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Pictorial Understanding 

Jens Dam Ziska1 
Kunstakademie Düsseldorf 

 

ABSTRACT. It is often said that when we appraise the epistemic value of 

images, we must accord a special status to photographs, since photographs 

bear an indexical relation to the objects that they depict. In this paper, I shall 

argue that this does not capture all the ways in which pictorial representations 

can be epistemically valuable. Images can also have value as an independent 

source of understanding by providing insightful ways of modelling the world 

and the relations we bear to it. This way, handmade images may allow us to 

grasp general truths about the things depicted even if such images do not 

possess the indexical quality which makes photographs epistemically 

valuable. 

 

1. 
 

Many philosophers argue that when we appraise the epistemic value of 

images, we must accord a special status to photographs, since photographs 

can guarantee their own truthfulness in a way that handmade pictures 

cannot. Although there are many accurate drawings and paintings, such 

pictures cannot guarantee that they are truthful just by virtue of being 

drawings or paintings, since they are not produced in the same mechanically 

reliable way as photographs.  

Different authors proffer different explanations as to why 

photography has a special evidentiary status. According to Kendall Walton 

(1984), photographs are special, because they provide an indirect means of 

seeing the very scene that they depict. According to Robert Hopkins (2012), 

photographs are special not because they provide an indirect means of 

seeing the depicted object, but because they allow us to perceive that certain 

facts obtained at a certain point in time. They enable propositional seeing, so 

to say. According to Jonathan Cohen and Aaron Meskin (2004), 

photographs have special value as evidence (which paintings and drawings 

                                                           

1 Email: jens.dam.ziska@gmail.com 
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lack), since they bear an objective probabilistic relation to the visually 

accessible properties of the represented objects. 

 My objective here is not to decide which of these proposals is 

correct. Instead, I am interested in whether epistemic value is medium 

specific in the sense that these authors would seem to suggest. If it is, then 

we must make a sharp division between what roles we allow various kinds 

of pictures to play in scientific and forensic work. While drawings and other 

handmade pictures may be excellent as illustrations that transmit knowledge 

which we have already acquired, we cannot rely on them to acquire new 

knowledge in the same way as we can rely on photographs to acquire new 

knowledge. 

 In many ways, this is a natural view to take. In a court room, a photo 

of the accused at the crime scene will, all things considered, be more 

incriminating than a drawing with the same content. The former counts as 

weightier evidence precisely because the photograph provides a more 

reliable indication that the accused was present at the scene. By contrast, the 

drawing carries little if any evidentiary weight, since its production is not 

counterfactually dependent on anyone’s presence at the scene. 

 All the same, it is worth asking if this is the only way that a picture 

can have epistemic value. In the following, I shall argue that it is not, since 

being good evidence is not the only way that a picture may be epistemically 

valuable. Even if drawings and paintings lack the evidentiary standing of 

photography, they can still have significant value as representations which 

support inferences that enable us to grasp general truths about what is 

represented (§2). 

 I shall consider three ways of accounting for why pictures have this 

quality: that they support inferences about what they depict, because they 

resemble what they depict; that they support such inferences, because they 

exemplify properties of what they depict; and the deflationary view that this 

simply is part of what it is for something to be a picture (§3). I shall argue 

that whichever of these accounts is right, pictures can have epistemic value 

as long as they enable us to make correct inferences about the depicted 

object. To have this value, pictures need not also guarantee that the 

inference is to a true conclusion (§4). 
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2.  
 

It is worth noting that all the views that I have considered so far give the 

same type of explanation as to why photography is superior to manual ways 

of picture-making. According to this type of explanation, photography has 

special value as evidence, because it puts us in some kind of perceptual 

contact with a particular object or scene. According to Walton, photographs 

allow us to literally see into the past. According to Hopkins, photographs 

allow us to see facts which obtained in the past. According to Cohen and 

Meskin, photographs allow us to perceive properties which bear an 

objective probabilistic relation to the visually accessible properties of the 

represented objects. By contrast, drawings presumably cannot secure the 

same kind of perceptual contact with the things they depict, since they are 

not the result of any tracing process that is comparable to the photographic 

process. 

