche, immediate perception requires a special entity, a representative being that is locally present to (or united with) the mind when it undergoes modification. Having rejected representative beings and any strong analogy between local presence and cognitive presence, Arnauld gives a very different account of immediate perception grounded in his distinction between two types of reflection. He devotes a chapter (VI) of TFI to disambiguating the distinction between immediate and mediate perception—an ambiguity he takes to be at the heart of the “false” philosophy of ideas as perceptual objects. As with most other matters relating to ideas, he takes Descartes to be the authority on the distinction between immediate and mediate perception. Speaking of Descartes’ two definitions of ‘idea,’ Arnauld says,


      Those two definitions . . . show that what he calls the idea . . . is not really distinct from our thought or perception; that it is our thought itself, insofar as it contains objectively what is formally in the object. Apparently, it is this idea that he says is the immediate object of our thought, by the immediate perception of which, etc.; because thought knows itself and I think of nothing [of which I am not conscious]. (TFI 27)


      He reads Descartes as claiming that ideas are the immediate objects of perception in virtue of simultaneously presenting themselves and formally real objects to consciousness. The latter is achieved by rendering formally real things objectively present to the mind:


      Since every perception is essentially representative of something, and since it is in this respect called an idea, it can be essentially reflexive upon itself only if its immediate object is that idea, i.e., the objective reality of the thing which my mind is said to perceive. . . . So we see that, without having recourse to representative beings distinct from perception, it is very true in this sense that it is our ideas that we see immediately and which are the immediate object of our thought . . . which does not rule out our also seeing, through those ideas, the object which contains formally what is only objectively in the idea. (TFI 204–5)


      Since ideas present themselves as well as their objects to consciousness, they are the immediate objects of perception in a trivial sense that does not require one to postulate tertium quid. Likewise, to say that something is perceived mediately or indirectly by means of ideas is to say nothing more than that a formally real thing is the object of an act of perception:


      But, if, by not knowing them immediately, is meant being able to know them only by representative beings distinct from perceptions, I hold that in this sense we can know material things . . . not only mediately but also immediately, i.e., that we know them without there being any intermediary between our perceptions and the object. (TFI 210)


      Ideas are the immediate objects of perception in the trivial sense that they present themselves to consciousness; but this does not imply that formally real things are not the direct objects of those same perceptual acts. Similarly, formally real things are the mediate objects of perception in the trivial sense that they can only be perceived by being the objects of perceptual acts; but this does not imply that intermediaries between the act and the object are needed for perception.


      Arnauld’s version of the distinction between immediate and mediate perception is the context against which Berkeley’s version of that distinction should be read. There is a significant body of scholarship on this issue, since immediate perception plays a vital role in both Berkeley’s theory of vision and his immaterialism. He speaks of the distinction variously as resting on inference—the immediately perceived is not inferred—and as resting on suggestion—the immediately perceived is not suggested by some other perception:


      Phil. Consequently, it will not follow from that instance that anything is perceived by sense which is not, immediately perceived. (DHP 204)


      Phil. Whatever we perceive is perceived immediately or mediately: by sense, or by reason and reflexion. (DHP 204)


      Phil. Are those things only perceived by the senses which are perceived immediately? Or, may those things properly be said to be sensible which are perceived mediately, or not without the intervention of others? (DHP 174)


      Hyl. To prevent any more questions of this kind, I tell you once for all, that by sensible things I mean those only which are perceived by sense; and that in truth the senses perceive nothing which they do not perceive immediately: for they make no inferences. (DHP 174–75)


      Yet, as Winkler points out, these two ways of drawing the distinction amount to the same thing “because intervention is understood . . . in terms of perception itself.”2 Immediate perception does not require another perception, whereas mediate perception does. It does not matter whether the relation between two or more perceptions is inferential or by suggestion.


      But commentators have noticed an apparent contradiction in what Berkeley says about immediate perception. In separate texts, he claims that both simple ideas (sounds, colors, flavors) and those congeries of ideas that constitute perception of objects are immediately perceived. Thus, both the sound and the coach, both the colors and the apple are immediately perceived. Pitcher (1986) takes this to be a problem for Berkeley because, prima facie, objects are perceived in virtue of perception of simple ideas.3 In that case, the former are mediately perceived whereas the latter are immediately perceived. In the Principles Berkeley says,


      Take away this material substance, about the identity whereof all the dispute is, and mean by body what every plain ordinary person means by that word, to wit, that which is immediately seen and felt, which is only a combination of sensible qualities or ideas, and then their most unanswerable objections come to nothing. (PHK 95)


      And in the Third Dialogue he says,


      Wood, stones, fire, water, flesh, iron, and the like things, which I name and discourse of, are things that I know. And I should not have known them but that I perceived them by my senses; and things perceived by the senses are immediately perceived. (DHP 230)


      In order to explain this apparent contradiction, Pitcher distinguishes between “vulgar” and “philosophical” senses of immediate perception. In the vulgar sense, objects are immediately perceived, whereas in the philosophical sense, only simple ideas are immediately perceived.


      However, when considered in the context of Arnauld’s writings, simple ideas are immediately perceived in a trivial sense—they present themselves to consciousness. Objects are mediately perceived in a similarly trivial sense—they are perceived in virtue of being presented to the mind by perceptual acts. But objects are immediately perceived in the robust sense that they are the direct objects of perceptual acts. Their perception does not require an intermediary. What seems to lead Pitcher into difficulty is the presumption that mediate perception involves intermediate objects that are neither perceptual acts nor external objects; but once this assumption is denied the problem is eliminated.


      Setting aside any apparent contradiction in Berkeley’s use of the notion of immediate perception, there are still two problems with it, both noticed by Winkler. The first problem derives from the construal of immediate perception as non-inferential. In that case, what do we make of mediate perception when the objects mediately perceived are not propositions or sentences, given that only they can figure into inferences? Winkler solves this problem by noting that, for Berkeley, it is an anthropological truth that perception involves belief.4 But Arnauld’s trivial notion of mediate perception may be used to avoid this problem altogether. Objects can be mediately perceived in the trivial sense that they are perceived in virtue of having a representative idea—but the thing itself is the direct object of a perceptual act, and so it is immediately perceived in the robust sense. The “mediate” objects of perception in that case need not be propositions or sentences, because strictly speaking no inference is involved.


      Winkler’s second problem is that it remains unclear how the immediate perception of simple ideas constitutes immediate perception of a whole object, particularly since the former is non-epistemic while the latter is epistemic. On his interpretation, Berkeleyan immediate perception can involve both simple ideas immediately perceived through one sense and the immediate perception of a common object through various senses. While he takes this interpretation to be superior to Pitcher’s, Winkler admits that it struggles with the second problem. Yet, the issue of doxastic involvement may be explained by pointing to Descartes’ three grades of perception—particularly the third grade, which is clearly epistemic and requires doxastic involvement for Descartes, whereas this is not the case for the impressions of figures on the senses by objects. On Descartes’ model, perception is immediate at all of the three grades, in which case the distinction between the non-epistemic immediate perception of simple ideas and the epistemic immediate perception of whole objects may be explained as coinciding with the distinction between the second and third grades of perception.


      Berkeley’s commitment to Descartes’ three grades of perception has already been mentioned (TVV 43). Like Descartes, Berkeley distinguishes between the epistemically and conceptually rich third grade of perception and the conceptually impoverished second grade with a point he makes about animals.5 At the second grade of visual perception (that which is available to animals) visual sensations are connected with pleasure and pain, which Berkeley takes to be tactile sensations (NTV 59). He seems committed to the claim that animals do not judge distance and magnitude—at least not the way we do. Although their visual sensations also function for them as signs for tactile sensations, there is no epistemic content to their acts of vision. Rather, there is a habitual, unreflective association that is no less acquired than our own conceptually rich visual judgments.


      This appeal to something like Descartes’ distinction between the second and third grades of perception falls afoul of claims by Pappas and Atherton that Berkeley’s notion of immediate perception is non-epistemic. The philosophical problem, according to Pappas, is that if perception is epistemic rather than purely psychological, it cannot be explained how the “conceptually impoverished,” such as children, perceive.6 Another concern, pointed out by Atherton, is that perceivers are equally justified in believing their mediately perceived visual distance judgments as they are in accepting immediate perceptions.7 However, these concerns are relieved once the distinction between the second and third grades of perception that Berkeley accepts is taken into account. At the second grade immediate perception is non-epistemic; but at the third grade immediate perception (in the non-trivial sense) is thoroughly epistemic. Worries about the conceptually impoverished are therefore misplaced. If I understand Pappas correctly, the kind of case he has in mind is one wherein a child who lacks the concept of a carburetor is literally unable to immediately perceive one. Yet this is not the level of conceptual content Berkeley has in mind. Certainly, that child has enough content to view the carburetor as a unified object (composed of sub-parts), which is all that’s needed to immediately perceive the carburetor as a thing with certain properties—and for the child to know that she perceives something, although she cannot yet classify the object she perceives in any more specific way.


      There remains the problem of explaining what, in Berkeley’s view, is the difference between immediately perceived objects such as coaches and trees, and mediately perceived distance. Two points might be made here. First, immediate perceptions of coaches and trees can refer the mind directly to those objects without the mediation of any other ideas (understood not as mere sensations, but as meaningful schema occurring in the third grade of perception), whereas this is not the case for visual perception of distance. As Winkler suggests, in a congeries of ideas each idea refers the mind to the same object because that object stimulates the various sense modalities. The various ideas need not imply or suggest one another; they merely strengthen the adequacy of the congeries considered as a whole by supplying the mind with multiple references to the same object. However, for Berkeley no congeries of purely visual ideas could refer the mind directly to distance. The mind cannot interpret these ideas such that they suggest distance on their own, as demonstrated by the Molyneux man. Since Berkeley assumes that distance is in fact perceived visually, some other kind of idea must furnish the mind with the resources it needs to interpret visual sensations as referring to distances and this kind of idea consists of tactile sensations.


      Secondly, having rejected the Cartesian notions of a “common” sense and innate ideas that provide the mind with rules for the interpretation of figures impressed on the imagination, in favor of the Lockean position that interpretive rules are acquired, Berkeley is committed to the principle that immediate perception (in the non-trivial sense, and again, at the third grade of perception) involves interpretation of the ideas of a sense with only the resources of that sense. Understood in this way, (non-trivial) immediate perception does not require the aid of ideas of another sense in order to interpret ideas of the original sense. This is what Berkeley means when he says, “Those things alone are actually and strictly perceived by any sense, which would have been perceived, in case the same sense had then been first conferred on us” (DHP 204). To take the example of visual distance perception, one could say that distance is “actually and strictly” or immediately perceived by vision if the mind could have interpreted visual sensations as signs of distance had perceivers been conferred with a sense of vision before they were conferred with a sense of touch. But since that is not the case (as Berkeley takes himself to demonstrate with his “unembodied spirit” thought experiment), distance is not immediately perceived by sight. Visual perception of distance requires content and assignment rules derived from the sense of touch. All of this explains Berkeley’s declaration that the Molyneux man would not see objects or understand the words ‘sphere’ and ‘cube’ as applicable to his visual sensations.


      II. Heterogeneity


      Berkeley’s heterogeneity thesis is central to his theory of vision, yet it is also that theory’s most curious element. Pitcher, for instance, lists the heterogeneity thesis as contrary to common sense because it commits Berkeley to the claim that “when we touch an elephant while at the same time looking at it,”8 we feel and see different things. As a result we never perceive the same object through different sense modalities. Rather, we perceive a visual elephant, a tactile elephant, and olfactory elephant, etc., each distinct from the others. Atherton argues that Pitcher misunderstands the heterogeneity thesis—that Berkeley merely points out that ideas of sight and touch are not of the same phenomenological kind, rather than the more substantial and controversial claim that visual and tactile ideas are about different objects.9 Atherton is certainly right that ideas of sight and touch are phenomenally heterogeneous, but the conclusions Berkeley draws from his rejection of homogeneity seem too wide-ranging to be based on so innocuous an observation. There must be more to the heterogeneity thesis than merely the claim that light and colors are phenomenally different from textures. I will argue that Pitcher is correct to claim that for Berkeley we immediately touch and see different things when we perceive an elephant; but that the conclusion that we never perceive the same object through different sense modalities does not follow. What does follow is that the same object may be immediately perceived by one sense and mediately perceived by another. Contrary to Pitcher’s complaint, this conclusion is consistent with common sense.


      Berkeley offers three arguments for the heterogeneity thesis. The first argument is an appeal to the reader’s intuitions about the Molyneux man case (NTV 128). Some commentators take this to be very weak evidence in favor of the heterogeneity thesis, since Berkeley does not show that heterogeneity is the only explanation for the Molyneux man’s behavior.10 But this objection seems to miss the point of what Berkeley wants to prove. As far as I can tell, he wants to show that there is no necessary connection between the immediate objects of sight (i.e., the rays of light that cause sensations of light and color) and the immediate objects of touch (i.e., the surfaces of external objects that cause tactile sensations). The question is primarily about whether there is a common cause for both visual and tactile ideas, and only derivatively about whether there is necessarily a conceptual link between them. Berkeley does not need to rule out all other possible explanations of the Molyneux man’s behavior in order to use the case to show that there is no necessary connection between rays of light and the surfaces of external objects.


      In order to sort ideas into a particular kind, Berkeley claims that an idea must be “perceived in the same manner” or “affect me in the same way” as previously perceived ideas of that kind. That is, the ideas must be caused in the same way in order to be sorted into the same kind. But, Berkeley says, it has been “clearly made out that a man born blind would not at first reception of his sight think the things he saw were of the same nature with the objects of touch.” Rather, the Molyneux man would think that “they were a new set of ideas, perceived in a new manner, and entirely different from all he had ever perceived before” (NTV 128). It is unclear what argument Berkeley refers to as having “clearly made out” this conclusion; but it’s likely he refers to his own arguments from NTV 101–10, where he argues that there is no necessary connection between light and colors and any tangible sensation (NTV 103)—so much so that the Molyneux man would even be unable to apply the principle of individuation to his visual sensations in order to organize his visual field into representations of discrete objects (NTV 110). These arguments imply that there is no necessary connection between the causes of sensations of light and color and the causes of tactile sensations; and since Berkeley assumes that ideas are sorted into kinds in the first instance according to the manner in which they are caused, the Molyneux man’s inability to sort visual and tactile ideas into the same kind implies a lack of any necessary connection between their causes. Thus, ideas of sight and touch are heterogeneous because they have mutually independent causes.


      The second argument is that light and color are exclusive to visual ideas and cannot be perceived by the sense of touch:


      Secondly, Light and Colours are allowed by all to constitute a sort or Species intirely different from the Ideas of Touch: Nor will any Man, I presume, say they can make themselves perceived by that Sense: But there is no other immediate Object of Sight, besides Light and Colours. It is therefore a direct Consequence, that there is no Idea common to both Senses. (NTV 129)


      Given the evidence presented thus far in this book that early modern theories of ideas, from Descartes to Arnauld and Malebranche to Locke, sought causal explanations for ideas, this passage, like the one prior to it, should be understood in terms of a causal explanation, or, as Berkeley says in the next paragraph, “the ways whereby [ideas] enter into the understanding.” The claim in Berkeley’s second argument is that the rays of light that cause visual sensations of light and color cannot be felt (i.e., they cannot cause tactile sensations). This is something to which Berkeley rightly thinks everyone will agree. Since rays of light cannot be felt, the causes of light and color are independent of the causes of tactile ideas. Once again, they are heterogeneous in the sense that there is no necessary connection between their causes.


      Berkeley’s third argument is that visual and tangible lines cannot be added together (NTV 131). I admit being at a loss as to what Berkeley has in mind here. In order to understand his reasoning, the reader needs to know why lines cannot be added to planes, or planes added to solids, since Berkeley suggests that the reasons why lines and planes cannot be added are analogous to the reasons why a blue line cannot be added to a felt line. It seems that lines and planes cannot be added in the mathematical case because a plane contains infinitely many lines (likewise, a solid contains infinitely many planes). The two quantities are incommensurate because one finite quantity is infinitesimal with respect to the other. To “add” a plane to a solid will not increase the size of the solid, and to “add” a line to a plane will not increase the size of the plane. An analogous situation might be said to hold for visual and tangible lines. Berkeley has already indicated that there are indefinitely many ways to visually perceive the same object. The visual ideas of a tower alter with every step the perceiver takes towards it (NTV 44). In NTV 61, he argues that


      a visible Inch is it self no constant, determinate Magnitude, and cannot therefore serve to mark out, and determine the Magnitude of any other thing. Take an Inch mark’d upon a Ruler: view it, successively, at the distance of Half a Foot, a Foot, a Foot and a Half, &c. from the Eye: at each of which, and at all the intermediate Distances, the Inch shall have a different visible Extension, i.e. there shall be more or fewer Points discerned in it.


      The Paris Meter Stick appears as indefinitely many visual lengths depending on the perspective and distance at which it is viewed. While all of these visual lines are encompassed by a tactile line in the manner that infinitely many lines are encompassed by a plane, none of them can be added to it. Evidently, this implies that the visual lines and the tangible line that encompasses them have different immediate causes, which is why it is an argument for heterogeneity.


      If this is correct, it answers Armstrong’s objection to this argument that it is possible to “pace out part of a distance and then measure the remainder by the eye” (1960, 56). The cause of what is measured by the eye (visual sensations, caused by rays of light) is independent of the cause of what is measured by pacing (tactile sensations, caused by surfaces). Berkeley’s point seems to be that adding these quantities presumes that they have the same cause, or at least the same kind of cause. Given that the two previous arguments show that such causes are heterogeneous, Armstrong’s proposal is a non-starter.11


      Despite the fact that ideas of sight and touch are heterogeneous because they have mutually independent causes (and here I take Berkeley to mean that these causes are ontologically independent—they can exist independently of one another), perceivers nevertheless treat them as common to both senses and give them the same names. Yet, the fact that visible and tangible ideas have the same name should not lead one to conclude that they have the same immediate object. One may only conclude that visible and tangible ideas can be rectified. But, in a departure from Locke’s account of rectification, Berkeley argues that the warrant for this rectification is not that visible and tangible ideas have the same cause. Rather, it is because tangible and visible ideas stand in relations of first-order and higher-order signification, respectively, to those objects; and the latter signification obtains precisely because perceivers can use tangible ideas to interpret visual sensations:


      We can no more Argue e.g. a Visible and Tangible Square to be of the same Species, from their being call’d by the same Name; than we can, that a Tangible Square and the Monosyllable consisting of Six Letters, whereby it is mark’d, are of the same Species, because they are both call’d by the same Name. It is customary to call written Words, and the Things they signify, by the same Name: For Words not being regarded in their own Nature, or otherwise than as they are marks of Things, it had been superfluous, and beside the design of Language, to have given them Names distinct from those of the Things marked by them. The same Reason holds here also. Visible Figures are the marks of Tangible Figures, and from Sect. LIX, it is plain, that in themselves they are little regarded, or upon any other Score than for their Connexion with Tangible Figures, which by Nature they are ordain’d to signifie. And because this Language of Nature does not vary, in different Ages or Nations, hence it is that, in all Times and Places, Visible Figures are call’d by the same Names, as the respective Tangible Figures suggested by them: And not because they are alike, or of the same sort with them. (NTV 140)


      The result is an understanding of visual judgments of distance, magnitude and situation as expressions of signification. Just as words indicate ideas without there being any necessary connection between the two and without there being separate names for words and the things they signify, visible ideas indicate tangible ideas without there being any necessary connection between them; and the two kinds of ideas fall under the same name without thereby having the same immediate referent.


      Through experience, perceivers have come to anticipate the presence of certain tactile ideas at the experience of certain visual ideas, treating the latter as signs for the former. But the homogeneity thesis misunderstands this relationship, presuming that visual and tactile ideas that fall under the same name have the same object, or are caused by the same thing. The arguments Berkeley has given, juxtaposed against earlier arguments spread throughout NTV, are intended to show that this is not the case. Nevertheless, he wants to preserve the most persuasive feature of homogeneity—that sensations of sight and touch have the same meaning (in the third grade of perception, where they are interpreted). This is why perceivers give them the same name, why they can be rectified, and why we suppose that they are about the same object. His account of vision as a system of signs intends to preserve this sameness of meaning by showing how the meaning of visual sensations derives from that of tactile sensations.


      It should be noted that the interpretation of Berkeley’s arguments for the heterogeneity thesis offered here shines brightest if Berkeley is presumed to hold an act theory of ideas. The focus on the causal basis of the immediate objects of vision and touch falls squarely along the lines attributed to Descartes and Arnauld in earlier chapters. Considered as perceptual acts, the immediate objects of vision are rays of light whereas the immediate objects of touch are surfaces. These acts have content that is their immediate object in the trivial sense discussed earlier—light and color in the case of vision, tactile sensations in the case of touch. But this content is merely the means by which a perceptual act refers the mind to a cause of sensory stimulation. Understood against this background, heterogeneity emerges as the quite plausible claim that causes of visual sensory stimulation exist independently of the causes of tactile sensory stimulation. The question for Berkeley is, given this heterogeneity, how do visual perceptual acts manage to refer to the causes of tactile perceptual acts? His answer is that this is achieved due to the contingent but universal fact that the former signify the latter.


      III. The Language Analogy


      At the end of NTV, Berkeley famously argues that visual ideas function on the model of a language, with tactile ideas serving as the cognitive content for visual ideas:


      Upon the whole, I think we may fairly conclude that the 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. And the manner wherein they signify and mark unto us the objects which are at a distance is the same with that of languages and signs of human appointment, which do not suggest the things signified by any likeness or identity of nature, but only by an habitual connexion that experience has made us to observe between them. (NTV 147)


      This passage serves two purposes in Berkeley’s thought. First, he wants to show that vision is a system of signs, much like the words of a language. This much follows from his account of visual distance perception, wherein distance is mediately perceived by the proper objects of vision, which function as signs for the tactile sensations through which distance is immediately perceived. By claiming that vision is the “universal language of the author of nature,” he intends to explain how the relation of signification between visual and tactile ideas can be both contingent and universal.


      More broadly, Berkeley also wants to show that sensations in general have all of the resources necessary to represent the external world without mediation through abstract ideas or tertium quid of any kind. That is, they can signify or denote as well as convey meaning; and all of the resources necessary for these representative functions are available from sensory ideas themselves. This is clear from his discussion of the meanings of the terms ‘upper’ and ‘lower’; and from his discussion of the Molyneux man’s inability to take any of his visual ideas to have meaning until he can correlate them with the tactile sensations. In the Principles, he claims that ideas follow natural rules similar to grammatical rules, and that the purpose of their being so combined is to convey information:


      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 reason why ideas are formed into machines, that is, artificial and regular combinations, is the same with that for combining letters into words. 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. . . . By this means abundance of information is conveyed unto us. (PHK 65)


      Berkeley’s language analogy emerges as the thesis that sensory ideas alone have the capacity to allow the mind to interpret other sensory ideas. Read in this way, it is the realization of Locke’s project of explaining how the mind acquires rules of interpretation from ideas of sense without falling victim the infinite regress that Malebranche warns against. Berkeley’s answer in the case of vision is that the acquisition process is cross modal.


      Notes


      1. See Winkler, Berkeley: An Interpretation, 149–61; and Atherton, (1990, 68–72).


      2. Berkeley: An Interpretation, 151.


      3. I suspect that Berkeley glosses over a distinction similar to the one that Locke glosses over with respect to simple ideas, discussed above.


      4. Berkeley: An Interpretation, 151–52.


      5. For Descartes, see CSM I, 139–41.


      6. Berkeley’s Thought, 202.


      7. (1990, 69–70).


      8. (1977, 59).


      9. (1990, 208–10).


      10. For instance, see Hight (2008, 236–37).


      11. Atherton argues that Berkeley’s reasoning turns on the impossibility of a measuring device common to both sight and touch. Insofar as the possibility of such a measuring device turns on its ability to measure representations according to their causes, and insofar as Berkeley thinks that representations with different causes cannot be measured by the same device, her argument is consistent with mine.

    

  


  
    
      


      Chapter Six

    


    
      Abstraction and General Notions

    


    
      In the introduction to the Principles, Berkeley locates the source of “all that doubtfulness and uncertainty, those absurdities and contradictions” (PHKI 4) that have found their way into philosophy, “rendering speculation intricate and perplexed” and occasioning “innumerable errors and difficulties in almost all parts of knowledge” (PHKI 6). The cause is not “the obscurity of things, or the natural weakness and imperfection of our understanding” (PHKI 2), as Locke would have us believe, but rather an abuse of language stemming from “the opinion that the mind hath a power of framing abstract ideas or notions of things” (PHKI 6). Following this diagnosis of the cause of philosophical perplexity is a polemic against abstract ideas not unlike Locke’s polemic against innate ideas in Book I of the Essay. Like Locke’s piece, by placing his attack on abstract ideas in the introduction Berkeley intends to clear the reader’s mind of any lingering false principles in preparation for the philosophical arguments presented in the main text. He implies that those arguments cannot be properly received if the reader’s mind is clouded by speculations about abstract ideas. But the similarities between Berkeley’s introduction and Locke’s Book I end there. This time, Locke himself is the target of a polemic, with Berkeley famously relishing in Locke’s contradictory description of the abstract idea of a triangle as “something imperfect that cannot exist” (Essay IV.vii.9).


      Unfortunately, as written, Berkeley’s polemic against abstract ideas leaves the reader with several nagging questions. Indeed, the literature on this polemic may be organized around three such questions.1 First, is Berkeley’s argument successful at refuting Locke’s theory of abstract ideas? Many commentators who have concluded that it is not do so on the grounds that Berkeley misunderstands or mischaracterizes Locke’s theory. Second, what is the structure of Berkeley’s argument? Does he attack one form of abstraction or several? If the latter, is there one argument against all varieties (as those who read Berkeley’s argument as resting on inferences from impossibility to inconceivability maintain),2 or are there specific arguments against various kinds of abstract ideas? Third, what is the connection, if any, between Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas and his immaterialism?


      The fact that an answer to one question influences how the others are answered should not be overlooked. If, for instance, a reader takes Berkeley to offer weak arguments against a variety of abstract ideas, that impression may lead one to think that he misunderstood Locke and to question the extent to which Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas has a role to play in his arguments for immaterialism, despite Berkeley’s explicit insistence to the contrary in PHK 5. Armstrong, for example, thinks that Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas “is probably not as important for his main thesis [in the Principles] as Berkeley believed it to be.”3 Similarly, Beardsley denies that Berkeley’s arguments against abstract ideas have any relevance to his immaterialism, claiming that “the doctrine of abstract ideas furnishes no real support to Berkeley’s argument against the existence of material substance independent of perception.”4 In that case, one might conclude that Berkeley’s remarks on the topic of abstract ideas may be skipped in favor or direct engagement with his immaterialism.


      George Pappas (2000) gives compelling answers to these questions in his recent extended treatment of Berkeley’s views on abstraction and abstract ideas. After distinguishing between several types of abstract ideas and two forms of abstraction found in Berkeley’s work, and considering the extent to which Berkeley’s attack is exclusive to Locke, Pappas’ qualified answer to the first question denies that Berkeley grossly misunderstood Locke and points out the strengths and weaknesses of Berkeley’s attack. In reply to the second question he notices that, while Berkeley does give different arguments for different kinds of abstract idea, these arguments complement one another. Finally, in response to the question of the relationship between Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas and his immaterialism, Pappas presents extensive textual evidence for the claim that Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas is connected to a range of themes throughout his work—including his esse is percipi principle, his thoughts on the nature of language, nominalism, heterogeneity, skepticism, and the primary-secondary quality distinction. Pappas’ reading is its most compelling in its treatment of Berkeley’s rejection of the abstract idea of existence, and the role that rejection plays in his arguments for immaterialism.


      One goal of this chapter is to supplement Pappas’ focus on Berkeley’s rejection of the abstract idea of existence by providing it with additional textual evidence and historical context. However, this reading will depart from Pappas’ account in a number of ways. Berkeley’s attack on Locke’s account of abstract ideas is strengthened by comparing it with Arnauld’s theory of abstraction; and Berkeley is shown to have criticized Locke for committing errors that Arnauld warned against. Furthermore, Locke’s commitment to the abstract idea of existence, and Berkeley’s attack on it in accordance with Arnauld’s rules for avoiding error, emerge in sharpest relief against the context of Locke’s debate with Stillingfleet over the former’s demonstration of the existence of material substance from simple ideas of sensation and reflection. Insufficient attention to these aspects of the historical context within which Berkeley developed his arguments has lead to misunderstanding. Along the way, the questions of Berkeley’s understanding of Locke’s theory of abstract ideas, his success at defeating it, and the structure of his arguments against Locke’s theory are reconsidered.


      Yet the concern with defending Berkeley’s attack on Locke should not detract from his own novel contribution to the theory of abstraction. He didn’t simply appropriate Arnauld’s theory of abstraction without revision. Rather, taking his own theory of vision as his lead, Berkeley develops a novel form of metalinguistic nominalism according to which a particular idea becomes general by simultaneously referring to multiple particular ideas of the same kind. A second goal of this chapter is to reconstruct this theory. Unfortunately, he is not explicit as to how the mind originally sorts particular ideas into kinds in order to fix the reference of a general idea. In Arnauld’s theory this task is accomplished through higher-order ideas that take multiple first-order ideas as their objects. This route is unavailable for Berkeley because he insists that the passivity of ideas precludes them from representing minds, powers, or activities (PHK 27); and this includes the activity of reflection inherent to forming higher-order ideas.


