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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

  

The task of identifying and then explaining art and aesthetic experience is made 

more complicated by the recent inclusion of typical non-art objects into the world of art.  

It used to be that our artistic senses were engaged whenever a work struck us as very 

closely resembling an object, a scene, or a person.  Mimesis was central to the work of 

artists for hundreds of years, and it was subsequently used by aestheticians and 

philosophers to explain what is central to art and to aesthetic experience.  But, with the 

development of new media being added to traditional media, and, with the acceptance of 

what is included within the realm of art, it has become less and less clear what actually 

counts as art and why.  Take Warhol’s Brillo Boxes for example – his pieces look 

identical to actual factory manufactured brillo boxes.  One might wonder what makes 

Warhol’s boxes more valuable, or at least, more “art” than the kind bought in stores.  

The realm of fine art photography reveals the same confusion. Skeptics question if 

photographs can contain any artistic value at all – after all, why should we value a 

photograph of an object instead of simply valuing the object itself? 

In the pages to come, I will explain the skeptic’s argument, and while accepting 

the premise that an interest in a photograph is sometimes an interest in the object within 

the photograph, I will show how, even in such a case, a photograph can still be 

considered art.   
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CHAPTER II 

SCRUTON AND REPRESENTATIONAL ART 

 

Photography is commonly thought to be the most effective tool for capturing 

realistic images and documenting occurrences in the world.  A photograph is indexical, 

that is, it is necessarily tied to the time and place at which it was taken. Photography’s 

mechanical nature is thought to give it a sort of impartial perspective on reality, not 

skewed by bias or imagination.  Although there are, of course, exceptions to their 

accuracy, photographs are generally believed to be reliable.  This claim is somewhat 

easy to verify – we can simply look at examples of how photographs function in our 

society and it will reveal our beliefs about the reliability of the medium.  For instance, 

photographs of a crime are much more likely to be used as evidence over paintings or 

drawings or other two dimensional depictions.  Photographs are more useful for 

extortion – a photograph of the boss in bed with his secretary is much more believable 

than a painting of the same scene.  Photographs of scientific discoveries are used as 

proof of those discoveries.  Photographs of war scenes and other documentary 

photojournalism are used as proof of the occurrence, not an imaginative story of fiction.
1
  

A photograph is believed to be tied to external reality in a way that a painting, a drawing, 

or an etching is not. 

 The belief in the realism of photography creates difficulties upon entering 

discussions of photography as art.  Because photography is so widely used in non-art 

                                                
1
 Examples were taken from Walton, Kendall.  “Transparent Pictures: On the Nature of Photographic 

Realism.” Critical Inquiry. 11.2 (1984): 247 
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areas and as a non-art tool, i.e. as a tool for documentation and evidence, it is often 

thought that photographs should not be considered art.  Photography is unique in this way 

– other artistic media, such as drawing or sculpting, are accepted as artistic tools because 

they are rarely used as non-art tools.  However, in this paper, I will propose an alternative 

to such thinking, and I will defend photography as an art form against such skeptics. 

 

The Skeptic’s Argument 

Scruton and Representational Art 

Perhaps the most famous skeptical argument against the inclusion of 

photography as art is from philosopher Roger Scruton.  In his article “Photography and 

Representation,”
2
 Scruton asserts that photographs cannot artistically represent, and 

therefore, cannot be art.
3
  Scruton claims that any interest that we may take in a 

photograph is actually an interest in the object that is being photographed and is not an 

interest in the photograph itself.  In addition, he claims that photographers have scant 

control over the finished product leaving little room for interpretation of the scene and 

little room for artistic representation.  He offers two arguments for these assertions, and 

in doing so, attempts to prove that photography does not and cannot represent and 

therefore cannot be representational art. 

                                                
2
 Scruton, Roger.  “Photography and Representation.”  Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art: The Analytic 

Tradition. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2004. 359-374. 
3
 By “art,” Scruton is referring specifically to “representational art.”  He does mention, however, that 

photographs that resemble paintings, such as photomontages, are representational art.  But, he says, it is 

only because the “photographic figures have been so cut up and rearranged…that it could not be said…to 

be a photograph of its subject.” (Scruton 368)   
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Before presenting his arguments as to how photographs cannot represent, Scruton 

explains what he means by “representation.” For a piece to be a representation, Scruton 

claims that it must, “stand in an intentional relation to what [it] represent[s].”
4
 He 

compares photography to painting, a paradigm art form according to Scruton.  He claims 

that representation is not just a matter of resemblance.  If a painting closely resembles a 

person, it does not necessarily follow that the painting is a representation of that person. 

For example, the painter intentionally controls the depiction of her model. She interprets 

him, painting him not to the exact replication of what he physically looks like, but to 

how she wants to portray him.  She might change the shape of his eyes to indicate a 

courageous stare.  She might give him a smile that indicates he is hiding something from 

the viewer.  The finished painting does not merely replicate an image, but represents an 

idea behind the image.  Painting, then, is an paradigm example of a representational art.  

Scruton writes, 

To understand a painting involves understanding thoughts.  These 

thoughts are, in a sense, communicated by the painting.  They underlie the 

painter’s intention, and at the same time they inform our way of seeing the 

canvas.  Such thoughts determine the perception of the man who sees with 

understanding, and it is at least partly in terms of our apprehension of 

thoughts that we must describe what we see in the picture.  We see not 

only a man on a horse but also a man of a certain character and bearing.
5
  

 

Thus, conversely, Scruton claims that photography cannot represent due to its 

causal nature.  In other words, in order to understand a photograph, one must first 

understand that it is a copy of the appearance of some scene or object, and also that it is a 

                                                
4
 Lopes, Dominic McIver.  “The Aesthetics of Photographic Transparency.”  Mind. 112.447 (2003): 433-

448. 
5
 Ibid Scruton 361 
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“causal trace of that object.” 
6
  By viewing a photograph, one can know with certainty 

that the object in the photograph existed and appeared exactly as it did in the photograph.  

Due to this causal nature, a photograph is necessarily accurate – it cannot show what was 

not in front of the camera at the time the shutter was released.
7
  Scruton argues that this 

accuracy eliminates the possibility of representing anything with a camera since 

representation implies a sort of misrepresentation that is impossible in photography.  He 

writes, “The photograph lacks that quality of ‘intentional inexistence’ which is 

characteristic of painting.”
8
  The photographer does not have the same amount of control 

as a painter, and so, cannot communicate a thought or idea artistically.  She can merely 

record events and appearances.  She can merely document the external moment – the way 

the sky appeared, the way the horse looked off to the side, the looks on the faces of the 

passers-by.  But she cannot control the scene enough to communicate anything beyond 

accurate appearances. 

