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Abstract
This paper develops an account of accuracy and truth in pictorial assertion. It argues 
that there are two ways in which pictorial assertions can be indirect: with respect 
to their content and with respect to their target. This twofold indirectness explains 
how accurate, unedited pictures can be used to make false pictorial assertions. It 
captures the fishiness of true pictorial assertions involving target-indirectness, such 
as true pictorial assertions involving outdated pictures. And it raises the question 
whether target-indirectness may also arise in linguistic assertion.

Keywords  Assertion · Pictorial assertion · Pictorial accuracy · Pictorial content · 
Literalness · Super linguistics

1  Introduction

Since the rise of mobile messaging and the smartphone, a substantial and growing 
portion of everyday communication is based on pictures. Indeed, in many situations 
pictorial communication is nowadays as natural as linguistic communication. Con-
sider the following example:

Eiffel Tower 1. Sybil has just started a new job and a friend messages her to ask 
whether the Eiffel Tower is visible from her desk. The Eiffel Tower is indeed 
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visible from Sybil’s desk. Sybil uses her smartphone to take a picture that shows 
her desk in the foreground and the Eiffel Tower outside the window and sends it 
to her friend (with no further comment).

In this situation, it is just as natural to send the picture as it is to respond by writing 
“Yes, it is visible from my desk.” Furthermore, these two communicative acts appear 
to be very similar. Through both acts, Sybil puts forward that the Eiffel Tower is 
visible from her desk. And the two acts seem to have the same illocutionary force: 
in both cases, it seems, Sybil asserts the content in question. This pre-theoretical 
judgement fits with philosophical views that allow for pictorial assertion, which have 
been advanced e.g. by Kjørup (1974), Eaton (1980), Wolterstorff (1980, 201), Walton 
(1983, 79), Korsmeyer (1985), Viebahn (2019), Dixon (2020), Kulvicki (2020, 1) and 
García-Carpintero (2023).

But despite the ubiquity of pictorial communication and the fact that many phi-
losophers accept that pictures can be used to make assertions, the mechanisms of pic-
torial assertion are underexplored. This paper is an attempt to start to fill this gap by 
elucidating the relation between pictorial accuracy and the truth of pictorial assertion. 
The conditions under which pictures are accurate have received quite some attention 
in the literature. But pictorial accuracy and the truth of pictorial assertions are sepa-
rate matters, as the following variations on the first example illustrate:

Eiffel Tower 2. The Eiffel Tower is in fact not visible from Sybil’s desk. To 
respond to her friend’s question, Sybil takes a photo of the view from her desk, 
edits in a photo of the Eiffel Tower, and sends the edited photo to her friend 
(with no further comment).

Eiffel Tower 3. The Eiffel Tower is in fact not visible from Sybil’s desk. To 
respond to her friend’s question, Sybil takes a photo of the view from her col-
league’s desk, from where the Eiffel Tower is visible, and sends it to her friend 
(with no further comment).

In both variations, Sybil seems to be making a false assertion. But while the photo 
in the second case is edited and thus inaccurate, there is an intuitive sense in which 
the photo in the third case is perfectly accurate. In the latter case, it seems, Sybil uses 
an accurate picture to make a false assertion. Situations of this kind raise puzzling 
questions: How can accurate pictures be used to make false pictorial assertions? How 
can the difference between the two communicative acts be adequately captured? And, 
more generally, how are the accuracy of pictures and the truth of pictorial assertions 
related?

Despite the growing interest in the semantics and pragmatics of non-linguistic 
communication (see Schlenker, 2018; Abusch, 2020; Schlöder & Altshuler, 2023 
and other papers in the novel field of super linguistics), questions of this kind have 
rarely been discussed.1 Our aim in this paper is to shed light on them by developing 

1  To our knowledge, Novitz (1975) and Korsmeyer (1985) are the only papers offering some brief discus-
sion of the matter. Greenberg (2018) discusses “assertoric uses of pictures” (p. 871), but he is concerned 
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an account of accuracy and truth in pictorial assertion. A key role in this account is 
played by the tenet that there are two ways in which pictorial assertions can be indi-
rect: with respect to their content and with respect to their target. We will try to show 
that the difference between Eiffel Tower 2 and Eiffel Tower 3 should be captured in 
terms of target-indirectness, and we will defend our approach against an alternative 
approach that denies the possibility of target-indirectness. Furthermore, we will argue 
that directness matters: it matters for pictorial communication, and in particular for 
assertions made with photos, as the photos presented are commonly used to provide 
evidence for the content asserted. And it raises the question whether target-indirect-
ness may also arise in linguistic assertion.

Our focus in what follows will be on photographic assertions, as these are the 
clearest cases and most common among pictorial communicative acts. But what 
holds for photographic assertions should hold for at least some pictorial communica-
tive acts that do not involve photos, e.g. for communicative acts made with drawings, 
outline tracings and carbon copies.2 Moreover, once pictorial communicative acts are 
in view, one might wonder whether yet other acts should be counted as assertions, 
e.g. acts of showing (directly, without a representational device).3 We are open to that 
possibility, but will here restrict our attention to communicative acts involving repre-
sentational devices, such as words or pictures, and (as mentioned) will focus mainly 
on photographic communicative acts.

2  Pictorial assertion

To begin with, we would like to provide some support for the possibility of pictorial 
assertion. While it is exceedingly natural to treat Sybil’s pictorial communicative 
acts as acts of assertion, some theorists will be bound to disagree on this point. In 
particular, views that entail that asserted content must be the semantic content of 
linguistic expressions uttered rule out the possibility of pictorial assertion (see e.g. 
Carson, 2010, 18 and Stokke, 2018, 31). But there are good reasons to hold that pic-
torial assertion is possible, as becomes evident if we compare Sybil’s act of sending 
the photo with her written response “Yes, it is visible from my desk,” which clearly 
is an assertion.

Firstly, both communicative acts fulfil central criteria of the main theories of asser-
tion: whether Sybil sends words or a picture, she (i) presents herself as believing that 
the Eiffel Tower is visible from her desk (Bach & Harnish, 1979), (ii) proposes to 
add the aforementioned content to the common ground (Stalnaker, 1999), (iii) takes 
on a commitment to that content (Peirce, 1934; Brandom, 1983; MacFarlane, 2011) 

with pictures and their accuracy (“my agenda here is to ask […] what makes a picture accurate or inac-
curate” (2018, 869)), and not with how pictures are used to make assertions. For a recent illuminating 
study on pictorial pragmatics (though not with a focus on the accuracy of pictorial assertion), see Esipova 
(2021).

2  We discuss outline tracings and carbon copies in footnote 29.
3  Relatedly, see De Leon (2022) for arguments that pointing gestures can be used to “say something in a 
conversation” (p. 2). De Leon, however, restricts the notion of assertion to linguistic assertion; see pp. 
13−14.
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and (iv) performs an action that she shouldn’t perform if she believes the content 
put forward to be false (as is entailed by Williamson, 1996). As mentioned, some 
theories in these broad groups also require assertions to be linguistic: Stokke (2018, 
31), whose view of assertion falls into group (ii), holds that assertions are proposals 
to update the common ground made by uttering a sentence. Similarly, Carson (2010, 
18) defends a view of assertion that falls into group (iii), but also holds that asserting 
requires producing a linguistic token. However, these requirements for assertion to 
be linguistic are separate from the central criteria in all four groups; they are add-ons. 
The criteria themselves are neutral with respect to the communicative medium, and 
so pictorial assertions are compatible and possibly even predicted by the main theo-
ries of assertion. For example, if it is possible to use pictures to propose an update to 
the common ground, which reasons do theorists in group (ii) have to rule out picto-
rial assertion? Or, if it is possible to take on assertion-like commitment to a content 
through presenting a picture, why should this communicative action not count as an 
assertion for theorists in group (iii)? In the absence of reasons not to allow pictorial 
assertion, the similarity between Sybil’s pictorial act and her linguistic act suggests 
that pictures can be used to assert.

