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Abstract of On Some Ancient and Medieval Roots of George Berkeley's Thought, a 
thesis submitted by Costica Bradatan for the degree of Ph.D. in Philosophy, 

University of Durham, 2003 

This thesis proposes a consideration of Berkeley's thought from the standpoint of its 

roots, rather than (which is the prevalent perspective in today's Berkeley scholarship) 

from the point of view of the developments that this thought has brought about in modern 

philosophy. Chapter One deals with a number of specific introductory issues, and then 

delineates a theoretical context within which my own approach wi l l reveal its scholarly 

significance. In Chapter Two I advance the idea that there is in Berkeley's early writings 

an entire network of Platonic features, attitudes, and mind sets, prefiguring his 

speculative and openly Platonic writing Siris. Chapter Three is a systematic attempt at 

considering Berkeley's immaterialist philosophy in close connection to the topic of liber 

mundi, with the twofold objective of pointing out those of the medieval implications of 

the topic that Berkeley preserved, and the "novelties" he brought forth in his use of the 

topic. The central idea around which Chapter Four is clustered is that, in Siris, Berkeley 

comes to make use of one of the most ancient "spiritual techniques": alchemy. Berkeley's 

arguments and notions in Siris wi l l be discussed by constant reference to alchemic 

notions, writings and authors. Chapter Five is an attempt at considering Berkeley's 

thought from the standpoint of the Christian apologetic tradition, and its objective is to 

show that one of the roots of Berkeley's thought could be found precisely in this tradition. 

In Chapter Six I wi l l show that even when designing such a practical project as the 

"Bermuda scheme" Berkeley was under the modeling influence of the past. More 

precisely, the chapter purports to offer a discussion of Berkeley's "Bermuda scheme" in 

light of the Western representations of the "happy islands", "earthly paradise", 

"eschaton". The last chapter (Chapter Seven) purports to undertake a comparative 

analysis of some of the ideas professed by medieval Catharism, and George Berkeley's 

denial of the existence of matter. The central notion around which my comparative 

approach is articulated is the idea that, in both cases, matter is regarded as the source of 

evil. What I w i l l try to show is that Berkeley's attitudes to the material world echoed 

certain Cathar theological anxieties and patterns of thought. 
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Chapter One: 

Introduction 

This introductory chapter has a twofold aim. In the first place, I wi l l deal with a number 

of specific introductory issues: what are the primary objectives to be attained through this 

work, why these particular objectives rather than any others, what are the main guidelines 

and principles on which my approach is based, how is this work related to the existing 

scholarship, and what precisely a reader should not expect from this work. This wi l l be 

done in the first part of the chapter (1.1.). In the second place, in light of the fact that this 

thesis purports to be, above all, a study in the history of philosophy, I wi l l advance some 

general considerations about the nature and significance of the historical research, the role 

that the past plays in the configuration of present states of affairs, and about the 

philosophical significance of the study of the past. Finally, the philosophical past wi l l be 

specifically considered, along with a number of issues in the history of philosophy. These 

rather general considerations are intended as an attempt at delineating a theoretical 

context within which, it is hoped, my own approach wi l l reveal its scholarly significance. 

A l l these w i l l make the object of the second part (1.2.). 

1.1. The objective, character, and structure of the present work 

1.1.1. The Objective 

The ultimate objective of this dissertation is to propose a new way of looking at George 

Berkeley's philosophy. More precisely, to propose a consideration of Berkeley's thought 
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from the standpoint of its roots, rather than from the point of view of the various 

developments that this thought has brought about in the sphere of modern philosophy. In 

other words, I propose a consideration of Berkeley's philosophy from the perspective of 

its past, rather than from that of its future. The most interesting thing about such a shift of 

perspective is the fact that what we see when we look at George Berkeley from the 

perspective of his past is strikingly different from what we see when we consider him 

from the perspective of his future, which is to say, from the perspective of our own time. 

It is as i f there were two Berkeley's, separated from each other. 

A characteristic trait of today's mainstream (analytically-minded) Berkeley 

scholarship is its tendency to single out from the whole of Berkeley's thought only those 

features, topics, problems, questions that seem to have a certain importance for today's 

philosophical debates. There is a certain inclination to consider Berkeley interesting only 

insofar as he has something relevant to say about the problems we are concerned with, 

and only as long as he is able to solve what we consider as significant philosophical 

problems. (Of course, this is the case not only with Berkeley.) As a result, a certain 

selection operates throughout the exegesis, teaching — and, by way of consequence, 

common reception — of Berkeley's philosophy: from the huge variety of arguments, 

topics, problems, and ideas one might come across when reading Berkeley's writings, 

only some of them are, on the criterion of their usefulness for the contemporary 

philosophical debates, taken seriously and given the "right" of being really 

"philosophical". Accordingly, in today's mainstream scholarship, Berkeley seems to be 

considered an "important philosopher" because of, among others, his anticipation of the 

"linguistic turn" in philosophy (hence, his significant contribution to the advancement of 

analytic philosophy), his contribution to the development of the Empiricist tradition, his 

"linguistic" approach to problems of traditional metaphysics, his anticipation of 

pragmatism as a philosophical position, his contributions in philosophy of mathematics, 

philosophy of science, economics, even twentieth century physics', and so on. Hardly wi l l 

one find today a monograph dedicated to George Berkeley without encountering in it a 

great deal of discussion about Berkeley's doctrines of vision, perception, abstraction, 

meaning, existence, realism, other minds, distinction between primary and secondary 
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qualities, intentionality, causality, common-sense, etc. These are indeed topics about 

which Berkeley certainly had something significant to say, and they are popular in today's 

philosophical debates, too. Needless to say, the fact that Berkeley could still be found 

useful from the point of view of the various contemporary philosophical concerns, and 

that he can still offer answers to our own philosophical interrogations, testifies to his 

greatness as a philosopher, and to the sharpness of his thinking. As a consequence, those 

mainstream Berkeley scholars (most of them of analytic orientation) who, whether 

knowingly or unknowingly, make the linkage between Berkeley's writings and our own 

philosophical concerns — looking in Berkeley for solutions to our problems — have 

merits difficult to over-estimate. Of course, contemporary philosophy must take over, re

interpret and make use of arguments borrowed from the past philosophers (Berkeley's 

arguments included) for its own purposes: this has always been the case, and this is the 

way in which philosophy, and knowledge in general, advances. I f there is already a body 

of knowledge available, it would be absurd to simply ignore it and start everything anew. 

There is absolutely nothing wrong with a critical attitude to what has been said in the 

past. My only observation is that this thing must be done in full awareness of the 

situation: that is, with the understanding that, when doing so, we do not do historical 

work, but simply deal with our own (present) problems. 

