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Abstract 

Along with being a visual method of scientific investigation in its own right, the process of composite 

photography was often invoked, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, as a powerful 

philosophical metaphor. I investigate an early chapter in the life of this metaphor: its reception and use by the 

American philosopher, logician and scientist Charles S. Peirce. I show how Peirce's use of composite 

photography was rooted in his sophisticated philosophical position on the composite process itself, which had 

been originally developed by Sir Francis Galton in the late 1870s. I highlight substantial differences in the ways 

Peirce and Galton drew on the composite process to advance broader epistemological claims - especially 

claims concerning the nature and reliability of scientific generalisations.  I argue that Peirce and 

Galton's respective approaches to the issue of generalisation and generality condense deeper epistemological 

tensions that deserve renewed philosophical consideration.  I conclude by arguing that the material dimension 

of photography as a mode of representation in its own right, and in particular the limitations of the 

photographic process ŀǎ ŀƴ άƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜέ mode of representation, were ultimately of crucial importance for the 

ways in which Peirce adopted and articulated the metaphor of composite photography in his philosophical 

works. 

 

Introduction 

In άThe Body and the Archiveέ, now a classic in visual culture, Allan Sekula concludes his comparative 

study of the uses of photography by Alphonse Bertillon and Francis Galton with a brief remark 

invoking two semiotic categories originally proposed by Charles Sanders Peirce: 

ά¢ƘŜ American philosopher and semiotician Charles Sanders Peirce ώΧϐ made a 

useful distinction between signs that referred to their objects indexically and those 

ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎŀƭƭȅΦ ¢ƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀǊŜ άŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǊŀŘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘέΣ they are indexical signs, as are all signs which register a 

physical trace. Symbols, on the other hand, signify by virtue of convention and 

ǊǳƭŜǎέ.1 

                                                           
 An early version of this article was presented in July 2014 at the Charles S. Peirce International Centennial 
Congress (University of Massachusetts, Lowell). I am grateful to the conference participants, particularly Aud 
Sissel Hoel, Tullio Viola, Mats Bergman, Gabriele Gava and Jaime Nubiola for their constructive comments. 
Vincent Colapietro provided invaluable mentoring and encouragement: hopefully this piece will serve as a first 
heartfelt thank you for ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ ǎǇŜƴǘΣ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ tŜƛǊŎŜΩs philosophy to life for the 
next generation of Peirce scholars. WƻŜƭ {ƴȅŘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻŦŦŜred 
plenty of food for thought, along with precious suggestions that genuinely improved the scholarly quality of 
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.ŜǊǘƛƭƭƻƴ ŀƴŘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ Sekula suggests, follow relatively well 

this distinction. With his extended system of catalogue cards containing information about individual 

characters ς notoriously criminals ς and by subordinating the singular image to the explicative 

function of language in the annotations accompanying the cards,2 .ŜǊǘƛƭƭƻƴ άǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ǿŜŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀƴ 

ƛƴŘŜȄƛŎŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎέ.3  Galton, on the other hand, cultivated the aspiration of producing 

general types ς an aspiration fulfilled by his highly successful method of composite portraiture. 

Through composite photography, Sekula argues, Galton elevated the indexical to the symbolic: the 

accretion of contingent individual instances in his case turned into a quest for generalities and laws. 

UniversalΣ άƭŀǿƭƛƪŜέ ǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ƛƴ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ άǳƴǿƛǘǘƛƴƎ ŎŀǊƛŎŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎέ4 could be visually 

inferred, and were indeed visually supported by the evidence of common features exhibited by the 

composite photographs themselves. 

 {ŜƪǳƭŀΩǎ ōǊƛŜŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǎemiotic categories has passed largely unnoticed in the 

literature. Readers acquainted with the history, theory, and critical studies of photography possibly 

just glossed over it as another instance of the practice, distinctive of the late 1970s and 1980s, of 

acknowledging Peirce in analyses of photography that invoked the notion of indexicality as the 

mechanism governing photographic images and their evidential role in broader visual arguments. 

Yet, the reference here is not only (partially) appropriate, or at least loosely pertinent, from a 

conceptual point of view ς it is also historically relevant, in that it discloses an angle on the history of 

composite photography that has remained so far unexplored. 

 Sekula correctly remarks that Peirce was a contemporary of Galton and Bertillon. While the 

latter ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ works and writings, various aspects ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩs 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘŜŘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ attention from very early on and left a long-standing mark 

on his own subsequent work. DŀƭǘƻƴΩs seminal publication on composite photography, entitled 

ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛts, Made by Combining Those of Many Different Persons into a Single Resultant 

CƛƎǳǊŜέ, was first presented at the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain in 1877. It first appeared 

in a published form in Nature in 1878. It was subsequently published in the Popular Science Monthly 

in the same year, and it also featured in ǘƘŜ !ƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƛƴ мутф.5 In those 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
this piece. My colleagues at the Department of Science and Technology Studies (UCL) were kind enough to 
discuss an early draft of this paper and put up, once more, with my obsession with Peirce. For this, and for 
their friendly advice and criticism, I am extremely grateful. The staff at the Houghton Library and UCL Special 
Collections provided prompt help with the reproduction of the images and manuscripts. Until the very last 
ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊΣ bƛŀƭƭ [Ŝ aŀƎŜ ƪŜǇǘ ŀǎƪƛƴƎ ά{ƻΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘΚέΦ Alas, behind every 
philosopher there is usually a much sharper critical conscience, one direct enough to ask the really important 
questions.  
1
 Allan SekǳƭŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέΣ October no. 39(1986):3-64, p. 55. 

2
 .ŜǊǘƛƭƭƻƴ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ά.ŜǊǘƛƭƭƻƴŀƎŜέ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǊŜǾƛǾŀƭ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ 
ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΦ !ƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ {ŜƪǳƭŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέΣ see also Alex CsiszarΣ άBibliography 
ŀǎ !ƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƳŜǘǊȅΥ 5ǊŜŀƳƛƴƎ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ hǊŘŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴ ŘŜ ǎƛŝŎƭŜέΣ Library Trends, vol. 62, no. 2 (2013):442-455; 
Josh Ellenbogen, ά/ŀƳŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ aƛƴŘέΣ Representations, 2008, vol. 101, no. 1 (2008):86-115; and Josh 
Ellenbogen, Reasoned and Unreasoned Images: The Photography of Bertillon, Galton, Marey, (Pennsylvania 
State, 2012). 
3
 !ƭƭŀƴ {ŜƪǳƭŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέΣ ǇΦ ррΦ 

4
 !ƭƭŀƴ {ŜƪǳƭŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέΣ ǇΦ ррΦ 

5
 Francis Galton, ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ by combining those of many different persons into a single 
ŦƛƎǳǊŜέΣ Nature vol. 18 (1878): 97-100; Francis Galton, ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ 
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very years Peirce was busy working for the US Geodetic and Coast Survey (where he was employed 

from 1860 to 1891), publishing his only book, the Photometric Researches, 6 writing for The Nation 

(to which he contributed over 300 articles throughout his life) and simultaneously developing his 

philosophy, logic and mathematics. As an active scientific writer and a practicing scientist, Peirce was 

ǿŜƭƭ ŀŎǉǳŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƳƻǊŜ ōǊƻŀŘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 

ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ statiǎǘƛŎǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅ ŀǇǇŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƻ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭ ƳƛƴŘΦ 

His study of English Men of Science7 prompted Peirce to take up a similar task, which culminated in a 

series of extended notes and writings on nineteenth century men of science.8 From the 1890s 

onward ς over a decade after Galton announced his new photographic method ς Peirce adopted and 

began using in a surprisingly systematic way the metaphor of composite photography to articulate 

some of the pillars of his philosophy.  

Why was the metaphor compelling for Peirce, and what is the value of spelling out the 

reasons of his particular predilection for it? Sekula seems to suggest that composite photographs, at 

least for Galton, fulfilled the dream of a quintessentially empiricist quest for generality. My account 

ǘǊƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƭƭ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅέ ƳŜŀƴǘ ƛƴ Dŀƭǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ 

material dimension of composite photography mediated their quests. What I aim to show is that 

their very different relations to the medium of photography ultimately resulted in different 

articulations of the epistemic reliability they placed on the photographic process more broadly. In a 

ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƭƛŦŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴŘΣ Dŀƭǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

epistemic lessons that could be drawn from composite photography stand out as indicative of two 

divergent and equally instructive examples of the attitude that scientists displayed toward the 

philosophical applicability of this relatively new medium. 9    

 In άCŀƳƛƭȅ wŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ǊŜŜǎέΣ /ŀǊƭƻ DƛƴȊōǳǊƎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭƛƴƎ case of a cognitive metaphor that takes on άa life of 

its ownέ.10 ²ƘƛƭŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ Ƴethod were ultimately to 

improve social control,11 Ginzburg insightfully suggests that the subsequent adoption of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
differenǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜέΣ The Popular Science Monthly, vol. 13 (August 1978): 460-469; Francis 
DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŦƛƎǳǊŜέΣ The 
Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, vol. 8 (1879): 132-144. Throughout the 
text, I will refeǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƛƴ Nature.  
6
 Charles S. Peirce, Photometric Researches (Leipzig, 1878). 

