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In this short essay I will argue for the conclusion that, although Berkeley ought to be 

recognized as a thoroughgoing empiricist, he demonstrates an exceptional and implicit 

familiarity with the thought of Rationalists, particularly Leibniz himself. Although it is trivially 

easy to demonstrate that Berkeley read Leibniz, it is more difficult to show the influence of 

Leibniz on the thought of Berkeley except where Berkeley is explicit in his opposition to 

Leibniz. The evidences I will offer for thinking that Berkeley’s thought was influenced by 

Leibniz are principally indirect and exegetical. To prove this thesis would be a difficult task 

indeed, and certainly beyond the scope of this essay; my task will be accomplished to my 

satisfaction if I manage to justify entertaining the speculation that Berkeley inherited Leibnizian 

presumptions with a reserved optimism. 

There have certainly been attempts to paint Berkeley as a rationalist, as not a few empiricists 

would be more than happy “to hand him over to the Cartesians.”
1
 However, the matter of 

whether Berkeley was an empiricist can only be settled once a clear definition of empiricism can 

act as the background against which his philosophical system is measured. Empiricism describes, 

as does its early modern rival, rationalism, an epistemological commitment, and not a 

metaphysical one. If rationalism is the commitment to the methodological use of deduction and 

rational intuition being the most reliable avenue to incorrigible knowledge (episteme), as I have 

elsewhere argued,
2
 then empiricism presents itself as the alternative commitment. Empiricists are 

characteristically sceptical of deductive reasoning based on rational reflection, and instead 

propose that induction is the infallible or preferable starting point for gaining knowledge. Thus, 

empiricists locate the principle epistemological guide in the senses rather than in the rational 

faculty. Empiricism might be positively construed, therefore, as the commitment to Aristotle’s 
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maxim that: “there is nothing in the intellect which was not first in the senses.”
3
 Thus, 

empiricists believe that the most basic building blocks of knowledge are ‘experiences’. With this 

definition in place, it becomes unambiguously clear that Berkeley qualifies as an empiricist. 

Indeed, Berkeley begins by expanding the Aristotelian maxim to: ‘there is nothing in the world 

which is not in the senses’. All things exist, with the possible exception of God who exists a se, 

only insofar as they are perceived.  

Yes, Berkeley did read Leibniz; it is trivially easy to demonstrate that Berkeley was familiar 

with Leibniz, as Berkeley makes himself the opponent of positions for which Leibniz acted as 

the chief protagonist in the early modern period, such as on dynamics.
4
 Often Berkeley singles 

Leibniz out, and “specifically cites Leibniz”
5
 when Berkeley attacks scholastic ideas. Some of 

the features of Berkeley’s idealism, however, suggest a subtle rapprochement to Leibniz’ 

thought. The first and most obvious line of evidence for this comes from Berkeley’s criticism of 

the famous corpuscularian ‘primary-secondary quality’ distinction. Berkeley suggests that “the 

same arguments brought against secondary qualities will hold proof against”
6
 primary qualities 

as well. Beginning with extension and size, he argues that “there is [clearly] no extension or 

figure in an object because to one eye it shall seem little, smooth, and round, when at the same 

time it appears to the other, great, uneven, and angular?”
 7

 This argument is intended as a parody 

of arguments against qualities such as colour existing in objects themselves rather than being 

merely perceived. However, his argument takes an interesting turn. Berkeley, speaking through 

his chief protagonist Philonous, proposes that size is relative, inviting Hylas, his fictional 
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interlocutor, to consider whether a ‘mite’ and a man perceiving the same bodies, would find 

them to be the same size. Curiously, this argument is hung on a presupposition which was not 

shared by empiricists before Leibniz: that material atoms cannot exist. If a material atom exists, 

then one could argue for the objective size of any composite object; the fact that Berkeley 

doesn’t bother entertaining the objection by throwing it onto the lips of Hylas in the dialogues 

cannot be plausibly accounted for by appeal to Berkeley’s ignorance of corpuscularian doctrine. 

Instead, Berkeley’s silence on this point is best explained by his implicit awareness that the point 

must be entirely conceded that material atoms cannot exist. Here, it has been suggested that 

Berkeley was influenced by Bayle, Locke or Descartes,
8
 but I suggest that a more reasonable 

candidate is Leibniz. Leibniz’ argument against material atoms is accompanied by an argument 

that all extended bodies are infinitely divisible: “In fact, the tiniest corpuscle is actually 

subdivided to infinity”
9
 for “what reason can anyone give that nature should be limited in how 

finely it is subdivided?”
10

 These are both convictions which Berkeley seems to share, as he says 

that “each [particle] of matter if extended must be infinitely extended or have an infinite series of 

extension.”
11

 Thus, while Berkeley’s idealism may have precluded the possibility of any 

primary-secondary quality distinction, his formal arguments against the distinction betray, I 

think, an awareness of, if not implicit acceptance of, Leibniz’ criticisms. 

A second line of evidence for Berkeley’s implicit ‘Leibnizianism’ may come from 

Berkeley’s recognition that the existence of God was a requirement for the coherence of his 

system. Berkeley says in one place: 
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 “Men commonly believe that all things are known or perceived by God because they believe 

in the existence of a God, whereas for me the order of reasons is reversed; I immediately and 

necessarily conclude the existence of a God because all sensible things must be perceived by 

him.”
12

 

Although Berkeley’s apologetic arguments for the existence of God give the impression that 

Berkeley believes in God either for inductive or else pragmatic reasons,
13

 nevertheless 

Berkeley’s conviction that God exists is neither, for him, the conclusion of inductive reasoning, 

nor is it presupposed as an article of faith. Rather, Berkeley recognizes that without God his 

philosophical system does not satisfy the principle of sufficient reason, since it would admit of 

brute facts.
14

 He admits his concern when he says that “ideas must have a cause—something 

they depend on, something that produces and changes them.”
15

 Although the Leibnizian phrase 

“principle of sufficient reason”
16

 is conspicuously absent from Berkeley’s treatment, the same 

fundamental conviction is shared by Leibniz and Berkeley on this point. Moreover, it is clear that 

Berkeley rejected any argument from rational intuition for the existence of God, such as 

Malebranche’s exemplarism, which Berkeley describes as “a doctrine that I confess to finding 

incomprehensible.”
17

  

 In recapitulation, Berkeley was clearly familiar with Leibniz’ work, and often pulled no 

punches about his disagreement with him when Leibniz proposed doctrines which had the 

appearance of scholastic contamination. However, Berkeley also tacitly accepts much of what 

Leibniz argues for, including the impossibility of a material atom, or the need to satisfy the 

principle of sufficient reason. Of course, one might argue that Berkeley had come to the 
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conclusion of God’s existence without even formally recognizing the principle of sufficient 

reason, just as one could argue that Berkeley rejected the possibility of material atoms simply by 

rejecting the possibility of matter. However, against these speculations I have provided 

arguments and comments which, I think, reflect an implicit Leibnizianism in Berkeley’s 

thinking. 
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