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Critically Assess The Role That God Plays In Berkeley’s Philosophy

George Berkeley was an Irish philosopher and priest who focused on theories surrounding the existence of the physical world (Fogelin, 2001). Writing to defend the stance of religion in the enlightenment period, much of his work is in response to John Locke, an indirect realist – someone who believes we gain knowledge through experience but our perceptions of the world differ, meaning it appears differently to each of us. In many respects, Berkeley disagreed with Locke because as an idealist, Berkeley thought that the world existed only in perception and there was nothing ‘physical’ about it at all. Whereas Locke, as an indirect realist, thought that the world existed regardless of our perception of it but our perception changed how we perceived qualities within it (Fogelin, 2001). Berkeley believed that existence is perception and that in order for it to exist, a spirit has to have an idea or perception of an object. However, most appear to misunderstand Berkeley’s argument, as they believe that God is central to Berkeley’s theory when in fact, though sometimes regarded as helpful to fill in some gaps (i.e. do objects still exist when no finite being perceives them?) Berkeley’s argument does not rely on God, to the point that some have questioned whether he himself believed in the Divine Ideas section of his own theory (Mabbott, 1968). Instead, in this essay I hope to explain that God’s place in the world and His nature is supported by Berkeley’s idealist theory and consistent with his premises, rather than supportive to it (Mabbott, 1968). 
In his essay ‘The Place Of God In Berkeley’s Philosophy’, J.D. Mabbott explains that many misunderstand Berkeley’s theory when it comes to the existence of God, as his system is often thought to be “saved from subjectivism only by the advent of a God more violently ex machina than any other God in philosophy” – in other words, the use of God appears unexpectedly to provide an artificial solution to an apparently insoluble issue, which is in fact not an issue at all (Mabbott, 1968, p. 364). Beginning with Locke’s views on primary and secondary qualities, in the ‘Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous’, Berkeley showed that both primary (shape, size, solidity etc) and secondary (colour, taste, etc) qualities were dependent on the percipient, not just the latter as Locke had attempted to show (Dancy, 1998). This is argued through Philonous and Hylas taking two positions of scepticism, and arguing who is right. Hylas defines sceptic as a person who denies the “real existence” of “sensible things” – the existence of empirical truths outside the mind (Dancy, 1998). Philonous’ main argument in opposition to this is the “variability of extension” – how things can look big or small depending on comparison to other objects or ideas, and how far away the percipient is from the object (Dancy, 1998). Through Philonous, Berkeley argues that as all qualities are dependent on size, all qualities must exist only inside the mind and he presents two arguments to secure this viewpoint. Jonathan Dancy refers to these as “Berkeley’s Master Argument” and the “Likeness Principle” (Dancy, 1998). These are that we cannot conceive of something existing unconceived any more than we can see something existing unseen and that no idea can be like anything except for another idea (Berkeley, 1998). The first dialogue concludes here and you may note that Berkeley has come this far without so much as a whisper of God, which suggests that he is not as central to the argument as some may suggest. 
In the second dialogue, Berkeley starts to lean toward a more theistic approach to idealism, as he explains that for a sensible thing to exist is for it to be perceived. Dancy states that for Berkeley, sensible things are in themselves appearances, rather than existing behind appearances so although they do not have a “real existence” as originally defined (outside of the mind) but they exist and are real in a “perfectly good sense” in that they are “independent of the mind that perceives them” and in order to be real, objects “require independence” (Dancy, 1998, pp. 15-16). Berkeley allows that physical things exist but denies that they have “real” or “absolute existence” – he goes as far as to say that “absolute existence” is impossible, allowing only the concept of the world as this real appearance (Dancy, 1998, p. 16). Philonous then shows how, once we think of the “sensible world as a complex set of ideas in the mind”, we start to ask questions about why and how it came to be. And this is where we start to look at the existence of a divine being (Dancy, 1998, p. 16). Berkeley suggest that there must be another mind which ideas depend on for their existence because we know we as human beings that we are not the cause of the things we perceive (Dancy, 1998, p. 16). This is because we understand the difference between the ideas we create and the ones we receive, such as in dreams (Dancy, 1998, p. 16). Mabbot describes that perception is different from imagination using the example of the ship: if I were to imagine a ship, I would be aware of the image but also of the “activity of myself” (Mabbott, 1968, p. 366). Berkeley writes: “PHILONOUS: […] As sure therefore as the sensible world really exists, so sure there is an infinite, omnipresent spirit who contains and supports it” (Berkeley, 1998, p. 97). With this, Berkeley, through the voice of Philonous “immediately and necessarily conclude[s] the being of a God because all sensible things must be perceived by him” (Berkeley, 1998, p. 97). Mabbott states that we notice that Berkeley does not rely on theology or religious experience to defend his argument for the existence of God and maintains that we have no “immediate intuition” from Him (Mabbott, 1968, pp. 366-367). After a debate which includes the similarities and differences between Berkeley’s position and that of Malebranche, the second dialogue concludes with Hylas attempting to justify matter occupying an position between humans and God and he tries to say that matter is complicated so we can know nothing of it (Dancy, 1998) (Berkeley, 1998).