7
 Francis Galton, English Men of Science: Their Nature and Nurture, (London, 1874).  

8
 A full version of the main text on nineteenth century men of science by Peirce is reprinted in Philip P. Wiener 

(ed.) Charles S. Peirce, Selected Writings (New York, 1958): 265-274. The piece was originally published in 1900 
ŀǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institution.  
9
 For an insightful account of the vicissitudes of the metaphor of the mind as a camera in the history of 

philosophy, see Aud Sissel Hoel, ά[ƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ {ƛƎƘǘΥ tŜƛǊŎŜ ƻƴ 5ƛŀƎǊŀƳƳŀǘƛŎ !ōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛƴ Das Bildnerische 
Denken: Charles S. Peirce, ed. F. Engel, M. Quesner, and T. Viola (Berlin, 2012), pp. 253-271. For a discussion of 
Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƴƛƴŜǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǎŜŜ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 9ƭƭŜƴōƻƎŜƴΣ ά/ŀƳŜǊŀ ŀƴŘ aƛƴŘέΦ 
10

 Carlo Ginzburg, άCŀƳƛƭȅ wŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ǊŜŜǎΥ ¢ǿƻ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ aŜǘŀǇƘƻǊǎέΣ Critical Inquiry vol. 30, 
no.3 (2004): 537-556, pp. 546-7. 
11

 Lǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀŘŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ 
had access, through the Director of Prisons Edmond du Cane, to photographs of prisoners. See Francis Galton, 
Memoirs of my Life (London, 1908), pp. 259-61, and D.W. Forrest, Francis Galton: The Life and Work of a 
Victorian Genius (LondonΣ мфтпύΣ ǇΦ моуΦ .ǳǘ ŀǎ {Ŝƪǳƭŀ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ 
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ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƛƳǎΥ άAll the readers I mentioned 

ŘƛǎǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǇhotographyΧ[C]omposite portraits made them 

thinkΦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴΣ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƴŜǿ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴέΦ12 The aim 

of my discussion is to explore a chapter in the early life of this metaphor, one in which the material 

nature of a particular visual artefact gradually begins to get detached from its initial context of 

production, but at the same time still maintains some crucial conceptual and material connections 

ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΦ Lƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎŀǎŜΣ I argue that composite photography became a guide to articulate 

conceptual tools that were then used to investigate the nature and functioning of photographic 

displays and the reliability of the photographic process more broadly. Specifically, what I hope to 

show is that Peirce used the metaphor of composite photography as a way of undermining some of 

the assumptions implicitly built into a common sense view of photography as mere mechanical 

reproducibility, and that he did so in light of his profoundly critical understanding of the 

photographic process itself.   

I will begin with ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩs articulation of the composite process and 

with some ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀōƻǳǘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ own understanding of some of the implications of 

DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ. I will then consider the bǊƻŀŘŜǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ƻƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǇƘilosophical 

account of perception and the formation of ideas and judgments, which rely heavily on analogies 

with composite photographs. I will conclude by arguing that the material dimension of photography 

as a mode of representation in its own right, and in particular the limitations of the photographic 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ άƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜέ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ, were of crucial importance for the ways in which 

Peirce adopted and used the metaphor. It is this sophisticated position on the material aspect of 

photography that, in my view, directed Peirce toward a critique of mere mechanical reproducibility, 

ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǊŜŦǊŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ άƳƛƴŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀƳŜǊŀέ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƛǎŜ 

it in completely new terms.   

 

Galton on Composite Photographs 

άώ¢ϐƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΧŜƴŀōƭŜǎ ǳǎ ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀ 

generalised picture; one that represents no man in particular, but portrays an 

imaginary figure possessing the average features of any given group of men. These 

ideal faces have a surprising air of reality. Nobody who glanced at one of them for 

the first time would doubt its being the likeness of a living person. Yet, as I have said, 

it is no such thing; it is the portrait of a type and not of an indivƛŘǳŀƭέ.13  

                                                                                                                                                                                     
tangentially related to criminology per se ς it was instead part of a broader enterprise ultimately aimed at 
ǳǎƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ όŀƴŘ ŜǳƎŜƴƛŎǎΣ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ōǊŀƛƴŎƘƛƭŘύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άōŜǘǘŜǊƳŜƴǘέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ǊŀŎŜΦ {ŜŜ 
{ŜƪǳƭŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ƻŘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜέΣ ǇΦ муΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ process was used not just for individuating 
άŎǊƛƳƛƴŀƭ ǘȅǇŜǎέΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ǇǊƻŎƭƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛƭƭƴŜǎǎ όǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǿƻƳŜƴύΣ ōǊŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ 
general (including the breeding of animals) and, later, to isolate typical racial features. 
12

 DƛƴȊōǳǊƎ άCŀƳƛƭȅ wŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ǊŜŜǎέΣ ǇΦ рпт-тΦά¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎέ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ DƛƴȊōǳǊƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 
Wittgenstein and Freud, who both adopted the metaphor of composite photography without embracing its 
social implications.   
13

 DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦ фтΦ 
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Thus Galton began his description of the photographic process he had developed in the previous 

ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ōŀǇǘƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ άŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέ (fig. 1). 

 

Fig. 1. Francis Galton, Composite Portraits of Criminal Types, 1877. Albumen Silver Print from Glass Negative. 

The Galton Archive, University College London Special Collections. 

That the idea of producing composite portraits was somehow in the air at the time is acknowledged 

by Galton himself. He credits his own initial thoughts on the subject to a conversation he had with 

Herbert Spencer, in which Spencer himself suggested that composite images could be obtained by 
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reducing drawings to the same scale, superimposing them, and holding them against a source of 

light.14 DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŎƻǳǎƛƴΣ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ 5ŀǊǿƛƴΣ ƘŀŘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ άaǊ !Φ[Φ !ǳǎǘƛƴ ƻŦ 

bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘέΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ a process for superimposing two photographic 

portraits by placing them in a stereoscope. The result, Austin wrote in his letter, was particularly 

ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŀŘƛŜǎΩ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ŦƻǊ ƛǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ άƛƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ decided improvement 

ƛƴ ōŜŀǳǘȅέ.15  Dŀƭǘƻƴ ƘŀŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ !ǳǎǘƛƴΩǎ ǎǘŜǊŜƻǎŎƻǇƛŎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ultimate aim was to 

combine more than just two portraits.16 /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭŜŘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŘǊŜŀƳ ƻŦ ŀ ǘǊǳƭȅ 

ǇƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ άǊŜŀƭ 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ As he explains in a subsequent article, aptly entƛǘƭŜŘ άhƴ DŜƴŜǊƛŎ LƳŀƎŜǎέ: 

ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀǊŜΧƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜǎΤ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘǎ 

of those large statistical tables whose totals, divided by the number of cases and 

entered on the bottom line, are the averages. They are real generalizations, because 

they include the whole of the material under consideration. The blur of their 

outlines, which is never great in truly generic composites, except in unimportant 

details, measures the tendency of individuals to deviate  from ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘȅǇŜέ.17  

DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ άǊŜŀƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŎƭŜŀǊŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

concrete details of his method. Composite portraits are obtained by the successive exposure of a 

number of portraits to a camera holding a single plate. Galton suggests that exposure times should 

be worked out fractionally: the exposure time of a single portrait in the sample should be the inverse 

of the total number of portraits in the sample itself. Thus, for a total exposure time of eighty seconds 

and a sample of eight portraits, each individual in the sample should be exposed for ten seconds. Of 

course, part of the success of the process depended on the preliminary preparation of the portraits 

themselves, which should all be of the same size and which should ŀƭƭ ōŜ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ άƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ 

the eyes of all the portraits shall be as nearly as possible superimposedέ.18 (See fig 2) 

 

                                                           
14

 DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦфтΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǊƛŎŀǘǳǊŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ 
longer history, which relates, among other things, to visual and specifically printing cultures of science. See for 
example Jim Secord, ά{ŎǊŀǇōƻƻƪ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜΥ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ /ŀǊƛŎŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ DŜƻǊƎƛŀƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘέΣ ƛƴ Figuring it Out: 
Science, Gender and Visual Culture, ed. A. B. Shteir and B. Lightman (Hanover, 2006), pp. 164-191.   
15

 /ƛǘŜŘ ƛƴ DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦ фуΦ 
16

 See Karl Pearson, The Life, Letters and Labours of Sir Francis GaltonΦ ±ƻƭΦ нΥ άwŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǎ ŀƴŘ aƛŘŘƭŜ [ƛŦŜέΦ 
(Cambridge, 1924), p. 284, and Forrest, άCǊŀƴŎƛǎ DŀƭǘƻƴέΣ ǇΦ моуΦ 
17

