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BERKELEY: EXPERIMENTAL PHILOSOPHY

George Berkeley, it is generally agreed, was an empiricist philosopher; that is, he regarded experience as forming the basis of all human knowledge. As he classically put it in his Principles of Human Knowledge (1710) § 3: ‘esse is percipi’, to be is to be perceived. My aim in this volume is to examine Berkeley’s empiricism by looking closely at the specific experiences and experiments he used to understand the world and everything in it. Seeing Berkeley’s work in this way has, I shall try to show, two advantages: it gives us an overview of his writings and philosophy; it also shows one way in which his philosophy may be relevant today.

Berkeley’s birth (1685) and education (BA 1704) coincided with one of the radiant periods in modern experimental science, two of whose jewels were Newton’s Principia Mathematica (1687) and Opticks (1704). Like many philosophers of the time, Berkeley himself was actively engaged in the new scientific developments. He was a precocious and accomplished mathematician, as can be seen from his two earliest publications, Arithmetica and Miscellanea Mathematica (1707). On the whole, however, he was critical of mathematics, which he regarded as a science of empty abstractions. And it was in his later tract, The Analyst (1734), that he gave eloquent expression to his criticism by pointing out a serious flaw in Newton’s theory of fluxions as well as drawing theological consequences from it.

The key science for Berkeley was not mathematics – as it was for Descartes and Leibniz – but psychology, the science of experience. Indeed, Berkeley’s first major work, an Essay Towards a New Theory of Vision (1709), is regarded as a landmark not only in philosophy but also in psychology – as ‘psychology’s first monograph’, according to some historians.1 However, to say that Berkeley was a pioneer psychologist is not to imply that he was the first great philosopher either to contribute to psychology or to use it for philosophical ends. Where Berkeley was exceptional was in showing how the two disciplines could be successfully brought together. It was his fruitful union of philosophy and psychology that exerted a considerable impact on nineteenth-century British philosophy, and particularly on J. S. Mill, the leading figure of the period, who regarded Berkeley as ‘the one of greatest philosophical genius’.2

And yet this view of Berkeley as the psychological philosopher par excellence can be easily lost sight of, because Berkeley has also been a revered figure of the so-called revolution in twentieth-century philosophy that displaced Mill’s psychological vision of philosophy, or mental science, as it was often called. This revolutionary movement went through a number of phases, including logical atomism, logical positivism and linguistic philosophy, until it finally settled into what is now called analytic philosophy, which, in common with its antecedents, is centrally concerned with language and logic, conceptual analysis and argument, and also with the negative recognition that philosophy is not mental science.3

Berkeley, the mental scientist, did not fit into this non-psychological, analytic picture of philosophy. Yet, fortunately for his reputation, there was that other side of his work where he shows himself to be a master of conceptual analysis and argument, as well as being sensitive to the complexity and pathology of philosophical language. The two sides of Berkeley’s work can be seen in his general Introduction to the Principles of Human Knowledge, his magnum opus. As John Locke’s main work, the Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), begins with a critique of innatism, so Berkeley began his with what he considers to be even more fundamental, a critique of language, especially of abstract and general words. Berkeley’s main target here is Locke, who, while believing that only particular things exist in the objective world, also held that we human beings are able to form abstract and general ideas, and that these are essential for reasoning and demonstration. Berkeley quotes Locke in §12 of the Introduction to the Principles, but it is §13 where he offers his choicest quotation and conceptual criticism:

To give the reader a yet clearer view of the nature of abstract ideas, and the uses they are thought necessary to, I shall add one more passage out of [Locke’s] Essay on Human Understanding, which is as follows. ‘Abstract Ideas are not so obvious or easy to children or the yet unexercized mind as particular ones. If they seem so to grown men, it is only because by constant and familiar use they are made so. For when we nicely reflect upon them, we shall find that general ideas are fictions and contrivances of the mind, that carry difficulty with them … For example, does it not require some pains and skill to form the general idea of a triangle (which is yet none of the most abstract comprehensive and difficult) for it must be neither oblique nor rectangle, neither equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once. In effect, it is something imperfect that cannot exist, an idea wherein some parts of several different and inconsistent ideas are put together …’ B.4. C.7. §9. [Now, comments Berkeley,] If any man has the faculty of framing in his mind such an idea of a triangle as is here described, it is in vain to pretend to dispute him out of it, nor would I go about it. All I desire is, that the reader would fully and certainly inform himself whether he has such an idea or no. And this, methinks, can be no hard task for anyone to perform. What more easy than for anyone to look a little into his own thoughts, and there try whether he has, or can attain to have, an idea that shall correspond with the description that is here given of the general idea of a triangle, which is, neither oblique, nor rectangle, equilateral, equicrural, nor scalenon, but all and none of these at once? (§13)

