JONATHAN COHEN AND AARON MESKIN

On the Epistemic Value of Photographs

The photograph is the only picture that can truly
convey information, even if it is technically faulty
and the object can barely be identified. A painting of
a murder is of no interest whatever; but a photograph
of a murder fascinates everyone.

Gerhard Richter'

Many have held that photographs give us a
firmer epistemic connection to the world than
do other depictive representations.” To take just
one example, Bazin famously claimed that
“[t]he objective nature of photography confers
on it a quality of credibility absent from all
other picture-making.”®> Unfortunately, while
the intuition in question is widely shared, it has
remained poorly understood. In this paper we
propose to explain the special epistemic status of
photographs. We take as our starting place (in
Section I) Kendall Walton’s startling proposal
that photograPhs are special because they are
“transparent”"—that is, that they are special
because, unlike other depictive representations,
they enable us literally to see their depicta.’
Walton’s proposal has not convinced many;
however, it has proven surprisingly difficult to
say just what is wrong about the transparency
thesis. In Sections II through IV we shall rise to
this challenge and show why photographs are
not transparent in Walton’s sense. Finally, in
Sections V through VII we shall propose and
defend a novel diagnosis of what is epistemi-
cally special about photographs.

I. TRANSPARENCY AND PHOTOGRAPHS
In saying that photographs are transparent,

Walton means that visually attending to a photo-
graph enables us to see something numerically

distinct from that photograph—namely, its
depictum.® For Walton, photographs are of a
kind with mirrors, telescopes, and microscopes:
they are prosthetic devices that enable us to see
things that we could not see without them.’
Whereas these other prostheses help us to see
things around corners, very distant things, and
very small things, photographs enable us to see
things that are spatiotemporally remote.® Walton
emphasizes that he means this proposal quite
literally:

I must warn against watering down this suggestion,
against taking it to be a colorful, or exaggerated, or
not quite literal way of making a relatively mundane
point. I am not saying that the person looking at the
dusty photographs has the impression of seeing his
ancestors—in fact, he doesn’t have the impression of
seeing them “in the flesh,” with the unaided eye. I am
not saying that photography supplements vision by
helping us to discover things we can’t discover by
seeing. ... Nor is my point that what we see—photo-
graphs—are duplicates or doubles or reproductions
of objects, or substitutes or surrogates for them. My
claim is that we see, quite literally, our dead relatives
themselves when we look at photographs of them.’

Why does Walton insist that photographs are
transparent? He believes that there are significant
similarities between the way that photographs
provide visual experiences and the way that
ordinary vision provides visual experiences. For
one, photographic images are counterfactually
dependent on the scenes they represent; for
example, had your ancestor been smiling rather
than frowning, the photograph of her would
have looked different. For another, and unlike
realistic paintings and drawings (where such
counterfactual dependency may hold), this
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counterfactual dependence is not mediated by
the intentional states of any intermediary agents.
As Gregory Currie puts it, there is a “natural
dependence” of photographs on the scenes that
they depict.'® Finally, photographs also preserve
real similarity relations between objects: like
ordinary perception, confusions about photo-
graphic representations (i.e., with respect to what
they depict) tend to be linked to real similarities
between objects.

For Walton, then, photographs are transparent
but paintings are not. Moreover, he argues, this
difference makes an epistemic difference—for
example, it explains why the appearance of
photographs, but not that of paintings, supports
counterfactuals about the appearance of the
depictum. In addition, it explains why we often
treat photographs as evidence (both formal and
informal), whereas we are resistant to treating
paintings and drawings as such.

We believe that Walton’s proposal does high-
light certain important features of photographs
that are worth capturing. However, it has the
significant defect that its core thesis—that of
the transparency of photographs—is (to put it
gently) highly counterintuitive.!! But just what
is wrong with this thesis? In particular, if we are
to deny the thesis, we owe an explanation of
what it is about photographs that makes them
nontransparent, given that there are other visual
prostheses, such as mirrors, microscopes, and
telescopes, that are transparent. This, then, is
Walton’s challenge to those who reject the
transparency thesis: explain the relevant differ-
ence between photographs, on the one hand,
and mirrors (etc.), on the other.

II. EGOCENTRIC SPATIAL BELIEFS

To motivate our own answer to Walton’s chal-
lenge, it will be useful to begin with a proposal
that has been suggested by a number of authors, '
and that turns on an appeal to visually repre-
sented spatial information. The idea here is that
a necessary requirement for x’s seeing y is that
x represents information about the spatial rela-
tions between x and y.'> This requirement, it
has been suggested, effectively draws a line in
the sand between uncontroversial examples of
transparent visual prostheses on the one hand,
and photographs on the other:
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With ordinary seeing, we get information about the
spatial and temporal relations between the object
seen and ourselves. . . . Photographs on the other hand
do not convey egocentric information; seeing a
photograph does not tell me anything much about
where the object photographed is in relation to me. "

I submit that we do not speak literally of seeing
objects unless I can perspicuously relate myself
spatially to them—i.e., unless I know (roughly) where
they are in the space I inhabit. !> 16

The most obvious way of understanding this
proposal is as adding a doxastic requirement
(a requirement about what the agent believes or
knows) to the conditions that an agent must
satisfy if she is to count as seeing an object.
Understood in this way, the proposal is that see-
ing requires the formation of certain beliefs or
judgments. For example, Currie specifically refers
to the “kinds of judgments we make in cases of
ordinary seeing...which have no counterparts
in the case of seeing photographs.”!’ Similarly,
Carroll speaks of ordinary seeing as requiring
knowledge about spatial relations.!

