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ABSTRACT: 
 
Our treatment of and feelings for photos seem to distinguish them from other sorts of 
pictures. Yet explanations of this phenomenon often suffer from a lack of technical 
understanding and employ terms that veil important distinctions. This paper develops a 
more precise way of thinking about photography by examining and critiquing Kendall 
Walton’s admirably grounded account of “seeing through photos” as an explanation of 
our special feelings for them. I argue that Walton’s account won’t do what he wants it to 
and suggest that the very idea of “seeing through photos” rests on a confusion.  Finally, I 
gesture at a different way of understanding why photos can move us in a special way. 
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Snapshots, Perception, and Intimacy: Thoughts on the Ontology of Photos 
 

There is an old and persistent tendency to treat pictures as something like 

windows – windows through which we can behold a magical world of depictions and, 

more fantastically still, through which we ourselves may even be surveilled. Such 

“worlds of depictions” are, of course, figurative or, on some accounts, based on make-

believe. Yet there are still some who claim that we can really see the subjects of some 

pictures – photographic pictures – just as genuinely as one can see something through a 

window. This is supposed to distinguish photos from drawings, paintings and other types 

of pictures, whose subjects we do not see, but merely “see.”1 I disagree that photographs 

are special in this way. We certainly say things like “there’s dad” when we look at 

photos, but I don’t think that’s really any different from saying, “there’s van Gogh’s 

bed.” Perhaps some people are inclined to claim that, while we merely “see” the subjects 

of non-photographic pictures, we genuinely see the subjects of photos, because they take 

this to explain why we treat photos differently, why photos can mean something special 

to us – invoke feelings in us – in ways that (it can seem like) other pictures don’t, can’t. 

The idea is that photos invoke special feelings in us because we see things that we 

have special feelings for through them. This “transparency” results from the purported 

two-fold fact that photos are pictures of special sorts of things – “physical reality as 

such,”2 “nature” or “the world,”3 “physical objects,”4 “reality” or “the real”5 – and that 

                                                
1 This distinction is due to Kendall Walton’s account of depiction, as presented in Mimesis as Make-
Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1990). 
According to Walton, when one looks at a picture, one imagines that one’s act of looking at the picture is 
an act of looking at the scene depicted. It is a fiction that one sees the scene, simpliciter: one directly sees 
the physical image-support (e.g. the canvas, or glossy paper). One does, however, fictionally see (that is, 
merely “sees”) the scene depicted. 
2 Erwin Panofsky, “Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures” in Film Theory and Criticism: introductory 
readings ed. Gerald Mast, Marshall Cohen and Leo Braudy, 4th ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1992): 233-248, p. 247. 
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photos relate to these special things in a special way – “automatically,” “mechanically,”6 

in a “closed circuit.”7 Bazin gives eloquent expression to this characteristic idea:  

[Photos are] a mechanical reproduction in the making of which man plays 
no part […]. Between the originating object and its reproduction there 
intervenes only the instrumentality of a nonliving agent.  For the first time 
an image of the world is formed automatically, without the creative 
intervention of man. (OPI, 12,13) 
 

The central thought here is that photos are made mechanically or automatically and not 

by man: they are made by light’s agency, not human agency. That photos are made 

mechanically or automatically is thought to imply that (a) photos are capable of 

nonhuman, machine-like accuracy and precision; (b) photos are produced solely by laws 

of nature; (c) since a natural object is just something governed exclusively by laws of 

nature, natural objects alone are photographable; (d) photos are directly connected (by 

nature’s “mechanics”) to the things they are photos of; (e) we can see (really see) 

whatever a photo is a photo of by means of this direct and natural connection – that is, 

just by looking at (and thereby through) the photo.   

It is sometimes hard to determine whether these claims are meant to explain or to 

elaborate our special feelings for photos. Is it in virtue of photos actually having these 

properties that they affect us as they do; or is that we relate to them and treat them as 

though they had these properties? The former is a claim about photography; the latter is a 

claim about us – a claim about how we comport ourselves towards photos, and about 

what beliefs account for our doing so.  Considered as claims about us – as elaborations of 
                                                                                                                                            
3 Stanley Cavell, The World Viewed: Reflections on the Ontology of Film. (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1979). p.16, p.24. 
4 Rudolph Arnheim, “On the Nature of Photography”, Critical Inquiry 1 (Autumn 1974): 149-161, p. 155. 
5 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Penguin, 1977) p. 158. 
6 André Bazin, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image” in What is Cinema?, trans. Hugh Gray 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004).  Hereinafter OPI.  See also Cavell, op. cit. 
7 Maya Deren, “Cinematography: The Creative Use Of Reality” first published in Daedalus v.89 no.1, 
republished in Film Theory and Criticism: introductory readings: 59-70, p. 62. 
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how “we” relate to and feel about (certain sorts of) photos – I find them provocative, and 

often apt. But the question still arises whether we are right to believe those things.  

Considered as claims about photography, I think (b)-(e) are deeply mistaken, and owe 

what plausibility they enjoy to an equivocal use of the phrase ‘photo of’. 

Section I aims to get a better handle on this phrase. Once we do, it should be clear 

that claims (b)-(e) are importantly ambiguous – on one reading, they are uninterestingly 

true, on another, interesting, but false. Section II argues that Kendall Walton’s account of 

“seeing through photos” won’t do as an explanation of our special feelings for photos.  