      He offers only the slightest hint at a resolution to this difficulty. In several passages he refers to abstract, general, or universal notions (PHKI 6, 10, 15, 15, 17, and 19). It is well known that Berkeley had a theory of notions, and Daniel Flage (1987) argues that Berkeleyan relative notions (which Flage defines as “conceiving of a thing on the basis of its properties or the relations in which it stands to things conceived directly,” in contrast to a positive notion, which entails “conceiving of a thing as it is in itself”5) are cognitive acts whose content is expressed by definite descriptions. In what follows, Flage’s account is used to defend a reading of Berkeleyan general notions capable of fixing the referent of a particular idea such that it can be used to simultaneously refer to multiple particular ideas of the same kind. The result is a reading wherein Berkeley’s introduction largely achieves its author’s intent: to prepare the reader for his subsequent rejection of the material world.


      I. Arnauld’s Higher-Order Idea Theory of Abstraction


      A remarkable feature of Arnauld’s account of ideas is that he gives a fairly detailed, quite nominalistic account of abstraction in terms of selective attention and higher-order ideas. This account turns on a characteristic that Arnauld takes to be essential to the nature of ideas—their reflexivity. In Chapter VI of On True and False Ideas, Arnauld claims that all ideas, all “thought or perception is essentially reflexive upon itself; as it is expressed more happily in Latin, [is conscious of itself], for I never think without knowing that I think” (TFI 204). He calls this first-order reflexivity virtual. In addition to first-order or virtual reflexivity, there is a higher-order reflexivity that Arnauld calls explicit,


      in which we examine our perception by another perception, as everyone can easily verify. This occurs especially in the sciences which are formed only by the reflections that men make upon their own perceptions, as when a geometer, having conceived a triangle as a figure bounded by three straight lines, has found, by examining his perception of that figure, that it had to have three angles and that the three angles had to be equal to two right angles. (TFI 204)


      Explicit reflection requires a higher-order idea that takes a first-order idea as its object. Arnauld’s claim that higher-order ideas are required for the sciences, and his example of geometry, should not be overlooked. He explicitly links higher-order ideas to the process of abstraction through the extended example of Thales paying twenty workers twenty drachmas. In that example, a higher-order idea selectively attends to aspects of various first-order ideas, perceiving similarities that allow the first-order ideas to be sorted into kinds.


      Thales considers the feature that his two ideas (and here Arnauld stresses that by “idea” he means an act of perception), one of twenty men, the other of twenty drachmas, have in common, “namely that in each there is twenty” (TFI 207). In doing so, Thales “omits what is particular to each.” That is, he selectively attends to the content of his first-order ideas, “and forms the abstract idea of the number twenty, which can subsequently apply to twenty horses, twenty houses, twenty stadia” (ibid.). This higher-order, abstract idea of twenty becomes a “third idea or perception” (ibid.); and it is imperative to note that, since the content of this higher-order idea consists in content from first-order ideas to which the mind selectively attends, and since ideas cannot exist unless perceived, perception of first-order ideas is necessary for the existence (i.e., perception) and content of any higher-order idea that takes them as objects.


      Yet because virtual reflexivity is essential to all ideas, even higher-order ones, Thales can “reflect upon that abstract idea of the number twenty, i.e., to consider it with more attention by a reflexive vision, which is one of the most admirable faculties of our mind” (TFI 207). Arnauld’s example is of Thales’ discovery of second-order predicates such as ‘even’ and ‘odd,’ which are predicates that sort the extensions of first-order predicates into kinds (if, as Arnauld appears to assume, cardinalities are themselves predicates, as in “The number of drachmas is twenty”). In this case, a first-order predicate is itself a higher-order idea, with its extension consisting of first-order ideas. By further acts of reflection, Thales discovers classes—in Arnauld’s example, the class of primes—which are yet another kind of abstract idea. Having noted several forms of explicit reflection that Thales performs, and the various abstract ideas these acts produce, Arnauld offers two comments on the nature of Thales’ abstract ideas:


      First, I do not assume any representative beings, but only that, at the outset, Thales had two perceptions, one directly of twenty men and one directly of twenty drachmas. (TFI 209)


      That is, he can account for Thales’ abstract mathematical ideas on the basis of his perceptions alone. Representative beings are dispensed with, even in the realms of arithmetic and geometry. The second observation is that


      given those two perceptions, which I call ideas, it cannot be denied that our mind has the faculty of doing everything that I have made that philosopher do. . . . But that is what is properly called seeing the properties of things in their ideas: seeing, in the idea of extension that it must be divisible and mobile . . . seeing, in the idea of a triangle, that its three angles must necessarily be equal to two right angles. To account for that, we need only understand that our mind has the power of reflecting upon its thoughts and, when it once has the perception of an object, considering it with more attention. (TFI 209)


      The capacity for explicit reflection—the ability to form higher-order ideas through “simple reflections on . . . primary [or first-order] cognitions”—is the foundation for “all the sciences, especially the abstract sciences such as metaphysics, geometry, arithmetic and algebra” (TFI 209).


      The theme of forming abstract ideas by using higher-order ideas to selectively attend to aspects of first-order ideas runs through Arnauld’s chapter on “abstractions of the mind” (chapter 5 of the First Part) in Logic, or The Art of Thinking (PRL) of 1662. On the use of abstraction in geometry, Arnauld says,


      By the same token, if I draw an equilateral triangle on a piece of paper, and if I concentrate on examining it on this paper along with all the accidental circumstances determining it, I shall have an idea of only a single triangle. But if I ignore all the particular circumstances and focus on the thought that the triangle is a figure bounded by three equal lines, the idea I form will, on the one hand, represent more clearly the equality of lines and, on the other, be able to represent all equilateral triangles. Suppose I go further and, ignoring the equality of lines, I consider it only as a figure bounded by three straight lines. I will then form an idea that can represent all kinds of triangles. If subsequently, I do not attend to the number of lines, and I consider it only as a flat surface bounded by straight lines, the idea I form can represent all straight-lined figures. Thus I can rise by degrees to extension itself. Now in these abstractions it is clear that the lower degree includes the higher degree along with some particular determination, just as the I includes that which thinks, the equilateral triangle includes the triangle, and the triangle the straight-lined figure. But since the higher degree is less determinate, it can represent more things. (PRL 38)6


      Through selectively attending to what is essential in the particular triangle perceived, ignoring what is particular to it, one can form a higher-order, abstract idea able to represent all triangles of the kind perceived (equilateral in this case). Through further acts of selective attention, one can form more general predicates, as Thales did when forming ideas of ‘even,’ ‘odd,’ and ‘prime.’ But the first-order ideas are not discarded. Rather, “through these sorts of abstraction, ideas of individuals become common [or general], and common ideas become more common” (PRL 38). That is, abstraction renders particular ideas general, such that the mind may use these generalized ideas to refer to other particular ideas of the same kind.


      Arnauld’s confidence that explicit reflection is the foundation of both the process of abstraction and of the epistemic justification for the resulting abstract ideas is grounded in his certainty that the reflexivity of thought, both virtual and explicit, cannot “reasonably be contested” (TFI 204), and his commitment to the doctrine of objective presence. When the essential reflexivity of thought is combined with the claim that ideas are perceptual acts that essentially include two relations, one to the object perceived and the other to the percipient mind, “it follows that since every perception is essentially representative of something, and since it is in this respect called an idea, it can be essentially reflexive upon itself only if its immediate object is that idea, i.e., the objective reality of the thing which my mind is said to perceive” (TFI 204). The relationship between objective reality, immediate perception, abstraction, and conceiving is clearly essential to understanding Arnauld’s theory of abstraction.


      Recall from chapter 2 that objective reality explains the relationship between an object, the idea of that object, and the mind in which that idea exists—or, as Descartes sometimes puts it, the object insofar as it exists in the mind. An idea is a single entity that bears two relations: an intentional relation to the object it is an idea of and an ontological relation to the mind in which it presents its intentional object. Yolton argues that objective reality explains how these two relations converge in the same entity—the idea—by means of a “double cause” of that idea.7 As an idea (that is, in terms of the relation it bears to the object it is an idea of) it is a prompt to interpret physical motions in the nerves and brain. Those motions are signs that the mind must “read,” and it does so by means of ideas. As a perception (that is, in terms of the relation it bears to the mind), it is the mind’s act of interpreting the aforementioned motions. Whereas the mind is the efficient cause of ideas, the content of an idea is such that it naturally intends, refers to, or is informative of the formally real object that is the efficient cause of those physical motions that the mind is compelled to interpret.


      Arnauld ties abstraction closely to objective presence. To return to his example of Thales, it is only through particular perceptions of numbered things that the soul comes by abstract ideas of numbers; and given that abstract ideas are generated from particular ideas through explicit reflection, the abstract idea cannot have more objective reality than what can be perceived in the particular ideas from which it is generated.8 This is an expression of Descartes’ principle that an idea can have only as much objective reality as there is formal reality in its cause (and here “cause” is to be understood in terms of the “double cause” mentioned earlier—the cause of something’s being objectively in the mind); and this principle is restricted by the ex nihilo principle since Descartes claims, “If we assume that something is found in the idea that was not in its cause, then the idea gets that something from nothing” (CSM II, 41).


      The ex nihilo principle serves to restrict the content of first-order ideas to only such as is caused by the formal reality of their objects; and since higher-order ideas take first-order ideas as their objects, the content of the former is restricted to only such as can be found in the content of the latter. This is the case no matter how many levels of abstraction the mind engages in. For as Descartes claims,


      Although one idea can perhaps issue from another, nevertheless no infinite regress is permitted here; eventually some first idea must be reached whose cause is a sort of archetype that contains formally all the reality that is in the idea merely objectively. (CSM II, 42)


      The objective reality of abstract ideas must be determined by the objective reality of first-order ideas (and those determined by the formal reality of their objects). In the Logic, Arnauld uses a map analogy in the chapter on abstract ideas (Chapter V) to help explain this point. Perceivers attend to the length of a path from one city to another while ignoring the path’s width, although it is conceded that the path must have a width. Similarly, in geometry, we “by no means assume that there are lines without width or surfaces without depth” (PRL 38). To conceive of a line’s length while denying its relation to some width would be to separate an abstract idea from the first-order ideas from which it derives its contents. Rather, we “only think that it is possible to consider the length without paying attention to the width” (PRL 38).


      Arnauld also expresses this restriction on abstract ideas in the Logic when discussing the idea of the self:


      Suppose, for example, I reflect that I am thinking, and, in consequence, that I am the I who thinks. In my idea of the I who thinks, I can consider a thinking thing without noticing that it is I, although in me the I and the one who thinks are the one and the same thing. The idea I thereby conceive of a person who thinks can represent not only me but all other thinking persons. (PRL 38)


      Arnauld’s example of the idea of the self is important for understanding the nature of the form of abstraction he has in mind. There are two principal attributes9 comprising the content of the idea of the self: that of a thinking thing and the identification of the thinking thing perceived with the perceiver. Notice that these two attributes are experienced in a single act of perception. One cannot perceive oneself without thereby perceiving oneself as a thinking thing; and given that a thinker only has immediate cognitive access to her own mind, she cannot (immediately) perceive a thinking thing without thereby perceiving herself. Since the two attributes are jointly manifest in the same act of perception, they constitute a “simple intuition”; and since these two conditions are jointly necessary for the idea of the self, neither condition can be separated from the other without destroying the idea, or without rendering the idea incapable of being perceived. When such an idea is abstracted, the conditions that are jointly necessary for its being perceived cannot be stripped away from it. Rather, the mind can selectively attend to one of these jointly necessary attributes without attending to the other. This capacity for selective attention allows a particular idea to signify other particular ideas, thereby becoming a “common” or general idea. One’s idea of the self becomes a general idea capable of representing all other thinking things, even though the attribute that allows this general idea to represent multiple individual objects is inseparable from the attribute that renders a first-order perception of oneself a particular idea. Only when both attributes are attended to does the idea uniquely represent exactly one object.


      Arnauld’s account of selective attention must be distinguished from separation, according to which abstraction is achieved by separating certain features of an idea from its particular circumstances. It seems that separation violates the ex nihilo principle since, as was argued above, separation of a higher-order abstract idea from the first-order ideas that are its objects render the objective reality of the former inexplicable. Furthermore, the particularizing circumstances of those first-order ideas are what make them perceivable. To strip them away is to extinguish the idea itself because ideas are essentially perceivable; and since higher-order abstract ideas necessarily take first-order ideas as their objects, if the first-order ideas are extinguished, then so are the higher-order ideas. A higher-order idea that is separated from the first-order ideas that are its objects lacks a source for its content.


      II. Locke’s Theory of Abstract Ideas


      The first of three frequently asked questions about Berkeley’s attack on abstraction concern his success at refuting Locke. More specifically, there is a debate in the secondary literature over whether or not Berkeley properly understood Locke’s theory of abstraction. Mackie, for instance, faults Berkeley for not recognizing that Locke was committed to an account of abstraction in terms of selective attention rather than a model of abstraction wherein the mind separates one quality (or some qualities) from others.10 Given that Berkeley critiques a theory that Locke did not hold, this account goes, Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas has no impact on Locke. Pappas counters that Berkeley considered both the selective attention model and the separation model, and that both models may be found in Locke.11 Along similar lines, some commentators have claimed that Berkeley’s misunderstanding of Locke flows from his assumption that Lockean ideas are images; and since this is not the case, once again Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas has no bearing on Locke’s views.12


      Selective attention is an integral part of Arnauld’s higher-order idea account of abstraction, emerging from the mind’s capacity for explicit reflection. At issue is how much of Arnauld’s theory Locke may have been committed to in his own theory of abstraction. Those like Mackie and Winkler who read Locke as defending a selective attention account point to the following passage where Locke discusses abstraction in terms of what he elsewhere (Essay II.xii.13) describes as “partial consideration” of an idea:


      The mind makes the particular ideas received from particular objects to become general; which is done by considering them as they are in the mind such appearances, separate from all other existences, and the circumstances of real existence, as time, place, or any other concomitant ideas. This is called ABSTRACTION, whereby ideas taken from particular beings become general representatives of all of the same kind. . . . Such precise, naked appearances in the mind, without considering how, whence, or with what others they came there, the understanding lays up . . . as the standards to rank real existences into sorts, as they agree with these patterns, and to denominate them accordingly. Thus the same colour being observed to-day in chalk or snow, which the mind yesterday received from milk, it considers that appearance alone, makes it a representative of all of that kind; and having given it the name whiteness, it by that sound signifies the same quality wheresoever to be imagined or met with; and thus universals, whether ideas or terms, are made. (Essay II.xi.9)


      The similarities between this passage and Arnauld’s passage on the abstract idea of a triangle in the Logic are striking. Just as Arnauld speaks of ignoring the particular circumstances of the triangle he perceives, Locke speaks of considering particular ideas apart from the circumstances of real time and place. Still, this is not sufficient evidence that Locke was committed to Arnauld’s account of abstraction.


      Both Arnauld and Locke speak of a particular idea becoming general by being made to represent all individuals of a kind. Locke repeats this claim in Book III:


      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. (Essay III.iii.6)


      Notice that in this passage, while following Arnauld’s account of how a particular idea becomes general, Locke claims that some content of the idea is separated from its spatio-temporal circumstances. In another passage, Locke distinguishes between separation and selective attention:


      It is true, a man may consider so much of such a space as is answerable or commensurate to a foot, without considering the rest, which is, indeed, a partial consideration, but not so much as mental separation or division; since a man can no more mentally divide, without considering two superficies separate one from the other, than he can actually divide, without making two superficies disjoined one from the other: but a partial consideration is not separating. A man may consider light in the sun without its heat, or mobility in body without its extension, without thinking of their separation. One is only a partial consideration, terminating in one alone; and the other is a consideration of both, as existing separately. (Essay II.xiii.13)


      There are strong similarities between what Locke says here and Arnauld’s example of considering the length of a path between two cities while ignoring its width—but conceding that it must have a width. Just as the length of a path may be considered without attending to its width, sunlight may be considered without attending to heat. Locke seems to distinguish this from things that can be considered separately by claiming that the latter requires conceiving of two things existing independently of one another, reminiscent of Arnauld’s distinction between selective attention and cases where one considers two things such that the first can be denied without denying the second. Also notice that, just as Arnauld speaks of Thales abstracting the idea of twenty through explicit reflection on his perceptions of twenty men and twenty drachmas, Locke speaks of abstracting the idea of white through “consideration” of the first-order perceptions of chalk, snow, and milk.


      Evidently, this “consideration” is a form of explicit reflection. Indeed, Locke defines simple ideas of reflection as


      the operations of mind about its other ideas. The mind receiving the ideas mentioned in the foregoing chapters from without, when it turns its view inward upon itself, and observes its own actions about those ideas it has, takes from thence other ideas, which are as capable to be the objects of its contemplation as any of those it received from foreign things. (Essay II.vi.1)


      An idea of reflection is an operation of the mind about its other ideas. It is a higher-order idea that takes first-order perceptual ideas (those received from “foreign things” external to or “without” the mind) as its objects. In another passage, Locke appeals to explicit reflection in order to explain ideas of relations:


      The acts of the mind, wherein it exerts its power over its simple ideas, are chiefly these three: (1) Combining several simple ideas into one compound; and thus all complex ideas are made. (2) The second is bringing two ideas, whether simple or complex, together, and setting them by one another, so as to take a view of them at once, without uniting them into one; by which way it gets all its ideas of relations. (Essay II.xii.1)


      When compared to analogous passages from Arnauld’s work, and under the assumption that Locke was committed to much of Arnauld’s theory of ideas, these passages suggest that Locke held a higher-order idea theory of abstraction quite similar to Arnauld’s theory. One crucial difference is that Arnauld took the acts of reflection that constitute abstract ideas to be guided by the innate ideas of the “pure intellect,” whereas Locke rejects innate ideas in favor of nominal essences.


      A central feature of Arnauld’s theory of abstraction is its emphasis on the formation of higher-order ideas through explicit reflection, and while Locke defines such a form of reflection in the passage given above (Essay II.vi.1), there are other passages where he seems to deny that reflection involves higher-order ideas. These texts all appear in Book IV. While discussing knowledge as the perception of agreement or disagreement between ideas, Locke says,


      It is the first act of the mind, when it has any sentiments or ideas at all, to perceive its ideas; and so far as it perceives them, to know each what it is, and thereby also to perceive their difference, and that one is not another. This is so absolutely necessary, that without it there could be no knowledge, no reasoning, no imagination, no distinct thoughts at all. By this the mind clearly and infallibly perceives each idea to agree with itself, and to be what it is; and all distinct ideas to disagree, i.e. the one not to be the other: and this it does without pains, labour, or deduction; but at first view, by its natural power of perception and distinction. (Essay IV.i.4)


      Locke clearly endorses the reflexivity of ideas in this passage, noting that it is “absolutely necessary” that the mind “clearly and infallibly” perceives its ideas—that is, it is conscious of the contents of its ideas. However, Locke says, perception of the agreement or disagreement between ideas is accomplished “without pains, labour, or deduction.” He says something similar in the next chapter:


      All our knowledge consisting, as I have said, in the view the mind has of its own ideas, which is the utmost light and greatest certainty we, with our faculties, and in our way of knowledge, are capable of, it may not be amiss to consider a little the degrees of its evidence. The different clearness of our knowledge seems to me to lie in the different way of perception the mind has of the agreement or disagreement of any of its ideas. For if we will reflect on our own ways of thinking, we will find, that sometimes the mind perceives the agreement or disagreement of two ideas immediately by themselves, without the intervention of any other. (Essay IV.ii.1)


      That agreement and disagreement between ideas is perceived “immediately” and without the intervention of other ideas implies a rejection of higher-order ideas. When speaking of knowledge of self-evident maxims (such as “blue is not red’) he says,


      Every one that has any knowledge at all, has, as the foundation of it, various and distinct ideas: and it is the first act of the mind (without which it can never be capable of any knowledge) to know every one of its ideas by itself, and distinguish it from others. Every one finds in himself, that he knows the ideas he has; that he knows also, when any one is in his understanding, and what it is; and that when more than one are there, he knows them distinctly and unconfusedly one from another; which always being so (it being impossible but that he should perceive what he perceives), he can never be in doubt when any idea is in his mind, that it is there, and is that idea it is; and that two distinct ideas, when they are in his mind, are there, and are not one and the same idea. (Essay IV.vii.4.)


      In each of these passages Locke endorses the reflexivity of ideas, but in each of them he appears to claim that a third or higher-order idea is not necessary in order to compare two ideas and determine their agreement or disagreement.


      Locke also makes comments surrounding the ones just quoted in which he seems to endorse higher-order ideas. At the end of the first passage Locke says, “And this [the mind] does without pains, labour or deduction; but at first view, by its natural power of perception and distinction.” Presuming that ideas just are acts of perception, and distinguishing two ideas requires a distinct perception of them, this implies the presence of higher-order ideas. Similarly, in the second passage Locke says that in perceiving agreement or disagreement of ideas, “the mind is at no pains of proving or examining, but perceives the truth as the eye does light, only by being directed towards it.” Here, the notion that a perception is directed towards others—that some perceptions are the objects of other perceptions—implies the presence of higher-order ideas directed towards first-order ideas. Likewise, mention in the third passage of the mind’s ability to know (through a perception) when it has two distinct ideas, and that they are not one and the same idea, implies the presence of a higher-order idea that takes them as its object.


      In his chapter on adequate and inadequate ideas (Essay II.xxxi.12–14), Locke distinguishes “three sorts of abstract ideas or nominal essences,” two of which are roughly similar to those found in Arnauld’s work. The first are simple ideas “intended to express nothing but the power in things to produce in the mind . . . a sensation.” As Locke’s example of such an idea (the whiteness of the paper on which he writes) demonstrates, these abstract ideas are analogous to what were called first-order predicates above. Notice that here Locke echoes Arnauld’s claim that ideas are individuated according to their content; and that such content is determined by the formal reality of the object perceived, when he says that “the sensation of white, in my mind, being the effect of that power which is in the paper to produce it, is perfectly adequate to that power; or else that power would produce a different idea” (my emphasis). The second sort consists in “complex ideas of substances,” by which Locke means ideas of individuals, which he calls “ectypes”: copies, “but not perfect ones” of some subset of those qualities that (formally) exist in the individual perceived. The third sort of abstract idea consists in “complex idea of modes and relations,” which are “not copies, nor made after the pattern of any real existence.” This last category apparently encompasses both higher-order predicates and classes, since these abstract ideas are not “intended for copies of things really existing, but for archetypes made by the mind, to rank and denominate things by” (Essay II.xxxi.3). These characteristics apply to both the predicate “is a color” and the class “is a prime” since these are merely intended to “rank and denominate things” and not as “copies of things really existing.” There exist no such things as color-in-general, prime-number-in-general, or human-in-general.


      Locke’s theory of abstraction, then, shares some essential features with Arnauld’s theory. Abstract ideas are higher-order perceptions that selectively attend to certain features common to multiple first-order ideas. These higher-order ideas are possible because ideas are essentially reflexive, virtually and explicitly. Finally, some content common to the ideas of milk, chalk, and snow—some quality in these bodies that prompts the mind to produce the same interpretation in each case—is attended to via a higher-order idea and taken to represent a kind of quality. The result is an abstract idea of white.


      Given these similarities, presumably Locke’s account of abstraction would be restricted by the ex nihilo and causal adequacy principles in much the same way as Arnauld’s theory. But in several passages, Locke speaks of abstraction in terms of separation—an account Arnauld rejects because it violates ex nihilo. One such passage (Essay III.iii.6) has already been mentioned. Given that Locke explicitly distinguishes separation from selective attention in the passage on the idea of space also quoted above (Essay II.xiii.13), and given his commitment to a theory of abstraction modeled on Arnauld’s, it is curious that he identifies abstraction with separation when he says in the former passage that ideas become general “by separating them from the circumstances of time and place.” Nor is this an isolated text. In another passage, after affirming that the mind has the power of explicit reflection and using it to explain how we come by ideas of relations, Locke violates the ex nihilo principle that restricts the content of abstract ideas:


      The third is separating them from all other ideas that accompany them in their real existence: this is called abstraction: and thus all its general ideas are made. This shows man’s power, and its ways of operation, to be much the same in the material and intellectual world. For the materials in both being such as he has no power over, either to make or destroy, all that man can do is either to unite them together, or to set them by one another, or wholly separate them. (Essay II.xii)


      In these passages, Locke speaks of “leaving out” or “wholly separating” the particular circumstances of (first-order) ideas of particular humans when a child forms the abstract general idea of a man (a text Berkeley explicitly comments on), and likewise with respect to the abstract general idea of an animal. Yet, if abstract ideas are separated “from all other ideas that accompany them in their real existence,” Locke cannot explain the source of their content.


      The process of abstraction described in these passages is quite different from Arnauld’s selective attention model. On this model, an abstract idea is not a typical higher-order idea formed through explicit reflection. Rather, an abstract idea is formed by separating it from and discarding the first-order ideas from which it is derived. This is analogous to separating the length of a path on a map from its width—or, to use Locke’s own examples, separating the sun’s light from its heat, or separating a body’s motion from its extension. Arnauld claimed that this kind of separation cannot be done because the objective reality of higher-order ideas is wholly derived from that of first-order ideas, without which the former cannot be perceived. Once separated from the first-order ideas that are its objects, there can be no causal explanation for the content of a higher-order idea. In the absence of such a causal explanation, the idea comes from nothing. This is particularly acute if, as I’ve suggested, Arnauld understands abstraction to be guided by the causal adequacy principle,13 such that the cognitive content formally realized in an abstract idea is contained in the particular ideas from which it is derived. Separation precludes the possibility of an appropriately causal explanation of the content of abstract ideas.


      Berkeley took Locke’s construal of abstraction in terms of separation to be a systematic error on his part, rather than a poor choice of words or an isolated mistake. His reasons for doing so include the considerations mentioned above: the fact that Locke identifies abstraction with separation in several passages, and that he explicitly distinguishes between separation and selective attention. Other, much more central reasons concern the abstract idea of existence that Pappas argues is crucial to Berkeley’s argument for immaterialism. Locke’s commitment to the abstract idea of existence, and Berkeley’s reasons for rejecting it, are taken up in detail in the next chapter. But before turning to that topic, Berkeley’s reasons for rejecting Lockean abstract ideas in general must be explored. This will provide a context for understanding his reasons for rejecting the abstract idea of existence—and, ultimately, material substance.


      III. Berkeley’s General Notions


      Berkeley’s NTV is an extended, original contribution to the act theory of ideas, heavily supported by its applicability to empirical puzzles, wherein he introduces natural, reliable relations of signification between ideas of sight and touch as an alternative method for achieving rectification when causal explanations are unavailable. For Berkeley, the regularity of this signification relation allows perceivers to form the general ideas at the heart of geometry; and these general ideas are signs that multiply signify certain features common to particular ideas (NTV 139–59). To put this loosely into contemporary jargon, Berkeley was a metalinguistic nominalist. Metalinguistic nominalism is the view that general terms are multiply referential signs, simultaneously referring to several individuals rather than to an abstract entity.14 In Berkeley’s case, a general term does not signify a single abstract idea. Indeed, he argues that the impetus to believe in the existence of a separate entity is a mistake resulting from fallaciously drawing ontological conclusions from the grammatical structure of language. He says that “we are apt to think every noun substantive stands for a distinct idea that may be separated from all others; which has occasioned infinite mistakes” (PHK 116).15 Rather, general terms simultaneously refer to multiple particular ideas. In PHKI 18, he says, “In truth, there is no such thing as one precise and definite signification annexed to any general name, they all signify indifferently a great number of particular ideas.” As a result, Berkeley argues, there are meaningful general terms without abstract ideas and without admitting that anything other than particulars exist.


      While Berkeley shares many of the commitments that ground Arnauld’s theory of abstraction, it also departs from that theory in a number of significant ways. Perhaps the most significant departure arises due to metaphysical commitments that Berkeley expresses in the main text of the Principles. In PHK 89 and 142, he insists that ideas cannot represent activity because they are “inert, fleeting, dependent beings.” The paradigm case is the idea of a mind, which Berkeley argues that, strictly speaking, cannot be had because minds are active. He would, for instance, reject Arnauld’s account of how perceivers derive an idea of the self, since for Berkeley there cannot be ideas of minds. Yet, I have argued that Berkeley takes ideas to be cognitive acts, implying that minds cannot have higher-order ideas in Arnauld’s sense. This departure from Arnauld is bolstered by Berkeley’s assertion that, “all relations including an act of the mind, we cannot so properly be said to have an idea . . . of the relations or habitudes between things.” Given that higher-order ideas are relations of similarity between first-order ideas, they are precluded by Berkeley’s comments. Berkeley cannot accept Arnauld’s theory of abstraction as received.


      Despite this difficulty, Berkeley sketches a theory of abstraction whose general outlines are similar to Arnauld’s theory. His resolution to the metaphysical problem that higher-order ideas are strictly speaking incapable of representing first-order ideas is to reject the former in favor of his unique account of notions. In the same passages mentioned above wherein he denies that ideas could represent anything active, Berkeley claims that perceivers nevertheless have knowledge of minds, ideas, and relations between ideas in the form of notions. He says, “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” (PHK 142). Notions are also employed with respect to knowledge of relations between ideas:


      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, 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)


      As already noted, Berkeley speaks of abstract, general, or universal notions in the introduction to the Principles (PHKI 6, 10, 14, 15, 17, 19) implying that he had some theory of general notions. On the reading defended here, Berkeleyan notions take the place of Arnauld’s higher-order idea. A general idea is simply a particular idea that the mind uses to refer directly to multiple particular ideas; and these references are fixed by notions, construed as relations between particular ideas.


