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Handout 12

Berkeley: Resemblance, images, brain

IDEAS AS REPRESENTATIONS OF OBJECTS. A material object may be thought to possess two characteristics: it can
exist unperceived, and its properties, at least some of them, can be represented in our perception. Upon attacking the
first characteristic in the Tree in a Quad argument (see Handout 13), Berkeley proceeds to deal with the second. This
second characteristic is interpreted to the effect that ideas in our mind resemble the objects they are said to represent. That
is the justification for saying that some of our ideas are ideas of material objects. Sensible qualities, accordingly, are
representations of the qualities of material objects by virtue of the resemblance between the two.

THE JuLlus CAESAR ARGUMENT. The example Berkeley uses is of Julius Caesar’s portrait. JC is himself invisible,
but the portrait represents him. By the same token, material objects are themselves invisible, but ideas represent them.

Question 1. Why should material objects be deemed invisible at this point of the discussion?

There is some troubling unclarity in the example. In the first place, the analogy is suspect. The portrait might not, on its
own, be able to represent JC. For suppose JC had a twin brother. Which of the brothers does the portrait represent? The
painter’s intentions are evidently a factor in settling the fact of representation.

Secondly, Philonous claims that, while looking at the portrait, I see nothing more than colours and figures. Is this not
too strong a claim? If this were true, then I could not even see the image of JC. In the light of the discussions earlier on
and in NTV, it is likely, I think, that Berkeley held discrete sensible qualities alone immediately perceivable. But it is no
less clear that, for Berkeley, the talk of perception by association is also legitimate. I can be trained to recognise, thus
perceive, JC among the colours of the canvas.

All of this, however, is not really damaging to Berkeley’s argument. As far as I can see, the argument develops in three
stages. In the first stage we are told that resemblance is never directly (immediately) perceived. This leaves open the
possibility of indirect perception. So in the second stage we are told that this is possible either through association of ideas
or through inference. However, in the case of ideas and material objects this possibility is ruled out. This leaves open the
logical possibility of an existent resemblance between x and y—that is imperceivable, unknowable, unjustifiable, but
merely assumed without contradiction. Thus in the third stage we are told that, in our case of ideas and objects, such
resemblance should fail to be a logical possibility anyway.

The first stage of the argument is completed with the JC portrait analogy. One might protest that the proof is
inconclusive, since there may be some cases other than artistic depiction where resemblance does hold. The second stage
of the argument so understood is nearly trivial. For since ex hypothesi material objects are never perceived, we cannot
know the resemblance between ideas and objects. Being presented with the idea of a table I cannot know whether it
resembles its prototype the material table—that is, before I see the material table. And that latter task I cannot fulfil.

Question 2. Can testimony help in determining the resemblance between x and y?

So perhaps the resemblance is still a logical possibility, though unknown. Here the final objection is that nothing can be
like an idea except another idea.

Question 3. Assess the last claim.

BRAIN AND mIND. Once Hylas is convinced of the difficulties facing his materialist theory, the discussion in the Second
Dialogue turns to the problem of the origin of ideas. Hylas attempts a materialist causal explanation. Ideas are generated
by external objects acting on the senses that convey certain motions to the brain. The brain then transmits ‘impressions’ to
the mind. The objection is that the brain is itself an idea in the mind. So how can one idea cause another idea? Here we
come across two doctrines: that ideas are inert, not ‘active’, and that causality requires activity. These can be evaluated
separately. The argument before us, however, looks trivial, because its main premiss—that brain, being a sensible object,
is contained in the mind—follows from the preceding discussion.

Let me try to put this concern in a constructive way. The materialist opponent may argue right at the start of the enquiry
that brain is part of the material world, that it should be investigated with the methods continuous with the methods of
natural science, and that ideas (qualia) are to be explained by those methods alone. Ideas, on this account, arise out of the
brain’s physical interactions with the environment. This picture seems at least no less compelling than the picture offered
by Berkeley, according to which we begin the enquiry by investigating the workings of the unspecified, unobserved, and
rather opaque mind from within, while making no assumptions whatever about the external world. The alternative picture,
of course, rejects the implied dualism of Berkeley’s initial picture: some matter, in some state, can think.
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