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(GEORGE BERKELEY % - msis
1685—1753

George Berkeley was born near Kilkenny, Ireland, and, although an Anglican of
English descent, he emphatically considered himself to be Irish. He studied at
Kilkenny College and in 17G0 went on to Trinity College, Dublin. There he read
Descartes, Newton, and Locke. In 1707, he became a Fellow of the College and was
ordained in the Anglican church. The next six years were to be the most philosoph-
ically productive in his life. In 1709, he published his New Theory of Vision, and in
the following year his most important philosophic work, A Treatise Concerning the
Principles of Human Knowledge. In 1711, he wrote Discourse on Passive
Obedience. Two years later, he published a more popular exposition of the doctrine
of his Principles in the form of Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous.

For the next eleven years, Berkeley traveled widely, visiting with many of the
great thinkers of his day. He became Dean of Derry in 1724, though most of his
energy at this time seems to have been given to the founding of a college in the
Bermudas. With promises of financial support, he sailed for Rhode Island in 1728
to establish farms for supplying his future college with food. Berkeley spent two
and a half years in Rhode Island with his new wife and friends, waiting for the
20,000 pounds the government had promised. When the funds never arrived, he
finally gave up and returned to London.

In 1733, he published Alciphron, or The Minute Philosopher, against the free-
thinkers (agnostics), and in the following year The Analyst, a criticism of
Newton. That same year, he was made Bishop of Cloyne. For the next eighteen
years, he energetically served his remote, poor diocese. Among the works he
wrote during this period are The Querist (1737), which used questions to pro-
pose public works and education as remedies to the crushing poverty he
observed, and Siris (1744), an unusual work dealing with the medicinal value of
tar water. In 1751, he lost his eldest son, and the next year he moved to Oxford,
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where another son was beginning his studies. On January 14, 1753, Berkeley
died suddenly; he was buried at Christ Church, Oxford.

% ok ok

Like Locke before him, Berkeley accepted the empiricist doctrine that all we can
know are ideas and that ideas come from perception or reflection. But Berkeley
saw a problem in Locke’s assertion of an external world of material “substances”
giving rise to perceptions. If all we can know are ideas, how can we know there
is a world “out there” giving rise to our ideas? Locke had said that the primary
qualities of an “external object” (such as extension and solidity) are “utterly
inseparable” from the objects themselves, whereas this is not the case with sec-
ondary qualities (such as color, taste, etc.). But again, asked Berkeley, how can
Locke know this? He cannot get “outside himself” to see which of his percep-
tions are actually a part of objects “out there.” Berkeley concluded that Locke’s
philosophy will lead to skepticism, whereby we must admit that we cannot really
know anything about the world “out there.”

To avoid this skepticism, Berkeley made the radical claim that there is no “out
there,” or, more precisely, there is no matter. Berkeley’s position, which is called
*“idealism,” can be summed up in his famous phrase “esse is percipi”: to be is to
be perceived. What we call “bodies,” or physical objects, are simply stable collec-
tions of perceptions to which we give names such as “apples,” “trees,” and so on.
These collections of perceptions have no existence apart from a perceiving mind.
The answer to the famous conundrum “If a tree falls in the forest and no one hears
it, does it make a sound?” is that if no one is perceiving it, it not only does not
make a sound, the tree does not even exist!

Does this mean that trees go out of existence when no one is left in the forest to
perceive them and that they come back into existence when someone enters the forest
to perceive them again? It would seem that Berkeley must accept this odd conclusion
were it not for one important point: God never leaves the forest, and God is always
perceiving the trees. By always holding all collections of perceptions in the divine
mind, God ensures their continued existence and the perceived regularity in what we
call “nature.” This point has been classically formulated in the following limericks:

There was a young man who said, “God,
Must think it exceedingly odd

If he finds that this tree

Continues to be

‘When there’s no one about in the Quad.”

REPLY:

“Dear Sir: Your astonishment’s odd:

1 am always about in the Quad.

And that’s why the tree

Continues to be,

Since observed by, Yours faithfully, God.”

Berkeley saw his philosophy as a common-sense attack on the metaphysical
excesses of medieval Scholastics, Continental Rationalists, and even fellow empiri-
cists such as Hobbes and Locke. Although Berkeley understood his philosophy to
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be common sense, his readers drew different conclusions. One prominent physician
of his day claimed Berkeley was insane. The great Dr. Samuel Johnson dismissed
Berkeley’s ideas with his famous “I refute Berkeley thus™ and then he kicked a rock.
Of course, this did not refute Berkeley at all. It only proved Johnson had not under-
stood Berkeley’s point. Berkeley did not claim the nonexistence of stones or that
kicking a stone will not produce sensation. He claimed the rock did not exist apart
from the perception of its solidity or the perception of pain when struck, and so on.
An oft-repeated epitaph summarizes the general reaction to Berkeley: “His argu-
ments produce no conviction, though they cannot be refuted.”