The third dialogue is Berkeley’s apparently successful attempt to refute any objections others could propose to his arguments. Dancy helpfully groups these objections in his synopsis (Dancy, 1998):
Group One: Notion of dualistic substances – mind and material as separate and distinguishable
Group Two: Strength of the ideas in order for us to have accurate awareness of them
Group Three: Objections by natural science, cause and effect; physical events
Group Four: The Existence of God, His nature and His role as the cause of the world
Naturally, in this piece I will focus on the last of these groups, dipping into the others as needed. 
Some scholars such as Mabbott argue that Berkeley’s concept of God as an infinite perceiver is inconsistent with the traditional idea of God as the cause because some of Berkeley’s ideas seem to suggest that he believes that God is not an active spirit but a passive perceiver not dissimilar to us (Mabbott, 1968, pp. 366-367). However, Mabbott states that elsewhere Berkeley gives a contradictory account of God, as suggesting that he is a perceiver would lead to the assumption that there is a more powerful agent who is the active creator (Mabbott, 1968). On the other hand, Alexander Campbell Fraser argues that Berkeley’s concept of God is active, but this calls in some different problems (Fraser, 1908).
The idea of God’s perfection as He is the cause of evil ideas and surely must feel these ideas himself, which scholars seem to unanimously see as a weakness and an imperfection in His nature (Dancy, 1998). Dancy uses the example of pain – as if God is the author of the idea of pain, he must feel it himself, and therefore not be perfect as a truly perfect being would not be in pain (Dancy, 1998). However, it could be argued that as ‘perfect’ is used to mean ‘lacking nothing’, if God did not feel pain, he would not be perfect because he would lack pain. Therefore, even though pain is viewed by man as evil and God is supposed to be good, by being perfect and so lacking nothing, these evil ideas must be real as they are possible. Fraser argues this goes for moral evils too, such as lying: “God can lie or be unjust and cruel in the human meaning of those words and yet good in the transcendental use of the word goodness” (Fraser, 1908, p. 68). He insinuates that looking at the problem of evil, humans are often self-centred, and therefore forget that universal goodness can mean that negative consequences occur for some as universally good outcomes are an ideal but not a reality (Fraser, 1908). 
Fraser refers to the “supreme active reason” in which the physical cosmos is maintained by God, and morality is disturbed by humanity leading to a world in which “reward seems to go to the disobedient while suffering is the lot of the righteous” (Fraser, 1908, p. 63). This leads some to argue that we cannot trust this divine being to be omnipotently good, however Fraser states that this is a form of pyrrhonism as if we cannot trust a faith in God, we become sceptics which leads to “total doubt and despair” (Fraser, 1908, pp. 65-67)
Following this, Fraser argues that the nature of the world is a “system of interpretable signs in and through which God is constantly speaking” (Fraser, 1908, p. 69). We are not perfect beings as a result of the gift of free will, so God has put rules and laws in place to make the world intelligible to us, as “the constant observance of such rules evils will sometimes unavoidably ensue” which are needed to make the world “coherent, entertaining and instructive” to us as imperfect beings (Fraser, 1908, pp. 69-70). 