      Unfortunately, Berkeley is not very explicit about what notions are generally, and he certainly doesn’t articulate a detailed theory of abstract notions in the introduction to the Principles. In order to reconstruct his theory of general notions, I rely heavily on Daniel Flage’s account of Berkeleyan notions—particularly, relative notions. According to Flage, relative notions are intentional acts that take relations between particular ideas as their objects. His accounts of the epistemological and metaphysical natures of notions are particularly consonant with the interpretation of Berkeley’s ideas I’ve defended thought this work. The metaphysical issue is to determine the ontological status of notions, which Flage claims are intentional acts for Berkeley rather than objects, citing passages in the Three Dialogues and section 308 of Siris. The epistemological issue is to determine how notions give perceivers knowledge of minds, powers, and operations of the mind. In clarifying this issue, Flage distinguishes between positive and relative notions. Positive notions are identified as notions of causation and perception. Relative notions have the form of definite descriptions, and are notions of operations of the mind and relations among ideas. Given that Berkeley claims that what makes a particular idea general is the mind’s ability to use it to simultaneously refer to multiple particular ideas of the same kind, and that this activity of multiple reference is a relation between one particular and many others; it seems that general ideas employ relative notions as Flage interprets them.16


      According to Flage’s account, relative notions are intentional acts whose content is expressed by a definite description. Flage reads Berkeley’s theory of notions as anticipating Reid’s distinction between direct and relative conceptions (1987, 134–36). A direct conception is a conception of a thing as it is in itself. Reid’s examples include conceptions of primary qualities and operations of the mind. A relative conception is a conception of a thing on the basis of its properties or the relations in which it stands to things conceived directly. Reid’s examples include conceptions of minds, bodies, and powers. In the texts where Berkeley speaks of relative notions, Flage argues that he employs relative notions in ways quite similar to Reid’s use of relative conceptions. For instance, in the Principles Berkeley distinguishes between positive and relative notions with respect to matter in a way that suggests he had something like Reid’s distinction in mind (PHK 16–17, 68). Likewise, in the Three Dialogues Philonous argues that Hylas has neither a positive nor a relative notion of matter (DHP 197–99, 223, 242–43). Assuming that Berkeley has something like Reid’s distinction in mind, Flage shows how Berkeley understands both positive and relative notions.


      Towards this end, and noticing that Berkeley takes notions to function like definitions, Flage uses Arnauld’s account of a real definition from the Port Royal Logic to illuminate Berkeley’s understanding of a notion. Arnauld distinguished between nominal and real definitions, where the former is the common usage of a term (a lexical definition), a stipulated definition, or a technical definition. A real definition reflects the nature of the definiendum. Real definitions can be relative, in which case a word is defined “on the basis of the relations in which the thing denoted by the word stands to other known things.”17 Arnuald’s adequacy condition for a real definition (including a real relative definition) is that it must pick out all and only those things in the extension of a term; and it must be more clear and distinct (i.e., more informative) than the defined word. Likewise, a Berkeleyan notion of x (mind, power, etc.) “must single out one thing (as type or token) that stands in a determinate relation to some idea a.”18 One’s notion of a mind picks out exactly one thing (either a type of thing, or a token of that type) that stands in a determinate relation to an idea. Note that for Berkeley, one must have a clear notion of the relation (in the case of ideas, ontological dependence on minds) and of one relatum (an idea known through reflection) in order to have a relative notion. Construed as a definite description, Flage interprets a relative notion as “the x that is related to a by R.”19 With respect to relations between ideas, Flage claims that they require actions of the mind, as they do for Arnauld, but these actions cannot themselves be ideas. The notion of a relation between ideas corresponds to the definite description “the act of mind that relates n1, n2, n3, . . . , nm in a complex idea a and causes a particular idea of reflection ir.” Finally, Berkeley claims that all relations among ideas involve actions of the mind (PHK 142), leading Flage to conclude that Berkeleyan notions are intentional acts.


      The picture of abstraction that emerges proceeds as follows: The mind has particular perceptions of paper, milk and snow. An act of mind (a relative notion) relates these ideas according to a selectively attended quality that it perceives them to share, and this act causes a particular idea of reflection. This particular idea of reflection simultaneously refers to multiple ideas that share the quality selectively attended to by the relative notion in question. One objection to reading Berkeley’s account of general notions in terms of Flage’s account of notions as definite descriptions is that definite descriptions refer to exactly one thing, whereas general notions presumably refer to any number of triangles, humans, etc. However, this objection overlooks Flage’s distinction between positive and relative notions. A relative notion is a relation, and the definite description of a relative notion uniquely refers to the relation itself rather than its relata. An account of general notions in terms of relative notions, therefore, can accommodate the fact that definite descriptions uniquely refer. As relative notions, the definite description of a general notion refers to the relation that the mind perceives between multiple particular ideas rather than to any of those ideas themselves (the relata). Indeed, the uniqueness of a definite description might very well explain how the contents of various general ideas are individuated for Berkeley. Exactly one relation is perceived by the mind for each definite description of the content of a general notion.


      Despite his rejection of abstract ideas in favor of general notions, Berkeley’s account retains enough of the principles guiding those of Arnauld and Locke that he may present it as a superior alternative to both. For instance, Berkeley describes types of abstraction that are analogous to those found in Arnauld and Locke. Pappas, following Craig, identifies three types of abstraction found in the introduction (because it is not mentioned in the introduction, I defer discussion of the fourth type of abstract idea, category-transcendent abstract ideas, until the next chapter). The first type of abstract notion is any first-order predicate, such as “is red” or “is round.” Berkeley refers to these as ideas of qualities or modes in PHKI 7:


      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 itself . . . does frame the abstract ideas of extension, colour, and motion.


      Presumably, the abstract notions referred to at the end of the passage are of whatever can be predicated of the object perceived—that it is blue, that it is round, etc. In the next section these notions are distinguished from another type of abstract notion, which includes any higher-order predicate, such as “is a color” or “is a shape.” Berkeley calls such notions “most abstract” or “color in abstract.” In §9, these two are distinguished from a third type of abstract notion, which includes any class (usually exemplified by natural kinds) such as “human” or “animal.” This passage is similar to a passage from Locke’s Essay (III.iii.7–8, mentioned earlier), wherein he describes the process by which children form ideas of classes.


      The kinds of abstract notions Berkeley identifies in these texts—first-order predicates, second-order predicates, and classes—are exactly those identified by Arnauld with his example of Thales in On True and False Ideas. Just as Thales reflects on his two ideas, one of twenty men and the other of twenty drachmas, attending only to what is common to each in order to form a “third perception,” which is the abstract idea of twenty; one can “consider” (or as I read Berkeley, selectively attend to via a general notion) a perceived quality—say, blue—and perceive that it is the same as a quality perceived in another perception. Through such acts of mind, perceivers derive first-order predicates. Likewise, just as Thales is able to reflect on his abstract idea of twenty to form the second-order predicates “even” and “odd,” Berkeley says that perceivers can “observe” what is common to particular ideas of figure, color, and motion to form second-order predicates such as “color in abstract.” Finally, just as Thales is able to form ideas of classes (such as “is a prime”) through acts of reflection that take various lower-order ideas as their objects, Berkeley says perceivers can form general notions of classes like “humanity” or “animal” by reflecting on what is common to particular complex ideas, “which include several coexistent qualities” (PHKI 9). He does not deny the existence of these kinds of notions per se, for he says in section 12,


      And here it is to be noted that I do not deny absolutely there are general ideas, but only that there are any abstract general ideas; for, in the passages we have quoted wherein there is mention of general ideas, it is always supposed that they are formed by abstraction, after the manner set forth in sections 8 and 9.


      Berkeley denies the method of abstraction in terms of separation. In each of the passages quoted above, abstraction is accomplished by considering general notions “exclusive of,” “prescinded from,” or “leaving out” the first-order ideas that are their objects through a process of “mental separation.” Throughout these passages, beginning in §7 with the phrase “but we are told,” Berkeley contrasts this latter, controversial view of abstraction—Locke’s view—with an uncontroversial view of “general” ideas according to which “an idea, which 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).


      He also repeatedly references the mind’s capacity for reflection in terms reminiscent of Arnauld. He speaks of “the mind being able to consider each [perceived] quality singly” (PHKI 7); of “the mind having observed that in the particular extensions perceived by sense, there is something common and alike in all” (PHKI 8); of the mind “mak[ing] an idea of color in abstract”—a general notion—“by leaving out of the particular colours perceived by sense that which distinguishes them one from another” (PHKI 8); of “the mind having observed” that Peter, James, and John “resemble each other” in their perceived qualities (§9); and of the mind “fram[ing] the idea of animal”—again, a general notion—by leaving out what it perceives in the general notions of all men, “all birds, beasts, fishes, and insects” (PHKI 9); and in an explicit description of reflection, Berkeley finds in himself “a faculty of imagining, or representing to myself the ideas of those particular things I have perceived” (PHKI 10). Following Arnauld, Berkeley speaks of both virtual and explicit reflexivity in perceptual terms—of the mind’s seeing, observing, considering, and representing to itself its own ideas; and (in §16) of “the idea I have in view” when demonstrating a proposition in geometry. Berkeley’s account is distinguished from Arnauld’s in that explicit reflection is achieved through notions rather than ideas proper.


      Arnauld’s influence on Berkeley is also evident in the examples from geometry that he uses in sections 12, 15, and 16 to support the general notions he accepts and distinguishes from the “abstract general ideas” he rejects. He takes seriously Arnauld’s claim in the Logic that


      geometers by no means assume that there are lines without width or surfaces without depth. They only think that it is possible to consider the length without paying attention to the width. This is indubitable, just as when, in measuring the distance from one city to another, we measure only the length of a path without bothering about its width. (PRL 38)


      Berkeley illustrates this in section 12 by having his imagined geometer draw a line, so that it is indisputable that the geometer actually perceives the line—just as it is indisputable that Thales actually perceives twenty men and twenty drachmas. Moreover, just as Thales’ particular idea becomes common, “which he can subsequently apply to twenty horses, twenty houses, and twenty stadia” (TFI 207), the particular line perceived by Berkeley’s geometer (now divided into two perceptions of lines of equal length) “is nevertheless with regard to its signification general, since as it is there used, it represents all particular lines whatsoever.” Furthermore, Berkeley wishes to demonstrate that his account applies not only to general notions themselves but also to the relationship between general terms and the ideas that they signify. The term ‘line’ derives its generality, not in virtue of naming an abstract idea in Locke’s sense, but because it signifies all particular ideas of lines.


      Berkeley’s discussion of the role of particular ideas in producing geometrical demonstrations in section 16 is very similar to Arnauld’s detailed account of Thales forming “general rules,” and ultimately ideas of classes, through reflection on his particular perceptions. Berkeley’s geometer is concerned to demonstrate the truth of general propositions on the basis of reflection on “the idea [he has] in view,” which is of a particular triangle. Similar to Arnauld, Berkeley argues that what is essential to the demonstration of a geometric proposition is not the generality of the idea the proposition is demonstrated of, but that the demonstration is the result of a notional reflection on a geometric figure such that the reflexive act attends to qualities common to all first-order ideas of triangles:


      And for this reason it is that I conclude that to be true of any obliquangular or scalenon which I had demonstrated of a particular right-angled equicrural triangle, and not because I demonstrated the proposition of the abstract idea of a triangle. 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. (PHKI 16)


      Just as Thales can, through acts of explicit reflection on his particular ideas of twenty men and twenty drachmas, derive general rules of arithmetic, Berkeley’s geometer can perform an act of reflection on his particular perception of a triangle in order to demonstrate propositions about all particular ideas of triangles having attributes in common with the idea perceived, and can therefore form notions of classes such as “scalenon” and “equicrucal.”


      Several commentators have argued the importance of Berkeley’s inferences from inconceivability to impossibility to his rejection of abstract ideas. For instance, Winkler reads Berkeley as arguing that


      what an abstract idea purports to represent is impossible. But what is impossible is inconsistent, and what is inconsistent cannot be conceived. It follows that there can be no abstract ideas.20


      Similarly, Doney reads Berkeley as concluding that “abstract ideas are impossible,” based on the premise that “what is inconceivable is impossible.”21 Berkeley gives an explicit version of this conceivability argument in Alciphron (Works III, 333–34) and his Defense of Freethinking in Mathematics (Works IV, 134). The argument can also be found in this passage from the draft introduction to the Principles:


      It is, I think, a receiv’d axiom that an impossibility cannot be conceiv’d. For what created intelligence will pretend to conceive, that which God cannot cause to be? Now it is on all hands agreed, that nothing abstract or general can be made really to exist, whence it should seem to follow, that it cannot have so much as an ideal existence in the understanding. (Works II, 125)


      If, as I have argued, Berkeley is committed to some version of the notion of objective presence, then the impossible is inconceivable because there is no formal reality to be objectively present in the mind. In other words, an impossibility lacks the formal reality necessary to cause an idea in the first place; and since conceptions are just ideas, the impossible is inconceivable. When Alciphron concedes that it is absolutely impossible that an abstract general color or triangle should exist in nature, he concedes that they lack formal reality. In that case, there is nothing to conceive; i.e., nothing to be the objective reality of an idea. While this shows that the inconceivability reading is at least consistent with the reading defended here, I think Berkeley has something more in mind. In the next section, I argue that he rejects Locke’s separation account of abstraction along the same lines suggested by Arnauld: that the cognitive content formally contained in an abstract notion is contained in the particular ideas from which the former emerges. To separate that content from the source(s) that contain it is to strip it of a causal explanation altogether; but without a causal explanation, there can be no cognitive content of which to speak.


      IV. The Basis of Berkeley’s Critique

      of Locke’s Abstract Ideas


      Berkeley’s doctrine of general notions is the basis of his attack on Lockean abstract ideas. He accuses Locke of defending precisely the kind of higher-order ideas that Arnauld rejects as violations of the ex nihilo principle—those in which, to use Arnauld’s examples, one conceives of a line’s length while denying its relation to some width—or in which one conceives prudence while denying its relation to a prudent person. This reading ties Berkeley’s complaint that Locke’s example of the abstract idea of a triangle is contradictory with his repeated claims that abstract ideas are inconceivable, as well as illuminating Berkeley’s diagnosis of Locke’s error as emanating from his doctrine of signs. On this reading, Berkeley does not misunderstand Locke or fail in his attempt at critique. Rather, he successfully accuses Locke of conflating selective attention with separation.


      Some commentators have disapprovingly noted Berkeley’s comment, after quoting Locke’s passage describing the abstract idea of a triangle as “something imperfect that cannot exist, an idea wherein some parts of several different and inconsistent ideas are put together” (Essay IV.vii.9), that Berkeley himself has no such idea, and neither do his readers.22 He makes a similar claim against the faculty of abstraction (construed as separation) in §10, claiming that he cannot form the ideas described. These comments seem curiously indefensible. Why should it matter whether or not Berkeley can form a particular idea, or if the reader is aware of such an idea? However, recall that Berkeley makes similar claims in NTV against those ideas of lines and angles that the “geometric” theory uses to explain visual perception of distance, size, and orientation. Those arguments were found to have considerable support. I argued that Berkeley’s rejection of lines and angles is justified by the fact that there are no formally real lines or angles for a perceiver to have ideas of; and so reflection could never reveal any such ideas. I suspect that Berkeley has a similar argument in mind here. When he says that it is easy for the reader 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 [Locke’s description] of the general idea of a triangle” (PHKI 13), he is asking his reader to attempt to form a notion that does not take any first-order ideas of triangles as its objects; e.g., a notion whose content is “neither oblique, nor rectangle, equlateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once.” If this passage is taken to express a definite description that picks out the referential relation between a particular idea of reflection and multiple particular ideas of triangles, its extension would be empty. Such a notion would lack any formally real object. Thus, like the putative ideas of lines and angles, without formally real objects this notion could not exist, and so could not be discovered through reflection. Berkeley thinks the form of abstraction Locke wants to describe is seriously flawed if Locke discards those first-order ideas that are the objects of selective attention.


      Consider Locke’s description of the abstract idea of a triangle as a nominal essence—a complex idea of a mode that is “a voluntary collection of simple ideas, which the mind puts together” and that are “archetypes made by the mind, to rank and denominate things by” (Essay II.xxxi.3). Locke claims that these ideas cannot fail to be adequate (i.e., veridical representations) because they are merely intended to sort things into kinds and not “for copies of things really existing.” Among these is the idea of a triangle:


      Thus, by having the idea of a figure with three sides meeting at three angles, I have a complete idea, wherein I require nothing else to make it perfect. That the mind is satisfied with the perfection of this its idea is plain, in that it does not conceive that any understanding hath, or can have, a more complete or perfect idea of that thing it signifies by the word triangle, supposing it to exist, than itself has, in that complex idea of three sides and three angles, in which is contained all that is or can be essential to it, or necessary to complete it, wherever or however it exists. (Essay II.xxxi.3)


      At the end of that chapter Locke repeats his claim that abstract complex ideas of modes cannot fail to be adequate because they are not intended to “answer exactly to” or to veridically represent any real existence. These abstract ideas are


      such collections of simple ideas that the mind itself puts together, and such collections that each of them contains in it precisely all that the mind intends that it should, they are archetypes and essences of modes that may exist; and so are designed only for, and belong only to such modes as, when they do exist, have an exact conformity with those complex ideas. (Essay II.xxxi.14)


      This explains why Locke identifies abstraction with separation. If abstraction were limited to selective attention, ideas of modes would ultimately have to “answer exactly to” real existences and their adequacy would be jeopardized. However, if the mind attends to qualities that it then separates from other ideas to form ideas of modes, the adequacy of the resulting idea is assured.


      But notice that this ensures that there can be no causal explanation of the content of abstract ideas, since they need not answer to real existences. This is the substance of Berkeley’s objection; and the error can be just as clearly seen in Locke’s account of how children come to grasp the nominal essence (i.e., abstract idea) of a person or an animal. When Berkeley complains that the abstract idea of man “leaves out of the complex or compounded idea it has of Peter, James and any other particular man, that which is peculiar to each,” he worries that the content of the resulting idea can only be explained in terms of other abstract ideas without reference to particular ideas. The latter are required to stop an infinite regress and demonstrate that the content of the idea is rule-governed rather than arbitrary. Recall that Malebranche rejects Descartes’ account of innate ideas because he worries that, if ideas are the rules used to assign content to other ideas, an infinite regress ensues. As a result, meaning is rendered arbitrary. On Locke’s account, there is no way to reply to Malebranche’s worry.


      This is a particularly piercing critique of Locke, since in Book I of the Essay he adopts much of Malebranche’s reasoning against dispositional accounts in his own arguments against innate ideas. Like Malebranche, Locke thinks that the dispositional account of innate ideas implies that the mind can know infinitely many truths:


      No proposition can be said to be in the mind which it never yet knew, which it was never yet conscious of. For if any one may, then, by the same reason, all propositions that are true, and the mind is capable ever of assenting to, may be said to be in the mind, and to be imprinted: since, if any one can be said to be in the mind, which it never yet knew, it must be only because it is capable of knowing it; and so the mind is of all truths it ever shall know. (Essay I.ii.5)


      Locke also argues that a dispositional account such as Descartes’ suffers from a criterion problem. Supposing that minds use reason to perceive both the axioms of mathematics (which the mind knows because they are innate dispositions) and theorems of mathematics, reason alone could not distinguish between them:


      We may as well think the use of reason necessary to make our eyes discover visible objects, as that there should be need of reason, or the exercise thereof, to make the understanding see what is originally engraven on it, and cannot be in the understanding before it be perceived by it. So that to make reason discover those truths thus imprinted, is to say, that the use of reason discovers to a man what he knew before: and if men have those innate impressed truths originally, and before the use of reason, and yet are always ignorant of them till they come to the use of reason, it is in effect to say, that men know and know them not at the same time. (Essay I.ii.9)


      The use of reason cannot be the criterion to distinguish between innate dispositions and ideas derived from them because reason itself is used to perceive the content of the innate dispositions in the first place. In that case, Locke suggests, the mind uses reason to distinguish “original” content from “derived” content. But the only criterion reason could use to make this distinction is the truth or certainty of the ideas themselves. Since both axioms and theorems carry the rank of certainty, reason cannot distinguish between them. Nor can reason determine which ideas were previously known but unperceived and which were not.


      One of Locke’s points seems to be that reason cannot use some ideas as rules guiding the content of other ideas until it can determine which ideas are original, which it cannot do. As a result, the use of axioms to demonstrate the truth of theorems is arbitrary—which is the same worry that Malebranche expresses. By pointing out that Locke’s theory of abstraction runs the risk of committing the same error, and by pointing out that this risk results from Locke’s need to show how abstract ideas could be adequate, Berkeley demonstrates a much deeper understanding of Locke’s theory than is often recognized.


      Finally, Berkeley’s mention of abstract ideas as necessary for knowledge and communication in §14, 15, and 20 is a direct reference to Locke’s theory of rectification as he describes it in Essay II.xxxii.5–18 (discussed in chapter 4). It should be noted that rectification turns on abstract ideas. Recall Locke’s argument that perceivers assume a “double-conformity” of their ideas: first to “some real existence” or thing that is the object of an idea and second to ideas in the minds of others. Knowledge depends on the first conformity and communication on the second; but according to Locke the ideas at the source of this double-conformity are always abstract—never particular (Essay II.xxxii.8). He cites two reasons why the ideas at the source of double-conformity are always abstract. First, abstract ideas are needed in order to solve the type-token problem mentioned in chapter 4, which calls for an explanation of how two people can have token ideas of the same type. Second, abstraction is necessary in order to make the quest for knowledge efficient and comprehensive (Essay II.xxxii.6). Abstract ideas are given a name, which can be used to call up the same type of abstract idea in different people, or in the same person at different times:


      If therefore we will warily attend to the motions of the mind, and observe what course it usually takes in its way to knowledge, we shall I think find, that the mind having got an idea which it thinks it may have use of either in contemplation or discourse, the first thing it does is to abstract it, and then get a name to it; and so lay it up in its storehouse, the memory, as containing the essence of a sort of things, of which that name is always to be the mark. (Essay II.xxxii.7)


      Berkeley’s arguments in sections 4, 15, and 20 are attempts to justify the double-conformity of ideas without resorting to Lockean abstract ideas; and his diagnosis of Locke’s error in sections18–20 as arising from the assumption that abstract ideas “are made in order to naming” (PHKI 18) is a reference to Locke’s account of double-conformity and rectification.


      Berkeley’s critique of Lockean abstraction is well-founded both in what Locke says about abstract ideas throughout the Essay and in Arnauld’s guiding principles concerning abstraction as selective attention. Both Locke and Berkeley take Arnauld’s view to be generally authoritative, and both Locke and Berkeley make original contributions to that account in light of their respective philosophical goals. While Berkeley sketches a novel account of general notions that departs from Arnauld, his theory nevertheless allows him to fault Locke for making predictable and altogether avoidable errors.


      Notes


      1. See Doney (1989, vii–xiii).
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      9. I take Arnauld to have in mind the kind of principle attributes that Descartes mentions in Principles of Philosophy (I, 53), where he claims, e.g., that extension is a principle attribute of matter—an attribute upon which all other attributes of matter depend.
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      12. See Aaron, (1955, 199). Pitcher also argues that Berkeleyan ideas are images in Berkeley, 62–90.
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      Chapter Seven

    


    
      Immaterialism

    


    
      Having sketched Berkeley’s original contributions to the act theory of ideas through his theory of vision and his account of general notions, it is now time to see how he uses his account of ideas in defense of immaterialism (and, in the next chapter, to argue that the external world consists exclusively of minds and divine ideas). While Berkeley offers a number of arguments for immaterialism, this chapter focuses on PHK 1–7 (by which time, Berkeley tells us at the beginning of §7, he has already shown that “there is not any other substance than spirit”), the “master argument” of PHK 22–24, and comparable arguments in the Three Dialogues. The goal is to distill these texts into at least one demonstrably valid argument with clear premises, and to highlight Berkeley’s evidence for the truth of those premises (the conclusion, that matter cannot exist, is unmistakable). Presenting formal versions of Berkeley’s arguments allows for their systematic analysis. Yet this goal is complicated by the fact that, in PHK 1–7, Berkeley moves from epistemic premises about what is known through perception (which Berkeley calls sensible objects) to the ontological conclusion that matter cannot exist. It is not clear that such an ontological conclusion can be validly drawn from epistemic premises (compare: “the fact that we do not know whether there are Earth-like planets on the other side of the galaxy implies that there cannot be Earth-like planets on the other side of the galaxy”). So, Berkeley’s case seems troubled right from the beginning.


      The secondary literature offers a reading that meets the goal of formalizing at least one of Berkeley’s arguments while navigating his move from epistemic premises to his immaterialist conclusion. This move is routinely viewed in terms of a straightforward transitivity argument. First, Berkeley identifies sensible objects with collections of ideas of sense (PHK 3). He then identifies material bodies with sensible objects. Finally, applying transitivity to the first two identities, Berkeley concludes that putative material bodies are identical to ideas of sense (PHK 4).1 Since ideas of sense are mind-dependent (i.e., they cannot exist except as the content of occurrent states of consciousness) it follows that putative material bodies are in fact mind-dependent (PHK 6).


      George Pappas (2000) has recently offered an alternative reading, according to which Berkeley’s argument for immaterialism turns on his rejection of the abstract idea of existence. He reads Berkeley as claiming that since there are no particular ideas of existence, there cannot be an abstract idea of existence, and sees this move as anticipating Kant’s argument that existence is not a property. Since, according to Locke (Essay II.xxiii), perceivers must suppose an obscure “substance-in-general” that underlies and unites sensible qualities into objects, it seems perceivers must also have an abstract idea of existence. By rejecting such an idea as incoherent Berkeley undermines the Lockean argument for material substance, thereby paving the way for his immaterialist account of sensible objects. Pappas’ reading has the virtue of revealing a tight link between Berkeley’s rejection of abstract ideas and his argument for immaterialism.


      The interpretation offered here builds on Pappas’ account. Instead of using the transitivity of identity, Berkeley articulates the scope and limits of a transcendental argument used by Locke to argue for the existence of material substance. The result is a formal presentation of at least one of Berkeley’s arguments that navigates his move from epistemic premises to his immaterialist ontological conclusion that is a viable alternative to the transitivity reading. The phrase “transcendental argument” is used here in the most general sense to indicate an argument from an item of experience (in this case, ideas) to the conditions necessary for the presence of that item of experience. Berkeley does not deny the legitimacy of transcendental arguments in general. Indeed, he makes his own use of them. Rather, he seeks to show that the only substance whose existence can be confirmed by transcendental arguments from ideas of sense is spirit. His rejection of the abstract idea of existence is a crucial element of that project.


      I. The Transitivity Reading


      The transitivity reading is by far the received interpretation of Berkeley’s overall argument for immaterialism in PHK 1–7. C. D. Broad summarizes that argument as follows:


      What Berkeley claims to prove is that it is self-contradictory to suppose that houses, mountains, and other bodies should exist unperceived. It is plain that in order to do this it is not enough to prove that it is self-contradictory to suppose that sensibilia should exist unsensed. It is necessary to add to this premise that a body is a sensible, or a set of interrelated sensibilia, and nothing besides.2


      The claim that a body is exclusively a sensible is the identification read into PHK 4, and the claim that it is self-contradictory for sensibilia to exist unsensed follows from the identification of sensibles and ideas of sense read into PHK 3. Winkler likewise reads Berkeley as claiming that


      we perceive houses, mountains, and rivers. . . . 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 or sensations, which cannot exist unperceived.3


      Many acute readers of Berkeley accept the transitivity interpretation, which is undeniably intuitive, apparently enjoys strong textual support, and has the virtue of showing how Berkeley moves from epistemic claims to his immaterialist ontological conclusion.


      Two versions of the transitivity reading can be found in the literature: a charitable treatment and an uncharitable one. The uncharitable version accuses Berkley of committing an obvious equivocation with the middle term—“sensible object.” In one premise (PHK 4), Berkeley uses “sensible object” to refer to those objects perceived by means of sensations—

      that is, mediately perceived physical objects. But in the other premise (PHK 3), Berkeley uses “sensible object” to refer to immediately perceived sensations themselves. Since sensations are utterly distinct from those physical objects perceived in virtue of them, the identification of physical bodies with ideas of sense through transitivity is rejected. For instance, after giving the summary of Berkeley’s argument for immaterialism mentioned above, Broad concludes that Berkeley’s argument fails because it is implausible to presume that sensible objects “can have no qualities beside those which the person who senses them at any moment then senses them as having,” i.e., no mediately sensible qualities; and so it is “implausible to identify any body with any one of these sensibilia or any collection of them.”4 Similarly, Tipton interprets Berkeley’s argument in PHK 1–7 as having the following form:


      1. Sensible objects are the things we perceive by sense.


      2. The things we perceive by sense are ideas.


      3. Ideas cannot exist unperceived.


      4. Therefore, sensible objects cannot exist unperceived.5


      Like Broad, Tipton complains that “Berkeley has already made it clear that by “sensible objects” he means both things, such as houses, mountains, and rivers, and the qualities of things,”6 and that Berkeley tends “to slip from the claim that corporeal things must be sensible, i.e., such that they can be sensed, to the claim that they are sensible objects, meaning now that they are mind-dependent entities which exist only when sensed.”7 If the transitivity reading is accurate, it is difficult to see how Berkeley might avoid this equivocation charge.


      Just as troubling as the equivocation itself is the implication that Berkeley misunderstood crucial aspects of the argument he critiques (and does so in favor of an argument that quite noticeably equivocates on a crucial term). It is unclear on the uncharitable version of the transitivity interpretation how Berkeley understood Locke’s move from epistemological premises about perceived qualities to the ontological conclusion that material bodies exist. Locke’s argument turns on a distinction between immediate and mediate perception—ideas are immediately perceived while material bodies are mediately perceived in virtue of being represented by ideas. But this is precisely the distinction that gets lost in Berkeley’s equivocation. Indeed, the uncharitable version of the transitivity interpretation has the equivocation charge built right into it—a fact that should raise the suspicions of anyone seeking to give Berkeley a fair hearing.