Section III suggests that the very idea of “seeing through photos” rests on a confusion, 

and concludes by gesturing at a different way of understanding how photos move us. 

I. Of ‘Photo Of’ 

A photograph consists of photosensitive substances (often silver halides 

suspended in gelatin) which register electromagnetic radiation (‘light’ for short) and 

which are chemically resolved to form (fairly permanent) records of that light (often in 

particles of silver). Not all photographs are pictures. If, for example, you swing a camera 

around your head by its strap while the shutter is open and then (where relevant) develop 

the film in the standard manner, you will certainly get a photograph, but you will almost 

as certainly not get a picture – the photograph will not depict anything. In what sense is 

such a photo a photo of something? It is clearly a photograph. And it is clear that certain 

things (such as the trees and sky streaking past the lens) cause it (in part) to be the photo 

that it is. But does that make it a photo of those things?  If a friend were to ask you, 

“what’s this a photo of?”, it wouldn’t do for you to simply respond, “it’s a photo of the 

sky and trees and so forth.” And yet there is a perfectly good sense in which it is a photo 
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of precisely those things – a sense that your friend might be able to make out if you 

explained how you made the photo. 

I’d like to draw two morals from this example. One is that we should understand 

photos as the products of a certain set of processes – photography – rather than 

understand the processes of photography in terms of its products, photos.8 A photo is a 

photo in virtue of the way it is made, not in virtue of some intrinsic photo-ish properties 

inhering in the piece of paper (or negative, or array of pixels, etc.). Some photo-realist 

paintings might well be mistaken for photos. They are mis-taken for photos because they 

do not result from photographic processes (although photos might be implemented in 

making them). 

The other moral I want to draw is that what a photograph registers and records 

(i.e. incident light) is often different from what it depicts (if it indeed depicts anything at 

all). It is incorrect to say that “physical objects print their image by means of the optical 

and chemical action of light.”9 First of all, photosensitive materials register light whether 

it reflects off an object or not. Second, when photosensitive materials do register light 

reflecting off an object, there is no guarantee that an image of the object will result.  Even 

if we take ‘image’ to mean something trivial like ‘mark’, ‘pattern’ or ‘record’, one won’t 

get an image at all unless a number of fairly complicated things subsequently happen to 
                                                
8 In addition to the difficulty of saying what a photograph is without reference to the way it was made (is a 
negative a photograph? a slide? the plasma array on a television? the projected images of a film?), there are 
good historical reasons for understanding photographs in terms of their manner of production. In his fine 
book, The Engine of Visualization: Thinking through Photography (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997) 
(hereinafter EV), Maynard observes that the inventors of photography were concerned with perfecting (and 
patenting) their procedures for making marks with light.  Niépce’s attempts to name photographs all make 
reference to the character of their production rather than to some characteristic which the products had in 
common, and this trend can be traced further in Talbot’s The Pencil of Nature. 
9 Arnheim, “On the Nature of Photography”, 155.  He calls this the “the fundamental peculiarity of the 
photographic medium.” Deren does slightly better in claiming the “object creates its own image by the 
action of its light on light-sensitive material” (“Cinematography”, 62, my emphasis).  While Bazin sensibly 
avoids attributing such creative powers to objects, he too seeks to link the object to its image with a more-
than blind causal chain: “the photograph as such and the object in itself share a common being” (OPI, 14). 
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the film (or other light sensitive materials) – so the object doesn’t print its image.Third, 

saying “physical objects print their image” makes it sound as if objects possessed an 

endless supply of these things called ‘images’, which they are constantly firing off in all 

directions and which they sometimes succeed in “printing.” But light doesn’t naturally 

come in images – it has to be refracted and focused to form them. There is no image to 

record until a lens (e.g. of a camera) makes one. Finally, a photo results from an extended 

exposure to light, so even when the light reflecting off an object is refracted and focused 

by a lens, it is prejudicial to individuate and privilege a particular image – “the” image of 

the object – within the continuous stream of incident light.10 What is recorded is the 

cumulative physical and chemical work of light on the photosensitive materials. 

There is no end to the confusion that results from equating the photographic 

record of an object (which need not be a picture of it) first with “the” camera image (as 

though there were only one of them), second with the light reflected off the object (as 

though that were an image), and from then conceiving of that incident light (now thought 

of as “that image”) as somehow belonging to or being necessarily of the object that just 

so happened to reflect it. These equivocations make it all too easy to assert that the 

photographic image is identical (or related in some other outrageous manner) to the 

object in front of the camera. Disturbingly many theorists commit at least one of these 

slips and it is thus inordinately difficult to engage them in discussion without giving them 

an ambiguity (or several) to trade on. 

We need some terminology that can distinguish between (1) the object in front of 

the camera, (2) the light it reflects, (3) the camera imagery (note that this is plural), (4) 

                                                
10 Joel Snyder exposes and diagnoses this prejudice in his “Enabling Confusion”, History of Photography 
26(2):154-60. 
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the photographic record (or “image” in the sense of “set of marks”), and (5) the picture 

that (sometimes) results (a very different sense of ‘image’). So our photo-creation story 

starts when light does physical work on photosensitive materials. Let’s say the 

photosensitive materials register the light (regardless of whether or not it has been 

modified into an image). Call the light thus registered the registrum (in terms of which 

both (2) and (3) can be described). Now, if the affected photosensitive materials are 

properly processed they will form a more or less permanent photographic record of the 

light they register (i.e., a photo = (4)). If an object emits or reflects some light that a 

photo registers and records, or if it blocks some light from getting registered and recorded 

that otherwise would have, let’s say that the photo detects that object ((1) = detectum).11 

Until we have a pretty robust general account of depiction,12 it is imprudent to enumerate 

necessary and sufficient conditions (if such there be) for a photo to depict something. I 

hope that our ordinary ability to answer the question “what (if anything) is this a picture 

of?” will serve well enough as a gloss of the depictum. 