Nevertheless, my present thesis is not necessarily intended as a criticism of what 

the mainstream (analytic) Berkeley scholars have done. Its only intention is to do justice 

to the historical truth, as far as this is possible, by pointing to the existence of another 

Berkeley, as it were, one in general unaccounted for by the mainstream analytic 

scholarship. The idea of the present work has been born out of precisely the realisation 

that today's mainstream Berkeley scholarship, valuable as it is, does not deal with the 

entire Berkeley (and, which is worse, in most of the cases it does not even acknowledge 

that it has to do so), but only with certain segments of his philosophy, namely with those 

that, in some way or other, prove to be useful in our debates, and interesting from the 

standpoint of our current concerns. As I wi l l show in the following chapters, there are in 

Berkeley a number of important topics, notions and concerns, that are not dealt with — 

sometimes, not even mentioned en passant — in today's mainstream Berkeley 
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scholarship. In other words, this scholarship does not seem interested in taking aboard the 

entire intellectual universe that is Berkeley's philosophy, and sometimes it happens that 

Berkeley scholars even seem embarrassed when coming, in some of Berkeley's writings, 

across issues totally out of fashion: alchemy, the search for the Elixir Vitae, the search for 

the "earthly paradise", Utopia, philosophy as apologetics, philosophy as palimpsest, liber 

mundi, Platonism, Cathar-like attitudes to the material world, and so on. These topics are 

not in general present in our current philosophical debates, but — as I wi l l try to show — 

they are massively present in Berkeley, and i f one hopes to know "things as they are", 

one cannot simply pass over the existence of such topics in Berkeley's thought. There 

must be a sense in which dealing with a past figure goes beyond what that figure might 

have to say about our present philosophical concerns, a sense in which a past figure, 

event, or system of thought, must also be studied for their own sake, and not only for 

ours. (But more about this wi l l be said in the second part of this chapter.) 

Of course, this is not the case with the entire Berkeley scholarship. For there are 

also excellent monographs dedicated to George Berkeley's historical background, 

predecessors and past influences, there are studies trying to place him within a broader 

historical context and to relate him to the past. A. A Luce, T. E. Jessop, Charles 

McCracken, Ian Tipton, David Berman, Harry Bracken, Stephen Clark, Stephen Daniel, 

to give only very few examples, have published over the years excellent scholarly studies, 

in which Berkeley's philosophy is approached with a sense of awareness of its historical 

roots, and its predecessors. The numerous references that I make to their writings 

throughout this thesis testify to my indebtedness to these authors. 

The character of novelty of the present research comes, I suggest, from its plan to 

systematically look at George Berkeley from the perspective of his intellectual ancestors, 

rather than from that of his "descendants" (which is commonly the case with the 

mainstream scholarship), from its constant focusing on a number of traditional roots of 

Berkeley's thought, some of which have never been previously considered ("earthly 

paradise", utopianism, Cathar-like attitudes), while others have been only briefly 

discussed {liber mundi, philosophy as palimpsest), as well as from the accompanying 

attempt at placing Berkeley's thinking within a much broader framework of 
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spiritual/religious traditions, perennial patterns of thought and bold Utopian projects. It is 

hoped that, as a result of these endeavours, a more complete and more faithful image of 

George Berkeley's philosophy, and of his place in the history of European thought, wi l l 

be proposed. 

1.1.2. The Character 

The first thing I should emphasise at this stage is that it is not my intention in this thesis 

to undertake a critical analysis of Berkeley's philosophical theories, arguments and 

concepts. In other words, what I am concerned here with is not whether Berkeley is right 

on such and such a point, nor whether his arguments are good ones, and his theories 

empirically justified. Precisely because there are already plenty of excellent works dealing 

analytically with Berkeley's arguments and theories2, I have chosen to take in this 

research an approach significantly different from the current (analytical) ones. 

I would very briefly characterise my approach as being: 

a) history of ideas-based. The roots of Berkeley's thought that this thesis seeks to 

explore are traditional topics, or clusters of topics, whose individual "stories" are 

narrated, and whose genealogies are followed in some detail, before discussing the way in 

which Berkeley incorporated them into the texture of his own philosophy. And it is 

precisely this genealogical approach to the roots of Berkeley's thought that plays an 

important part in the present research. This is why a good part of it might well be seen as 

a study in the history of ideas. 

b) comparative. Berkeley's philosophy is constantly "confronted" in this thesis 

with various other systems of thought, modes of thinking and worldviews. In an attempt 

to discover who are his intellectual ancestors, I wi l l constantly look at Berkeley's 

philosophy as i f it were a voice within a larger conversation. 

c) interdisciplinary. Apart from the specific fields of the history of philosophy and 

history of ideas, which are the two main areas into which this research is to be articulated, 

there wi l l also be frequent "journeys" into issues and topics belonging to other humanistic 
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fields: history of religions, religious studies, literary history, comparative literature, 

symbolic geography, Utopian studies. 

In terms of writing procedures and techniques, the present research constantly 

makes use of extensive quotations from Berkeley's works, as well as from various other 

authors to whom he is being related and compared with throughout the thesis. What lies 

behind this particular technique is my belief that, in some way or other, even Berkeley's 

stylistic inclinations and literary preferences might betray certain affinities with those 

authors, traditions and modes of thought into which, as I try to show, the substance of his 

philosophy was rooted. 

Finally, given the obvious necessity of focusing this research only on a limited 

number of topics and areas of study, I have been forced to leave aside, with some 

exceptions, George Berkeley's significant contributions to the field of: ethics, politics, 

economics, philosophy of mathematics, philosophy of science. The discussion of these 

contributions in this dissertation, important and interesting as they are, would have made 

it unreasonably lengthy, and consequently weakened the argument it proposes. 

1.1.3. The Structure 

The structure of this dissertation derives to some extent from the character of the 

approach it undertakes: each of its chapters explores historically a certain topic — or 

cluster of topics — and then seeks to determine the precise role that particular topic plays 

within Berkeley's thinking. 

After this introductory chapter, I wi l l try to advance, in Chapter Two, the idea that 

there is in Berkeley's early writings an entire network of Platonic features, attitudes, and 

mind sets, and that however allusive or ambiguous these Platonic elements might seem, 

they constitute a coherent whole, playing an important role in shaping the essence of 

Berkeley's thought. In other words, I suggest that, given some of the ideas contained in 

his early works, it was in a way unavoidable for Berkeley, in virtue of the inner logic of 

8 



the development of his thought, to arrive at such an openly Platonic and speculative 

writing as Siris. 

Following on from the chapter dealing with Berkeley's Platonism, Chapter Three 

is a systematic attempt at considering Berkeley's immaterialist philosophy in close 

connection to the topic of the Book of the World (liber mundi), with the twofold 

objective o f pointing out, on the one hand, those of the medieval implications of the topic 

that Berkeley preserved in his philosophy, and, on the other hand, the "novelties", or at 

least some of the major changes, he brought forth in his use of the topic. 

The central idea around which Chapter Four is clustered is that, in his Siris, 

Berkeley comes to employ and make extensive use of the alchemic tradition. Berkeley's 

arguments and notions in Siris wil l be discussed by constant reference to alchemic 

notions, writings and authors. It is the objective of this chapter to show that, apart from its 

being under the strong influence of the Platonic tradition Berkeley's thought, as it appears 

in Siris, seems to have been also marked by some intellectual inclinations, spiritual 

concerns, and mind-sets characterizing the alchemic tradition. 

Chapter Five is an attempt at considering Berkeley's thought from the standpoint 

of the Christian apologetic tradition, and its objective is to show that one of the roots of 

Berkeley's thought could be found precisely in this tradition. This chapter deals mainly 

with Alciphron as an apologetic writing, in an attempt to place this book in the tradition 

of Christian apologetics. Also, it discusses some of the rhetorical tools employed by 

Berkeley against free-thinkers, and the pragmatism of Berkeley's apologetics: that is, the 

beneficial practical effects that the adoption of an active Christian attitude might have 

upon people's morality and social life are seen as an argument for the Christian faith. 

In Chapter Six I wi l l show that not only his philosophy was rooted in some 

ancient or medieval traditions of thought, but also even when designing such a practical 

project as the "Bermuda scheme" Berkeley was, in a serious way, under the modeling 

influence of the past. More precisely, the chapter purports to offer a discussion of 

Berkeley's project to build a theology college in the Islands of Bermuda in light of some 

traditions and patterns of thought governing the Western representations of the "happy 

islands", "earthly paradise", "eschaton". I wi l l also point to a certain symbolic 
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relationship that might be established between the substance of Berkeley's immaterialist 

philosophy and the Utopian character of his "Bermuda project". 

