Is Berkeley correct in his assertion that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas?
George Berkeley was a philosopher who lived in the 17th and 18th centuries, he was an empiricist, believing that all knowledge comes via experience. One of his key claims was that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas and that objects to not exist outside of the ideas within our minds. This idea challenged the belief held by many philosophers before him, materialism and realism. In this essay I will be discussing whether Berkeley is correct in this assertion. I will be first looking at what his actual arguments are, then discussing some strengths, then some objections. My thesis is that: Whilst Berkeley makes some convincing arguments and does have some strengths, the issues of the questionable existence of God and his reliance on a flawed argument lead me to reject his claim.
To evaluate whether Berkeley’s assertion that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas, I will first describe and discuss what he means by this. At the time of Berkely some of the more popular forms of metaphysical philosophy were ideas such as cartesian dualism, splitting existence and the world into Res Extensa (extended substance) and Res Cogitans (thinking substance) (Downing, 2021). This more accepted (at the time) conception of reality splits the world into the material and immaterial. Berkeley rejected this argument, instead proposing that there are no material objects (or mind-independent matter), and that instead we only perceive ideas and that makes up reality. “For what are the forementioned Objects [Houses, Mountains, Rivers] but the things we perceive by Sense, and what do we perceive besides our own Ideas or Sensations” (Berkeley, 2002, p. 13). His argument here is that we perceive the ordinary objects, but as (as he believes) we only perceive ideas and sensations, then therefore ordinary objects must only be ideas and sensations. One of the arguments, also known as the master argument, that he uses to support this theory is that 
“my conceiving or imagining Power does not extend beyond the possibility of real Existence or Perception. Hence as it is impossible for me to see or feel any Thing without an actual Sensation of that Thing” (Berkeley, 2002, p. 13).
 If we are unable to think of an object that can’t exist or be perceived, then existence independent of our perception is impossible. I argue that this part of the argument is flawed and a human-centric understanding of reality, which I will discuss in further detail later.
The ideas and perceptions that Berkeley discusses are described as a bundle of ideas and ordinary objects. What does he mean when using these words? Ordinary objects are anything around us, anything from a biscuit to a solar system. When he says collections of ideas, he is discussing the way in which things appear to us: 
“There was an Odor, that is, it was smelled; There was a Sound, that is to say, it was heard; a Colour or Figure, and it was perceived by Sight or Touch.” (2002, p. 13)
Everything that appears to us is just these sensory ideas and our interpretation of them. But beyond these ideas, there is no underlying material substance. The next part of the argument that Berkeley uses is the role of God within his theory. One of the issues that people sometimes find with Berkeley’s interpretation of existence is that, if a human isn’t perceiving something, why doesn’t it just disappear from reality. Why is it that when I light a candle, leave the room for several minutes to then come back, the candle has changed in form? Berkeley’s answer to this is that God is the ultimate perceiver. As his Abrahamic perception of God is one that is supposedly omnipresent, God can ensure the stability and continuity of objects, independent of our perception. This is a convincing argument, if one believes in God, however I will be discussing this in greater depth further in this essay, so for now I will accept this part of the argument.
In this section I will be discussing some of the strengths with Berkeley’s position. The first strength I will discuss is its foundation within empiricism. Empiricism is the philosophical position that all knowledge comes to us through sensory experience as well as observation. The reason that this is a strength in this example is that it uses only experiential data, which we all use to some extent; how could I say that something is a certain way without prior experience of it being that way? Empiricism only requires our senses to be working for us to receive knowledge, whereas something such as rationalism might require us to put our faith in more abstract ideas such as logic and reason (Markie & Folescu, 2023). Furthermore, the lack of material bodies and the knowledge that supposedly exists externally to us allows us to not worry about having to rely on an unknowable substance to base our understanding of knowledge on. If we can rely on only senses for knowledge, then we can be sure our knowledge and ideas are true as long as our senses work as normal.
The next strength I am going to be discussing is how Berkeley uses the idea of Ockham’s Razor, or simplicity, to strengthen his attack on the materialist position. Part of Berkeley’s argument against materialism is based on the idea of anti-abstraction. Certain materialist positions use the idea of abstraction as a way to explain how we take individual qualities from an object, then using them to create an abstract, novel and generalised understanding of said qualities and ideas (Downing, 2021). This, for Berkeley, is not only overcomplicating how we come about ideas, but also an incorrect interpretation of the process:
“I deny that I can abstract one from another, or conceive separately, those Qualities which it is impossible should Exist so separated; or that I can frame a General Notion by abstracting from Particulars in the manner aforesaid” (Berkeley, 2002, p. 4)
So, under his argument, we can’t have the idea of the colour blue external to its perception. Furthermore, if we go back to the idea of Ockham’s razor; The answer with the fewest assumptions is the one you should prefer; the materialist position requires you to assume that there is this external experience-independent material substance that we seemingly can’t prove and that there are abstract substances and ideas that we rely upon without knowing. Whereas, under Berkeley’s position we need only assume that we exist as minds, which we know via experience, and that ordinary objects are collections of ideas that we perceive through senses, which seemingly reflects how sensations give us information in reality.