 Francis Galton, άDŜƴŜǊƛŎ LƳŀƎŜǎέΣ Proceedings of the Royal Institution vol. 9 (1879):161-170, p. 166 
(emphasis mine).  
18

 DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦ фтΦ 
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Fig. 2. Francis GaltonΣ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ Nature 18 (1878), 97. 
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¢Ƙǳǎ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ άŎƻƳƳƻƴέ, or 

belonging to the general type behind all the portraits in the sample, while blurring away merely 

άaccidentalέ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ or unimportant details that did not strictly pertain to the general features 

being measured through the composite process itself. It is in this sense that Galton saw his portraits 

ŀǎ άǊŜŀƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎέ: composite photography ultimately deferred the epistemic burden of 

generalising from the observer to the camera. This approach ōŜǘǊŀȅǎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀƳōƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ 

toward the reliability of what should be considered as genuine empirical evidence more broadly. On 

one hand, he was quite fond of drawing parallels between composite photographs and ideas more 

generally. So, for instance, in Inquiries into Human Faculty, he described the results of his method as 

follows: 

ά¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀƭ ŦŀŎŜǎ ǘƘǳǎ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊ ǘƻ 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ŘŜŀƭ ƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǿƛǘƘΧǎƻ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƛŘŜŀǎέ.19  

Just like abstract ideas, composite photographs are generalizations from data accessible through 

experience, and just like ideas the photographs capture ideal types rather than particular instances. 

In this particular respect, DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊaphy seemed to revolve around the hope 

that the composite process would in principle guarantee some criterion of public testability for the 

very process underpinning all generalisations. The blurred lines in the periphery of the portraits and 

ǘƘŜ άŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎέ at the centre were somehow visible to everyone, and the simple act of 

inspecting a composite portrait would allow any viewer to access, and repeat, the very process of 

drawing generalisations from a number of  individual instances. Thus construed, composite 

photography aspired to the status of an ideal form of empiricism, one in which observable evidence 

gathered through the photographic process answered the very question of what makes (inductive) 

generalisations reliable.   

On the other hand, however, Galton was haunted from the outset by a far more pressing 

concern. Abstract ideas, thus construed, seemed just a philosophically appealing but humanly 

unattainable chimera. The limits of empiricism still persisted, and depended directly on the limits of 

human faculties such as memory and pictorial imagination.  This concern is articulated in all its 

forcefuƭƴŜǎǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ƛƴ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ first article on composite photography: 

                                                           
19

 Francis Galton, Inquiries Into Human Faculty and Its Development (London, 1883), p. 183. Philosophical 
discussions of the process of abstraction here described by Galton have a long and vexed history. A key point 
ƻŦ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƻ DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ǿŀǎ WƻƘƴ [ƻŎƪŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ 
discussed in book III of An Essay Concerning Human Understanding. There, Locke proposes that general ideas 
and general names are arrived at through a process of negative selection, whereby individual features of a 
certain range of particulars are progressively left out until only what is shared among those particulars 
ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ƛƴ ƛƴŦŀƴŎȅ άthe ideas of the persons that children encounter are, like the persons themselves, 
only particularέΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ [ƻŎƪŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ  άAs they get older and meet more people, infants notice that many 
other things in the world resembleτin shape and in other waysτtheir father and mother and other people 
they have been used to; and they form an idea that applies equally to all those many particular people, 
ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ΨƳŀƴΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀl name and a general idea. 
In doing this, they had of Nurse and Mamma, Peter and James, Mary and Jane, whatever is unique to each, 
and retain only what is common to them allέ. John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), 
ed. Peter Nidditch (Oxford: 1975), Book III (Words), Chapter iii (General Terms), §7. For a discussion on how 
tŜƛǊŎŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ǎŜŜ IƻŜƭΣ ά[ƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ {ƛƎƘǘέΣ ǇǇΦ нрр-258. 
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ά! ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǊƛǎŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ 

of a man who had the gift of pictorial imagination in an exalted degree. But the 

imaginative power even of the highest artist is far from precise, and is so apt to be 

biassed by special cases that may have struck their fancies, that no two artists agree 

in any of their typical forms. The merit of the photographic composite is its 

mechanical precision, being subject to no errors beyond those incidental to all 

photographic ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎέ.20 

Our human capacity to generalise, Galton remarks, is extremely limited. On purely psychological 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƭƭ άƛŘŜŀǎέ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǾŀǊƛŀbility that 

is inherent in all things human. There is no certainty, after all, that properties we may subjectively 

take as essential are in fact merely accidental. Not even the best artists, who are supposedly 

acquainted with the practice of producing visual generalisations, are endowed with the capacity to 

generalise without interfering with the material content of their generalisations. This is where 

photography becomes an indispensable aid to achieve the kind of ideal empiricism Galton aspired 

to: photography guarantees mechanical precision just where human faculties fail. By blurring the 

idiosyncratic and retaining in view only the typical, composite photography not only lends visual 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǇǳǊŜέ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴs, 

independent of the differences and peculiarities of particular individuals arriving at those 

generalisations, are a desirable empirical aspiration in the first place.  

In their recent work on the history of objectivity, Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison describe 

Galton as a hybrid character at the crossroads between the epistemic virtues of truth-to-nature and 

mechanical objectivity.21 DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǘȅǇŜǎΣ 5ŀǎǘƻƴ ŀƴŘ Dŀƭƛǎƻƴ ŀǊƎǳŜΣ ƛǎ 

in line with the eighteenth century epistemic drive toward idealisation, pursued by removing the 

idiosyncratic and the particular in the quest for generality. But while eighteenth century truth-to-

ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƭŦǳƭ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘ ƛƴ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƎƻŀƭΣ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜŀƭ 

types was performed following the canons of self-discipline imposed by a new kind of mechanical 

ideal of objectivity.  Indeed, Daston and Galison place the birth of the very notion of objectivity as 

άƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǇǊƻŘǳŎƛōƛƭƛǘȅέ, with all its connotations of increased precision and increased 

reliability, almost concomitantly with the emergence and diffusion of a broad array of recording 

instruments in the mid-nineteenth century. Photography occupied a privileged place in the 

construction of the rhetoric of self-restraint that characterised this new approach to objectivity, for a 

simple and yet compelling reason: 

άOne type of mechanical image, the photograph, became the emblem for all aspects 

ƻŦ ƴƻƴƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴƛǎǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΧ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ 

obviously faithful to nature than handmade images ς many paintings bore a closer 

resemblance to their subject matter than early photographs, if only because they 

used color ς but because the camera appŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅέΦ22  

                                                           
20

 DŀƭǘƻƴΣ ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦ фтΦ 
21

 Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison, Objectivity (New York, 2007), pp. 168ff. 
22

 Daston and Galison, Objectivity, p. 187. 
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DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǊŀȅǎ Ƙƛǎ commitment to a 

noninterventionist view of objectivity, one in which the limitations of human knowledge become a 

reason to defer agency to the camera and to the photographic process entirely.  Despite the fact 

that Galton did not specifically frame his work in terms of objectivity in his writings, his emphasis on 

the limitations of empiricism and on the necessity of a mediating instrument to safeguard both 

generality and precision reflects the broader ethos of self-restraint that animated other advocates of 

the value of mechanical reproducibility in his time. What Daston and Galison leave partly in the 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǘƘǳǎƛŀǎƳ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ 

primarily by a philosophical dilemma concerning the limitations of the human powers of 

generalisation, and more broadly the nature of abstract ideas.   

Indeed, in the years that followed his early work with composite photographs, Galton set 

out to investigate the nature of mental imagery and its limitations more broadly. Starting roughly 

from 1879 he carried out a study of over 100 men, mostly scientists, whose visual memory and 

general capacity of producing mental images were surveyed by means of a questionnaire.23  The 

study, now a classic in the history of psychology, was ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǘ ƭŜƴƎǘƘ ƛƴ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ WŀƳŜǎΩ муфл 

Principles of PsychologyΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŜǊŀ ƛƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅέ.24 

LƴŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅΣ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ōȅ WŀƳŜǎ precisely in a section of the Principles of 

Psychology that surveys how individual differences affect the human faculty of imagination. άThere 

ŀǊŜ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƴƻǘ ΨǘƘŜ LƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩέ,25 James states just before introducing Galton. Citing other 

key proponents of psychological studies of individual differences such as Gustav Fechner, James 

seems to endorse the view that one possible way of drawing generalisations about such differences 

ƛƴ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ƛǎ άǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭƭȅέ,26 ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀƛǎŜǎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

important experimental step in that direction.  But while James saw the instability of individual 

differences in imagery as a fertile terrain for further psychological and experimental investigation, 

Galton seemed to approach the problem as further evidence of the need of a mediating instrument 

to tame their inherent variability.  

