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The ‘Empty Amusement’ of Willing:
Berkeley on Agent Causation1
Nancy Kendrick
Abstract: Some aspects of Berkeley’s view of volitional causation would be unobjectionable to his
contemporaries. That minds are efficient causes and that their causal power consists in volition would
be troubling to neither Descartes nor Locke, since both recognized that through the power of will,
minds could create ideas. But Berkeley’s view is not that agent causation is one kind of causal power,
it is that it is the only kind, and few of his contemporaries would have found that claim acceptable.
Malebranche is an exception: he also thought agent causation the only genuine causation. Many
commentators link Berkeley with Malebranche in supposing that both treated necessary connection as
the defining feature of causation. I argue that this is mistaken: a “true cause” for Berkeley, is not, as it
is for Malebranche, such that the mind perceives a necessary connection between it and its effects. A
true cause is a volitional cause. This is a claim about what causation is, not a claim about where
necessary connections are located (in the will rather than in the world). Berkeley’s view of agent
causation offers an alternative to causation understood as necessary connection; it does not provide an
alternative place for necessary connections to occur. This reading of Berkeley permits him to hold
that both an infinite spirit and finite spirits are genuine causes.

Some aspects of Berkeley’s commitment to volitional causation would not be
objectionable to many of his contemporaries. That minds are efficient causes and that
their causal power consists in volition would be upsetting, for example, to neither
Descartes nor Locke, since both recognized that through the power of will, one could
create ideas. Descartes even thought that minds had the power to bring about changes in
bodies.2 But Berkeley’s view is not that agent causation (understood in terms of volition)
is one kind of causal power; it is that it is the only kind: “it is plain philosophers amuse
themselves in vain, when they inquire for any natural efficient cause, distinct from a mind
or spirit” (PHK 107).3 Few of Berkeley’s contemporaries would have found acceptable
this insistence on the unique status of volitional causation.
Malebranche was one exception, of course, since he thought agent causation the only
genuine causation; consequently, Berkeley’s views about causation are often discussed in
connection with Malebranche’s. Malebranche was, however, stricter than Berkeley,
claiming that God is the only causal agent, while Berkeley admitted both finite spirits and
God to be causes. Berkeley’s more generous stance with respect to the kinds of causal
agents has led many commentators to claim that Malebranche’s view fares better for the
following reason: while God’s omnipotence guarantees that whatever God wills must
occur—that is, a necessary connection exists between God’s will and its upshots—finite
spirits enjoy no such omnipotence, and no such necessity in their volitions. Strictly
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speaking, finite spirits are not agents. Berkeley’s insistence, then, that finite spirits are
genuine causes appears quite perplexing.4 Another reason Berkeley’s views on causation
are often considered in a Malebranchean context is that both thinkers believe that the
absence of a necessary connection between material properties entails that there is no
causal connection between them either. It is assumed that this conclusion drove both
Berkeley and Malebranche to locate causal power in spirits—more specifically, in the
volitions of spirits—and the result has been to invoke the Humean criticism against both
thinkers: necessary connection—the criterion for causation—is no more discoverable in
the will than it is in the world.5
What these lines of analysis and criticism have in common is the belief that Berkeley
shared with Malebranche the view that necessary connection is the defining feature of
causation. But as I argue below, a “true cause” for Berkeley, is not, as it is for
Malebranche, “such that the mind perceives a necessary connection between it and its
effects.”6 A true cause, for Berkeley, is a volitional cause. This is a claim about what
causation is, not a claim about where necessary connections are located. Berkeley rejects
material (or non-volitional) causation not by relocating necessary connections from
material relations to volitional ones, but by denying necessary connection as essential to
causation. As Berkeley advances it, volitional causation offers an alternative to necessary
connection causation; it does not provide an alternative place for necessary connections
to occur.