Finally, the last chapter (Chapter Seven) undertakes a comparative analysis of 

some of the ideas professed by the medieval Dualistic heresies (Catharism in particular), 

and George Berkeley's denial of the existence of matter. The central notion around which 

my comparative approach is articulated is the idea that, in both cases, matter is regarded 

as the source of evil. What I wi l l try to show is that Berkeley's attitudes to the material 

world echoed certain Cathar theological anxieties and patterns of thought. 

1.2. Dealing with the (philosophical) past 

1.2.1. The past and our knowledge of it 

One of the main suppositions on which my present research is based is that there is 

something called "the past", something objective, exterior to us, and different in several 

ways from ourselves, and from our personal perspectives and interests. As such, i f this is 

granted, the historical scholars — as truth-seekers — must be guided in their enterprises 

by the principle that what they should be focused on is precisely this objective reality 

called "the past", their mission being to try to offer the best possible description o f it, 

leaving aside, for the time being, the various ways in which their historical knowledge 

might be used by other people, for purposes alien to the historical scholarship. My point 

here is that, even i f such things as "historical truth" and "historical certainty" are 

sometimes extremely difficult to attain, this is not at all a reason for ceasing to pursue 

them. 

Nevertheless, this is not the only way of seeing the nature and role of dealing with 

the past. There is another position, one according to which knowledge of the past cannot, 

and should not, be pursued for the past's sake, but for satisfying our own current 
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intellectual needs and pragmatic interests. I f the results of a particular historical research 

cannot be translated into something interesting /or us, then we do not have any reason to 

further pursue that research. In other words, there is no such a thing as gratuitous 

historical research. What this position upholds has been expressed, analogically, as 

follows: 

The anthropologist is not doing his job i f he merely offers to teach us how 
to bicker with his favourite tribe, how to be initiated into their rituals, etc. 
What we want to be told is whether that tribe has anything interesting to 
tell us — interesting by our lights, answering to our concerns, informative 
about what we know to exist. Any anthropologist who rejected this 
assignment on the grounds that filtering and paraphrase would distort and 
betray the integrity of the tribe's culture would no longer be an 
anthropologist, but a sort of occultist. He is, after all, working for us, not 
for them. (Rorty, Schneewind, & Skinner 1984: 6-7) 

As such, history is seen as being the business of the present, whose pursuit must result in 

our better dealing with the present — and future — states of affairs. Historical research is 

of course to be encouraged because it supplies us with excellent means through which we 

can be more successful in our various undertakings. For example, we appeal to historical 

arguments for supporting our current positions and undermining our rivals' positions. 

According to such a line of thought, this is the case with every field in which knowledge 

of the past might play a certain part. In philosophy, for example, the various "versions" of 

the philosophical past might be used as arguments for various contemporary 

philosophical positions. Each "historian of philosophy is working for an 'us' which 

consists, primarily, of those who see the contemporary philosophical scene as he does. So 

each wi l l treat in a 'witchcraft' manner what another wi l l treat as the antecedents of 

something real and important in contemporary philosophy." {Ibid.: 7) As such, the past 

"in i tself , the past as it really is, does not concern anyone anymore. The true importance 

of the past actually lies in its flexibility and wonderful capacity of supplying us with the 

various arguments we need for our current purposes. 

Pushed at its limits, this position comes to assert that the idea of "the truth about 

the past, uncontaminated by present perspectives or concerns" is "like the idea of 'real 

essence, uncontaminated by the preconceptions and concerns built into any human 
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language." It is a romantic ideal of purity which has no relation to any actual enquiry 

which human beings have undertaken or cou Id undertake." {Ibid.: 8) 3 As a result, history 

becomes instrumental, and does not have an epistemic value per se: it acquires a certain 

(pragmatic) value only when the arguments it provides are successfully employed by 

others, in other fields. 

The problem with this position comes, I suggest, from a certain confusion it seems 

to make between the actual conditions under which such and such historical researches 

take place, on the one hand, and the principles guiding any historical research, on the 

other hand. It is true, it happens that the research is, to various degrees, "contaminated", 

or "impurified", by the researcher (that is, by his personal and cultural background, by his 

particular "prejudices", idiosyncrasies and minds-sets, etc.), but that research would be 

utterly impossible as a serious intellectual enterprise i f the researcher would start his work 

with the conviction that there is no such thing as "historical truth", and that the past is not 

"out there", but it is ultimately the result of some human invention. In other words, a 

serious historical research cannot be done in the absence of an ideal of truthfulness. We 

have of course personal inclinations and preferences, certain perspectives and affinities, 

but this does not necessarily mean that we wil l eternally remain, in Maclntyre's words, 

"prisoners of the present in our ostensible renderings of the past" (Maclntyre 1982: 33). 

There are ways of freeing ourselves from the prison of the present, and our sheer 

awareness of the fact that the past objectively exists is certainly one of them. Needless to 

say, the historian knows that some results of his work might be interpreted and "used" for 

a better dealing with present states of affairs, but this does not prevent him from 

performing the specific tasks that his profession requires him to do. To use the same 

analogy with the anthropologist, the "anthropologist wants to know how primitives talk to 

fellow-primitives as well as how they react to instructions from missionaries. For this 

purpose he tries to get inside their heads, and to think in terms which he would never 

dream of employing at home." (Rorty 1984: 50) Even i f the historian realizes that, say, 

such and such ancient beliefs he studies are wrong ("wrong", of course, by standards 

current in the world from which he comes), this realization should not change his attitude 

to them 4. It is not his mission as an historian to assess the truth value of those beliefs, nor 
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to express his personal views on them, but only to unearth them, place them in the 

appropriate context (thus making them intelligible), describe the role that those beliefs 

played within that particular context, and so on. And — it might be further observed — 

the less he lets his personal proclivities and idiosyncrasies interfere with his work the 

better historian he is. 

It seems to me that, above all, it is a matter of "intellectual honesty", to say the 

least, not to try to interfere with the past, and "change" it for one's purposes. Properly 

speaking, the past does not, and cannot, belong to us: it is a reality outside us, much 

greater and "older" than ourselves. The best thing we can do about the past is to simply 

take it as such, and, as far as we can, try to understand it. And understanding the past 

means acknowledging its character of otherness. We always have to establish certain 

relationships with this otherness, but this fact does not make it ours. Ultimately, I suppose 

that we must have to the past a, so to speak, "ecological" attitude: we do not have any 

right to "use" the past, the less so to "abuse" it. 

The alternative to this "ecological" attitude to the past is what we encounter, in its 

extreme version, in Orwell's Nineteen Eighty-Four, the permanent re-writing of the past 

in the (changing) interests of the present. With supreme literary talent, Orwell grasps the 

entire absurdity of the situation, and shows how (just like in that old joke, once very 

popular in Eastern Europe) it is not the future that is impossible to predict, but the past: 

Day by day and almost minute by minute the past was brought up to date. 
In this way every prediction made by the Party could be shown by 
documentary evidence to have been correct [ . . . ] A l l history was a 
palimpsest, scraped clean and re-inscribed exactly as often as was 
necessary. [ . . . ] Books, also, were recalled and re-written again and again, 
and were invariably re-issued without any admission that any alteration 
had been made. (Orwell 1987: 42-3) 5 

1.2.2. Philosophy and the history of philosophy 

This tendency to "correct" the past, and to "adapt" it to the various needs of the present is 

manifest in the field of philosophy, too. The fact has been noticed with concern by 
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numerous philosophers, historians of philosophy and intellectual historians, and it is seen 

as having given birth to a certain crisis in today's philosophical world. 