Secondly, there is (indirect) empirical evidence that ordinary speakers consider 
communicative acts that are like Sybil’s act of sending the picture to be assertions. 
In a recent study, Viebahn and Wiegmann (2023) presented subjects with vignettes 
in which agents use either a written message or a picture (without any accompany-
ing text) to put forward a proposition they believe to be false. Subjects were then 
asked to judge whether the communicative act counts as a lie. The results show that 
subjects were just as likely to judge the pictorial acts as lies as they were to judge 
the corresponding linguistic acts as lies, even if they were given the opportunity to 
classify these acts as misleading (but not lies). These results support a folk view that 
permits pictorial lies. Lies are standardly considered to form a subset of assertions: 
it is widely held that lying requires asserting something one believes to be false (see 
Stokke, 2018 and Viebahn, 2021). So if theories of assertion are meant to be compat-
ible both with the folk view of lying and with the standard assumption of lies as a 
subset of assertions, this gives us a second reason to accept the possibility of pictorial 
assertion.

Much more would have to be said to provide a comprehensive case in favour of 
pictorial assertion. But we do think that these considerations motivate a unified treat-
ment of what we would call linguistic assertions and pictorial assertions. And even if 
the two phenomena are not grouped under the same label of assertion, insights can be 
gained from treating them together, as we will do in what follows.

3  Pictorial accuracy

What is it for a picture to be accurate or inaccurate? A detailed, recent discussion of 
this question is due to Greenberg (2018), who argues for a three-part model of picto-
rial accuracy. The three parts of this model are (i) the singular content of the picture, 
(ii) the attributive content of the picture, and (iii) the target scene the picture aims at.
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The distinction between singular content and attributive content goes back to 
Goodman (1968). The singular content of the picture is best thought of as the sub-
jects that are represented in the picture; it is what a picture is of. The attributive 
content includes the properties the picture ascribes to its subjects; it represents the 
subjects as being a certain way. For example, if Sybil draws a sketch of the banana 
plant in her office, then the singular content of the sketch is the banana plant (plus 
possibly some of its surrounding items, such as its pot), while the attributive content 
represents the banana plant as being a certain way, such as having a certain number 
of leaves of a certain shape and colour. The traditional construal of pictorial accuracy 
appeals only to a picture’s singular and attributive content: a picture is accurate just 
in case the attributive content holds of the singular content. Goodman (1968, 38) 
endorsed a view of this kind, stating that for a picture to be accurate is “for the object 
represented to have the properties that the picture in effect ascribes to it”.4

The main aim of Greenberg (2018) is to show that such a construal of pictorial 
accuracy is impoverished. According to Greenberg, pictorial accuracy depends not 
only on singular content and attributive content, but also on the target scene a picture 
aims at. A picture’s target scene is not part of the content of the picture; rather, it is 
the scene that the picture, with its content, is meant to capture. We can ask of a pic-
ture whether its content accurately captures this or that scene, and our answer may 
not always be the same. A picture depicting the Eiffel Tower as illuminated in red 
may accurately represent a scene in Paris on some specific night while not accurately 
representing a scene on a different night. In that case, the picture’s content holds of 
the first target scene (since the Eiffel Tower is in fact illuminated in red on that night), 
and so the picture is accurate with respect to that target, but the picture is inaccurate 
with respect to the second target scene, because its content doesn’t hold of that scene 
(since the Eiffel Tower is in fact not illuminated in red on that night).

Importantly, pictures show the situations they aim to depict from a certain perspec-
tive, and so whether a picture is accurate or not also depends on what that perspective 
is. For example, a drawing may aim to depict the scene on the table in front of us 
from the point of view of the door. That drawing would misrepresent the scene if it 
depicted the red mug on the table as being to the left of the book that’s also on the 
table – even if there is another scene that the same drawing does capture accurately, 
for example, the table as seen from the window that is opposite the door. To capture 
this perspective-dependence of pictorial accuracy, Greenberg suggests that the target 
scenes that pictures aim to depict incorporate an orientation, a point of view from 
which the depicted situation is seen. Accordingly, Greenberg construes the target 
scene of a picture as “a possible spatio-temporal situation anchored at a particular 
viewpoint” (2018, 870), which he in turn models as a viewpoint-centred world. He 

4  Similar accounts of pictorial accuracy are offered by Casati and Varzi (1999, 194–195), Rescorla (2009, 
180) and Greenberg (2013, 252). As Greenberg (2018, 867), we will assume that the attributive content 
of pictures includes high-level properties, such as having a certain number of leaves or being hydrated. 
Some theorists have identified levels of pictorial content that are not suitable for such high-level proper-
ties, but there is widespread agreement that high-level properties can feature at some level of pictorial 
content. For example, we shouldn’t expect to find high-level properties in the basic representations of 
Hyman (2006, 63) or in the bare bones content of Kulvicki (2020, 25–27), although Hyman and Kulvicki 
do allow such content at less basic levels of pictorial representation.
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takes a viewpoint to be “an oriented location” (2018, 870), which we might think of 
as a location with an (invisible) arrow pointing in some direction.

The idea, then, is that a picture is accurate just in case its content (which includes 
both the picture’s singular and its attributive content) holds of its target scene. Here 
is Greenberg’s (2018, 876) model of pictorial accuracy in full:

Greenberg’s three-part model of pictorial accuracy
A picture P is accurate in a context c if and only if the attributive content 
expressed by P in c is instantiated by the singular content expressed by P in c in 
the target scene selected by c.

We will work with this model of pictorial accuracy in what follows.5 As the dis-
tinction between attributive and singular content is not of importance for this paper, 
we will simplify matters by concentrating on the following version of Greenberg’s 
model, which only mentions the content and target of a picture:

Greenberg’s three-part model of pictorial accuracy simplified
A picture P is accurate in a context c if and only if the content expressed by P in 
c holds in the target scene selected by c.

This should be in Greenberg’s spirit, as he notes that “singular and attributive con-
tent make up an integrated whole” (2018, 867). Although the simplified model only 
mentions two aspects of a picture that are relevant for its accuracy, it is still a three-
part model, insofar as attributive and singular content together determine the content 
expressed.6

As Greenberg (2018, 874) points out, the distinction between the content of a pic-
ture and its target parallels Kaplan’s (1989, 522) well-known distinction between the 
content of an (occurrence of a) sentence and the circumstance of evaluation at which 
that content is then evaluated for truth. Just as, on Kaplan’s view, the content of a 
sentence may be true at one circumstance of evaluation while being false at another, 
the content of a painting may be true at one target scene while being false at another. 
That it makes sense to ask whether the content expressed by some sentence or picture 
would be true in this or that circumstance (or this or that target scene) leaves open 
what the relevant circumstance (or target) is for evaluating whether a given utterance 
of that sentence (or use of that picture) is true.

