
Far from Ideal: The Idealism of George Berkeley (1685-1753) 

When Bishop Berkeley said, ‘there was no matter,’ 
And proved it – ‘twas no matter what he said: 

They say his system ‘tis in vain to batter, 
Too subtle for the airiest human head; 

And yet who can believe it?” (Lord Byron, Don Juan) 
 

The three most famous British Empiricists were John Locke (1632-1704), George Berkeley (1685-

1753) and David Hume (1711-1776). Berkeley was born in Kilkenny and later taught at Trinity College 

in Dublin. He wrote his main work, A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge in 

1710, when he was only 25 years old. While he lived in Rhode Island (1728-1731) he conversed with 

Jonathan Edwards. His purpose in coming to Rhode Island was thwarted by lack of government 

funds, it having been his hope to found a college in Bermuda to train Indians, black Americans and 

white American colonists for the ministry. On his return to Cloyne, where he was made the Anglican 

bishop, he showed concern for the poor people of his diocese.1 His friends include Jonathan Swift, 

Joseph Addison, Richard Steele and Alexander Pope.2 In 1717 he observed the eruption of Mount 

Vesuvius. It was while his wife was reading a sermon to him that Berkeley died. 

Berkeley faced a problem. He was trying to see how four different beliefs might fit together. First, a 

belief in perception by means of ideas in immaterial minds. Second, a belief in atoms. Third, a belief 

in common sense. And fourth, a belief in matter. Berkeley decided he did not need to believe in 

matter and that by dispensing with this belief he could easily fit together the other three beliefs.3 To 

his mind, there is no need to suppose that material things exist and we should rather “be content to 

explore what we actually know: our ideas, and our minds.”4 

Berkeley stated: 

Some truths there are so near and obvious to the mind, that a man need only open his eyes 

to see them. Such I take this important one to be, to wit, that all the choir of heaven and the 

furniture of the earth, in a word all those bodies which compose the mighty frame of the 

world, have not any subsistence without a mind, that their being is to be perceived or 

known; that consequently so long as they are not actually perceived by me, or do not exist in 

my mind or that of any other created spirit, they must either have no existence at all, or else 

subsist in the mind of some eternal spirit.5 

So it was Berkeley’s view that what we think of as reality is just a collection of ideas that are 

constantly being contemplated by “some eternal spirit”, that is, by the mind of God. Our human 

perceptions originate in the mind of God, according to Berkeley, and God, the Eternal Perceiver, 

gives us access to what is in his mind. 

Berkeley agreed with Locke that all knowledge comes through the senses. But, unlike Locke, he 

argued from this that an analysis of our sense experience shows there is no such thing as a material 

world. 

Berkeley’s philosophy fuses together idealism and immaterialism. Idealism is the view that 

everything that exists either is a mind or depends on a mind for its existence. Immaterialism is the 

claim that matter does not exist.6 Consequently, Berkeley was rejecting both Cartesian and Lockean 

dualism.7 
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In an imagined dialogue between Philonous and Hylas, Berkeley has Hylas reproach Philonous with 

the expostulation: “What! Can anything be more fantastical, more repugnant to Common Sense, or a 

more manifest piece of Scepticism, than to believe there is no such thing as matter?”8 In response 

Philonous, the mouthpiece for Berkeley’s own philosophy, is determined to demonstrate that in 

reality his idealism is more true to common sense than the view that assumes the reality of matter. 

Philonous appeals to the practice of reading a book to argue his case. He reasons, “In reading a 

book, what I immediately perceive are the letters; but mediately, or by means of these, are 

suggested to my mind the notions of God, virtue, truth, etc. Now, that the letters are truly sensible 

things, or perceived by sense, there is no doubt: but I would know whether you take the things 

suggested by them to be so too.”9 Hylas agrees that it is absurd to think of God or virtue as sensible 

things. Philonous concludes that “sensible things” must therefore necessarily “mean those only 

which can be perceived immediately by sense.” Philonous reasons that if one sees part of the sky red 

and another part of the sky blue that the cause of such difference is not perceived immediately, any 

more than the causes of a variety of sounds, or the cause of something our touch tells us is hot or 

heavy. Consequently, the deducing of causes belongs solely to reason.  

