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The problem of evil in Berkeley’s thought is a complex yet fundamental issue.
The lack of clarity and dispersion in its definition has led to ambiguity in
understanding Berkeley’s thought accurately. In this article, using an
analytical-descriptive method and relying on Berkeley’s metaphysical
foundations, an attempt has been made to carefully examine Berkeley’s
responses to the problem of evil. In his effort to provide a distinct version of
the problem of evil, Berkeley does not regard evil as an independent fact but
rather as derived from a form of human value judgment. He considers the
labeling of individuals as evil and the classification of actions as evil to be the
result of human cognitive limitations and mental constraints. This article aims
to demonstrate how Berkeley, by utilizing the his principles of idealism,
explains the problem of evil and, from this perspective, offers a solution to
the common contradictions in the religious and philosophical doctrines.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The problem of evil is one of the most important and complex philosophical issues. George Berkeley, as a
prominent theologian and philosopher of the 17th and 18th centuries, addressed the problem of evil within
the framework of his idealist philosophy. This paper examines the problem of evil in Berkeley’s philosophy
and specifically seeks to answer the question: “Does evil states of affairs and evil actions in Berkeley’s
philosophy have an intrinsic character, or is it a quality that humans attribute to malevolent behaviors?”’
Berkeley considers one of the most significant reasons for considering events as evil to be the “acceptance
of material substance.” From his perspective, belief in the existence of material substance leads to
misconceptions about the nature of events, which may result in labeling certain actions as “evil” (Berkeley
2017: 99-100).

Discussion

Given Berkeley’s specific understanding of being and his rejection of material substance, the possibility of
any existential understanding of evil is eliminated in his philosophical system. Thus, his general view on
evil can be described as “privational.” In this framework, evil is denied as an independent reality and is
defined merely as the absence or privation of good (Berkeley 2017: 111). In this philosophical system,
existence is equated with perception. This view makes the concept of evil dependent on human perception.
Therefore, Berkeley examines evil at the level of perception. His second response to the problem of evil is
its relativity and dependence on human perceptual conditions (Berkeley 2017: 111).

Berkeley explains the existence of moral evil in the world as a result of “human free will and deviation
from the true and correct path.” From Berkeley’s perspective, moral evil arises when humans deviate from
the innate inclination toward goodness that is naturally embedded in their being. And, finally, among
Berkeley’s responses and implicit references to the problem of evil is the idea that evil is “part of the divine
plan.” In Berkeley’s value-based view of the existence of ideas, evil in the world is seen as part of the
acceptable diversity in God’s creation, enhancing the beauty of other ideas and works. He believes that
unpleasant ideas, like shadows in a painting, help to highlight the light and reveal greater beauty (Berkeley
2017:110-111).

If evil is merely a “privation,” then it has no independent existence or essence; it is simply a deficiency
in beings. according to this analysis, what we call “evil” becomes fundamentally meaningless. This
privation implicitly indicates a lack of perfection or the absence of something that should exist, but it has
no independent reality. Consequently, Berkeley’s attempt to give meaning to evil within
“meaninglessness” may lead to ambiguous and indeterminate answers. Furthermore, if everything
ultimately leads to good, it must be explained why many events tangibly and immediately result in evil
and suffering. Berkeley’s response implicitly assumes that absolute good lies behind every evil event. If
ultimate good and perfection are part of the divine plan, the role of human free will in a world full of evil
remains ambiguous.

Berkeley states that moral evil arises from the misuse of human free will, and in this regard, human
responsibility and individual choices are clearly involved (Berkeley 2017: 223). A potential critique of this
view is that, according to Berkeley’s perspective on evil, humans could justify any action based on their
personal interests, as they can always justify their incorrect actions based on their limited and narrow
perspective. Berkeley’s fourth response to the problem of evil may raise the question of whether God needs
to pass through evil to achieve greater good. Can’t a benevolent and omnipotent being (such as God)
achieve good without the existence of evil? It seems that Berkeley’s response leads to the idea of a creator
who cannot achieve greater good without passing through evil. One way to resolve this ambiguity is to
consider that a small amount of evil may be a prerequisite or necessary condition for achieving greater
good. It seems that in Berkeley’s philosophy, evil is more of a “human value judgment” than an
independent metaphysical reality. If analyses are based on a human-centered perspective, evil concepts are
treated as “human value judgments.” Thus, in Berkeley’s philosophy, the problem of evil is more of an
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epistemological challenge and a shift in how humans view the world and their experiences, rather than a
metaphysical question about the real existence of evil in the universe.

Conclusion

In addressing the problem of evil, Berkeley sees it not as an independent reality but as a relative
phenomenon dependent on human perception. For him, evil has a privational nature. In Berkeley’s view,
everything ultimately serves a greater good and higher purposes, and evil, from a divine perspective, always
serves the perfection and wisdom embedded in God’s plan. Also, he considers morally evil actions to be
the result of deviations from the inner will and guidance that humans are capable of adhering to. Therefore,
from Berkeley’s perspective, evil is not absolute but is understood as a relative matter tied to human
limitations and value judgments, ultimately falling within the framework of divine wisdom.
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