                                                
11 Joel Snyder has objected to my use of ‘detection’, for it allows objects to be detected while remaining 
unrecognizable. If we suppose that detecting something involves being able to identify it (i.e. knowing 
what you’re detecting), the term ‘detectum’ no longer serves my purpose. For any time we can identify 
some object solely on the basis of a photo that has registered its reflected light, it will almost certainly be 
the case that the photo in question depicts that object. Hence, everything detected would, on Snyder’s 
objection, also be depicted and the term ‘detectum’ becomes an idle wheel. 

My use of ‘detect’ is modeled on smoke detectors. These detect smoke by registering something 
quite different – the occlusion of light by particles in the air (in photoelectric detectors), or a cessation in 
the flow of electric current when particles neutralize ionized air (in ionization detectors). Similarly, a 
photograph detects objects by registering (and recording) something quite different: the light they reflect.  
A smoke detector set off by a cloud of dust is analogous to a photo that depicts something it doesn’t detect 
(e.g. the Loch-Ness photo). 

My aim is to isolate the components of various amalgamated terms that are often taken as basic in 
discussions of photography. If one of the components turns out to be unstable, that only strengthens my 
case against the amalgam. Nonetheless, anyone who shares Snyder’s worries, or is put off by counter-
factuals and modal talk, should read ‘registrum’ for ‘detectum’, which is close to where I wind up anyway. 
12 My favored proposal is Kulvicki’s. See Kulvicki, Images: Their Structure and Content, and his more 
recent, Images. 
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Let’s inflict our new vocabulary on Cohen’s example of a family photo that 

depicts a group on the beach, with a speck in the upper right corner.13 As a matter of fact, 

the speck is there because Uncle Fritz was frolicking far off shore, but no one could tell 

that by looking at the photo. If Fritz hadn’t been there, but there had been a piece of dirt 

on the camera lens (or something of the kind), the photo might look just the same. 

Obviously, some light got registered, and we now have a record of it: the photo.  Since 

some of that light reflected off the group and some off Fritz, so we shall say the photo 

detects both the group and Fritz. But while the photo depicts the group, it does not depict 

Fritz, for no one would be able to recognize the speck as Fritz: no one would mention 

Fritz in response to the question “what’s this a picture of?”. Yet someone who knew that 

Fritz was frolicking in the waves (presumably on other grounds than the picture), might 

point to the speck as evidence that he was – albeit unconvincing circumstantial evidence. 

Now, what should we say the family photo is a photo of? It’s obviously a photo of 

the group on the beach. But it seems to be no more a photo of Fritz than the camera-

swinging photo is a photo of trees and sky. On the other hand, it also seems to be no less 

a photo of Fritz than the other is of trees and sky. Anyway, it’s clear that the family photo 

is not a photo of Fritz in the same sense in which it’s a photo of the group in the 

foreground. ‘Photo of’ can surely be used to pick out the detectum, as one might say that 

the camera-swinging photo is a photo of trees and sky. It seems to me, however, that 

‘photographic picture of’ is the more customary sense of the phrase. Either way, we have 

identified one source of confusion in talking about photos: a single photographic record 

can be a “photo of” a variety of different things, depending on how the phrase is 

construed. If ‘of’ governs the detectus, the family photo is of both the group and Fritz; if 
                                                
13 Ted Cohen, “What’s Special About Photography?”, The Monist 71(2): 292-305. 
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‘of’ governs the depictus, Fritz is excluded.This may suggest that the depictus is a subset 

of the detectus. But what about photographic pictures that depict things other than they 

detect? Are there such photos? 

Take the now-common example of a photofinish.14 When most people look at the 

photofinish of a horserace, they take it to be a photographic picture of the scene at the 

finish line and essentially no different from any other high-speed photo. Alas, they are 

mistaken. A photofinish is made differently from the photos we are most familiar with. 

The photofinish camera has a special back, with only a razor-thin vertical slit in front of 

the film plane instead of the more common rectangular opening. This slit is then aligned 

with the finish line. The camera also has a motor-drive that pulls the film orthogonally 

past the slit at the same speed (and in the same direction) the horses run, so that the light 

coming through the slit gets smeared across the film, as it were. The horses and film run 

in parallel across the finish line. Because the horses are not moving with respect to the 

film (but rather with respect to the finish line), they appear undistorted.15 And because the 

plane of the finish line is the only part of the world detected by the film, every point in 

the photofinish corresponds to a point on the finish line plane. In the photo, the horses are 

laterally distributed in terms of the time at which they cross the finish line and not, as one 

might expect, in terms of their distance from it. 