Through Philonous, Berkeley reiterates that “sensible things are those only which are immediately 

perceived by sense.” He reasons from this that the “reality” of sensible things is not itself something 

that can be perceived immediately be sense and, therefore, there is no basis for saying that sensible 

things have any material reality.10 Hylas finds himself cornered into agreeing that “heat and cold are 

only sensations existing in our minds.”11 Philonous now goes in ‘for the kill’, forcing Hylas to concede 

that in the same way all other sensible qualities cannot exist outside the mind. 

Berkeley’s philosophy was a critical response to the implications of Locke’s views, founded on the 

new science. Berkeley agreed with Locke that ideas in the mind are the objects of perception, but 

denied Locke’s distinction between primary qualities (mass, shape, size and motion) and secondary 

qualities (e.g. tastes, colours and temperatures), arguing that primary qualities do not in fact exist in 

objects. Locke maintained that secondary qualities are caused by primary qualities and that these 

primary qualities exist in some form of substance, in matter. In response Berkeley challenged Locke’s 

assumption that there was any substance that had such primary qualities.12 

Berkeley insisted that it is impossible for us to know whether our ideas correctly represent what 

they are supposed to represent and that we are left with no reason to believe they are caused by 

external objects. So it is common sense to relinquish belief in a material substance.13 

Berkeley was a nominalist, believing that only individual objects existed. He rejected “abstract” 

ideas, regarding them as the source of all philosophical perplexity and illusion.14 He contended that 

“we have no idea of house in general or virtue in general or man in general.”15 According to Berkeley 

when we have ideas of houses they are always ideas of particular houses and the same applied to all 

ideas, even our ideas of virtues. Only particular men exist such as Jim or Fernando, but “man” does 

not exist. He likewise eschewed notions such as forces, gravity, and attraction, seeing these as 

unpalatable abstractions. Instead we only have ideas of the behaviour of particular objects. A 

triangle or circle does not exist. It is merely a mental construct or idea we use to symbolise a thing 

with a particular set of features.16 We can see a particular sequence when event B follows A but 

perception of this sequence does not justify the abstract concept of causality, though when our own 

mental activity makes things happen we are then able to perceive particular cases of causality.17 

Consequently, any general abstract terms we might happen to use in language cannot denote 

objects distinct from particulars. 
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So Berkeley’s worldview treats “the pronouncements of science as useful theories rather than 

factual accounts.”18 He contended that neither numbers or equations are ‘real.’ He maintained that 

numbers are mental constructs and an equation such as 2 + 3 = 5 is simply a useful idea.19 The 

concept of absolute space is just a mental construct since “space” does not exist. The idea of space 

helps us to understand the relationship between different “things” we perceive.20 The same applies 

to “time”, “motion” and “distance.” As far as Berkeley was concerned, these are all but mental 

constructs. 

Early modern philosophers believed it was impossible for material bodies to be present in 

immaterial minds. After all, how can a solid, wooden material tree be in a person’s mind? It seemed 

clear to them, therefore, that there must be some intermediate entity that connected the 

immaterial mind to the material tree, namely an idea. The idea represents the material body while 

being present in the mind and arises from some interaction of a person’s sense organ with the 

material entity.21 So in some way through all this a person is able to perceive the material tree.  

But now we enter muddy waters. What is the relationship of ideas to the act of perceiving 

something? Is an idea part of the process of perceiving something or is that which exists apart from 

the act of perception and enables us to perceive something? Berkeley believed the latter. He 

thought that an idea was not only located in the immaterial mind but that it also conveyed to us the 

properties we associate with trees.22 

It is now widely believed that colours are not in bodies, but “are the result of interactions between 

the surface properties of bodies and our sensory organs.”23 The same is thought to be true of smells, 

tastes, and sounds. But if our ideas of colours and sensations are isolated from material reality 

(sense these are not to be found in the bodies themselves), then would it not be intellectually 

consistent to believe that all of our ideas are of the same nature and that, therefore, there is no 

material world at all? Why not believe that everything is in the mind? 