As a result of this tendency in philosophy, the great philosophers of the past are 

commonly considered philosophers only insofar as they seem to "understand" and are 

able to answer our own questions: "Past authors may be read, but they are treated as i f 

they were contemporaries. They earn a right to enter the dialogue because they happen to 

offer good formulations of one or another position which is worthy of a hearing. They are 

not explored as origins, but as atemporal resources." (Charles 1984: 17) We return to the 

great dead to take from them what we need in order to successfully deal with our 

problems, without paying in general attention to what they are like aside from their being 

useful to us. We "use" them and, as Alasdair Maclntyre ironically puts it, they even must 

be proud for having been helpful to us in this way: "we shall admit the philosophers of 

the past to our debates only in our own terms, and i f that involves historical distortion, so 

much perhaps the better. We shall have paid the past the compliment of supposing it to be 

as philosophically acute as we are." (Maclntyre 1982: 39) 

According to a widespread opinion 6, this situation has been triggered by the 

dramatic process of re-definition of philosophy, and of the "genuinely philosophical 

problems", that has been undertaken by the analytic philosophy during the last one 

hundred years or so. Rorty et al describe how the new definition of philosophy has had as 

a result the emergence of a division of the entire philosophical past into two main 

categories7. Attacking the analytic philosophers' tendency to consider themselves "the 

first to have understood what philosophy is, what questions are the genuinely 

philosophical ones"8, Rorty et al relate how this self-representation of the analytical 

philosophers resulted in an attempt 

to tease out the "genuinely philosophical elements" in the work of past 
figures, putting aside as irrelevant their "religious" or "scientific" or 
"literary" or "political" or "ideological" concerns. [ . . . ] This... has the 
result of dividing up past-philosophers into those who anticipated the 
questions asked by contemporary analytic philosophers and those who 
held back the maturity of philosophy by diverting attention to other 
questions. Such an attitude produces a history of philosophy which 
eschews continuous narrative, but is more like a collection of anecdotes — 

14 



anecdotes about people who stumbled upon the "real" philosophical 
questions but did not realise what they had discovered. (Rorty, 
Schneewind, & Skinner 1984: 11) 

Strictly speaking, even i f references are made in their writings to past philosophers, the 

analytic philosophers do not, according to Rorty et al, have a genuinely historic interest in 

studying the past, but they simply make use of various philosophical arguments of the 

past, taking them out of context, and depriving them of any historical specificity. As 

Rorty et al ironically say, "stories about people who almost stumbled upon what we now 

know to be philosophy are like stories about people who would have discovered America 

i f they had just sailed a little further. A collection of such stories cannot be a history of 

anything." (Ibid.: 12) Thus, it could be said that, according to the analytical (re-)defmition 

of philosophy, the problems with which the past philosophers have been concerned are 

either "genuinely philosophical problems", and in this case they do not have anything to 

do with history, or simply pseudo-problems, in which case they do not have anything to 

do with (analytical) philosophy.9 

The programmatic tendency — the big ambition, actually — of the analytical 

philosophy to "solve problems", and to focus upon things "as they are in themselves", has 

gradually determined the rise, among its supporters, of a certain impatience with what 

appear as uselessly sophisticated "stories" that have been woven over the centuries 

around the "genuinely philosophical problems". Hence a certain dismissive attitude on 

their side towards history of philosophy and any historically-centred philosophies. It is 

this attitude among many analytic philosophers that makes Richard Popkin talk about "a 

very strong tendency among philosophers, especially those of our century, to reject any 

historical study of the subject, to reject any historical interpretation, and to reject the 

historians of philosophy as part of the philosophical enterprise." (Popkin 1992: 325) 1 0 

The lack of a more serious interest in historical issues is certainly one of the 

causes of the criticisms that analytic philosophy has had to face over the last decades. 

This is seen as lacking in historical self-awareness, and even driven by an unreasonable 

"arrogance". On the other hand, the fact that problems with which some great 

philosophers of the past were concerned, but considered pseudo-problems from the 

analytic perspective, are still debated today in various circles — philosophical or not — is 
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taken as a sign of the failure of the analytic project. Rorty et al, for example, decries that 

fact that 

analytic philosophers have tried to think of themselves as the culminating 
development of a natural kind of human activity ("philosophical activity"), 
rather than simply as participants in a brilliant new intellectual initiative. 
This attempt has had bad effects... on philosophy itself. For the 
disciplinary matrix of analytic philosophy has made it increasingly 
difficult for those within it to recognize that questions once asked by great 
dead philosophers are still being asked by contemporaries — 
contemporaries who count neither as "philosophers" nor as "scientists". 
(Rorty, Schneewind, & Skinner 1984: 13)" 

It seems to me that the analytic philosopher's dismissal of the history of philosophy — 

and of any historically-minded philosophy — as dealing with "stories" about things, and 

not with "things are they are" (which, for him, is the real job of a philosopher) betrays a 

certain misunderstanding on his side. For what concerns the historian of philosophy is not 

a futile thing at all, but something very serious: just like the analytic philosopher, the 

historian o f philosophy deals with things as they are, which is for him: the past. The 

historian's job is not simply "story-telling", he does not seek to "tell stories" for their own 

sake, or look for entertaining "anecdotes", but his object of research is the historical 

truth, and those "stories" he "tells" are the particular modality through which this truth 

reveals itself. 

Finally, in light of these introductory and general considerations, I would like to 

point out that, in a sense, this thesis itself comes as a response to the crisis in today's 

philosophy I mentioned earlier on in this chapter. By showing the various ways in which 

George Berkeley's philosophy is connected to a system of ancient traditions and 

neglected modes of thought, and by revealing the crucial role that these traditions and 

modes of thought play in the formation and identity of Berkeley's way of thinking, I hope 

to point also to the tremendous importance of the historical scholarship for a better 

understanding of the philosophical thinking. It would be foolishly naive to claim that 

what this research wi l l have offered its reader at the end wi l l be, as it were, the whole 

truth about Bishop Berkeley. What I want to say is that what I have all the time borne in 
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mind when working on this research was the belief that there must be a truth about 

Berkeley, and that through what 1 was doing at least I would not go astray from it. 

Notes: 

' See, for example, Karl Popper's article " A Note on Berkeley as Precursor o f Mach" (Popper 1956) 

2 1 wi l l give only few examples, out o f very many possible: A. C. Grayling's Berkeley: the central 
arguments (Grayling 1986), Jonathan Dancy's Berkeley: An Introduction (Dancy 1987), David Berman's 
Berkeley: Idealism and the man (Berman: 1994), George Pappas' Berkeley's Thought (Pappas 2000), etc. 

3 Let me say here that this is not necessarily the position defended by Rorty, Schneevvind & Skinner. They 
just try to make a case for it, and compare this position with its rivals. I use their description o f this position 
simply because it is clear and precise. 

4 "There is knowledge — historical knowledge — to be gained which one can only get by bracketing one's 
own better knowledge about, e.g., the movements o f the heavens or the existence o f God." (Rorty 1984: 50) 

3 In a very recent book, Bernard Williams makes (Williams 2002) the same point about historical research 
being based upon an idea o f truth and an ideal o f truthfulness. He, too, uses the example offered by Orwell's 
masterpiece. 

6 I make here repeated references to Rorty et al (Rorty, Schneewind, & Skinner 1984), finding their work 
particularly useful for my purposes in this thesis, but there are also other contemporary authors who hold 
similar views. 