Walton has argued that no proposal of this
sort can be successful because the requirement
it places on seeing is too strong.'® To make this
point, Walton imagines two cases in which a
viewer sees a carnation without meeting the
doxastic requirement about spatial information
set out above.

In the first, a viewer receives visual informa-
tion about a carnation through a long series of
mirrors; the viewer knows neither how many
mirrors are involved nor how they are oriented,
so he has no idea in what direction the carnation
lies from him.?* Walton claims that this viewer
will lack information about the location of the
carnation in egocentric space; but since all par-
ties to the discussion concede that mirrors are
transparent, he thinks, the viewer should count
as (prosthetically) seeing the carnation. In the
second case, the carnation is indeed right in
front of me, but there are many mirrors around,
or I suspect that there are. Here, too, Walton
claims that I lack the relevant egocentric spatial
information about the carnation: “I think I may
be seeing the image of a carnation reflected in
one or many mirrors. So I have no idea where
the carnation is in relation to me.””' Since he
thinks that in both cases the viewer sees the
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carnation, even though he lacks information
about its egocentric location, Walton concludes
that possession of that information about the
carnation is not necessary for seeing it.?

While these cases pose serious problems for
Currie and Carroll, we do not believe that they
settle the issue against the doxastic proposal by
themselves. For one thing, although Currie is
comfortable denying that seeing takes place in
the sequence of mirrors case”*—and would
seem forced to take the same position about
Walton’s second case—an alternative answer
would be to weaken the doxastic requirement so
as to evade the case. For example, one might
hold that seeing requires not (as before) holding
a belief about the egocentric location of the
object, but merely the belief that the object is in
the same general space as oneself. On a weak-
ened doxastic theory of this sort, it is plausible
that the agent in both of Walton’s cases man-
ages to see, since, plausibly, such very minimal
belief is present in these cases. Unfortunately,
we anticipate that the debate would become
stymied if carried on in this fashion: Walton
would respond with further counterexamples to
the weakened doxastic requirement, which
could then be used to motivate still weaker ver-
sions of the doxastic requirement, at which
point Walton would concoct yet stranger coun-
terexamples, and so on. We believe that a cycle
of counterexamples and responses of this kind is
unlikely to convince anyone of anything. How-
ever, we propose to sidestep these difficulties:
as we shall argue below, there are independent
(and, we believe, more compelling) reasons for
doubting that any doxastic solution can succeed.
It is to these reasons that we now turn.

III. TOWARD A NONDOXASTIC SOLUTION

We are convinced that the contemplated require-
ment on seeing proposed by Currie and Carroll
is too strong. However, we believe that a proper
appreciation of the reasons for the failure of
this requirement points the way toward a more
successful answer to Walton’s challenge.
Rather than weakening the doxastic require-
ment, we propose to drop it altogether, while
retaining Currie’s and Carroll’s insights that
spatial information is the key to resisting
transparency.

The requirement at issue (on the doxastic
reading considered so far) concerns what sub-
jects must believe in order to count as seeing an
object. Walton’s cases are designed to bring out
the failure of such a doxastic requirement on
object-seeing by pointing out that beliefs can be
undermined too easily—namely, beliefs can be
undermined in ways that do not undermine seeing.
For example, virtually any of my beliefs can
be undermined by the onset of a sufficiently
far-reaching skepticism. But, while it is plausi-
ble that the onset of skeptical doubt might erode
a subject’s belief that she sees a carnation (or
her belief that she is within four feet of a carna-
tion, or even her belief that she is somewhere
near a carnation), presumably we do not want to
say that it would (by itself) prevent her from
seeing a carnation that is right in front of her
face. This is why we are inclined to say of Wal-
ton’s second case, wherein the subject merely
doubts that she lacks egocentric information,
that the subject nonetheless sees the carnation.
Similarly, the onset of confusion may under-
mine a subject’s belief that she sees (or any of
her other beliefs, for that matter), but it is
implausible that such confusion should (by
itself) vitiate her capacity to see. This is why we
are inclined to say of Walton’s first case,
wherein the intervention of a series of mirrors at
unknown angles makes the subject confused
about the egocentric location of the carnation,
that the subject continues to see the carnation.?*

These reflections suggest to us that no doxastic
condition on object-seeing will suffice to distin-
guish prosthetic seeing through mirrors from
(putative) prosthetic seeing through photographs.
That is, object-seeing cannot involve the require-
ment that the subject believe any particular con-
tent, such as content about the egocentric location
of particulars. Belief is fragile with respect to
perturbations that leave seeing intact, so no
doxastic state can be necessary for seeing.?