In his scepticism, Descartes had recognised that it is possible to doubt the existence of the material 

world, but reasoned that it is unthinkable to believe that God would be guilty of deceit, which to him 

was the clear implication of such scepticism. 

It is normally assumed that bodies cannot be in minds because they are made of something which is 

incompatible with being in the mind, namely matter. But bodies obviously can exist in the mind if 

they are not material entities. Accordingly, Berkeley believed that “ideas are bodies in the sense that 

a combination of shape, colour, smell, taste and so on is a cake, and another combination is an 

apple.”24 Berkeley’s view is that ordinary objects are only collections of ideas.25 But the world of such 

shapes, colours, smells and tastes is nothing more than perception. The world is nothing but mind. 

Berkeley’s syllogism can be stated like this: 

(1) We perceive ordinary objects (houses, mountains, etc.) 

(2) We perceive only ideas. 

Therefore, 

(3) Ordinary objects are ideas.26 

Berkeley thought of ideas as composed of atoms. But by “atom” Berkeley means a sensory 

minimum. Atoms are indivisible “because they are atoms of sensation; so a limit on their divisibility 

is also a limit on what can be sensed by us.”27 
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Frame wonders how Berkeley can justify his belief in an invisible God, given that he is committed to 

an epistemology limited to sense perception. Berkeley’s attempt to do this is through an idealist 

modification of the cosmological argument. He reasoned that we cannot explain the orderliness, the 

regularity and the predictability of our sense experience in terms of abstract substances and forces. 

He contended that the First Cause must be a mind like ours since mind is the only thing we know 

that has the power to order reality. He further argued that this mind must transcend human minds, 

keeping all the being of ideal reality in place.28  

So Berkeley’s concept of reality is that it consists of only spirits and ideas, composed of only the 

eternal mind of God and our finite minds, with rational communication taking place between them 

via ideas.29 In Berkeley’s system of thought everything is dependent at all times on the will of God. 

So God maintains the communication between spirits enabling them to perceive each other’s 

existence.30 

One of Berkeley’s central tenets is that to exist is to perceive or be perceived. In his view it is a major 

error to assume that there are existing things which neither perceive nor are perceived.31 There are 

two famous limericks which illustrate Berkeley’s view that to exist is to be perceived. Ronald Knox 

penned the following limerick: 

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.’ 

 
The following reply was made: 

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.32 

 
As Bertrand Russell puts it: 

To the objection that… a tree, for instance, would cease to exist if no one was looking at it, 
he replied that God always perceives everything; if there were no God, what we take to be 
material objects would have a jerky life, suddenly leaping into being when we look at them; 
but as it is, owing to God’s perceptions, trees and rocks and stones have an existence as 
continuous as common sense supposes.33 

 
Berkeley is at pains to stress that the things we sense as making up reality are not fictions. He states 
that “it is evident that every vegetable, star, mineral, and in general each part of the mundane 
system, is as much a real being” by his principles as by any other set of principles.34 According to 
Locke, the world we have direct knowledge of, the world we perceive, is only made up of our ideas 
of perception. The real world is a world whose existence we can only infer. No! responds Berkeley. 
The world we perceive is the real world. So he states: 

I do not argue against the existence of any one thing that we can apprehend either by sense 
or reflection. That the things I see with my eyes and touch with my hands do exist, really 
exist, I make not the least question. The only thing whose existence we deny is that which 
Philosophers call Matter or corporeal substance.35 
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I see a book on a stand in front of me and turn its pages with my fingers. These sensations of seeing 
and touching are not the effects of a mystical, unknowable, external thing. I am seeing and touching 
the real object, the book in front of me36, even though it but a collection of ideas. But the things we 
so perceive are simply the contents of “the mind of God.”37  
 
