Introduction to Philosophy Queens College
Russell Marcus
Reading Guide #3

These reading guides are provided to assig you in your reading. | encourage you to read the material through,
fird, then go back to answer the questions. You are not expected to hand in written answers. You are expected
to have responses ready for class discussion. Only the boldfaced questions will appear on exams.

George Berkeley, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge, pp 7-87.

Introduction

1. Are the paradoxes and difficulties of our understanding the fault of our senses? Explain.

2. Why does Berkeley want to make a grict inquiry concerning the first principles of human knowledge?

3. What “abuse of language” isa chief part of philosophical confusion?

4. How do we, supposedly, arrive at abstract ideas?

5. How does the perception of common qualitieslead to a second layer of abstraction?

6. How dowe arrive at the abstract idea of man? Describe the specific qualities of thisidea.

7. “But then whatever hand or eyel imagine, it mugs have some particular shape and color.” (810)
Explain. Why isthisan argument against abstract ideas?

8. For Locke, what isthe relationship between general words and abstract ideas? Does Berkeley think this
establi shes the existence of abstract ideas?

9. How does an idea become general? What isthe purpose of these general terms?

10. How doesthe notion of an abstract, gener al idea lead to a contradiction?

11. Do we need abgtract ideas for communication or the advancement of knowledge?

12. Do we need abstract ideas to account for geometric reasoning? Explain.

13. How does the presupposition that each word sands for one thing lead to the doctrine of abstract
ideas? Be specific.

14. For Berkeley, what do words sgnify?

15. How does Berkeley plan to avoid abusing language?

The Principles

16. What are the three types of ideas?

17. What isa physcal object, like an apple, for Berkeley?

18. What exists, besidesideas?

19. How does Berkeley argue that the essence of unthinking thingsisther being perceived?

20. What contradiction arises from the belief that sensible objectshave an independent existence?

21. How doesthenotion of theindependent existence of material objects depend on the doctrine of
abstract ideas?

22. What kind of abstraction does Berkeley say we can perform? What can’t we do, as regards abstraction?

23. Can an object which | don't perceive exist? Explain.

24. How does Berkeley arguethat there can be no material substratum for our ideas?

25. Why can’t our ideas of objectsresemble material subsance? How does thisshow the primary/
secondary distinction to be unhelpful ?

26. “In short, extension, figure, and motion, abstracted from all other qualities, are inconceivable.” (810)
Explain. What does this show?

27. How does Berkeley argue that number does not exist without the mind?

28. Explain Berkeley’sargument against the primary qualities from therelativity of perceptions, in 8814
and 15.

29. What limit doesthe above argument have?

30. What problem does Berkeley find in the argument that matter supports extension?
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32.
33.

“Henceit isevident the supposition of external bodiesis not necessary for producing our ideas...”
(818) Explain.

Why can’t we conclude the existence of external bodies as an inference to the best explanation, asin §19?

“In short, if there were external bodies, it isimpassible we should ever cometo know it; and if there
wer e not, we might have the very same reasons to think there werethat we have now.” (820)
Explain.

34. Why doesn't thinking of an unperceived object refute Berkeley?

35.

36.
37.
38.

How are ideas passve? How does Berkeley show this? What does this demonstrate? What, then, causes
ideas and their changes?

Describe the differences among will, understanding, and spirit.

Explain the argument for the existence of a higher power in §829.

What are laws of nature, according to Berkeley? Be gpecific. How do welearn them? Why arethey
useful ?

39. What's the difference between areal thing and a chimera, an imaginary thing?
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“If any man thinksthis detr actsfrom the existence or reality of things, heisvery far from
under standing what has been premised in the plainest ter ms| could think of.” (836) Explain. Why
doesn’'t Berkeley say that ‘things exist?

In what sense does Berkeley maintain the existence of subgance?

Why doesn'’t the appearance of distance show that things exist beyond ideas in the mind?

How does Berkeley respond to the objection that, on histheory, thingsgo in and out of existence when
we open and close our eyes? What would L ocke say?

How does Berkeley argue from infinite divighility to the unreality of matter?

“And to say adieis hard, extended, and square, is not to attribute those qualities to a subject distinct from
and supporting them, but only an explication of the meaning of the word die.” (849) Explain.

Why doesn’t Berkeley agree that the success of natural science proves the existence of matter? What does
natural science fail to explain? What doesit prove?

“[W]e ought to think with the learned, and speak with the vulgar.” (851) Explain.

“God might have done ever ything aswell without them...” (853) Explain.

Specifically, how does Berkeley respond to the objection that matter must exist because most people think
it does?

How does Berkeley account for the widespread belief in matter?

How can Berkeley accept the predictions yielded by science, if he rejects matter?

Explain the eleventh objection, from organization and mechanism. Explain Berkel ey’ s three responses.

53. Why does Berkeley think that firedoesn’'t cause pain? What does cause the pain?
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Describe Berkeley’ sobjection, in 8867-69, to the idea of matter as an inert, senseless substance which is the
occasion of our ideas.

Can matter be that which makes (occasions) God to create ideasin us? Explain.

Explain the progresson, in 873, which leads from positing matter to abandoning belief in matter.

Can we at least keep the name ‘' matter’? Explain.

Could a new sense support the existence of matter? Explain.

“[F]or anyoneto pretend to a notion of entity or existence, abstracted from spirit and idea, from
per ceiving and being per ceived, is, | suspect, a downright repugnancy and trifling with words”
(881) Explain.

Do the scriptures support materialism?

Does Berkeley'sidealism undermine the importance of miracles? Explain.

How does materialism lead to skepticism?

How doesidealism avoid skepticism?

In what sense are the things per ceived by sense exter nal?

How does materialism |lead to atheism?

66. What are thetwo layer sof abstraction, 899, which lead to materialism?



67. How does the doctrine of abstract ideas seem to make morality difficult?

68. How do natural scientigs use attraction (e.g. gravity or magnetism) as an explanation? What’ swrong with
this?

69. What conclusions does Berkeley draw from his philosophy for natural science, in §88107-1097?

70. How does Berkeley disagree with Newton regarding space and motion?

71. According to Berkeley, are there numbers? Explain.

72. How isarithmetic infected by the doctrine of abstract ideas?

73. How does Berkeley attempt to show that matter is not infinitely divisible? What does this mean for
geometry?

74. “ Thereisno such thing asthe ten-thousandth part of an inch; but thereis of a mile or diameter of the
earth, which may be signified by that inch.” (8127) Explain. How doesthisindicate the basic
error of the notion of infinite divigbility, for Berkeley?

75. What ‘ paradox’ arises from the notion of infinite divisibility?

76. For Berkeley, can we haveideas of our selves (our spirits)? Explain. How can we know of our selves?

77. How does Berkeley argue for the immortality of the soul?

78. How does the doctrine of abstract ideas mislead usin spiritual matters?

79. How do we know about the existence of other spirits (people)? How isit different from our knowledge
of ideas?

80. How does Berkeley believe we know God?

81. What doesuniformity in nature show? What do blemishesin nature show?



