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Essay 2 early-modern philosophy; question – 4;
Critically assess the role that God plays in Berkeley’s philosophy.

Anglo-Irish philosopher; Bishop George Berkeley (1685-1753); is a well-renowned empiricist idealist; best known within the annals of philosophy as the father of immaterialism,[footnoteRef:1] otherwise known as subjective-idealism. Immaterialism orients towards a phenomenological philosophy of mind wherein the existentiality of materiality; the objective world; is contingent to an agential perceived objective and divine ideation. Berkeley’s principle; ‘esse-est-percipi’, commonly translated; “to be is to be perceived”,[footnoteRef:2] is essentially an empiricist account of the strictly rationalist and dualist Cartesian principal- ‘cogito-ergo-sum’, commonly; ‘I think therefore I am’.[footnoteRef:3] Although oriented from opposing metaphysical principles to inherently opposing philosophies, in substance-dual and theological terms relative to the philosophy of mind in particular, there exist perspective similarities between them; presented herein. As bishop and philosopher, Berkeley’s perspective is necessarily principally theological; God being pivotal to his over-all philosophy and central to his ontological account. Critically assessing the role which God plays in Berkeley’s philosophy, is to consider that which is fundamental to it; as with Berkeley himself, namely; God. As I shall outlay; God is the absolute metaphysical phenomenological principle in Berkley, and his divinely ideated immaterialism proposes that there exist no material substance without the presence of a perceptible agent.[footnoteRef:4] As such; I necessarily outlay perception in Berkeley, and contrastingly with dualism; present biases in Berkeley, which, similarly to Descartes, potentiate problems with his philosophy. I predominantly refer throughout to Berkeley’s 1710 publication; Principles in Human Knowledge/Three Dialogues,[footnoteRef:5] wherein Berkeley’s reasoning is outlaid in a notably platonic fashion.    [1:  Daniel E Flage, ‘George Berkeley (1685-1753)’, Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Online, 2020) <https://iep.utm.edu/george-berkeley-british-empiricist/> [accessed 10 April 2024]. Part: 4 – Idealism and Immaterialism.]  [2:  Flage. IBID.]  [3:  René Descartes, Discourse on Method and the Meditations, p. 105.ed. by Betty Radice and Robert Baldick (England: Penguin Books, 1972). ]  [4:  Flage.]  [5:  George Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge AND Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous, ed. by Roger Woolhouse (England: Penguin Books, 1988).] 


Initially indicative of Berkeley’s academic prominence, is his documented opposition of his highly-regarded contemporary; Issac Newton (see Berkeley’s essay; De Motu – On Motion, 1721).[footnoteRef:6]  The age of reason; coinciding Berkeley’s birth, additionally saw the birthing of the early-modern-world underpinned in philosophically principled sciences. Consequentially to free-world afforded advances in the sciences and humanisms, revolutions in industry and the-arts fervently ignited. Such scientifically, hence philosophically based paradigmatic evolution, consequentially endorsed a revolutionary relinquishment of ecclesiastically dogmatic bondage and heretical penalty; now increasingly superseded by scientifically established drive for verifiable knowledge of-and-about knowledge itself, and of knowledge of-and-about reality, hence; perspective evolution in divinely principled metaphysics.  [6:  George Berkeley, Berkeley: Philosophical Writings, ed. by Desmond M. Clarke, Illustrated, reprint (Cambridge, UK, 2008).] 