Two further aspects of Greenberg’s account will be important and are thus worth 
noting here. The first concerns the role of context for pictorial accuracy. Greenberg 
holds that the context of creation plays an important role in fixing both the content and 
the target of a picture. The content of a picture depends on the context of creation in a 

5  Blumson (2014, 154) accepts a similar view of pictorial accuracy. He holds that “depictions are accurate 
when the states of affairs they are of obtain, and inaccurate when the states of affairs they are of fail to 
obtain.” Ross (1997, Chap. 5) also defends the view that the contents of pictures are viewpoint-relative 
and therefore more fine-grained than sets of possible worlds.

6  As far as we can see, most of the considerations to follow could also be made with the traditional two-
part model of pictorial accuracy in the background. But, as will become apparent, Greenberg’s model is 
particularly helpful in analysing the cases of this paper.
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twofold way (2018, 868–869): on the one hand, the context of creation fixes an opera-
tive system of depiction, on the other, the creator’s intentions (as one aspect of the 
context of creation) fix the singular content of a picture.7 The target of a picture is also 
context-dependent, though different aspects of the context determine the target for 
different kinds of pictures (2018, 872). For non-mechanically produced pictures, such 
as drawings, the creator’s intentions are decisive. For photos and other mechanically 
produced pictures, it is not intentions, but the function and settings of the picture-
taking device that matter. A photo may thus aim at a certain target scene (usually the 
scene before its lens) even if there are no relevant target-intentions in the context, e.g. 
if the camera is dropped and the shutter is activated by accident. Though context plays 
different roles for different aspects of a picture, and though there is even variation 
with respect to which aspect of context matters for one of these aspects (namely the 
selection of a target scene), it is always the context of creation that matters, according 
to Greenberg, not the context in which the picture is used or in which it is interpreted.8

A second noteworthy point is that Greenberg’s model is an account of perfect pic-
torial accuracy (2018, 875). Pictorial accuracy can arguably come in degrees: some 
pictures are more accurate than others. Greenberg is interested in the uppermost 
boundary of the scale of accuracy. Only in the absence of any misrepresentation is a 
picture perfectly accurate. We will follow Greenberg in using accuracy to pick out 
the notion of perfect accuracy.

In addition, we think it is useful to introduce the notion of partial pictorial accu-
racy. Pictures are usually informationally rich. As a result, a picture may represent 
some aspects of its target accurately while misrepresenting others. For example, a 
picture of a green plant in front of blue curtains may accurately represent the colour 
of the plant’s leaves as being green while misrepresenting the colour of the curtains 
as being red. In that case, the picture would be accurate with respect to the leaves 
being green while being inaccurate with respect to the curtains being red. One way 
to think about this is that pictures express a multitude of propositions, and that each 
of the propositions expressed may hold or fail to hold of the picture’s target scene.9 A 
picture is accurate with respect to a proposition p that is expressed by the picture just 
in case p holds of the picture’s target scene:

Partial pictorial accuracy
A picture P is accurate in a context c with respect to a proposition p if and 
only if the proposition p is expressed by P in c, and p holds of the target scene 
selected by c.

7  A system of depiction is “the pictorial analogue of a language” (Greenberg, 2018, 868). For example, 
colour photos and black and white photos differ with respect to their system of depiction: in a colour 
photo, a grey patch represents something as being grey, which is not the case in a black and white photo.

8  The view that it is the context of creation that matters for determining a picture’s content is widely 
shared, see e.g. Lopes (1996), Hopkins (1998) and Abell (2009). Greenberg (2018, 873, n. 13) briefly dis-
cusses the possibility of repurposing a picture to aim at a new target. We consider this possibility below.

9  This is not to deny that the contents expressed by a picture also form an integrated whole. One could 
provide an account of complete pictorial accuracy based on partial accuracy as follows: a picture P is 
completely accurate in c if and only if P is accurate in c with respect to every proposition p expressed 
by P in c.
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In the example, the photo expresses the proposition that the leaves are green but also 
the proposition that the curtains are red. It is thus accurate with respect to the former 
proposition but inaccurate with respect to the latter. When we evaluate a picture for 
accuracy, we may sometimes focus on some of the propositions expressed while 
ignoring others, a point to which we’ll return below.10

4  Truth and accuracy in pictorial assertion

In the previous section, we introduced an account of the conditions under which pic-
tures are accurate. Against this background, we now want to move on to discuss how 
pictures can be used to make assertions and under which conditions such pictorial 
assertions are true. Our aim is to bring out two interestingly different ways in which 
pictorial assertions can deviate from the pictures used to make them: by having either 
a different content or a different target. That such deviation (or indirectness, as we’ll 
call it) is possible is one important reason why one should distinguish between the 
accuracy of pictures and the truth of pictorial assertions.

4.1  Assertoric truth

Assertions are often assessed for truth. Some assertions are true, others are false. If 
someone asserts that London is in England, the assertion is true because the asserted 
content is true. If someone asserts that London is in Scotland, the assertion is false 
because the asserted content is false.

Just like pictures, assertions also have targets: roughly, the target of an assertion 
is where the asserted content has to be true in order for the assertion to be true. That 
assertions have targets seems to us to be a widely held view, even though it is con-
troversial what exactly these targets are.11 On one view, the target of an assertion is a 
possible world, and the assertion of a proposition p is true just in case p is true at that 
possible world. In this case, the target of an assertion would plausibly be the world 
at which the assertion takes place: an assertion that London is in England is true if 
made in our world but would be false if made in a possible world where London is in 
Scotland. The view that the targets of assertions are possible worlds goes well with 
the view that the content of an assertion is a proposition and that propositions are true 
or false at possible worlds. But that the target of an assertion is a possible world is just 
one view; other views may take targets to be pairs of a world and a time, or situations, 

10  For related comments, see Korsmeyer (1985, 260–261), Viebahn (2019, 248), and Kulvicki (2020, 
34–35, 51–52). See also Kulvicki (2020, Chap. 3) for discussion of why a picture can express multiple 
propositions rather than always just one. Very roughly, the idea is that parts of a picture represent things 
just like the whole picture does, and that different parts (or more precisely: what they represent) may play 
different roles when the picture is used in communication – sometimes, some parts may just play no role 
at all. See also footnote 13 below.
11  For instance, any view that holds (1) that an assertion is true (false) just in case it has a true (false) propo-
sition as content, and (2) that propositions are true (or false) at circumstances of evaluation (whatever these 
are; for the notion of a circumstance of evaluation, see Kaplan, 1989), seems committed to the view that 
assertions have such circumstances as targets. See e.g. MacFarlane (2014, 126–127), for a brief discussion 
of what he calls “accuracy” of speech acts. Also see Gariazzo (2019) for relevant discussion.
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or viewpoint-centred worlds, or something else; and nothing said so far excludes the 
possibility that different kinds of assertions have different types of targets.

Leaving the nature of targets open, and leaving open how the target of an assertion 
is determined, we can nonetheless state the following principle:

Truth of Assertions
An assertion of a content p, aimed at a target a, is true if and only if p is true at a.