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅΣ David Burbridge states that there 

is no clarity around the reasons that compelled Galton to take up the subject in the first instance, 

but that this work could be easily ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέ of studies he carried out in 

those very years.27 LƴŘŜŜŘΣ .ǳǊōǊƛŘƎŜΩs references mainly comprise DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 

composite photography. Thus, it is reasonable to conjecture that composite photography opened up 

a whole set of new questions for Galton ς questions that he set out to investigate empirically 

through the very statistical methods he was most acquainted with, and which he had developed 

throughout his life. The results of his questionnaire provided an answer to the thorny issue of the 

ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦΣ ŀƴŘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ that scientists were 

                                                           
23

 ¢ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ ǘƻ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ Inquiries into Human 
Faculties. ¢ƘŜ Ŧǳƭƭ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ƛǎ ǊŜǇroduced in David Burbridge, άDŀƭǘƻƴ мллΥ !ƴ 9ȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
ƻŦ CǊŀƴŎƛǎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ LƳŀƎŜǊȅ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎέΦ The British Journal for the History of Science, vol. 27 (1994): 443-463, pp. 
448-449 (Table 1). 
24

 William James, The Principles of Psychology (Cambridge, Mass., [1890] 1983), p. 696. 
25

 James, The Principles of Psychology, p. 696. 
26

 James, The Principles of Psychology, p. 696. 
27

 .ǳǊōǊƛŘƎŜΣ άDŀƭǘƻƴ мллέΣ ǇΦ ппрΦ 
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not, ultimately, distinguished by ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΥ ά{ŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ƳŜƴΣ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ 

have feeble powers of ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ.28 Leaving aside the disputes around the details of 

DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛƴ ŀǊǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛons,29 what is interesting is that the study is a 

clear attempt at proving the fundamental flaws of the very faculty that composite photography 

aimed to support, and for which it seemed to provide new epistemological reliability. The 

photographic process, for Galton, filled in a precise epistemological gap, the existence of which was 

eventually documented experimentally in his subsequent studies on mental imagery. 

 

Peirce on Composite Photographs 

A convinced Kantian for most of his life (albeit not an uncritical one), Peirce subscribed to 

the epistemological view that the limits of our knowledge are also its conditions of possibility. Thus, 

where Galton saw a fundamental flaw in the human capacity to generalise and represent ς a flaw 

that the process of composite photography was supposed to correct ς Peirce saw an opportunity. By 

transforming DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ conceptual metaphorΣ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀƛƳ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾƛǎŜ ŀƴ 

exploratory tool to understand the nature of ideas. 

Composite photographs appear ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ writings in the 

1890s, and they are specifically used to cast light on his account of ideas. A thorough evaluation of 

ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩs work on the subject is well beyond the scope of this discussion,30 

however a few important remarks are here in place. Like Galton, Peirce thought that ideas bear the 

hallmark of generality. But contrary to Galton, he firmly believed that the capacity of arriving at 

reliable, yet fallible, generalisations fell fully within the remit of our cognitive powers. Thus his use of 

the metaphor does not draw on the function of the composite process or the camera as vehicles of 

self-restraint or self-discipline: on the contrary, Peirce shifts the epistemic burden of the process of 

generalising back to the faculty of judgment. One of the earlier instances in which Peirce compares 

ideas to composite photographs appears in the context of his 1895 Short Logic,31 where he discusses 

precisely the issue of how ideas partake of the content of judgments or assertions. A judgment or 

assertion, Peirce states, cƻƴǎƛǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘΣ ƻǊ ŀ άƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛŎƻƴέ (or indeed 

an idea) to a particular case or circumstance. For instance, he claims, applying the concept of 

dishonesty to someone (and here the content of the example has a distinctive Galtonian flavour), 

ŀƳƻǳƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ 

and read of ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊέ.32  ¢ƘǳǎΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ƛƴŎƛǎƛǾŜƭȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΣ άŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘ L ƳŀƪŜ 

the discovery concerning that person, who is distinguished from others for me by certain indications, 

                                                           
28

 Francis Galton, ά{ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ aŜƴǘŀƭ LƳŀƎŜǊȅέΣ aƛƴŘ ǾƻƭΦ р (1880): 301-318, p. 304. 
29

 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǎǳǊǾŜȅŜŘ ƛƴ .ǳǊōǊƛŘƎŜΣ άDŀƭǘƻƴ мллέΣ ǇǇΦ пртŦŦΦ 
30

 In what follows, I will build on the work of Christopher Hookway, who has discussed in detail the relations 
between composite photographs, ideas and Kantian schematism in Christopher Hookway, άΨ! {ƻǊǘ ƻŦ 
/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘΩΥ tǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΣ LŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ {ŎƘŜƳŀǘƛǎƳέΦ The Philosophical Transactions of the Peirce 
Society, vol. 38, no. 1 / 2 (2002): 29-45.  
31

 Now reprinted in The Essential Peirce: Selected Philosophical Writings, 2 vols. Ed. N. Houser and C. Kloesel 
eds. (vol.1) and The Peirce Edition Project (vol.2), (Bloomington, 1992/1994), 2: 11ff. References to The 
Essential Peirce ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƴŎŜŦƻǊǘƘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ά9tέΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊΦ  
32

 Peirce, EP2: 19-20. 
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upon that index, at that moment, down goes the stamp of RASCA[Σ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅέ.33 

!ǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǎƘƻƴŜǎǘ όƻǊ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜ άǊŀǎŎŀƭέ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜύΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ 

amounts to singling out ς indexically, perhaps through a demonstrative or a proper name ς a 

particular person and applying a general idea or predicate to them.  Such a general idea, Peirce 

claims, takes the form of an image, or rather of άŀ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘέ, of all the instances that 

fit into the general class subsumed under that particular predicate.  

.ǳǘ Ƙƻǿ Řƻ ǿŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ άŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΚ  In other 

passages, which clearly betray his ambivalent relationship with psychology, Peirce maps the problem 

more openly on the relation between ideas and perception. tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ 

as complex as his account of the formation of ideas,34 and I will only be able to sketch its general 

features. But the two topics are profoundly interconnected, and at least a few general details are 

ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƎǊŀǎǇ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ. More importantly, in connecting ideas and 

perception, Peirce provided an answer to the very problem Galton struggled with when addressing 

the issue of generality and ideas. Interestingly, one of the (several) places in which Peirce discusses 

his theory of perception is in a 1901 review of the Grammar of ScienceΣ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ōȅ DŀƭǘƻƴΩs protégé 

and future biographer Karl Pearson.35  

One oŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳǎ is directed to the claim, advanced particularly in chapter II of 

tŜŀǊǎƻƴΩǎ Grammar of Science, that first impressions serve as the starting point for reasoning. Peirce 

ŀŎŎǳǎŜǎ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ άǘƘŜ ǘƻƻ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŜǊǊƻǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦounding logic with psȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅέ.36 That 

sense impressions may be the starting point of how we individually acquire knowledge, Peirce 

claims, ƛǎ άŀ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎȅέ.37 But to place it, as Pearson does, at 

ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άCŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέ όǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ tŜŀǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊύΣ ƛǎ Ŧor Peirce a 

conceptual mistake. PearsonΩǎ άŦŀŎǘǎέ ŀǊŜ for Peirce the end point of the logical operations of 

reasoning. Reasoning belongs to the realm of logic (which Peirce construes very broadly and equates 

with semiotics), and as such has an altogether different starting point: 

άώ¢ϐƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ point of all our reasoning is not in those sense impressions, but in our 

percepts. When we first wake up to the fact that we are thinking beings and can 

exercise some control over our reasoning, we have to set out upon our intellectual 

travels from the home where we already find ourselves. Now this home is the parish 

ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎέ.38  

¢ǿƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƘŜǊŜΦ First, logic, or valid reasoning more 

broadly, is controlled reasoning: it is reasoning that still remains eminently fallible, but it is so exactly 

because it appeals to the control of our judgment. Second, the starting point of reasoning, thus 

construed, is not what psychologists define as sense impressions, but what Peirce defines as άǘƘŜ 

                                                           
33

 Peirce, EP2: 20 (emphasis in the original). 
34

 ! ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ wƛŎƘŀǊŘ Bernstein άtŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴέΣ 
in Studies in the Philosophy of Charles S. Peirce, Second Series, ed. E. Moore and R. Robin (Amherst, 1964), pp. 
165-189. 
35

 Peirce, EP2:57-66. 
36

 Peirce, EP2:61. 
37

 Peirce, EP2:61. 
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 Peirce, EP2:62. 
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parish of perceptsέ.39  Percepts for Peirce have no generality, and they do not appeal (as yet) to 

ǊŜŀǎƻƴΥ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ άƻǳǊ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ Řŀǘŀέ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻƳŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ƻǳǊ ǎƪǳƭƭǎΧ ōǳǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǇŜƴέΦ40 

At the same time, Peirce cƭŀƛƳǎΣ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ όƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǘŜǊƳǎ άǇǎȅŎƘƛŎŀƭέύ 

operations of three continuous kinds: qualities of feeling, reactions, and generalising elements. 