Should we still say the photofinish depicts the horses? We might be hesitant, for if 

it depicts at all, it seems to depict a scene that never obtained in the world. Were we 

therefore mistaken in treating it as a picture? What kind of mistake would that be? The 

                                                
14 The first discussion of this example, to my knowledge, occurs in Snyder & Walsh Allen’s landmark 1975 
paper, “Photography, Vision, and Representation”, Critical Inquiry 2 (1): 143-169. 
15 Maynard rightly notes that the horses’ legs, which may be moving at different speeds from the horses’ 
bodies do sometimes appear distorted, EV, p.138.  However, one should be wary of assuming that 
“something” is being distorted in such cases. 
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photofinish is supposed to settle which horse crossed the finish line first. And it does so 

admirably. But it could do that job even better if the film were drawn across the slit faster 

than the horses ran – more of the film would pass the slit between each horse’s finish and, 

though they would appear stretched out, it would be an easier and more precise way to 

tell who won. Surely we have some reason not to do this. And surely it is because we 

want the photo to function as a picture, so that, say, triumphant owners can hang it on 

their stable walls and so forth.16 But difference is there between a picture and something 

that can function as a picture? 

To my eye, the photofinish depicts horses running.17 But I don’t think it detects 

what it depicts: the photo’s detectus are not horses, proper, but time-slices of horses.  

Consider the family photo: it doesn’t detect the whole beach, but only part of it. As it 

happens, it detects roughly the same part it depicts (which it might not have – if, say, the 

camera had shifted swiftly and significantly). Nor does the beach photo detect the scene 

“for all time.” It detects the beach “last summer” or “before the dunes eroded.” Such 

temporal specifications aren’t always relevant, but they are crucial to understanding a 

photofinish. Sure, when the dust settles, the photofinish has detected the whole of each 

horse (nose to tail). The point is that it doesn’t detect any of the horses as whole, since it 

only detects the finish line plane. And at no point was any horse (as a whole) at the finish 

line plane. The photofinish detects “slices” of the horses as they cross the finish line. So 

                                                
16 The observation that photofinishes would be more accurate but acutely dissatisfying if we sped up the 
film-motor is Snyder and Allen’s (p.159) and is repeated by Maynard, EV p. 139. 
17 According to every plausible theory of depiction I know of, the photofinish depicts.  It is as “similar” to 
horses running as any other unimpeachable depiction of horses running.  From a Gombrichian perspective, 
it can function as horses running for various intents and purposes (e.g. when it is used to determine the 
winner).  It certainly prescribes us to imagine that we are looking at horses running when we look at the 
photo, as Walton demands, and Wollheim would grant that I can see horses running in the photofinish.  It 
“exemplifies” horses running in Goodman’s sense; and Schier would be satisfied that people familiar with 
horses and with pictures of them would spontaneously identify the photofinish as a picture of horses.   
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its detectus are (temporally distinct) horse-slices. Yet its depictus are manifestly horses. 

And, whatever Quine’s protestations, there is a world of difference between a horse or a 

gavagai, and the sums of their parts (slices).The photofinish depicts one thing and detects 

something entirely different. 

Now it’s one thing for a photo to detect something it doesn’t depict (e.g., Fritz), 

but the photofinish runs counter to our expectations about photos precisely because it 

depicts one thing (horses) in virtue of detecting something else (horse-slices). In light of 

this incensed intuition, let’s refine our definition of ‘photo of’ to state: a photo of x must 

depict x in virtue of detecting x. Let’s test this new account against another example: a 

Hubble photo of, say, a supernova. Such photos are composites of several distinct 

exposures. Imagine that, each time the telescope returns to a specific place in its orbit, it 

makes an exposure set to register a certain range of electromagnetic radiation (EMR).18 

Most of the registered wavelengths lie outside of our visual spectrum. So a range of 

colors is assigned to each range of EMR, thereby visually representing the play of non-

visible EMR. Imagine two such photos of a particular supernova: one consisting of 

exposures α, β and γ and the other of exposures α and β. These two photos are 

importantly different from one another, but it isn’t so clear how we can articulate this 

difference using the phrase ‘photo of’. For both photos seem to detect (and to depict) the 

same supernova. A similar problem arises for family snapshots: the photo of the family 

on the beach taken with a 1/125s exposure at f/8 is importantly different from one taken a 

moment later with a 1/60s exposure at f/16, despite the fact that the photos’ detectus and 

depictus might be exactly the same. What is essential to these differences, and what the 

                                                
18 Actually, multiple cameras make simultaneous exposures keyed to different wavelengths. But the point is 
the same. 
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phrase ‘photo of’ fails to capture, is the incident light the photos register, and how that 

light gets recorded. (Here it seems that talk of objects can just drop out altogether.) 

Of course, one might try to rescue detectum-talk by reasoning as follows: since 

supernova photos are compilations of exposures, they detect supernova-compilations, and 

the supernova compilation АВГ is clearly different from the compilation АВ.  And this 

point about compilation could easily be extended to more familiar single-exposure 

photos: photos register accumulations of light, and hence detect (typically temporal) 

compilations of objects.  —But (depictive) photos don’t depict light-accumulations or 

object-compilations; they depict objects, states-of-affairs, scenes. So, in this refined sense 

of ‘detect’, no photo depicts what it detects, and the conditions we laid down for ‘photo 

of’ could never be satisfied – not even in their weakest form. 