The last strength I will discuss is that we can avoid scepticism that sometimes comes with materialism. As just discussed, under materialism, we need to make the assumption that there is some underlying experience-independent matter. This can cause scepticism about the world itself; if we are receiving impressions of these external material objects, how can I be sure that the way in which we interpret it is correct? How can I be sure that the person next to me isn’t interpreting and receiving it differently to me. Whereas Berkeley’s position has us directly perceiving reality through collections of ideas, removing the extra step that materialism requires.
In this section I will be discussing some of the flaws and objections one might have to Berkeley’s position. The first objection I am going to discuss is in two parts: Common sense and Continuity. The first part of this problem is that; under Berkeley’s argument, objects that aren’t perceived don’t exist, they have no experience-independent matter and therefore exist only through perception. However, it seems common sense to say that a tree that falls in a forest has in fact fell, even if no one was there to perceive it happening. This seems intuitive, even through our own personal experiences we may have experience of coming across objects that have appeared to have been altered in some form, independent of humans. Furthermore, if we now look to the second part of the objection, continuity, we can ask what happens to objects that stop being perceived. If I were to leave a bottle of water in a freezer it should, under normal logic and assumptions, freeze. However, if objects are all perception-dependent, how can the bottle of water freeze once I close the door and leave the room? Surely if it only exists when being perceived then it’s state can’t change when it doesn’t exist. Furthermore, we can simplify this further, why does my furniture stay in the same place when I leave then re-enter my room? If it’s stopped existing when I leave, what ensures it stays in the same place when I re-enter? Berkeley’s response to this is to bring in an important figure already mentioned, God. “I… immediately and necessarily conclude the being of a God, because all sensible things must be perceived by Him” (Berkeley, 1906, p. 65), Berkeley uses God here to act as a necessary being that is perceiving all things at all times, acting as a sort of anchor for our reality. Why did the water freeze? God was perceiving it. Why did my furniture stay the same when I left? God was perceiving it. This reply is a pretty good one, it fully explains how continuity can still exist even when humans aren’t perceiving them. However, I do not accept this reply for a simple reason. The existence of God isn’t a certainty. Whilst, in the time that Berkeley was writing, it was much less popular to take an atheistic or even agnostic stance on God, as time and society has progressed, less and less people are accepting God as a real being. So, from an atheistic standpoint, using God as the reason that we can have continuity for perception-dependent objects doesn’t work. Which leads me to reject this response.
The Next problem Berkeley faces is relating to his ‘master argument’; we seemingly have an inability to imagine certain things that we have not yet or couldn’t perceive. His argument here relies on our inability to imagine certain things; however, he does accept the possibility of mixing together previously experienced things to create a novel mix, using the example of a “Trunk of a Humane Body without the Limbs” (2002, p. 13). The argument initially seems fine, if we can’t imagine something that we haven’t perceived then how could something exist that’s independent of our perception? There are two related problems with this argument that I will discuss. Firstly, it’s human-centric perception of reality; Secondly, the confusion between inability of conception and its impossibility. On the first point, the argument necessitates that a human’s ability to conceive something un-perceived is impossible. Within the last centuries, science has discovered quantum physics and how it seemingly functions, it is seemingly impossible for us to perceive what a quark might look like, or how quantum entanglement appears, but how then can we conceive of their existence and attempt to study them? Just because humans are flawed being that are unable to perceive certain things due to our physical constraints, doesn’t mean something can’t exist. This extends to the second part of the objection, inability to conceive of something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist; whilst it is hard to come up with examples, as by its own meaning it’s inconceivable, there is no direct necessary link shown between the existence of something and our ability to conceive of it, it would be impossible to prove either way if an unconceivable thing exists due to its inconceivability. This leads me to reject Berkeley’s master argument.
So, is Berkeley correct in his assertion that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas? Berkeley’s argument was that materialism, and the existence of mind-independent matter does not exist in actuality and that we never perceive matter itself, rather, collections of ideas that include sensory ideas such as colour and smell. One of his key arguments was the ‘master argument’, the idea that you can’t conceive of an unperceived object, so therefore existence outside of perception isn’t possible. I rejected this argument due to its incorrect assumption about objects perceivability being necessary for their existence. One of his other arguments used God as a response to criticism of the issue of continuity, using God as an ultimate perceiver. Again, I rejected this argument due to my rejection of God’s existence in general. I also went through some of the strengths within his argument, such as its simplicity, empiricist basing and its avoidance of scepticism of the world. However, even with the strengths, the objections and problems with Berkeley’s arguments in general, lead me to reject his assertion that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas.
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