Peirce illustrates this point with the example of an inkstand, and (rather unsurprisingly, at this stage) 

composite photographs come back into his discussion: 

άL ǎŜŜ ŀƴ ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀōƭŜΥ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘΦ aƻǾƛƴƎ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘΣ L ǎŜŜ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘ 

of my inkstand. It coalesces with the other. What I call the inkstand is a generalised percept, 

a quasi-inference from percepts, perhaps I might say a composite photograph of percepts. In 

this psychical product is involved an element of resistance to me, which I am obscurely 

conscious of ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘέ.41  

What Peirce is trying to articulate here is an anti-intuitionist and (simultaneously) an anti-

constructivist view of perception. On one hand, he claims, no intuition is involved in knowledge or 

cognition. We possess the faculty of generalising, by creating a composite photograph of percepts 

ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜ ŀǘ ŀ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘέ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘ, but this faculty is not of the kind of clear and distinct ideas.42 

On the other hand, however, άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘέ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘs are not just constructions ς they are 

hypotheses that can be somehow tested empirically. And the test will tell us that if we are dreaming 

of seeing a fairy ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘ ǿƛƭƭ άǊŜǎƛǎǘέ until we come up with a new 

ƘȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘ ǿŜ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǳǎΦ άIȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎέ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ 

ǘŜǊƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ άǉǳŀǎƛ-ƛƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎέΦ Iƛǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ 

of the inkstand continues as follows:  

ά{ubsequently, when I accept the hypothesis of an inward subject for my thoughts, I 

yield to that consciousness of resistance and admit the inkstand to the standing of 

an external object. Still later, I may call this in question. But as soon as I do that, I 

ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǎǇƛǘŜ ƻŦ ƳŜέ.43  

Peirce then says that it is possible to come up with a variety of methods of testing the άinkstand 

hypoǘƘŜǎƛǎέΦ ²Ŝ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŜǾŜƴ ǊŜǎƻǊǘ ǘƻ ŀ ŎŀƳŜǊŀ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ 

the situation; and yet the inkstand will still be there, opposing its resistance to any attempt to prove 

that it is not.  It is this resistance that makes the inkstand real, and at the same time it is this 

ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭŜƴŘǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŎƭǳǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎ ŀǎ άŀƴ 

ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘέΦ 

                                                           
39

 Lƴ ŀ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ŜƭŜǇŀǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴέ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ άǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎέ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 
etymology in res percepta. See Peirce, Charles S. 1931-8/1958. Collected Papers of Charles Peirce ed. C. 
Hartshorne, A. Burks and P. Weiss, 8 vols. (Cambridge, Mass., 1931-8/1958), vol. 7, paragraph 634. References 
ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇŀǇŜǊǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƘŜƴŎŜŦƻǊǘƘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ά/tέΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ƴǳƳōŜǊΦ  
40
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 Peirce, EP2:62. 
42

 tŜƛǊŎŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ /ŀǊǘŜǎƛŀƴ ƛƴǘǳƛǘƛƻƴƛǎƳ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΦ Iƛǎ мусу Ŝǎǎŀȅǎ άvǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ 
/ƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ /ŜǊǘŀƛƴ CŀŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ /ƭŀƛƳŜŘ ŦƻǊ aŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ά{ƻƳŜ /ƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ CƻǳǊ LƴŎŀǇŀŎƛǘƛŜǎέ όPeirce, EP1, 
chapters 2 and 3) are iƴŘŜŜŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŀƴǘƛ-CŀǊǘŜǎƛŀƴ Ŝǎǎŀȅǎέ ōȅ tŜƛǊŎŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ 
of anti-intuitionist arguments that Peirce retained and developed further for the rest of his life. 
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 [Ŝǘ ǳǎ ǇŀǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎƻ 

far. On one hand, Galton came to a standstill because he decided to remain anchored to a crude 

form of empiricism, one that still held that the common sense view of science as proceeding from 

sense impressions to generalisation had some mileage. What Galton did, or attempted to do, was 

strengthen the epistemic reliability of this common sense picture by replacing the ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎƛǎǘΩǎ 

άǘŀōǳƭŀ Ǌŀǎŀέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǇƭŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŜǘ άǊŜŀƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΦ .ǳǘ 

ǘƘƛǎ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƭƛƴŘ ŀƭƭŜȅ ƻŦ άōƭind-sighǘέ44: knowledge without a knower, in the form of 

mechanical reproducibility, was the only way of validating the purity of his composite, ideal types. 

Peirce, on the other hand, pursued a different agenda. Solving the problem of generalization, for 

him, required an exploration of the commonalities, and boundaries, between logic and psychology. 

/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀƳŜǊŀέ in a naïve 

empiricist sense, but because the metaphor itself showed just the kind of control (performed by the 

faculty of judgment) the mind has over the process of generalisation. I will return to this important 

point in the next section. 

 tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƎƻŜǎ ǿŜƭƭ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜ L ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΦ A 

missing tile ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǎŀƛŎ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ƳŀƪŜǎ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ 

An essential stage in perception is first and foremost the recognition of a specific object ς say an 

ƛƴƪǎǘŀƴŘΣ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǿƛǘƘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ς as an inkstand. Recall the fact that for Peirce percepts 

are singular ς ǘƘŜȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άŀǊŜέ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΦ !ƴ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ 

the percept into a meaningful object of perception. Here Peirce appeals to the difference between 

percepts and perceptual judgmentsΥ άƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ǎƻ 

ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜέ.45 Perceptual judgments have a representative function, and as such they have 

generality.46 From a logical point of view, Peirce explains, perceptual judgments consist in applying a 

predicate to ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎ άǎǳōƧŜŎǘs of belief or disbelƛŜŦέ.47 

Saying ς ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ς άL ǎŜŜ ŀ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ŎƘŀƛǊ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŜέ, amounts to 

applying the predicate yellow to the present percept of a chair. For Peirce, however, this is different 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ άȅŜƭƭƻǿƴŜǎǎέ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƻōƧŜŎǘΦ This would in fact still leave 

ǳƴŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ άȅŜƭƭƻǿƴŜǎǎέ ŦǊƻƳ ς which incidentally is the 

whole point of resorting to the metaphor of composite photographs for an answer. It is here that 

tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ theory of perception becomes particularly interesting, as it explicitly advocates an act of 

comparison: 

άώ¢ϐƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ΨǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ȅŜƭƭƻǿΩ Ƙŀǎ ǾŀƎǳŜƭȅ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

lot of yellow things, of which some have been seen, and no end of others may be or 
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 Daston and Galison, Objectivity, p. 17. 
45

 Peirce, CP 7.643. 
46

 tŜƛǊŎŜ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ά¢ŜƭŜǇŀǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ tŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴέ όŎмфлоύΣ 
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perception, is in HoelΣ ά[ƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ {ƛƎƘǘέΦ Hoel offers a diagrammatic and differential account of mediation in 
perception, which convincingly explains - among other things - ǿƘȅ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 
photographs goes well beyond GaƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇŜŀƭ ǘƻ άǊŜŀƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέΦ   
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might be seen; and what it means to say is ΨǘŀƪŜ ŀƴȅ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ƭƛƪŜΣ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ 

will find, on comparing it with this chair, that ǘƘŜȅ ŀƎǊŜŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƻǳǊέ.48 

Perceptual judgments are essentially dynamic in nature ς and once again the metaphor of composite 

photography intervenes to account for the dynamic and iconic components of perception. Peirce 

states that the process, thǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŜŘΣ άŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊέ: perceiving amounts to actively comparing ǘƘŜ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƛǊ ǿƛǘƘ άŀ 

sort of composite photograph of all tƘŜ ȅŜƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǎŜŜƴέ.49 This particular case shows 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ǊŀŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎΦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀǊŜ static: they are presentations of ideal 

types, whose generality is validated by the reliability of the mechanical process that served for their 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜǎΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ŀǊŜ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ dynamic: they have an 

experiential basis (some of the yellow shades to which we compare the colour of our chair may have 

been seen), but they also have some kind of predictive power (the composite photograph will allow 

ǳǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŀŘŜǎ ƻŦ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ŀǎ άȅŜƭƭƻǿέΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭȅ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǎύΦ  

 Christopher Hookway has ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 

photographs to his equally profound commitment to one of the pillars of Kantian philosophy: the 

doctrine of Schematism.50 Introducing the concept of schema, Hookway argues, is the most 

convincing way to explain the kind of generality that Peirce attributes to ideas, and their functioning 

ŀǎ άƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛŎƻƴǎέΦ Schematism still remains an extremely puzzling and nebulous chapter (or rather 

ŀƴ άŀŦǘŜǊǘƘƻǳƎƘǘέΣ ŀǎ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘύ ƻŦ YŀƴǘΩǎ Critique of Pure Reason. Here I am not so much 

ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ƻǊ ŜȄŜƎŜǘƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ YŀƴǘΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻn of schema, but rather with 

the reception and use of this philosophical construct by Peirce. In general terms, Kant appeals to 

schemata in trying to explain how concepts (which are the products of the faculty of understanding) 

are applied to the empirical world and to its objects, which we experience in space and time. The 

role of schemata in imagination, for Kant, provides the crucial connection. Schemata are indeed 

rules, methods, or procedures produced by the faculty of imagination that allow us to anticipate 

experience (and in doing so, to make sense of it conceptually). Schemata, in other words, mediate 

between the faculty of understanding and experience, and they do so by virtue of their generative 

character. 