 I agree that this marks a genuine contrast between photographs and 

handmade pictures. The question that remains, however, is whether this 

contrast also captures the only way that an image may be epistemically 

valuable. I think that we should answer this question in the negative. Images 

do not only have epistemic value because they extend our means of 

perception. They can also have intrinsic value as an independent source of 

understanding. In so arguing, I follow a similar path to Gottfried Boehm 

(1994) and Horst Bredekamp (2005, 2015) both of whom try to explain how 

images can facilitate a distinct kind of understanding which cannot be 

expressed in non-pictorial form. 

 In short, I wish to claim that image-making can be a source of 

understanding by allowing us to infer what kind of object a thing is based on 

how it is depicted regardless of whether the picture in question puts us in 

any perceptual contact with the depicted object.2 This way, an image may 

allow us to grasp general truths about the depicted object even if the image 

                                                           
2 My proposal here is similar to Timothy Williamson’s view of how we acquire 

knowledge through imagination. Just as Williamson (2016) argues that the imagination can 

tell us what would happen in a hypothetical scenario, so I wish to argue that image-making 

can provide an indirect means of exploring the depicted object even if that object does not 

have any particular counterpart in the world. 
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does not bear the perceptual relationship to a particular object that Walton, 

Hopkins, Cohen and Meskin describe.3 

 There are good reasons for thinking that pictures (whether manual or 

not) are particularly useful for this kind of reasoning by proxy. Unlike 

linguistic descriptions, pictures are informationally rich by nature. Whereas 

language lets us ascribe a single property to an object (e.g. the car is red) 

without saying anything else about that object, it is difficult to depict an 

object as having one property without also depicting it as having various 

other properties. As a result, pictures usually provide a richer source for 

inferences than linguistic descriptions just by virtue of the kind of 

representation that they are. 

 A toy example may be helpful here. Compare the time honoured 

sentence “the cat is on the mat” with a picture of the same state of affairs. 

No matter how simple the picture, we cannot easily depict the cat as being 

on the mat without also conveying something about what kind of cat it is 

and how it is on the mat. Is the cat big or small? Is it sitting on the mat, or is 

it lying down? Is it to the side or the middle of the mat? And so on. For the 

same reason, it becomes apt to draw many more inferences from the picture 

than from the sentence “the cat is on the mat”. If the cat is pictured as 

sleeping on the mat, we can (albeit with some uncertainty) infer that it has 

been there for a while. If the cat is pictured as pacing across the mat, we can 

infer (again with some uncertainty) that it will not be there for long. None of 

these inferences are as apt if all we have is the sentence “the cat is on the 

mat”. 

 The above example is deliberatively simple. There are, however, 

many case studies which suggest that it is precisely this quality that makes 

pictures valuable in scientific contexts. This is especially the case when we 

are aware that some phenomenon requires explanation, but we do not yet 

know to which facts our explanation must appeal. In such contexts, pictures 

are particularly valuable not just because they preserve more information 

than linguistic descriptions, but also because they may help us see how that 

                                                           
3 This does not contradict what Walton, Hopkins, Cohen and Meskin say. They 

may well agree that images can also be valuable in this other sense. 
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information can help us explain a certain phenomenon. As John Kulvicki 

puts it, pictures “make information about perceptible features of things 

extractable across levels of abstraction in much the way that ordinary 

perception does” (2014: 144). 

 Julia Voss provides a particularly illuminating example in her book 

Darwins Bilder: Ansichten der Evolutionstheorie 1837-1874. There she 

argues that although Charles Darwin was aware that the finches he observed 

on the Galapagos Islands exhibited a remarkable biological diversity, he was 

not in a position to formulate the mechanism behind this diversity, until he 

was in the possession of a comparative sequence of drawings and 

lithographs that made their evolutionary change manifest (2007: 80-1). If 

Voss is right, it was not observation alone that enabled Darwin to make the 

abductive inference that his finches had a common ancestor. Rather, what 

made that inference apt was the way in which the image sequence made the 

shared heredity of Darwin’s finks visible. What is more, Voss’s study seems 

to show that we can use images to extract knowledge about an object even if 

we do not yet have all the conceptual resources to describe what a picture 

depicts. 