Scruton does not mean, however, that photographs cannot have anything to do 

with representations.  He describes a “fictional representation,” where a scene is staged 

by the photographer in order to portray a fictional scene, and therefore, presumably, an 

                                                
6
 Ibid Lopes 

7
 I am referring here (and in the rest of my paper) to unretouched and non-manipulated photographs -- 

primarily photographs processed traditionally, i.e. through film and the darkroom (although non-

manipulated digital photographs count as well).  Refer back to the previous footnote regarding the 

indexicality of photographs.  It is worth noting, however, that with the introduction of digital photography 

and more specifically digital manipulation software, images are no longer tied to the truth of the real world.  

Digital photography has turned the medium into something more similar to painting than is discussed in 

this paper – with manipulation software, photographers are no longer limited by the objects that are in front 

of the lens or to the time in which a photograph is taken.  
8
 Ibid Scruton 365 
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artistic idea.  But, he argues, there is a crucial difference between a photograph of a 

fictional representation and an aesthetic representation.  He states, 

Suppose [the photographer] were to take a photograph of a drunken tramp 

and label it Silenus.  Would that not be a fictional photograph, comparable, 

indeed, to a painting of Silenus in which a drunken tramp was used as a 

model?...This example…is an interesting one, but it does not, I think, 

establish what it claims.  Consider a parallel case:  finding a drunken tramp 

in the street I point to him and say “Silenus”.  It is arguable that my gesture 

makes the tramp into a representation; but if it does, it is because I am 

inviting you to think of him in that way…The camera, then, is being used 

not to represent something but to point to it…The camera is not essential to 

[the] process [of representation].
9
 

 

Scruton continues by claiming that if we allow the camera to be part of the 

essential process of representation, then we should also allow the finger (because it also 

points to the fictional scene).  He states that this thinking is a mistake because “it is to 

open the way toward the theory that everything which plays a part in the expression of a 

thought is itself a representation.” 
10

  Painting is different, however, because there is no 

better way of expressing what a painting says.  A painting is a “complete expression of 

the thought which it contains;” representation is an intrinsic property of a painting and 

“not just a property of some process of which the painting forms a part.” 
11

    

After describing the nuances of representational art, Scruton goes on to offer two 

arguments intended to describe how photography is not representational art.  In his article 

“The Aesthetics of Photographic Transparency,” Dominic Lopes labels these arguments 

as the ‘style’ argument and the ‘object’ argument.
12

  Mostly, philosophers focus on 

debunking the style argument but fail to emphasize the importance of or even address the 

object argument.  I will first briefly describe and analyze the style argument from the 

                                                
9
 Ibid  

10
 Ibid 366 

11
 Ibid 

12
 Ibid Lopes  
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perspective of other philosophers and myself, but the bulk of my discussion will then 

revolve around the object argument and its intricacies. 

 

Style Argument 

Scruton’s style argument rests on the assertion that representation is subject to the 

artist’s control.  An aesthetic interest in a representation is an interest in the idea it 

represents by the artist.
13

  A painter, for instance, has a significant amount of control over 

what is seen on canvas.  She has a wide array of colors to choose from, techniques to 

utilize, materials to use – and she makes every choice with the idea of representation in 

her mind.  She might think, “What color should I paint the jacket in order to portray the 

subject’s strength?”  The availability of these choices produces a certain artistic style that 

is unique to every painter.  However, Scruton argues that due to the mechanical and 

causal nature of cameras, photographers have scant control over their finished product.  A 

camera can only capture what is in front of the lens, and because of this, photographers 

cannot interject much, if any, of their own style into their photographs.  Cameras 

necessarily produce accurate reproductions – not stylistic portrayals of objects as the 

photographer sees them.  Therefore, “photographs cannot be objects of aesthetic interest, 

qua photographs.”
14

   

The style argument is certainly easy to criticize.  A quick look at the history of 

photography is enough to find that photographers do, in fact, have a large amount of 

control over their finished product, and because of this, they are able to also maintain 

                                                
13

 Ibid Lopes 436 
14

 Ibid 
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unique artistic styles.  An aficionado of photography will easily be able to recognize an 

Ansel Adams landscape, a Weston nude, or an Arbus portrait.  Scruton’s style argument 

greatly underestimates the amount of control photographers do indeed have in the 

photographic process and in the final print.  The photographer, like the painter, has a 

wide array of choices – she chooses what object(s) to shoot, what time to shoot, at what 

angle, with what lens, with what exposure, with a specific depth of field – she can use a 

filter for contrast, slow shutter speed for blurry effect, dramatic lighting for interesting 

shadows.  And, in the printing process, the photographer not only chooses which slide to 

print, but she chooses the type of printing – digital or traditional, the specific chemicals, 

the type of paper, etc.  The photographer has significant control over what the viewer of 

her work sees, and can presumably use this control to portray a specific thought or idea, 

a representation. 

 And, although a photographer might be somewhat limited by photography (even 

though she does have the wide array of choices listed above), painters are also somewhat 

limited by their medium as well.  After all, paint has a specific consistency that limits the 

way it is spread over a canvas or over other material.  Paint only comes in a handful of 

types (acrylic, oil, etc.) limiting the possibility of choices of application.  Perhaps the 

level of control by the artist is not so black and white, as Scruton seems to suggest, but is 

on a spectrum where different media allow for different levels of control by the artist. 

William King agrees that the photographer has a significant amount of control.  

He argues that “attention to detail in a photograph isn’t necessarily attention to the 

subject as such.  On the contrary, it may be attention to a manner of representing the 
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subject.”
15

   He gives examples of someone commenting on the style of a photograph in a 

gallery: 

7. You know why I’m still looking at that pink print?  Well, I’m no longer 

looking to decide about a change; I’m looking because I like the bloody 

thing.  That overall colour – rather subtle – in an otherwise almost black 

and white photograph seems to enhance the feeling of unity. 

8.  You just can’t beat large format black and white for rich tonal values.  

Look at this 8 x 10 contact print, Dunes, Oceano, 1936, by Edward 

Weston.  The whites are gleaming, the blacks compelling, the greys 

vibrant.  The thing really glows stunning.
16

   

 

King offers a convincing rebuttal to Scruton’s style argument by listing the 

various stylistic nuances of photographs and citing reactions of viewers to those styles.  

