Philosophy AS – Assignment 3

Bishop Berkeley says that everything is in the mind. 

If he is right, does this mean that nothing is real?

A good answer will include all or some of the following (good words are underlined) :

1 Some people would say that ‘real’ means ‘objective’ or ‘independent’. A real tree stays in the quad whether or not it is being observed, for example. Real things cannot be only in the mind. 

You can illustrate this ‘realist’ view with an example. I dream I am being chased by a tiger. I wake up and suddenly realise it was all a dream. The dream tiger was not ‘real’ because it depended upon me for its existence. No one else could see it and when I stopped seeing it in my dream it disappeared altogether.

The idea that there is an independent, objective world is called REALISM.


2 Berkeley cannot mean this by ‘real’, as he does not accept that there is an objective, independent world out there. He is an IDEALIST. But this doesn’t mean he can’t use the word ‘real’ – he just has to define it differently.

Clearly, there is a difference between what we normally call a real tiger and a dream tiger. One is rather more dangerous, for example. Therefore, if Berkeley’s system is true, it must be able to account for this difference. In fact, if he couldn’t account for this it would suggest that his philosophy is wrong.


3 Berkeley says that the objects ‘behind’ our perceptions of them are the families of perceptions to which they belong. Here are three views of a coin :
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These views belong to a family. If they appeared with the mathematical regularity you would expect as you handled and turned the coin, then they belong to a consistent family which might be called a ‘real’ coin. If other people also claimed views consistent with this we would be very inclined to say the coin was real (although their claims would merely be our aural perceptions). 


4 If we ‘hallucinate’ and see things which others can’t see or which are internally inconsistent (they keep changing and do not belong to one consistent family) we might say they are not ‘real’.


5 A consequence of this kind of view is that there could be degrees of realness. Something which always appeared to me, quite consistently, but which no one else saw, might be ‘real’ to me. Yet not as real as a chair which everyone can see. 

If you can always see a particular ghost in a particular place, you might say that ghost is real.


6 You might add that there are problems with Berkeley’s view. He believed in a plurality of minds, all being able to perceive the same things. You might question how this can be. Are the minds completely independent? In which case, how can there be a causal overlap between what they perceive? Or is there something ‘out there’ causing their similar perceptions? In which case, why not say that that thing out there is ‘real’? Berkeley said that God was responsible for our ideas. Could we not say that God’s ideas are real and that we ‘perceive’ them? 

Maybe, but this would not necessarily mean that there was any substance other than mind in the universe (whatever that may be).


7 You might quote from the famous limerick written about Berkeley :

“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’”

Or its reply :

“Dear Sir, Your astonishment’s odd:
I am always about in the quad.
And that’s why the tree
Will continue to be
Since observed by Yours faithfully,
God”


8 You might note that Berkeley’s argument is a form of a coherence theory of truth.
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