      The charitable version of the transitivity reading defends Berkeley against the equivocation charge. On this version, Berkeley assumes that sensible objects are identical to ideas of sense from the outset. While he does not argue for this in the Principles, he is claimed to defend it in the First Dialogue (DHP 175). Stoneham,8 for instance, interprets Berkeley this way. In the First Dialogue, Berkeley argues that because sensible objects are immediately perceived, and because only ideas are immediately perceived, sensible objects can only be collections of ideas. But notice that it is open to the materialist to reply that material bodies are not immediately perceived at all. Instead, they are mediately perceived in virtue of the immediately perceived ideas that they produce. Since this distinction is at the heart of the equivocation claim, it’s hard to see how the claim that sensible objects are immediately perceived rescues Berkeley.9


      This point is sharpened by other passages from the Three Dialogues wherein Berkeley seems to concede the possibility that the causes of immediately perceived sensible objects are not sensible objects themselves. Berkeley’s spokesman, Philonous, rejects the claim that material bodies are sensible objects in virtue of being mediately rather than immediately perceived, although he remains silent on the issue of whether or not the causes of sensible objects are material. He simply asserts that the causes of sounds are not heard, the causes of textures are not felt, the causes of colors are not seen; and so these causes cannot be sensible things. All of which Hylas agrees to:


      I tell you once for all, that by sensible things I mean those only which are perceived by sense; and that in truth the senses perceive nothing which they do not perceive immediately: for they make no inferences. The deducing therefore of causes or occasions from effects and appearances, which alone are perceived by sense, entirely relates to reason. (DHP 174–75)


      While Berkeley insists that the causes of sensible objects are not perceived at all because they are not immediately perceived—and so they are not mediately perceived—he does not yet claim that there are no such causes. Nor does he claim that those causes are identical to sensible objects. Later in the First Dialogue, Philonous concedes that Hylas may assert the existence of insensible qualities of heat and sweetness existing in real (i.e., material) fire or sugar; but insists that such qualities do not “at all belong to the point in dispute” (DHP 180).


      None of this implies that there are no insensible qualities at all. Indeed, the claim that only ideas are immediately perceived and that the qualities that cause ideas of sense are not sensible in themselves (if by sensible is meant immediately perceived) seems to have been explicitly endorsed by Locke and Malebranche in their respective arguments for material substance. Locke calls the constituents of material bodies “these insensible corpuscles” and says they are “the active parts of matter” (Essay IV.iii.25). Malebranche claims that “the material world is neither perceptible nor intelligible by itself” (ST 573) and “is absolutely invisible by itself” (OC vol 17, I:28, 2ff). While it is open to Berkeley to claim that there is no such thing as mediate perception, this runs afoul of the extensive use he makes of the notion of mediate perception in his own theory of vision. Furthermore, the materialist may reply that Berkeley is simply missing the point. One might concede, as do Locke and Malebranche, that sensible objects are immediately perceived, that only ideas are immediately perceived, and even that what is mediately perceived is not sensible. Yet, these concessions alone do not imply that material bodies cannot exist. It is therefore difficult to see how the arguments of the First Dialogue mentioned above rescue Berkeley from the equivocation charge.


      It might be objected that Berkeley does, in fact, argue that the qualities of bodies are ideas. This might be thought to be the substance of his likeness principle (PHK 8–10), and the resulting rejection of the primary/secondary quality distinction (construed as a distinction between the qualities of bodies). Once likeness is accepted and the
 primary/secondary quality distinction is rejected, Berkeley is in a position to reject any appeal to mediately perceived qualities that are the causes of immediately perceived ideas. He can then claim that sensible objects are ideas and only minds could be their subjects.10 But while Berkeley certainly uses the likeness principle to reject the primary/secondary quality distinction, it should be pointed out that insofar as the likeness principle supports any kind of identity claim at all, it could only be a claim about qualitative identity. The claim that ideas can only resemble other ideas, and that they could not represent insensible material qualities, implies only that qualities are qualitatively identical to ideas, not that they are numerically identical. While Berkeley’s own comments on the distinction between numerical and qualitative identity in the Three Dialogues (DHP 247) leave it an open question whether he accepts the distinction, the point remains that only numerical identity could support the validity of a transitivity argument. Thus, even if Berkeley thinks that physical qualities do in fact qualitatively resemble ideas, as it stands this objection does not help demonstrate the validity of Berkeley’s argument interpreted as an argument from the transitivity of (numerical) identity, opening the door to a rival interpretation.


      Winkler offers a different route to using the likeness principle while avoiding equivocation, one that I find compelling. Winkler reads Berkeley as using the likeness principle to reject any distinction between direct and indirect perception in a more robust way than was suggested above. Even if materialists concede that bodies are indirectly perceived in virtue of causing directly perceived ideas, the likeness principle requires that the causes of ideas must be like the ideas themselves in order for the latter to represent the former:


      If resemblance is the only relation capable of securing representation, and if an idea can be like nothing but another idea, it follows that the argument of Principles 4 does not equivocate. If real things are perceived they must be perceived immediately, because they cannot be perceived by means of ideas.11


      According to Winkler, Berkeley thinks that representation must be explanatory—A represents B only if B explains A. This extends even to causal relations such that effects represent their causes only if they can be explained by those causes. But since materialists admit that the causal relation between material bodies and ideas is inexplicable (PHK 19), ideas cannot be said to represent the qualities of material bodies thought to be their cause. As a result, the distinction between direct and indirect perception does not imply that material bodies can be perceived indirectly; only that whatever is indirectly perceived must also be like an idea. Berkeley therefore does not equivocate, since he assumes that the causes of immediately perceived sensible objects must be like ideas in order for the latter to represent the former.


      I am quite sympathetic to Winkler’s understanding of Berkeley as committed to the principle that representation must be explanatory, and to its implications for a causal account of representation. Unfortunately, as with Stoneham’s reading, it is difficult to see how Winkler’s charitable version of the transitivity reading rescues Berkeley from the equivocation charge. Suppose with Winkler that Berkeley assumes from the outset that sensible objects must be like ideas in order to be represented by them.12 Why should a materialist accept such an assumption? Even after Berkeley has defended his likeness principle, it is open to the materialist to complain that Berkeley presumes that representation entails qualitative likeness, whereas the materialist might reject such a criterion. In relation to Locke, Martha Brandt Bolton distinguishes between two theories of representation, which she calls the descriptive theory and the referential theory. On the descriptive theory, an idea represents a thing, “in virtue of the idea’s presenting a content of awareness to which the things it represents conforms”; whereas on the referential theory, an idea represents a thing “in virtue of the idea’s being caused by, corresponding to, and being referred to things in the world that it represents.”13 The materialist may well be committed to a referential theory of representation, to which the likeness principle is inapplicable.


      This is the very kind of mental representation that Descartes seems to endorse when he rejects imagistic accounts of perceptual representation in Optics:


      We must take care not to assume—as our philosophers commonly do—that in order to have sensory perceptions the soul must contemplate certain images transmitted by the objects to the brain; or at any rate we must conceive the nature of these images in an entirely different manner from that of the philosophers. . . . We should, however, recall that our mind can be stimulated by many things other than images—by signs and words, for example, which in no way resemble the things they signify. (CSM I, 165)


      Not only does Descartes reject the requirement that sensory ideas qualitatively resemble the objects they represent, he goes on to cite signification as an example of representation without resemblance. What emerges is a theory whereby sense perceptions represent objects by referring and corresponding to them in virtue of being caused by them, even though the perceptions themselves do not qualitatively resemble the objects to which they refer and correspond. Evidently, such instances of reference and correspondence are what give sense perceptions representational content. It seems that Berkeley, who makes so much use of signification in his New Theory of Vision to explain how light and color represent distance, magnitude, and orientation (and decidedly not resemblance, since visual sensations cannot qualitatively resemble tactile sensations), would not have overlooked Descartes’ rejection of the descriptive theory in favor of the referential theory of representation.14


      Locke also seems committed to a referential account of representation.15 Yolton (1975a), for instance, interprets Locke as taking ideas to be signs in order to give a general account of what Locke describes as “the nature of the signs the mind makes use of for the understanding of things” (Essay IV.xxi.4). Locke devotes an entire book in the Essay to signs and signification, famously arguing that words are “the sensible marks of ideas” (Essay III.ii.1) and that “words, in their primary or immediate signification, stand for nothing but the ideas in the mind of him that uses them” (Essay, III.ii.2). Words refer to ideas, and the meaning of a word is nothing other than the idea to which it refers. Yolton argues that Locke applies this theory of reference to ideas themselves in order to explain their representational content. In that case, the content of an idea is the thing to which it refers and corresponds.


      This explains why Locke repeatedly speaks of ideas referring the mind to those things they represent. He takes reference and correspondence to be constitutive of the representational function of ideas. Locke begins a long discussion on “true and false ideas” (Essay II.xxxii.4–18), i.e., the ability of ideas to represent or misrepresent reality, by noting that the mind refers its ideas to objects:


      Whenever the mind refers any of its ideas to anything extraneous to them, they are then capable to be called true or false. Because the mind, in such a reference, makes a tacit supposition of their conformity to that thing; which supposition, as it happens to be true or false, so the ideas themselves come to be denominated. (Essay II.xxxii.4)


      He goes on to note that, with respect to simple ideas of sense that individually represent the qualities of objects, the reliability of this referential relation is grounded in natural laws (Essay II.xxxii.14). Thus, for Locke, there is a lawlike natural (i.e., causal) relation in virtue of which simple ideas refer and correspond to individual qualities found in objects. Complex ideas of substances require abstraction, but nonetheless represent objects by referring to them:


      And hence it is that men are so forward to suppose, that the abstract ideas they have in their minds are such as agree to the things existing without them, to which they are referred. (Essay II.xxxii.8)


      Locke’s theory of sensory representation has at least three crucial components. First, ideas of secondary qualities do not resemble the qualities themselves. Second, simple ideas of sense refer to the qualities of objects (qualities they do not resemble). Third, complex ideas of bodies are abstract, informative, and refer minds to “things existing without them.” Thus, Locke also accepts a referential theory of representation that eschews qualitative resemblance.


      In order to avoid circularity Berkeley must engage with referential accounts of representation; but that does not appear to be the case with his likeness principle as construed by Winkler. Even if the materialist concedes to Berkeley that representation must be explanatory, she need not reject a referential account of perceptual representation. On that account, a materialist does not need to explain how material bodies cause ideas in order to explain how ideas represent bodies. The latter occurs in virtue of the fact that ideas refer the mind to particular qualities of objects; and this referential relation may well be taken as primitive. For example, by claiming that the referential relation between simple ideas and the qualities that cause them is “ordained by God,” Locke simply takes reference to be a primitive fact that supervenes on the causal relation, and perhaps not explained by (i.e., caused by) the causal relation itself. Thus, while Descartes and Locke think that the referential relation supervenes on the causal one, they need not explain the latter in order to explain representation in virtue of the former. This is the case even if one takes the causal relation to be the mechanism of reference and correspondence between objects and ideas (as Descartes and Locke both seem to). Berkeley might want to argue against primitivism by claiming that reference is not explained unless the mechanism of reference is explained; and that therefore perceptual representation is not explained unless the causation between objects and ideas is explained. But this does not imply that representation must entail qualitative likeness


      II. Pappas’ Reading


      Pappas reads Berkeley as offering a very different argument for immaterialism. Locke’s argument for material substance turns on the claim that perceivers have an abstract idea of existence or being; and Berkeley systematically rejects Locke’s account of abstraction, the abstract idea of existence, and finally material substance itself. Pappas calls the abstract idea of existence or being a “category-transcendent” abstract idea, and summarizes Berkeley’s argument against such an idea as follows:


      1. There are abstract ideas of existence only if there are (non-abstract) ideas of existence.


      2. There are no (non-abstract) ideas of existence.


      3. Hence, there are no abstract ideas of existence.16


      He concedes that there is little direct textual evidence that this is Berkeley’s argument, claiming instead that “it is one we can reconstruct from what he says about the idea of existence, together with some relevant thoughts of Locke’s.”17


      Pappas finds evidence of Locke’s commitment to an abstract idea of existence in several passages from the Essay (II.vii.7; II.x.6; II.xxi.75), noting that for Locke the idea of existence “accompanies all other ideas, whether of sensation or reflection.”18 This is apparent in those passages where Locke argues that “Existence and Unity are two other ideas that are suggested to the understanding by every object without, and every idea within”; and that the ideas of existence, duration, and number are those which “almost every object that affects our senses, every thought which employs our minds, bring along with them” (Essay II.vii.7; II.x.6). In another passage, Pappas points out that Locke claims that the idea of existence is simple and “original . . . on which the rest depend” (Essay II.xxi.75), which Pappas understands as an idea that is necessarily among the content of all other ideas.19 These passages contain evidence of the non-abstract idea of existence that Berkeley rejects.


      Turning to Berkeley, Pappas argues that he understands Locke’s argument for material substance to hinge on the abstract idea of existence; but finding no textual evidence for any such abstract idea, Pappas can only speculate as to why Berkeley thinks Locke is committed to it. He argues that for Berkeley, the abstract idea of existence is essential to “metaphysical realism,”


      the view that ordinary physical objects and their parts exist wholly independently of perceivers and events of perception. Metaphysical realism . . . is opposed to and entails denial of Berkeley’s thesis of esse is percipi, the view that sensible objects and their qualities exist when and only when they are perceived.20


      There are at least two ways to understand what work Berkeley thinks the abstract idea of existence does in support of metaphysical realism. On one reading, it is a necessary condition for the truth of metaphysical realism. In that case, his claim in PHK 5 that “if we thoroughly examine this tenet it will, perhaps, be found at bottom to depend on the doctrine of abstract ideas” seems to argue against the abstract idea of existence by invoking the esse is percipi principle. However, Pappas wants to resist reading Berkeley this way because it renders the master argument—in which the esse is percipi principle is defended in virtue of denying the abstract idea of existence—circular.


      Instead, Pappas reads Berkeley as anticipating Kant’s rejection of the ontological argument on the grounds that existence is not a quality. The evidence Pappas gives for this reading consists in Berkeley’s rejections of the ideas of number and unity (Philosophical Commentaries 104, PHK 12, 13, 120). According to Pappas, Berkeley’s argument in these passages proceeds as follows:


      Since unity is not a (primary) quality—indeed, not a quality at all—we do not have a simple idea of unity. And since we lack the simple idea of unity, we also lack the abstract idea of unity. . . . Berkeley’s explanation for why we lack the simple idea of unity, and thus why we lack the abstract idea of unity, is that there is no quality for us to have an idea of.21


      He then points out that Berkeley makes a similar argument against the simple idea of existence, citing Philosophical Commentaries 670 as textual evidence, as well as the following passage:


      Abstract general ideas was a notion Mr. Locke held in common with the Schoolmen, and I think all other philosophers; it runs through his whole book of Human Understanding. He holds an abstract idea of existence; exclusive of perceiving and being perceived. I cannot find I have any such idea, and this is my reason against it. (Works I, 293)


      Berkeley’s rejection of materialism, then, turns on his rejection of the abstract idea of existence.


      Though quite compelling, Pappas’ reading nevertheless raises some questions. First, it is unclear that Locke took existence to be a property, if a property is understood as a contingent feature of an individual. On the contrary, Locke’s comments that the idea of existence is one “on which the rest depend” and accompanies every idea of sensation and reflection is quite similar to Descartes’ claim in the Principles of Philosophy (I, 53) that extension is a quality of matter on which all other material qualities depend, and thought is an attribute of mind on which all other mental attributes depend. Descartes calls such qualities “principal attributes.” Locke may well have taken existence to be a principal attribute of an object rather than a contingent property of it.22 If so, then the status of Berkeley’s claim that existence is not a property (as opposed to a principle attribute) is unclear.


      Furthermore, Berkeley’s own understanding of existence is unclear on Pappas’ account. He frequently speaks of existence, attributing it to both minds and ideas. In the Three Dialogues he says, “I do nevertheless know that I, who am a spirit or thinking substance, exist as certainly as I know my ideas exist” (DHP 231). Speaking of his ideas of a cherry, Berkeley’s spokesman Philonous says, “Hence, when I see, and feel, and taste, in such sundry certain manners, I am sure the cherry exists, or is real; its reality being in my opinion nothing abstracted from those sensations” (DHP 249). In the Principles, Berkeley famously takes the existence of things to consist in their being perceived: “The table I write on I say exists, that is, I see and feel it” (PHK 3). It’s hard to make sense of these claims if Berkeley rejects any particular ideas of existence. What seems more likely, and is suggested by the claim that he knows with certainty that his ideas exist, is that Berkeley took existence to be a principal attribute of all of his particular ideas. But if Locke did the same, then it is difficult to see how the attack on the abstract idea of existence on the grounds that he has no particular ideas of existence succeeds against Locke.


      It should be noted that there is greater textual evidence for both Locke’s use an abstract idea of existence and Berkeley’s rejection than Pappas utilizes. The evidence for the former is fairly unambiguous, and occurs in texts that Berkeley would have studied very closely before writing the Principles. The next three sections present that evidence, although this task requires that Locke’s argument for material substance in the Essay (II.xxiii.1–6, and repeated in his first letter to Stillingfleet) be reconceived as a transcendental argument with the abstract idea of existence at its core. Berkeley’s argument is then understood as an attack on the warrant for certain premises that Locke uses in this transcendental argument. This attack begins in the very first section of the Principles; and by PHK 7, Berkeley takes himself to have shown Locke’s argument to be unsound on the basis of principles that Locke accepts.


      III. Early Modern Transcendental Arguments


      The transcendental form of argument I have in mind is grounded in the early modern substance-attribute ontology, and the manner in which substances and attributes are represented by ideas. The ontology in question can be traced to Descartes’ exclusive and exhaustive categories of substance and attribute. Everything that exists or could exist is either a substance or an attribute. Furthermore, as a result of his substance dualism Descartes is committed to exactly two mutually exclusive kinds of substance—mind and matter; and these two substances support two mutually exclusive kinds of mode—thought and extension. Extension cannot be an attribute of mind, nor thought an attribute of matter.23 This ontology allows for two broad classifications of entities represented by ideas. There are ideas of things that are ontologically independent (or, that can be conceived to exist on their own), and there are ideas of things that are ontologically dependent (or, that cannot be conceived to exist on their own). The former are ideas of substances. This is the definition found in all of the early modern texts under discussion, yet there are some qualifications.24 In the case of a mutable substance, it must be added that the substance endures through change; but since not all substances are mutable (e.g., God is an immutable substances25) ontological independence is sufficient for being a substance. Similarly, since ontological independence is relative (created substance are, strictly speaking, ontologically dependent on God26), it must be added that created substances satisfy this criterion so long as they are ontologically independent of other created substances. Thus, to say that an everyday object (a book, a tree) is a substance is really to say that it is a created mutable substance.


      Ideas of attributes are representations of ontologically dependent beings. Again, this is the definition found in all of the early modern texts under discussion.27 But it must be stressed that I do not take “attribute,” “mode,” and “modification” to be synonymous, as do many other commentators—and, unfortunately, many of the early moderns themselves. Rather, I take “attribute” and “modality” (i.e., a modality of substance, or a manner in which a substance exists) to be synonymous. I do this because all of the early moderns discussed took substances to be capable of a variety of modalities, including modifications (qualities that change an underlying substance, on the model of an impression received by wax from a seal), qualities (which distinguish kinds of things) essences or principal attributes,28 activities or operations, motions and powers. Consider the following passage from Descartes:


      But we employ the term mode when we are thinking of a substance as being affected or modified; when the modification enables the substance to be designated as a substance of such and such kind, we use the term quality; and finally, when we are simply thinking in a more general way of what is in a substance, we use the term attribute. Hence we do not, strictly speaking, say that there are modes or qualities in God, but simply attributes, since in the case of God, any variation is unintelligible. And even in the case of created things, that which always remains unmodified—for example existence or duration in a thing which exists and endures—should be called not a quality or a mode but an attribute. (Principles of Philosophy Part I, 56)


      Motions, for instance, do not change the moving substance. So, while they are attributes of substance, motions should not be thought of as a kind of modification. Nor are activities modifications of substance. Throwing a strike does not modify the pitcher. Nevertheless, both activities and modifications are attributes since neither the pitcher’s strike nor her hair color could exist without her. Indeed, Berkeley asserts that since ideas are passive they do not modify minds (PHK 25). Yet, he is also committed to the claim that ideas are ontologically dependent on minds (PHK 2). Thus, ideas are attributes but not modifications. While there can be modalities of attributes (e.g., motion that is fast or slow, power that is strong or weak, various shades of blue), this fact does not make all attribute modifications. Attributes are ontologically dependent despite their own capacity for hosting modalities. This vocabulary allows existential questions to be separated from substantial ones; so that I may speak of attributes that need not modify the substance on which their existence depends.


      Unfortunately, this technical vocabulary as used by the early moderns is riddled with ambiguities. The ambiguous use of the term “idea” was discussed in chapter 2, and will be discussed again in section VIII. The ambiguous use of the term “mode” was also discussed in chapter 2. Locke used the term “substance” ambiguously between individual objects, sortal kinds (e.g., “horse,” “dog,” “gold,” etc.; see Essay II.xiii.18; II.xxvii.2), and the logical supposition of independently existing objects (Essay II.xiii.19; II.xxiii.2).29 Even the terms “thing,” “being,” “entity,” and “object” are ambiguous between what Hight calls existential uses (“Something minimally has an ontic status provided that one can quantify over it”) and substantial uses, i.e., to say of something that can be quantified over that it is a substance rather than an attribute.30 Hight’s point is that something can exist in virtue of being the value of a bound variable, but this does not imply that it must be a substance. In order to avoid this ambiguity, I use “thing,” “being,” and “entity” only in the existential sense, and “object,” “substance,” and “substantial object” only in the substantial sense. (Unfortunately, I have found no easy way to avoid the ambiguity of the term “substance.”)


      This ontology grounds a specific form of inference: from representations of ontologically dependent entities to the existence of the ontologically dependent entities represented by an idea. Given the requirement for something like a causal explanation of the representational content of ideas at the heart of the doctrine of objective presence, this form of inference evidently applies to ideas in their representational capacity as well. Thus, a transcendental argument may be used to infer from ideas of substances to the existence of substances themselves as the necessary condition for the representational content of the former. Likewise, one may infer from ideas of attributes to the presence of attributes as a necessary condition for the representational content of those ideas. Finally, since the idea of an attribute contains within it a representation of ontological dependence (i.e., the attribute that is the content of a particular idea is represented as incapable of existing on its own), one may infer from the idea of an attribute both the existence of an attribute as a necessary condition for the content of that idea and the existence of a substance as a necessary condition for the existence of the attribute that is responsible for the content of an idea.


      Such transcendental arguments are warranted by the ex nihilo principle, along with information regarding whether or not the occurrence of an idea used as a premise in the argument is volitional. Descartes, for instance, took himself to know “from experience that these ideas do not depend on [his] will, nor consequently upon [himself] . . . [and] for this reason [he believes] this feeling or idea of heat comes to [him] from something other than [himself]” (CSM III, 38). The representation of heat requires a causal explanation, and having ruled out himself as the cause of his of heat, Descartes infers the existence of something external to him. He makes a similar, but more general claim in the Principles of Philosophy (I, 52). After remarking that the term “substance” is equivocal between God and created substances, Descartes claims that the term applies equally to minds and bodies and that our knowledge of substances is inferential:31


      We cannot initially recognize that something is a substance simply from the fact that it is an existing thing, because this in itself alone does not affect us. However, we can easily recognize it from any of its attributes, by virtue of the common notion that absence of attributes (or properties or qualities) is equivalent to absence of being. So from the fact that we perceive the presence of an attribute, we conclude that there must necessarily also be present some existing thing, or substance, to which it can be attributed. (CSM I, 210)


      The qualities of bodies affect perceivers such that they receive representations of them in the form of ideas. Ideas represent qualities as they are ontologically—dependent on something else for their existence. Perceivers therefore infer the existence of a substance as the necessary condition for the presence of an attribute or quality (itself represented by an idea that arises from a perceiver’s being affected by that quality or attribute). A similar argument occurs in the Sixth Meditation:


      And outside me, besides the extension, shapes and movements of bodies, I also had sensations of their hardness and heat, and of the other tactile qualities. In addition, I had sensations of light, colours, smells, tastes and sounds, the variety of which enabled me to distinguish the sky, the earth, the seas, and all other bodies, one from another. Considering the ideas of all these qualities which presented themselves to my thought, although the ideas were, strictly speaking, the only immediate objects of my sensory awareness, it was not unreasonable for me to think that the items which I was perceiving through the senses were things quite distinct from my thought, namely bodies which produce ideas. For my experience was that these ideas came to me quite without my consent, so that I could not have sensory awareness of any object, even if I wanted to, unless it was present to my sense organs; and I could not avoid having sensory awareness of it when it was present. (CSM II, 52)


      From the fact that ideas of sense occur involuntarily, a perceiver can know through reflection that she did not cause those ideas. Yet, the content of those ideas must have come from somewhere; and so the perceiver is warranted in supposing the existence of external causes. When combined with the claim in the previous passage that only qualities affect the senses, not bodies themselves, and with the observation that qualities are represented as incapable of existing on their own, the result is an argument from the content of sensory ideas to the existence of qualities and ultimately material bodies as the necessary condition for the former.


      Arguments of this kind were not only typical of early modern philosophical systems, but by the time Berkeley wrote the Principles they were cornerstones of formal systems of logic. In The Port-Royal Logic, the reader is introduced to a transcendental argument in Chapter II of the First Part, “Of Ideas in Relation to Their Objects.” The first sentence of that chapter defines the conceivable as a representation either of an object, a “manner of being” of an object (i.e., some attribute that an object can have), or an object with some attribute or other. This is followed by definitions of substance (that which can be conceived of as subsisting independently of particular qualities), and mode, attribute, or quality (that which cannot be conceived of as subsisting without the substance it modifies). Arnauld uses these definitions to justify a transcendental argument from the presence of attributes to the presence of beings:


      When I think of a body, my idea of it represents a thing or a substance, because I consider it as a thing subsisting by itself and needing no other subject to exist. But when I think that this body is round, the idea I have of roundness represents only a manner of being or a mode which I conceive as incapable of subsisting naturally without the body whose roundness it is. Finally when I join the mode to the thing and consider a round body, this idea represents a thing modified. (PRL 31)


      Here is an argument from epistemic premises (attributes of which one has ideas) to ontological conclusions (some substance exists that exhibits these attributes and makes ideas true or false) on the basis of what is conceivable given the content of the ideas used as premises. The similarity of these passages to Locke’s Essay II.xxiii.1–2, discussed shortly, should not be overlooked.32 For the moment, notice that substances are inferred as the necessary condition for the presence of attributes on the basis of the claim that the latter cannot exist on their own.


      The Port-Royal Logic recognized that such transcendental arguments are prone to error and misuse, and identified an illegitimate form of

      abstraction as the most common source of error when employing transcendental arguments:


      We should remark, however, that the mind, accustomed to knowing most things as modified since it knows them almost always by accidents or qualities that strike the senses, often divides the essence of the substance itself into two ideas, viewing one as the subject and the other as mode. For example, although everything in God is God himself, this does not prevent us from conceiving him as an infinite being, regarding infinity as an attribute of God and being as the subject of this attribute. Thus a human being is often considered as the subject of humanity habens humanitatem [possessing humanity], and consequently as a modified thing. In these cases the essential attribute, which is the thing itself, is taken for a mode because it is conceived as in the subject. This is properly speaking an abstraction of substance, such as humanity, corporeality, and reason. (PRL 31)


      God’s infinity is essential to him, rather than an attribute of him, and so cannot actually be separated from God as a true attribute could, but can only be attended to selectively. Similarly, reason is an essential nature (or principal attribute) of humanity, inseparable from it, and is merely selectively attended to in the example rather than separated from it to be considered on its own. This kind of error is summarized in the very next sentence, “Nevertheless, it is very important to know a real mode from an apparent mode, because one of the main causes of error is confusing modes with substances and substances with modes” (PRL 31). That is, reason is not an attribute of a human being, and to conclude that it is would be to confuse selective attention to the essential natures of a substance with conceiving of an attribute contingently discovered in a substance (as stripes might be a contingent attribute of a tiger) existing independently of that substance. The latter involves separating the inseparable through abstraction, which Arnauld takes to be illegitimate.


      IV. Locke’s Transcendental Argument


      Locke’s Essay contains passages strikingly similar to Descartes’ in the manner in which transcendental arguments are employed and justified. Like Descartes, Locke also uses volition to distinguish between ideas with an external source and those with an internal source:


      Because sometimes I find that I cannot avoid the having those ideas produced in my mind. For though, when my eyes are shut, or windows fast, I can at pleasure recall to my mind the ideas of light, or the sun, which former sensations had lodged in my memory. . . . But, if I turn my eyes at noon towards the sun, I cannot avoid the ideas which the light or sun then produces in me. So that there is a manifest difference between the ideas laid up in my memory (over which, if they were there only, I should have constantly the same power to dispose of them, and lay them by at pleasure), and those which force themselves upon me, and I cannot avoid having. And therefore it must needs be some exterior cause, and the brisk acting of some objects without me, whose efficacy I cannot resist, that produces those ideas in my mind, whether I will or no. (Essay IV.xi.5)


      Ideas cannot lack an origin (otherwise, they would come from nothing in violation of what Locke takes to be the “intuitive certainty that bare nothing can no more produce any real being, than it can be equal to two right angles”33), and so they must have a source. Furthermore, their source is either internal (the mind itself) or external (some mind-independent cause). Adding this subtlety, the intuitive certainty that something cannot come from nothing warrants inferences from (i) the involuntary occurrence of an idea of an attribute to (ii) the conclusion that a mind-independent attribute is a necessary condition for the representational content of that idea; and from (ii) to (iii) the conclusion that the presence of a mind-independent being is a necessary condition for the presence of that mind-independent attribute, and so of the content of the idea.


