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Abstract

Belief in the external world and the problem of the objective reference of
ideas is a fundamental question that every epistemological approach tries to
provide an answer to. In Descartes's philosophy, according to the cogito
principle (cogito ergo sum), first | and then the world are proved, yet the
distinction between I and the world, or subject and object, always raises the
question of how the objective reference of our ideas is proved. And what are
they? Are objects mind-independent? Or are they the same things we see,
feel, smell, taste or touch? Empiricists such as Locke, Berkeley, and Hume
have each given reasons for explaining this objective reference. In this
article, we first investigate the views of each of these philosophers from the
concept of idea and the object, then examine and analyze their beliefs about
the origin of ideas and the external world, and try to critically point out the
flaws in each. Finally, on two levels: (1) the existence of external objects and
(2) their conformity with the ideas of the mind, we investigate the problem
of skepticism and show which of these philosophers' beliefs can be
considered to lead to skepticism. And which one cannot believe.
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Introduction

Believing in the existence of the external world has always been an ambitious
problem for philosophers. The problem ensues when we want to exhibit from
a rational point of view that things exist. In this research, we probe the views
of empiricist philosophers, namely Locke, Berkeley, and Hume, about belief
in the external world, and then, based on the consequent view, we investigate
whether a form of skepticism can be ascribed to them or not. Locke takes
two sources for the mind's ideas, which are: 1- sensations and 2- reflection.
Also, according to Locke, ideas are either simple or complex. In the first
state, the mind is passive and in the second, it is active. Locke also mentions
the first and second qualities, which are powers in objects that produce ideas
in our minds. According to Locke, we have "sensory knowledge™ of the
external world, and this knowledge is adequate to believe in the external
world. The mind is passive in receiving simple ideas, so the simple ideas
caused by sensation tell about the external world. Therefore, it can be
inferred according to the principle of causality and common sense that these
ideas originate from external objects. It should be known that this reason is
not correct; because what we want to prove is the external world, and using
it as one of the prerequisites is not correct, and begging the question.
Regarding Newton's physics and holding it in mind, Locke presupposed the
existence of the external world. In Locke, Newton's physics has replaced
Descartes' divine honesty. Therefore, Locke eventually attempts to explain
the belief in the external world by referring to the actual sensory knowledge,
the principle of causality, public testimony, and also the belief in Newton's
physics. Now, if we examine the problem of skepticism, if skepticism is at
the level of the existence of external objects, Locke will say, referring to the
distinctions between primary and secondary qualities and the passive and
active state of the mind, that there is something that produces simple ideas.
But if we ask whether there is a compatibility between the object and its idea,
then it seems that Locke will never provide an answer for it.

According to Berkeley, ideas are objects that are imprinted on our senses. He
considers sensory objects as perceptions. He believes that sensations do not
exist apart from their perception. Berkeley considers existence to be
perceptible by a knowing spirit. For Berkeley, perception means acquiring
an idea. Berkeley divides things into 1- indivisible spirits and 2- divisible
ideas. In Berkeley, perceptions are sensations themselves and not their


https://dor.isc.ac/dor/20.1001.1.27832198.1401.3.6.9.7
https://mi.khu.ac.ir/article-1-159-fa.html

[ Downloaded from mi.khu.ac.ir on 2025-11-30 ]

[ DOR: 20.1001.1.27832198.1401.3.6.9.7 ]

A Critical Study of Belief in the External World in the Thought .../ Moghadas; Fathtaheri /461

representation. According to Berkeley, the external world is imposed on our
minds by God; and thus we can know the external world. If there is no spirit
of proof, then all ideas are present in the mind of God. What kind of quality
the external world appears to me depends on God's providence and will.
Therefore, the mind and God is Berkeley’s solution to explain the belief in
the external world. This means that it is simply not possible to correspond
the ideas with the external world. Everything we perceive is based on God's
impression.

By introducing God, he provides a theological principle to justify the belief
in the sensations. By bringing the percipient spirit as well as the author of
nature, he stays in mediation and pushes philosophy towards theological
foundations. Therefore, first, our perception of external objects is not
immediate, and thus the corresponding of an objective reference and an idea
depends on God's will. But in the case of the existence of external objects,
we are always at the level of possibility, and therefore Berkeley is caught by
skepticism at both levels.

Hume names mental contents perceptions. Perceptions include 1-
"Impressions” and 2- "ldeas or thoughts". Every perception is preceded by
an impression. Hume's position of the external world, as well as skepticism,
is entirely dependent on our reading of the meaning of the object in Hume.
If we question Hume whether the body exists, he will respond that such a
question is unavailing. Instead, we should ask what causes us to believe in
the existence of the body. Hume looks for the account for believing in the
existence of the external world neither in reason nor in sensation, but the
power of imagination. With him, there are two characteristics of constancy
and coherency in impressions that convince the imagination to assume the
continuous existence of objects and get habituated to them. There are at least
three readings of the object in Hume: (1) the phenomenological reading,
according to which objects are sense impressions; that is, they are what we
feel, see, and touch, and... (2) The Intentional reading of the object, which
means that they are the objects of thought. And (3) a realistic reading in
which objects are considered independent of the mind. According to the
authors of this article, the only reading that Hume did not criticize is that we
imagine objects, therefore, the external world is also a creation of our
imagination. It seems that it is not possible to answer the questions of
skepticism at both levels. Because what has been imagined is a psychological
analysis of the functioning of the mind. Therefore, Hume's own opinion is
that the object, and therefore the external world, are imaginary and are not
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equal to impressions, nor are they considered as something independent of
the mind, but they are made by the mind.

Conclusion

We have indicated that Locke's explanation of the external world cannot be
satisfactory; Because his use of the principle of causality is a kind of begging
the question, and he also does not provide any criteria for the correspondence
of idea and object. Referring to his definition of existence, Berkeley
considers the existence of objects to be perceived; we have shown that such
a definition of existence can be easily discarded. Also, God's role in believing
in the external world and the nature of things put Berkeley in a skeptical
condition. We also comprehend in Hume that his skepticism depends to a
large extent on our reading of the concept of an object in him. Eventually, in
Hume, objects are imagined, and thus, the external world is also imagined.
The world is an imaginary object, and therefore the question of both levels
of skepticism will be pointless.
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