I have no interest in reforming our use of ‘photo of’. I merely object to its 

deployment as a theoretical term, for it blurs an important distinction. ‘Depictum’ and 

‘detectum’ represent two independent relations that can obtain between photos and 

objects. Even if we reject object-compilation talk and allow that, in some cases, a photo 

depicts precisely what it detects, such a photo is simply related to the same object in two 

different ways: causally (in virtue of detecting the object), and representationally (in 

virtue of depicting the object). Neither of these relations implies the other: one simply 

can’t tell what a photo detects just by looking at it, even though we generally can tell 

what (or whether) a photo depicts just by looking at it. I certainly don’t deny that if some 

picture P depicts x, then P must be causally connected to x.19 I merely wish to emphasize 

that this causal connection (involved in representation) needn’t consist in the detective 

                                                
19 This is as true of “mental-images” as it is of photos and paintings: otherwise P is “a wheel that can be 
turned though nothing else moves with it”, which Putnam has called a “magical theory of reference” in 
Reason, Truth, History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
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goings-on at all, but might be rather more circuitous and diffuse – engendered and 

sustained by how we treat and talk about photos. 

I think this is a crucial step in, if not understanding, then at least diagnosing the 

phrase ‘photo of’. The ‘of’ in ‘photo of’ is not so much ambiguous as hybrid, for our very 

practice of treating photos as pictures is heavily influenced by our beliefs about what they 

detect. It is precisely our assurance that photos from Hubble, say, detect supernovae and 

suchlike that leads us to the (rather curious) conviction that they depict things that we 

couldn’t possibly see.20 This habit induces its opposite: our sense of what some photo 

(such as a photofinish) depicts often dictates our sense of what it must have detected. It is 

a significant (if tentative) step towards clarity to admit that here we are not just dealing 

with facts about photos, but facts about us. 

II.  Seeing Through Photos 

Of the thinkers who assert that, when we look at a photograph, we genuinely see 

what it is a photograph of, Kendall Walton gives the clearest and most sober argument.21  

It principally consists of two interacting accounts. The first concerns the nature of 

perception, viz. seeing, and does dual service as a gloss for what we mean when we use 

the word ‘see’ and its cognates: 

To perceive things is to be in contact with them in a certain way.  
(TP, 269)  
 
To see something is to have visual experiences which are caused, in a 
certain manner, by what is seen. (TP, 261) 

                                                
20 It might be argued that supernovae photos are not pictures but icons – in the sense that a painting of Jesus 
is not really a picture of him, because we don’t reliably know what he looked like. There is a broad and 
fuzzy gray-zone here, populated by maps, stick-figures, high-speed and out-of-focus photos and much else, 
the exploration of which is not our present business. However, I suspect that the urge to make such a sharp 
icon/picture distinction is a hang-over of a resemblance theory of depiction, which Goodman makes short 
work of in the opening pages of Languages of Art (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., 1976). 
21 Kendall Walton, “Transparent Pictures: On the Nature of Photographic Realism”, Critical Inquiry 11 
(Winter 1984): 246-277. Hereinafter TP. 
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I’m in full agreement here, as far as it goes.  I take issue with his second account, which 

describes the production of photographs in such a way that (a) the objects photographed 

count as causes (after a “certain manner”) of our visual experiences of looking at photos, 

and, regarding perception, that (b) “a mechanical connection with something, like that of 

photography, counts as contact” (TP, 270).   

When Walton says that photographs are “mechanically connected” to the things 

they are photographs of, he doesn’t merely mean that machines or mechanical devices are 

used in the production of photos (which is true for the most part, but also true of other 

kinds of pictures). He rather means that photos are causally connected to the things they 

are photos of. After all, this is the only thing that would imply that we see things through 

them, since we are supposing that to see x means to have a particular visual experience, 

which is caused (in a “certain manner”) by x. The mechanical connection must somehow 

guarantee a causal connection in the “certain manner” that counts. 

What “certain manner”? Walton’s answer to this question comes out in a tale he 

tells of two explorers, one armed with a sketch pad, the other with a camera, who are 

making their separate ways into the jungle when – lo and behold! – they each encounter 

dinosaurs. One makes a sketch; the other, a photo. When they get back to their respective 

camps, they present their findings. Walton maintains that the credibility of the sketch 

artist’s drawing depends upon whether or not one believes her (perceptually based 

testimony) that it is a picture of what she saw. Her peers might think she is lying or just 

mistaken about seeing a dinosaur: either way, the trustworthiness of her sketch hangs in 

the balance. Not so for the photographer, on Walton’s account. The trustworthiness of her 

picture does not depend on whether or not she is trustworthy. Quite the contrary: the 
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photo counts as a reason to believe her. It counts as a reason because, as Walton puts it: 

“photographs are counterfactually dependent on the photographed scene even if the 

beliefs (and other intentional attitudes) of the photographer are held fixed” (TP, 264). If 

the scene had been different (if there had been no dinosaur, for example), the photo 

would be different (it wouldn’t depict a dinosaur) – even if the photographer-explorer 

thought she saw one and tried to photograph it. Whereas, if there had been no dinosaur, 

but the sketch artist thought that she saw one, her picture would depict one nonetheless: 

the sketch would be the same whether or not she was right in thinking that she saw a 

dinosaur. If the photographer were wrong in thinking that she saw a dinosaur, the photo 

would reveal that error. 

 So the “certain manner” in which something must cause our visual experience in 

order for us to count as seeing it is counterfactually. The problem with Walton’s account 

is that it is just false to say that photographic depictions are counterfactually dependent 

on the photographed scene: the example of Uncle Fritz and the speck of dirt tells us that.  

And one might easily tell the explorer story differently: 

Our brave explorers press forth into the jungle when – lo and behold! – 
they each catch sight of part of the set for Jurassic Park, which is being 
filmed nearby. Terrified, they flee – but not before the photographer has 
snapped his shot and the sketch-artist taken down some quick details to 
flesh out later. 
 