The scientific revolution was seeking the necessary establishment of indubitable metaphysical and epistemological principles. Establishing the modalities of such principles was a precedent necessarily set in the philosophies, spurring enquiries such as; epistemological modes of ascertainment; whether by empirical observations; as in Berkeley, or solely by rational process; as in Descartes, or indeed: whether there exists plurality in epistemological modalities. As an ordained Bishop priest and Cloyne of the Church of Ireland, Berkeley’s philosophy is necessarily theological, and respectively overarchingly aims for divinity within the diversities of his academic endeavours. In Berkeley, God is fundamental, central and absolute to all phenomena. However, this serves to bring God into the world, a contentious proposal which potentiated condemnation in the preceding centuries, now openly discoursed within the higher echelons of academia. As noted; the age-of-reason, and the theses’ therefrom, saw the beginning of the end of scholastic doctrines and superstitions in favour of verifiability in the sciences. Berkeley and his contemporaries theses’ were therefore revolutionary in their afforded freedoms compared with their past-millennial predecessors. 
The-enlightenment; forged in rationalism, was historically unprecedentedly innovative in the evolution of the sciences stemming from Aristotle’s formula of the scientific-method from the third century B.C.[footnoteRef:7] Evolutionarily from the Aristotelian; the rationalist underpinning ethos of the-enlightenment was predominantly founded in the methodological elements of the substance-dualist theses of Rene Descartes as outlaid in his 1636 publication; Discourse on method and the meditations,[footnoteRef:8] wherein Descartes’ rationalist formula for the epistemological existence of God is outlaid. In consideration of Berkeley’s empirical epistemological account, and in contrast with Descartes pioneering rationalist account, an equal measure of similarity presents itself as does contrast. Both Descartes and Berkeley propose a divine ontology fundamental to their philosophies of mind, and albeit orienting from opposing philosophical stances, both propose a divinely innated substance-dualism fundamental to their individual philosophies. Descartes proposes a substance-dualism of the corporeal and mental,[footnoteRef:9] whereas in Berkeley; there metaphysically exists only two substances; finite mental substance, and an infinite mental substance; essentially equating to God.[footnoteRef:10] Similarities with Cartesianism is striking in style, methodology and thesis; so-much-so as Berkeley being referred to in H.M. Bracken as the ‘Irish Cartesian’.[footnoteRef:11] Bracken’s article additionally ascribes Berkeley ‘a product of Locke’.[footnoteRef:12] Therefore, it could be said; in addition to Berkeley’s religious-confines; his philosophy is essentially concoct of Lockean and Cartesian works; manipulated, akin to Descartes wax;[footnoteRef:13] into a Berkeleyan account. Such a view is reasonable, and accordingly dis-crediting of Berkeley. Nevertheless, Berkeley is certainly unique in his quasi-empiricist account of the substantial-world; as a principally-divine phenomenological idealism. [7:  Jamie Lennox, ‘Aristotle’s Biology’, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Online, 2021) <httpe://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle_biology>.]  [8:  Descartes.]  [9:  Descartes.]  [10:  Flage.]  [11:  H.M Bracken, ‘Berkeley: Irish Cartesian’, Philosophical Studies, 24, 1976, 39–51.]  [12:  Bracken.]  [13:  Descartes.] 

Where Descartes refers to substance as extensional,[footnoteRef:14] Berkeley proposes objectivity as a ‘collection of ideas’.[footnoteRef:15] However, such ideas are not subjects of his own composition, neither reasoned nor perceived. Rather, they are divinely innated, sourced in God. In Berkeley; ‘Whatever power I may have over my own thoughts, I find the ideas actually perceived by sense have not a like dependence on the will…there is therefore another will or spirit that produces them’.[footnoteRef:16] Essentially he is saying; the ideas inherent to perceptions relative to these collections of ideas as constitutive of the objective world, are not subjectively mentally-willed in the way that thoughts are, at least to some degree. Such objective innated ideas are innate, not in the agent, rather; to the agent; in Gods will; which respectively; is the agented will. The agent in his divine agency of perceptibility, metaphysically perceives the objective-world in Gods will; that man is the necessary perceptive element in a world attributed to divine ideation, and that such perceptibility is in-itself reflectively attributed to God; as it is the metaphysics of God; it is God as-God-is, certainly in Berkeley; a supra-perceptible being, the substantiation of which, is self-evidential. [14:  Descartes.]  [15:  Douglas M Jesseph, ‘Berkeley, God, and Explanation’, in Christia Mercer, and Eileen O’Neil (Eds)’, in Early Modern Philosophy: Mind, Matter and Metaphysics, Online edn (New York: Oxford Academic, 2005) <https://doi.org/10.1093/0195177606.003.0012> [accessed 14 April 2024]. Part: 3 – Arguments. ]  [16:  Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge AND Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. P. 63:59.] 

In Berkeley; ‘it is evident that the being of a spirit infinitely wise good and powerful, is abundantly sufficient to explain all the appearances of nature’.[footnoteRef:17] Berkeley is saying that everything which he empirically perceives, he sufficiently knows innately by divine provision; God being the epistemological sense inherent in man’s perceptibility of the perceptible objective-world as manifest ideations of God and man’s macro-micro ontology; being the phenomenon of faculty which perceives the phenomenological; the divine perceptive factor to the divine perceivable objective world. God’s role in Berkeley is in the perceptibility of man; whereas Descartes proposes God innately to the rationality of man, yet I propose both are equally valid in showing that God is inherent to man’s abilities compounded in the intelligent faculties over-all. One may exercise these faculties or not, however, such intelligences are not derived in man, but innated by the causality of all phenomena in God.  [17:  Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge AND Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. P. 79:72.] 