This reading of Berkeley highlights an important difference between his view of
causation and Malebranche’s by showing the different roles that power and purpose play
in their respective understandings of agent causation. It also illuminates Berkeley’s
criticism of necessity as it appears in another part of his philosophy, namely, in his
dismissal of the ontological proof for God’s existence. My aim in this essay is not to
provide a defense of Berkeley’s commitment to the exceptionality of volitional causation,
but to show that his rejection of necessary connection provides a plausible and interesting
alternative to Malebranche’s version of agent causation.7 In Sections I and II, I consider
the arguments that show that Berkeley ultimately rejects necessary connection as a “real
power” because it entails blind agency. I show that benevolence, not omnipotence, is
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what grounds his conception of God’s causal agency and that this allows Berkeley to
consistently hold that both finite spirits and an infinite spirit are causal agents. In Section
III, I turn to Berkeley’s dismissal of the ontological argument and show that he rejects it
on the grounds that logical necessity cannot be coherently identified with existence.
I. Volitional Causation and Berkeley’s Rejection of Non-volitional Causation
Though Berkeley nowhere advances a theory of volitional causation, he does hold two
general theses with respect to causation. The first is that spirits are causes in virtue of
their volitions: “[a] proper active efficient cause I can conceive none but Spirit; nor any
action, strictly speaking, but where there is Will.”8 The second thesis is that volitional
causation is the only kind of causation there is: “to suppose any efficient or active cause .
. . other than spirit, is highly absurd and unreasonable” (DHP 217). What are the
arguments for these claims?
Berkeley’s first thesis is divided into two parts: first, that spirits are causes; second, that
their causal agency is a matter of volition. Berkeley argues that sprits are causes by
dismissing two other possible causal candidates, ideas and supposed non-mental
“originals” alleged to resemble ideas. Ideas cannot be causes (of other ideas) because
ideas are both passive and inert. Ideas are “acted upon [or] suffer [. . .] actions from
outside,” and are therefore passive. As Geneviève Brykman notes, “they are void of any
power of action, motion or resistance” and are therefore inert.9 Because they are inert, “it
is impossible for [ideas] to do anything, or, strictly speaking, to be the cause of anything”
(PHK 25). The second candidate—non-mental resembling originals—cannot be a cause
either. Berkeley asserts that these supposed originals are either perceivable or they are
not. If they are perceivable, then they are ideas. But ideas, he has already argued, cannot
do anything and thus cannot be causes. If they are imperceivable, then they do not
resemble ideas (which are perceivable) and, invoking the likeness principle of Principles
8, cannot cause them. Berkeley concludes, then, that the cause (of ideas) must be “an
incorporeal active substance or spirit” (PHK 26).
Berkeley secures the second part of his first thesis—that it is in virtue of volition that
spirits are causes—in two ways. First, he simply stipulates that the productive aspect of
mind is volition, claiming that a spirit is “one simple, undivided, active being: as it
perceives ideas, it is called the understanding, and as it produces or otherwise operates
about them, it is called the will” (PHK 27). Second, he appeals to experiential evidence of
the mind’s volitional activity:
I find I can excite ideas in my mind at pleasure, and vary and shift the scene as oft as
I think fit. It is no more than willing, and straightway this or that idea arises in my
fancy: and by the same power it is obliterated, and makes way for another. (PHK 28)
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Spirits, then, are causal agents, and their agency is a matter of volition. Berkeley
concludes that “when we talk of unthinking [causal] agents, or of exciting ideas exclusive
of volition, we only amuse ourselves with words” (PHK 28).
Berkeley’s reasons for holding the second thesis—that spirits are the only causal agents—
consist in three reasons for rejecting non-volitional causation. Several commentators have
supposed that Berkeley’s rejection of material causation is grounded in our recognizing
some power in ourselves that we fail to recognize in natural events.10 But this is to take
the experiential claim in Principles 28 as committing Berkeley to more than that passage
actually says. Kenneth Winkler has correctly noted that the passage shows only that we
recognize our volitions, not that we perceive some power in ourselves that we fail to
perceive elsewhere.11 Additionally, the emphasis on the Principles 28 passage supposes
(incorrectly) that Berkeley rested his arguments for the exceptionality of volitional
causation merely on experiential claims. But he offers an additional reason for this view:
non-volitional causation is “highly absurd” and “unreasonable” because we can
“conceive [no] action besides volition” (DHP 217). The absurdity of non-volitional
causation rests, in part, on the arguments Berkeley has already given against material
causation. For example, in the Second Dialogue, Hylas grants that an “act of will or
spiritual efficacy” is one kind of cause, but asks why there could not be other causes,
whose power is not a matter of will, but whose action consists in motion (DHP 217).