(A further reason for thinking that a doxastic
requirement on object-seeing is too strong
involves the possibility of object-seeing by
nonhuman animals and neonate human beings.
For one thing, while many writers have felt
uncomfortable attributing doxastic states to non-
human animals and human neonates, they have
generally been less reluctant to claim that such
creatures are incapable of object-seeing; but if
object-seeing requires any doxastic state, then the
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latter claim follows from the denial of doxastic
states in nonhuman animals and human neonates.
For another, the question whether all seeing ani-
mals are cognizing animals strikes us as broadly
empirical; as such, it strikes us as inappropriate as
a matter of methodology to allow this question to
be settled as a consequence of the requirements
on object-seeing imposed from the armchair.)

What then explains the continued appeal of
placing a doxastic condition on seeing? Like
Fred Dretske, who has also argued for a non-
doxastic account of seeing,26 we are inclined to
apportion blame to a number of sources. Among
these, Dretske points to the “utterance implica-
tions” of ordinary statements about seeing. For
example, since we do not ordinarily say that we
see (or have seen) an object unless we have
identified the object that we see, talk about see-
ing often creates the conversational implicature
that we hold identificatory beliefs about the
seen object. Dretske also notes that ordinary
instances of object-seeing typically lead us to
form beliefs about seen objects, and, in particular,
we ordinarily form beliefs about their egocen-
tric locations. Finally, we suggest that the appeal
of doxastic accounts of object-seeing may be
due, in part, to running together the conditions
required for seeing, on the one hand, and the
conditions that are required for knowing that
one sees, on the other. It is plausible that know-
ing that one sees an object requires that one
have beliefs about the egocentric location of the
object. But since one can see without knowing
that one sees, this observation does not motivate
a doxastic condition on mere object-seeing.

IV. EGOCENTRIC SPATIAL INFORMATION

The moral we have drawn so far is that a suc-
cessful answer to Walton’s challenge cannot
involve a doxastic requirement on object-seeing.
On the other hand, we do not believe that photo-
graphs are transparent, and we are sympathetic
to the general idea of exploiting egocentric spa-
tial information to distinguish between genuine
and nongenuine cases of prosthetic seeing. Our
task, then, will be to find a way of exploiting
egocentric spatial information that does not
place doxastic requirements on seeing, and
thereby avoids the problems that plague the vari-
ants examined so far.
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The doxastic baggage we are hoping to avoid
appeared in other accounts because they under-
stood the notion of (egocentric spatial) information
doxastically—namely, in terms of the beliefs or
knowledge produced in would-be seers. We
propose to do without doxastic elements by
construing the notion of (egocentric spatial)
information nondoxastically. In particular, we
propose to rely here on an understanding of
information originally due to Shannon and
Weaver, and that was first put to philosophical
use (as far as we know) by Dretske in Know-
ledge and the Flow of Information.*’

To a first approximation, Dretske understands
information-carrying as a kind of (objective)
probabilistic, counterfactual-supporting connec-
tion between independent variables. Thus, for
example, the state of the room’s thermometer
carries information about the temperature in the
room insofar as there is an objective probabilistic
connection between the two: the probability of
the room temperature’s being 72 °F conditional on
the thermometer’s reading 72 °F is much higher
than the probability of the room temperature’s
being 72°F conditional on the thermometer’s
not reading 72°F (assuming the thermometer is
in good working order, is calibrated, is free
from outside influence, and so on). And this
probabilistic relationship is made evident by
counterfactuals relating the room temperature
and the thermometer’s state; namely, if the
temperature of the room were different then the
thermometer’s reading would be different (again,
assuming ideal conditions). Note that there is no
such probabilistic link between the state of the
thermometer and the temperature of a second
room, even if the temperature of this second
room is also 72°F; for here the correlation is
accidental—not probabilistically linked, and not
counterfactual supporting. (Of course, the cor-
relation is not accidental if the temperature in
the second room is probabilistically related to
the temperature in the first room—say, by ther-
mal connections between the two rooms or
something; but in that case there will also be an
informational link between its temperature and
the state of the thermometer.) Again, evidence
for this claim about information relations comes
from consideration of counterfactuals; namely,
it is not the case that if the temperature in the
second room were to change, the thermometer
reading would change.”
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Significantly, the claim that x carries infor-
mation about y is a claim about an objective
probabilistic link between the two, and as such its
truth is independent of anyone’s doxastic attitudes
about the two.?’ In the context of the problems
examined in Section III, such a nondoxastic
understanding of information—according to which
information-carrying is independent of any sub-
ject’s beliefs about whether it is carried—seems
to be just what we need to move forward. We
propose to use this nondoxastic account of infor-
mation to formulate a nondoxastic requirement
on object-seeing. We believe that this will ena-
ble us to draw the desired distinction between
ordinary and prosthetic seeing on the one hand,
and photography on the other.

Here, then, is our proposed answer to Walton’s
challenge. We propose that neither belief nor
knowledge about the egocentric spatial location
of an object is a necessary condition for seeing
it, but instead that what is essential is that the
relevant visual experience is produced by a
process that carries egocentric spatial informa-
tion about the object. That is, x sees y through a
visual process z only if z carries information
about the egocentric location of y with respect
to X. According to us, mirrors are transparent in
Walton’s sense because mirrors carry egocentric
spatial information about objects. In contrast,
our view secures the desired conclusion that
photography is not transparent, insofar as the
visual process of looking at photographs fails to
carry egocentric spatial information about their
depicta. For there is no probabilistic relationship
between the photographic image and the egocentric
location of the depictum: as I move around the
world with the photograph, the egocentric loca-
tion of the depictum changes, but the photo-
graphic image does not.