But, King’s discussion does not address Scruton’s object argument nor does it attempt to 

overcome the problems that arise from the object argument.  King shows how Scruton’s 

style argument fails and how our interest in a photograph might be the formal qualities 

and style of the photograph.  But, surely not all photographs invite such interest to formal 

qualities.  After all, there seem to be times when an artistic interest in a photograph is 

neither due to the artistic style nor the formal qualities – where the interest is not in the 

tonal range nor the slope of the line nor the texture displayed -- where the interest is, as 

Scruton claims, in the object within the photograph.      

 

Object Argument 

Scruton’s second argument, the object argument, proves more difficult to debunk 

than the style argument.  He writes, “If one finds a photograph beautiful, it is because 

                                                
15

 King, William K. “Scruton and Reasons for Looking at Photographs,” British Journal of Aesthetics.  32 

(1992): 260. 
16

 Ibid 262 
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one finds something beautiful in its subject.”
17

  As long as we understand the nature of a 

photograph (its causal and necessarily accurate depiction of actual objects), there is no 

other reason to view a photograph other than for an interest of the object and its 

appearance within the photograph.  Scruton admits that it is possible to have an aesthetic 

interest in photographs, that is, where we view aesthetic qualities within the frame of the 

photograph.
18

   Lopes agrees, “It may have formal properties that are worth attending to, 

comprising a very pretty shade of green or ingeniously balanced masses.”
19

  The balance 

and composition may be aesthetically pleasing.  The lines, shapes, colors, textures, all 

apparent in the photograph, may please us aesthetically.  However, Scruton states that 

one can have an aesthetic interest in anything, but only some things are art.
20

  He writes,  

Of course one might have a purely abstract aesthetic interest in a 

photography – an interest in the photograph as a construction of lines and 

shapes…One can have a purely abstract aesthetic interest in anything; 

photography is only a representational art if our interest in a photograph as 

a photographic ‘representation’ is a type of aesthetic interest.
21

 

 

To understand the strength of Scruton’s object argument in greater depth, it 

should prove useful to first examine why he claims we are interested in the object in the 

photograph at all.  That is, what is it about a photograph that differentiates it from other 

visual two-dimensional images? 

 

 

 

                                                
17

 Ibid Lopes 435 
18

 Ibid Scruton 366 
19

 Ibid 
20

 By “art,” Scruton is of course referring to “representational art.” 
21

 Ibid  
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Transparency 

Walton and Transparency 

 Consider these two images: 

 

Figure 2.1 
22

 

    

Figure 2.2 
23

 

The first image is a photograph of a war scene (Figure 2.1) and the second image is a 

painting of a similar war scene (Figure 2.2).  The images are powerful – both evoke a 

palpable sense of horror and dread.  The photograph, however, seems to be powerful in a 

fundamentally different way than the painting.  Whereas a painting of a war scene 

suggests an interpretation of a scene that might have occurred, albeit effectively evoking 

                                                
22

 Ibid Walton 248 
23

 Ibid  
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the intense emotions of the scene, a photograph of a war scene evokes a distinct and 

more powerful reaction that stems from the belief that the photographed image is an 

accurate depiction of what actually occurred.  The photograph serves as evidence 

whereas the painting could just as easily have been exaggerated or even imagined.  The 

photograph reminds us that such an event actually took place and might take place again, 

but the painting merely suggests the artist’s reaction to the event.  While viewing the 

photograph, we feel like we are looking through a window of time to the actual event.  

While viewing the painting, however, the event is filtered through the artist’s mind and 

interpretation. 

While viewing a photograph of a war scene, we believe in the truth of the scene – 

that is, we believe that we are literally seeing a moment in history, exactly how it looked 

in the past at the moment the shutter was clicked.  Kendall Walton claims that 

photography “contributes to the enterprise of seeing.”
24

 Photographs are transparent; “We 

[literally] see the world through them.”
25

  Walton compares photographs to mirrors, 

telescopes and microscopes in how they contribute to our seeing of the world.  He writes,  

Mirrors are aids to vision, allowing us to see things in circumstances in 

which we would not otherwise be able to; with their help we can see 

around corners.  Telescopes and microscopes extend our visual powers in 

other ways, enabling us to see things that are too far away or too small to 

be seen with the naked eye.  Photography is in an aid to vision also, and an 

especially versatile one.  With the assistance of the camera, we can see not 

only around corners and what is distant or small; we can see into the past.
26

  

 

                                                
24

 Ibid 251 
25

 Ibid 
26

 Ibid 
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The claim that photographs are transparent is no small assertion.  After all, our 

conception of “seeing,” even seeing through transparent tools, undoubtedly is 

accompanied by certain assumptions.  For instance, some might claim that to “see” an 

object requires that object to be present at the same moment in time in which the seeing is 

taking place.  In other examples of seeing, such as seeing an object in front of you or 

seeing bacteria through a microscope or seeing a reflection in a mirror, the seeing is 

taking place at the same time as the object being seen exists.  This point is addressed by 

Gregory Currie, and will be discussed shortly. 

Walton is not offering a “watered down” suggestion that photographs are 

transparent.  He does not mean that one sees an impression of the object in the 

photograph. He is not using “transparency” as some kind of metaphor or analogy to help 

us understand the nature of photography in a colorful way.  He quite literally claims that 

we “see dead relatives themselves when we look at photographs of them.”
27

   

The notion that we literally “see” dead relatives is a notion that, to some, seems 

quite absurd.  But, Walton does allow for the claim that we see only indirectly through 

the photograph while qualifying this claim with the inclusion of mirrors and microscopes 

as also seeing only indirectly.  He writes, 

I don’t mind allowing that we see photographed objects only indirectly, 

though one could maintain that perception is equally indirect in many other 

cases as well: we see objects by seeing mirror images of them, or images 

produced by lenses, or light reflected or emitted from them; we hear things 

and events by hearing the sounds that they make.  One is reminded of the 

familiar claim that we see directly only our own sense-data or images on 

                                                
27

 Ibid 252 
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our retinas.  What I would object to is the suggestion that indirect seeing, in 

any of these cases, is not really seeing…
28

  

 

One might also want to point out that it is quite obvious that we do see the 

photograph itself.  After all, we can see the black and gray tones on the physical sheet of 

photographic paper.  We can hold it in our hands, feel its texture, etc.  But, Walton points 

out that “to be transparent is not necessarily to be invisible.”
29

 We can see both the object 

in the photograph and the photograph itself at the same time.  This concept is made clear 

if we consider the example of eyeglasses – we see through the glasses (in order to see) 

but we can also see and feel the glasses there as well.   