Philonous responds that since motion is nothing but a sensible quality, it is an idea, and
like all ideas, it is passive and inert. In identifying motion with an idea, Berkeley returns
to the view that all ideas are inert, and therefore, do not do anything. It is impossible for
ideas to be causes. Another reason Berkeley advances for the absurdity of non-volitional
causation is that it entails blind agency. I discuss this more fully in Section II.
The second reason Berkeley rejects non-volitional or material causation is that he thinks
the explanations it provides are question begging.12 He complains that to invoke
“attraction” as an explanation for why “a stone falls to the earth, or the sea swells toward
the moon” is to signify nothing but the effect itself. But “as to the manner of the action
whereby it is produced, or the cause which produces it, these are not so much as aimed
at” (PHK 103). He often notes with some glee (e.g., PHK 19) that materialists themselves
cannot say how it is that mechanical causes are supposed to work.
Berkeley’s third reason—and his most important—for rejecting non-volitional causation
is that he denies that the natural world operates in accordance with any kind of natural
necessity. Denying that properties flow out of essences the way conclusions flow out of
premises, Berkeley rejects “the current opinion that every thing includes within it self the
cause of its properties: or that there is in each object an inward essence, which is the
10
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source whence its discernible qualities flow, and whereon they depend” (PHK 102). This
rejection of natural necessity provides the basis for understanding Berkeley’s more
general rejection of necessary connection as the defining feature of causation. It is to this
issue that I now turn.
II. Necessary versus Arbitrary Connection
While it is recognized by all Berkeley commentators that Berkeley’s distinction between
an arbitrary and a necessary connection is meant to show that natural relations are to be
understood as a sign/signified connection rather than a cause/effect connection, it is not
generally recognized that this distinction also explains why Berkeley thinks relations that
are genuinely causal are not relations of necessary connection. It is this second point that
distinguishes Berkeley’s position from Malebranche’s. Both Berkeley and Malebranche
held that the absence of a necessary connection in natural events entails that no causal
link exists between them either.13 But Malebranche took this to imply that a necessary
connection had to be somewhere other than the natural world, and he places it in God—in
the link between God’s will and its upshots. Unlike Malebranche, however, Berkeley
does not reason that, because a necessary connection cannot be found between natural
events, it therefore has to be found somewhere else. His strategy is to separate causation
from necessary connection altogether. He does this by arguing that the necessary
connections of supposed natural causal relations constitute a “fatal necessity” (PHK 93)
and that such necessity is at odds with the purposive ends of genuine causation.
Necessary connections—whether in the will or the world—are viewed by Berkeley as a
constraint, not as a power.
To make this point clear, let’s review Berkeley’s reasons for preferring the analysis of
natural events in terms of signs rather than causes. In PHK 65 he says:
the connexion of ideas does not imply the relation of cause and effect, but only of a
mark or sign with the thing signified. The fire which I see is not the cause of the pain
I suffer upon my approaching it, but the mark that forewarns me of it. In like manner,
the noise that I hear is not the effect of this or that motion . . . but the sign thereof.
According to Berkeley, these connections and others like them—that “food nourishes,
sleep refreshes, and fire warms us”—are known “not by discovering any necessary
connexion between our ideas” (PHK 31, my emphasis), but by discovering an arbitrary
connection between them. Berkeley addresses the difference between a necessary and an
arbitrary connection in the works on vision, where his professed aim is to consider “how
one idea comes to suggest another . . . whether by likeness, by necessary connexion, by
geometrical inference, or by arbitrary institution” (TVV 14), and he argues that the
connection is by arbitrary institution. Berkeley does not mean by this that the connection
13
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is capricious; rather he is advancing the following three claims: the connection depends
on something external to the ideas themselves, it is contingent, and it is (as expressed in
the OED) “to be decided by one’s liking; dependent upon will or pleasure.”14
In evaluating the concept of necessary connection in the works on vision, Berkeley has
two aims, one epistemological, the other ontological. Anticipating Hume’s insight that
alleged causal connections are not discoverable a priori, Berkeley writes “there is no
discoverable necessary connexion between any given visible magnitude and any one
particular tangible magnitude; but . . . it is intirely the result of custom and experience”
(NTV 104). His main concern, however, is ontological. In the section immediately
following, he claims that no necessary connection exists between the visible and the