7 "'Philosophy' is a sufficiently flexible term so that no one is greatly surprised when a philosopher 
announce that half o f the previous canon of 'great philosophers' must be thrown out because the problems 
o f philosophy have been discovered to be different than had been previously been thought. Such a 
philosopher usually explains that the slack wi l l be taken up by something else ( 'religion' or 'science' or 
'literature')." (Rorty, Schneewind, & Skinner 1984: 8-9) 

8 The complete fragment runs as follows: "We would urge that, in Britain and America, the historiography 
o f philosophy has recently been less conscious than it ought to have been. In particular, the influence o f 
analytic philosophy has worked against self-consciousness o f the desired sort. Analytical philosophers have 
seen no need to situate themselves within Gadamer's 'conversation which we are' because they take 
themselves to be the first to have understood what philosophy is, what questions are the genuinely 
philosophical ones." (Rorty, Schneewind, & Skinner 1984: 11) 

9 "On the analytic philosophers' own account o f the situation, indeed, there is nothing which can properly 
be called 'the history o f philosophy', but only a history o f almost-philosophy, only a pre-history o f 
philosophy." (Ibid.: 12) 
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For Popkin the (analytic) philosophers "are often wil l ing to eliminate the study o f the history o f 
philosophy, since what called itself philosophy in the past was just confusion and error. They are wi l l ing to 
curtail access to the historical past through what they encourage and discourage as proper activities o f 
students, professors and publishers." (Popkin 1992: 325) 

" A more commonsensical criticism is brought by Maclntyre: "for any particular philosophical generation 
its occupation o f the present can only be temporary; in some not too distant future it wi l l have been 
transmuted into one more part o f the philosophical past." (Maclntyre 1982: 39) 
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Chapter Two: 

George Berkeley and the Platonic Tradition 

There is already a certain amount of literature dedicated to the presence in Berkeley's 

early philosophy of some Platonic topics (archetypes, the problem of God's mind, etc.). 

Based on some of these writings, on Berkeley's own works, as well as on the examination 

of some elements of the Platonic tradition, in this chapter I wi l l advance the idea that, far 

from being just isolated topics, loosely scattered in Berkeley's early writings, they form 

an entire network of Platonic features, attitudes, and mind sets, and that however allusive 

or ambiguous these Platonic elements might seem, they constitute a coherent whole, 

playing an important role in shaping the essence of Berkeley's thought. In other words, I 

suggest that, given some of the ideas contained in his early works, it was in a way 

unavoidable for Berkeley, in virtue of the inner logic of the development of his thought, 

to arrive at such an openly Platonic and speculative writing as Siris (1744). 

2.1. Platonism in Berkeley's Early Philosophical Writings 

2.1.1. Defining the Platonic tradition 

"Platonism", or "the Platonic tradition", is not easy to define. The more so in a paper 

dealing not with Platonism as such, but primarily with Berkeley's philosophy and with a 

possible connection between the latter and certain elements of the Platonic tradition. It 

seems to me at this stage that a reasonable solution to such a difficulty would consist in 

starting out this discussion without attempting to give a complete, fully satisfactory 
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definition of Platonism, but only provisionally outlining some general information on it, 

in the hope that by constantly seeing and considering the development of Berkeley's 

thought in light of some elements of the Platonic tradition, and by setting the two terms 

"face to face" (which is actually the main objective of this chapter), a much more 

complete and appropriate understanding of Platonism would also result. 

Very schematically, by "Platonism", in accord with a long usage of the term, I 

mean here a certain line of metaphysical thought originating in Plato's doctrines, and 

developed by such figures as Philo, Plotinus, Proclus, Dionysius the Areopagite, Marsilio 

Ficino, the Cambridge Platonists and many others. There are authors who draw a clear-

cut distinction between Platonism (strictly understood as Plato's doctrine), and 

Neoplatonism (the subsequent philosophical schools and currents inspired by Plato's 

thought). For reasons of simplicity, in this thesis I wi l l use throughout the term 

"Platonism" in a broad sense, that is, as covering also the meaning(s) of any 

"Neoplatonisms". Besides, I wi l l sometimes use the phase "the Platonic tradition" with 

more or less the same meaning as "Platonism". 

Obviously, just as this impressive tradition of thinking which Plato inaugurated 

did not take over the whole of Plato's thought1, so it has with the passing of time acquired 

new elements, Christian or otherwise, more or less alien to Plato's initial ideas. For one 

of the important traits of the Platonic tradition has always been its impressive capacity to 

interact, "communicate" and establish relationships with — to "colonise" and eventually 

incorporate — various other philosophical systems, ways of thinking and cultural forms. 

There have been links, whether profound or superficial, temporary or long-lasting, 

between Platonism and theology (be it Christian, Jewish or Islamic), Platonism and 

mysticism, Platonism and Gnosticism (Esotericism, or Kabalah), between Platonism and 

literature (and, in general, the arts), between Platonism and the Utopian tradition, etc. 

From all these forms of marriage have resulted new entities: sub-currents, sects, heresies, 

various schools of thought, philosophical clubs, intellectual fashions and attitudes. The 

fascinating thing about this situation is probably the fact that, pervading all these 

"alienations", "alliances" and combinations, there almost always remains a distinct 

"Platonic" flavour, something that ultimately reminds us of "the spirit of Plato's thought". 
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But in what precisely lies the essence of this "Platonic spirit"? What is ultimately 

"Platonism"? Because of its synthetic qualities, I have chosen to borrow the description 

offered by Andrew Louth: 

It is fundamental to Platonism, in virtually any guise, that this world, the 
world we perceive through the senses and about which we hold a variety 
of opinions, is not the real world. This world is a world of change, decay, 
and, for all of us, death; all of which bear the mark of unreality. The real 
world is changeless, incorruptible, a place of enduring life: it is, for Plato, 
the realm of the Forms. (Louth 1994: 54) 

Another issue to recall before properly starting discussing the problem of the Platonic 

influences on Berkeley's thought is that of the specific Platonism-Christianity 

relationship. There was a sense in which Christianity and Platonism had something 

essential in common, something they shared, making, in a way, unavoidable their 

"marriage", very early in the history of the Christian church. This privileged relationship 

between the Platonic tradition and Christianity should play an important part in any 

discussion of the Platonic tradition within the European context. For, of all ancient 

philosophical schools, it was probably Platonism that had the strongest and most durable 

influence upon the shaping and development of Christian theology. As it has been said, 

Platonism encouraged an emphasis on man's spiritual side, "where the clear air of the 

knowledge of God was attained by self-denial, subjugation of the flesh and the cultivation 

of the intellectual purity, and man's soul could rise above his baser nature. Christ could 

be seen as the highest Reason, God's Wisdom." (Evans 1993: 25) When Nietzsche called 

Plato a "Christian before Christ" he did nothing but openly recognise a fundamental truth 

about the ultimate constitution of the European mind. Platonism simply helped the 

Christian faith acquire its doctrinal, theological identity. As Andrew Louth rightly 

notices, the story of the influence of 

Platonism on Christian theology goes back as least to the second century 
of the Christian era, i f not earlier, and became so pervasive that it is almost 
impossible to envisage Christian theology apart from its Platonic dress. 
[ . . . ] The principal reason for this influence is simply that Platonism and 
Christianity had so much in common: that [ . . . ] meant that Christian 
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theologians soon came to look to Platonism for arguments with which to 
defend Christianity. (Louth: 1994: 52). 