Berkeley proposes God be the causality to the intellect as well as the perceived world, hence; all phenomena being comprised of this ‘collection of ideas’ of divine origin.[footnoteRef:18] Quoting Berkeley; ‘this perceiving active being is what I call mind, spirit, soul or self, to which I denote none of my ideas; rather a thing absolutely distinct wherein they exist or whereby they are perceived, for the existence of an idea consists in being perceived’[footnoteRef:19]. “The existence of an idea consists in being perceived” here in-itself proves God’s perceptibility, as well as divine reflection of gods image in man’s perceptibility; as a natural-law; a divine law; innated in the mind, soul, spirit or self of man. Berkeley correspondingly shows; that ‘the mind resembles God in so far as it is an active thing, a thing that thinks, wills and perceives’.[footnoteRef:20] As such; the role of God in Berkeley, is metaphysically fundamental to ontology, existence and phenomena and is therefore precedent to any other metaphysical proposition. Fundamental to Berkeleyan  metaphysics; everything follows from God; being-innated in divine ideology.  [18:  Jesseph. Part: 3 – Berkeley’s Arguments]  [19:  Alan Nelson, ‘Berkeley and Descartes’, in The Oxford Handbook of Berkeley, ed. by Samual C. Rickless, Online edn, Oxford Academic (Online, 2022) <https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190873417.0134.24> [accessed 11 April 2024]. Part: 5 – Mind. Part: 5 – Mind.]  [20:  Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge AND Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. P. 105:138] 

Contrastingly; Berkeley reads Descartes as appealing to a supposed idea of extension which is abstract from the object; being epistemologically potentiated introspectively,[footnoteRef:21] and that such introspection ascertains knowledge relative to objects whose ideas are initiated in subjective-minds. in proposing objective knowledge as divine ideation, Berkeley gives a good example; in humbly requesting the reader whether or not he has within his mind, the idea of a triangle solely by mode of introspection.[footnoteRef:22] The triangle exists as a mathematical facticity, an idea existent independent of rational introspection, an idea innated in the creator of not just the triangle, but of all ideas. Berkey’s triangle is a divine idea, which man perceives in a mathematical symbolism existing as perceivable facts, not initially in man’s ideation, but in Gods; as with all natural laws and furthermore in Berkeley’s perspective; all phenomena. The role of Berkely’s God, is found to be prominent in the structure of all existence, God being that structure; and all the laws of nature. [21:  Nelson. Part: 1 – introduction.]  [22:  Nelson. Part:1 – Matter and Immaterialism.] 

As aforementioned, Berkeley proposed contentions with Newton, in-part relatively to natural-law. For Berkeley, laws of nature are formulas of a ‘divine language’[footnoteRef:23] relatively to the objective-world and knowledge thereof; viz; perceivable phenomena and the subjective perceiver. Notably; such objectivity is not so much the Cartesian proposal of extension, rather the objective-world is composed of and by ‘a collection of ideas’,[footnoteRef:24] not of Berkeley’s composition, but of God’s. Therefore, such ideas are of the governance of divine natural-law. A perceivable ‘collection of ideas’, is on the other hand; a collective perception, viz; collective universal perceptions of the objective-world. Such collective-ideological distinguishability is characteristically imbued in the objective-world; modus divine ideation, manifest in the expression; hence; language of God. Berkeley’s objective-world is imbued with divine language and expression. Man perceives the world which God initiates with imbued ideation, therefore, God gives it meaning and such is innately expressed within objectivity and subjectivity alike. Elucidatory of God’s role in Berkeley, as being-passively present in the nature of all substance and actively present in subjective abilities of mental activities. In Berkeley, ideas are passive; pre-existentially innated in the nature of all-phenomena; ideated in God. Such ideas in regard of ideas, are not the property of Berkeley’s mind, but of God’s existentiality, causality of such unto the mentality of man as well as the nature of the perceptible world.[footnoteRef:25]  [23:  Jesseph. Part: 3 – Berkeley’s Arguments.]  [24:  Jesseph. IBID.]  [25:  Nelson. Part: 4 - Knowledge of God.] 

Berkeley proposes of his mind and its absolutely distinct ideas, combined with the passive aspect of his sensations; the inference of the existence of God.[footnoteRef:26] As such, he looks at the notions of such an inference modus self-notion; the idea of the self, synonymous; mind-soul-spirit. The notion or idea of self in Berkeley, is necessarily prior to the notion of God. However, as noted; Berkeley’s ideas are distinct from his mind-soul-spirit-self. They are not of his own making, but entirely distinct, being divinely originated. Therefore, rational inference of the existence of God is achieved by this self-inference by means of Berkeleyan proliferation of the cartesian method steered towards a quasi-empirical end in self-existential ascertainment. Considering then; that ideas are distinct from Berkeley’s mind; the notion of self being prerequisite to the notion of God, is in-itself an inferable notion of God; a notion not of Berkley’s initiative; but of Gods. In other words, existence of God is proven by the notion of the self alone, which furthermore infers Gods existence as causality to such a notion; as all notions are essentially in-and-of God. The intention to ascertain knowledge of God becomes self-elucidatory of God. This shows the role of God in Berkely as being-fundamental to rationale and perceptibility, as well as objectivity - as ‘collections of ideas’; being initiative of God;[footnoteRef:27] God being the fundamental principle of perceptibility in the minds of men, and the fundamental principle in the ideas which amount to a description of the world. If mankind exists in Gods image; as an ‘active thing, a thing that thinks, wills and perceives’,[footnoteRef:28] then God in Berkeley is in principal, the source of perception, thought and will. Hence God is the perception and perceptibility; the perceivable - conceivable - and the intentional;  therefore - the objective - the mental - and the motivative. God in Berkeley is fundamental to all intelligential phenomena of divine design.  [26:  Nelson. IBID.]  [27:  Jesseph. Part: 3 – Berkeley’s Arguments.]  [28:  Berkeley, Principles of Human Knowledge AND Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous. P. 105:138] 