Now then, the scene is different. There are no dinosaurs in the jungle, there are only 

robots and models of dinosaurs. But we have the same photo, the same sketch. 

Oddly enough, Walton knows – or certainly ought to know – that photos are not 

counterfactually dependent on the photographed scene. In a footnote, he writes: 

In special cases photographs may be causally but not counterfactually 
dependent on the scene. Then there may be no hope of learning about the 
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scene from the photograph: the photograph would have been as it is even 
if the scene had been different. But one still sees through the photograph. 
Perception is to be understood in terms of causation rather than 
counterfactuals…  (TP, 278n.23, original emphasis) 
 

Apparently, it is a contingent fact whether some photo is counterfactually dependent 

upon a scene. But to be contingently dependent is precisely to not be counterfactually 

dependent! One might as well speak of a necessary connection which does not, of 

necessity, obtain. If photos are not always counterfactually dependent on the scene, then 

they never are. So we don’t necessarily know, just by looking, what a photo detects. We 

might not know whether a dark speck is there because of Uncle Fritz, or because of a 

piece of dirt. And that means that we don’t necessarily know whether the photo detects 

what it depicts: we might also not know whether the dinosaur depicted is what the photo 

detected (for it might have detected a model of a dinosaur). Walton is led into this error 

by talking about ‘the scene’, which is one of those amalgamated terms we have learned to 

be wary of: for it lumps together the objects in front of the camera with the light they 

reflect. It is true that the light a photo registers counterfactually causes the photo: that 

follows simply from the fact that it is a photo. The problem is that the light a photo 

registers is altogether different from the objects reflecting that light – the objects that, as 

it happens, the photo detects. But even though it’s light that gives rise to the photo in 

Walton’s “certain manner,” Walton doesn’t want us to see the light; he wants to us to see 

the objects.22 

                                                
22 Zed Adams and Nat Hanson have convinced me that Walton is committed to something like early 
Dretske’s informational semantics, which relies on law-like counterfactual connections in order to establish 
intentionality – i.e. to determine what a perception is a perception of. If this sort of connection is not 
present in photography, then our perceptions of photos cannot be perceptions of the causes of the photos.  
Walton needs to either drop the claim of transparency, or develop a radically different account of 
perception. 
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Necessary or not, Walton insists, it is still a fact that the viewer sees the scene (the 

objects). Whatever may be the case with dinosaurs and models, or with flecks of dirt and 

Fritz, the viewer sees whatever causes her visual experience – even if she doesn’t know 

what that cause is: “if a viewer doesn’t know how a photograph was made, he won’t 

know what he is seeing through it and what he isn’t” (TP, 269). That she doesn’t know 

she is seeing an object doesn’t change the fact that she is really seeing it. The objects 

reflect the light (causally). The light causes the photo (to look like it does). The (look of 

the) photo causes her visual experience. So she sees the objects. 

 We have here a photo of a supernova.  Do we see the supernova?  The EMR given 

off by the supernova and recorded by the photo lies outside our visible spectrum. So what 

could it mean to say that we see the supernova? A similar problem arises in the case of 

the photofinish. Do we see horse-slices, only with respect to their temporal rather than 

spatial arrangement? What could it mean to see that way? One of my qualms with 

Walton’s hedge in the footnote is that he wants to claim that photos are transparent, 

when he knows full well that we can’t tell what we’re seeing through a photo unless we 

know a great deal about how the photo was made. What sort of transparency is that? It 

doesn’t sound like seeing through photos, it sounds like seeing around them – or rather, 

inferring around them.23 

Walton might respond by observing that we often have to make analogous 

inferences when we normally see things. For example, if I see someone fleetingly and 

think I recognize her, I may have to reason out whether it actually was my acquaintance 

                                                
23 McDowell makes an analogous point about impressions in the Afterward to Mind and World 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994, 145): “In my picture impressions are, so to speak, 
transparent.  In the picture common to Sellars and Davidson they are opaque: if one knows enough about 
one’s causal connections with the world, one can argue from them to conclusions about the world, but they 
do not themselves disclose the world to one”. 
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that I saw – whether she lives in the area etc. But in standard conditions I don’t need to 

reason this way. So, too, with photos; in standard conditions, I have no more reason to 

doubt that I see someone through a photo than I normally have to doubt that my 

perceptions are veridical. 

But what are the “standard conditions” for photographic seeing? When I see 

someone fleetingly, I know to fall back on inference. If I were to run into her face-to-face, 

inference would not only be superfluous but inappropriate. I know when I’m in a 

standard case of normal perception: good light, unimpeded view, good health, etc. – or, at 

least, I know, for the most part, when I am not in such felicitous circumstances. But the 

only way for me to know whether a photo is “standard” (i.e. trustworthy, veridical) is to 

know analogous things about the photo – about the circumstances in which it was taken, 

how it was made, and so forth. And then I’m relying on precisely those things that 