 

3. 
 

This only says so much, however. What is it about pictures that allows us to 

make inferences about their contents? A natural suggestion is that we can 

make such inferences, since pictures resemble their contents. Indeed, many 

philosophers of science suggest that this is true not just for images, but for 

scientific representation in general. For example, Ronald Giere suggests that 

perhaps the most important way that scientific models allow us to reason 

about what they represent “is by exploiting similarities between a model and 

that aspect of the world it is being used to represent” (2004: 747). If this is 

right, we reason about representations much in the way that we reason about 

the objects they represent. As long as we recognise the relevant respects in 

which the picture of the cat on the mat resembles what it represents, we can 

reason about the picture in the same way as we would reason about an actual 

cat on an actual mat.  
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 Not everyone will agree with this. Many philosophers or art and 

science deny that resemblance alone is sufficient for representation. For the 

same reason, they will also deny that resemblance alone can explain how 

pictorial representations enable us to draw inferences about their contents. 

For example, Catherine Elgin denies that “representations are intentional 

surrogates for, or replicas of, their objects” (2010: 1). Likewise, Mauricio 

Suárez denies that we can reduce representation to similarity or 

isomorphism (2003). Both appeal, in part, to Nelson Goodman’s well 

known arguments against resemblance theories of representation. 

 As Goodman pointed out, representation has certain logical 

properties which seem to set it apart from resemblance (1976: 3–10). First, 

representation is non-symmetrical whereas similarity is symmetrical. When 

A represents B, B typically does not represent A in return. By contrast, if A 

resembles B, then B also resembles A. Second, representation is non-

reflexive whereas resemblance is reflexive. All things are maximally similar 

to themselves, but this does not mean that they thereby represent 

themselves. If mere resemblance were all there is to representation, it would 

also be mysterious why pictures should be particularly well suited for 

reasoning by proxy. As Goodman points out, everything resembles 

everything else in some respect to some extent. Hence, mere resemblance 

should enable us to employ anything to reason about anything else.  

 A natural reply to Goodman’s objection is to argue that mere 

resemblance is not the mark of representation. Rather, we must look for 

some other deeper feature in respect of which representations resemble their 

contents. According to Suárez, however, this is a mistake. The best that we 

can hope for is to give a deflationary account of representation “seeking no 

deeper features to representation other than its surface features” (2004: 771). 

Representation is simply too disparate a notion to admit of any substantive 

theory which articulates universal necessary and sufficient conditions for 

what it is to be a representation. 

 According to Suárez, there are only two necessary surface features 

that all representations share. The first is the directionality or 

representational force that they have towards the target being represented. 

The second is their capacity to allow for surrogate reasoning. Suárez calls 
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this the inferential conception of scientific representation: 

 

[Inf]. A represents B only if (i) the representational force of A points 

towards B, and (ii) A allows competent and informed agents to draw 

specific inferences regarding B (Ibid.: 773). 

Not any kind of sign will provide a good representation for scientific 

purposes, however: 

Scientific representations have cognitive value because they aim to 

provide us with specific information regarding their targets. The 

information they provide is specific in the sense that it could not 

equally be conveyed by any other arbitrarily chosen sign (Ibid.: 772). 

Yet, Suárez denies that we can appeal to similarity or isomorphism to 

explain why scientific representations have more cognitive value than 

arbitrarily chosen signs. Nor can we claim that such representations have 

cognitive value because they are true or accurate, since “most scientific 

representations are neither” (Ibid.). All we can say is that such 

representations enable competent users to draw informative inferences about 

the target of the representation, but: 

 

any type of reasoning - inductive, analogical, abductive - is in 

principle allowed, and A may be anything as long as it is the vehicle 

of the reasoning that leads an agent to draw inferences regarding B 

(Ibid.: 773). 