Walton claims that photographs are uniquely transparent and are essentially 

different from other two-dimensional visual images such as painting.  He claims that the 

difference is not merely in the appearance or ability to replicate the appearance of a 

scene.  Not only do photographers distort images in various ways,
30

 but painters now 

have the ability to create entirely realistic reproductions of a scene which are almost 

indistinguishable from photographs.  Walton writes, “If the point concerned how 

photographs look, there would be no essential difference between photographs and 

paintings.”
31

  Consider another image: 

                                                
28

 Ibid 253 
29

 Ibid 252 
30

 Such distortions include darkroom techniques (burning and dodging) which enhance highlights or 

shading, a blurring focus, a small aperture and small depth of field, etc. 
31

 Ibid 255 
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Figure 2.3 
32

 

Although this image greatly resembles a photograph, it is actually a painting – acrylic on 

canvas entitled Self-Portrait by Photorealist
33

 Chuck Close.  At first, we are fooled by 

this “illusion” of a photographed portrait, but once we become aware that it is in fact a 

painting and not a photograph, our experience of the image undoubtedly changes.  We 

no longer feel like we are seeing something real or truthful; we get another impression – 

one of interpretation, of imagination, an idea or concept
34

 rather than documented proof 

of the subject’s existence. Or, at the very least, we see a photograph which has been 

interpreted, which has been filtered through the artist’s eyes, and we are no longer 

certain of the accuracy of the portrayal of the image. 

                                                
32

 Ibid 256 
33

 Photorealism – an artistic movement characterized by detailed visual images, like those obtained from a 

photograph, but made with a non-photographic medium such as paint or animation. 
34

 I am referring, here, to conceptual art – where the “art” is not solely the visual image.  The art is 

primarily considered the idea or concept that the image helps portray.  There will be further discussion of 

conceptual art in Chapter 2.  
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Transparency and Belief 

So, why this sudden change of reaction?  Once one realizes the image is a 

painting and not a photograph, belief about the origin and nature of the image changes as 

well –and, this change in belief is directly responsible for the change in reaction.  Walton 

claims that belief is what makes photographs (and not paintings) transparent.  He offers a 

scenario where we must acquire information from pictures of two kinds.  He writes,  

Suppose an explorer emerges from a central African jungle with a batch of 

photographic dinosaur-pictures, purportedly shot in the bush and processed 

straightforwardly.  The pictures…may convince us that there is a dinosaur 

lurking in the jungle.  Alternatively, suppose that he emerges with a sheaf 

of dinosaur sketches, purportedly drawn from life in the field…The 

important difference is that, in the case of the sketches, we rely on the 

picture maker’s belief that there is a dinosaur in a way in which we don’t in 

the case of the photographs.
35

 

 

According to Walton, we must rely on the belief of the sketcher.  He must have a belief 

about the existence of the dinosaur that prompted him to sketch the dinosaur, and, we 

must trust that his belief is reliable.  With the case of the photographs of the dinosaurs, 

however, there is no need to rely on the belief of the photographer who took them.  We 

merely need to look at the photographs to know that the dinosaurs do, in fact, exist.  

Walton goes on, “Even if we know or suspect that [the photographer] didn’t see the 

dinosaur, that he left the camera on a tripod with an automatic triggering device, for 

instance, we may still infer the existence of the dinosaur from the photograph.”
36

   

Belief seems to be essential to photography in another significant way, as well.  

Barbara E. Savedoff claims that our reactions when we see a photograph differ from our 

                                                
35

 Ibid 262-263 
36

 Ibid 263 
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reactions when we see a painting, and that it is directly because we have specific beliefs 

about the nature of photography that we do not have with painting.  She writes, 

Because we readily think of paintings as constructions, we see the 

equivalences and transformations they show as products of the artist’s 

imagination.  On the other hand, because we tend to think of photographs 

as objective records of the world, the phenomena they show, no matter 

how surprising or disturbing, are not as easily dismissed as imaginative 

fiction. 
37

    

  

Savedoff stresses that the belief in the objectivity of photography is what is important in 

the reaction – not whether photography is actually objective.  This explains why our 

reactions change when we realize that Chuck Close’s image is a painting and not a 

photograph.  Savedoff states, “The point is that as long as the works are identified as 

paintings, they will be seen as products of the artist’s imagination…When, on the other 

hand, works are identified as photographs, they are seen not as products of the 

imagination, but as records of the world.”
38

  And, this claim about belief explains why 

we are more disturbed at unsettling photographs than at unsettling paintings – the images 

within the photographs correspond to a disturbing reality and are not so easily dismissed 

as mere fantasy.
39

 

Photography’s transparency is exactly what differentiates it from other two-

dimensional visual images such as paintings and drawings.  Since photographs are 

transparent, since the camera is merely a tool used to see, since the “photograph is a 

surrogate for the object”
40

 within it, Scruton argues that photographs are viewed only out 

                                                
37

 Savedoff, Barbara E. Transforming Images: How Photography Complicates the Picture. Cornell 

University Press: 2000.  82. 
38

 Ibid 85 
39

 Ibid  
40

 Ibid Scruton 366 
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of an interest in seeing the object.  We have no artistic interest in viewing the surface of a 

mirror, after all, and a photograph is no different.   

 

Object Argument, again 

If Walton is correct and photographs are in fact transparent, it seems at first 

glance that Scruton may be on to something.  Walton himself agrees with Scruton 

regarding the object argument.  He claims that due to the special status of photographs as 

having a mechanical origin, “people don’t make photographs,” cameras make 

photographs.  Like Scruton, Walton claims that there is a significant lack of control on 

the part of “people,” and, because of that lack of control, photographs are not artworks.
41

  

However, there are ways to combat Scruton’s object argument.  

Gregory Currie disagrees with the claim that photographs are transparent.  He 

claims that photographs do in fact represent and are not a way of “seeing” but a way of 

representing.  Currie argues that seeing requires information about the location of objects 

in egocentric space, but that “photographs do not convey egocentric information.  Seeing 

a photograph does not put [one] in a perspectival relation to the object it is a photograph 

of.”
42

  In other words, I see the computer screen in front of me because it is here in front 

of me, eight inches from my face, directly interacting with me at the same point in time in 

which I am seeing it.  Photographs do not offer the same experience of seeing.  While 

looking at a photograph of an ancestor, for instance, I am not directly interacting with her 
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in the same space in the same moment in time as I am my computer screen.  However, 

even if Currie’s argument were sound, it would not follow that photographs represent.  