Further, Fraser states that humans learn from unpleasant situations, so “[a] moral universe which gradually increases in value may be more divine than a moral universe that is perfect from the beginning” (Fraser, 1908, pp. 70-71). Here, we can see that Fraser places great importance on learning. It remains unclear as to why these “human personalities educated in a divine school by struggling and suffering” are such a good explanation for evil in Fraser’s view, but it could be related to a belief in life after death, the soul or the second coming as educating the soul to be good without expectation of reward is important in Christian scripture such as through the parable of the ‘Good Samaritan’ (Fraser, 1908, pp. 71-72). Fraser seems to argue here that God is loving through this attempt to educate us as he wants the best for us, as he says that a morally imperfect God would mean that the world was not “fit to live in” (Fraser, 1908).  
Dancy also relates the idea that God is a deceiver because he has deceived us all into thinking physical world has absolute existence when it in fact does not (Dancy, 1998). However, Fraser argues in Berkeley and Spiritual Realism that the “perfect goodness of the universal spirit is not necessarily the consequence” because God as “[t]he spirit may be diabolic or indifferent” (Fraser, 1908, pp. 71-72). Furthermore, Fraser states that Berkeley does not assure us in the Three Dialogues that God is good as some of his ideas are inconsistent with the view that God is morally perfect (Fraser, 1908). 
Berkeley seems to explain “human evils by the fact that the Supreme Agent follows general rules”, which may not always be to the benefit of all (Fraser, 1908, p. 73). This allows humans to make mistakes, which lets us take accountability for ourselves and our own actions, and gives us “freedom in action and consequent personal responsibility” (Fraser, 1908, p. 73)
Mabbott argues that Berkeley’s theory is complete and coherent and takes it upon himself to further refute objections against Berkeley’s theory. He states that God’s ideas are eternal; they have always existed and creation as Christians read in the Bible happened when God opened these ideas up to finite spirits (Mabbott, 1968, pp. 368-369). The problem here is with Genesis order – Adam and Eve were not created on day one of seven, so surely creation could not have meant this (Mabbott, 1968). However, Mabbott points out that Berkeley sidesteps this very easily, as he introduces the Angels, as there were other intelligent spirits pre-man, although not finite in the traditional sense, they serve that purpose for the time before the creation of humanity (Mabbott, 1968, pp. 369-370). 
In all of these objections, it remains clear that although there is some disagreement about what God’s nature is, the role of God in Berkeley’s philosophy is a fairly minor one, as He is picked up to add to the theory rather than to support it (Mabbott, 1968). He is not a structural necessity to Berkeley’s position and therefore leaves no space for sceptics and atheists to dismantle his idealism on the theistic front (Dancy, 1998). Although it is clear through his profession that Berkely did hold some religious belief, Mabbott suggests he may have exaggerated God’s presence in his theory: “Berkeley did not make the divine ideas an essential part of his system and […] there is good reason to doubt whether he believed in them at all” (Mabbott, 1968, p. 370). This is a perhaps unsupported view as other scholars such as Dancy and Fraser appear not to question Berkeley’s belief in his own theory.
 In conclusion, the role of God in Berkeley’s philosophy, though perhaps necessary to his cause, is not that major nor essential to his argument which by many accounts stands alone, especially within the first dialogue. The nature of Berkeley’s God is largely unclear by the account in the Three Dialogues and therefore seems to be a topic of contention among the scholars who analyse his work. There is however a seeming agreement in the idea that God was not essential or even relevant to the questions which Berkeley was trying to answer and his inclusion was perhaps as simple as a desire to collude his theory with his faith. In this way, Berkeley is able to consolidate a belief in God amongst his readers who in the enlightenment era may be slipping into scientific rather than religious reasoning. As Mabbott argues, it seems clear that the role of God in Berkeley’s philosophy is not supported by his theory, but supportive to it as there is no dependence on His existence for Berkeley’s theory of perception to stand on its own (Mabbott, 1968, pp. 364-366).
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Note: I use Jonathan Dancy a lot as he worked on Berkeley’s two main texts in the Oxford University editions. There is a book for each text which were both published in 1998, and I refer to both throughout. Though I am aware that the reading does not appear varied, I chose Dancy because his account and analysis of the texts was most useful.