Walton claims I can find out just by looking at the photo and “seeing though” it.  I may 

be accustomed to view photos in a certain way, or to conclude things from them, but that 

doesn’t make such photos “standard” cases.24 

So, if Walton sticks to his guns about perception and counterfactuals, he must 

admit we don’t see (or otherwise perceive) anything interesting through photos. If he 

abandons this view, he purchases the claim that we can see through photos at the cost of 

admitting that we can’t know what we’re seeing unless we know a great deal about how 

photos are made. But since we generally don’t know much about how photos we 

                                                
24 Insofar as there is a “standard case,” it is an artificial, cultural standard arising out of the gradual and 
painstaking design and invention of photographic equipment capable of acheiving depictive effects dictated 
by an aesthetic tradition with its roots in the Renaissance.  (See Snyder’s 1980 “Picturing Vision”, Critical 
Inquiry 6 (3): 499-526, esp. 510-514 for a brief recap of this history). So even if the causal relation between 
a photo and its object can be known in the “standard case,” one must still make an inference to the object 
on the strength of the photo, using this aesthetic convention as a suppressed premise. 
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encounter are made (and typically don’t really care to), we generally don’t know what 

we’re seeing when we look at a photo. In which case, Walton must admit that our special 

feelings for photos are either unjustified or not to be explained in terms of “seeing 

through photos.” 

III. Viewing, Visualizing and Envisioning 

I would like to propose an analogy. Photography is like seismography.25 They 

both obey their etymology. A seismograph graphs shaking (viz. earthquakes); a 

photograph graphs light. Both register and record a particular (type of) phenomenon 

(shaking, light) and thereby provide visual representations (graphs) of those phenomena. 

But we are not inclined to say (except in an extremely figurative sense) that a 

seismograph depicts an earthquake. Nor are we inclined to say (I’m not, at least) that we 

perceive earthquakes through seismographic records – even though they satisfy the causal 

requirements Walton lays down. If we know the equipment is functioning properly, we 

might perceive that an earthquake is happening by looking at a seismographic print out – 

and we might thereby learn a great deal about it (e.g. its magnitude, duration, evolution, 

etc.). But we would not thereby perceive the earthquake. Similarly, if we know how a 

photo is made, we may perceive that it detects something in seeing that it records 

something. But we cannot thereby perceive what the photo detects (even if we know what 

it detects). For, as Walton rightly insists (TP, 270), normal perception is not perception of 

facts, but perception of the world: we do not normally perceive that the grass is green, but 

rather the green grass, period. Some photos may seem transparent because they represent 

visible objects visually: there is a redundancy here that can feel like a return. But this is 

                                                
25 After writing this, I was pleased to discover that Martin also uses this analogy in “On Seeing Walton’s 
Great-Grandfather”, Critical Inquiry 12 (4): 796-800. 



Daniel Smyth 19 

really just to observe that photos can only detect (and sometimes record, graph) 

something insofar as it is visible (i.e. reflects light), just as seismographs can only detect 

(and sometimes record, graph) something insofar as it is seismic. 

Why are we disinclined to say that we can perceive an earthquake through a 

seismograph? According to Walton, the significant way in which our perceptions 

“correspond” to the world is not by conforming to facts or by resembling sense-data, but 

rather by sharing a certain “structure.” Perceiving, he rightly thinks, is not just 

information-gathering, and has less to do with knowledge of facts than is sometimes 

supposed (TP, 270).  For example, he points out, we cannot perceive the world through 

perfectly accurate textual descriptions. Part of why we can’t has to do with their different 

structures: ‘horses’ and ‘hoses’ are quite similar but horses and hoses are quite different.  

Language is similar to itself in different places from the places the world is similar to 

itself because it is “structured” differently. The structural isomorphism of our perceptions 

to the world is part of what makes them perceptions of the world: it is (partly) in virtue of 

sharing the “structure” of the world that they are true or false of the world. So perhaps we 

can’t perceive through seismographs because they don’t have the right “structure.” 

I’m not sure what sort of “structure” seismographs do have if not that of 

earthquakes, but, then again, I’m not so sure what it means to talk about the “structure” of 

an earthquake (or the “structure” of the world) in the first place. Were we to build a 

model with proportionate geological densities and miniature techtonic plates, and then 

generate vibrations proportionate to the earthquake’s, surely that would have the right 

structure. But then it seems like talking about “sharing the structure of” is really just a 

way to register the conviction that one thing represents (viz. depicts) another. (In the 
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Tractatus, it is in virtue of sharing the “logical structure” of the world that language can 

“picture” facts.) So let’s leave “structure” alone and take a step back.26 

What are we imagining when we imagine that we can see through photos? 

Minimally, we’re imagining that photos are connected to objects just as securely as our 

perceptions are. My aim in the previous sections was to show that this isn’t so. But there 

is a natural intuition here: fundamentally, we’re imagining that looking at (depictive) 

photos is like looking at the world (they depict). If I’m right in my suspicion that all 

pictures are “structured” like the world, in Walton’s sense, then what we’re imagining is 

that our seeings of real objects are importantly like our “seeings” of depicted objects, and 

that photos are special because the causal chain (detection) between a photo and the 

objects it depicts makes the (figurative) “seeing” of a depictum into a (literal) seeing of a 

registrum and/or detectum.27 

But is looking at pictures (“structurally”) like looking at objects? I think not. To 

treat only of photos: the various optics involved in photography are different from our 

eyes’ optics: (i) films register different ranges of color and with different sensitivities 

from our eyes; (ii) the range of relative brightness in photos is paltry compared to vision; 

(iii) photos typically have definite edges whereas our field-of-vision is “unlimited”; (iv) 

most cameras implement focal planes, but our vision is foveated; (v) cameras are capable 