It is easy to see how the idea might have appealed to Peirce. His account of perception 

relates precisely to the problem of the interplay between our cognitive powers and their relation to 

experience, and Schematism here seems to provide an answer. Even more importantly, Schematism 

provides an answer that calls directly into question the iconic features of cognition: the schema is a 

mental icon, at the same time particular and general, whose primary character is to disclose new 

relations in experience. For Peirce this is made forcefully clear by examining icons in relation to the 

dynamic characterisation of composite photographs I provided above. Rather than a static 

generalisation obtained by the mere synthesis of individual instances, for Peirce a composite 
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άƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ŀ ǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǎƘŀŘŜǎέ,51 with a particular spatial and temporal configuration. As 

Hookway ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ in this particular respect exactly 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾŜǊǎŜ ŀǎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΥ άǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǿŜ ǳǎŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀǎ ΨǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜǎΩ 

or stereotypes in applying concepts ς or at least in applying some ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎέ.52  This is indeed the 

ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǎǘŀǘƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǊŜŀƭ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ, which seem to presuppose a 

straightforward (inductive) inferential path from experience to general conclusions. The very 

comparative element that Peirce places at the centre of the formation of fully fledged perceptual 

judgments renders his account of perception far more sophisticated, at the same time offering a 

plausible insight into the very process underpinning our capacity to generalise. Although Peirce is 

never clear about the relation between schemata and perceptual judgments, it seems that the 

generative nature of schemata provides a justification ςwithin the remit of our cognitive capacities ς 

for how we come up with general classes (or predicates) in the first place and for how we subsume 

new, unseen or yet unexperienced cases under a general class.  

A further comparison with GaƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ.  If we accept the 

interpretation that the generative character of composite photographs is of primary importance for 

Peirce, and that this generative character consists precisely in the composite providing ς in the case 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜ άȅŜƭƭƻǿέ ς a sequence of shades that invites further comparison, then the relation 

we establish with what really matters in the material configuration of a composite photograph is 

also subject to revision. For Galton the centre of the image is the essential part of the photograph, as 

it is in the centre thaǘ άǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎέ ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘŜ. For Peirce, on the contrary, the interesting 

process happens in the periphery of the images, the areas in which shading suggests further, 

possibly new ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ άǘŜƳǇƭŀǘŜέ to a new context and deriving novel 

relations through its application.  

This seems to find an interesting resonance with the idea, fully developed by Peirce only 

around мфлрΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ άƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ vaguenessέ characterises every act of predication, and is inherent in all 

semiotic processes, including perception.53 The application of the pǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜ άȅŜƭƭƻǿέ ǘƻ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ 

percept defines a general range to which the percept belongs ς thus undermining its initial 

singularity ς at the same time introducing a productive vagueness that allows both for the 

identification of previously experienced instances and for the recognition of new ones. This seems 

an intuition that Peirce develops even before his fully fledged account of vagueness of (circa) 190554: 

as early as 1903, in the very text on perception which introduces the notion of perceptual 

judgments, he states that άώǘϐƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ΨǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀƛǊ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ȅŜƭƭƻǿΩ Ƙŀǎ vaguely in mind 

ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ȅŜƭƭƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎέ.55 Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ ŀǇǇƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜ άȅŜƭƭƻǿέ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ 

precisely in its vague, and therefore generative, dimension.  

                                                           
51

 IƻƻƪǿŀȅΣ ά! {ƻǊǘ ƻŦ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘέΣ ǇΦ плΦ 
52

 IƻƻƪǿŀȅΣ ά! {ƻǊǘ ƻŦ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘέΣ ǇΦ онΦ  
53

 I am deeply grateful to Tullio Viola for pointing out this interesting connection and for forcing me to think 
about it in the first place. I am especially grateful for the philosophical headaches it has caused, which are very 
likely to generate further work in that direction.  
54

 See for instance Peirce, EP:2, 350ff. 
55

 Peirce, CP 7.632 (emphasis mine). 
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Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎƭȅΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǾŀƎǳŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǘƛǘƘŜǘƛŎŀƭ 

aƴŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻŦ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅέ.56 But this antithetical relation is just what makes vagueness productive in 

spite of our efforts to overcome it. Peirce partly addresses this issue in a 1905 Monist article entitled 

άLǎǎǳŜǎ ƻŦ tǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎƛǎƳέΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƎǳŜƴŜǎǎ ƛǎ ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ 

more detail: 

άώ¢ϐƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻǊŘŜǊ ƭƛƴŜ 

between affirmation and negation. Thus a point of a surface may be in a region of 

that surface, or out of it, or on its boundary. This gives us an indirect and vague 

conception of an intermediacy between affirmation and denial in general, and 

consequently of an intermediate, or nascent state, between determination and 

indetermination. There must be a similar intermediacy between generality and 

vaguenŜǎǎέ.57  

The ǾŜǊȅ άƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀŎȅέ stressed by Peirce between generality and vagueness might help explain at 

least one of the reasons why he saw the metaphor of composite photography as fruitful in the first 

place. Composite portraits seem ǘƻ ŎƻƴŘŜƴǎŜΣ ǇƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƭƭȅΣ άǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ, or nascent state, 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴέΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ L ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

as giving renewed importance to the fuzzy boundaries of a composite portrait, rather than the 

ŎƻƴƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎέ ŀǘ ǘƘe centre of the images. Composite photographs seem to be, 

in this particular respect, the materialisation of the antithetical interplay between vagueness and 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ Ŏŀǎǘǎ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅέ ǘƘŀǘ tŜƛǊŎŜ 

attributes to conceptual processes and functions such as perceptual judgments and ideas.  In 

ŘƛǎƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎ ŀǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ άƳŜǊŜƭȅέ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ Dŀƭǘƻƴ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ 

to deprive his comparison between composite portraits and general ideas of its most forceful and 

persuasive element.   

It is at this point that the cognitive metaphor of composite photographs seems to take on άŀ 

ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴέ ƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ it was 

produced. Indeed, most ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

distinctively conceptual flavour ς and rightly so, considering the relations that Peirce provocatively 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άƛŘŜŀǎέΣ άǎŎƘŜƳŀǘŀέ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ άǇŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎέΦ 

But it would be deeply unfair to both Peirce and Galton, as well as historically inaccurate, to assume 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƛǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ άƛƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƘŜŀŘέΣ ƻǊ 

that they were exclusively the product of his conceptual and philosophical work. tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ 

has a material dimension, primarily supported by archival evidence which remains so far 

unpublished and which has been thoroughly neglected in the literature. It is to this neglected 

evidence that I would like to turn to in the next section. 

                                                           
56

 Peirce, CP 5.505. Aƴ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ǾŀƎǳŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜ ƻf the 
pillars of his philosophy is in Phyllis /ƘƛŀǎǎƻƴΣ άtŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ [ƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ±ŀƎǳŜƴŜǎǎέΣ ƛn The Commens Encyclopedia: The 
Digital Encyclopedia of Peirce Studies. New Edition. Ed. M. Bergman and J. Queiroz. Pub. 121220-2309a. 
Retrieved from http://www.commens.org/encyclopedia/article/chiasson-phyllis-peirce%E2%80%99s-logic-
vagueness  (last accessed 07/08/2014). 
57

 Peirce, EP2: 353. 

http://www.commens.org/encyclopedia/article/chiasson-phyllis-peirce%E2%80%99s-logic-vagueness
http://www.commens.org/encyclopedia/article/chiasson-phyllis-peirce%E2%80%99s-logic-vagueness
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Composite Photography in tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ aŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ 

Peirce repeatedly proves to have been acquainted with the material process behind 

composite photography, and with photographic processes more broadly. While at present there is 

no compelling evidence of his direct experimentation with photographic processes, his writings and 

scientific collaborations suggest that his philosophical positions on photography were motivated by 

an active interest in, and solid understanding of, the photographic process itself.58 As I will show 

ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƻƴΣ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ semiotic notion of indexicality, for instance, bears on a notion of 

instantaneous photography very much modelled on nineteenth century views ƻŦ άƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƛǘȅέΣ 

while his practical understanding of composite portraiture reflects the experiments with the process 

carried out by his student and collaborator Joseph Jastrow.59   

In what follows, I aim to show that there are textual references which further substantiate 

tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ 

metaphor. I will refer to two particular objects ς a typescript and a manuscript, both undated ς from 

the Peirce Archives held by the Houghton Library at Harvard. Both objects offer interesting evidence 

ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ of his opinionated understanding, of the photographic process 

ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎΦ  Despite the lack of contextual information, the contents of 

these archival materials reveal that Peirce may have cultivated a rather persistent ς albeit somewhat 

quiet ς interest in the composite process developed by Galton.  