Some comments are in order.

1. We are not claiming that carrying information
about egocentric location of perceived objects
is sufficient for seeing. Clearly it is not, and
our account reflects this.

2. Information-carrying is, in the first instance,
defined for token events: token X carries
information about token y just in case there
is an appropriate objective probabilistic link
between x and y. Our requirement on object
perception, in contrast, talks about the infor-
mation carried by a visual process type—

appropriately, since the challenge we take
ourselves to be answering is a challenge to
mark distinctions among various process
types (not tokens). We intend the appeal to
the information carried by process types as a
generalization of the more basic informational
relation defined for token events. Namely,
we can say that a process type carries the
information of a certain kind just in case the
process’s tokens are typically tokens that
carry information of that kind. Indeed, we
can construe this feature of processes as a
disposition: processes that carry information
of a certain kind are disposed to have tokens
that carry information of that kind.

. Since, as just noted, the notion of information-

carrying for process types is construed
dispositionally, we can allow that, even for a
process type that carries information about
the egocentric location of objects, there may
be individual tokens of the type that fail to
carry information about the egocentric loca-
tion of objects represented. That is to say,
information-carrying processes can fail to
carry information in individual cases without
thereby ceasing to be information-carrying
processes.

. Why do we formulate our condition on

object-seeing in terms of egocentric location
(i.e., location with respect to the viewer) rather
than absolute location or allocentric location
(i.e., location with respect to a frame of
reference independent of the viewer)? Mainly
because it enables us to draw the distinctions
we need to draw while avoiding a host of
thorny issues.

For example, suppose someone wants to
individuate photographs by the absolute or
allocentric locations of their depicta. Then if the
counterfactuals are read de dicto, photographs
will, trivially, carry information about the allo-
centric location of their depicta (because the
relevant counterfactuals will turn out to be
vacuously true). But that would mean that a
requirement stated in terms of absolute or allo-
centric locational information will not distin-
guish between the visual process of looking at
photographs, on the one hand, and uncontro-
versial cases of prosthetic or nonprosthetic
vision on the other. We suppose we could
defend an allocentric/absolute formulation of
our requirement if we were willing to rule out
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the individuative standard at issue or plump
for a de re reading of the counterfactuals, but
we would prefer not to take sides about such
tendentious issues if we can avoid it. In con-
trast (however you read the counterfactuals),
individuating photographs by the allocentric
location of their depicta does not make it the
case that photographs carry information about
the egocentric location of their depicta.*
Furthermore, the idea of individuating pho-
tographs by the egocentric location of their
depicta is implausible on its face—it is hard
to accept that walking across the room with
the photograph of your grandmother amounts
to replacing the old photograph with a new
one. Consequently, formulating our require-
ment in terms of egocentric locational infor-
mation allows us to distinguish between
photographs and visual prosthetics without
having to make controversial claims about
the individuation of photographs and the
interpretation of counterfactuals.

5. Our account does not place a doxastic require-
ment on seeing. We hold that what is essential
to seeing is that the relevant visual experience
is produced by a process that carries infor-
mation about the egocentric spatial informa-
tion of the perceived object. On our account,
knowledge—or even mere belief—about the
location of the object is not necessary for
seeing. For the activity of information-carry-
ing processes need not result in beliefs (for
example, such processes may be at work in
the case of the thoroughgoing skeptic,
although in her case they would fail to result
in beliefs; this is in accord with our insist-
ence in Section III that the onset of skeptical
doubt should not erode the capacity for
object-seeing). For this reason, our account
evades the problem pressed against other
answers to Walton in Section III.

6. Walton complains that the doxastic proposal
put forth by Currie and Carroll amounts to
“ad hoc linguistic legislation,”*! and that such
disputes over terminology have no philo-
sophical interest. Are we, in putting forward
our own anti-transparency proposal, guilty
of the same sin?

We hope not. Linguistic usage of ‘sees’ is
eclectic, and obviously occurs (appropri-
ately) in cases where object-seeing is not at
issue (e.g., when someone says “I see a horse
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in the clouds”; cf. Dretske, Seeing and
Knowing). As such, we agree with Walton
that there is no point in arguing over who
gets to keep the word. On the other hand, we
take it that there is philosophical point to
“bring[ing] out the important similarities and
differences...especially the kinship which
seeing a photograph of something bears to
other ways of seeing it, and seeing a painting
of it does not.”*> We contend that our own
proposal attains this goal more successfully
than does the transparency thesis. For while
both accounts bring out similarities between
object-seeing and the ways in which we per-
ceptually interact with photographs and
other depictive representations, our account
is more successful than Walton’s in bringing
out differences between the cases—differ-
ences whose salience and importance is
revealed by the extent to which most readers
(including Walton himself; see note 11)
regard Walton’s proposal as counterintuitive.