If all assertions can be assessed for truth, this also holds for assertions made with 
pictures: assertions we make by using pictures are true or false even if we hesitate to 
count the pictures themselves as true or false:

Truth of Pictorial Assertions
A pictorial assertion of a content p, aimed at a target a, is true if and only if p 
is true at a.

On Greenberg’s view, the content of a picture holds or fails to hold at target scenes, 
which Greenberg takes to be viewpoint-centred worlds. It seems plausible that the 
content of a pictorial assertion has the same kind of content as the picture used to 
make the assertion. If that’s correct, the content of a pictorial assertion also holds or 
fails to hold at target scenes: the targets of pictorial assertions are also target scenes.

4.2  Directness

On the view just sketched, assertions have contents and targets, and so do pictures. 
One might therefore wonder how the content and target of a picture are related to the 
content and target of a pictorial assertion that is made with the picture. Often, they 
will be closely related. Imagine that a friend texts Sybil, who is still in her office in 
Paris, and asks whether there are clouds above the Eiffel Tower. In response, Sybil 
takes a picture which shows the Eiffel Tower and the cloudy sky above it, and she 
sends it to her friend. Plausibly, Sybil has thereby asserted that there are clouds above 
the Eiffel Tower. The picture she used is accurate with respect to the proposition that 
there are clouds above the Eiffel Tower. The proposition is part of the content of the 
picture, and it holds of the picture’s target scene. Moreover, the picture’s target scene 
is plausibly the same as the assertion’s target: it is the world as seen from Sybil’s desk 
through the office window, which happens to face the Eiffel Tower. If the picture’s 
target is the same as the assertion’s target, the assertion is guaranteed to be true if the 
picture is accurate with respect to the asserted proposition. Therefore, not just the 
contents and targets of the assertion and the picture are closely related, their truth and 
accuracy are so, too.

Let’s say that a pictorial assertion is direct just in case the asserted content is 
expressed by the picture used and the target of the assertion is the same as the pic-
ture’s target scene. As we have just seen, Sybil’s assertion that there are clouds above 
the Eiffel Tower is direct in this sense. The notion of directness is closely related to 
the notion of being literal. Roughly, a speech act counts as literal when the sentence 
used to make the speech act has the same content as the speech act, and it counts 
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as nonliteral when its content differs from the content of the sentence used.12 If we 
wanted to expand this notion to the pictorial case, we could say that a pictorial asser-
tion that is direct is literal.

Pictorial assertions could fail to be direct in two different ways. Firstly, the asserted 
content could fail to be expressed by the picture. Secondly, the assertion’s target 
could fail to be the same as the picture’s. It is therefore useful to distinguish two cor-
responding types of directness:

Content-directness (c-directness)
A pictorial assertion of a proposition p, aimed at target a, made with picture P, 
is direct with respect to its content (c-direct) if and only if p is expressed by P.

Target-directness (t-directness)
A pictorial assertion of a proposition p, aimed at target a, made with picture P, is 
direct with respect to its target (t-direct) if and only if a is the target of P.

A pictorial assertion is thus direct just in case it is both c-direct and t-direct. More-
over, the two types of directness are in principle independent; a pictorial assertion 
could be c-direct without being t-direct, and vice versa. In what follows, we want to 
explore what role these different ways of being direct or indirect play for pictorial 
assertion.

It may be worth highlighting that content-directness, as we have defined it, does 
not require that the assertion’s content encompasses the whole content of the picture 
used. All that matters for a pictorial assertion to be c-direct is that the asserted con-
tent is part of the content of the picture. The content of Sybil’s assertion that there 
are clouds above the Eiffel Tower does not exhaust the content of the photo she uses; 
for example, it is also part of the content of the photo that the clouds are grey, have a 
certain shape, and so on. Nevertheless, Sybil’s pictorial assertion doesn’t strike us as 
indirect in any substantial sense. Content-directness captures this impression.

That the asserted content doesn’t always exhaust the picture’s content means that 
a (direct) pictorial assertion can be true even if the picture used is only partially accu-
rate. For example, Sybil’s pictorial assertion that there are clouds above the Eiffel 
Tower would be true even if the clouds above the Eiffel Tower didn’t have the exact 
shape depicted in the picture she sends to her friend. That the asserted content can be 
partial also raises the question of what determines which part of a picture’s content 
is asserted and which part isn’t. One possible view is that the selection is a matter 
of the asserter’s communicative intentions; on this view, that Sybil (merely) asserts 
that there are clouds above the Eiffel Tower is explained by the fact that this is what 
she intends to assert. Another view is that the selection is determined by the question 
the assertion addresses; on this view, that Sybil (merely) asserts that there are clouds 
above the Eiffel Tower is explained by the fact that Sybil’s assertion is an answer to 
the question whether there are clouds above the Eiffel Tower, to which other parts of 

12  This notion of literalness does not take into account sameness or difference of target. We’ll return to 
this issue below.
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the picture’s content are not relevant.13 It would be interesting to spell out and com-
pare these (and perhaps other) views, but for our purposes, it’s not crucial which of 
them is correct, and so we won’t argue for a particular view here. Whatever the exact 
mechanism is, it seems plausible that a (direct) pictorial assertion’s content need not 
be the picture’s full content.

4.3  Indirect pictorial assertions

For all we have said so far, all pictorial assertions are direct. In this section, we want to 
motivate the idea that not all pictorial assertions are direct. To that end, we will sketch 
examples that we take to be good candidates for being indirect pictorial assertions.

Let’s first consider whether there are pictorial assertions that are c-indirect, that 
is, assertions whose content is not part of the content of the picture used to make the 
assertion. To introduce the phenomenon, let us briefly turn to linguistic assertion. It 
is sometimes said that linguistic assertion has to be “open, explicit and direct” (Pagin 
& Marsili, 2021). The most straightforward way to spell out this view is as claim that 
all linguistic assertions are c-direct: in order to (linguistically) assert p, a speaker has 
to utter a sentence that has p as its semantic content.14 Such a view rules out the pos-
sibility of linguistic assertions where the asserted content and the content of the sen-
tence aren’t identical: assertions with non-literal utterances, i.e. utterances featuring 
metaphor, hyperbole or irony. But it is not clear that metaphorical utterances should 
be ruled out as assertions. Arguing in support of metaphorical assertion, Bergmann 
(1982, 231) puts forward the following example:

(1) The nuclear reactor is a time bomb.15

Bergmann argues that a speaker can use (1) to assert that the nuclear reactor is likely 
to fail. We are inclined to agree with Bergmann. If Bergmann is right, linguistic asser-
tion need not be explicit and direct, and non-literal linguistic assertion is possible: a 
speaker can assert p without uttering a sentence that has p as its semantic content.16