Berkeley’s confidence that no one will be able to discover such an idea has two sources: (1) experience and (2) its flawed linguistic or conceptual character. It is the second of these which comes to the fore in §13, where Berkeley reveals the weakness in Locke’s position, a weakness that we can easily see – once a Berkeley, like Sherlock Holmes, has pointed it out. When Dr Watson expresses astonishment at Sherlock Holmes’s perspicacity, Holmes is famous for saying, ‘Elementary, my dear Watson.’ And Berkeley says something similar (in a somewhat different context) when he spoke of ‘the obvious tho’ Amazing truth … tis no Witchcraft to see.’ (PC, no. 279). Berkeley calls our attention to the obvious flaw in Locke’s description of abstract ideas by simply italicizing its key phrases, such as ‘all and none’ and ‘inconsistent’. Earlier, in the New Theory of Vision, he had driven this conceptual point home less gently when he asserted that ‘the above-mentioned idea of a triangle’, as described by Locke, ‘is made up of manifest, staring contradictions’ (§125). Yet even here, Berkeley has not abandoned his psychological approach, since he says in §125 that he has made ‘reiterated endeavours to apprehend the general idea’; and that the reader must ‘look into his own thoughts’ to see whether he can attain the idea described by Locke.

But there is a problem here: why should Berkeley repeatedly try to apprehend ‘something’ which he has shown to be self-contradictory? For surely that which is self-contradictory cannot exist. The answer, I think, is that Berkeley believes that language is so flawed that it cannot be relied upon, not even when it appears to be revealing a contradiction. What can be trusted is experience, whether inner or outer. So the only reliable test for determining whether an abstract idea of triangle, or any abstract idea, exists is to try to experience it by introspection.

That Berkeley’s main argument against Locke is psychological or empirical, rather than linguistic or conceptual, can also be seen in §10 of the Introduction, where he writes:

Whether others have this wonderful faculty of abstracting their ideas, they best can tell: for myself I find indeed I have a faculty of imagining, or representing to myself the ideas of those particular things I have perceived and of variously compounding and dividing them. I can imagine a man with two heads or the upper parts of a man joined to the body of a horse. I can consider the hand, the eye, the nose, each by itself abstracted or separated from the rest of the body. But then whatever hand or eye I imagine, it must have some particular shape and colour. Likewise the idea of man that I frame to myself, must be either of a white, or a black, or a tawny, straight, or crooked, a tall, or a low, or a middle-sized man. I cannot by any effort of thought conceive the abstract idea above described. And it is equally impossible for me to form the abstract idea of motion distinct from the body moving, and which is neither swift nor slow, curvilinear nor rectilinear; and the like may be said of all the other abstract general ideas whatsoever… And there are grounds to think most men will acknowledge themselves to be in my case. The generality of men which are simple and illiterate never pretend to abstract notions (§10)

Here we have Berkeley drawing mainly on his own experiences (or lack of them), but also on the (implicit) testimonies of most men. Further on, in §14, the empirical evidence Berkeley uses against the Lockean position is exclusively of the latter kind. Here his argument has two phases. In the first he draws attention to the fact that for most people talking is ‘easy and familiar’. The second starts from the conscious awareness and memory of most adults and then moves to the observation of children:

Much is … said of the difficulty that abstract ideas carry with them, and the pains and skill requisite to the forming them. And it is on all hands agreed that there is need of great toil and labour of the mind, to emancipate our thoughts from particular objects, and raise them to those sublime speculations that are conversant about abstract ideas. From all which the natural consequence should seem to be, that so difficult a thing as the forming abstract ideas was not necessary for communication which is so easy and familiar to all sorts of men. But we are told, if they seem obvious and easy to grown men, It is only because by constant and familiar use they are made so. Now I would fain know at what time it is, men are employed in surmounting that difficulty, and furnishing themselves with necessary helps for discourse. It cannot be when they are grown up, for then it seems they are not conscious of any such pains-taking; it remains therefore to be the business of their childhood. And surely, the great and multiplied labour of framing abstract notions, will be found a hard task for that tender age. Is it not a hard thing to imagine that a couple of children cannot prate together, of their sugar plumbs and rattles and the rest of their little trinkets, till they have first tacked together numberless inconsistencies, and so framed in their minds abstract general ideas, and annexed them to every common name they make use of? (§14)

However, the empirical data on which Berkeley mainly draws are his own subjective, first-person, introspective observations. As he bluntly puts it in a 1730 letter written in America: ‘I cannot find I have any such [abstract] idea, and this is my reason against it.’ (Works II, 293). For short, I call this Berkeley’s subjective empiricism.

Subjective empiricism needs to be distinguished from objective empiricism, even though Berkeley makes abundant use of both in his work, and the difference for him is largely one of degree rather than kind. Thus for Berkeley, both what we perceive by our senses and what we perceive by looking inwards in our imagination and memory are all ideas; the former are simply more forceful, vivid
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