To see that our proposal is extensionally cor-
rect, let us examine a few cases. We begin by
looking at some cases where it is clear that a
visual process does underwrite object-seeing.
We take it as fairly obvious that our view
allows for ordinary (nonprosthetic) seeing and
uncontroversial cases of seeing by visual
prostheses. Ordinary seeing carries information
about the egocentric location of objects (although
it is, of course, subject to failures of information-
carrying in individual cases). In addition, our
proposal allows for uncontroversial cases of
prosthetic vision involving eyeglasses, bino-
culars, telescopes, and periscopes. All of these
prostheses carry information about the egocen-
tric location of objects perceived (although they
may fail in certain circumstances). Evidence of
this informational link can be found in various
counterfactuals that hold true about these pro-
cesses; in each case, if one were to change the
egocentric location of the objects seen, one
would be presented with a different visual
image.33 For the same reason, our view allows
for seeing through a single mirror. Moreover,
the condition we propose creates no problem for
saying that I see in the case in which I am
surrounded by many mirrors (or merely suspect
that I am). Although this situation might under-
cut my belief that I am seeing, and hence my
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ability to know that I see, this cannot undercut
the mirror’s capacity to carry information about
the egocentric location of the carnation. Finally,
the same holds true regarding a long sequence
of mirrors. In all of these cases, change in an
object’s egocentric location would bring about
change in the (mirror-produced) image.

What about cases in which a visual process
does not underwrite object-seeing? As men-
tioned above, our proposal provides a principled
basis for rejecting photographic transparency.
That is, it implies that photographs and films do
not allow us to see the objects they depict. For,
as we have maintained, visual processes involving
photographs and film fail to carry egocentric
spatial information about their depicta (although
they do carry some sorts of information about
their depicta): there is no probabilistic relation-
ship between the photographic/film image, on
the one hand, and the egocentric location of the
depictum, on the other. Evidence of the lack of
this probabilistic relation is, as usual, to be
found by consideration of the counterfactuals
linking the two. It is not the case that if our
egocentric location with respect to the objects
were to change, the photographic image would
change. For one can walk around with a photo-
graph—changing one’s location with respect to
the depictum—without a concomitant change in
the photographic image.

The same seems to be true of broadcast and
live-feed video. Broadcast video (whether broad-
cast live or from a prerecorded source) can be
viewed in many different absolute locations;
hence the (fixed) depictum can be in any of
many different egocentric locations with respect
to the viewer without any change in the video
image. This shows that broadcast video fails to
carry information about the egocentric location
of the depictum, hence does not permit pros-
thetic object-seeing. On the other hand, suppose
there is a direct video feed (not a broadcast sig-
nal) directly connected to a monitor at only one
location. If the monitor should happen to
remain in one place, there may very well be a de
facto correlation between the video image and
the egocentric location of the depictum. But this
correlation fails to rise to the level of an infor-
mational link, as can be seen by consideration
of the relevant counterfactual: if, contrary to
fact, there were a modification in the egocentric
location of the depictum (say, if, contrary to

fact, someone bought a longer video cable and
moved the monitor by twenty feet), the video
image would remain unchanged. Here, too, then,
the process type fails to carry information about
the egocentric location of the depictum, so there
is no object-seeing.**

What about painting and drawing done in
realist (or even photo-realist) style? Consider
cases in which a painter strives to depict an
actual person or scene accurately. In these
cases, counterfactual dependence and the pre-
servation of real similarity relations may be
present. In addition, such paintings may carry a
great deal of information about their subjects.
But visual processes involving these paintings
(like photographs) fail to carry egocentric spa-
tial information about the objects they depict.
Again, one can move about with the painting—
thereby changing one’s egocentric location with
respect to the objects that it depicts—without
changing the image. Hence, seeing the depicted
objects is precluded (as desired).

V. THE EPISTEMIC VALUE OF PHOTOGRAPHS

So far we have been reacting against the trans-
parency thesis—we have taken it as our goal to
show why photographs are not transparent.
However, our account of what separates genu-
ine cases of prosthetic perception from photo-
graphs suggests what seems to us a new and
better way of addressing one of the original
questions to which transparency was proposed
as an answer: Why are photographs epistemic-
ally special in a way that other sorts of depictive
representations are not? (Why, for example, do
photographs but not paintings carry evidentiary
weight?) This question will be our focus in what
follows.

To answer it in a way that connects with what
we have said so far about visual process types,
we need to extend our information-related
terminology once again so that it will apply to
depictive representation types. Therefore, we
shall say that a type T of depictive representa-
tion carries information of a certain kind if and
only if the type of visual process involving
looking at T-tokens carries information of that
kind. Likewise, we can define a notion of infor-
mation-carrying for token visual representa-
tions: a token t carries information of a certain
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kind just in case the visual process token
involving looking at t carries information of that
kind. Like the notion of information-carrying
defined for visual process types above, the
notion of information-carrying for depictive
representation types is dispositional; hence, a
type T can carry information of some kind
despite occasional failures to carry information
of that kind by isolated T-tokens.

With this terminology in hand, we propose
that part of what makes photographs epistemic-
ally special is this: they are information carriers
whose conditions of employment are easier to
satisfy than other information carriers. To see
what we mean by this, consider these two kinds
of information that a representation (or
representation-type) can carry about its repre-
sentational object:

(i) information about the visually accessible
properties of the representational object, and

(ii) information about the egocentric location of
the representational object.*’

For many ordinary cases these two sorts of
information-carrying capacities coincide: things
that carry type (i) information also carry type
(>i1) information. Even more than this, it seems
that things typically have their capacity to carry
type (i) information only insofar as they have a
concomitant capacity to carry type (ii) informa-
tion as well. Thus, for example, ordinary, non-
prosthetic vision carries both type (i) and type
(ii) information, and would not carry type (i)
information if it did not also carry type (ii)
information. Similarly, a mirror carries type (i)
and type (ii) information about the carnation,
but it would not carry type (i) information about
the carnation if it were not spatially related to
the carnation and the viewer in such a way that
it also carries type (ii) information.