* k¥

In our reading, Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous (1713), given here
complete, Philonous represents Berkeley’s position while Hylas is his adversary.
(The name “Hylas” is a derivative of the Greek word for “matter”—against which
Berkeley argues.)

For general introductions to Berkeley, see G.J. Warnock, Berkeley
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1953); Harry M. Bracken,
Berkeley (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1974); J.O. Urmson, Berkeley (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1982)—part of the Past Masters series, now reprinted
in the combined volume John Dunn et al., eds., The British Empiricists
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); David Berman, George Berkeley:
Idealism and the Man (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); David Berman,
Berkeley (London: Routledge, 1999); George S. Pappas, Berkeley’s Thought
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2000); Anthony Savile, Routledge
Philosophy Guidebook to Berkeley and the Principles of Human Knowledge
(London: Routledge, 2001); and David Berman, Berkeley and Irish Philosophy
(London: Continuum, 2005). For a discussion of our reading, see Aaron Garrett,
Berkeley’s Three Dialogues: A Reader’s Guide (London: Continuum, 2008).For
interesting but difficult discussions of Berkeley’s arguments, see George
Pitcher, Berkeley (London: Routledge, 1977) or Kenneth Winkler, Berkeley: An
Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989). For collections of
essays, see Gale W. Engle and Gabriele Taylor, eds., Berkeley’s Principles of
Human Knowledge (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1968); Colin M. Turbayne, ed.,
Berkeley: Critical and Interpretive Essays (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1982); John Foster and Howard Robinson, eds., Essays on
Berkeley: A Tercentennial Celebration (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1985); D.M. Armstrong and C.B. Martin, Berkeley: A Collection of Critical
Essays (Hamden, CT: Garland, 1992)—a reprint of the second half of Locke and
Berkeley: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1968);
and Kenneth P. Winkler, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Berkeley
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006).
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THREE DIALOGUES BETWEEN HYLAS
AND PHILONOUS, IN OPPOSITION TO
SCEPTICS AND ATHEISTS
(EURIBER BRI = R0HE, MR ERICHEE )

THE FIRST DIALOGUE

PHILONOUS: Good morrow, Hylas: I did not expect to find you abroad so early.

HYLAS: It is indeed something unusual; but my thoughts were so taken up with a
subject I was discoursing of last night, that finding I could not sleep, I resolved to rise
and take a turn in the garden.

PHILONOUS: It happened well, to let you see what innocent and agreeable plea-
sures you lose every morning. Can there be a pleasanter time of the day, or a more
delightful season of the year? That purple sky, those wild but sweet notes of birds, the
fragrant bloom upon the trees and flowers, the gentle influence of the rising sun, these

Fruits and Dishes on the Table, by Jan Davids de Heem (1606-1683). The underlying theme of Vanitas in
Dutch still life presents a dual message in the arrangement of fine and rare objects. On the one hand, the
objects represent the joy of possessions and the good life. yet the half-eaten pie and the peeled fruit cause
reflection on the brevity of human existence and the fleeting nature of material objects. Berkeley takes this
a step further by denying material substance and claiming that such objects do not exist apart from a
perceiving mind. (Lauros-Giraudon/ Art Resource)
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and a thousand nameless beauties of nature inspire the soul with secret transports; its
faculties too being at this time fresh and lively, are fit for those meditations, which the
solitude of a garden and tranquillity of the morning naturally dispose us to. But I am
afraid I interrupt your thoughts: for you seemed very intent on something.

HYLAS: It is true, I was, and shall be obliged to you if you will permit me to go on
in the same vein; not that I would by any means deprive myself of your company, for
my thoughts always flow more easily in conversation with a friend, than when I am
alone: but my request is, that you would suffer me to impart my reflexions to you.

PHILONOUS: With all my heart, it is what I should have requested myself if you had
not prevented me.

HYLAS: I was considering the odd fate of those men who have in all ages, through
an affectation of being distinguished from the vulgar, or some unaccountable turn of
thought, pretended either to believe nothing at all, or to believe the most extravagant
things in the world. This however might be borne, if their paradoxes and scepticism did
not draw after them some consequences of general disadvantage to mankind. But the
mischief lies here; that when men of less leisure see them who are supposed to have
spent their whole time in the pursuits of knowledge professing an entire ignorance of all
things, or advancing such notions as are repugnant to plain and commonly received
principles, they will be tempted to entertain suspicions concerning the most important
truths, which they had hitherto held sacred and unquestionable.