tangible because nothing in the nature of one brings about the other:
it is plain the visible figure of any part of the body hath no necessary connexion with
the tangible figure thereof, so at first sight to suggest it to the mind. . . . whence it
follows that no visible magnitude having in its own nature an aptness to suggest any
one particular tangible magnitude, so neither can any visible figure be inseparably
connected with its corresponding tangible figure. (NTV 105, my emphasis)
And in NTV 64, he writes:
it is manifest that as we do not perceive the magnitudes of objects immediately by
sight, so neither do we perceive them by the mediation of any thing which has a
necessary connexion with them. Those ideas that now suggest unto us the various
magnitudes of external objects before we touch them, might possibly have suggested
no such thing: Or they might have signified them in a direct contrary manner: so that
the very same ideas, on the perception whereof we judge an object to be small, might
as well have served to make us conclude it great. Those ideas being in their own
nature equally fitted to bring into our minds the idea of small or great, or no size at
all of outward objects; just as the words of any language are in their own nature
indifferent to signify this or that thing or nothing at all. (my emphasis)
In both passages, Berkeley makes clear that a necessary connection could exist between
visible and tangible ideas only if the former contained in themselves the power to bring
about the latter, and this would be the case only if a visible figure were internally and
14
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intrinsically connected with a tangible figure. This connection is what Berkeley denies.
Instead, he holds that the connection between the visible and tangible ideas depends on
something external to the ideas themselves. In NTV 147 Berkeley announces that God is
responsible for the establishment of the “correspondence” between the ideas, and that
these correlations constitute “an universal language of the Author of nature” (NTV 147).
The language analogy is used in the NTV to make the epistemological point that the
words of God’s language, like the words of other languages, “do not suggest the things
signified by any likeness or identity of nature, but only by an habitual connexion that
experience has made us to observe between them” (NTV 147). But in the TVV, Berkeley
uses the language analogy to return to the question of the nature of the connection itself
and to God’s role in establishing it. A theory of vision, he says, “may be reduced to this
simple question, to wit, How comes it to pass that a set of ideas, altogether different from
tangible ideas, should nevertheless suggest them to us, there being no necessary
connexion between them? To which the proper answer is, That this is done in virtue of an
arbitrary connexion, instituted by the Author of nature” (TVV 43, my emphases).
In making the connection between sensible ideas arbitrary, Berkeley is insisting that the
connection is imposed from without, extrinsically instituted rather than intrinsically
determined. He is also emphasizing that the connection is dependent on the will or
pleasure of the extrinsic agent. Berkeley explains God’s will in the Principles not in
terms of omnipotence (as Malebranche does), but in terms of benevolence. Though
Malebranche would agree that the connection between sensible things “is not the result of
any immutable habitudes or relations between things themselves,” he would not agree
that the connection is the result “only of God’s goodness and kindness” (PHK 107, my
emphasis).
In holding that the connection between sensible things is to be understood as correlation,
not necessary connection, Berkeley denied what most of his contemporaries accepted—
that the world evidenced a natural necessity. Locke, for example, thought the laws of
physics could be deduced from the attributes possessed by bodies only if these attributes
were linked by an internal and intrinsic necessity. He thought that such natural necessity
existed but was as yet undiscovered, explaining in the Essay: “I doubt not but if we could
discover the Figure, Size, Texture, and Motion of the minute Constituent parts of any two
Bodies, we should know without Trial several of their operations one upon another, as we
do now the Properties of a Square or a Triangle.”15 Furthermore, Descartes, Galileo, and
Newton all conceived of causal relations between natural events as analogous to the
logically necessary relations of deductive procedures. As Colin Turbayne points out:
“[b]oth [Descartes and Newton] thought that physical causes produce the existence of
their effects, and that the effects necessarily follow from the causes . . . . Nature, it was
concluded, obeys the logic of the deductive method.”16 Berkeley’s position is not the
Lockean one that natural causal relations are hidden or perhaps even undiscoverable by
us, and it is not the Cartesian one that natural causal relations mirrored logical ones. It is
15
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that if natural causal relations were grounded in an intrinsic necessity, then natural
necessity would be equivalent to “fatal necessity” (PHK 93), and fatal necessity would be
equivalent to blind agency.