Berkeley’s friend Samuel Johnson maintained that while Berkeley’s views were false it was 
impossible to refute his philosophical stance. It is rumoured that Johnson once kicked a large stone 
and exclaimed, “I refute it thus!” As a result he experienced pain in his foot. But this still did not tell 
him whether the ultimate cause of his sensation of pain was material or merely appeared to be so.38 
 
Where Berkeley differs from Locke is that instead of treating the real object as an unknown cause of 
the perceived ideas, he regards it as constituted by those ideas. It is natural for people to “think that 
Berkeley is right when he maintains that it is meaningless to assume that our perceptions as a cause 
should have an object which did not possess any sense quality whatsoever.”  
 
The most obvious objection to Berkeley’s idealism is that it treats real things as not being different 
from imaginary things. Further, it may be asked what purpose is served by the intricate organisation 
of plants or of animal bodies.39 Berkeley was skilful in responding to these and other objections, in 
both of the cases just mentioned his responses involved an appeal to the regularity and coherence 
of the laws of nature.40 Indeed, Berkeley’s insistence that our ideas are not subject to our whims but 
typically change in lawlike ways does much to deliver him from the charge of subjectivism.41 
Berkeley illustrates well the extreme limitations reason faces in trying to make sense of ultimate 
reality. Berkeley’s worldview is absurd and it is wrong, but it is difficult if not impossible to 
demonstrate this, at least in any conclusive manner, through reason alone. 
 
Russell attacks Berkeley’s assumption as to what he thought he was achieving by his arguments: “He 
thinks he is proving that all reality is mental; what he is proving is that we perceive qualities, not 
things, and that qualities are relative to the percipient.”42 Russell also observes his reliance on “the 
received view that everything must be either material or mental, and that nothing is both.”43 Indeed, 
Russell argues,  

….a mind and a piece of matter are, each of them, a group of events. There is no reason why 
every event should belong to a group of one kind or the other, and there is no reason why 
some events should not belong to both groups; therefore some events may be neither 
mental nor material, and other events may be both. As to this, only detailed empirical 
considerations can decide.44 

 
Berkeley’s philosophy is vulnerable when we expose some of the fundamental assumptions that 
undergird it. So Bradlaugh comments: 

The weakness of Berkeley's system as a mere question of logic is, that while he requires the 
most rigorous demonstration of the existence of what he defines as matter, he assumes an 
eternal spirit with various attributes, and also creates spirits of various sorts. He creates the 
states of mind resulting from the sensation of surrounding phenomena into ideas, existing 
independent of the ego, when in truth, man's ideas are not in addition to man's mind; but 
the aggregate of sensative ability, and the result of its exercise is the mind, just as the 
aggregate of functional ability and activity is life. The foundation of Berkeley's faith in the 
invisible "eternal spirit" in angels as "created spirits," is difficult to discover, when you 
accept his argument for the rejection of visible phenomena. He in truth should have rejected 
everything save his own mind, for the mental processes are clearly not always reliable. In 
dreams, in delirium, in insanity, in temporary disease of particular nerves of sensation, in 
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some phases of magnetic influence, the ideas which Berkeley sustains so forcibly are 
admittedly delusions.45 

 
In 17th century Europe materialistic philosophies threatened to treat God and spiritual realities as 
non-entities. For Berkeley completely side-stepped biblical revelation in launching his own attack on 
materialism46 and promoting his extreme version of idealism – a view completely incompatible with 
biblical thought. As Frame observes: “there is no place for an authoritative word from God in 
Berkeley’s theory of knowledge.” Rather, like many other philosophers, he tragically attempted to 
understand by means of his own autonomous reason, introspection and sensation.47 In 
consequence, as Bradlaugh rightly observes, Berkeley actually contributed to the growth of sceptical 
thought and did the very opposite of providing a solid foundation for trust in biblical revelation.48 
Significantly, David Hume eloquently expressed the complete inconclusiveness of Berkeley’s 
philosophy: 