      Locke’s discussion of substance occurs in Book II, Chapter xxiii of the Essay; and the first paragraph contains a version of the transcendental argument just discussed, complete with a reference to the widely used definition of an attribute as inconceivable as existing on its own:


      The mind being, as I have declared, furnished with a great number of the simple ideas, conveyed in by the senses as they are found in exterior things, or by reflection on its own operations, takes notice also that a certain number of these simple ideas go constantly together; which being presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common apprehensions, and made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united in one subject, by one name; which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is a complication of many ideas together: because, as I have said, not imagining how these simple ideas can subsist by themselves, we accustom ourselves to suppose some substratum wherein they do subsist, and from which they do result, which therefore we call substance. (Essay II.xxiii.1)


      Locke’s argument moves from ideas of sense, to external qualities, to the supposition of a substance as the necessary condition for the presence of external qualities; and so ultimately as the necessary condition for the representational content of sensory ideas. The form of Locke’s argument may be summarized as follows:


      1. If there were no material substance, then there could not be external qualities.


      2. If there were no external qualities, then ideas of sense could not have representational content.


      3. Ideas of sense have representational content.


      4. Therefore, there must be external qualities.


      5. Therefore, there must be material substance.


      The argument is clearly valid. In fact, Berkeley will ultimately use this argument form in defense of his idealism (or, more precisely, his phenomenalism) by substituting “material substance” and “external qualities” in premises (1) and (2) with “God” and “divine volitions,” respectively; concluding that God must exist and sustains the world through his will. But first, Berkeley must show that Locke’s argument is unsound by showing that (1) and (2) are false.34 He does this by attacking Locke’s claims that external qualities are the necessary condition for the representational content of ideas of sense, and that material substance is the necessary condition for whatever powers compel ideas of sense to have the content they do.


      In other passages in the Essay, Locke tells us that while ideas of qualities are the direct products of the qualities themselves, ideas of individual substances involve abstraction. Part of Locke’s explanation for this turns on his distinction between simple and complex ideas. He claims that simple ideas of sense refer to qualities in virtue of a lawlike relation instituted by God:


      First, our simple ideas, being barely such perceptions as God has fitted us to receive, and given power to external objects to produce in us by established laws and ways . . . their truth consists in nothing else but in such appearances as are produced in us, and must be suitable to those powers he has placed in external objects or else they could not be produced in us: and thus answering those powers, they are what they should be, true ideas. (Essay II.xxxii.14)


      Due to this natural relation, perceivers are justified in supposing that simple ideas “conform” to those qualities that produce them:


      From what has been said concerning our simple ideas, I think it evident that our simple ideas can none of them be false in respect of things existing without us. For the truth of these appearances or perceptions in our minds consisting, as has been said, only in their being answerable to the powers in external objects to produce by our senses such appearances in us, and each of them being in the mind such as it is, suitable to the power that produced it, and which alone it represents, it cannot upon that account, or as referred to such a pattern, be false. (Essay II.xxxii.16)


      Complex ideas of substances, on the other hand, require abstraction from simple ideas. Still, perceivers tacitly suppose that complex, abstract ideas of substances “conform to” or represent substances themselves:


      These suppositions the mind is very apt tacitly to make concerning its own ideas. But yet, if we will examine it, we shall find it is chiefly, if not only, concerning its abstract complex ideas. (Essay II.xxxii.6)


      And hence it is that men are so forward to suppose, that the abstract ideas they have in their minds are such as agree to the things existing without them, to which they are referred. (Essay II.xxxii.8)


      Although perceivers are warranted in supposing that abstract, complex ideas of substances represent substances themselves, their truth is not guaranteed by any lawlike natural relation, as is the case with simple ideas of sense. Nevertheless, the fact that there are external objects represented by complex abstract ideas is grounded in the principle that it is inconceivable that qualities to which our simple ideas naturally conform should exist without some support.


      Locke repeats and expands on these arguments, particularly the arguments of Book II, Chapter xxiii, in the following passage from his first letter to Stillingfleet:


      To explain myself, and clear my meaning in this matter: all the ideas of all the sensible qualities of a cherry come into my mind by sensation; the ideas of perceiving, thinking, reasoning, knowing etc. come into my mind by reflection: the ideas of these qualities and actions, or powers, are perceived by the mind to be by themselves inconsistent with existence . . . i.e. that they cannot exist or subsist of themselves. Hence the mind perceives their necessary connection with inherence or being supported; which being a relative idea superadded to the red colour in a cherry, or to thinking in a man, the mind frames the correlative idea of a support. . . . But because a relation cannot be founded in nothing, or be a relation of nothing, and the thing here related as a supporter or support is not represented to the mind by any clear and distinct idea; therefore the obscure, indistinct, vague idea of thing or something, is all that is left to be the positive idea, which has the relation of a support or substratum to modes or accidents; and that general indetermined idea of something, is, by the abstraction of the mind, derived also from the simple ideas of sensation and reflection: and thus the mind, from the positive, simple ideas got by sensation or reflection, comes to the general relative idea of substance; which, without the positive simple ideas, it would never have. (Works IV, 21–22)


      Given that the Locke-Stillingfleet correspondence was published in 1699—the year before Berkeley entered Trinity College, where Locke’s Essay was required reading35—there is little reason to doubt that Berkeley read Locke’s replies to Stillingfleet’s objections, carefully comparing them to the relevant passages in the Essay. Notice that in this version of the argument, Locke expands on his claims about the inconceivability of sensory ideas without substances, which he grounds in the “necessary connection with inherence.” This inconceivability provides the warrant for inferences from ideas to qualities to substances:


      Your Lordship then, if I understand your reasoning here, concludes, That there is Substance, “because it is a repugnancy to our Conceptions of Things . . . that Modes or Accidents should subsist by themselves;” and I conclude the same thing, because we cannot conceive how sensible Qualities should subsist by themselves. . . . And therefore it seems to me, that I have laid down the same Certainty of the Being of Substance, that your Lordship has done. (Works IV, 445–46)


      Locke argues for the existence of substances on the basis of transcendental arguments from the presence and structure of ideas, even if he admits in Book IV of the Essay that he cannot have certain knowledge of the nature or constitution of substance.


      Just as in the Essay, in his letters to Stillingfleet abstraction plays a critical role in Locke’s argument for the existence of substratum. Stillingfleet complains that Locke cannot account for the idea of substratum exclusively through ideas of sensation and reflection; and this is the basis of his worry that Locke has made substance unintelligible by showing that the idea of it is obscure and confused. Locke replies that the idea of substratum is formed through abstraction from ideas of sensation and reflection:


      I never said that the general idea of substance comes in by sensation and reflection; or that it is a simple idea of sensation or reflection, though it be ultimately founded in them: for it is a complex idea, made up of the general idea of something, or being, with the relation of a support to accidents. For general ideas come not into the mind by sensation or reflection, but are the creatures or inventions of the understanding, as, I think, I have shown: and also, how the mind makes them from ideas, which it has got by sensation and reflection: and as to the ideas of relation, how the mind forms them, and how they are derived from, and ultimately terminate in, ideas of sensation and reflection, I have likewise shown. (Works IV, 19; my emphasis)


      Here Locke explicitly mentions the abstract idea of existence which, along with an idea of ontological support required by the inconceivability of a quality existing on its own, constitutes the abstract, complex idea of substratum.


      Of particular interest is Locke’s example of the process of abstraction described later in the same letter. At the end of his example of the cherry, quoted above, Locke says that the “general indetermined idea of something, is, by the abstraction of the mind, derived also from the simple ideas of sensation and reflection: and thus the mind, from the positive, simple ideas got by sensation or reflection, comes to the general relative idea of substance” (Works IV, 21–22; my emphasis). It is important to tease out both the ontological and epistemological claims Locke makes here. When perceivers experience the red color in a cherry, that color is also represented both as existing and as incapable of existing on its own. So, the mind can selectively attend to a particular idea of existence in it and other ideas of sensation.36 The same is true of the simple ideas of the cherry’s flavor and texture. From these particular ideas one may abstract a general idea of existence (the category-transcendent idea at the heart of Pappas’ interpretation). Furthermore, the red color is represented to the mind as incapable of existing on its own, and so the mind forms the idea of a relation of ontological support. The general idea of existence is then superadded to the idea of a relation of ontological support to produce a complex idea of substratum. However, the mind’s limited cognitive resources prevents it from forming clear and distinct ideas of individual substances, and so it must make do with an obscure and confused general idea of substratum.


      V. Berkeley’s Critique of the Abstract

      Idea of Existence


      Berkeley recognized the importance of transcendental arguments to both Descartes and Locke, writing in his notebooks that “Locke in his 4th book & Descartes in Med. 6 use the same argument for the Existence of objects viz. that sometimes we see feel etc. against our will” (PC 790).37 Indeed, the first paragraph of Berkeley’s Principles is so similar to Locke’s Essay II.xxiii.1, that it helps to consider them side-by-side. Where Locke says that the mind is “furnished with a great number of the simple ideas, conveyed in by the senses as they are found in exterior things, or by reflection on its own operations,” Berkeley says that the objects of human understanding (ideas) are either “actually imprinted on the senses; or else such as are perceived by attending to the passions and operations of the mind; or lastly, ideas formed by help of memory and imagination—either compounding, dividing, or barely representing those originally perceived in the aforesaid ways.” Where Locke says that the mind notices that


      a certain number of these simple ideas go constantly together; which being presumed to belong to one thing, and words being suited to common apprehensions, and made use of for quick dispatch, are called, so united in one subject, by one name; which, by inadvertency, we are apt afterward to talk of and consider as one simple idea, which indeed is a complication of many ideas together.


      Berkeley says that several ideas 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.


      Berkeley appears just as ready as Locke to accept that transcendental arguments justify inferences from epistemic premises about the representational content of ideas to ontological conclusions about the substances in which those qualities represented by ideas are united and on which they depend; but notice that Berkeley stops short of claiming that the qualities represented by ideas cannot be conceived to exist without substratum as their ultimate necessary condition. Instead, in PHK 2 and 3 he establishes the principle that ideas cannot be conceived to exist without minds as their necessary condition; and famously claims that objects cannot be conceived to exist without being perceived by some mind. But he seems to have slipped from a claim about the source of the objective reality of ideas to a claim about the source of their formal reality (no less an equivocation than the one between immediate and mediate perception that troubles the transitivity interpretation). What reasons does Berkeley give for such a move?


      It is important to understand why Berkeley thinks that even the objective reality of sensory ideas ultimately depends on minds rather than material bodes, since this is the key to his immaterialism. His explanation may be found in a familiar passage in the first three sentences of PHK 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?


      Berkeley systematically argues against both components of Locke’s abstract idea of substance—the abstract idea of independent existence and the abstract idea of ontological support. This is confirmed in PHK 17 when he says that


      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.


      This description of the abstract idea of existence is taken almost verbatim from Locke’s letter to Stillingfleet. Against the first component, in PHK 5 Berkeley attacks the leap from a particular idea of existence derived from an idea of red to a general idea of existence applied to a non-mental substance. His complaint is that an abstract idea of ontologically independent existence cannot be derived from particular ideas of ontologically dependent existence. Locke admits that the particular idea of existence that perceivers derive from the red color of a cherry is the idea of something that cannot exist on its own. Yet, he offers no explanation for how a particular idea of ontologically dependent existence is transformed into a general idea of ontologically independent existence through abstraction. There are only two possibilities on any legitimate form of abstraction: either a general idea of dependence is abstracted from a particular idea of dependence; or a general idea of independence is abstracted from a particular idea of independence. Since the idea at hand is a particular idea of dependence, it cannot be the source of a general idea of ontological independence.


      In PHK 3, Berkeley asks what is meant by the term “exists” when applied to collections of particular sensory ideas, and his answer (§3–4) is that their existence is ontologically dependent. Similarly, in the Three Dialogues, in a direct rebuke of Locke’s argument that one abstracts the idea of existence from the red color of a cherry, Berkeley claims that the idea of existence is bound to the particular sensations themselves:


      I see this cherry, I feel it, I taste it: and I am sure nothing cannot be seen, or felt, or tasted: it is therefore real. 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. Hence, when I see, and feel, and taste, in sundry certain manners, I am sure the cherry exists, or is real; its reality being in my opinion nothing abstracted from those sensations. (DHP 249)


      He thinks that no legitimate form of abstraction could accomplish the task Locke has in mind, since it would involve separating the red color of a cherry from its being represented as incapable of existing on its own. Since minds cannot do the former (the esse of particular ideas of sensation and reflection is percipi—or, ontological dependence on perception), minds cannot perform any such act of separation. Note that this applies to both the formal reality of ideas (they depend on minds for their formal existence) and to their representational content. This is because minds only ever perceive the qualities of bodies, i.e., entities which are themselves ontologically dependent. As Descartes mentions in the passage cited above, “we cannot initially recognize that something is a substance simply from the fact that it is an existing thing, because this in itself alone does not affect us” (Principles of Philosophy I, 52). Only ontological dependence is ever represented by the content of sensory ideas. So, even understood as an abstraction from the representational content of ideas rather than their formal reality, Locke’s abstraction cannot succeed. Although I cannot find explicit textual evidence for it, Berkeley’s implicit warrant for these claims seems clear: to abstract an idea of independence from a particular idea of dependence is to create something out of nothing, in violation of the very principle Locke uses elsewhere to justify his argument for material substratum.38


      Indeed, for Berkeley the only possible empirical source of a general notion of ontologically independent existence is through abstraction from the notion of one’s own mind as a particular substance. Perceivers may selectively attend to the ontological independence of their own minds (which Berkeley does in PHK 2) and abstract a general notion of ontologically independent existence. But Berkeley does not think that this process of abstraction could lead to Locke’s idea of an ontologically independent material substratum because one cannot abstract away from the notion of a mind that it is unextended and that it has the power of willing, perceiving, imaging, and remembering—qualities that are contrary to the essence of material substance. To do so would be to commit the error Arnauld warns against, akin to assuming that God’s infinity is separable from his being, or that reason is separable from humanity, or that the length of a line can really exist without width.


      Selective attention allows perceivers to form a general notion of ontologically independent existence when one considers the nature of one’s own mind. But notice that since both ontologically independent existence and being unextended are essential to minds, while one may be considered one without the other they cannot actually exist independently of one another. Recall Arnauld’s discussion of the idea of the self from the last chapter. The particular idea of the self essentially contains both the perception of a thinking thing and the identification of the thinking thing perceived with the perceiver. This particular idea becomes general by selectively attending to the former perception, and using it to signify other thinking things. But Arnauld says this perception cannot be separated from the perception that the thinking thing perceived is the perceiver without destroying the idea; i.e., without rendering it incapable of being perceived.39 Similarly, one cannot derive an abstract general idea of an extended, ontologically independent substance from selective attention to one’s own mind. Since extension is essential to material substance, and lacking extension is essential to minds—and since abstraction via selective attention cannot separate an attribute that is essential to a being from its other essential attributes—there is simply no empirically grounded content to the idea of extended substratum as an ontologically independent being.


      The first component of Locke’s abstract idea of independent existence is therefore rejected. Notice that the second component, the

      relation of ontological support, is derivative of the first. Locke says that it is because the red color of a cherry is represented as incapable of existing on its own that the mind forms an abstract idea of ontological support. But Berkeley counters that this idea of support could only be abstracted from particular relations’ ontological dependence between minds and ideas. The idea of support cannot be derived from the representational content of ideas, since an idea of both relata is required in order to have an idea of a relation, as was seen in chapter 6. But perceivers cannot have a positive idea of one of the relata—material substance—due to the argument given above. The other option is to derive the idea of the relation from abstraction on the relation between minds and the formal reality of ideas. In that case, perceivers have positive ideas (or notions) of both relata; but the relation is that of perception or perceiving; and Berkeley thinks this relation has nothing in common with the relation of ontological support that Locke has in mind. In the Three Dialogues, he is explicit in making this complaint, mentioning “an abstraction made from perceiving and being perceived, from spirit and idea” (DHP 223); i.e., an abstraction made from the relation of perceiving between ideas and minds to that of ontological support for qualities. Likewise, when Berkeley says, “For anyone to pretend to a notion of entity or existence, abstracted from spirit and idea, from perceiving and being perceived, is, I suspect, a downright repugnancy and trifling with words” (PHK 81), he refers to Locke’s explanation of the source of both components of the abstract idea of substance in his letter to Stillingfleet.


      But why does Berkeley think that perception is completely disanalogous to the relation of ontological support for qualities that Locke has in mind? After all, the formal reality of ideas is ontologically supported by minds. By insisting that the relation between minds and ideas is essentially perception, Berkeley points out that this relation is exclusive to minds and ideas. Recall that Arnauld claims that “all our perceptions are modalities [of the mind] which are essentially representative” (TFI 199; cf. 204); and that “this way of being in the mind, is so peculiar to mind and to thought, being what in particular constitutes their nature, that we would look in vain for anything similar in the realm of what is not mind and thought” (TFI 199). (Indeed, Arnauld forcefully argues that it is a mistake to use physical processes as models for understanding cognitive processes.)


      This representational function of ideas was explained in earlier chapters in terms of reference and information; i.e., an idea is an act of mind that represents the object that causally prompts it by referring to and informing the mind about that object. Perceiving therefore consists in the cognitive activities of referring and informing. But this cannot be in any way analogous to the relation of ontological support between matter and qualities because that relation is utterly non-cognitive—it cannot include any acts of referring or informing. Nor could an abstract general idea of a relation of material support for qualities be derived from reflection on particular acts of perceiving, since representation is essential to the latter and cannot be separated from it. The result is that Locke’s derivation of the abstract idea of a relation of support commits the same error as his derivation of the abstract idea of independent existence—it creates something out of nothing. Berkeley sees Locke’s move from a particular idea to an abstract idea as involving more than merely generalization. Rather, Locke includes content in the abstract idea that simply is not present in the particular idea and removes content from the particular idea that is essential to it and so should be present in the general idea. Moreover, the content Locke includes can only be derived from considering the relationship between minds and their ideas qua items of experience and therefore are not suitable for material substratum as Locke envisions it—which is why Berkeley thinks the very notion of matter results in a contradiction (PHK 9). He concludes that there can be no empirical source for either component of the abstract idea of material substance.


      So, two crucial moves that Locke’s transcendental argument makes turn on illegitimate forms of abstraction. Once these abstractions are removed, any transcendental argument becomes considerably more austere. Berkeley begins as Locke does with ideas “actually imprinted on the senses” or by reflecting on “the passions and operations of the mind.” Noticing that these ideas are of things (visible light and color; tangible hard and soft, heat and cold, motion and resistance; odors; flavors; sounds; love; hatred; joy; grief; etc.) that cannot be conceived to exist on their own—and presuming with Locke and others that the representational content of ideas cannot lack an origin—he infers the presence of some substance as the necessary condition for the presence of these ideas. That substance is mind or spirit.


      One objection here is that Locke might intend the abstract idea of material substance to derive from ideas of privations rather than positive ideas of sense. After all, Berkeley chides materialists for the fact that matter can only be described in negative terms (PHK 16–17, 68; DHP 197–98). The issue of ideas of privations stems from Descartes’ discussion of the idea of cold in the Meditations, and Arnauld’s objection that, if cold is an absence of heat, then “it cannot exist objectively in the intellect by means of an idea whose existence is a positive entity” (CSM II, 145). The idea of cold cannot have representational content because such content emerges from an absence, in violation of the ex nihilo principle. Locke seems to offer a solution to this difficulty in Essay II.viii.2. According to Locke, the idea of cold has as its object the “different degrees and modes of motion in our animal spirits, variously agitated by external objects” (Essay II.viii.4). This does not imply that the idea of cold arises from something that lacks positive formal reality, but just that it arises from comparatively lesser degrees of positive formal reality than the idea of heat. Thus, it is a positive idea (after all, slow motion is something rather than nothing, even though it is the “privation” of faster motion).


      Admittedly, I am unclear as to what Berkeley has to say about ideas of privations. He might think that the idea of cold arises from a positive divine idea with comparatively lesser degrees of reality than the idea of heat. Indeed, this seems to be implied by his discussion of degrees of heat and cold as degrees of pleasure and pain in DHP 177–80. Since pleasure and pain are positive ideas of different degrees, Berkeley’s identification of heat and cold with pleasure and pain imply that the former are also positive ideas of different degrees. He does not speak of privation at all in the Principles, and only once in the Three Dialogues. In that passage, Hylas says that warmth is a privation of both pain and pleasure in reply to Philonous’ claim that warmth is a pleasure. Philonous disagrees, but chooses not to pursue the point.


      Nevertheless, it seems that ideas of privations are of little help to Locke, since he is committed to the claim that ideas of privations are positive ideas. There is not a lack or negation of representational content. Rather, there is comparatively less representational content than there is in complementary ideas; but this does not imply that, say, the idea of cold represents a negation of the idea of heat.40 In that case, and given the accounts of degrees of reality prominent during the period, the privation of the idea of the ontological dependence of the red color of a cherry would be greater ontological dependence rather than ontological independence. This is because ontological dependence is already a privation of ontological independence. Consider the analogy to ideas of cold. The idea of bitter cold (say, 220º F) is a privation of the idea of freezing cold (say 32º F); but the latter idea is itself a privation. In other words, the privation of an idea of freezing cold is not the idea of heat, but the idea of bitter cold; i.e, an idea that is a greater privation of the idea of heat than the idea of freezing cold. The early moderns took something similar to apply to comparative levels of ontological dependence.41 Created substances are less ontologically dependent than their attributes, but more dependent than God. In that case, the privation of the ontological dependence of an attribute would not be ontological independence. Rather that privation would result in less ontological independence than the attribute itself: an attribute of an attribute (such as the swiftness of motion). Thus, privation of the idea of ontological dependence cannot result in an idea of ontological independence.


      VI. PHK 4


      Despite what has been argued thus far, the transitivity interpretation is extremely well supported by PHK 4, which appears to be unambiguous evidence of an identity claim on Berkeley’s part:


      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. For, what are the fore-mentioned 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?


      Houses, mountains, and trees are just the things perceived by sense; and the things perceived by sense are just ideas. The language of identity Berkeley uses in this passage (and others) is explicit. If the transcendental reading defended here is to compete with the transitivity reading, it must be consistent with Berkeley’s use of the language of identity when speaking of the relation between ideas and their content.


      Fortunately, there is considerable historical precedent for using the language of identity to express objective presence rather than the kind of identity claim that the transitivity interpretation has in mind. Reconsider the following passages from Descartes, Arnauld, and Sergeant, respectively (already discussed in chapter 2):


      “Objective being in the intellect” . . . will signify the object’s being in the intellect in the way in which its objects are normally there. By this I mean that the idea of the sun is the sun itself existing in the intellect—not of course formally existing, as it does in the heavens, but objectively existing, i.e., in the way in which objects normally are in the intellect. (CSM II, 75)


      What is called being objectively in the mind, is not only being the object, at which my thought terminates, but it is being in my mind intelligibly, in the specific way in which objects are in the mind. The idea of the sun is the sun, insofar as it is in my mind, not formally as it is in the sky, but objectively, i.e., in the way that objects are in our thought, which is a way of being much more imperfect than that by which the sun is really existent, but which nevertheless we cannot say is nothing and does not need a cause. (TFI 100)


      Notions are the very Natures of the Thing, or the Thing it self existing in us intellectually, and not a bare Idea or Similitude of it. (Method of Science 2)


      Notions are the Meanings, or (to speak more properly) what is meant by the words we use: But what’s meant by the word is the Thing it self; therefore the Thing it self is in the Meaning; and consequently in the Mind; only which can mean. (Solid Philosophy Asserted, 26)


      A Notion is the very thing it self existing in my understanding. (Solid Philosophy Asserted 27)


      Juxtaposed against these texts, what looks like an identity claim in PHK 4 is actually an expression of the doctrine of objective reality. When Berkeley asks what are houses, mountains, and trees but what we perceive by sense, and what do we perceive by sense other than our own ideas, he makes a claim quite similar to Descartes’ claim that the idea of the sun is the sun itself existing in the mind, or Arnuald’s similar claim, or Sergeant’s claim that a notion is the thing itself existing in the mind.


      Surely, when Descartes, Arnauld, and Sergeant claim that the idea of the sun is the sun itself existing in the mind, they use the language of identity much more forcefully than does Berkeley in PHK 4. Yet these passages are understood to be explications of objective presence rather than the kind of identity attributed to Berkeley. There is no identity claim in Descartes’ passage, nor Arnauld’s, nor Sergeant’s—certainly not the kind of identity claim that the transitivity argument takes to lead Berkeley to immaterialism. Against this context, Berkeley’s similar passage need not be understood as asserting an identity claim solely on the basis of his use of the language of identity. Consider the following passages from Berkeley’s notebooks:


      M: We see the horse it self, the Church it self it being an Idea & nothing more. (PC 427)


      M: The Horse it self the Church it self as an Idea i:e object immediate object of thought. (PC 427a)


      These passages are almost identical to those from Descartes, Arnauld, and Sergeant quoted above. Even an entry where Berkeley seems to distinguish ideas from acts of thought might be understood in terms of Arnauld’s discussion of ideas as one entity that bears two relations:


      I. S.: Idea is ye object or Subject of thought; yt I think on wtever it be, I call Idea. thought it self, or Thinking is no Idea tis an act i.e. Volition i.e. as contradistinguishe’d to effects, the Will. (PC 808)


      If Berkeley is being faithful to Arnauld here, he is using “idea” to refer to the relation between an act of perception and the object that it renders present to the mind; whereas “thought” is being used to refer to the relation between a mind and its acts. This is perfectly consistent with Arnauld’s usage—and so perfectly consistent with considering ideas to be one entity, a mental act, that bears two relations. In none of these cases does Berkeley’s language of identity commit him to identifying external objects with ideas (or ideas with objects of perception distinct from acts). Rather, it seems that these passages, including PHK 4, contain a commitment to some version of objective presence.


      It might be objected that it is curious that Berkeley does not explicitly mention the doctrine of objective reality, particularly if it is central to his arguments for immaterialism. There is one passage where Berkeley discusses degrees of reality in a manner quite similar to those associated with Cartesian discussions of objective reality. In PHK 36, Berkeley says that ideas of memory and the imagination “are said to have more reality than” ideas of sense; and that “the sun that I see by day is the real sun, and that which I imagine by night is the idea of the former.”42 Berkeley is in the process of replying to an objection, laid out in PHK 34, that by banishing matter he has made the real world a subjective chimera—that immaterialism collapses into solipsism. He says in PHK 36 that the fact that he takes external objects to be divine ideas does not imply that they are any less real (by which he seems to mean objective) for him than they are for the materialist. To sharpen his point, he uses Descartes’ claim that ideas of memory or the imagination have less reality than ideas of perception, owing to their not being caused by the objects they represent. If the world were composed of subjective ideas, they would be subject to our will, unsusceptible to natural laws, faint, weak, and unsteady—all of the characteristics of ideas of memory or imagination. Conversely, ideas of sense are involuntary, steady, vivid, and rule-governed. This means, as it does for Descartes, that they represent something external to the perceiver and that this external thing must have at least as much reality as the sensory idea that represents it. Berkeley points out that this is so even on the view that external things are divine ideas.


      His claim that the sun he imagines at night is the idea of the sun that he sees by day requires discussion. Part of the doctrine of objective presence is the notion that there are different degrees of reality (mentioned in the last section). Normore (1986) argues that these degrees are sorted according to ontological dependence. God occupies the highest degree because he requires nothing else in order to exist. Created substances occupy the second-highest degree of reality, and so on. These degrees of formal reality determine the degree of objective reality of ideas. Thus, the sensory idea of the sun has a greater degree of objective reality than a memory of the sun because the former takes a substance as its object whereas the latter takes an attribute of mental substance (the sensory idea of the sun) as its object. Berkeley’s claim that the sun he imagines at night is the idea of the sun he sees by day is consistent with this account of degrees of reality, and is further evidence of his use of the doctrine of objective reality—including his use of Descartes’ own example of the sun.


      VII. The Ontology of Ideas


      A significant challenge to the interpretation defended in this book, already discussed in chapter 2, is the question of the ontology of ideas. Whereas I maintained in chapter 2 that Berkeleyan ideas are cognitive acts, he explicitly denies that ideas are modifications. Yet, cognitive acts are modes of the mind. This prompts the need to address the ontology of ideas in order to avoid or at least clarify this apparent contradiction. There are a number of dimensions to this question that an adequate reply must address. First, there is the thorny issue of what exactly is being asked when one poses the question “What are ideas?” This issue itself has both historical and philosophical components that are not always straightforward. There is also the issue of Berkeley’s comments on substance-mode ontology.


      Although the question “What are ideas?” is perfectly legitimate, it must be posed carefully so as to avoid presupposing that an acceptable answer will involve a substantial (i.e., substance-like) object. On one way of asking, the questioner wants to know what kinds of objects ideas are. It should be clear that this way of posing the question distorts the issue of ontology. For if one answers that they are not objects at all then it will appear that ontology has been abandoned—which is not the case for Berkeley in my view. An alternative way of asking the question wonders which (if any) ontological category ideas fall under. But even here care is needed, since one might assume that all ontological categories are, ultimately, kinds of objects (i.e., objects that exist independently of other objects versus objects that require other objects in order to exist). Again, Hight’s distinction between ontological questions that are existential in nature and those that are substantial is useful here. Nor is that distinction entirely ahistorical. Locke also distinguishes between existential and substantial questions, and likens ideas to motions (i.e., attributes that are not modifications) in his reply to Norris when he says, “Ideas may be real beings, though not substances; as motion is a real being though not a substance” (1894, 2: 469). If one assumes that all ontological categories ultimately involve substantial entities, then the second way of asking an ontological question collapses into the first. One is always asking about kinds of objects.