13  Thank you to an anonymous referee for suggesting the question-based view. Relatedly, Esipova (2021) 
argues that the content of pictures is divided into at-issue and not-at-issue content, just like linguistic 
content. Esipova (2021, 11–12) also argues that the question under discussion is among the factors that 
determine (or at least help the interpreter figure out) which parts of a picture’s content are at-issue. The 
connection to Esipova’s distinction deserves further investigation. One hypothesis could be that the con-
tent that is asserted just is the at-issue content. But note that at least in the linguistic case, speakers are 
usually committed to not-at-issue content they express. For example, an utterance of “Kim can’t apply for 
this grant again.” (Esipova, 2021, 3) usually commits the speaker to the (not-at-issue) proposition that Kim 
has applied in the past, and the speaker would arguably be lying if they knew that Kim has never applied 
(cf. Viebahn, 2020). It is not obvious that the same holds for content that is part of a picture used to make a 
pictorial assertion but isn’t asserted. For example, if Sybil uses a photo to assert that there are clouds above 
the Eiffel Tower, does she commit herself to the proposition that the clouds above the Eiffel Tower are grey 
and have a certain shape? We are not certain that she does.
14  A view of this kind is defended by Alston (2000, 120).
15  We have modified the example slightly to ease discussion.
16  Among the theorists who have argued for the possibility of indirect assertion are Bach and Harnish 
(1979, 70 ff.), Viebahn (2017) and García-Carpintero (2018).
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Now, one might think that if indirect assertion is possible in linguistic communica-
tion, the same should hold for pictorial communication. Caricatures are perhaps the 
best candidates here. In caricatures, features of persons or objects are exaggerated – 
in a way that is comparable to hyperbole in the linguistic case. If caricatures can be 
used to assert, as does not seem too far-fetched, there is the possibility of c-indirect 
pictorial assertion.17 Here is a candidate for an indirect pictorial assertion involving 
metaphor, analogous to Bergmann’s case discussed above: imagine a drawing of a 
nuclear reactor but with a giant bomb countdown timer wrapped around it. If one 
thinks that (1) can be used to assert that the nuclear reactor is likely to fail, one might 
also be sympathetic to the idea that one can assert the same thing with the drawing.

In c-indirect pictorial assertion, the accuracy of a picture and the truth of an asser-
tion made with the help of that picture might come apart: an inaccurate caricature 
might be used to make a true assertion. After all, the nuclear reactor drawn in the 
caricature may be likely to fail even though it has no giant timer wrapped around it. 
Note that this pictorial assertion may well be c-indirect without being t-indirect: the 
target scene of the caricature may well be the same as the target of the assertion that 
the reactor is likely to fail.

It may be possible to capture the exaggerations of caricatures without accepting 
the possibility of c-indirect pictorial assertion. For instance, one could argue that 
the content put forward is directly expressed by appealing to a certain system of 
depiction that is operative in caricatures. However, we take it to be more natural to 
account for cases of this kind in terms of c-indirectness, involving two distinct con-
tents, although we cannot fully defend that view here. Instead, we want to move on 
to the question of whether there are t-indirect pictorial assertions.

Recall that t-indirect pictorial assertions are assertions where the target differs 
from the target of the picture that is used to make the assertion. Consider the follow-
ing example:

Outdated Photo. Sarah is looking after Sue’s banana plant while Sue is on a 
holiday. Sue and Sarah are messaging, and Sue asks Sarah: “Is my banana plant 
hydrated?” For the last three days, Sarah forgot to water the plant, and so it 
is not at all well hydrated: its leaves are drooping and showing some brown 
patches. However, Sarah doesn’t want Sue to know about this, as she thinks she 
can get the plant back into shape before Sue returns. She remembers that five 
days ago she took a photo of the plant while it was well hydrated, and she sends 
the photo to Sue.

By sending the photo, Sarah plausibly asserts that the banana plant is well hydrated, 
and her assertion is false.18 But the photo Sarah sends is unedited and in an intuitive 

17  Schier (1986, 173) remarks that caricature is “fully analogous to figures of speech - especially hyper-
bolic speech”, though he does not discuss whether caricatures can be used to make pictorial assertions. For 
an insightful discussion of metaphorical uses of pictures, see Kulvicki (2020, Chap. 6).
18  In the study conducted by Viebahn and Wiegmann (2023), subjects judged cases of this kind to be lies 
to the same extent as they judged cases involving edited pictures. In other words, there was no significant 
difference in lie-ratings between t-direct and t-indirect pictorial assertions. It would be interesting to find 
out whether subjects judge the pictures in cases such as Outdated Photo to be accurate or inaccurate.
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sense accurate. After all, it is a photo of (the scene of) Sue’s banana plant five days 
ago, and at that time the plant was indeed hydrated. Sarah’s assertion, by contrast, 
is false, since Sarah presents the photo as being of (the scene of) the banana plant 
roughly at the time she messages the photo, which it is not. In other words, the target 
scene of the photo differs from the assertion’s target. Thus, the assertion is t-indirect. 
As a result of this indirectness, the assertion is false even though the picture is accu-
rate. Note that what Sarah asserts is plausibly also expressed by the photo, and so the 
assertion is c-direct despite being t-indirect. This indicates, again, that the two types 
of (in)directness may come apart.

Assuming that Sarah’s assertion in Outdated Photo is indeed t-indirect, it follows 
that the targets of pictorial assertions are not straightforwardly determined by the 
targets of the pictures used. This raises the question how the targets of pictorial asser-
tions are determined instead.19 One view would be that it’s the asserter’s intentions 
that determine the target of a pictorial assertion: Sarah intends to make a claim about 
the state of the plant as it is at the time of messaging the photo, and so the target is 
the scene of the plant at that time. Though we cannot go into details here, it strikes us 
as plausible that the asserter’s intentions play a crucial role in determining the asser-
tion’s target. Importantly for our purposes, such an intentionalist view helps explain 
how the assertion’s target can come apart from the target of the photo used, assuming 
that the photo’s target is already determined when the photo is taken.20

How are c-indirectness and t-indirectness related to the traditional (linguistic) 
notion of an indirect speech act (Searle, 1975; Asher & Lascarides, 2001)? Roughly, 
an indirect speech act is a speech act that is made by making some other speech act, 
e.g. a request to turn up the heating that is made by asserting that it is chilly. In such 
cases, the content of the indirect speech act differs from the content of the sentence 
uttered. It is easy to see that t-indirectness does not suffice to turn a pictorial assertion 
into a pictorial analogue of an indirect speech act: in cases such as Outdated Photo, 
only one content is involved, and it is also plausible that only one communicative act 
is performed.21 By contrast, c-indirect pictorial assertions with caricatures do involve 

19  Thanks to two anonymous referees for raising this question.
20  More on this assumption in the next section. As two anonymous referees have pointed out, the questions 
under discussion in our examples (e.g. “Is my banana plant hydrated?”) could also be taken to determine a 
pictorial assertion’s target. More would need to be done to spell out how a question determines a target. We 
want to leave open how this could be done and how plausible the resulting view would be. (See Schwarz 
(2009, 136–143) for discussion of how a question could determine a topic situation, based on a proposal 
by Kratzer (see Kratzer, 2019, Sect. 8).) Topic situations arguably don’t have a built-in perspective, as 
Greenberg’s target scenes do, and so there’s a remaining issue of whether and how questions can determine 
a target, or topic, that has such a perspective.) Note that even on the intentionalist view, the question under 
discussion might well play a role in constraining which intentions are reasonable or cooperative, given the 
aims of the conversation. Important, again, is that if the question under discussion determines the target, 
that could also explain how a pictorial assertion’s target may come apart from the target of the photo used, 
since there’s no guarantee that the question asked is about the same scene as the scene the photo is of. 
Therefore, we don’t need to settle the dispute between an intentionalist and a question-based view of target 
determination for present purposes.
21  In Outdated Photo, Sarah’s t-indirect pictorial assertion is a response to a question, so one might wonder 
whether t-indirectness in pictorial assertion is related to the linguistic phenomenon of indirectly answering 
a question. For instance, if John is asked what he is doing, he might indirectly provide the answer that he is 
studying by saying: “I have an exam on Monday.” Again, our sense is that such indirect answers in the lin-
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two distinct contents (namely, the content of the picture and the content that is con-
veyed indirectly, such as, in our example, that the nuclear reactor is likely to fail), 
and so appear to be closer to typical cases of indirect speech acts. Whether they are 
exactly analogous to indirect speech acts depends on whether or not one takes them 
to involve two communicative acts (e.g. an assertion of the exaggerated content and 
an assertion of the indirectly expressed content). In our view, it is more plausible to 
hold that only one communicative act is performed in such cases.