A quick glance at the typescript (fig. 3)60 reveals that it corresponds to the last page of the 

text ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ Nature in 1878.  The typescript 

page contains a footnote with precise instructions on how to calculate the fractional exposure times, 

and the main content of the text explains the possible future developments of the process for the 

purpose of animal breeding, as well as to produce family portraits that might possibly disclose 

hereditary characteristics. Galton specifically invites the readers to contribute with materials that 

would allow him to continue his investigation:  

άI have as yet had few opportunities of developing the uses of the composite 

photographic process, it being difficult without explanation to obtain the requisite 

components. Indeed, the main motive of my publishing these early results is to 

                                                           
58

 CƻǊ ŀ ƭŜǎǎ ǘŜƴǘŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƘƻǘographic processes see Alexander Robins, 
άtŜƛǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ tƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΥ !ǊǘΣ {ŜƳƛƻǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέΣ The Journal of Speculative Philosophy vol. 28, no. 1 
(2014), pp. 1-мсΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ L ŎƻƴŎǳǊ ǿƛǘƘ wƻōƛƴǎ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƭƭǳǎƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 
photography as inextricably related to his broader work on scientific measurement, and while I strongly 
believe that Peirce had a sophisticated understanding of the photographic process, what I could find in the 
Peirce Archives is, so far, only evidence suggesting an indirect knowledge of the medium, rather than evidence 
of direct experimentation with it.  
59

 ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ WŀǎǘǊƻǿΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘǎ is further discussed in note 66 below. 
60

 Lƴ ǿƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΣ L ǿƛƭƭ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ manuscripts as listed in Richard Robin, 
Annotated Catalogue of the Papers of Charles S. Peirce (Worcester, Mass.Σ мфстύΦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ untitled and undated 
typescript is classified as MS 1362. 
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afford that explanation. I especially want sets of family photographs, all as nearly as 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜέ.61  

Galton then proceeds to give measurements, in terms of size and even proportions of the faces 

ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άƛŘŜŀƭέ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǎŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

his inquiries into family portraiture. Why exactly this particular typescript page has been preserved 

(as opposed to the full text of GaltonΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜύ ƛǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƻǇŜƴ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘȅǇŜǎŎǊƛǇǘ ƛǎ 

ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ άbŀǘǳǊŜέ at the end, so it is possibly something that Peirce might have reviewed for 

publication or might have received from one of his correspondents. Another possibility, still entirely 

speculative, is that Peirce might have reviewed the text before it was re-published in the Popular 

Science Monthly ƛƴ мутуΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅ ŜƴƻǳƎƘΣ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ the same volume in 

ǿƘƛŎƘ tŜƛǊŎŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄǘƘ ǇŀǇŜǊ όάLƴŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ 5ŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ IȅǇƻǘƘŜǎƛǎέύ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ series 

άIllustrations on the Logic of Scienceέ, and indeed their two contributions lie side by side in the 

August 1878 issue of the journal.   

 

                                                           
61

 Peirce, MS 1362, np; this is exactly the same text as Galton, ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎέΣ ǇΦ млл. 
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Fig. 3. MS Am 1632 (1362). Undated typescript on a single, unnumbered page. The typescript is part of the 

tŜƛǊŎŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻƴ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǎΣ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ 

and published in Nature in 1878. Houghton Library, Harvard University.  
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 ²ƘƛƭŜ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǘȅǇŜǎŎǊƛǇǘ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ƻŦŦŜǊǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŜȄǇƻǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ early 

photographic experiments, an undated manuscript (fig. 4, 5 and 6)62 seems to offer a few more 

ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀōƻǳǘ the technicalities of the composite process itself. The manuscript 

ƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƭƛƎƘǘƭȅ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƻƴ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ 

the nineteenth century which occupied Peirce in the early 1900s. It contains only a brief extract of a 

planned comparaǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ άǘǿƻ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŘǊǳƴƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀƭ 

ȅƻǳǘƘέ63: Kelvin and Galton. Peirce colourfully ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ YŜƭǾƛƴ ŀǎ άŀ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭ ōƻȅΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ун ȅŜŀǊǎ 

ƻƭŘέ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ Galton is two years older than Kelvin. The reference seems to suggest that the 

ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘŀǘŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ мфлсΣ ƭƻƴƎ ŀŦǘŜǊ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 

photography.  ̧ ŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ άƭŀǘŜǎǘ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴέ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ōŜǘǊŀȅǎ ŀ 

persistent enthusiasm with the composite process itself. The characterisation that Peirce gives of the 

process, however, also suggests that he had slightly different priorities for the possibilities that 

DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŀŦŦƻǊŘΥ  

άώDŀƭǘƻƴΩs] latest invention is an instrument to photograph degrees of resemblance, though 

this only vaguely expresses what it measures. Two objects, say two photographic portraits, 

are brought to the same apparent size by an optical contrivance, and are then both removed 

to such a distance that they become mistakable, each for the other, when the angle each 

subtends (or the tangent of it) is read off from a scaleέ.64  

 

 

Fig. 4. /Φ{ΦtŜƛǊŎŜΣ a{ !Ƴ мсон όмомсύΣ ά¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέ όŎмфлсύΣ ǇΦ м. Houghton Library, 

Harvard University. 

                                                           
62

 Peirce, The World of Science, MS 1316, undated manuscript. 
63

 Peirce, MS 1316, p. 1. 
64

 Peirce, MS 1316, pp. 1-2. 
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Fig. 5. /Φ{ΦtŜƛǊŎŜΣ a{ !Ƴ мсон όмомсύΣ ά¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέ όŎмфлсύΣ Ǉ. 2. Houghton Library, 

Harvard University. 

 

Fig. 6. /Φ{ΦtŜƛǊŎŜΣ a{ !Ƴ мсон όмомсύΣ ά¢ƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜέ όŎмфлсύΣ ǇΦ 3. Houghton Library, 

Harvard University. 
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It is rather ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŀǘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƛǘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ άŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜέΦ bƻǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƴƻǘ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǘȅǇŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƻŦ 

resemblance between photographic portraits that are manipulated specifically to be made 

άƳƛǎǘŀƪŀōƭŜ ŜŀŎƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊέΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜǎ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ 

process is the persistent emphasis on human intervention on the photographs, as well as on the 

preparatory materials required to obtain the portraitsΦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩs perceptive understanding of the 

ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀƛƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŜŀƭ 

ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ, and cannot be, a result of the photographic process itself. They are instead 

the product of practical operations and controlled interventions, the very same interventions that 

characterise the performance of any kind of measurement. Peirce continues, becoming even more 

explicit on what is involved in the process:  

 άIn recording the result, the kind of mistakability must also be set down, for by 

ΨƳƛǎǘŀƪŀōƛƭƛǘȅΩ is not meant absolute indistinguishability, ōǳǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

certain definite alterations would render them indistinguishable. Thus, two portraits may 

seem just alike except for dress and pose; or just alike except for age; or except for sex etc. 