Ordinarily, then, transmission of type (i)
information occurs only when transmission of
type (ii) information occurs as well. However,
we believe, there are exceptions to this general-
ization; namely, for reasons given in Section
IV, we believe that photographs convey type (i)
information without conveying type (ii) infor-
mation. To coin a term, we shall refer to any-
thing that carries type (i) information without
carrying type (ii) information as a spatially
agnostic informant. We propose to explain the
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special epistemic features of photographs
(partly) in terms of their being spatially agnostic
informants.

Why do we believe that this fact about photo-
graphs has interesting epistemic consequences?
First, insofar as information about visually
accessible properties is epistemically useful, it
seems clear that anything that carries informa-
tion of type (i) has nontrivial epistemic value.
Photographs have an epistemic value that paint-
ings and other sorts of depictive representations
lack since the former carry type (i) information
while the latter do not. (Our claim here is that
the criterion in play can distinguish between
photographs and paintings gua types of depic-
tive representations; we do not mean to deny
that there are token paintings that carry infor-
mation of type (i). More on this point below.)

However, our suggestion is that, insofar as
they are spatially agnostic informants, photo-
graphs have an epistemic value not possessed
by other type (i) information carriers. As noted,
most things that carry type (i) information are
unavailable except where they also carry type
(i1) information. But this is to say that such
sources of type (i) information come with
strings attached. In particular, they do not serve
as sources of type (i) information in those cases
where they fail to provide type (ii) information.
And, as it happens, sometimes we are not
situated in a way that allows for the provision of
type (ii) information at all, but where it none-
theless serves our needs to have type (i) infor-
mation. It is in these cases that photographs
hold a special epistemic value. Photographs are
epistemically valuable because they constitute a
relatively undemanding source of information
about the visually accessible properties of
objects—one that works even when we lack
information about egocentric location.

Insofar as tools with relatively undemanding
conditions of employment are valuable, the fact
that photographs are spatially agnostic inform-
ants explains why they are valuable in ways that
even other information carriers are not.*® Of
course, this is not to say that photographs are
epistemically superior to other sources of type
(i) information along every dimension of evalu-
ation; in particular, one dimension along which
the former are epistemically inferior to the latter
is that, precisely because of their spatial agnos-
ticism, photographs are informationally poorer
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than other sources of type (i) information. The
special epistemic value of photographs, we claim,
is pragmatic: they do their epistemic job of con-
veying type (i) information in situations where
other candidates for the job are unavailable.>’

VI. TOKENS, TYPES, AND EVIDENTIARY STATUS

What we have said in Section V is intended to
explain why photographs (qua type) enjoy an
epistemic status that is in some ways superior both
to other types of depictive representations (say,
paintings) and other types of carriers of type (i)
information (say, mirrors). But, of course, some
tokens of other representation types—some
realistic portrait paintings and some courtroom
illustrations, for example—are also spatially
agnostic informants;3® thus, if what we have
said on behalf of photographs is correct, these
nonphotographic tokens should hold the same
special epistemic status. On the other hand, this
seems counterintuitive, insofar as we do not
accord the same epistemic status to realistic
portrait paintings that we accord to photo-
graphs. What has gone wrong?

The first point to make in connection with
this is that, taken as particulars, these tokens
pose no threat to the thesis about what makes
photographs special: our thesis is intended to
mark out what is special about photographs qua
type, and this is compatible with extending the
same status to individual tokens of other types.
However, the possibility of gathering these
particulars into a type suggests an objection to
our view, and a full explanation of the epistemic
status of photographs demands an answer to this
objection. Consider the type consisting of token
depictive representations that are spatially
agnostic informants but are not photographs. On
our own admission, this type is nonempty.
Moreover, there are several interesting and non-
empty subtypes of this type, including, for
example, the type of veridical portrait paintings.
These types are like the type of photographs in
that their members are spatially agnostic
informants. Yet we take it that there is an
important epistemic difference between these
types and the type of photographs: it seems that
instances of the former types do not command
assent in the way that photographs do (for
example, they are not accorded the same evi-

dentiary weight that is accorded to photographs;
but see below for exceptions to this claim). This
shows that more remains to be said.

We propose to explain the relevant epistemic
difference between photographs, on the one
hand, and tokens of (most) other types of
spatially agnostic informants, on the other, by
holding that the former type is salient for sub-
jects in a sense that these other types are not. By
this we mean that subjects visually experiencing
a token photograph typically categorize that
token as an instance of the type of photographs
(typically on the strength of their visual experi-
ence of the token and background knowledge
about how photographs visually appear, although
nothing we shall say hangs on this). In contrast,
we claim, subjects visually experiencing a token
veridical portrait painting typically do not cate-
gorize that token as an instance of the type of
veridical portrait paintings; rather, unless they
have some special knowledge about the condi-
tions under which the work was made, they are
likely to categorize a token of this type as an
instance of the type of paintings, or perhaps an
instance of the type of portrait paintings.*

Moreover, we contend, subjects (tacitly) hold
relevant background beliefs about the types to
which they assign these works.*> Namely, they
believe that the type to which token photographs
are assigned (namely, the type of photographs)
is a type whose members carry type (i) informa-
tion. In contrast, they believe that the type to
which token veridical portrait paintings are
assigned (namely, the type of paintings, or the
type of portrait paintings) is a type whose
members may fail to carry type (i) information.