  

If this deflationary approach is right, it is a mistake to look for any deeper 

explanation as to why images and other representations enable us to reason 

by proxy. Rather, the explanation will vary from context to context 

depending on pragmatic factors such as the representation’s intended use 

and the skill with which it is used for that purpose.  

 Elgin takes a different approach. She argues that what sets a 

representation apart from an arbitrary symbol is that it is a telling instance 

which, in Goodman’s terminology, exemplifies some property or cluster of 
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properties of the thing that it denotes:4 

 

A symbol that is a telling instance of a property exemplifies that 

property. It points up, highlights, displays or conveys the property. 

Since it both refers to and instantiates the property, it affords 

epistemic access to the property (2010: 5-6). 

Such telling instances are non-arbitrary, since stipulation alone cannot 

determine what they represent. “Because exemplification requires 

instantiation as well as reference, it cannot be achieved by stipulation. Only 

something that is colored dusky rose can exemplify that shade” (Ibid.: 6). In 

this sense, the representation and its target do resemble one another, since 

“for x to exemplify a property of y, x must share that property with y” 

(Ibid.: 11). The two are alike with respect to the property that the 

representation exemplifies. Yet, mere resemblance is not sufficient for 

effective representation, since a representation must also make the 

resemblance manifest by exemplifying it. Even if x resembles y in terms of 

property z, x will not exemplify z and so represent y as z unless it also 

highlights that property in a way that draws our attention to it. 

 This gives us an attractive explanation for why images are well 

suited for reasoning by proxy. They allow us to draw a wide range of 

inferences about what they represent, because they exemplify the very 

features that they represent. By contrast, linguistic representations do not 

support as many inferences, since they do not exemplify what they 

represent. Indeed, handmade pictures may be especially valuable in this 

respect. They distinguish themselves from photographic pictures precisely 

in the freedom they afford us to select and highlight the features that we 

want the picture to exemplify. Consider again the finch illustrations which 

Julia Voss argues were crucial to the discovery of Darwin’s theory of 

natural selection. They do not merely resemble the finches that they depict. 

The illustrations also exemplify the birds’ most characteristic features in a 

way that manifests not only the differences between them, but also their 
                                                           

4 I am grateful to Teresa Hadravová for suggesting that exemplification rather than 

resemblance may be what makes some pictures epistemically valuable. 
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shared finchiness. No wonder, then, that it becomes apt to infer that the 

birds share a common ancestor. 

 

4. 
 

I have tried to argue that pictorial representation has intrinsic epistemic 

value because pictures enable us to reason about their contents in a way that 

linguistic representations do not. Not everyone will agree that there is 

anything especially valuable about this. Skeptics will object that although 

some pictures are more informative than others, pictorial representation as 

such does not have any epistemic value. Instead, such skeptics will argue 

that whether a given picture is epistemically valuable depends on how sure 

we can be that the picture provides a true or accurate representation of what 

it purports to depict. 

 This is something that must be decided on a case by case basis 

depending on the relation that the picture bears to what is depicts. In the 

case of mechanically produced pictures, how valuable a picture is will 

depend on how reliably the technology tracks the depicted object. In the 

case of manually produced pictures – as for testimony, more generally – 

how valuable the picture is will also depend on the trustworthiness of the 

person producing the picture. In either case, we have an externalist account 

of value, since the epistemic value of the picture is fixed by how truthfully it 

depicts the world. 