Currie does not address the skeptic’s main objection, that is, that photographs are causal 

(that they are tied to the moment in time and space at which the shutter was clicked) and 

that the appearance of the photograph is indexical and is the result of a causal process.
43

 

Dominic Lopes accepts Walton’s transparency thesis, and argues that if 

understood correctly, the transparency claim “shows what is wrong with the object 

argument and also provides materials for an account of the aesthetic interest of 

photographs that confutes” Scruton.
44

  Lopes claims that “the interest to be taken in 

seeing a photograph as a photograph is necessarily identical to the interest one may 

properly take in seeing the photographed object through the photograph.”
45

  In other 

words, if it is possible for one to have an interest in an object, then it is possible for one to 

have an interest in a photograph as that object and to have artistic interest in its surface 

and formal properties. 

There is yet another way to address the skeptic’s argument.  In the pages to come, 

I will offer another defense for the acceptance of photography as art.  I will claim that it 

is possible to accept the transparency thesis thereby accepting Scruton’s object argument, 

and still accept photography as art.  There is room for photography in the artworld -- we 

are simply looking in the wrong place.  Instead of comparing photographs to paintings (as 

Scruton and other skeptics have done), I suggest that we should compare photography, or 
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more specifically the object within a photograph, to readymades, and embrace Scruton’s 

object with found objects and readymades in mind.  
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CHAPTER III 

READYMADES AND DEFINITIONS OF ART 

 

Before stepping into my theory of photography as readymade art, a brief 

discussion of readymades and their origins as art will prove elucidatory. 

 

Readymades and Found Art 

The term “Readymades” refers to “found art” sculptures – everyday objects which 

have been taken out of their context and placed on display as art in an art environment, 

i.e., a gallery, museum, artist studio, etc.  These objects were termed “found” because the 

objects were not “manipulated”
46

 at all.  They were mundane with utilitarian functions, 

boring, man-made and commercially produced, and they were certainly not typical 

subjects of past artworks.  However, these found objects became endowed with the status 

of art by the artist’s selection and titling of them.
47

 In 1913, Marcel Duchamp, the 

originator of the readymade, created his first readymade piece -- Bicycle Wheel – where 

he placed a bicycle wheel upside down on a stool.  The wheel was “singled out for 

contemplation in isolation from its normal context and purpose.”
48

 In 1917, he entered 

Fountain (Figure 3.1) into the American Society of Independent Artists exhibition.  The 
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piece consisted of a urinal, lying on its side atop a pedestal which he signed with the 

pseudonym “R. Mutt.”
49

 

 

Figure 3.1 
50

 

Other examples of his readymades include Bottle Rack, a bottle drying rack signed by 

Duchamp, In Advance of a Broken Arm, a snow shovel, Comb, a steel comb inscribed 

with the date and time of its creation, Paris Air, A glass phial filled with genuine Paris 

air, and Trap, a coat rack.
51

   

The appropriation of everyday objects, or “found objects,” for use in artworks was 

quickly taken up by other Dada artists such as Man Ray.  His piece entitled Gift (1921) 

was made by assembling together various everyday objects – an iron with nails sticking 

out from its flat side, thus rendering it useless: 
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Figure 3.2 
52

 

Surrealist artists, Fluxus artists, and Pop artists followed suit, utilizing found objects 

within their artworks.  One such example is Surrealist artist Meret Oppenheim’s Object 

(1936), a teacup covered in fur (Figure 3.2).
53

  

Duchamp’s initial utilization of found objects and his creation of the art form of 

the readymade was in response to his growing desire to stray away from painting and 

other retinal art
54

 and toward ideas.  Duchamp said, “I was interested in ideas – not 

merely in visual products.  I wanted to put painting once again at the service of the 

mind.”
55

  Duchamp was a pioneer of the Dada movement, an “anti-movement” that 

created “anti-art,” and whose “aims had more to do with randomness, total freedom of 

                                                
52

 Batchelor, David and Paul Wood.  Realism, Rationalism, Surrealism: Art Between the Wars (Modern Art 

Practices and Debates).  New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993. 175. 
53

 I do not mean to claim that these pieces are readymades.  I am merely including them in the discussion as 

examples of how artists have been influenced by Duchamp’s inclusion of found objects in artworks.  Man 

Ray’s and Oppenheim’s assemblage of different found objects to create a new piece resembles a 

photograph’s use of assembling various found objects within the frame to create a new piece.   
54

 By “retinal art,” Duchamp refers to the “interpretation of the visual world.”  His embrace of ideas as 

opposed to retinal art is an embrace of what became known as “conceptual art,” which will be discussed 

shortly. Ibid Strickland  
55

 Ibid  



 24 

expression, absurdity, and abandon than with construction of a new aesthetic system for 

replication by others.”
56

  

Duchamp (with his readymades) and other Dadaists paved the way for conceptual 

art (as opposed to retinal art, mentioned above) – a new category of art where the idea is 

primary and how the idea is visually displayed is secondary.  For instance, Duchamp’s 

Fountain is unlike other more traditional sculptures that engage aesthetic interest, that is, 

interest in the visual qualities of the piece.  The urinal was not displayed in order to 

admire its gleaming white surface or the movement portrayed by its shape.  Readymades 

were intended by Duchamp to be completely devoid of aesthetic interest.  Their selection, 

Duchamp said, “took place in a moment of total visual anesthesia.”
57

 Fountain, then, was 

displayed for the idea – to perhaps comment on the aesthetic qualities of previous 

artworks, to question definitions of art and whether it should be included, to point out that 

“the simplest object holds the possibility of a revelation.”
58

     

  

Definitions of Art 

Duchamp’s creation of the readymade greatly challenged the boundaries and even 

foundations of art and attempts at definitions.  Although there is still some controversy 

regarding the inclusion of conceptual art into the artworld, the vast majority of art 

institutions have accepted readymades with open arms.  In fact, Duchamp’s readymade 
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is now a paradigm case used in any discussion of aesthetics and is the central hurdle over 

which any attempt to define art must leap.
59

   

For the purposes of this paper, I will only focus on definitions of art that include 

readymades as art.  Scruton compares photography to painting in order to show how 

photography does not resemble art in the way that painting does.  Conversely, I will 

show how readymades are art, and then later, I will supply my theory of photography as 

readymade art and suggest that photography can be art in the same way.   