At the same time, several Christian notions, attitudes and beliefs influenced to an 

important degree the further development of the Platonic thinking itself, Dionysius the 

Areopagite, John Scotus Eriugena, Marcilio Ficino, the Cambridge Platonists being only 

the most notorious cases from this point of view. There was a mutual influence involved 

here, or, as Andrew Louth puts it, "the traffic between the Platonic tradition and 

Christianity was not all one way." (Ibid.: 59) 2. 

2.1.2. Seeing Berkeley as a Platonist 

It was within this particular metaphysical Christian-Platonic context that the rise of 

George Berkeley's philosophy took place. But there is no agreement among Berkeley 

scholars as to the exact extent to which Berkeley was a Platonist, i f he was one. I f 

Berkeley has sometimes been perceived as a Platonic thinker, this has only been with 

regard to his last work Siris, the earlier ones not being in general considered from a 

Platonic point of view. For example, in his history of The Platonic Tradition in Anglo-

Saxon Philosophy John Muirhead, on the occasion of one of the very few mentions of 

Berkeley in the entire book, describes how that "the seed" of Platonism, replanted in 

Britain by the Cambridge Platonists, "failed to show above the ground except in the pale 

form of the later speculations of Bishop Berkeley." (Muirhead 1931: 13). More than that, 

Paul Shorey even considered that "Berkeley's earlier writings are apparently at the 

opposite pole from Platonism." (Shorey 1938: 207) In the first part of the twentieth 

century Berkeley's early philosophizing was still perceived in the strict context of the 

"new philosophy", and in the terms determined by the development of the "British 

empiricism", as a natural logical step from Locke to Hume. 

However, during the last thirty years or so many studies have been published 

dealing with the presence in Berkeley's earlier writings of some specific topics which 

could be seen as belonging to the Platonic tradition 3. The problem is that these topics are 

in general considered isolated Platonic topics, or notions, or patterns o f thought, 
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occasionally scattered in Berkeley's earlier work, and no systematic and sustained attempt 

has been made until recently to establish some sort of "necessary connection", on the one 

hand, between themselves as they appear in the early Berkeleian writings and, on the 

other hand, between their presence in Berkeley's early writings and his avowed Platonism 

in Siris. It is true, Peter Wenz, for example, wrote some decades ago that "the neo-

Platonism of the Siris should be viewed as compatible with, rather than as a reversal of 

both the empiricism and the attack upon abstract ideas present in the Principles of Human 

Knowledge" (Wenz 1976: 542) pointing to such a connection, but without following it up 

in detail, or considering it otherwise than in light of the archetypes-"abstract ideas" 

relationship. Then, some other authors took over Wenz's insight, but it was Stephen 

Daniel who, in a recent article (Daniel 2001), took a decisive step forward, proposing "to 

consider the Principles and the Dialogues in light of his [Berkeley's] Christian 

Neoplatonic metaphysics", and suggesting that "that metaphysics is already present in his 

early works". (Ibid.: 239-40) 

In a certain sense, my approach in this chapter might be seen as a continuation of 

Daniel's. Nevertheless, I wi l l be trying to significantly enlarge this discussion by 

assuming that there is an entire network of Platonic topics, patterns of thought, and mind 

sets in Berkeley's earlier works (a network within which the archetypes dealt with by 

Daniel and others represent only one "knot"), that, however allusive, ambiguous or vague 

these Platonic elements might seem, they formed a coherent whole, and played a crucial 

part in shaping the essence of Berkeley's thought as he displayed it in his earlier 

philosophical writings, and that — moreover — once Berkeley started following this line 

of (Platonic) thinking, the speculations in Siris were not only possible, but in a way 

unavoidable4. 

In the following I wi l l be outlining some "knots" of this "Platonic network". 

2.1.3. The likeness relationship: the human mind—the divine mind 

One of the central arguments employed by Berkeley in order to supply his immaterialist 

system with logical soundness, metaphysical depth, and eventually with a serious means 
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of refuting any accusations of solipsism is that the existence of sensible things is 

ultimately based on their being continually perceived (conceived of) by God, or — in 

other words — on their being in God's mind. Simply saying that esse is percipi is not 

enough, but it necessarily requires this essential addition: perceived not only by us, but 

also by God. We perceive things in the world and this fact makes them existent to us, but 

in our absence, before our birth and after our death, they must be, so to speak, "cared for" 

by some infinite, uninterruptedly active spirit — that is, God: 

sensible things cannot exist otherwise than in a mind or spirit. Whence I 
conclude, not that they have no real existence, but that seeing they depend 
not on my thought, and have an existence distinct from being perceived by 
me, there must be some other mind wherein they exist. As sure therefore as 
the sensible world really exists, so sure is there an infinite omnipresent 
spirit who contains and supports it. (Berkeley 1949: I I , 212 [Three 
Dialogues...]) 

As it were, as far as we human beings are concerned, things exist only insofar as we 

perceive them, according to our limited faculties, and — in some sense — "for our sake", 

but as far as things themselves are concerned, they must necessarily be thought of by an 

infinite mind, according to its infinite powers, and for their own sake. In a similar 

passage, Berkeley stresses that when 

I deny sensible things an existence out of the mind, I do not mean my mind 
in particular, but all minds. Now it is plain that they have an existence 
exterior to my mind, since I find them by experience to be independent of 
it. There is therefore some other mind wherein they exist, during the 
intervals between the times of my perceiving them [. .] . And as the same is 
true, with regard to all other finite created spirits; it necessarily follows, 
there is an omnipresent eternal Mind, which knows, and comprehends all 
things, and exhibits them to our view in such a manner, and according to 
such rules as he himself hath ordained, and are by us termed the Laws of 
Nature. {Ibidem, 230-1) 

The most obvious thing to observe here is that the underlying supposition behind such an 

argument is that there is a fundamental likeness and a similarity of function between the 

human mind and the divine mind. Of course, the human mind is endowed only with 

limited powers, has a limited scope, and is deeply marked by a character of dependence 
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and finitude, but — despite all its imperfections — in Berkeley the human mind performs 

exactly the same act as the divine mind actually does: perceives, or conceives of, objects, 

thus conferring on them existence and intelligibility, and ultimately rendering them real. 

Even i f on a much more reduced scale, the human mind mirrors as it were the activity of 

the divine one. 

Now, in light of the fact that, for Berkeley, philosophy had pre-eminently religious 

and apologetic5 functions and objectives6, and considering the entire religious background 

against which his thought emerged, as well as Berkeley's own formation as a churchman, 

I would propose here the hypothesis that this notion of a fundamental "similarity of 

function" between the human mind and the divine mind should be considered in 

connection with a certain ancient insight. Namely, it is the notion, we encounter in the 

"Book of Genesis" (1 : 26, 27) that God made us in his "image and likeness": "And God 

said, Let us make man in our own image, after our likeness. ...So God created man in his 

own image, in the image of God created he him." Needless to say, this is too complex a 

theological problem to be satisfactorily dealt with here, even in passing, but all what I am 

now concerned with is only to point to a possible theological source of Berkeley's 

argument. I do believe that this is a reasonable hypothesis to advance: Berkeley was 

formed as a theologian, considered that what he was doing must serve religion to the 

highest degree, in the sense that he conceived of his mission as a philosopher to "utterly 

destroy" atheism and free-thinking; therefore, borrowing a theological notion on which to 

build up one of his main arguments seem quite plausible. 

It is true that, according to this line of theological thought, although God created 

man "in His image and likeness", due to several causes, "the image of God in us" (imago 

Dei in nobis), as the medieval writers put it, has become corrupted and unclear. St. 