These background beliefs, we think, explain
why subjects accord a different evidentiary
status to token photographs and token portrait
paintings. Namely, as a result of the beliefs in
question, subjects believe that a currently seen
token photograph (like other tokens of the type
of photographs) is likely to carry type (i) infor-
mation. In contrast, subjects will believe that a
currently seen token veridical portrait painting
(like other tokens of the type of portrait paint-
ings) may fail to carry type (i) information.!
But, plausibly, a subject will take a depictive
representation as evidence for a proposition p
only if she believes that it (or its type—see
point 2 in the itemized list in Section IV) carries
the information that p. Consequently, subjects
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will take photographs as evidence for proposi-
tions about the visually accessible properties of
their representational objects, but will not
extend this evidentiary status to veridical por-
trait paintings (in the absence of independent
knowledge about their veracity).

It is worth noticing, at this point, that what
we have said about the type of photographs
plausibly extends to some other types of depic-
tive representations as well. For example, it
may well be that ornithological illustrations
carry information about the visually accessible
properties of our avian friends. Moreover, it is
plausible that this is a salient type for many
typical viewers of such depictions. Their dis-
tinctive style, and the contexts in which they are
typically presented, make it the case that token
ornithological illustrations are typically cat-
egorized as tokens of the type of ornithological
illustrations rather than simply as tokens of the
type of drawings. In addition, it is plausible that
subjects typically, (and tacitly) hold the back-
ground belief that tokens of this type provide
type (i) information. If this is right, then the
type of ornithological illustrations (and, poten-
tially, other types as well) would seem to be on
all fours with the type of photographs. And this
is not implausible; we are prepared to accept
that ornithological illustrations carry the sort of
evidentiary weight at issue (in the bird-watching
and bird-identifying contexts in which the illus-
trations in question are typically used).*> 43

VII. THE CONTINGENCY OF PHOTOGRAPHIC
PECULIARITY

In Sections V through VI we have argued that
there are important epistemic differences between
the class of photographs and other classes of
depictive representations. However, we believe
that these differences between photography and
other forms of depictive representation are con-
tingent, rooted in the history of the uses of these
various media, and not solely in their material
natures.

Before we give our reason for believing this
claim, we want to consider another reason that
might be advanced in favor of the same conclu-
sion, but that we take not to be convincing. The
thought here starts from the observation that, on
our account, the epistemic peculiarity of photo-
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graphs is rooted in their being spatially agnostic
informants. But some have alleged that some
photograph tokens do, under certain circum-
stances, provide type (ii) information. For
example, Currie writes that “photographs can
serve, along with information from other sources,
in an inference to egocentric information. If I
know where and when the shot was taken, and
where I am now (and what the time is now), I
may infer that the scene depicted stands in a
certain spatiotemporal relation to my current
time slice.”** If Currie is right about this, then it
follows that spatial agnosticism (and hence
whatever epistemic peculiarity of photographs
that results from their spatial agnosticism) is a
merely contingent feature of photographs. How-
ever, this view seems to us to be mistaken. For,
at least given our way of thinking about infor-
mation, photographs do not carry type (ii) infor-
mation in Currie’s cases (despite any inferences
that may be drawn from them).* For this reason,
we are unpersuaded by the line of thought under
consideration.*®

For all that, we do believe that the epistemic
peculiarity of photographs is contingent. To see
why, recall that our account of the epistemic
differences between photographs and other
spatially agnostic depictive representations rests
(in part) on claims about the relative salience of
various representational types and the standard
background beliefs associated with these. We
have claimed that the type of photographs is
salient in a way that the type of veridical
portrait paintings is not (i.e., photograph tokens
are typically categorized as photographs, while
veridical portrait paintings are categorized
merely as paintings or portrait paintings). More-
over, it is plausible that the folk theory of pho-
tography assumes that photographs are sources
of visual information, while our background
beliefs about paintings differ—we do not expect
them to be sources of information. But both
the saliency ordering among representational
types and the generally-held background beliefs
about these types are, presumably, contingent;
namely, they are contingent on facts about both
the history of representational practices and our
perceptual/cognitive psychology. That is, if
these facts had been different, the evidential
status of photographs vis-a-vis that of paintings
(for example) might have been different as
well.¥
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VIII. CONCLUSION