      Complicating matters further is the fact that Berkeley makes apparently contradictory comments about the ontology of minds and ideas. There are texts where he speaks of minds as substances (PHK 7, 33, 36, 89, 91, 135, 136, 139; DHP 231–33), leaving the reader with the distinct impression that he accepts the general framework of substance-attribute ontology. Yet, in PHK 49, he claims to find talk of modifications subsisting in a substance unintelligible. These apparently conflicting statements present a dilemma for Berkeley’s interpreters. The claim that Berkeley rejects a substance-attribute ontology based on PHK 49 is open to the criticism that he explicitly claims that minds are substances (indeed, the only type of substance). But the claim that Berkeleyan ideas are attributes of the mind apparently conflicts with PHK 49.


      Aware of these difficulties (and the systematic ambiguities of the technical vocabulary used by the early moderns), I have adopted a neutral and historically grounded vocabulary within which to discuss ontological questions. Whereas created substances are ontologically independent objects (given the theological qualification that all created substances depend on God), attributes are ontologically dependent entities. Here, ‘object’ is given Hight’s substantial use whereas ‘entity’ is given the existential use. Yet, the early moderns recognized various kinds of attributes, including activities, modifications, and principal attributes. I have already said that I do not take ‘modification’ to be synonymous with every kind of attribute, since modifications change their underlying substances whereas attributes need not. Using this vocabulary allows a fruitful interpretation of the apparently contradictory statements from Berkeley. When he says that ideas are passive and inert (PHK 25), he implies that they cannot modify minds (or, conversely, that minds are incapable of being modified by ideas). This seems to be directed at Locke’s discussion of active and passive power (Essay II.xxi). Active and passive powers as Locke defines them are complementary: active power is the ability of a quality to change a substance, while passive power is the ability of a substance to receive change. So, Berkeley’s claim is that active and passive powers—i.e., modifications—do not apply to minds and ideas. But he does not thereby deny that ideas are attributes of the mind. Taking Locke’s discussion of active and passive power to be the locus of his notion of modification, it is evident why Berkeley claims not to understand it. The only substance that could have a passive power to receive modification is matter; and the only active power would be mechanical causation. But Berkeley rejects both in favor of minds and volitions, respectively. That he rejects modifications is implied by his claim that perceivers have no empirical source for an abstract idea of a relation of support between matter and qualities, discussed above. That is, perceivers have no concept of how qualities could modify matter, or how matter could receive modification from qualities in Locke’s sense. It follows that talk of substance and modification is unintelligible (cf. DHP 197–98; PHK 16–17, 68).


      Since by PHK 49, Berkeley takes himself to have proven that there is no substance other than spirit, and to have rejected Locke’s notions of active and passive power in favor of volition, it should come as no surprise that he finds talk of qualities inhering in and modifying matter unintelligible. Since ideas are passive and inert, they are neither modifications nor powers. Since they are attributes of unextended minds rather than extended bodies, ideas are not motions. Since this or that particular idea is not inherent to any mind, they are not principal attributes. This leaves activities as the only option for the ontology of ideas—ideas are activities or operations of the mind, the function of which is to refer the mind to external entities. This is apparent in DHP 237: “It is therefore evident there 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.” Something similar to this passage and to PHK 49 is found in the following passage from the Three Dialogues: “I know what I mean when I affirm that there is a spiritual substance or support of ideas, that is, that a spirit knows and perceives ideas. But, I do not know what is meant when it is said that an unperceiving substance hath inherent in it and supports either ideas or the archetypes of ideas” (DHP 234). Berkeley argues that perceivers do not have any ideas of active or passive powers in Locke’s sense—the only idea of a power of which minds are capable is of volition. There is no radical departure from the substance-attribute ontology here, merely a specification within that ontology. Admittedly, I find little mystery as to whether or not there are activities and whether or not they depend on substances for their existence. Unfortunately, the early moderns evidently took the notions of activity and the manner in which activities are supported by substance to be primitive, or at least uncontroversial, so I have little historical context to build on in order to say anything further in terms of any deeper metaphysical theory of activity.


      Marc Hight (2008) has recently defended an alternative account of the ontology of Berkeleyan ideas in terms of what he calls “quasi substance.” Hight argues that ideas are objects for Berkeley, rather than acts, and that these objects are substance-like in the following sense:


      Careful investigation of Berkeley’s texts reveal that he thinks that ideas are like modes in that they are essentially dependent beings but that they are also like substances insofar as they are distinct from the minds on which they depend without being modifications of them. They have characteristics of both substances and modes, requiring the positing of a new hybrid ontological category I call quasi substance.43


      The key to understanding Hight’s reading is how he uses the notion of ontological dependence. At the beginning of his book, Hight suggests that the notion of ontological dependence is ambiguous. There is independent subsistence, in which case if x is ontologically dependent on y, then it is necessary that y exists at all times that x exists. This implies that a substance is not sustained by anything else—that it endures on its own. Independent substistence is distinguished from causal independence. A thing x is causally independent of y if y did not cause x. A thing can be causally dependent on something else without being ontologically dependent on it (as with Hight’s example of a child in relation to her parents).


      Hight’s thesis seems to be that a thing is “substance like” (or, later on, a quasi substance) if it exhibits one of the forms of ontological independence but not the other. In the case of ideas, Hight says, “An idea that is volitionally but not ontologically dependent on a mind has one feature associated with the core conception [of substance] but lacks another.”44 Ideas are therefore quasi substances. As interesting and novel as Hight’s reading is, it raises several difficult questions. His own example of a child as an instance of something that subsists independently (has one form of ontological independence) yet is causally dependent on its parents is an example of something that has one kind of dependence but lacks another. But this does not imply that all offspring are substance-like or quasi substances rather than genuine substances. If quasi substances are dependent in one way but independent in another, this must be such that cases like the causal dependence of a child on her parents does not render her a quasi substance.


      But it is unclear that any such account is forthcoming with respect to Berkeleyan ideas. Hight claims that Berkeleyan ideas are quasi substances because they are ontologically dependent on minds but external to them:


      Thus Berkeley takes ideas to be quasi substances: (ontologically) dependent things whose primary relation to the mind is two place without being modes of it (i.e., “external” to the mind). . . . Once we accept his assertion that qualities must be ideas, Berkeley’s only escape from solipsism is to forcibly bend the substance/mode ontology to allow for a category of volitionally independent and “external” entities that retain a measure of ontological dependence.45


      He says that “external” is used here “in the weak volitional sense of ‘not created by the mind (i.e., our mind).’”46 But since volition is the only form of causation for Berkeley, this implies that ideas are causally independent (created) minds. So, the thesis that ideas are quasi substances reduces to the claim that ideas are ontologically dependent but causally independent of minds.


      Unfortunately, this notion of quasi substance turns out to be even more problematic than the example of causally dependent but ontologically independent offspring. Notice that every modification of substance is ontologically dependent on that substance but causally independent of it so long as the substance did not cause its own modification. The impression stamped in a piece of wax depends on the wax to exist but was caused by the stamp rather than the wax itself. Smith’s falling on an ant depends her existence (her act of falling will cease to exist should she suddenly disappear in the course of falling), but was not caused by her. If every such attribute is a quasi substance, then the only true attributes are those that substances cause in themselves. Furthermore, since the vast majority of what are normally taken to be attributes are not caused by the substances upon which they are ontologically dependent, these ersatz attributes are “quasi substances” and therefore substantial objects in Hight’s view. In that case, there is little sense in which “objects” are distinct from modifications that are externally caused, and so no real difference underlying the substance-attribute ontology in the first place. One is led back to the assumption that all entities are objects, with the only difference being between those objects that are ontologically independent and those that are ontologically dependent on other objects. But if there is no real ontological difference between substances and attributes, then there is also no real difference between acts and objects, either, i.e., acts are a species of object. Since I take it that the point of quasi substance is to explain why ideas are objects rather than acts, this unintended consequence proves quite troubling for Hight’s reading of Berkeleyan ideas.


      VIII. Likeness


      In section II above, I discussed Berkeley’s likeness principle (PHK 9) in relation to the transitivity interpretation of his argument for immaterialism in PHK 4. Charitable versions of the transitivity reading understand the likeness principle as a way for Berkeley to avoid equivocating between two uses of the term ‘sensible object’—one use according to which sensible objects are mediately perceived, and another according to which sensible objects are immediately perceived. On Winkler’s version of the likeness principle, the claim that an idea must be like another idea implies that the representational function of ideas requires that they resemble that which they represent in order for that representational function to be explanatory. This in turn implies that, if effects represent their causes, they must resemble those causes in order to be explained by them. But, since even materialists admit that the causal relation between material objects and ideas is inexplicable, the distinction between immediate and mediate perception (or direct and indirect perception) collapses.


      I argued in response to this reading that it presumes that the likeness principle rests on qualitative considerations; and that this is a presumption that materialists need not share. Descartes, Arnauld, and Locke all seem committed to a notion of representation that explicitly rejects qualitative resemblance in favor of a referential account. In that case, the likeness principle does not rescue Berkeley from equivocation. But I think Berkeley has more than just qualitative considerations in mind with his likeness principle. Recall that each of these thinkers expresses a notion of resemblance that is explicitly non-qualitative. Ideas do not resemble their objects the way that pictures or reflections do. Rather, the kind of resemblance that occurs between ideas and the objects they represent is unique to minds and thought. Ideas resemble their objects by making them objectively present, or by referring the mind to and informing it about them.


      In that case, like so many doctrines discussed so far, the likeness principle is restricted by the principle that a cause must contain at least as much reality, either formally (actually) or eminently (in a “higher form”) as that which is contained in the effect. This explains Winkler’s claim that for Berkeley even causal accounts of representation must be explanatory. If corporeal qualities produce ideas in the mind, then the mental effect must pre-exist either formally or eminently in the corporeal cause. That is, there must be something like an idea pre-existing in the corporeal qualities in order for those qualities to produce an idea in the mind. Otherwise, the former cannot explain (or be represented by) the latter. As Winkler recognized, an idea is like the thing it is an idea of if and only if its cause is sufficient to explain the content of the idea itself. This evidently extends even to the “double cause” that Yolton reads into the theories of perceptual representation of Descartes, Arnauld, and Locke. Even if sensory stimulation merely prompts the mind to produce ideas, rather than directly causes the ideas themselves, this prompting requires explanation such that the cause of sensory stimulation is shown to be responsible for the content of an idea. Otherwise, the content of the idea is not guided by the prompting in any non-arbitrary way. This is consistent with the principle that a cause must contain at least as much reality as its effect. This causal adequacy is, I think, the basis of the likeness principle rather than qualitative considerations.


      If this is correct, then the likeness principle demands that the causal adequacy principle be applied to the epistemic function of ideas—to their capacity to represent. This is so even where representation is construed in terms of reference and information. Berkeley need not claim that the cause of an idea of white must be phenomenally white itself in order to explain the representational character of the former. Rather, he can agree with his materialist predecessors that the idea of white represents its cause by referring to it and informing the mind about it. But Berkeley can also demand that this capacity to refer and inform pre-exist at least eminently in its cause. That is, those causes must contain the capacity to refer and inform; i.e., to communicate. Otherwise, the epistemic function of ideas arises ex nihilo. This is true even where ideas are said to be merely prompted (rather than caused) to refer to the causes of sensory stimulation because that prompting is also said to be the result of a natural, lawlike relation that compels an interpretation by the mind. Given that the lawlike relation is used to explain the mind’s reaction to sensory stimulation, the same adequacy principle applies as it would if it were strictly causal.


      Yet, these same materialists insist that the capacities at issue—referring, informing, communicating—are unique to minds. They frequently cite intelligent linguistic capacity as the mark of the mental. In that case it is not possible for matter or its properties to contain even eminently the capacity to refer, inform, or communicate. Berkeley thinks it is obvious that the world contains information that minds grasp through perception; and that this is a claim the materialists are loathe to deny. But then this information cannot be contained in “unthinking” material substances or their properties. Consider the following passages from the Three Dialogues:


      Phil. . . . it is infinitely more extravagant to say—a thing which is inert operates on the mind, and which is unperceiving is the cause of our perceptions, [without any regard either to consistency, or the old known axiom, Nothing can give to another that which it hath not itself]. (DHP 236)


      Phil. Beside, what can be plainer than that a thing which hath no ideas in itself cannot impart them to me. (DHP 239)


      Notice that the demand that the casual adequacy principle apply to the representational function of ideas is consistent with the central principle of the doctrine of objective presence—the demand for a suitably causal explanation of the content of ideas. This is why it is crucial to recognize Berkeley’s discussion of objective presence in PHK 4. By revealing the tension between several doctrines that materialists are committed to, the likeness principle turns those doctrines against the materialists.


      The reading defended here rejects the notion that Berkeley’s likeness principle stumbles in its denial of any causal explanation of mental representation. Winkler, for instance, claims that because “Berkeley believes that representation can only be a matter of resemblance,” he ignores the possibility that representation could be a matter of cause and effect; and so Berkeley cannot consider that possibility that we mediately perceive a cause in virtue of immediately perceiving its effect.47 I would argue that Berkeley thinks that the sort of causal explanation that Winkler has in mind violates principles that Descartes, Locke, and other materialists accept: namely, that representational function of an idea must somehow pre-exist in material bodies or its qualities.


      Furthermore, this interpretation offers an alternative to readings of the likeness principle that are either broadly metaphysical or broadly epistemological. Berkeley’s likeness principle is understood here to be essentially semantic. Something is like something else just in case it is capable of providing the understanding with similar (perhaps synonymous) content. Since he takes semantic content to have a causal source as well as epistemological implications, the metaphysical and epistemic concerns are encompassed by the semantic focus. Given that meaning—i.e., the objective presence of things in the mind by way of ideas—always has a causal source, there must be a metaphysical component to the likeness principle. Likewise, given that understanding meaning always has an epistemic component—for the mind to understand the content of an idea is for it to be referred to and informed about an external object—the semantic reading of the likeness principle will always have an epistemic component. The key to unifying these components is a focus on objective presence.


      IX. The Master Argument


      In addition to the arguments of PHK 1–7, Berkeley offers another argument against material substance, dubbed the “master” argument:


      I am content to put the whole upon this issue: If you can but conceive it possible for one extended movable substance, or, in general, for any one idea, or anything like an idea, to exist otherwise than in a mind perceiving it, I shall readily give up the cause. And, as for all that compages of external bodies you contend for, I shall grant you its existence, though you cannot either give me any reason why you believe it exists, or assign any use to it when it is supposed to exist. I say, the bare possibility of your opinions being true shall pass for an argument that it is so. (PHK 22)


      This argument is repeated in the Three Dialogues, where Berkeley says,


      Phil. I am content to put the whole upon this issue. If you can conceive it possible for any mixture or combination of qualities, or any sensible object whatever, to exist without the mind, then I will grant it actually to be so.


      Hyl. If it comes to that the point will soon be decided. What more easy than to conceive a tree or house existing by itself, independent of, and unperceived by, any mind whatsoever? I do at this present time conceive them existing after that manner.


      Phil. How say you, Hylas, can you see a thing which is at the same time unseen?


      Hyl. No, that were a contradiction.


      Phil. Is it not as great a contradiction to talk of conceiving a thing which is unconceived?


      Hyl. It is.


      Phil. The, tree or house therefore which you think of is conceived by you?


      Hyl. How should it be otherwise?


      Phil. And what is conceived is surely in the mind?


      Hyl. Without question, that which is conceived is in the mind.


      Phil. How then came you to say, you conceived a house or tree existing independent and out of all minds whatsoever? (DHP 200.)


      Like his argument in PHK 4, these passages are often read as identifying material bodies with sensible objects and sensible objects with ideas of sense. On this reading, the conclusion that material bodies cannot exist unperceived follows immediately from the premises; and like the earlier argument the master argument is often criticized for implausibly identifying material bodies with sensible bodies. Without this identity, it is surely conceivable that material bodies can exist unperceived. In his critique of the master argument as it is presented in the Three Dialogues, Gallois argues:


      Conceding [that mentioning an object entails conceiving it and that one can only assert the existence of an unconceived object if that object is mentioned] in no way tells against the logical possibility of there being an unconceived object. At most we have no justification for believing that such objects do exist, which does not by itself tell against believing that they might.48


      Berkeley is also criticized for conflating conceiving and perceiving when he claims that conceiving of a tree existing in the absence of a perceiver requires that the conceiver perceive the tree “all the while” without noticing herself. But surely, one can conceive of something without thereby perceiving it, in which case one can conceive of objects existing unperceived.49


      Setting aside the transitivity interpretation in favor of one where Berkeley rejects Locke’s category-transcendent abstract idea of existence, understanding this passage requires understanding what it means to conceive of the representational content of an idea “exist[ing] independent[ly] and out of all minds whatsoever” (DHP 200). Berkeley thinks this is logically impossible—a “manifest repugnancy” or “words without meaning” (PHK 24). Such a conception requires the illegitimate forms of abstraction discussed earlier—those that add more content to the abstracted idea than can be discovered in the particular ideas that are its source. Recall that Arnauld’s version of selective attention entails conceiving of an attribute “without paying distinct attention” (PRL 37) to its subject (or, the being whose existence is necessary for the existence of the attribute in question); but this does not imply that one can conceive of an attribute while denying the relation it bears to its proper subject. Berkeley claims that the materialist mistakes the former for the latter when supposing that a sensible object can exist unperceived. That is, the materialist projects the representational content of ideas onto some mind-independent substance by abstracting from that content the notions of independent existence and active power—notions which can only be derived from reflection on one’s own mind, not from the content of any of its ideas.


      This amounts to showing that minds can abstract in the ways Berkeley has rejected: from ideas whose content represents ontological dependence, minds can abstract an idea of ontological independence; and from ontologically independent agents arises the abstract idea of agent-free mechanical power. In order to do this, the abstract idea of existence is included in the conception of an substance with agent-free mechanical power. But Berkeley has already shown this putative abstract idea to be itself contradictory. It is the result of a fallacious inference from particular ideas of dependent existence to an abstract idea of independent existence (the core of the idea of substance, according to Locke). Once these ideas are rejected, the proposed conception becomes impossible.


      Thus the master argument, which appears particularly curious when read against the background of the transitivity interpretation, turns out to be an extension of Berkeley’s earlier critique of material substance. Since all attributes are ideal, and the only substance in which they could subsist is mind, conceiving of an unperceived tree entails having a positive idea of certain attributes in the absence of the substance on which they depend. Notice that this substance need not be any particular human mind. For that collection of qualities that is called a tree may be divine ideas. Nevertheless, whenever a tree is not perceived by a particular human mind, transcendental arguments may be used to show that the ideas that constitute it subsist in the mind of some eternal spirit as their necessary condition (from PHK 6).


      X. Phenomenalism


      The final issue to be addressed in this chapter is the question of whether Berkeley was an idealist or a phenomenalist on the interpretation defended here. Bennett distinguishes between two typical ways to understand Berkeley’s immaterialism—an idealist reading and a phenomenalist reading. Idealism claims that objects are collections of ideas, whereas phenomenalism claims that objects are logical constructions out of ideas.50 To say that an object is a logical construction out of ideas is to say that any statement about an object is equivalent to some set of statements about ideas, where this set includes counterfactual conditionals (were a mind in the room, the table would be seen). Winkler, in his defense of a phenomenalist reading of Berkeley’s immaterialism, takes statements about objects to be the commonsensical kind assumed in everyday conversation. These statements are argued to be equivalent to sets of statements about ideas, including counterfactual conditionals.51


      Winkler claims his phenomenalist reading has the virtue of demonstrating how immaterialism is compatible with common sense as well as allowing Berkeley to solve the problem of unperceived objects without running into the difficulties that the idealist reading has explaining that problem. This is so despite his admission that there are several passages where Berkeley speaks of objects as collections of ideas. Furthermore, Bennett and Winkler argue that there is some overlap between idealism and phenomenalism. Both seek to overcome the problem of the veil of perceptions by pointing out that differences in ideas systematically covary with differences in the world. But the former approach, with its emphasis on building objects out of collections of ideas is more metaphysically inclined; whereas the latter approach is more epistemological, emphasizing conditions for translating common sense sentences about objects into sentences about ideas.


      The reading offered here does not seek to translate commonsense statements about objects into either statements about collections of ideas or counterfactual conditionals, so that those commonsense statements are made consistent with the esse is percipi principle. Rather, commonsense statements about objects are rectified with one another so that various tensions and inconsistencies between those statements themselves are removed. Berkeley claims that the only way to do this so that “folk” ontology is consistent with philosophically informed notions of causation and psychology is with the esse is percipi principle. For instance, objects persist through change in virtue of the perceived changes being rectified with one another such that the different perceptions ultimately have the same meaning. That is, they refer to and inform the mind about the same object—the cause of those various acts of reference. One’s changing perceptions of a tree as it is uprooted mean the same thing, and so the perceiver is warranted in asserting that they have the same cause. Likewise, occurrent perceptions and counterfactual statements about those perceptions may be rectified. The statement that Smith actually perceives the table can be rectified with the statement that, were she in the room she would see the table, because their cognitive content has the same source.


      Something similar may be said of the various simple ideas that are components of ideas of an apple, a stone, or a tree. They may be rectified so that (like visual and tactile ideas of a sphere or a cube) the mind can understand them as referring to and informative of the same thing. This is not the same as claiming with the idealist reading that apples and trees are collections of ideas, since rectification allows for stability of meaning despite massive changes in collections of ideas. Nor is it the same as the phenomenalist reading since objects are not logical constructions out of ideas. Rather than privileging either epistemological or metaphysical concerns, the reading offered here emphasizes semantic concerns and explains metaphysical and epistemic concerns in virtue of the sources of meaning. Objects are the source of objective presence. They are the reason why ideas have any content whatsoever; and the relation between objects and cognitive content is both causal and epistemic. When Berkeley speaks of objects as collections of ideas, he means that the sources of objective presence (or, the causal explanations of cognitve content) themselves have content. Ultimately, Berkeley thinks this external content is independent of all human minds; but because it is content (rather than inherently meaningless), it must exist in some mind. I show how he defends these claims in the next chapter.
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      Berkeley’s rejection of material substance and his insistence that objects exist only when perceived leads directly to the problem of unperceived objects. Do objects cease to exist when they are not perceived, or are they constantly annihilated and recreated? If the former, how is it that they endure given the impossibility of matter? If the latter, what’s to stop Berkeley’s philosophy from plunging into subjectivism and radical skepticism? Undoubtedly, God is Berkeley’s way out of these difficulties. For he is the “other spirit that perceives [objects], though we do not” (PHK 48), ensuring that they endure when not perceived by human minds. In the Three Dialogues, after Hylas demands to know whether or not objects can continue to exist after Philonous has been annihilated, Philonous gives the following theocentric answer:


      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 230–31)


      God’s ideas endure when those of finite creatures cease. Thus, the world is constituted by God’s ideas, rendering it objective with respect to human minds. At the end of the passage, Berkeley suggests that the manner in which God reveals his perceptions to human minds exhibits a regularity chosen by God, and that this regularity is constitutive of natural laws.


      Berkeley intends his answer to the problem of unperceived objects to also serve as a proof of God’s existence. That proof has received significant scholarly attention since Bennett (1968) argued that Berkeley presents two proofs, which Bennett calls the passivity argument and the continuity argument. The continuity argument, found in the Three Dialogues (DHP 230–31) is designed to prove the existence of God by positing him as the only plausible explanation for the persistence of unperceived objects. The passivity argument, found in PHK 25–33, infers God’s existence from the fact that perceivers passively receive rather than actively will ideas of sense. Since these ideas must be caused by something “external to me” (because the perceiver did not will them), and since “unthinking matter” cannot be their cause, they must be caused by God. But this “causal” explanation is not mentioned in the passage from the Three Dialogues. This omission leads Bennett to assume that Berkeley makes distinct arguments in the two texts. He also argues that, since the continuity argument contains a premise that Berkeley is unwarranted in asserting (i.e., that objects can exist when not perceived by human minds), it is not as central to Berkeley’s project as the passivity argument.


      More recent scholarship departs from Bennett’s reading by ascribing to Berkeley an “inference to the best explanation” proof of God’s existence. The textual evidence for this reading is located in Alciphron, which contains an extended proof of God’s existence about which Bennett is silent. In separate papers, Michael Hooker (1982), A. David Kline (1987), and Douglas M. Jesseph (2005) interpret Berkeley’s argument in the Alciphron as inferring God’s existence as the best explanation for the existence of the visual language at the center of Berkeley’s theory of vision. As Hooker, Kline, and Jesseph read Berkeley, the best explanation for such a language is the existence of a divine mind that communicates to human minds through ideas. This “divine language” argument is analogous to an inference to the existence of other minds as the best explanation of linguistic behavior; and Berkeley takes the warrant for the former to be at least as strong as the warrant for the latter. Nevertheless, Hooker, Kline, and Jesseph all recognize a shortcoming of interpreting Berkeley’s proof of God as an instance of inference to the best explanation: such inferences do not rise to the level of “demonstration” that Berkeley proclaims in response to atheists and skeptics.


      This chapter rejects the inference to the best explanation approach in favor of reading Berkeley’s proof of God as a transcendental argument. Like Locke’s transcendental argument for the existence of material substance, Berkeley’s transcendental proof of God is a deductive (i.e., demonstrative) form. Moreover, although the inference to the best explanation reading is rejected, I follow Jesseph in interpreting the continuity and passivity arguments as demonstrating the divine understanding and will, respectively, that the divine language argument claims are necessary conditions for the possibility of the visual language. The result is an interpretation consistent with texts in Alciphron as well as those in the Principles and Three Dialogues, but which is also consistent with Berkeley’s repeated claims to have demonstrated God’s existence rather than merely induced the reader to accept theism.


      I. Continuity and Passivity


      According to Bennett, the continuity argument is Berkeley’s answer to the problem of unperceived objects. Without matter to sustain objects, Berkeley’s critics wonder what’s to keep them from being annihilated and created anew during the intervals when they are not perceived (PHK 45). His reply, given in the quote from the Three Dialogues above, is that God continues to perceive them when finite minds do not, sustaining their existence. Bennett reads this argument as having the following structure:


      (a) No idea, and therefore no collection of ideas, can exist when not perceived by some spirit;


      (b) Objects are collections of ideas, and therefore cannot exist when not perceived by some spirit;


      (c) Objects do sometimes exist when not perceived by any human spirit; therefore,


      (d) There must be one or more nonhuman spirits which perceive objects when no human spirit perceives them.1


      The problem with this argument, according to Bennett, is that Berkeley lacks justification for premise (c). He notes that premise (b) rules out a phenomenalist understanding of objects in terms of counterfactual statements about ideas in favor of an idealist reading in terms of occurrent perceptual states. That is, objects are only claimed to be collections of occurrent ideas, with no provision for what one would perceive under counterfactual conditions. But such a counterfactual situation is just what’s at stake when one asks about unperceived objects. Lacking any such provision, Bennett concludes, “there could not be grounds for saying that any object exists at a time when no human perceives it.”2 The continuity argument is therefore unsuccessful in Bennett’s view; and since Berkeley does offer a phenomenalist understanding of objects in PHK 3, Bennett goes on to claim that the continuity argument is not as central to Berkeley’s project as the passivity argument.


      Bennett reads the passivity argument in PHK 25–33 as making the following inference:


      (a) My ideas of sense (i.e., those which I have when I perceive objective states of affairs) come into my mind without being caused to do so by any act of my will;


      (b) The occurrence of any idea must be caused by the mind of some being in whose mind the idea occurs;


      Therefore,


      (c) My ideas of sense are in the mind of, and caused by the will of, some other being than myself.3


      The “being other than myself” whose will causes ideas of sense must be God. Although the passivity argument does not conflict with other Berkeleyan doctrines, as was apparently the case with the continuity argument, Bennett rejects it as resting on an equivocal use of the term ‘depend.’ On what he calls the ownership use, to say that an idea depends on the mind is to say that ideas cannot exist apart from minds. On the causal use, to say that an idea depends on the mind is to say that ideas are caused by minds. But, Bennett argues, the existence claim does not imply the causal claim unless one presupposes that every event must have a cause. An idea could, in principle, exist in the mind without its being caused. He takes the “broadly rationalist” assumption that every event must have a cause to be uncharacteristic of Berkeley; and concludes that since he is not committed to it, Berkeley is also not warranted in slipping from the ownership use of ‘depend’ to the causal use.


      Bennett is certainly right that in these passages Berkeley takes for granted that every event must have a cause; but he is wrong to claim that Berkeley is not committed to it, or even that such an assumption is uncharacteristic of “empiricist” thinkers. As was shown in earlier chapters, Locke himself explicitly asserts this very principle in his own proof of God’s existence in Book IV of the Essay. Moreover, Locke uses this causal principle to justify another—that effects must “pre-exist” in their causes—in a manner almost identical to Descartes’ defense of these same two causal principles in the Meditations. It was also shown that Berkeley explicitly expresses his commitment to both causal principles.