 I think we should resist this externalist account of epistemic value. In 

its stead, we should embrace a broader account that acknowledges more 

ways in which an image might by epistemically valuable. On such an 

account, the epistemic value of an image is not always fixed by how 

truthfully it depicts the world. Instead, pictures can also have epistemic 

worth because they enable us to infer what the objects they depict are like 

regardless of whether those objects exist in actual life.5 

                                                           
5 Here I am in agreement with Suárez. He asks us to note that “correctly drawing 

inferences” is not equivalent to “drawing inferences to true conclusions.” A photograph 

showing me enthusiastically waving the Union Jack in a crowd at the Queen’s parade may 

lead an informed and competent inquirer to infer the false conclusion that I am British. The 
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 To illustrate this point, it is useful to observe a comparable point 

about logic. Few would deny that logic is epistemically valuable. Yet, logic 

is not epistemically valuable because it ensures that our beliefs always align 

with how the world is. Instead, the rules of logic are valuable because they 

allow us to make inferences which extract information contained in the 

premises to which the rules are applied. As such, logic is a source of 

understanding, since it allows us to grasp this information more clearly. The 

fact that we can use logic to draw all kinds of false conclusions does not 

change this observation. If we do draw a false conclusion because one of our 

premises is false, this does not tell against the rules of logic, but against the 

false premise.  

 The same applies to pictorial representation, I wish to suggest. At the 

most fundamental level, pictures are epistemically valuable not because they 

reveal how the world as a matter of fact is, but because they enable us to 

make inferences about what kind of world the depicted world is. Most 

obviously, such inferences can be about an object’s shape, colour, and size, 

but we can also make complex, novel inferences such as the one that Voss 

describes Darwin as having made. If some of these inferences turn out to be 

faulty, this does not tell against the rules of depiction anymore than an 

inference to a false conclusion tells against the rules of logic. The fault is 

not with the rules themselves, but with our use of them.6 

 
 

References 

 

Boehm, Gottfried (ed.). (1994) Was ist ein Bild?, Munich: Vilhelm Fink 

Verlag. 

Bredekamp, Horst. (2005) Darwins Korallen: Die frühen 

Evolutionsdiagramme und die Tradition der Naturgeschichte, Berlin: 

Wagenbach. 

                                                                                                                                                    

normative standards of correctness required by [inf] are inferential merely, and do not 

depend on the truth or otherwise of premises or conclusions” (2004: 775, fn. 8). 
6 This research was made possible by a postdoctoral fellowship from the Fritz 

Thyssen Foundation. 



 

 

 

 

 
Jens Dam Ziska                                                                                  Pictorial Understanding 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

704 
 

Proceedings of the European Society for Aesthetics, vol. 9, 2017 

   

Bredekamp, Horst, Dünkel, Vera, & Schneider, Birgit (eds.). (2015) The 

Technical Image: A History of Styles in Scientific Imagery, Chicago: 

Chicago University Press. 

Cohen, Jonathan & Meskin, Aaron. (2004) “On the Epistemic Value of 

Photographs”, The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol. 62, No. 

2, pp. 197-210. 

Elgin, Catherine Z. (2010) “Telling Instances”. In Beyond Mimesis and 

Convention, (eds.) Roman Frigg & Matthew Hunter. Dordrecht: 

Springer, pp.1–17. 

Goodman, Nelson. (1976) Languages of Art, 2nd ed. Indianapolis, IN: 

Hackett. 

Hopkins, Robert. (2012) “Factive Pictorial Experience: What’s Special 

about Photographs?”, Noûs, Vol. 46, No. 4, pp. 709-731. 

Kulvicki, John V. (2014) Images. London: Routledge. 

Suárez, Mauricio. (2003) “Scientific Representation: against Similarity and 

Isomorphism”. International Studies in Philosophy of Science, Vol. 17, 

No. 3, pp. 225–44.  

–––– (2004) “An Inferential Conception of Scientific Representation”. 

Philosophy of Science, Vol. 71, No. 5, pp. 767–79.  

Voss, Julia. (2007) Darwins Bilder: Ansichten der Evolutionstheorie 1837-

1874, Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag. 

Walton, Kendall L. (1984) “Transparent Pictures: On the Nature of 

Photographs”, Critical Inquiry, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 246-276. 

Williamson, Timothy. (2016) “Knowing by Imagining”, in (ed.) Amy Kind,  

Knowledge through Imagination, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 