PHILONOUS: I entirely agree with you, as to the ill tendency of the affected doubts
of some philosophers, and fantastical conceits of others. I am even so far gone of late
in this way of thinking, that I have quitted several of the sublime notions I had got in
their schools for vulgar opinions. And 1 give it you on my word; since this revolt from
metaphysical notions to the plain dictates of nature and common sense, I find my
understanding strangely enlightened, so that I can now easily comprehend a great
many things which before were all mystery and riddle.

HYLAS: I am glad to find there was nothing in the accounts I heard of you.

PHILONOUS: Pray, what were those?

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

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

HYLAS: What! Can anything be more fantastical, more repugnant to common sense,
or a more manifest piece of scepticism, than to believe there is no such thing as matter?

PHILONOUS: Softly, good Hylas. What if it should prove that you, who hold there
is, are, by virtue of that opinion, a greater sceptic, and maintain more paradoxes and
repugnances to common sense, than I who believe no such thing?

HYLAS: You may as soon persuade me, the part is greater than the whole, as that, in
order to avoid absurdity and scepticism, I should ever be obliged to give up my opinion
in this point

PHILONOUS: Well then, are you content to admit that opinion for true, which upon
examination shall appear most agreeable to common sense, and remote from scepticism?

HYLAS: With all my heart. Since you are for raising disputes about the plainest
things in nature, I am content for once to hear what you have to say.

PHILONOUS: Pray, Hylas, what do you mean by a sceptic?
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HYLAS: I mean what all men mean—one that doubts of everything,

pHIL.ONOUS: He then who entertains no doubts concerning some particular point,
with regard to that point cannot be thought a sceptic.

HYLAS: I agree with you.

PHILONOUS: Whether does doubting consist in embracing the affirmative or negative
side of a question?

HYLAS: In neither; for whoever understands English cannot but know that doubting
signifies a suspense between both.

PHILONOUS: He then that denies any point, can no more be said to doubt of it, than
he who affirms it with the same degree of assurance.

HYLAS: True.

PHILONOUS: And, consequently, for such his denial is no more to be esteemed a
sceptic than the other.

HYLAS: I acknowledge it.

PHILONOUS: How comes it to pass then, Hylas, that you pronounce me a sceptic,
because I deny what you affirm, to wit the existence of matter? Since, for aught you can
tell I am as peremptory in my denial, as you in your affirmation.

HYLAS: Hold, Philonous, I have been a little out in my definition; but every false
step a man makes in discourse is not to be insisted on. I said indeed that a sceptic was
one who doubted of everything; but I should have added, or.who denies the reality and
truth of things.

PHILONOUS: What things? Do you mean the principles and theorems of sciences?
But these you know are universal intellectual notions, and consequently independent of
matter. The denial therefore of this does not imply the denying them.

HYLAS: I grant it. But are there no other things? What think you of distrusting the
senses, of denying the real existence of sensible things, or pretending to know nothing
of them. Is not this sufficient to denominate a man a sceptic?

PHILONOUS: Shall we therefore examine which of us it is that denies the reality of
sensible things, or professes the greatest ignorance of them; since, if I take you rightly,
he is to be esteemed the greatest sceptic?

HYLAS: That is what I desire.

PHILONOUS: What mean you by Sensible Things?

HYLAS: Those things which are perceived by the senses. Can you imagine that
I mean anything else?

PHILONOUS: Pardon me, Hylas, if I am desirous clearly to apprehend your notions,
since this may much shorten our inquiry. Suffer me then to ask you this farther question.
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?

HYLAS: I do not sufficiently understand you.

PHILONOUS: In reading a book, what I immediately perceive are the letters; but
mediately, or by means of these, are suggested to my mind the notions of God, virtue,
truth, &c. Now, that the letters are truly sensible things, or perceived by sense, there is
no doubt: but I would know whether you take the things suggested by them to be so too.

HYLAS: No, certainly: it were absurd to think God or virtue sensible things; though
they may be signified and suggested to the mind by sensible marks, with which they
have an arbitrary connexion.

PHILONOUS: It seems then, that by sensible things you mean those only which can
be perceived immediately by sense?
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HYLAS: Right.

PHILONOUS: Does it not follow from this, that though I see one part of the sky red,
and another blue, and that my reason does thence evidently conclude there must be
some cause of that diversity of colours, yet that cause cannot be said to be a sensible
thing, or perceived by the sense of seeing?

HYLAS: It does.

PHILONOUS: In like manner, though I hear variety of sounds, yet I cannot be said to
hear the causes of those sounds?