It is this reason for rejecting natural necessity that makes Berkeley’s view of agent
causation different from Malebranche’s. For Malebranche, the concept of causation is
intimately connected to the concept of logical necessity. If A causes B, then it is logically
impossible—that is, entails a contradiction—for B not to occur if A does. But
Malebranche also holds that the necessity of the causal connection must be grounded in a
real power in A to bring about B.17 Causal necessity, for Malebranche, is logical
necessity made real, actual, or instantiated, and he holds that such necessity could be
instantiated only in the will of God: the only true necessary connection is “between the
will of God and the thing He wills” (SAT, VI, 2, iii, 450). The power to do something—
to bring something about—is an omnipotent power. It is because of God’s omnipotence
that the criterion for causation—logical necessity—is met. As Malebranche says, it is “a
contradiction that [an omnipotent being] should will and that what He wills should not
happen” (SAT VI, 2, iii, 450). This emphasis on infinite power explains why, for
Malebranche, God is the only causal agent. With respect to the relation between a
material property (e.g., motion) and a sensory state (e.g., heat) or the relation between
two material properties (e.g., two motions), Malebranche denies a necessary connection
for two reasons: first, it is possible to conceive (without contradiction) of the one without
the other; second, the power of finite material things is, by definition, limited. These
reasons apply as well to the (alleged) volitions of finite spirits: no contradiction arises in
conceiving an unactualized volition of a finite spirit; furthermore, finite spirits, like any
finite substance, are not omnipotent. Malebranche emphasizes that “our idea of cause or
of power to act . . . represents something divine” (SAT VI, 2, iii, 446), namely, infinite
power. There are no agents, no do-ers, strictly speaking, besides God. As Malebranche
points out, even God “cannot make true causes of [his creatures].” To do so would be to
“make them Gods” (SAT VI, 2, iii, 451).
Berkeley’s arguments from the works on vision show that he agrees with Malebranche
that there is no necessary connection between natural events, because there is no intrinsic
power in the one to bring about the other. But Berkeley does not share Malebranche’s
determination to tie causation to logical necessity and therefore to locate causal power in
an infinite will, given that it cannot be located in the natural world. Though he endorses
the view that no necessary connection exists between natural events—that is, there is no
natural necessity—Berkeley denies what Malebranche accepts—that necessity is the
criterion for causation. Malebranche reasons that since there is no natural (causal)
necessity, there must be supernatural (causal) necessity. Berkeley reasons that since there
is no natural (causal) necessity, necessity is the wrong category for a proper analysis of
causation.
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Berkeley rejects Malebranche’s attempt to identify the metaphysics of causality (a “real
power”) with the logic of causality (necessary connection).18 He rejects this identity with
respect to natural causal relations, claiming that insofar as these are understood as
logically necessary connections, “the whole series of [natural] events is either [a matter
of] blind chance or fatal necessity, arising from the impulse of one body on another”
(PHK 93). But Berkeley is making a point not only about natural causal relations; he is
making a point about all causal relations. The “blind chance” on the one hand or “fatal
necessity” on the other would arise not because the alleged connections are in impulses
rather than somewhere else, say, in the will. The blindness and fatalism are in the
supposed intrinsic and internal connections, that is, in the supposed logically necessary
connections. Thus, while Malebranche rejects necessary connections in natural events
and in the wills of finite spirits because neither could claim omnipotence, Berkeley
rejects necessary connections in natural events because he views this necessity as a
constraint, not as a power. Necessary connections do not, for Berkeley, become a “real
power” by being moved out of the natural world and into the will. On the contrary,
logically necessary connections, whether instantiated in material properties or in wills
(finite or infinite) epitomize Berkeley’s conception of blind agency. A blind agent is, for
Berkeley, no agent at all: “in truth,” he writes in the Notebooks, “a blind Agent is a
Contradiction” (NB 812). Thus, to conceive of causation in terms of necessity is to make
causal agency absurd.