5  Repurposing

In the last section, we suggested that Sarah’s pictorial assertion in Outdated Photo 
is t-indirect. We take this description to be intuitively plausible. Sarah’s assertion 
seems false even though the photo seems accurate. Our description nicely captures 
this impression. In this section, we want to argue against a different way of thinking 
about cases of this kind.

An alternative description of what happens in Outdated Photo would be that, by 
sending the old photo, Sarah repurposes the photo and thereby changes the photo’s 
target: when the photo is taken, its target is the scene of the plant at the time of taking 
the photo, but when the photo is sent five days later, its target has been changed and 
is now the scene at the time of sending the photo.22 On this approach, which we will 
call the repurposing-approach, Sarah’s assertion is not t-indirect, for the target of the 
assertion is the same as the photo’s (new) target scene. However, we take this alterna-
tive approach to be less plausible than our way of accounting for the case.

On the repurposing-approach, the photo Sarah sends to her friend is itself inaccu-
rate with respect to the proposition that the banana plant is well hydrated. As a result, 
a first cost for this approach is that it seems to have difficulties in accounting for the 
intuitive difference between Outdated Photo and the following example:

Edited Photo. Sarah is looking after Sue’s banana plant while Sue is on a holi-
day. Sue and Sarah are messaging, and Sue asks Sarah: “Is my banana plant 
hydrated?” For the last three days, Sarah forgot to water the plant, and so it 
is not at all well hydrated: its leaves are drooping and showing some brown 
patches. However, Sarah doesn’t want Sue to know about this, as she thinks 
she can get the plant back into shape before Sue returns. She takes a picture of 
the plant and edits it so that it looks well hydrated. Then she sends the edited 
photo to Sue.

In this case, Sarah also asserts that the banana plant is well hydrated, but we don’t 
have the same impression that the photo Sarah sends is an accurate photo. The photo 
itself has been edited and has therefore become inaccurate. But if we take Outdated 

guistic realm are not analogous to t-indirect pictorial assertions (of the kind at issue here): the case of John 
and the exam seems to involve two contents, while Outdated Photo intuitively involves only one content. 
Many thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this issue and for suggesting the example.
22  This notion of repurposing is Greenberg’s (2018, 873, n. 13), who briefly discusses this possibility.
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Photo to be a case of repurposing, then both cases involve inaccurate photos. It does 
seem to be the case that the two examples are interestingly different and that this dif-
ference has to do with the accuracy of the photos used. On the repurposing-approach, 
however, both assertions involve an inaccurate photo (that used to be accurate). The 
only difference is how the photos lost their accuracy.

A second cost of the repurposing-approach is that it is incompatible with the view 
that the content and the target of a picture are fixed by the context of creation. Above, 
we indicated that Greenberg accepts this view: the target scene of a photo, for exam-
ple, is fixed by the function and setting of the camera at the time the picture is taken.23 
On the repurposing-approach, the context of use fixes the target of a picture, at least 
on some occasions. This result is surprising and at least somewhat counterintuitive. 
As we described Sarah’s communicative act in the second case, she uses a photo of 
(the scene of) the banana plant five days ago to make an assertion about the current 
state of the plant. But the repurposing-approach entails that this description is mis-
taken: the target of the photo is (the scene of) Sue’s banana plant at the time of the 
message. Relatedly, it seems that no aspect of the photo itself changes when Sarah 
sends it to Sue, but the repurposing-approach entails that it changes its target scene 
and that it is transformed from an accurate photo into an inaccurate one.24 For those 
reasons, we think that Sarah’s assertion is better understood as a t-indirect assertion.25

The same diagnosis, we think, applies to the Eiffel Tower cases that we sketched in 
the introduction. Recall that in Eiffel Tower 2 and Eiffel Tower 3, Sybil has an office 
in Paris but the Eiffel Tower is not visible from her desk. In Eiffel Tower 2, Sybil takes 
a photo sitting at her own desk, edits it carefully so that the Eiffel Tower appears to 
be visible from her desk, and sends the edited photo to her friend. In Eiffel Tower 3, 
Sybil sends a photo of the view from her colleague’s desk to her friend. In both cases 
Sybil (falsely) asserts that the Eiffel Tower is visible from her own desk. But the 
two cases are markedly distinct. This distinctness can be captured by our preferred 
approach that allows for t-indirectness: the assertion in Eiffel Tower 3 is t-indirect, 
since the assertion’s target (the scene visible from her own desk) differs from the 
photo’s target (the scene visible from her colleague’s desk). By contrast, the assertion 
in Eiffel Tower 2 is still false, but it is not t-indirect: the photo’s target is the same as 
the assertion’s target. So, an account that allows for t-indirectness in pictorial asser-
tion can account for the intuitive difference between the two cases by pointing to a 
difference in t-directness. An explanation of this kind does not seem to be available 
on the repurposing-approach.

23  As mentioned above, similar views have been defended by Lopes (1996), Hopkins (1998) and Abell 
(2009).
24  The repurposing-approach seems even less plausible given a two-part model of pictorial accuracy, 
which requires us to say that the content of the photo changes when Sarah repurposes it. Could the content 
of a photo really change without any editing?
25  When Sarah sends the photo to Sue in Outdated Photo, a new picture token is created on Sue’s phone, 
but we don’t think that this constitutes the creation of a new photo (type); the same photo can now be found 
on two different devices, and this photo was created when Sarah first took it five days ago.
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6  Why directness matters

In the previous sections, we introduced the notion of t-indirectness in pictorial asser-
tion and argued against the repurposing-approach as an alternative way of capturing 
the cases discussed. Now we want to explore some further reasons why t-(in)direct-
ness is of interest. Firstly, it highlights the possibility of using pictures not just as a 
means to express and assert content, but also to provide evidential support for the 
content asserted. Secondly, it opens up questions about how t-indirectness in picto-
rial assertion can lead to false beliefs. And finally, it raises the question whether 
t-indirectness can be found in linguistic assertion.

6.1  Photos as evidence

As long as pictorial assertions are true, why should one care whether they are t-direct 
or not? That we at least sometimes do care may be illustrated by the following 
example:

Durable Photo. Sarah is looking after Sue’s banana plant while Sue is on a 
holiday. Sue and Sarah are messaging, and Sue asks Sarah: “Is my banana plant 
hydrated?” Sarah has diligently watered the plant and so it is well hydrated. The 
camera on Sarah’s phone has stopped working yesterday, but she has a photo of 
the plant that she took five days ago. Since the plant still looks the same, Sarah 
sends the old photo to Sue.