[bookmark: _Hlk163997409]With God’s role in Berkeley principally being the source of all objectifiable phenomena as manifest divine ideations; in addition to divinely imaged subjective perception, thought and will; God is the active component in those subjective capacities, whilst being the passive component in the divinely ideated objective-world. Paraphrasing Stephen Daniels; Berkely on God – the inherent infinity of divine perception;[footnoteRef:29] Berkeley requires us to see God, not as an object presupposed in combinations of actual and possible phenomena, rather; as the activity of such identification.[footnoteRef:30] Viz; the process of seeking divine validation self-endorses divine validation. The activity innated within the minds of man which sets about establishing its-self prior to the establishment of the source of self which necessarily and self-evidently follows, is not merely proof of God, but is God in-itself.  [29:  Stephen H Daniel, ‘Berkely on God, in Samual C Rickless (Ed)’, in The Oxford Handbook of Berkeley, Online edn, Oxford Academic (Online: Oxford Academic, 2022) <https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190873417.013.12,> [accessed 13 April 2024].]  [30:  Daniel. Part: 3 - The Inherent Infinity of Divine Perception.] 

Such a conclusion though, is not least biassed to Berkeley’s statuary orientation. As Bishop and Philosopher, Berkeley necessarily endorses metaphysical divinity by default. Therefore, such bias prevents Berkeley’s metaphysical inquisitions from initiating from a bare-perspective; whether bare-perception or bare-rationale, Berkeley is unavoidably bound to bias inherent to religious dogmatism, albeit increasingly lesser-so than his predecessors. As such, to others not so inclined to ontological existential principles inherent in Catholicism; Berkeley’s theory is questionable, not least in its extremity; for ideational autonomy is in Berkeley, sacrificed in the name of God. Proposing that minds don’t facilitate subjective ideas in favour of God doing so, is a contentious ideology in-itself. In Berkeley however, there is no accountability for such contention; as it is God’s idea in Berkeley’s conception. Perhaps such is also fitting with the justification of the crusades, inquisitions and such relative Catholic ideologies imposed upon subjugated populations. If such were so, and all ideas are attributed to God, it is unreasonable in the face of the ungodliness of numerous  anthropic ideologies, Catholicism included; and is compatible only in the case of genuine-saintliness. A God of infinite Goodness, would certainly not project such ideologies into the minds of men. Berkely’s God then; is potentiated as the factor being ultimately accountable for all phenomena which is terminologically self-refutative of God’s goodness.  
To conclude; Mankind in Gods image; as in Berkeley; portrays God akin to the minds of men; as a rationally perceptive being, the perceiver of its divine ideations - being subjectively and objectively manifest. The role of God in Berkeley, is both the fundamental source and nature of the comprehendible world, as well as man’s comprehending capacities innate to such. God is the sense of the world, the perceptibility and the perceived, the meaning and the search for meaning alike. Berkeley’s God manifests in man as the activity of perception and rationale, rationale which is innated to God’s ideational manifestations in the objective world, and reflective of Gods image; as God being the self-evident and imbuing factor relative to perceptibility and intellect, hence sensibility and rationality are divinely innated being reflective of a divinely ideated reality. Berkeley’s objective-world is comprised of divine ideation as a ‘collection of ideas’. God is both causality to, and the innate sense of the objective-world and the capacities inherent in mankind’s innated perceptibility. Such attributes are furthermore self-evidential of God existence, not as being-abstract, but of being-in-the-world knowable by its own faculties reflectively imaged in mankind’s mind-soul-spirit-self. Hence; God in Berkeley is directly, empirically knowable; both perceptibly and rationally. However, Berkeley essentially ascribes accountability to God for all phenomenological ideology. Such an overarching statement is resultantly self-refutative of God’s infinite goodness proposed in Berkeley.
Evaluatively; Berkeley’s metaphysical formula and account is broad in its encompassment of  empiricism over Descartes’ strictly rational theses. As such; Berkeley is a valuable contrastable thesis to the pivotally studied Cartesian-dualism, and serves academically in prompting enquiry and accountancy for divinely principled existential causality; presenting initiative insights. However, in Berkeley; the initiative is essentially God’s.
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