This reading of Berkeley frees him from the dichotomy that forces volitional causation to
be understood either as a necessary connection, which then excludes finite spirits from
causal agency, or as an arbitrary connection, which then excludes an infinite spirit from
causal agency.19 If, on the one hand, the relation between a volition and its upshots were
one of logically necessary connection, then Berkeley would be forced to deny that finite
spirits are causal agents since, obviously, it is not the case that whatever a finite agent
wills must occur. If, on the other hand, the relation between a volition and its upshots
were one of arbitrary connection, then Berkeley would be forced to deny that an infinite
spirit is a causal agent since the relation between God’s will and its upshots would be
imposed by something external to God in accordance with that other agent’s will or
pleasure. This would entail both a theological problem (viz., God would become subject
to the will of another agent) and a logical problem (viz., an infinite regress). This
dilemma can be bypassed by recognizing that Berkeley’s commitment to volitional
causation offers not an alternative location for necessary connections (i.e., in the will
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rather than the world). Instead, it offers an alternative to the idea that causation is to be
analyzed in terms of the relation of logical necessity altogether.
Still, we may ask the following question: if the efficacy of volitional causation is not a
matter of necessary connection, what does Berkeley think it is a matter of? Returning to
the relations between pain and fire, or motion and heat, though these are arbitrarily
instituted, that they are what they are is the result of God’s volitions. God institutes the
connections in the way he does for the sake of the well-being of his creatures.
Accordingly, these connections instruct us
how to regulate our actions in order to attain those things that are necessary to the
preservation and well-being of our bodies, [and] also to avoid whatever may be
hurtful and destructive of them. It is by their information that we are principally
guided in all the transactions and concerns of life (NTV 147).20
Berkeley’s notion of volitional causation draws attention to purposive ends; in this way it
is distinguished from Malebranche’s notion of volitional causation understood as
necessary connection. It is not God’s omnipotence that grounds God’s causal agency; it is
God’s benevolence. The efficacy of volition lies in its being purposively and
benevolently directed, not in mapping on to a model of logically necessary connections
actualized through God’s omnipotence. For Malebranche (as his Dialogues on
Metaphysics character Aristes remarks), “Nothing is more sacred than power. Nothing is
more divine.”21 But for Berkeley, God does not institute the natural connections merely
because he is powerful enough to do so; God institutes the connections because they are
most conducive to his creatures’ well-being. Though the arbitrarily instituted relations are
contingent—they could have been instituted by God differently—they could not have
been instituted so as to bring about the creature’s ill-being, that is, contrary to God’s
benevolence. The omnipotence of Berkeley’s God is constrained by his benevolence and
wisdom.22 Though the correlations are instituted by God’s will or pleasure, God’s
pleasures are not whimsical. God’s volitions are causal acts, then, because they are
purposively and benevolently directed. They are not “empty amusements” (NTV 86).
Berkeley’s position amounts to the claim that there is no genuine distinction between
God’s final and efficient causality, and this position makes it possible for finite spirits to
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be causal agents in just the same way that God is.23 Finite spirits are by definition limited,
but the way in which they are limited for Berkeley does not keep them from being causal
agents. Recall that for Malebranche, it is impossible for a finite spirit to be a cause
because its limited power (that is, its non-omnipotence) means that no necessary
connection can ever exist between its volitions and the upshots of those volitions. Linking
causal necessity to omnipotence, as Malebranche does, precludes anything but God from
being a causal agent. But for Berkeley, finite spirits can be causes despite not being
omni-benevolent (or omniscient) because though the purposive result of their causal acts
is limited, it is not impossible. Limited power entails for finite spirits a complete absence
of the condition essential for causal agency, but limited benevolence and knowledge
entails only that purposive ends are imperfectly realized, not that they are not realized at
all. Thus, both finite spirits and God are causal agents for Berkeley.
III. Existential Necessity
It is tempting to think that one reason Berkeley may have had for rejecting the link
between causation and logical necessity is that he thought such necessity ought to be
instantiated in God’s nature, not his will. In that case, we might think that Berkeley
would endorse the ontological proof for God’s existence, which purports to show the
necessity of God’s being. But not only did Berkeley not advance the ontological
argument, he was quite hostile toward it. I suggest that his resistance to the argument may
be understood as a further rejection of the conflation of a metaphysical issue (being) with
a logical one (necessity).
In a passage from the Notebooks, Berkeley claims that it is “[a]bsurd to Argue the
Existence of God from his Idea. we have no idea of God. tis impossible!” (NB 782) This
suggests that he may have been driven to reject the ontological proof by his insistence
that ideas are passive, spirits active. In other words, because God is “a being purely
active. . . . No idea can be like unto, or represent the nature of God” (DHP 231).
