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Prompt #2:
Berkeley Disputes Descartes' Argument of the Existence of God

Is there a god?  Is there something more infinite and powerful?  Those are questions that many people, especially philosophers have argued about throughout history and now in present times.  Rene Descartes approached this timeless question in his book “Meditations on First Philosophy.”  Many philosophers have approached this issue, using different logical arguments and methods.  Descartes’ argument is one of the stronger arguments for the existence of God, but some philosophers like George Berkeley may disagree with certain premises that Descartes used to arrive at his conclusion.


In order to logically argue the existence of a God or a Supreme Being, Descartes structures his argument by beginning with the fact that he has an idea of a perfect being.  He says that in every cause, there must be at least as much reality in it, as there is in the effect.  He then adds the fact that he is not a perfect being.  Given the fact that he is imperfect, he is not responsible for his idea of a perfect being.  Based upon these premises, he concludes that the cause of his idea of a perfect being, given that there must be as much reality in the cause as there is in the effect, which is his idea of a perfect being, which idea must be caused by a perfect being which does indeed exist.  This is one of Descartes' strongest arguments for the existence of a god.


Due to the fact that many philosophers have argued regarding this issue of the existence of a supreme being, there are many critical arguments against the premises used by Descartes to arrive at his conclusion that there does indeed exist a god.  George Berkeley also argued for the existence of a god, but would disagree with Descartes on the premises of the argument that he used to conclude that God exists.


Berkeley believes that “sensible things cannot exist otherwise than in mind or spirit”  (Berkeley 46).  It is sensible to believe that an imperfect being can conceive of a perfect and infinite being.  It is also sensible to have an idea of a perfect being, which according to Berkeley, exist on in the mind.  Sensible things have no real existence and do not depend on his thought.  Because of this, he states that they have an “existence distinct from being perceived by [him]” (Berkeley 46).  Berkeley would argue that the 4th premise is illogical and false because the idea that he is imperfect and cannot be responsible for his idea of perfection, would be incorrect because these ideas exist independent and distinct of being perceived by him.  In nature, all things are imperfect, but an imperfect being can identify those imperfections.  If they have the ability to identify the imperfections, they would have the ability to imagine a being without those imperfections, making that being perfect.  That does not prove that there must be a perfect and finite being due to the fact that something that is imperfect can conceive of something that is better, a perfect being.

Berkeley might also argue against Descartes' 2nd premise which states that in every cause, there must be at least as much reality in it, as there is in the effect.  Assuming that one can be aware of his state of imperfect being, would it not be safe to then say that due to his awareness of his imperfetions, does he not then have a sense of what is perfect and what is not perfect?  Can one truly have a complete understanding of something, without understanding its opposite?  An idea of a perfect mind contains no more reality than the awareness of one's own imperfect state.

The big question regarding the 2nd premise is; which is the cause and which is the effect?  Using the this premise in the manner which Descartes used it, he would lead one to assume that the idea of a perfect being is the cause and the effect would then be the imperfect being.


It can be argued that neither is the cause of the other, and neither is the effect of the other.  They both may contain as much reality as the each other.  Therefore, the second premise leading to Descartes' conclusion would be false and illogically lead to the conclusion given, causing the argument to be an invalid argument.


Although both philosophers agree with the conclusion that an infinite being does exist, their arguments would differ greatly, Berkeley would disagree with Descartes’ premises due to difference in their philosophical beliefs on thoughts, ideas and the source of where the ideas come from.  Who is right?  Who is wrong?  This is an argument that has tempted many to challenge it, but continues to be a timeless argument.
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