 

Weitz and Resemblance 

In his article “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Morris Weitz argues that art is 

an “open concept,” and thus has neither essence nor possibility of definition.
60

  By “open 

concept,” Weitz means that new cases of “art” will constantly emerge (as they’ve done in 

the past) and so will always disprove an attempt at a closed definition.  The concept of art 

is constantly-changing due to the creativity in the arts.
61

  Weitz argues that past attempts 

at defining art have gone wrong and have always left out an important counterexample 

because aesthetic theory, in principle, “radically misconstrues the logic of the concept of 

art.”
62

  Weitz claims that examples of art share no set of necessary and sufficient 

properties but instead carry resemblances – “a complicated network of similarities 
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overlapping and crisscrossing.”
63

  Take some paradigm artworks to use as examples. Van 

Gogh’s Starry Night resembles Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony in that they are both 

passionate and expressive.  Van Gogh’s Starry Night also resembles Barnett Newman’s 

minimalist paintings in that they are both mounted on a wall and made with the medium 

of paint.  However, it is unclear if Beethoven’s Fifth and Newman’s minimalism 

resemble each other.  In other words, A resembles B and B resembles C, but A might not 

resemble C.  Weitz compares art to games, another open concept described by 

resemblance.  One does not give a definition of games, but rather when asked what a 

game is, will simply describe a few and say, “this and similar things are called games.”
64

  

Weitz claims that the nature of art is like the nature of games in this respect: 

If we actually look and see what it is that we call “art,” we will also find 

no common properties – only strands of similarities.  Knowing what art is 

is not apprehending some manifest or latent essence but being able to 

recognize, describe, and explain those things we call “art” in virtue of 

these similarities.
65

  

 

Readymades, then, are included as art in Weitz’s theory.  They resemble other 

artworks.  For instance, readymades have often been compared to sculptures.  They are 

three-dimensional and they are put on display in a similar if not identical manner as 

sculptures.  Rubin writes, “Almost any three-dimensional can be seen as sculpture, [even] 

if not necessarily good sculpture.”
66

  Readymades also resemble Duchamp’s other 

paintings in that they were all created by Duchamp as art.  Moreover, Weitz’s theory 

allows for the development of new categories of art.  The formation of the new category 
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of the readymade, then, supports Weitz’s theory that art is open – always allowing for 

new and creative forms of expression. 

 

Institutional Theory of Art 

Another definition, perhaps the one most fitting to readymades, is “the 

institutional definition of art” put forth by philosopher George Dickie.
67

  The Institutional 

Theory of Art claims that there are indeed necessary and sufficient conditions for art, but 

that it is a matter of context and is relational as opposed to a physical quality that can be 

found within the artwork.   The status of art, then, is dependent on context in which the 

work is placed or how it is viewed – what Danto calls the “Artworld.”
68

  Arthur Danto 

proposes a similar theory which also suggests that a piece’s art status is dependent on the 

context and it’s relation to the time and environment in which it was made.   Danto 

writes, “To see something as art requires something the eye cannot descry – an 

atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld.”
69

     

In describing his theory, Danto uses an example of a readymade – Andy Warhol’s 

Brillo cartons – to elucidate how an object becomes art externally and through the 

artworld.  The difference between Warhol’s Brillo boxes and boxes manufactured by the 

Brillo people is that Warhol created his works with a conscious knowledge of art history 

and criticism.  Danto writes, “the Brillo box of the Artworld may be just the Brillo box of 
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the real one, separated and united by the is of artistic identification.”
70

 Those who cannot 

recognize the difference cannot do so because they do not understand nor are they are a 

part of the Artworld.  Danto offers another example of someone who cannot recognize 

why something is art: 

Testadura…protests that all he sees is paint: a white painted oblong with a 

black line painted across it.  And how right he really is: that is all he sees 

or that anybody can, we aesthetes included.  So, if he asks us to show him 

what there is further to see, to demonstrate through pointing that this is an 

artwork, we cannot comply, for he has overlooked nothing…We cannot 

help him until he has mastered the is of artistic identification and so 

constitutes it a work of art.  If he cannot achieve this, he will never look 

upon artworks: he will be like a child who sees sticks as sticks.
71

   

 

In other words, there is nothing to see in an artwork that designates it as art.  It is art 

because it is designated as art by the artworld.  It was placed within the context of art 

and is seen within the context of art, compared to past art and current art and art theories 

and art criticisms.  It was made by an artist who, presumably has knowledge of art 

history and art theory.   All that is seen is the physical medium, but its art status is 

contextual.   

Readymades, then, are artworks according to theorists of the institutional theory 

of art as well.  Duchamp’s Fountain is art simply because the “Artworld” agrees that it is 

art.  Danto writes, “The more one knows of the entire population of the Artworld, the 

richer one’s experience with any of its members.”
72

  Readymades have been accepted 

into institutions of art, i.e. galleries, museums, artist studios, i.e. the artworld, since their 

inception in the early 20
th
 century.  They have influenced thousands of artists, art 
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historians, art critics, i.e. the artworld, ever since.  This is enough to establish readymades 

as art. 

I should note, briefly, that there are several definitions of art that do not give 

readymades art status. I do not focus on these definitions that do not embrace readymades 

because art institutions and critics unanimously embrace readymades as art, and they are 

the relevant arbiters. 
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CHAPTER IV 

PHOTOGRAPHY AND READYMADES 

 

Let us now return to Scruton’s object argument.  Recall his claim, “If one finds a 

photograph beautiful, it is because one finds something beautiful in its subject.”
73

  In his 

object argument, Scruton asserts that due to photography’s mechanical nature and due to 

the transparency of photographs, one cannot have an artistic interest in the photograph 

as a photograph but can only have interest in the object within the photograph.  Scruton 

concludes that a photograph, then, cannot be art.  But what he fails to consider is the 

possibility of an artistic interest in the object within the photograph – that is, an interest 

more closely resembling our interest in readymades than our interest in paintings. 

Consider this excerpt from Scruton’s article: 

Consider…finding a drunken tramp in the street I point to him and say 

“Silenus.”  It is arguable my gesture makes the tramp into a representation; 

but if it does, it is because I am inviting you to think of him in that way.  I 

have expressed a representational thought: imagine this person as Silenus.  

And I have completed the thought by an act of ostension toward its dozing 

subject.  The act of ostension might on some other occasions be 

accomplished by a camera (or a frame, or a mirror, or any other device 

which isolates what it shows)….The camera, then, is being used not to 

represent something but to point to it.
74

 

 

Scruton compares a camera to a pointing finger.  Taking a photo is an act of ostension, 

pointing to an object that the photographer deems worthy of noticing.  Walton offers a 

similar point: 
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People often show me things and in other ways induce me to look this way 

or that.  They affect what I can see or how I see it – by turning the lights 

on or off, by blowing smoke in my eyes, by constructing and making 

available eyeglasses, mirrors, and telescopes.  Why not say that 

photographers, by making photographs, show me things and also enable 

me to see them?
75

 

 

Scruton concludes, through his example, that photography and pointing are not art in the 

same way as painting – they are not representational art.  Pointing does not, after all, 

depict a certain character or charm of the object to which one is pointing.  There is no 

intentional relationship, no interpretation of the scene.  However, there is something 

significant in pointing which Scruton fails to realize.  After all, there is a world of objects 

that the photographer did not choose to shoot, or choose to “point” to.  Perhaps the 

photographer saw something in a particular object or a particular scene, perhaps she saw 

or felt an artistic something, perhaps she saw something similar to what an artist sees 

before he creates his readymade.   