Plausibly, Sarah makes a true pictorial assertion. By sending the old photo to Sue, 
Sarah asserts that the plant is hydrated, which is true. However, we do have the 
impression that there is something fishy about Sarah’s assertion, an impression we 
would not have if Sarah had sent a current photo instead of an old one. If our diag-
nosis is correct, the difference is that Sarah’s assertion in Durable Photo is t-indirect, 
whereas the assertion would be t-direct if Sarah had sent a current photo. The photo’s 
target in Durable Photo is the scene of the plant as it was five days ago, whereas the 
assertion’s target is the scene of the plant as it is at the time of Sarah’s message. But 
why does the t-indirectness strike us as problematic? Why might Sue feel misled if 
she later found out that the photo was taken days before Sarah sent the message?

We suggest that when it comes to pictorial assertions, we commonly assume that 
the picture is presented as evidence for what is asserted, as evidence that the asser-
tion is true. This is so in particular when it comes to photos. We generally take photos 
to provide good evidence for what their target scene is like.26 Therefore, if someone 
makes an assertion with a photo, rather than a linguistic assertion, one plausible rea-
son for their choice is that they offer the photo in support of their assertion. But for a 
picture to provide good evidence for what is asserted, it is not enough that the picture 
provides good evidence about its target: it has to provide good evidence about the 
assertion’s target. If the target of the picture is the same as the assertion’s target, the 

26  For a discussion of why this might be so, also in comparison with other kinds of pictures, see Abell 
(2010).
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photo does provide good evidence about the assertion’s target if it provides good 
evidence about its own target. But if the target of the picture is not the same as the 
assertion’s target, there is generally no guarantee that the assertion’s target and the 
picture’s target are alike in relevant ways. They could differ greatly, in which case 
the picture would not provide good evidence about the assertion’s target even if it did 
provide good evidence about its own target.27 This could explain why we often expect 
that assertions made with photos are not just true but also t-direct: we expect that the 
photo provides evidence that the assertion is true, and we therefore also expect that 
the photo’s target is the same as the assertion’s target. Therefore, if we expect that the 
photo used to make a pictorial assertion provides evidence that the assertion is true, 
we usually also expect that the assertion is not merely true but also t-direct.

In cases such as Durable Photo, it is plausible that the photo is indeed used not just 
as a representational device that happens to express the content the asserter wants to 
express, but is also offered as evidence in support of the asserted content. Sarah could 
have just as well sent a text saying “Yes, the plant is hydrated”, but she decides to 
send a photo nevertheless. Therefore, we plausibly assume that Sarah offers the photo 
as evidence, and so we expect the assertion to be not just true but also t-direct. That 
the photo is accurate with respect to its own target (that lies five days in the past) may 
be some weak evidence that the plant is still hydrated when Sarah sends the photo, 
but it is not nearly as strong as a photo taken right before Sarah sends it to Sue.28

Sometimes, the circumstances make clear that a picture is not offered as evidence. 
We expect that t-indirectness matters less to us in such cases. If Sarah had sent a 
drawing of the plant that she made five days ago, rather than a photo, the impression 
that there is something fishy going on is much weaker. A drawing usually takes a lot 
more time and skill to make than it does to take a photo. And a drawing could be 
made from memory. It’s therefore expected that the assertion is t-indirect, and it’s 
clear that the drawing in itself doesn’t provide very strong evidence that the plant is 
currently hydrated. In accordance with that, the assertion doesn’t seem problematic 
despite its t-indirectness.29

The difference between pictures that are offered as evidence and pictures not 
offered as evidence can also help to explain an interesting observation about how 
pictorial assertions are challenged. As an anonymous referee noted, linguistic asser-

27  Abell (2010, 89) provides a good illustration of what may happen if one is mistaken about a photo’s 
target scene: “Suppose the photographs apparently showing the first moon landing were in fact taken in 
a Hollywood studio. While our beliefs about photographic processes may justify an attribution of high 
EV [epistemic value] to such photographs, it would be wrong to construe them as providing good evidence 
that a moon landing occurred, since their external object [i.e., roughly, their target scene] is not a moon 
landing.”
28  This illustrates that how good the evidence is that a photo provides for the truth of a t-indirect assertion 
depends on a variety of factors that are specific to each case. In this case, a photo that is a month old is 
worse evidence than a photo that is a week old, which is worse evidence than a photo that is a day old, 
and so on. Accordingly, we expect that how much t-indirectness we are willing to tolerate also varies from 
case to case.
29  Note, however, that certain non-photographic pictures can be used as evidence, too. For example, if Sue 
were to trace the outlines of the leaves of the banana plant on pieces of paper, or if she were to make carbon 
copies, then sending the drawings or carbon copies would arguably be a case of asserting and presenting 
the image as evidence for the assertion.
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tions can usually be challenged with replies such as “How do you know that?” (see 
e.g. Unger, 1979, 263–264 and Williamson, 1996, 505–506), while there are many 
pictorial assertions for which such a challenge would be unnatural. For instance, in a 
continuation of Eiffel Tower 1, it would be unnatural for the friend to challenge Syb-
il’s pictorial assertion with: “How do you know the Eiffel Tower is visible from your 
desk?” Attending to the evidential role of photos can help to explain this observation: 
in sending the photo, Sybil already conveys how she knows that the Eiffel Tower is 
visible from her desk, and she provides evidence for her knowledge. Nonetheless, 
there are circumstances in which even photographic pictorial assertions can be chal-
lenged in ways typical for assertion. For instance, if the friend has reasons to doubt 
Sybil’s honesty or her reliability (in sending the right picture), it would not be unnatu-
ral to challenge Sybil’s assertion with: “Are you sure the Eiffel Tower is visible from 
your desk?” or “Do you really know the Eiffel Tower is visible from your desk?”

In sum, whether a pictorial assertion is t-direct does matter if the picture is offered 
as evidence in support of the assertion. The reason is that whether a picture supports 
the assertion depends, among other things, on how the picture’s target and the asser-
tion’s target are related. In cases where the photo is not plausibly offered as evidence, 
t-directness seems to matter much less.

6.2  Believing t-indirect assertions

When someone makes a t-indirect pictorial assertion and the addressee believes the 
asserter, does the addressee always, or at least normally, acquire a false belief as a 
result, due to the indirectness?30

Sometimes, as in Outdated Photo, a trusting addressee does plausibly acquire a 
false belief. In that case, if Sue trusted Sarah’s t-indirect assertion, she would come to 
believe that the plant is hydrated, which is false. Other cases are less clear. In Durable 
Photo, Sarah also sends an old photo to Sue, to assert that the plant is hydrated. If Sue 
believes Sarah, she again comes to believe that the plant is hydrated. But since, in 
this case, the plant is in fact hydrated, Sarah’s assertion is true and so is plausibly also 
Sue’s belief. As discussed in the previous section, Sue has a good reason to assume 
that Sarah’s assertion isn’t t-indirect, and so she might also come to believe (falsely) 
that the photo is current. This kind of false belief may be a common side effect of 
trusted t-indirect assertions, but it need not always arise, since t-indirect assertions 
don’t always have to pretend to be direct in order to be credible (as the brief discus-
sion of drawings in the previous section suggests).