HYLAS: You cannot.

PHILONOUS: And when by my touch I perceive a thing to be hot and heavy, I can-
not say, with any truth or propriety, that I feel the cause of its heat or weight?

HYLAS: To prevent any more questions of this kind, I tell you once for all, that by
sensible things 1 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.

PHILONOUS: This point then is agreed between us—That sensible things are those
only which are immediately perceived by sense. You will farther inform me, whether we
immediately perceive by sight anything beside light, and colours, and figures; or by
hearing, anything but sounds; by the palate, anything beside tastes; by the smell, beside
odours; or by the touch, more than tangible qualities.

HYLAS: We do not.

PHILONOUS: It seems, therefore, that if you take away all sensible qualities, there
remains nothing sensible?

HYLAS: I grant it.

PHILONOUS: Sensible things therefore are nothing else but so many sensible qualities,
or combinations of sensible qualities?

HYLAS: Nothing else.

PHILONOUS: Heat then is a sensible thing?

HYLAS: Certainly.

PHILONOUS: Does the reality of sensible things consist in being perceived? Or, is it
something distinct from their being perceived, and that bears no relation to the mind?

HYLAS: To exist is one thing, and to be perceived is another.

PHILONOUS: 1 speak with regard to sensible things only. And of these I ask,
whether by their real existence you mean a subsistence exterior to the mind, and distinct
from their being perceived?

HYLAS: I mean a real absolute being, distinct from, and without any relation to,
their being perceived.

PHILONOUS: Heat therefore, if it be allowed a real being, must exist without the
mind?

HYLAS: It must.

PHILONOUS: Tell me, Hylas, is this real existence equally compatible to all degrees
of heat, which we perceive,; or is there any reason why we should attribute it to some,
and deny it to others? And if there be, pray let me know that reason.

HYLAs: Whatever degree of heat we perceive by sense, we may be sure the same
exists in the object that occasions it.

PHILONOUS: What! The greatest as well as the least?

HYLAS: I tell you, the reason is plainly the same in respect of both. They are both
perceived by sense; nay, the greater degree of heat is more sensibly perceived, and
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consequently, if there is any difference, we are more certain of its real existence than
we can be of the reality of a lesser degree.

PHILONOUS: But is not the most vehement and intense degree of heat a very great pain?

HYLAS: No one can deny it.

PHILONOUS: And is any unperceiving thing capable of pain or pleasure?

HYLAS: No, certainly.

PHILONOUS: Is your material substance a senseless being, or a being endowed with
sense and perception?

HYLAS: It is senseless without doubt.

PHILONOUS: It cannot therefore be the subject of pain?

HYLAS: By no means.

PHILONOUS: Nor consequently of the greatest heat perceived by sense, since you
acknowledge this to be no small pain?

HYLAS: I grant it.

PHILONOUS: What shall we say then of your external object; is it a material substance,
‘or no? )

HYLAS: It is a material substance with the sensible qualities inhering in it.

PHILONOUS: How then can a great heat exist in it, since you own it cannot in a
material substance? I desire you would clear this point.

HYLAS: Hold, Philonous, I fear I was out in yielding intense heat to be a pain. It
should seem rather, that pain is something distinct from heat, and the consequence or
effect of it.

PHILONOUS: Upon putting your hand near the fire, do you perceive one simple
uniform sensation, or two distinct sensations?

HYLAS: But one simple sensation.

PHILONOUS: Is not the heat immediately perceived?

HYLAS: It is.

PHILONOUS: And the pain?

HYLAS: True.

PHILONOUS: Seeing therefore they are both immediately perceived at the same
time, and the fire affects you only with one simple or uncompounded idea, it follows
that this same simple idea is both the intense heat immediately perceived, and the pain;
and, consequently, that the intense heat immediately perceived is nothing distinct from
a particular sort of pain.

HYLAS: It seems so.

PHILONOUS: Again, try in your thoughts, Hylas, if you can conceive a vehement
sensation to be without pain or pleasure.

HYLAS: I cannot.

PHILONOUS: Or can you frame to yourself an idea of sensible pain or pleasure in
general, abstracted from every particular idea of heat, cold, tastes, smells etc.?

HYLAS: I do not find that I can.

PHILONOUS: Does it not therefore follow, that sensible pain is nothing distinct from
those sensations or ideas, in an intense degree?

HYLAS: It is undeniable; and, to speak the truth, I begin to suspect a very great heat
cannot exist but in a mind perceiving it.

PHILONOUS: What! Are you then in that sceptical state of suspense, between
affirming and denying?

HYLAS: I think I may be positive in the point. A very violent and painful heat
cannot exist without the mind.