      Recall that, in the course of offering a proof of God’s existence in the Third Meditation, Descartes famously introduces the notion of the objective reality of an idea; and that he defends it by rejecting the claim that an idea could exist uncaused.4 For Descartes, a cause must have as much “reality” or “order of perfection” as its effect. Otherwise, something in the effect arose from nothing. In particular, he implies that the ex nihilo principle requires that an effect pre-exist in its cause in some manner; otherwise, some feature of the effect arose out of nothing, since that feature is not contained somehow in its cause. This “pre-existence” of the effect in its cause extends to ideas. Descartes’ ideas of heat and of a stone “cannot exist in me unless [they are] put there by some cause which contains at least as much reality as I conceive to be in the heat or in the stone” (CSM II, 28). He continues, “For if we suppose that an idea contains something which was not in its cause, it must have got this from nothing” (CSM II, 29). Thus, not only would Descartes reject the possibility of an idea that exists uncaused, he would also insist that the content of an idea pre-exist in its cause (either formally or eminently).


      Locke’s commitment to these broadly Cartesian causal principles is explicitly stated in the Essay while giving his own proof of God’s existence. Recall that he claims that


      man knows, by an intuitive certainty, that bare nothing can no more produce any real being, than it can be equal to two right angles. (Essay IV.x.3)


      This principle underlies Locke’s notion of cause and effect:


      If, therefore, we know there is some real being, and that nonentity cannot produce any real being, it is an evident demonstration, that from eternity there has been something; since what was not from eternity had a beginning; and what had a beginning must be produced by something else. (Essay IV.x.3)


      Finally, in a manner quite similar to Descartes, the principle that an effect must pre-exist in its cause in some way follows from these other doctrines:


      Next, it is evident, that what had its being and beginning from another, must also have all that which is in and belongs to its being from another too. All the powers it has must be owing to and received from the same source. (Essay IV.x.4)


      That is, whatever being (or what Descartes calls reality) might be found in the effect must also be found in its source, including whatever powers the effect possesses. Presumably, Locke’s reason for asserting that effects pre-exist in some way in their causes is the same as Descartes’ reasoning: if some feature or power is found in the effect that does not exist in that from which the effect derives its being, then something in the effect came from nothing. Assuming that Locke intends these principles to be general—i.e., to apply to ideas as well as objects—he follows Descartes in rejecting the possibility of an uncaused idea and insisting that the content of an idea pre-exists in its cause.


      Berkeley endorses the ex nihilo principle in both the Principles and the Three Dialogues. In one passage in the Three Dialogues, the principle appears already clothed in causal-perceptual language when Philonous says, “I am sure nothing cannot be seen, or felt, or tasted” (DHP, 249). In other words, pace Bennett, ideas of colors, flavors, or textures cannot arise from nothing. In two other texts, one in the Principles and a companion passage in the Three Dialogues, Berkeley is preoccupied with a particular theological implication of the use of this principle. He notes that other philosophers have used ex nihilo to demonstrate the absurdity of the notion that matter could appear from nothing, or even be created by God out of nothing. In the Principles he says,


      Nay, so great a difficulty has it been thought to conceive Matter produced out of nothing, that the most celebrated among the ancient philosophers, even of those who maintained the being of a God, have thought Matter to be uncreated and co-eternal with Him. How great a friend material substance has been to Atheists in all ages were needless to relate. (PHK 92)


      In a similar passage in the Three Dialogues, Philonous says,


      Nay, hath it not furnished the atheists and infidels of all ages with the most plausible arguments against a creation? That a corporeal substance, which hath an absolute existence without the minds of spirits, should be produced out of nothing, by the mere will of a Spirit, hath been looked upon as a thing so contrary to all reason, so impossible and absurd! that not only the most celebrated among the ancients, but even divers modern and Christian philosophers have thought Matter co-eternal with the Deity. (DHP 256)


      In these passages, Berkeley mentions arguments by unnamed philosophers that use ex nihilo to draw the conclusion that both matter and God are uncreated. Although he sees such arguments as invitations to skepticism and atheism, notice that he does not reject ex nihilo. Rather, Berkeley takes these arguments as problems for materialism that he can exploit to support immaterialism. The problem arises because the creation of material substance is thought to be inconsistent with ex nihilo (since God would have created matter out of non-matter), and so matter is claimed to be uncreated and co-eternal with God. While Berkeley thinks these claims lead to atheism, his solution is not to reject ex nihilo. Instead, he rejects material substance as absurd. These passages make it clear that Berkeley was both aware of and committed to the principle that every event must have a cause.


      Berkeley also expresses a commitment to the principle that an effect must “pre-exist” in its cause. In the last chapter, I argued that this is at the heart of his likeness principle. When rejecting Hylas’ notion of corporeal causes as inconsistent, Philonous argues that


      it is infinitely more extravagant to say—a thing which is inert operates on the mind, and which is unperceiving is the cause of our perceptions, [without any regard either to consistency, or the old known axiom, Nothing can give to another that which it hath not itself]. (DHP 236)


      While the text within the brackets was omitted in the third edition of the Three Dialogues, Berkeley nevertheless endorses the “axiom” that an effect must pre-exist in its cause. A cause cannot give to its effect something that it does not possess itself. Later, Philonous repeats this principle specifically with respect to ideas:


      Beside, what can be plainer than that a thing which hath no ideas in itself cannot impart them to me. (DHP 239)


      In order for something to produce ideas in a mind, it seems, that cause must itself have the ideas it causes. Berkeley thinks it absurd to claim that an unperceiving thing can be the cause of perceptions, or that an inert (i.e., powerless) thing could be the source of causal powers. If these claims were true then something in the effect arose ex nihilo, since it is not present in the cause. Bennett’s claim that Berkeley is not committed to the principle that every idea must have a cause is contrary to Berkeley’s texts.


      Still, more is needed in order to show how these causal principles support the passivity argument. For, there is no obvious justification for Berkeley’s equivocating between two uses of the term “depend,” even given his commitment to the claim that every event must have a cause. But notice that from the assumptions Berkeley makes—that something cannot come from nothing, which implies both that every event must have a cause and that effects must “pre-exist” in their causes; that neither ideas nor volitions can exist outside of minds; and that volitions are the only causal powers—it follows that every idea must have a cause; that the idea must somehow pre-exist in its cause; that the cause could only be a volition; and that volitions themselves cannot exist outside of a mind.


      Indeed, the conclusions that ideas must pre-exist in their causes and that those causes must be volitions are consistent with Winkler’s reading of Berkeley as denying the possibility of blind agency. According to Winkler, the denial of blind agency was a widely accepted principle of the period. He notes that “Descartes, Malebranche and Locke were unanimous in their judgment that volition is inseparable from perception,”5 and provides considerable evidence of Berkeley’s own denial of blind agency. The consensus of the period was that a mind could not will that which it has not represented to itself in the form of an idea. Mental representation was assumed to be a necessary condition for volition. In the Philosophical Commentaries Berkeley claims that “there can be perception wth out volition” (PC 645), but that “distinct from or without perception, there is no volition” (PC 674). The inseparability of volition and will extends even to God, since he must have ideas in order to create:


      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. (PC 812)


      Winkler suggests that Berkeley’s denial of blind agency and commitment to the inseparability of volitions from ideas are crucial for understanding his position on unperceived objects:


      Thanks to the denial of blind agency, God perceives every idea by virtue of his intention to cause it. If God did not perceive the idea, he could not intend to bring it about. Objects owe their existence to divine volitions, but those volitions cannot exist apart from the appropriate divine perceptions.6


      Winkler’s reading is supported by Berkeley’s commitment to those causal principles discussed earlier. Given that ideas must be caused, that they can only be caused by volitions, and that effects must pre-exist in their causes, volitions must contain the ideas that they produce. Otherwise, volitions cannot be the causes of ideas. Berkeley’s denial of blind agency, and his commitment to the principles that every event must have a cause and that effects must pre-exist in their causes, are complementary (and consistent with his defense of the likeness principle, discussed in chapter 7, section IX).


      If all of this is correct, then Berkeley cannot be said to equivocate on two uses of ‘depend.’ Rather, the causal use collapses into the ownership use precisely because an effect must pre-exist in its cause. To say that an idea is caused by some mind (the causal use) is to imply that it exists in the mind that caused it. But this is just to say that there is no blind agency; and there can be no blind agency because an idea must pre-exist in the volition that produced it, whether that volition is internal or external to the mind in which the idea occurs. The ambiguity that Bennett recognizes is not an error on Berkeley’s part; but follows from principles that he and his predecessors accept. Berkeley cannot be accused of a non sequitur; and the ambiguity between ownership and causal uses of ‘depend’ is no reason to reject the passivity argument.


      It should be noted that Bennett considers and rejects another reputed instance of the continuity argument. In the following passage, Philonous claims that


      to me it is evident for the reasons you allow of, 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 all 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. (DHP 212)


      Bennett argues that the continuity argument does not appear in this passage at all. Rather, the passage is about what it means for Berkeley for something to have a “real existence.” But even if one allows that the passage is about “real existence,” it may be plausibly read as a version of the continuity argument if a “real existence” is understood as an external thing that has the power to compel ideas in a perceiver’s mind against that perceiver’s will.


      Later in the Three Dialogues, Philonous suggests that this is the notion of “real existence” that a materialist ought to accept:


      To make you comprehend the point still more clearly if it be possible, I assert as well as you that, since we are affected from without, we must allow Powers to be without, in a Being distinct from ourselves. So far we are agreed. (DHP 239–40)


      In the Principles, Berkeley insists that this definition of “real existence” is conventional:


      It were a mistake to think that what is here said derogates in the least from the reality of things. 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. But the objects perceived by sense are allowed to be nothing but combinations of those qualities, and consequently cannot subsist by themselves. Thus far it is agreed on all hands. So that in denying the things perceived by sense an existence independent of a substance of support wherein they may exist, we detract nothing from the received opinion of their reality, and are guilty of no innovation in that respect. (PHK 91)


      A real existence is an external power to produce ideas in a perceiver’s mind—a power that exists independently of finite minds—whether that power is material or immaterial. To say that a real existence is independent of finite minds is to say that it exerts its power to produce ideas against one’s will. That is, while their effects exist in finite minds the powers themselves do not. Recall that this notion of real existence plays a central role in the transcendental arguments of Descartes and Locke, discussed in chapter 7, sections IV and V. Also notice that the counterfactual claim at the heart of phenomenalism is implicit in this notion of real existence. Something is an external power if it compels ideas in a perceiver’s mind when it is present; and when that external power is not present it is true that it would compel ideas in a perceiver if it were present. The counterfactual claim captures the involuntary nature of a real thing’s power to produce ideas.


      When “real existence” is understood this way, it is clear that both passages repeat the continuity argument. George has ideas, and knows by introspection that these ideas occur in his mind involuntarily. But, Berkeley tells us, they must have a cause and the only causal power is volition. Furthermore, all other finite minds are alike in this respect. These volitions therefore do not exist in George’s mind or any other finite mind. Yet, they undeniably exist because George could not have involuntarily received ideas of sense without them. Berkeley concludes that, since volitions must exist in some mind, there is an infinite mind wherein external powers or “real things” exist. Since the volitions that compel George’s ideas exist in another mind, it follows that even when he is not in their presence, if he were in their presence they would compel ideas in his mind.


      But notice that the continuity argument is now very similar to the passivity argument. Indeed, the difference between the two seems to be largely a matter of emphasis. The continuity argument emphasizes the independence of external powers from finite minds, whereas the passivity argument emphasizes the ability of external powers to compel ideas of sense in finite minds. In the next section, I claim that these arguments correspond to demonstrations of two divine faculties: the understanding and the will, respectively. For the moment, it is apparent that the continuity argument is consistent with Berkeley’s phenomenalism when the notion of a “real thing” or “external power” is considered within a broader textual context than Bennett takes into account. This same textual context reveals the passivity argument to be far stronger than Bennett grants.


      II. The Divine Language Argument


      More recent scholarship has focused on Berkeley’s “divine language” proof of God’s existence in the Alciphron, an argument that Bennett does not discuss. That argument is typically read as an inference to the best explanation for God’s existence, analogous to an argument for the existence of other minds. Just as other minds are posited as the best explanation of linguistic behavior, a divine mind is posited as the best explanation of the visual language that Berkeley defends in NTV, and summarizes in Alciphron. An interesting interpretive question is the extent to which Berkeley intends the divine language argument to be distinct from the continuity and passivity arguments. Are they different arguments or variations of a single proof of God’s existence? Jesseph argues for the latter reading, claiming that the continuity and passivity arguments establish two faculties of God’s mind that are exhibited through the universal visual language—the divine understanding (continuity) and the divine will (passivity). In this section, Jesseph’s reading of the unity of the continuity, passivity, and divine language arguments is defended—but the interpretation of the divine language argument as an inference to the best explanation is rejected.


      The divine language argument occurs in the Fourth Dialogue of Alciphron. It begins with Alciphron setting the rules of debate for any acceptable demonstration of God’s existence. He immediately rejects both Descartes’ ontological argument and Locke’s cosmological argument:


      First, then, let me tell you that I am not persuaded by metaphysical arguments; such, for instance, as are drawn from the idea of an all-perfect being, or the absurdity of an infinite progression of causes. (Alciphron 142)


      He insists that the only evidence he will accept for God’s existence consists in “matters of fact” known through perception:


      Surely, if there be such a thing as God, it is very strange that He should leave himself without a witness; that men should still dispute His being; and that there should be no one evident, sensible, plain proof of it, without recourse to philosophy or metaphysics. A matter of fact is not to be proved by notions, but by facts. (Alciphron 144)


      Yet he concedes to Euphranor that he does not immediately perceive “individual thinking things”—i.e., other minds, even if they are presumed to be identical to material “animal spirits” in the brain. Rather, he perceives them inferentially in virtue of immediately perceiving linguistic behavior, which presumably could only be caused by a mind. Euphranor uses this concession to produce an “intelligent design” argument for the existence of God. From the intelligence of the behavior immediately perceived throughout the world, one may infer that they are the effects of a divine mind.


      Euphranor: By the person Alciphron is meant an individual thinking thing, and not the hair, skin, or visible surface, or any part of the outward form, color, or shape of Alciphron


      Alciphron: This I grant.


      Euphranor: And, in granting this, you grant that, in a strict sense, I do not see Alciphron, i.e., that individual thinking thing, but only such visible signs and tokens as suggest and infer the being of that invisible principle or soul. Even so, in the self-same manner, it seems to me that, 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. (Alciphron 145)


      Euphranor warns Alciphron that he cannot reject an intelligent design argument without also rejecting his own linguistic evidence for the existence of other human minds. Parity demands that Alciphron’s inferential evidence for the latter be available to support an intelligent design argument for the existence of God.


      Alciphron replies by tightening his conditions for inferring the existence of other human minds. Mere linguistic behavior is insufficient to demonstrate the existence of other minds. After all, animals and machines can exhibit linguistic behavior by simply quoting words, without thereby exhibiting intelligence. Instead, Alciphron notices that linguistic behavior is intelligent only if it transmits meaning through the use of arbitrary signs. The transmission of meaning, rather than mere linguistic behavior, is the evidence required for demonstrating the existence of other minds:


      What I meant is not the sound of speech merely as such, but the arbitrary use of sensible signs, which have no similitude or necessary connection 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. No matter whether these signs are produced or written; whether they enter by the eye or the ear: they have the same use, and are equally proofs of an intelligent, thinking, designing cause. (Alciphron 149)


      The involuntary arrival of meaning (or ideas) in the mind through words—spoken and written—serves as evidence of another mind. For there is, Berkeley suggests, a necessary connection between minds and meaning that does not exist between minds and the mere quoting of words. Alciphron demands that Euphranor prove “that God speaks to man in the same clear and sensible manner as one man does to another” (Alciphron, 149). That is, Alciphron demands a divine language—one that uses sensible and arbitrary signs to convey meaning—as proof of God’s existence. Euphranor immediately responds by rehearsing Berkeley’s account of visual distance perception in NTV, complete with the Molyneux man thought experiment and the claim that visual sensations are signs, and concludes that Alciphron has “as much reason to think the Universal Agent or God speaks to your eyes as you can have for thinking any particular person speaks to your ears” (Alciphron, 157).


      Hooker, Kline, and Jesseph interpret this argument as an inference to the best explanation, which Jesseph defines as an argument such that “a conclusion about an unobserved entity can be warranted by considering which among a number of competing hypotheses best explains observed phenomena.”7 According to Jesseph, the evidence for reading Berkeley’s divine language argument as an inference to the best explanation consists in the following claims:


      1. The divine language argument is an argument from effects to causes; and inference to the best explanation is the standard way of arguing from effects to causes.


      2. Berkeley considers and rejects competing causal explanations.


      3. Berkeley explicitly compares the divine language argument to the argument from other minds; and since the latter is an inference to the best explanation in the manner of (1) and (2) above, so is the former.


      Conditions (1) and (2) are understood to be jointly necessary and sufficient conditions for an argument to have the form of an inference to the best explanation. Condition (3) is understood as providing epistemic warrant for such inferences in the case of other minds—warrant that extends to an argument for a divine mind. In what follows, the inference to the best explanation reading of Berkeley’s divine language argument is rejected by rejecting (1). Inference to the best explanation was not the standard way to infer causes from effects in the modern period. Rather, transcendental arguments were the accepted method of inferring causes from effects; and it will be shown that the divine language argument is a transcendental argument.


      Hooker offers three interpretations of the divine language argument, each of which is an inference to the best explanation. The first interpretation reads the divine language argument as an argument from design. This interpretation is rejected because, first, it succumbs to the Humean critique that analogical arguments are only as strong as the analogy on which they are based; and second, whereas arguments from design typically move by analogy from unique effects to causes, Berkeley’s argument explains contingent relations of signification between ideas. Hooker finds the other two interpretations much more plausible. On the second interpretation, God is the best explanation of “the order, regularity, and predictability of the world of sense experience,”8 i.e., for the lawlike nature of observable phenomena. On the third interpretation, God is the best explanation of the “connection between our sense experiences and the world about which they inform us,”9 that is, for the reliability of sense perception. Nevertheless, Hooker thinks that even on one of these two readings, Berkeley’s argument is ultimately unsuccessful because it is not strong enough to establish God as the best explanation of either the orderliness or reliability of sense experience. He suggests that this is because an inference to the best explanation is not up to such a task. Rather, “what is really required is a transcendental route”10 to a demonstration of God.


      Kline stresses the similarities between Descartes’ argument for the existence of other minds (which Berkeley rehearses through Alciphron) and Berkeley’s argument for the existence of God as support for his reading of the divine language argument. He cites the following passage from Descartes as giving criteria for distinguishing minds from animals or machines. The latter


      could never use words, or put together other signs, as we do in order to declare our thoughts to others. For we can certainly conceive of a machine so constructed that it utters words, and even utters words which correspond to bodily actions causing a change in its organs (e.g., if you touch it in one spot it asks you what you want of it, if you touch it in another it cries out that you are hurting it, and so on). But it is not conceivable that such a machine should produce different arrangements of words so as to give an appropriately meaningful answer to whatever is said in its presence, as the dullest of men can do. (CSM I, 140)


      Kline takes Descartes to make three important points in this passage, which allow him to justify inferences to other minds from observations of linguistic behavior. First, language is a system of “constructed” or arbitrary signs. Second, “linguistic behavior exhibits rich generative powers.”11 Competent linguistic behavior exhibits novel use of linguistic signs. Third, “linguistic behavior is appropriate to the background environment,”12 i. e., linguistic behavior exhibits understanding. According to Kline, Descartes takes the second and third phenomena to be explicable only by minds.


      The divine language argument must show that the visual language has these three features if Berkeley is prove the existence of God in a way analogous to Descartes’ proof of the existence of other minds. That the visual language is a system of signs is a thesis Berkeley defends at length in the New Theory of Vision and repeats in Alciphron. Unlike relatively impoverished olfactory ideas that Berkeley explicitly rejects as a language, vision has both the rich generative powers and appropriateness that Descartes expects of a language. As with Descartes’ argument for other minds, Kline reads Berkeley as insisting that the latter two features of the visual language can only be explained by a divine mind.


      Hooker and Kline take the argument in Alciprhon to be distinct from the passivity and continuity arguments of the Principles and Three Dialogues. In contrast, Jesseph takes the arguments in the Principles, Three Dialogues, and Alciphron to all employ the same basic strategy of inference to the best explanation; so that rather than offering several proofs of God, Berkeley is read as offering “one common form of inference that is employed in three varying contexts.”13


      According to Jesseph, Berkeley stresses an immediacy requirement that God be shown to be directly present in the perceivable world. On his reading, Berkeley rejects the ontological, cosmological, and design arguments because, in part, they fall afoul of the immediacy requirement. Indeed, Jesseph argues that one reason why Berkeley’s three arguments for God—passivity, continuity, and divine language arguments—are all variations of a single argument is that they all satisfy the immediacy requirement. Another reason is that they all stress the connection between the proof of God and the proof of other minds:


      The production of sensible objects [passivity argument], their continued existence [continuity argument], and their coherent order [divine language] all require explanation, and the best explanation (at least on Berkeley’s principles) is that they are caused by God’s immediate presence and activity in the world.14


      Jesseph takes the points of agreement between the divine language argument and the passivity argument in the Principles to be clearly stated in PHK 146–51. Here, Berkeley draws the analogy between his proof of God’s existence and proofs of other minds. Jesseph notes that Berkeley considers alternative hypotheses for the causes of ideas in these passages (matter; ideas are self-caused), rejecting them in favor of the immaterialist hypothesis. He concludes that this consideration and rejection of alternative hypotheses is evidence that Berkeley employed an inference to the best explanation.


      Jesseph argues that Berkeley unites the passivity and continuity arguments by noting that they “establish the existence of two faculties of God’s mind, namely will and understanding; the former explains the production of sensible things [passivity argument] and the latter their persistence [continuity argument].”15 Notice that this reading is consistent with Winkler’s understanding of Berkeley as denying the possibility of blind agency. If the visual language is a system of signs that God wills to convey meaning, and if volitions cannot exist without ideas, then Berkeley must demonstrate the existence of both the divine will and the divine understanding. As was shown in the previous section, Berkeley’s denial of blind agency is central to understanding the passivity argument itself, since it is in virtue of this assumption that the causal use of “depend” collapses into the ownership use.


      Given that Jesseph reads the continuity and passivity arguments as continuous with the divine language argument, he naturally interprets them as inferences to the best explanation. In addition to noting that they consider and reject alternative explanations for the persistence of objects and the fact that sensory ideas are compelled, Jesseph offers two other conditions that he takes to qualify the continuity, passivity, and divine language arguments as a single extended inference to the best explanation. The first is that all three infer causes from effects; and Jesseph claims that, “inference to the best explanation is the standard model for inferring causes from effects.”16 The second condition is the analogy between these arguments and the argument for the existence of other minds, which Jesseph follows Kline and Hooker in taking to be an inference to the best explanation. As already noted, Jesseph cites PHK 146–51 as evidence that Berkeley takes the passivity argument to be analogous to an argument for the existence of other minds. Similarly, he argues that the continuity argument shares with the divine language argument the “doctrine that the laws of nature constitute a kind of supernatural language.”17 Evidence for this is found at the very end of the passage from the Three Dialogues where Bennett locates the continuity argument (DHP 230–31). Once it is conceded that the laws of nature are a divine language, the argument that demonstrates the source of that language will be analogous to an argument for the existence of other minds; i.e., an inference to the best explanation from linguistic behavior to minds.


      Having unified the continuity, passivity, and divine language arguments into an extended inference to the best explanation from observed linguistic behavior (the visual language) to the mind of God (and, in particular, its faculties of understanding and will), Jesseph complains that inferences to the best explanation yield only probable conclusions whereas Berkeley claims to have demonstrated God’s existence:


      Berkeley could adduce nothing more than probable arguments for the claim that there is only one God, nor could his style of inference ever arrive at the conclusion that God is infinitely powerful or morally perfect.18


      He dismisses Berkeley’s claims to have demonstrated God’s existence as a “gross overstatement,”19 and suggests that “we take Berkeley’s claims to a necessary demonstration of God’s existence as a bit of hyperbole rather than a sober statement of the ultimate outcome of his argument.”20 He even points to a passage (Alciphron 147) wherein Jesseph reads Berkeley as “jumbling together” talk of “suggesting,” “indicating,” and “demonstrating” God’s existence.


      Yet, Jesseph’s claim that inference to the best explanation was the standard model for inferring causes from effects during the early

      modern period is anachronistic. A review of the most frequent argument of the period from causes to effects—arguments from sensory ideas to material bodies and their qualities—reveal them to be transcendental in character. In causal terms, a transcendental argument moves from sensory ideas (which are paradigm items of experience) to their external causes (or, necessary conditions). The link between transcendental arguments and those causal principles grounded in ex nihilo discussed in earlier chapters should not be overlooked. Insofar as a cause is a necessary condition for an effect, and the “reality” of the effect must be contained within its cause, a transcendental argument warrants inferences from whatever reality is in an effect to the reality that a cause must contain in order to produce that effect. In the case of ideas, inferences are warranted from the content of a sensory idea to the properties that an object must possess in order to possibly produce that content. This warrant is grounded in the “old axiom” that something cannot come from nothing; and in the last chapter I argued that Berkeley’s likeness principle appeals to the demand for causal adequacy if such inferences are truly to explain the source of the representational content of ideas. Content can only come from a source that contains that content either formally or eminently, and the only source that could contain content in either of these ways is a mind.


      Descartes and Locke both give arguments that infer material bodies as the causes of sensations. Neither of these arguments reaches their conclusion by choosing the best among a number of competing hypotheses—a condition Jesseph stipulates as necessary for an argument to be an inference to the best explanation. Consider the following causal inference from sensations to bodies from the Sixth Meditation, cited in the last chapter but worth repeating here:


      And outside me, besides the extension, shapes and movements of bodies, I also had sensations of their hardness and heat, and of the other tactile qualities. In addition, I had sensations of light, colours, smells, tastes and sounds, the variety of which enabled me to distinguish the sky, the earth, the seas, and all other bodies, one from another. Considering the ideas of all these qualities which presented themselves to my thought, although the ideas were, strictly speaking, the only immediate objects of my sensory awareness, it was not unreasonable for me to think that the items which I was perceiving through the senses were things quite distinct from my thought, namely bodies which produce ideas. For my experience was that these ideas came to me quite without my consent, so that I could not have sensory awareness of any object, even if I wanted to, unless it was present to my sense organs; and I could not avoid having sensory awareness of it when it was present. (CSM II, 52)


      Notice that Descartes’ justification for inferring bodies as the causes of sensations is the very same as in the passivity argument: that ideas of sense occur involuntarily. Indeed, he even seems to endorse the counterfactual condition at the heart of Berkeley’s phenomenalism (if an object were present I could not avoid sensing it; and if it were not present I could not sense it, even if I wanted to).


      In the very next sentence, Descartes makes a claim that might be read as considering a competing causal hypothesis:


      And since the ideas perceived by the senses were much more lively and vivid and even, in their own way, more distinct than any of those which I deliberately formed through meditating or which I found impressed on my memory, it seemed impossible that they should have come from within me; so the only alternative was that they came from other things. (CSM II, 52)


      Descartes raises an objection here—the possibility that he is the cause of his sensations, rather than bodies. But it would be a stretch to call this a competing hypothesis, since he claims this explanation “seems impossible.” Surely, a competing hypothesis must be not only possible, but probable. Instead, Descartes seems to be raising and rejecting a skeptical objection to his claim that bodies caused his sensations; and his warrant for rejecting this skeptical objection appears to be grounded in the causal principles discussed above. The difference in vividness, liveliness, and distinctness between sensory ideas and ideas of the imagination or memory requires a causal explanation—that difference could not have arisen ex nihilo. Given that these qualitative differences correspond to the difference between those ideas he willed and those he did not, Descartes concludes that sensory ideas have an external cause.


      That such an argument is transcendental in character, and that it is warranted by the ex nihilo principle, becomes clear in an argument in the Principles of Philosophy (I, 52) cited in the previous chapter (section IV). Since nothingness cannot have properties, from the perception of qualities or attributes perceivers are warranted in inferring the existence of a substance that is necessary as the bearer of those properties. The result is an inference from effects (perceptions) to causes (substances) as the necessary condition for the possibility of the former. This inference has the status of a demonstration—one that does not even consider competing hypotheses.