                                                
26 Walton’s use of ‘structure’ enables him to claim, without an air of paradox, that we see through non-
depictive photos as well as depictive ones. I suspect he grounds the sense of the term in depictive photos, 
and then implicitly extends it to non-depictive ones. But until ‘structure’ is given a less metaphorical sense, 
there’s little point in arguing over it. If, in this soberer sense, seismographs do preserve the structure of 
earthquakes, then Walton owes either us either an explanation of why we can’t perceive earthquakes 
through them or an account of the difference between thus perceiving an earthquake and enduring one. 
27 See Maynard’s 1994 “Seeing Double”, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 52 (2): 155-167. 
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of focus, detail, and depth-of-field our eyes cannot match.28 We blind ourselves to these 

differences by “picturing vision” – that is, by treating vision like visual representation: 

No one will deny that we see through eyeglasses, mirrors, and telescopes.  
How, then, would one justify denying that a security guard sees via a 
closed circuit television monitor…or that fans watch athletic events when 
they watch live television broadcasts…[or even] delayed broadcasts [of 
them].  (TP, 252) 
 

I’m inclined to deny this by observing that the light a TV radiates is simply different from 

the light its depictus reflect and by noting that the connection between these two distinct 

radiations is not counterfactual. But there is a deeper point here – one distinguishing 

viewing from visualizing. Viewing something can be the best way to visualize it.  

Sometimes it isn’t; sometimes looking at a visual representation is more helpful than 

viewing the real McCoy. A security guard can visualize vastly more ground with her 

closed circuit cameras than she could view (in person), and sports fans can better 

visualize a fast play in slow-motion than by seeing it first-hand. When dealing with 

closed-circuit cameras or slow-motion reels, we have good reason to believe that what we 

visualize – based on the pictures we see on (not “through”) TV – is accurate to the way 

things really are. After all, they’re designed that way. When our interests are mostly in 

knowing how things really are, these “engines of visualization” (as Maynard calls them) 

are mostly sufficient for our purposes. When our interests are different, we may decide 

we need to go see the game and not just watch it on TV. The use of portable TVs at 

sporting events and the attention fans give to stadium big-screens testify to just how 

distinct viewing and visualizing can be – one is not necessarily a substitute for the other, 

and they can serve vastly different purposes. 

                                                
28 For a more thoroughgoing demolition, see Snyder’s “Picturing Vision”, 506f. 
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 There is a Cartesian echo in the idea that pictures are “structurally” just like our 

perceptions and that a special class of pictures (photos) are guaranteedly attached to the 

world in virtue of how they they arise, while others (such as paintings) aren’t. Indeed, 

Cavell argues that photos satisfy a paradigmatically human impulse to escape a skeptical 

sense of subjectivity because they are not products of human subjectivity (but of 

automatic mechanisms). The idea is that perceptions, photos, and other sorts of pictures 

are all of the same ilk, but that perceptions and paintings are “forged by a subjectivity” 

whereas photos aren’t. In photos we find the world we lost to skepticism, and our special 

feelings for the objects we recover are redoubled in the joy of finding them again. 

 I’ve argued that photos can’t offer this escape from subjectivity and skepticism, 

because they aren’t connected to the world in the way supposed. And I have challenged 

the impetus to this idea by distinguishing viewing from visualizing. Photos aren’t 

especially moving in virtue of assuring us that there are really objects out there waiting to 

be experienced. (If you’re not already sure of that, no photo will help you.) Rather, it is 

their very dissimilarity from our perceivings, their capacity to represent the world in a 

way we can’t see it, that incites us to envision the world in a new way – that suggests the 

possibility of living in a renewed world. This doesn’t require that we see through photos, 

i.e. that photos show us the world itself in new ways. Nor does it require us to think of 

photos as ersatz-perceptions, nor to deny that they can be objective. Photos can help us to 

renew the way we relate to the world by helping us to envision it in new ways.  I suppose 

one could think of that as a way of securing the world for us. I prefer think of it as a way 

to get us over that desire, to get us past that worry – by obviating it instead of satisfying 

it. Perhaps one only “loses” one’s world when it goes static or stale – when one becomes 
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numb or inured to its presence. We feel the world return to us in photos not because the 

photos contain it (re-present it to us) but because they call upon us to renew our sense of 

what is already ours – something which we had not lost, but only lost track of. 

Of course not all photos incite us to do this. And it would be exhausting (and 

probably tiresome) if they did. Nor does this effect represent the zenith, inevitable 

tendency, raison d’être, or unique capacity of the medium. But some photos do incite us 

to have another look at our world – and the various ways in which they do so are often 

related to the fact that they are photos. There’s no question that we value photos 

differently from non-photographic pictures. But explaining such differences of feeling 

can’t be done by reasoning a priori. It rather involves careful attention to the 

circumstances and manner in which particular photos are made: what they depicts and 

how, the roles they plays in people’s lives, and how these elements affect one another. 

That is to say, we have to approach a photo just as we do any other pictorial artifact. Of 

course, at the end of the day, we might find good reasons for saying photos are special 

sorts of pictures.  But in searching for such reasons, we would do well to heed 

Wittgenstein’s admonition: “don’t think, but look!”29 

                                                
29 For the thoughts expressed in this paper, I am hugely indebted to conversations with Joel Snyder. The 
late Ted Cohen (whom I miss) also gave generously of his time, insights, and intuitions. This draft 
additionally benefited from input by Zed Adams, Jim Conant, Nat Hansen, and David Wellbery. 