These judgments are not very greatly affected by ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ΨwŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜΩ, 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ likenesses 

of the objects compared. The psychological laws of resemblance are in pressing need of 

investigation; and GŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƴŜǿ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ will be an important aid in this inquiryέ.65  

tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǇƛŜŎŜ on Galton sadly stops here, but there is much that can be extracted from 

this last passage. If there is anything inherently objective in the photographic process, it is just in the 

active intervention of an ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΦ Lƴ ǎƘŀǊǇ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ 

enthusiastic acceptance of the kind of precision afforded by the camera and by the composite 

process more broadly, Peirce is here claiming that the kind of measurement obtained through 

composite photography is ultimately made reliable by the fact that an expert observer applies his or 

her judgment in altering and manipulating the images. The passage is interesting because it also 

captures the two senses in which, according to Peirce, a mind operates behind a camera and directs 

its operations ς a logical sense and a psychological one. Psychologically, he claims, resemblance may 

be subject to individual and subjective states of mind, and it is those states of mind, rather than 

properties inherent in the objects being compared, that determine the particular respects in which 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ άǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜǎέ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ŜƭǎŜ. This psychological sense of resemblance, for Peirce, is still 

not a reason to defer the burden of identifying geƴǳƛƴŜΣ ƻǊ άƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜέ ƭƛƪŜƴŜǎǎŜǎ to the camera (or 

any measuring apparatus) altogether. Instead, the study of resemblance should be itself subject to 

empirical investigation,66 ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ 
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 Peirce, MS 1316, pp. 2-3 (emphasis mine). 
66

 Interestingly, in the 1880s, Peirce was himself involved in this kind of empirical investigation. A crucial 
connection between composite photographs and empirical psychology is the work that Peirce carried out in 
collaboration with WƻǎŜǇƘ WŀǎǘǊƻǿΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ άhƴ {Ƴŀƭƭ 
5ƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ {Ŝƴǎŀǘƛƻƴέ όƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Memoirs of the National Academy of Science in 1884, and 
now in Writings of Charles S. Peirce: a Chronological Edition, Volume V, 1884ς1886.  Ed. The Peirce Edition 
Project. (Bloomington, Indiana, 1993), pp. 122-135. The piece, itself a classic in the history of psychology, was 
praised by Ian Hacking as a milestone in the application of statistical methods to empirical psychology. See Ian 
Hacking, ά¢ŜƭŜǇŀǘƘȅΥ hǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ wŀƴŘƻƳƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴέΣ ISIS vol. 79 no. 3 (1988): 427-451, pp. 
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particular features, adjust the perspective, pick out particular objects, and then we deem them to 

άǊŜǎŜƳōƭŜέ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ άƭŀǿǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜέ to which Peirce appeals in the extract are a step 

ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀǾƻƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊΣ 

logical implications. Indeed, fǊƻƳ ŀ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŀǇǇŜŀƭǎ ǘƻ ŀƴ άƻōǎŜǊǾŜǊΩǎ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘέ 

as the capacity to exercise some control over the very act of rendering two portraits mistakable, and 

eventually indistinguishable in some relevant respects from each other. It is this capacity of 

exercising control, and not the self-discipline imposed by the camera, that guarantees validity in the 

results and generalisations that we draw from examples of composite portraits. 

In her recent work on the history of nineteenth century photography, Jennifer Tucker 

insightfully highlights the fact that, rhetoric of noninterventionist objectivity notwithstanding, no 

consensus existed among scientists and practitioners of photography over whether their particular 

practices should conform to it.67 In this particular respect, Peirce seems to join the crowd of 

dissenters that Tucker singles out in her work for not subscribing to a view of objectivity as mere 

mechanical reproducibility. Often credited with an interpretation of the photographic image as a 

ƳŜǊŜ άƛƴŘŜȄέ ƻǊ ŀ ǘǊŀŎŜΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜƴ, when read superficially, for one of the 

proponents of just the kind of noninterventionist objectivity that he instead rejected from the 

outset. True, Peirce maintains that the relation of resemblance we perceive between photographs 

and the objects they stand ŦƻǊ άƛǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǎǳŎƘ 

circumstances that they were physically forced to correspond pƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜέ.68 In this 

sense, Peirce argues with explicit reference to his semiotic categories, photographs belong to the 

class of indices, signs that stand for their objects by virtue of a physical or causal connection. But 

even in referring to photography as a prime example of indexicality, Peirce clearly stresses that the 

photograph must be produced and interpreted as an indexical sign ς it must be forced to correspond 

point-to-Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ IŜǊŜ άŦƻǊŎŜέ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ŀƴ 

indexical sign ς a sign that shows something about particular objects by virtue of being physically 

connected to those objects, like smoke for fire or a barometer reading for atmospheric pressure ς 

and the very fact that for a photograph to function in such an indexical way an explicit intervention 

is needed in the process.  

Peirce proves in a different context that his notion of indexicality is deeply rooted in a 

sophisticated understanding of the photographic process. In his 1898 Short Logic, just after his 

discussion of judgments and assertions, he indulges in another brief digression on photography. 

ά9ǾŜƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘΣ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎŀƳŜǊŀέΣ tŜƛǊŎŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ άƛǎ ŀ 

composite of the effects of intervals of exposure more numerous by far than the sands of the sea. 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
431-434. More importantly, Jastrow was one of the people with whom Peirce would have discussed the 
relations between statistical methods and composite photography. Two publications by Jastrow show that he 
was eȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ŀŎǉǳŀƛƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ DŀƭǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǿith his writings on the subject:  Joseph Jastrow, 
ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜέΣ Science vol. 6 no. 134 (1885): 165-167 and Joseph Jastrow ά/ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘŜ 
tƻǊǘǊŀƛǘǳǊŜέώ[ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 9ŘƛǘƻǊϐΣ Science  vol. 6, no. 139 (1885): 283. For an excellent account of the 
historical connections between Peirce and Galton specifically through the mediating role of the figure of 
Jastrow see Tullio Viola, άtǊŀƎƳŀǘƛǎƳΣ .ƛǎǘŀōƭŜ LƳŀƎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜǊǇŜƴǘƛƴŜ [ƛƴŜέΣ ƛƴ Das Bildnerische Denken: 
Charles S. Peirce, ed. F. Engel, M. Quesner, and T. Viola (Berlin: 2012): 115-138, pp.122-130.  
67

 Jennifer Tucker, Nature Exposed. Photography as Eyewitness in Victorian Britain (Baltimore: 2005). 
68

 Peirce, EP2:6. 
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Take an absolute instant during the exposure, and the composite represents this among other 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ.69 This clarification is indeed a key step in the parallel between composite photographs 

and schemata, as it clearly provides a material, concrete ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 

composite photography more broadly. All the conceptual work that Peirce does on and with 

photography remains rooted in his critical and practical understanding of the process of 

photographing itself: indeed his key point here revolves around the temporality of photography, 

ŜǾŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎέ ƛƳŀƎŜΦ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ 

should also serve as a reminder of the meaning initially attributed to instantaneous photography: in 

the nineteenth century instantaneity was understood as very much dependent on exposure having a 

beginning, a middle part and an end.70 As Phillip Prodger remarks, the term was often used in the 

case of studio portraiture, which initially was anything bǳǘ άƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎέΥ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ муплǎ ŀƴŘ мурлǎ 

it involved extremely long exposures, accompanied by various contraptions to ensure that the sitters 

would be absolutely still for the whole length of the photograph. This resulted in obviously contrived 

poses, anŘ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎέ was used for portraits in which, exposure times 

notwithstanding, άǎǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛǾŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜƭƛƳƛƴŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǘŜǊ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŜƭŀȄέ.71 Peirce seems 

to be well aware that even the most lifelike, instantaneous image is the result of a process that 

unfolds temporally, and is thus itself a composite of particular conditions indexically singled out 

among others. The composite thus produced, Peirce statesΣ άǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ this among other 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎέ,72as it happens in the case of a still of the sea with clearly defined waves that blur as they 

break on the seashore, or a still of an aeroplane in flight where only the propellers betray movement 

by appearing as an indistinct and discontinuous whir.73    

 hƴŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ 

photography is a profoundly critical one, which is informed by his sophisticated understanding of the 

technical aspects of photography as a means of measurement in science. In 1901 Peirce was asked 

ǘƻ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ 9ǘƛŜƴƴŜ WǳƭŜǎ aŀǊŜȅΩǎ History of Chronophotography for the Smithsonian Institution. 

tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀƴƴƻǘŀǘŜŘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ όǎǘƛƭƭ ǳƴǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘύ74 gems of the Peirce archive at the 

Houghton Library, available at the moment only in manuscript form. On page 30 of the translation 

(see fig. 7), Peirce seems to lose his temper over some of the promises Marey anticipates in 

speculating about the very future of chronophotography, and in particular to its application to the 

ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎΦ άaŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎέ aŀǊŜȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ άƛǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

laws of motion: laws of spaces described, of velocities, and of accelerations. The difficulties that 

Galileo and Atwood surmounted to determine these laws will for the future be saved in all 
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 Peirce, EP2, 21. 
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 See Phillip Prodger, Time Stands Still: Muybridge and the Instantaneous Photography Movement (Oxford: 
2003), esp. chapter 2. 
71

 Prodger, Time Stands Still, pp. 41-42. 
72

 Peirce, EP2, 21. 
73

 I am grateful to Joel Snyder for this simple and clear example. 
74

 tŜƛǊŎŜΩǎ ŀƴƴƻǘŀǘŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǳƴǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ (Peirce, MS 1514), however the final 
translation of Marey did appear in the 1902 Annual Report of the Smithsonian Institution as Charles Peirce, 
άTranslation of Etienne-WǳƭŜǎ aŀǊŜȅΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ of Chronophotographyέ. Annual Report of the Board of Regents 
of the Smithsonian Institution for the Year Ending June 30, 1901 (Washington: 1902). I am grateful to Jaime 
Nubiola for this rather subtle historical clarification. It was Michael Leja who first brought this manuscript to 
the attention of Peirce scholars as well as historians of photography. See Michael Leja, Looking Askance, 
(Berkeley: 2004) p. 264 (note 78). 