 

My Proposal of Photography as Readymades 

I propose that this choosing of a worthy object to photograph (out of artistic 

inspiration) can be analogous to an artist choosing a readymade object to exhibit in an art 

gallery.  The photographed object becomes art because the photographer designates it as 

worthy of photographing, worthy of pointing to.  Like the readymade, the object within 

the photograph is not art in normal circumstances.  But once the context has changed and 

once the object is displayed within the context of the Artworld, that is, through a 

photograph hanging in a gallery, the object in the photo, like the readymade, is 
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transformed into art.  In other words, I am suggesting that photography can be an art 

form even when the photograph itself is not.     

To be clear, I am not suggesting that the photograph itself is the artwork here.
76

  It 

is the object within the photograph that is of artistic interest.  It is the object within the 

photograph that the photographer deemed worthy of photographing, and it is the object 

within the photograph that is most analogous to readymades.  The object is what has 

been “found” and non-manipulated,
77

 and it is the object within the photograph that is of 

artistic interest when taken out of its everyday context and put into the context of the 

gallery or museum.  It is easy to picture examples of the type of photography I am 

referring to – photographs of the bark of a tree, or a bicycle on a street, or an unmade 

bed, or an abandoned barn.  The focus of these types of photographs is not in the 

aesthetic composition, as in the case of Ansel Adams for instance, but is primarily in 

idea of the object itself.     

My proposal, to put it perhaps more simply, is that photography can be an artform 

in the same way as readymades.  This suggestion combats the challenge of the skeptic.  

That is, I accept the premises that photography is by nature mechanical and indexical, and 

that photographs are transparent, and that an interest in a photograph is an interest in the 

object within a photograph.  But, instead of concluding that photography does not 
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deserve ‘art’ status because of these qualities, I embrace these qualities and use them to 

define a new way of accepting photography as art.   

One might wonder, however, what special features photography adds to the 

“readymade” object.  In other words, why photograph the object instead of bringing into 

the gallery the object like other readymade artists have done?  What follows is a more 

detailed account of the intricacies of how photography resembles readymade art and how 

photographing the object adds to the artistic interest of the object. 

 

Special Features of Photography as Readymades 

One might ask why the object depicted in the photograph is not simply displayed 

in the gallery as other readymades are.  Why go to the trouble of photographing the 

object, of making the viewer see through the photo instead of bringing the object itself for 

the viewer to see directly?  A photograph is the vehicle with which the object is 

presented, and so unlike readymades, photographs provide a wider realm of options to 

display the object other than the pedestal and museum lighting that Duchamp utilized.   

There are several specific features of photography that make the display of the object 

more controlled by the artist and more focused in terms of her artistic vision.  Here, I 

offer four.
78

 

First, photography allows very large and very small objects or even objects that 

cannot be transported to be viewed as art.  Imagine carrying or planting a tree in a gallery 

to be viewed as a readymade.  Imagine lifting a 3-ton boulder and fixing it atop a pedestal 
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to be viewed by museum-goers.  Or, imagine attempting to display a single celled 

organism or the top of a pin.  Photography makes it possible for us to view these objects 

as art that would otherwise be inaccessible or perhaps impossible to be seen in a gallery.  

And, photography allows for several elements to be incorporated into one view.  A tree 

can be viewed in a gallery alongside a white-picket fence with a bird perched atop the 

branch.  The extra elements allow for a wider range of artistic experience that would 

otherwise be difficult to attain. 

Second, photography offers the chance of displaying a fleeting moment in time 

within the context of the gallery.  Moments that are over in a flash, such as a lightening 

bolt or a comet, are made available to photographers who photograph the object and then 

display the photograph within the context of the artworld – essentially bringing the 

lightening bolt or comet into the gallery to be viewed alongside other objects and 

readymades, other artworks.  Photographs also transcend time – ancient objects, ancestors 

and events from the past can be displayed in galleries decades later for a new and 

different artistic idea.  Momentary smiles can be displayed – a gust of wind, the leap of a 

horse, the movement of a stream – all fleeting moments which would otherwise not be an 

option as media for artistic display.     

Third, photography gives the viewer a chance to see objects out of their natural 

contexts.  Viewing a scene of a city street through a photograph, or an intimate view of a 

stranger’s bedroom, offers new perspective on the object and new perceptions of the 

objects that would otherwise not be possible.  For instance, I have seen documentary 

photographs of the Vietnam War, of Paris at night, of the President’s oval office.  These 
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scenes are materials for art that photographers can use at their whim.  Photography offers 

a new range of choices for artists who wish to decontextualize their surroundings and 

show different perspectives on everyday objects. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, with photography the artist has much more 

control of the way the object is viewed.  Although Duchamp chose the specific urinal to 

display, and he no doubt had a small amount of control in how it was displayed (i.e. 

museum lighting, the angles from which to view the piece), one might imagine how 

Duchamp would have displayed his work if he had had a much wider range of options to 

choose from.
79

  A photographer not only chooses which object to shoot, but she also 

chooses in what lighting, from what angle, with what kind of focus, close-up or from far 

away.  It would be as if Duchamp could control the lighting, the size, the display, the 

mood, all to his control while displaying his work.  When viewing the object through the 

photograph, we are more clearly seeing the object as the artist sees it, and more 

importantly, as the artist intends the viewer to see it.  We not only see a tree, we see a tree 

at a certain time of day, with a certain kind of light, from a certain perspective, etc.  

Photography offers choices – many, many more choices
80

 to the artist when it comes to 
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displaying the object.  And, even in photographs where the artist chooses to shoot 

something which could easily have been displayed without the use of the photograph, 

such as a tube of paint on a pedestal, and with no special lighting or perspective, the act 

of photographing it still produces a different kind of effect due to the frame.
81

  

Photography takes objects out of their original contexts with the use of framing thus 

drawing attention away from outside distractions and offering the chance to focus on 

particulars.   

 

Possible Counterexamples 

So far, I have argued that photography can be seen as art by comparing the 

interest in the object within photographs to the artistic interest one may take in 

readymades.  However, there are a few kinks that need to be worked before the theory 

becomes solid. 