Most of the writings of that very ingenious philosopher form the best lessons of scepticism 
which are to be found, either among the ancient or modern philosophers, Bayle not 
excepted. He professes, however, in his title page (and undoubtedly with great truth) to 
have composed his book against the sceptics, as well as against the Atheists and 
Freethinkers. But that all his arguments, though otherwise intended, are in reality merely 
sceptical, appears from this, that they admit of no answer, and produce no conviction.” 49 

 
Berkeley’s assumptions concerning spirits or minds show themselves to be seriously limited and 
distorted when compared with clear biblical teaching. So Colley observes: 

Scripture teaches that humans have ideas about matter that are produced by beings other 
than God. What of occasions when malevolent spirits manipulated what appeared to be 
matter (e.g., Matthew 9:32-33; 12:22; 15:22-28; 17:14-18, etc.)? When an unclean spirit 
caused a man to cut himself, break his chains, and live in the mountains, his ideas of matter 
were not presented directly to him by God. How are we, on Berkeley’s account, to explain 
circumstances such as these? Also, what are we to make of sins of the flesh, so emphatically 
decried by the New Testament writers, if there is only the idea of flesh (e.g., 2 Corinthians 
7:1; Galatians 5:16, 19-21; Jude 8), but not real flesh?50 

 
Notwithstanding his Christian profession, there is no evidence in his writings that Berkeley accepted 
the Bible as his ultimate authority and sought to derive from biblical revelation the truths and 
principles upon which he found his worldview. Of course, he did retrospectively try to deal with the 
objections Christians might raise against his position on biblical grounds. He attempted to 
accommodate biblical language to his own predetermined philosophical position. Here is what he 
says: 

82. Some there are who think that, though the arguments for the real existence of bodies 
which are drawn from Reason be allowed not to amount for demonstration, yet the Holy 
Scriptures are so clear in the point as will sufficiently convince every good Christian that 
bodies do really exist, and are something more than mere ideas; there being in Holy Writ 
innumerable facts related which evidently suppose the reality of timber and stone, 
mountains and rivers, and cities, and human bodies. To which I answer that no sort of 
writings whatever, sacred or profane, which use those and the like words in the vulgar 
acceptation, or so as to have a meaning in them, are in danger of having their truth called in 
question by our doctrine. That all those things do really exist, that there are bodies, even 
corporeal substances, when taken in the vulgar sense, has been shewn to be agreeable to 
our Principles: and the difference betwixt things and ideas, realities and chimeras, has been 
distinctly explained. And I do not think that either what philosophers call Matter, or the 
existence of objects without the mind, is anywhere mentioned in Scripture.51 
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In keeping with Berkeley’s stress on sense experience it is notable that John’s first epistle 
commences as follows: 

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our 
eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched – this we proclaim concerning 
the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim the 
eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us (1 John 1:1-2). 

 
Yes, we know how Berkeley would respond, given the citation above. But this is a serious matter for 
it is plain that 1 John was at least partially written against a heresy that denied Jesus had come in the 
flesh, which we now dub Docetism. So in Chapter 4 we read: 

Dear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from 
God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you can 
recognize the Spirit of God: Every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has come in the 
flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not from God. This is 
the spirit of the antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now is already in the 
world (verses 1-3). 

 
This text is particularly pertinent given Berkeley’s stress on spirits and his belief that his own system 
of thought is informed by the contents of the mind of God. John calls upon us to ‘test the spirits’ and 
there is little doubt that he would not regard Berkeley’s philosophical stance as one that indicates 
the leading of the Spirit of God. Whatever Berkeley might have thought to the contrary, John was 
not saying that ‘Jesus coming in the flesh’ is a collection of ideas and, indeed, by failing to do justice 
to the material and substantial nature of the incarnation Berkeley is perpetuating the Docetic error, 
albeit in a highly sophisticated manner. It is absolutely foundational to the Christian worldview to 
confess that “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14) and it is 
revelation, not reason, (though certainly not reason-denying revelation) that must shape our 
thinking and not the other way round. 
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