In this paper we have made a number of claims
about the epistemic status of photographs. First,
we have claimed, pace Walton, that photographs
are not transparent because, unlike mirrors,
telescopes, and the like, they are spatially agnostic
informants. However, we suggest, the type of
photographs is epistemically superior to the
type of drawings in that instances of the former
but not the latter type provide type (i) informa-
tion about their depicta. Moreover, the type of
photographs has (and, consequently, tokens of
that type have) an evidentiary status superior to
the type of portrait paintings (and its instances)
and even the type of veridical portrait paintings
(and its instances) because of differences in the
salience of these types for subjects and their
background beliefs about these types. On the
other hand, the same sort of factors explain why
the special evidentiary status of photographs
also extends to some subcategories of veridical
nonphotographic depictions in some settings.
Finally, we claim, the epistemic differences
between photography and other depictive repre-
sentations are based on contingent rather than
necessary features of these representational types.*®
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purposes for which ornithological illustrations (for example)
may be epistemically preferable to photographs. For
example, suppose that one is interested primarily in making
fine distinctions among visually similar birds (as opposed to
getting accurate information about the visually accessible
features of birds). In this case, it may be preferable to
consult representations that highlight and exaggerate dis-
similarities between species of birds, even if this highlighting
and exaggerating has the result that such representations
carry less type (i) information about their depicta than pho-
tographs would.

43. What we have said here leaves room for further sig-
nificant differences between photographs and veridical
drawings. Among these, we note that while photographs
and veridical drawings are both epistemic tools with rela-
tively undemanding conditions of use, photographs are in
one way even less demanding than the latter. This is
because extant veridical drawings—although they are
spatially agnostic themselves—are necessarily causally
dependent on spatially committed informants (viz., the
object-seeing of the depictum by the agent who produced
the drawing). In contrast, not all photographs depend on
such spatially committed informants (despite being inten-
tionally mediated—see note 37). Although many photo-
graphs are produced by agents who see the depictum,
cameras may also be positioned to photograph automat-
ically in circumstances where no agent sees the depictum
(and, hence, where there are no spatially committed inform-
ants). For this reason, photographs can convey visual infor-
mation about places too distant or inaccessible for the use of
nonprosthetic or prosthetic vision. This confers upon pho-
tography another pragmatic advantage (analogous to the
advantage it has over mirrors by being spatially agnostic):
photographs can carry visual information in situations
where we want that information, and where other candidates
are unavailable for the job.

We also hold that, if the category of veridical machine-
made drawings were to become salient, their epistemic
value would be equivalent to that of photographs, and that
they would share the pragmatic advantage just ascribed to
photographs.

44. Currie, Image and Mind: Film, Philosophy, and Cog-
nitive Science, p. 66.

45. To the extent that Currie would deny this contention,
this gives further support to our interpretation of him as
holding a doxastic understanding of spatial information (see
note 18).

46. In fact, the cases we can imagine in which photo-
graphs carry type (ii) information (in our sense) are pretty
far-fetched—maybe even (nomically or metaphysically)
impossible, for all we know. Still, we have no proof of the
impossibility of photographs providing type (ii) informa-
tion; and if there could be such a case, this would show that
our account of the epistemic status of photographs and the
basis of our denial of the transparency thesis rely on merely
contingent features of photographs.
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In order to avoid the aforementioned conclusion about
our argument against transparency (which might suggest the
possibility of transparent photographs in distant possible
worlds), one could respond by amending the necessary
condition on object-seeing to rule out processes that are
possibly spatially agnostic. On such a revised view, the
proposed necessary condition on object-seeing—one satis-
fied by visual prostheses but not by photographs—would be
this:

x sees y through a visual process z only if z necessarily
carries information about the egocentric location of y
with respect to x.

On this account, even if there are possible worlds in which
photographs provide information of type (ii), they are still
not worlds in which photographs are transparent. Nonethe-
less, since photographs would not be spatially agnostic
informants in such worlds, our view predicts that the epis-
temic status of photographs in these worlds would be differ-
ent than that of photographs in the actual world.

47. In this connection, it may be pertinent to consider
actual developments in the practice and use of photography
rather than (or in addition to) mere possibilities. While it has
long been possible physically to manipulate photographs
(e.g., through manual or chemical means), thereby degrad-
ing the information that they provide, standard photographic
practice has eschewed such manipulations and hence photo-
graphs have remained a source of information about the vis-
ually accessible properties of their depicta. This (contingent)
norm, we claim, explains the persistence of our background
beliefs about (hence the persistence of the evidentiary status
of) photographs. However, the development of digital pho-
tography, and, in particular, the development of cheap and
easy digital means of manipulating photography, may force
viewers to confront seriously the possibility of unreliable,
noninformation-carrying photography; if so, this may change
epistemological attitudes toward photographs.

As Barbara Savedoff puts the point, “To the extent that
we can see photographs as potentially indistinguishable
from their digitally altered counterparts, they become sus-
pect as carriers of even the most basic information, suspect
as bearers of any evidence” (Transforming Images [Cornell
University Press, 2000], p. 201). In fact, Savedoff suggests
that this shift in status may not even await the development
of digital photographs that are perceptually indistinguisha-
ble from traditional photography: “If we reach the point
where photographs are as commonly digitized and altered
as not, our faith in the credibility of photography will inevi-
tably, if slowly and painfully weaken, and one of the major
differences in our conceptions of paintings and photographs
could all but disappear” (p. 202).

48. We are grateful to Colin Allen, Craig Callender,
Dom Lopes, Ram Neta, Jenefer Robinson, Rob Rupert,
Scott Walden, and Jonathan Weinberg for helpful com-
ments on earlier drafts.