Anselm expressed very well the deep anxiety caused by the realisation of this fact: 

Lord, I acknowledge that I thank thee that thou hast created me in this 
thine image, in order that I may be mindful of thee; but that image has 
been so consumed and wasted away by vices, and obscured by the smoke 
of wrong doing, that it cannot achieve that for which it was made, except 
thou renew it, and create it anew. (Anselm 1962: 6 [Proslogion]) 
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Nevertheless, the fact remains that, despite all its imperfections, errors, and bad 

inclinations, the human mind still bears on itself the mark of God. 

As far as Berkeley's philosophy is concerned, this divine mark impressed upon 

the human mind manifests itself precisely through the fact that human mind functions as a 

God en miniature. The idea that, within Berkeley's system, the human mind perceives 

things and thus renders them existent (esse est percipi) does nothing but confirm that it is 

indeed created "in the image of God", and "after His likeness", insofar as the supreme 

mission of God himself — the main reason for his existence, so to speak — is to do 

exactly the same thing, namely, to perceive things thus rendering them existent: "Men 

commonly believe that all things are known or perceived by God, because they believe 

the being o f a God, whereas 1 on the other side, immediately and necessarily conclude the 

being of a God, because all sensible things must be perceived by Him." (Ibid. : 212) 

At the same time, this privileged relationship between the human mind and the 

divine one is a crucially important topic in Platonism. It is one of those points where 

ancient Greek philosophy turns out to be so amazingly akin to some central ideas derived 

from the biblical tradition. As in the Judaic-Christian Weltanschauung, within a Platonic 

context, the two terms are not at all indifferent to each other, but there is a permanent 

dramatic drive, on the human side, towards the divine realities, and this is possible 

precisely in virtue o f the above mentioned "ontological" likeness between the human and 

the divine. A central doctrine in Platonism is that based on "the belief in a world of higher 

realities, beyond the fallible realm of sense-perception; the belief that the soul belongs to 

that higher world and can find its way back there." (Sheppard 1994: 17-8) As it were, the 

human mind, through all its endeavours, efforts, and undertakings, permanently "looks 

for" its divine origin; this tendency is embedded in its deepest structures. For example, in 

Phaedo, Plato makes Socrates imply that his being ready (and happy) to die is actually a 

required part of an ampler scenario, a scenario at the end of which the human mind/soul 

is to encounter and find the rest in its divine counterpart: 

there is good hope that on arriving where 1 am going, i f anywhere, I shall 
acquire what has been our chief preoccupation in our past life, so that the 
journey that is now ordered for me is ful l of good hope, as it is also for any 
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other man who believes that his mind has been prepared and, as it were, 
purified. (Phaedo 67b-c, Plato 1997: 58 [trans. C M . A Grube]) 

This is why philosophy, as the supreme form of spiritual achievement, comes to be seen 

as a "training for death" (Phaedo 81a [trans. G.M.A. Grube]). "Death" means, 

accordingly, a fundamental initiatory experience by means of which the ultimate truths 

are completely revealed to the human mind, it coming to see its divine counterpart "face 

to face" (facie ad faciem), as St. Paul would say later. To put it briefly, "the soul's 

gaining the spiritual world is experienced as a homecoming (nostos)." (Louth 1994: 54) 

In a remarkably expressive manner, Plotinus says that "our fatherland is whence we have 

come, and there is the Father." (Plotinus, Enneads 1.6.8.21) Therefore, trying to get 

beyond all what the sensible world gives us, in order to comprehend as much as we can of 

the intelligible realities (in the hope of a final "re-joining" with them), should be taken as 

most important employment of the human mind throughout one's lifetime. This is not, of 

course, an easy job: a common Platonic concern was that deriving from the fact that "the 

human condition is a perpetual struggle between a debasing materialism and an elevating 

spirituality" (Evans 1993: 95), but, nevertheless, it is only through this difficult struggle 

that we can free ourselves from the "prison of the body" and of the material world, and 

through which we arrive at what is "most appropriate" to us. The "place" where human 

reason can most properly be said to be "at home" is only where the Reason resides. Hence 

the prevalence, within the Platonic-Christian tradition, of the ideal of "reason 

transfigured, able to see clearly the supreme Reason which is its pattern and to enjoy 

purely intellectual joys untainted by the urgencies of the demands of the flesh." (Ibid.: 95) 

In view of these brief considerations, Berkeley's account of the relationship 

between the divine mind and its human counterpart acquires, it is hoped, a more complete 

understanding, and a more appropriate contextualization. For his argument was not at all 

a piece of brilliant sophistry, or some philosophical device ingeniously employed in order 

just to dismiss accusations of solipsism, but — when using such an argument — he 

actually followed an ancient and consecrated pattern of thought. This was a pattern whose 

feasibility and strength had already been "tested" by a long tradition of Platonists and 

religious thinkers who took basically the same view as Berkeley: a view according to 
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which the human mind actually functions as some speculum Dei, mirror of God. And it is 

precisely this function that gives the mind ("the Candle of the Lord" in us, in Benjamin 

Wichcote's phrasing) a very special character, transforming it into a definitely privileged 

realm. Our perceiving of things, with the very special sense that the word "perception" 

has in Berkeley, is our profoundest way of "imitating" God. Made as we are in "His 

image" and "after His likeness" we faithfully reproduce, en miniature, the divine process 

through which the world comes into being. 

2.1.4. The archetypes 

Yet, the sheer assertion of God's mind as a "place" where things exist is not enough: 

there must be an immediate modality through which God's mind can perceive objects, or 

— in other words — a means by which objects exist in the divine mind. Hence the 

introduction of the ancient notion of archetypes. In his article on the archetypes in 

Berkeley published in 1976 Peter Wenz writes that: "there is good reason to believe that 

Berkeley was [ . . . ] a Christian neo-Platonist, one who holds the view that abstract ideas 

exist in the mind of God and that the world was created by God using these ideas as 

models or archetypes." (Wenz 1976: 537) Even i f there are still some problematic aspects 

in this identification, in the sense that Berkeley's attack upon abstract ideas might be seen 

as one against the divine abstract ideas as wel l 7 , and even i f Berkeley's immaterialism 

does not match in absolutely every detail the traditional pattern of using the archetypes, it 

could be however shown that the existence and function of the archetypes (a Platonic 

topic per excellence) is crucially important in Berkeley's thought. As a matter of fact, the 

employment of the notion of archetype is simply necessary and unavoidable for 

accounting for the way in which God's mind comprehends and makes intelligible things 

in the world. It is not enough to say that "things exist in God's mind": an account of how 

they do so is also required. As Steven Daniel pointed out, " i f God's perception of things 

is [ . . . ] Berkeley's way to avoid the solipsistic implications of his doctrine that to be is to 

be perceived, then it would seem that his theory of divine ideas or archetypes would be at 

the heart of his idealistic immaterialism." (Daniel 2001: 247) 
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Although the role of the archetypes is so important in Berkeley's system, as they 

supply it with a relatively non-problematic — and long verified — means of making 

things exist in the divine intellect, Berkeley did not in his earlier writings pay a 

proportionate attention to the theory of archetypes as such. He frequently used the term, 

with its Platonic meaning, but did not seem to rely upon the archetypes theory as much as 

one could expect. For example, in the Principles of Human Knowledge, he says: 

whoever shall reflect, and take care to understand what he says, wi l l [ . . . ] 
acknowledge that all sensible qualities are alike sensations and alike real; 
that where the extension is, there is the colour, too, to wit, in his mind, and 
that their archetypes can exist only in some other mind. (Berkeley 1949: I I , 
84) 

In the Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous the notion of archetypes is 

systematically and thoroughly employed, but at the same time one often encounters 

hesitation on Berkeley's side between considering the perceivable "things" (that is, 