      Locke offers a similar argument for the existence of substance in Book II of the Essay and in his letters to Stillingfleet, as was discussed at length in the last chapter. As with Descartes’ argument, Locke infers from sensory ideas to qualities and finally to substances as the necessary condition for the possibility of the former, claiming that it is inconceivable that the content of sensory ideas could exist by themselves. In Book IV of the Essay, he offers four arguments that he takes to establish the reliable probability—but not certainty—of the nature of bodies from the content of sensory ideas. The second of those arguments (Essay IV.xi.5, quoted in chapter 7, section V) is very similar to the one Descartes offers in the Sixth Meditation. In that passage, it may seem that Locke is choosing the best between competing hypotheses: either his sensory ideas were caused by his mind or by external bodies (also notice Locke’s version of the counterfactual condition at the heart of Berkeley’s phenomenalism—ideas he cannot avoid having if he is in the presence of the sun). But, following Descartes, Locke considers the difference between sensory ideas and ideas of memory—a difference that corresponds to the difference between ideas that are compelled and those that are willed—to be inexplicable if his sensory ideas were caused by him. External bodies are deemed necessary for the possibility of involuntary ideas of sense, even if perceivers can only have probable knowledge of the relationship between the nature of those bodies and the content of sensory ideas. The skeptical objection that sensory ideas could be caused by minds is not an alternative hypothesis for Locke because it cannot explain the phenomena in question.21


      Thus, it is not the case that inference to the best explanation was the standard method for inferring causes from effects during the early modern period. Rather, transcendental arguments were the preferred method of justifying such inferences. Crucially, this extends to arguments for other minds. Jesseph and Kline assume that Descartes’ argument for the existence of other minds is an inference to the best explanation from observable linguistic behavior, or as Jesseph puts it, “animated bodies.” But Descartes is careful to distinguish linguistic behavior that merely quotes words from the act of using an arbitrary sign to convey meaning. He explicitly rejects the former as a suitable ground from which to infer the existence of other minds, and gives an argument for other minds based on the latter that has its own transcendental character. The distinction between linguistic behavior that merely quotes without conveying meaning and intelligent behavior can be seen in the text already cited by Kline (presented here in its fuller context), in which Descartes distinguishes animals and clever machines from human minds:


      But it is not conceivable that such a machine should produce different arrangements of words so as to give an appropriately meaningful answer to whatever is said in its presence, as the dullest of men can do. Secondly, even though such machines might do some things as well as we do them, or perhaps even better, they would inevitably fail in others, which would reveal that they were acting not through understanding but only from the disposition of their organs. For whereas reason is a universal instrument which can be used in all kinds of situations, these organs need some particular disposition for each particular action; hence it is for all practical purposes impossible for a machine to have enough different organs to make it act in all the contingencies of life in the way in which our reason makes us act. Now in just these two ways we can also know the difference between man and beast. For it is quite remarkable that there are no men so dull-witted or stupid—and this includes even madmen—that they are incapable of arranging various words together and forming an utterance from them in order to make their thoughts understood; whereas there is no other animal, however perfect and well-endowed it may be, that can do the like. This does not happen because they lack the necessary organs, for we see that magpies and parrots can utter words as we do, and yet they cannot speak as we do; that is, they cannot show that they are thinking what they are saying. (CSM I, 140)


      Magpies and parrots can exhibit linguistic behavior, but this behavior is not intelligent because “they cannot show that they are thinking what they are saying.” Rather than taking observable linguistic behavior or “animated bodies” as his starting point, Descartes begins with ideas communicated to the mind from some external source—ideas that arrive in the mind involuntarily through the use of arbitrary signs. As with any other idea that the mind is compelled to perceive, a causal explanation is required. But because of the special nature of the content of these ideas (perhaps the idea is about a counterfactual, modal, or normative state of affairs), because ideas must pre-exist in their cause, and because they can only exist in minds, one may conclude that the cause is another mind.


      This is apparent in Descartes’ subsequent example of deaf mutes who “invent their own signs to make themselves understood by those who, being regularly in their company, have the time to learn their language” (CSM I, 140). The signs of this idiosyncratic language are meaningless in themselves, just as the words uttered by the magpie are meaningless. Indeed, someone who had not learned this unique language would not take the signs to be meaningful at all. Mere signs could not compel the presence of an idea in the mind of an observer. Yet, when signs do succeed in compelling an idea, that idea must have an external cause. That cause must be such that a meaningful idea could pre-exist in it if the occurrence of the compelled idea is to be possible. Since for Descartes the only substance in which an idea could pre-exist is a mind, the only (not the best) explanation for the fact that an arbitrary sign compelled an idea in one’s mind is that another mind used that sign to communicate that idea.


      Thus, Jesseph’s claim that inference to the best explanation is the standard method for inferring causes from effects is not well supported. While all of the arguments canvassed here infer causes from effects, none of them chooses the best from among several competing hypotheses—a necessary condition for an argument to be an inference to the best explanation. Also, with the exception of Locke’s cautious argument of Book IV, none of them is intended by their authors to establish their conclusions only probably. Rather, they are all intended to establish their conclusions decisively: the inferred causes are necessary for the possibility of the effects. The warrant for such inferences derives from the principle that an effect must pre-exist in some form in its cause, a notion explicitly endorsed by Descartes, Locke, and Berkeley. For otherwise, some characteristic feature of the effect arose from nothing.


      This transcendental style of argument extends even to Descartes’ argument for the existence of other minds. He seems to think that the only possible explanation for the fact that an arbitrary sign compelled an idea in the mind of an observer is that another mind used that sign to convey that idea. This is because the idea conveyed must pre-exist in something; and since it does not pre-exist in the sign and could only pre-exist in a mind, the existence of another mind is necessary for the possibility of the facts under consideration. Alternative hypotheses aren’t even considered. Thus, insofar as Hooker, Kline, and Jesseph are correct in reading Berkeley’s divine language argument as analogous to Descartes’ argument for other minds—a claim firmly grounded in the texts—the former is accurately understood as a transcendental argument from the fact that the arbitrary signs of the visual language compel ideas in the mind of an observer to the existence of a divine mind that uses those signs to convey ideas. As with Descartes’ argument for other minds, the divine language argument is justified by the principle that the ideas conveyed must pre-exist in something; and since ideas could only exist in minds, whether that existence is formal or eminent, the content of ideas conveyed through the senses must pre-exist in a mind. This is the heart of Berkeley’s likeness principle. Applying this principle to ideas of sense, Berkeley notes that since they could only pre-exist in a mind of sufficient vastness, complexity, and power to explain the visual language, the existence of a divine mind is necessary for its possibility. This reading is defended in the next section.


      III. Berkeley’s Transcendental Proof of God


      A distinctive feature of Descartes’ argument for the existence of other minds is his distinction between mere linguistic behavior and intelligence. The former simply quotes linguistic signs without using them to convey ideas, and can be accomplished by parrots or machines. The latter uses arbitrary signs to compel ideas in the mind of an observer, thereby rendering the sign meaningful. Since intelligent behavior compels ideas in the mind, much like perception, it requires a causal explanation that is inapplicable to mere linguistic behavior. Such explanations are transcendental rather than inferences to the best explanation because they rely on a causal principle that requires that the idea compelled in the mind of an observer (whether through sense perception or the use of arbitrary signs) pre-exist in some form in its cause. In the case of arbitrary signs, since an idea could only pre-exist in a mind, only another mind could have used a sign to convey an idea that it already had. This conclusion cannot be drawn from the mere quoting of linguistic signs.


      Berkeley stresses this difference between mere quoting and intelligence in his divine language argument when Alciphron reconsiders his argument for the existence of other minds after being confronted with Euphranor’s intelligent design argument for God’s existence. Recall that Euphranor replies to Alciphron’s demand for “matter of fact” perceptual evidence of God’s existence by pointing out that perceivers inferentially rather than immediately perceive other minds; and offers an intelligent design argument for God’s existence on the basis of the intelligent behavior observed in the world. Alciphron responds to Euphranor’s argument by tightening the conditions under which inferences to other minds are warranted. Note that Jesseph’s claim that perceivers infer minds as the best explanation for “animated bodies” or the “sound of speech” is explicitly rejected:


      At first, methought a particular structure, shape, or motion was the most certain proof of a thinking, reasonable soul. But a little attention satisfied me that these things have no necessary connexion with reason, knowledge, and wisdom; and that, allowing them to be certain proofs of a living soul, they cannot be so of a thinking and reasonable one. (Alciphron 148)


      Instead, in a passage that bears repeating, Berkeley claims that a proof of another mind requires intelligence; i.e., the use of arbitrary signs to convey ideas:


      What I meant is not the sound of speech merely as such, but the arbitrary use of sensible signs, which have no similitude or necessary connection 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. No matter whether these signs are produced or written; whether they enter by the eye or the ear: they have the same use, and are equally proofs of an intelligent, thinking, designing cause. (Alciphron 149)


      Like Descartes, Alciphron rejects the “sound of speech merely as such” as the “empty” quoting of linguistic signs without using them to convey ideas. What is required to prove the existence of another mind is “the arbitrary use of sensible signs” to compel ideas to the mind of an observer. Only when ideas are conveyed in this way can the existence of “an intelligent, thinking, designing cause” be proven. Since Berkeley explicitly endorses the Cartesian principle that a cause must contain its effects in some form, he may be read as claiming that inferences to the existence of other minds are warranted by the fact that the ideas compelled in the mind of an observer through the use of sensible signs could only be possible if they pre-existed in another mind.


      So, when Euphranor responds to Alciphron’s demand of a proof that God speaks to humans in the same way that one person speaks to another by invoking the visual language, this should be understood as an attempt to offer a transcendental proof of God’s existence. Euphranor’s solution to the problem of distance vision is the claim that vision is a language:


      Upon the whole, it seems the proper objects of sight are light and colours, with their several shades and degrees; all of which, being infinitely diversified and combined, form a language wonderfully adapted to suggest and exhibit to us the distances, figures, situations, dimensions, and various qualities of tangible objects: not by similitude, not yet by inference of necessary connexion, but by the arbitrary imposition of Providence, just as words suggest the things signified by them. (Alciphron 154)


      Ideas of distance, magnitude, and situation are conveyed to our minds by sensations of light and color. The latter are signs for the former. From this visual language Euphranor infers the existence of a divine mind:


      Since you cannot deny that the great Mover and Author of Nature constantly explaineth Himself to the eyes of men by the sensible intervention of arbitrary signs, which have no similitude or connexion with the things signified; so as, by compounding and disposing them, to suggest and exhibit an endless variety of objects, differing in nature, time, and place; thereby informing and directing men how to act with respect to things distant and future, as well as near and present. In consequence, I say, of your own sentiments and concessions, you have as much reason to think the Universal Agent or God speaks to your eyes, as you can have for thinking any particular person speaks to your ears. (Alciphron 157)


      Berkeley seems to think that Euphranor is warranted in inferring the existence of a deity, rather than one or more lesser minds, because of the “endless variety” and complexity of the visual language—a feat that apparently requires an infinite mind. Note that in the passages where Jesseph takes Berkeley to confuse talk of “suggesting” and “indicating” with “demonstrating,” these texts do not imply that Berkeley confused a conclusion established with only probability with a conclusion established decisively. On closer inspection, talk of “suggesting” or “indicating” is appropriate if language is a system of arbitrary signs that convey meaning. The signs themselves suggest or indicate meaning, since there is no necessary connection between a word and its meaning. But a demonstrative argument for the source of that meaning can nevertheless be given. Talk of signs suggesting or indicating ideas should be expected.


      Unfortunately, the divine language argument omits the causal principles needed to understand it as modeled on Descartes’ transcendental argument for other minds. Following Jesseph, I turn to the passivity and continuity arguments for guidance. As already noted, the continuity argument establishes the claim that objects persist as divine ideas when they are not perceived by finite minds; i.e., it establishes an infinite understanding as a faculty of the divine mind. That argument presumes that every event must have a cause and that effects must pre-exist in their causes. For something to be a “real being” or to persist when not perceived is for it to have the power to compel ideas, which implies that if a mind were in its presence it could not avoid having sensory ideas of that real being; and if that mind were not in its presence it could not perceive that real being even if it wanted to. Correlatively, the passivity argument establishes an infinite will as a faculty of the divine mind; that the causes under discussion—the external powers that compel ideas in finite minds—are volitions. This argument presumes the impossibility of blind agency; i.e., that ideas are necessary components of any volition. Taken together, these doctrines imply that the ideas that are conveyed to finite minds through the arbitrary signs of the visual language (light and color) pre-exist in the divine understanding. (Recall Philonous’ claim, “Beside, what can be plainer than that a thing which hath no ideas in itself cannot impart them to me” [DHP 239].) Those ideas are necessary components of the divine volitions that compel ideas in finite minds under rules established by God:


      From the effects I see produced, I conclude there are actions; and, because actions, volitions; and, because there are volitions, there must be a will. Again, the things I perceive must have an existence, they or their archetypes, out of my mind: but, being ideas, neither they nor their archetypes can exist otherwise than in an understanding; there is therefore an understanding. But will and understanding constitute in the strictest sense a mind or spirit. The powerful cause, therefore, of my ideas is in strict propriety of speech a Spirit. (DHP 240)


      The argument here moves from observed effects (ideas of sense) to volitions as their necessary condition, and then to the necessary conditions for the possibility of volitions—ideas and a mind with the faculties of will and understanding, without which those ideas could not exist.


      Without oversimplifying too much, Berkeley’s full proof of the existence of God may be summarized as follows:


      1. If there were no God (an infinite mind with the faculties of will and understanding), then there could be no divine volitions (external powers that compel ideas in finite minds).


      2. If there were no divine volitions, then ideas of sense could not have representational content (including ideas of distance, magnitude, and situation conveyed by the arbitrary signs of the visual language, i.e., light and color).


      3. Ideas of sense have representational content.


      4. Therefore, there are divine volitions.


      5. Therefore, God exists.22


      The unity of the continuity, passivity, and the divine language arguments emerges as a consequence of Berkeley’s use of them to support the clauses contained in premises (1) and (2). Given the impossibility of blind agency, the possibility of divine volitions requires an infinite mind with the faculties of will and understanding. Divine ideas must exist as essential components of those volitions. Since ideas of sense are compelled by the arbitrary signs of the visual language, and since the causes of those ideas (volitions) must contain the ideas themselves, the possibility of having ideas of distance, magnitude, situation, etc., through ideas of light and color requires that the former pre-exist in their causes, i.e., in divine volitions. This is only possible if there is a divine mind. Berkeley’s proof of God’s existence is a valid, demonstrative argument, just as he claims; although I leave its soundness an open question.


      This transcendental argument for God’s existence is strengthened by Berkeley’s rejection of mechanical causation in favor of volitional causation. With the latter, there is no longer any need to explain how the move from formal reality to objective reality is consistent with ex nihilo—i.e., how it is that cognitive content emerges from those “unthinking originals” that lack content in themselves. Rather, there is an inference to the objective reality of causes construed as volitions inseparable from the cognitive content in God’s mind to the objective reality of their effects, ideas in finite human minds. Berkeley wants to know how meaning arises in the world, and his answer also gives him a proof of God’s existence. For Berkeley, meaning isn’t created ex nihilo. It can only come from a semantically rich source—an understanding powerful enough to convey ideas to finite minds through the use of arbitrary signs. He thinks that a cause of cognitive content must contain at least as much content as it produces. But this implies that the move from formal (material) reality to objective reality simply cannot be made without violating ex nihilo.


      In PHK 146–51, Berkeley rehearses the same argument for God’s existence that is to be found in more detail in the Fourth Dialogue of Alciphron. He claims there that ideas of sense are not willed by perceivers, and so must be caused by some other mind (referring back to the passivity argument of PHK 29). He also repeats his claim that the argument for God’s existence has the same form as the argument for the existence of other minds. His point in both cases is that the representational content of ideas of sense must have source, and since that source could only be a divine mind, God must exist. Berkeley connects the existence of God with the causal basis of cognitive content here and in the passage that supports the passivity argument (where the emphasis is on causal explanation) and the continuity argument (where the emphasis is on a mind that knows and comprehends all things).


      It must be noted that the transcendental argument discussed above need only consider the causal source of the objective reality of ideas in order to challenge materialism. If Descartes’ three grades of perception and his claim that at the highest grade of perception ideas are meanings or interpretations of figures impressed on the imagination are considered carefully, it seems that Berkeley need only ask what is the causal source of cognitive content. He thinks everyone will concede that the cause could not be “unthinking material substance” because then semantic content would appear out of nothing. In Berkeley’s vernacular, an “unthinking substance” is that which is incapable of perceiving, thinking, or having ideas—all of which implies that an unthinking substance is incapable of causing cognitive content. Thus, the cause at issue could only be an understanding. Material substance is ruled out. This seems to be the point of Berkeley’s comparison between other minds and God—that the claim that unthinking things such as animals or cleverly constructed machines could be the sources of cognitive content is typically rejected. Only an understanding could achieve those tasks because only an understanding has sufficient “perfection” or “reality.” But then Berkeley forces materialists to chose between the horns of a dilemma. Either accept that the external world is rich with cognitive content and conveys that content to perceivers through ideas of sense, or accept the existence of material substance. If the latter horn is chosen, Berkeley thinks this option requires the materialist to deny the possibility of the external world transmitting cognitive content to ideas through perception—a denial the he finds utterly absurd. Yet, if the former horn is chosen, then material substance must be rejected in order to explain how the external world could be the source of cognitive content. This is the route Berkeley defends.


      Notes
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      21. The fact that Locke considered the conclusion of these arguments to have the status of “probable opinion” rather than a demonstration should not be taken as evidence that they have the form of inference to the best explanation. It seems that Locke was searching for something like what is now understood to be the distinction between validity and soundness. That is, he may well have taken his argument to have a deductively valid form while admitting that the truth of its premises is only probable. This is quite different from the structure of inductive arguments.


      22. I suspect that Berkeley also intends to include the Cartesian notion of degrees of reality (determined by degrees of ontological independence) in this argument. It is also apparent that he intends to show that we have at least as much reason to believe in the existence of God as we do to believe in the existence of material substance; i.e., the warrant conferred on the conclusion of this argument is at least as strong as that conferred on transcendental arguments for the existence of matter. But given that (1) the latter turns on an illegitimate abstraction, and (2) even materialists agree that God has more reality than matter, Berkeley presumably thinks the warrant here is much stronger.

    

  


  
    
      Bibliography

    


    
      Aaron, R. (1955). John Locke. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      Armstrong, D. M. (1965). “Introduction,” in Berkeley’s Philosophical Writings. London: Collier-Macmillan.


      ———. (1956). Berkeley’s Theory of Vision. Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.


      Atherton, M. (1991). “Corpuscles, Mechanism, and Essentialism in Berkeley and Locke.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 29: 47–67.


      ———. (1990). Berkeley’s Revolution in Vision. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.


      Ayers, M. (1998a). “Theories of Knowledge and Belief.” The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. 2 vols. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1003–1061.


      ———. (1998b). “Ideas and Objective Being.” The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. 2 vols. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1062–1107.


      ———. (1991). “Ideas as Intentional Acts and Ideas as Intentional Objects.” In Locke, Volume I: Epistemology, by Michael Ayers. New York: Routledge.


      ———. (1986). “Are Locke’s ‘Ideas’ Ideas, Intentional Objects, or Natural Signs?” Locke Newsletter 17: 3–36.


      Barnes, W. H. F. (1940). “Did Berkeley Misunderstand Locke?” Mind 49: 52–55. Reprinted in Creery vol. 2, pp. 23–28.


      Beardsley, M. C. (1943) “Berkeley on ‘Abstract Ideas.’” Mind 52: 157–70. Reprinted in Creery vol. 2, pp. 122–34.


      Bennett, J. (2001). Learning from Six Philosophers: Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, Berkeley, Hume. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      ———. (1971). Locke, Berkeley, Hume: Central Themes. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      ———. (1968). “Berkeley and God.” In C. B. Martin and David Armstrong, Locke and Berkeley. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press.


      Bolton, M. B. (2007). “The Taxonomy of Ideas in Locke’s Essay.” The Cambridge Companion to Locke’s “Essay Concerning Human Understanding.” Ed. by Lex Newman. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      ———. (2004). “Locke on the Semantic and Epistemic Role of Simple Ideas of Sensation.” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 85: 301–21.


      ———. (1998). “Universals, Essences, and Abstract Entities.” In Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers (eds.) The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 178–211.


      ———. (1994). “The Real Molyneux Question and the Basis of Locke’s Answer.” In Locke’s Philosophy: Content and Context. Ed. by G. A. J. Rogers. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 75–99.


      ———. (1987). “Berkeley’s Objection to Abstract Ideas and Unconceived Objects.” Essays on the Philosophy of George Berkeley. Ernest Sosa (ed.) Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company.


      Brandt, R. (1975). “Historical Observations on the Genesis of the Three-Dimensional Optical Picture (Gassendi, Locke, Berkeley),” Ratio 17.


      Bricker, P. and R. I. G. Hughes. (1990). Philosophical Perspectives on Newtonian Science. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.


      Broad, C. D. (1954). “Berkeley’s Denial of Material Substance.” Philosophical Review 63; 155–81. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 3, p. 31–51.


      Chappell, V. (1994). “Locke’s Theory of Ideas.” In Vere Chappell (ed.) Cambridge Companion to Locke. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      ———. (1986). “The Theory of Ideas.” In A. Rorty (ed), Essays on Descartes’ Mediations. Berkeley: University of California Press.


      Craig, E. J. (1968). “Berkeley’s attack on abstract ideas.” Philosophical Review 77: 425–37. Reprinted in Creery, vol. 2. p. 135–46.


      Creery, W. E. (1991). George Berkeley: Critical Assessments. 3 vols. New York: Routledge.


      Cummins, P. (1987). “On the Status of Visuals in Berkeley’s New Theory of Vision,” in E. Sosa, ed., Essays on the Philosophy of George Berkeley. Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing. 165–94.


      ———. (1975). “Berkeley’s Ideas of Sense.” Nous, 9: 55–72.


      ———. (1966). “Berkeley’s Likeness Principle.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 4; 63–9. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 2, p. 359–66.


      ———. (1963). “Perceptual Relativity and Ideas in the Mind.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research. 24: 204–14.


      Dicker, G. (1982). “The Concept of Immediate Perception in Berkeley’s Immaterialism.” In Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays, ed. C. M. Turbayne. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; p. 48–66.


      Doney, W. (1989). Berkeley on Abstraction and Abstract Ideas. New York: Garland Publishing.


      ———. (1983). “Berkeley’s argument against abstract ideas.” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 8: 295–308. Reprinted in Creery vol. 2, p. 238–52.


      Flage, D. (1987). Berkeley’s Doctrine of Notions: A Reconstruction Based on His Theory of Meaning. New York: St. Martin’s Press.


      ———. (1985). “Berkeley’s Notions.” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 45: 407–25.


      Frankfurt, H. (1971). “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person.” Journal of Philosophy 68: 5–20.


      Gallois, A. (1974). “Berkeley’s Master Argument.” Philosophical Review 83: 55–69. Reprinted in Creery vol. 3, pp. 124–35.


      Garber, D. (1982). “Locke, Berkeley, and Corpuscular Skepticism.” Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays. Colin M. Turbayne (ed.). Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 174–96.


      Garber, D. and M. Ayers (eds.) (1998). The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      Grayling, A. C. (2005). “Berkeley’s Argument for Immaterialism.” In Kenneth Winkler (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Berkeley. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 166–89.


      ———. (1986). Berkeley: The Central Arguments. LaSalle, IL: Open Court.


      Hatfield, G. (1998). “The Cognitive Faculties.” The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. 2 vols. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 953–1002.


      Hausman, A. (1984). “Adhering to Inherence: A New Look at Old Steps in Berkeley’s March to Idealism.” Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 14: 421–43.


      Hausman, A. and D. Hausman (1995). “A New Approach to Berkeley’s Ideas Reality.” In Berkeley’s Metaphysics, R. Muehlmann, ed. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.


      Hight, M. (2008). Idea and Ontology: An Essay in Early Modern Metaphysics of Ideas. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press.


      Hill, G. B. and L. F. Foster, eds. (1934–1950). Boswell’s Life of Johnson. 6 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      Hooker, M. (1982). “Berkeley’s Argument from Design.” In C. M. Turbayne (ed), Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.


      Hoppen, K. T. (1970). The Common Scientist in the Seventeenth Century: A Study of the Dublin Philosophical Society. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.


      Jesseph, D. M. (2005). “Berkeley, God, and Explanation.” In Christia Mercer and Eileen O’Neill, Early Modern Philosophy: Mind, Matter, and Metaphysics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 183–205.


      ———. (1993). Berkeley’s Philosophy of Mathematics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


      Jolley, N. (1990) The Light of the Soul: Theories of Ideas in Liebniz, Malebranche and Descartes. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      King, P. (1858). Life and Letters of John Locke. London: Henry G. Bohn.


      Kline, A. D. (1987). “Berkeley’s Divine Language Argument.” In Ernest Sosa, Essays on the Philosophy of George Berkeley. Dordrecht: Reidel.


      Lievers, M. (1992). “The Molyneux Problem.” Journal of the History of Philosophy. 30: 399–416.


      Loeb, L. E. (1981). From Descartes to Hume: Continental Metaphysics and the Development of Modern Philosophy. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.


      Losonski, M. (2007) “Language, Meaning, and Mind in Locke’s Essay.” The Cambridge Companion to Locke’s “Essay Concerning Human Understanding.” Edited by Lex Newman. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      ———. (1994) “Locke on Meaning and Signification.” Locke’s Philosophy: Content and Context. Edited by G. A. J. Rogers. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      Loux, M. (2002). Metaphysics: A Contemporary Introduction. New York: Routledge.


      ———. (1974). Ockham’s Theory of Terms: Part I of Ockham’s Summa Logicae. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press.


      Luce, A. A. (1945). Berkeley’s Immaterialism: A Commentary on His “A Trea-

      tise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge.” London: Thomas

      Nelson.


      ———. (1934). Berkeley and Malebranche: A Study in the Origins of Berkeley’s Thought. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      Mabbott, J. D. (1968). “The Place of God in Berkeley’s Philosophy.” In C. B. Martin and David Armstrong, Locke and Berkeley. Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press.


      Mackie, J. L. (1976). Problems from Locke. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      Marin, L. (1975). La Critique du discours sur la “Logique de Port-Royal” et les “Pensées” de Pascal. Paris: Minuit.


      Molyneux, W. (1692). Dioptrica Nova. London: Benjamin Tooke.


      Nadler, S. (2008). “Arnauld’s God.” Journal of the History of Philosophy 46.


      ———. (2000). The Cambridge Companion to Malebranche. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      ———. (1998). “Doctrines of Explanation in Late Scholasticism and in the Mechanical Philosophy.” The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. 2 vols. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 513–52.


      ———. (1992). Malebranche and Ideas. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      ———. (1989) Arnauld and the Cartesian Philosophy of Ideas. Princeton: Princeton University Press.


      Normore, C. (1986). “Meaning and Objective Being: Descartes and His Sources.” In A. Rorty (ed.), Essays on Descartes’ Meditations. Berkeley: University of California Press.


      Pappas, G. (2000). Berkeley’s Thought. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.


      ———. (1987). “Berkeley and Immediate Perception.” In Essays on the Philosophy of George Berkeley, ed. Ernest Sosa, pp. 195–213. Dordrecht: D. Reidel.


      ———. (1985). “Abstract Ideas and the Esse Is Percipi Thesis.” Hermathena. 139: 47–62. Reprinted in Creery, vol. 2, pp. 271–85.


      ———. (1982). “Berkeley, Perception and Common Sense.” In Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays, ed. C. M. Turbayne pp. 3–21. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.


      ———. (1980). “Ideas, Minds, and Berkeley.” American Philosophical Quarterly, 17: 181–94. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 3, pp. 293–319.


      Pitcher, G. (1986). “Berkeley and the Perception of Objects.” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 24: 99–105.


      ———.(1977). Berkeley. London: Routledge and Keegan Paul.


      ———. (1969). “Minds and Ideas in Berkeley.” American Philosophical Quarterly, 6:198–207.


      Schmaltz, T. M. (2000). “Malebranche on Ideas and the Vision in God.” In Steven Nadler (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Malebranche. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 59–86.


      Sellars, W. (1963). “Abstract Entities.” Review of Metaphysics 16, 227–71.


      Sleigh, R., Chappell, V., and Della Rocca, M. (1998). “Determinism and Human Freedom,” in The Cambridge History of Seventeenth Century Philosophy. 2 vols. Daniel Garber and Michael Ayers, eds. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 1236–1244.


      Stoneham, T. (2002). Berkeley’s World: An Examination of the Three Dialogues. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      Taylor, C. C. W. (1978). “Berkeley’s Theory of Abstract Ideas.” Philosophical Quarterly, 97–115. Reprinted in Creery vol. 2, pp. 169–89.


      Thrane, G. (1977). “Berkeley’s ‘Proper Objects of Vision.’” Journal of the History of Ideas, 38: 243–60.


      Tipton, I. C. (1974). Berkeley: The Philosophy of Immaterialism. London: Methuen.


      Turbayne, C. M. “Lending a Hand to Philonous: The Berkeley, Plato, Aristotle Connection.” In C. M. Turbayne (ed.) Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 295–310. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 3, pp. 320–35.


      ———. (1955). “Berkeley and Molyneux on Retinal Images.” Journal of the History of Ideas, 16: 339–55. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 1, pp. 154–70.


      von Leyden, W. (1969). “What is a Nominal Essence the Essence of?” In John Locke: Problems and Perspectives, ed. by John Yolton. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      Warnock, G. J. (1953). Berkeley. London: Penguin.


      Wilson, C. (1994). “Berkeley and the Microworld.” Archiv fur Geschichte der Philosophie, 76, 1: 37–64.


      Wilson, M. (1985). “Berkeley and the Essences of the Corpuscularians.” Essays on Berkeley: A Tercentennial Celebration. John Foster and Howard Robinson (eds.). Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 131–48.


      ———. (1982). “Did Berkeley Completely Misunderstand the Basis of the Primary-Secondary Quality Distinction in Locke?” In C. Turbayne, ed. Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, pp. 108–23.


      Winkler, K. P. (2005). “Berkeley and the Doctrine of Signs.” The Cambridge Companion to Berkeley. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 125–65.


      ———. (1989). Berkeley: An Interpretation. Oxford: Clarendon Press.


      ———. (1983). “Berkeley on Abstract Ideas.” Archiv fur Geschichte der Philosophie 65: 63–80. Reprinted in Creery (1991) vol. 2, pp. 253–07.


      Yolton, J. W. (1984). Perceptual Acquaintance from Descartes to Reid. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.


      ———. (1975a). “Ideas and Knowledge in Seventeenth-Century Philosophy.” Journal of the History of Philosophy, 13: 145–65.


      ———. (1975b). “On Being Present to the Mind: A Sketch for the History of an Idea.” Dialogue 14.


      ———. (1970). Locke and the Compass of Human Understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.


      ———. (1969). John Locke: Problems and Perspectives. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

    

  

OEBPS/Images/Infinity_symbol_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
Berkeley

B

IDEAS, IMMATERIALISM, AND

OBJECTIVE PRESENCE

Ed

KE ©TA EIETDRS






OEBPS/Images/Lexington_Logo_fmt.jpeg