The skeptic, for instance, may still question the art status of photography by 

questioning at what exact moment the object photographed becomes art.  He may ask, 

does it become art when the photographer chooses the object to shoot?  Or when the 

photographer chooses the negative to print and present?  Or when the finished print is 

submitted and then accepted by the art institution?  

I would respond to these questions with similar questions – at which point does 

the readymade become art?  At the point Duchamp is walking past a house ware store, 

views the urinal, and conceives of the idea of displaying it?  At the point where Duchamp 
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signs the piece or submits the work to the art institution?  If/when it is accepted by the 

gallery or museum?  At bottom, I suggest that these questions are irrelevant to the 

discussion of my theory of photography as readymades.  I am not offering an attempt at 

defining readymades or offering an argument for a definition of art.
82

  I am merely 

suggesting that photography and readymades are so similar that to accept one as art 

means to accept the other.
83

  I am offering a theory that accepts photography as art based 

upon precedence of the acceptance of readymades, and as a response to the skeptic.  I 

would feign to guess, however, that the moment of art status of a photographed object 

comes upon the arrival of acceptance by the artworld.
84

  Not all photographs are hanging 

in art galleries art, after all, and the difference between non-art photography and art 

photography is in their designation as art by the artworld.
85

 

But, one might question, then, if the object photographed remains art after being 

photographed.  For instance, if a photographer were to take an art photograph of a 

boulder (thus transforming the boulder into art like readymades), does that boulder stay 

“art” until it ceases to exist?  I would respond to this question by, again, comparing the 

situation to one involving a readymade.  Does the found object that is transformed into a 

readymade always remain art?  Could the urinal Duchamp used as his Fountain ever 
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become non-art again?  The answer is yes, the urinal can become non-art again.  In fact, 

many readymades went back to their original function after being displayed as art within 

an art environment and context.  The importance of the readymade, and the importance of 

the object in the photograph as a readymade, is in the concept it portrays – the concept 

being the very choosing of the object to display and the act of displaying it.  The boulder 

is not art outside of the context of the artworld.  So, after being shot by the photographer, 

it ceases to be art outside of that photograph.   

Another contention is the issue of intention.  One may question whether the 

photographer has to intend for the photograph to be seen as art, for the object within it to 

be viewed with artistic interest, in order for the photograph to be considered art.  An 

example is this:
86

 Say an artist is digging through an old box of photographs at a yard 

sale one day, and she finds a photograph that tickles her artistic senses.  The photograph 

shows the bones of an extinct animal, taken while the photographer was on an 

archeological dig, but taken with the intention of documentation and not for display in an 

art gallery or museum.  However, the artist who discovered the photograph decides that it 

is worthy of display, so she submits it to a gallery where it is accepted.  One might 

wonder if this art should indeed be considered ‘art,’ and if so, who the ‘artist’ is – the 

photographer or the artist who submits the photograph to the gallery. 

This is indeed an interesting case because it raises the distinction between found 

photography, where the photo is the found object and displayed as a readymade, and 

photography as readymade art, where the object within the photograph is the object of 
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 Thanks to Jeffrey Filla for the main points of this example. 
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artistic interest (the “readymade”) and the photograph is simply the surrogate by which to 

view the object.  The answer to the question raised is, yes, the found photo is art – in the 

same way that a found urinal is art – or a found snow shovel.  And, the artist, the one 

with the artistic vision who displayed and submitted the photograph as art is the ‘artist’ in 

this situation –just as Duchamp is the artist of Fountain and not the manufacturers of the 

mass-produced urinals.  But, the example of the found photo is not to be confused with 

my theory that the medium of photography is used to display objects as artistically 

interesting in the same way as readymades.  A found photo is a type of readymade, an 

object that Duchamp could have displayed as a readymade, and is not an example of the 

type of photography discussed in this essay. 

One might also discount my theory by denying the truth of the transparency 

thesis.  The suggestions that photographs are transparent and that photographs are another 

way of seeing are indeed controversial, and I certainly did not offer significant evidence 

in support of Walton.  However, my intent is not to prove the truth of the transparency 

thesis.  I am merely responding to the skeptic who uses the transparency thesis to argue 

that photography cannot be art.  For instance, Scruton claims that because of the 

mechanical nature of photography and because photographs are transparent and are 

simply a way of “pointing,” then photography cannot be considered an art form.  I have 

argued, however, that accepting the transparency thesis does not necessarily undermine 

the art status of photography.  If the transparency thesis is indeed incorrect, then both 

Scruton’s and my argument hold no water.    
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One final thought involves the issue of an aesthetic interest in photographs as 

photographs (and not photographs as readymades).  One might respond to my theory by 

rejecting it on the basis that an acceptance of my theory means a rejection of the 

possibility of an aesthetic interest in the photograph itself (and not the object within the 

photograph).  However, it is not the case that accepting my theory means having to reject 

the former.  I am simply offering another way photography can be an artform while still 

accepting the transparency thesis and the claim that an interest in a photograph might be 

an interest in the object within the photograph.  Lopes rightly says, “Seeing through the 

surface does not block seeing the surface itself.”
87

  Moreover, I am not claiming that all 

photography is art in the same way as readymades.  I am not even claiming all art 

photography is art in the same way.  Rather, the types of photographs where there is an 

artistic interest in the object, the types of photographs Scruton focuses on in his article, 

are the types I am referring to in this paper.   
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 

 I am not offering a radical conception of photography as art.  My theory is not 

implausible.  Although there are many art photographers who focus solely on the 

aesthetic qualities of the two-dimensional framed image, there are also many art 

photographers who focus solely on the object itself
88

 -- photographers who are interested 

in what an object is, what it implies in certain contexts, what photographing it means, 

etc.  And, it is not far-fetched to guess that those photographers would agree with  my 

conception of photography as readymades.   

Comparing fine art photographs to readymade artworks offers a new way of viewing 

photography as art.  Although it is possible to include photographs in other categories of 

art,
89

 my conception offers an approach that sufficiently allows for photography’s 

transparency and necessary causal relation to the world and its artistic appeal.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
88

 Such as myself – I am now working on a series of photographs of Barbies within the context of a 

traditional portraiture.  The photographs deal more with the concept of identity and constructs of femininity 

than with the formal aesthetic qualities of the finished photograph.  
89 

For an account of “photographs as photographs” as art, see Lopes’ article: Lopes, Dominic McIver.  “The 

Aesthetics of Photographic Transparency.”  Mind. 112.447 (2003): 433-448.
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