"ideas") and "their archetypes". For example: "no idea or archetype of an idea can exist 

otherwise than in a mind" (Berkeley 1949: I I , 212-3). Or, in another passage: 

the things I perceive must have an existence, they or their archetypes, out 
of my mind: but being ideas, neither they nor their archetypes, can exist 
otherwise than in an understanding: there is therefore an understanding. 
But wi l l and understanding constitute in the strictest sense a mind or spirit. 
{Ibidem: 235) 

Nevertheless, for all his hesitation, the logical context within which he employs the 

notion of archetype is the same as that in which archetypes were employed in traditional 

Platonism, which is to say, archetypes are in God's mind, being the favorite divine way of 

comprehending the created world: 

the things I perceive are my own ideas, and [ . . . ] no idea can exist unless it 
be in a mind. Nor is it less plain that these ideas or things by me perceived, 
either themselves or their archetypes, exist independently of my mind, 
since I know myself not to be their author, it being out of my power to 
determine at pleasure, what particular ideas I shall be affected with upon 
opening my eyes or ears. They must therefore exist in some other mind, 
whose wi l l it is they should be exhibited to me. {Ibid.: 214-5) 
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Finally, in a letter to Samuel Johnson, dated March 24, 1730, that is, some twenty years 

after Berkeley published his first works, he comes to say that: 

I have no objection against calling the ideas in the mind of God 
archetypes of yours. But I object against those archetypes by philosophers 
supposed to be real things, and to have an absolute rational existence 
distinct from their being perceived by any mind whatsoever. (Berkeley 
1949: I I , 292) 

This statement is of greatest importance as it allows us to realize that Berkeley was much 

against the use of the term "archetype" with a Lockean meaning, that is, against 

"archetype" as meaning simply an external object, a "real thing", whose mental image (or 

idea) is reflected in our mind, and which can be said to be the "model", "original" or 

"archetype", on which that image is moldered. Given the then prevailing influence of 

Lockean opinions and language in the intellectual and philosophical circles, this explains 

to a great extent why Berkeley was so hesitant in using the term "archetype", still without 

rejecting it. On the one hand, he was inclined to resorting to the term for its metaphysical 

implications and the problems its employment would have solved in his philosophy; yet, 

on the other hand, he was aware that "archetype" still had Lockean connotations he did 

not want to take aboard. This is exactly what most commentators have noticed about the 

issue in question. T. E. Jessop, for example, says: "On archetypes not as supposed 

corporeal originals of mental copies but as models in the divine intellect, Berkeley seems 

to have had an open mind." (Jessop 1949: 78, n. 1) 

A very important, not to say decisive, step forward, as far as the employment of 

the Platonic notion of archetypes is concerned, is taken when Berkeley, in Three 

Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous, comes to recognize that: " I am not for changing 

things into ideas, but rather ideas into things." (Berkeley 1949: I I , 244) The things are, as 

it were, reified ideas, they exist only in so far as are the expressions of a higher order of 

reality — that is, the order of ideas. In a remarkably precise manner, this last Berkeleian 

statement virtually contains, or summarizes up, a fundamental principle of Platonism: that 

this sensible world we see around is but a reflection of a world of ideas, or archetypes, 

that all things in "this world" are — in a sense — but some sort of "embodied ideas", 

"terrestrial" shades of a higher, "celestial" ontological order. And in the process of 
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bringing things into being it is God who plays the decisive part. Thanks to His 

intervention, a process of "reflection" takes place, through which things in the world 

appear as more or less faithful "copies" of the archetypes: "God is the supreme soul, the 

Mind which knows the intelligible objects but whose function is to create the sensible 

world in terms of the intelligible model furnished to it by the Ideas." (Feibleman 1971: 

28) From this point of view, Berkeley's understanding of the role of God, and of the use 

He makes of the archetypes, is strikingly similar to that of the traditional Platonism: 

A l l objects are eternally known by God, or which is the same thing, have 
an eternal existence in his mind: but when things before imperceptible to 
creatures, are by a decree of God, made perceptible to them; then are they 
said to begin a relative existence, with respect to created minds. (Berkeley 
1949: I I , 252 [Three Dialogues...}) 

This passage casts an excellent light on Berkeley's use of the notion of archetypes, and 

their role in "producing" the sensible world. " A l l objects" means of course the 

archetypes, the "models" of the physical objects we come across in the world: they have 

an eternal existence in the mind of God, and only at some point in time, by a decree of 

God they cause another order of reality — it is, presumably, what we read about in the 

Book of Genesis. This is an order of reality "relative" to our perceiving faculties, 

dependent on our mind: it exists only insofar as we perceive it. Now, what we do on our 

encounter with the world is precisely a re-construction, from our point of view, of the 

process through which God instituted things simply by thinking them: we perceive things 

and thus render them existent. And by so doing, we can safely be said to be re-producing, 

on a much smaller scale, en miniature as it were, the divine process. 

This being said, it wi l l not be too surprising that John Dillon, in a comparative 

study on Plotinus and Berkeley, comes to openly conclude that in his using of the term 

"idea" itself Berkeley was in fact under a strong Platonic influence, borrowing its 

meaning from Plotinus: "En se servant du term 'idee', Berkeley est soumis a l'influence 

de l'usage du mot grec idea chez Plotin, et dans la tradition du platonisme disponible a 

Berkeley, il allait de soi que ces ideai etaient des pensees dans Pintellect d'un dieu 

supreme." (Dillon 1997: 107) As a matter of fact, once embarked on his ambitious project 

of understanding the world as some form of "unfolding" of God, Berkeley could not 
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avoid doing so: thanks to their elegant functionality and explicative virtues, in a way he 

had to accept the archetypes, along with all the Platonic philosophizing clustered over the 

centuries around them. 

Moreover, there are, in Dillon's view, some other similarities that could be found 

between Plotinus' idealism and Berkeley's. For example, within the context of a Platonic 

theory of archetypes, there must be some individualised modality through which the 

divine archetypes come to be effective in terms of bringing the sensible things into 

existence, and it is at this point that Plotinus sees the sensible things as been "radiated", 

or "issued", in some hierarchical way, from the One, the supreme metaphysical reality: 

A l l things which exist, as long as they remain in being, necessarily 
produce from their own substances, in dependence of their present power, 
a surrounding reality directed to what is outside them, a kind of image of 
the archetypes from which it was produced: fire produces the heat which 
comes from it; snow does not only keep its cold inside itself. Perfumed 
things show this particularly clearly. As long as they exist, something is 
diffused from themselves around them, and what is near them enjoys their 
existence. (Enneads V. 1.6.27-40) 

Even i f it would be only in Siris that Berkeley would take over, almost literally, such a 

view as this just quoted from Plotinus, incorporating it in his own thinking and making 

extensive use of it, at this stage (that is, when writing the Three Dialogues...) there is 

nevertheless a sense in which Berkeley could be said to be not completely alien from 

some of the implications of Plotinus' doctrine: 

there is a mind which affects me every moment with all the sensible 
impressions I perceive. And from the variety, order, and manner of these, I 
conclude the Author of them to be wise, powerful, and good, beyond 
comprehension. [ . . . ] the things by me perceived are known by the 
understanding, and produced by the w i l l , of an infinite spirit. (Berkeley 
1949: I I , 215) 

God is not at all a quiet presence in Berkeley's world, but he continuously reveals himself 

to our minds; in Berkeley God overwhelms us with his presence. As such, above all other 

similarities one might encounter in Berkeley and Plotinus, there is this one that makes 

their philosophies so strikingly akin. Namely, in Dillon's words, 
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