But Berkeley has another reason, distinct from his idiosyncratic conception of “ideas”
(and “notions”) for rejecting the ontological argument. He advances it in the Fourth
Dialogue of Alciphron by having the title character give a speech against the
methodology of that proof:
let me tell you I am not to be persuaded by metaphysical arguments; such, for
instance, as are drawn from the idea of an all-perfect being. . . . This sort of argument
. . . I have always found dry and jejune; and, as [it is] not suited to my way of
thinking, [it] may perhaps puzzle, but never will convince me. (Alc 142)
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Alciphron claims instead that the only acceptable method of proving the existence of God
is the method used to prove the existence of anything else, namely, an appeal to facts: “A
matter of fact is not to be proved by notions, but by facts” (Alc 144).
Of course, the character Alciphron represents free-thinkers, whose views Berkeley is at
pains to discredit in the dialogue; but his spokespersons, Euphranor and Crito, do not
object to Alciphron’s insistence that the issue of whether God exists is “a matter of fact”
and that it is to be determined by procedures that would prove (or not) the existence of
any particular thing. Berkeley never advances the three most important claims from
Descartes’ version of the ontological argument: he does not insist that the proposition
“God exists” is self-evident; he does not argue that God’s non-existence is a
contradiction; and he does not suggest that God’s being is qualitatively different from the
being of anything else.24 On the contrary, in accepting that the question of God’s
existence is “a matter of fact,” Berkeley anticipated, and perhaps influenced Hume’s
argument in the first Enquiry that denying the existence of any being does not result in a
contradiction.25 With the ontological argument in mind, Hume writes:
The non-existence of any being, without exception, is as clear and distinct an idea as
its existence. The proposition, which affirms it not to be, however false, is no less
conceivable and intelligible, than that which affirms it to be. . . . [T]hat Caesar, or the
angel Gabriel, or any being never existed, may be a false proposition, but still is
perfectly conceivable, and implies no contradiction.26
Hume rejects the ontological argument for the purpose of advancing atheistic arguments.
Berkeley’s aims in Alciphron are different. He wants to meet Alciphron’s challenge that
God’s existence must be known through ordinary means, and he argues that “God
Himself speaks every day and in every place to the eyes of all men” (Alc 157). The
important point, though, is that in treating the question of God’s existence as a matter of
fact, and in anticipating the Humean assertion that “[n]o negation of a fact can involve a
contradiction” (Enquiry 12.28), Berkeley rejects the Cartesian attempt to import logical
necessity into God’s nature. His point is not the one made by Gassendi (and more
famously by Kant) that existence is not a property. It is that logical necessity could not
coherently be instantiated in any being, not even God. Berkeley thus rejects (1)
Descartes’ attempt to import logical necessity into God’s being and (2) Malebranche’s
attempt to import logical necessity into God’s will, both on grounds of incoherence.
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Conclusion
I have argued that Berkeley is entitled to hold that both finite spirits and an infinite spirit
are causal agents. Though both Berkeley and Malebranche subscribe to the exceptionality
of volitional causation, Malebranche ties causation to omnipotence and logical necessity
and thereby makes it impossible for finite spirits to be causal agents. Berkeley rejects
these criteria for causation and makes causal agency a matter of benevolence and
wisdom. Because finite spirits are imperfect, their goodness and intelligence are limited,
and so too is their ability to bring about purposeful effects. But this is just to say that
finite spirits are imperfect causal agents; it is not to say that they are not causal agents at
all.27
Wheaton College, Norton, MA
nkendric@wheatonma.edu

27

Versions of this essay were presented at the International Berkeley Society meetings in
Newport (2008) and Neuchâtel (2010), and at the Eastern Division meeting of the American
Philosophical Association (2010). I am grateful to Melissa Frankel, Larry Nolan, Keota Fields, Steve
Daniel, Sam Rickless, Marc Hight, Georges Dicker, Tom Stoneham, Margaret Atherton, Seth
Bordner, Alison Simmons, Geneviève Brykman, and Dick Brook for probing questions and helpful
criticisms. I also owe a debt of gratitude to Lisa Lebduska, Dana Polanichka, Hyun Kim, John
Partridge, Stephen Mathis, and Teresa Celada for their comments on a penultimate draft of the essay.