Note that even if Sarah, in Durable Photo, intentionally misleads Sue into think-
ing that the photo is current, she doesn’t seem to be lying. This impression can be 
explained on the view (mentioned in Sect.  2) that lying requires asserting some-
thing one takes to be false. Sarah merely (truly and sincerely) asserts that the plant is 
hydrated; she doesn’t assert that the photo is current, and so she isn’t lying about that. 
(In Outdated Photo, by contrast, Sarah is plausibly lying, and she does think that the 
plant isn’t hydrated, contrary to what she asserts.)

30  Thanks to an anonymous referee for raising this question.
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A further question concerns the nature of the beliefs acquired if one trusts a (t-direct 
or -indirect) pictorial assertion. As an anonymous referee points out, such beliefs 
could have fine-grained contents and targets (say, sets of viewpoint-centred worlds 
and viewpoint-centred worlds, respectively), or they could have coarse-grained con-
tents and targets (say, sets of worlds and worlds, respectively) but incorporate the 
assertion’s target into the coarse-grained content. Roughly, on the first view, Sue 
would come to believe that the plant is hydrated, and she would believe this content 
of the scene of the plant at the time Sarah sent her message; and on the second, she 
would come to believe that the plant is hydrated at the scene of the plant at the time 
Sarah sent her message, and she would believe this content of the actual world.31

The former view has the benefit of keeping simple the connection between the con-
tents of pictorial assertions and the contents of the beliefs formed when one believes 
those assertions (by not requiring that fine-grained contents and targets are mashed 
into coarse-grained contents and targets). The latter view complicates this connection 
but keeps the contents of the resulting beliefs simple (by not requiring fine-grained 
belief contents). More would need to be done to assess whether there are independent 
reasons for or against the view that when we believe pictorial assertions (or believe 
pictures, for that matter), our beliefs have fine-grained, viewpoint-sensitive contents. 
It would go beyond the scope of our paper to settle this question.

6.3  Linguistic indirectness

So far, our focus has been on pictorial assertion and, in particular, on the phenom-
enon of t-indirect pictorial assertion. As we suggested in Sect. 4.3, c-indirectness in 
the pictorial realm is akin to non-literalness in the linguistic realm. But can linguistic 
assertions also be t-indirect?

A linguistic assertion would be t-indirect just in case the assertion’s target were 
to differ from the target of the sentence used to make the assertion. We can adapt 
the example involving an outdated photo to construct a candidate case for linguistic 
t-indirectness:

Outdated Voice Message. Sarah is looking after Sue’s banana plant while Sue is 
on a holiday. Sue and Sarah are messaging, and Sue asks Sarah: “Is my banana 
plant hydrated?” For the last three days, Sarah forgot to water the plant, and so 
it is not at all well hydrated: its leaves are drooping and showing some brown 
patches. However, Sarah doesn’t want Sue to know about this, as she thinks she 
can get the plant back into shape before Sue returns. She remembers that five 
days ago, when the plant was still hydrated, she recorded but forgot to send a 
voice message in which she says: “Your banana plant is hydrated.” So, she goes 
ahead and sends the old voice message to Sue.32

31  The first kind of view resembles Lewis’ (1979) account of de se beliefs; according to Lewis, the contents 
believed are properties (centred worlds) that a believer ascribes to herself. Ross (1997, Chap. 5) points 
out the parallel between the viewpoint-sensitive contents of pictures and the fine-grained contents Lewis 
assumes for beliefs.
32  Thanks to an anonymous referee for suggesting this example.
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Sarah makes use of an old message to respond to Sue’s question. Sue can’t tell that 
the voice message is five days old, but even so, the old message, one might think, 
is still true when Sarah sends it to Sue. It was true five days ago that the plant was 
hydrated, and the message was about the state of the plant five days ago. None of this 
changes when Sarah sends it to Sue now. And so one might be tempted to think that 
the old message has itself a certain content and a certain target that are not affected 
when Sarah decides to send it later. Considering the close structural similarity of this 
case and Outdated Photo, we take Sarah’s communicative act to be a good candidate 
for a t-indirect linguistic assertion.

However, whether Sarah in fact makes a t-indirect assertion by sending the old 
voice message depends on a variety of additional issues. In the remainder of this sec-
tion, we will focus on pointing out what we take to be the main factors to consider, 
rather than on defending a particular verdict.

To begin with, for t-indirect linguistic assertion to be possible, it has to be the 
case that sentences themselves have targets, not just the assertions made using those 
sentences. In the case of photos, it is very natural to assume that the photo itself has 
a target, independently of whether it is used by someone to perform communicative 
acts. In the case of sentences, this way of thinking seems to us to be much less natu-
ral. But it may be possible to point to tokens of sentences in this respect, so that a 
particular recording or inscription of a sentence can be said to have a target. The fact 
that the voice message seems true in the above example seems to support this view, 
but of course much more would have to be said to spell out and defend such a view 
of sentence-tokens and their targets.

The example also raises questions about the nature of the targets of sentences (or 
sentence-tokens) and linguistic assertions. If the target of a sentence is something that 
doesn’t (easily) vary from case to case, t-indirect linguistic assertion can hardly arise. 
For example, consider the view that these targets are possible worlds. Then the target 
of Sarah’s old message and the target of any assertion she might make by resending 
the old message are plausibly the same, namely, the actual world. As in the pictorial 
case, targets in the linguistic realm need to be more fine-grained entities, such as the 
possible situations of situation semantics or the world-time pairs of views positing 
temporalist propositions.33 We’re sympathetic to the idea that targets are more fine-
grained than possible worlds not just in the pictorial realm but also in the linguistic 
realm, but this is a complicated issue we can’t discuss here.

Assuming that sentence (tokens) and linguistic assertions indeed have fine-grained 
targets, there would in addition be the question of how their targets are determined; 
after all, t-indirect linguistic assertion is possible only if the targets of sentence tokens 
and assertions are determined independently, in ways that allow them to differ. This 
could happen, for example, if the target of a sentence token were determined by the 
intentions of the token’s producer (in producing the token), and the target of an asser-
tion, made with that token, were determined by the intentions of the asserter (in mak-

33  Greenberg (2018) mentions topic situations as linguistic analogues of pictorial targets. See e.g. Barwise 
and Perry (1983) and Kratzer (1989) for discussions of situation semantics; see also Kratzer (2019, Sect. 3) 
and Lewerentz (2021, 24–26) on the role of topic situations in situation semantics. Austin (1950) is often 
mentioned as predecessor. Kaplan (1989, 502) accepts a temporalist view of propositions and holds that 
circumstances of evaluation are world-time pairs.
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ing the assertion). In most cases, these two intentions would plausibly be the same, 
but in cases such as Outdated Voice Message, they could come apart. Whether such a 
view is ultimately correct is, however, an open question.

Finally, even if one agrees that targets in the linguistic realm are more fine-grained 
than possible worlds and that the targets of sentence tokens and of assertions made 
with those tokens could in principle come apart, one might still object that it’s not 
clear what kind of speech act Sarah performs by sending the old message. Her speech 
act is a t-indirect assertion only if it is an assertion in the first place. But it’s not 
obvious that by sending the old message, Sarah has asserted anything at all. Another 
interpretation would be that she has merely made available an old speech act of hers 
to Sue: she has widened its audience, rather than making a new assertion.34 While 
we’re happy to grant that this could be what is happening, we think that Sarah could 
also be making a new assertion about the plant’s current state. Our impression is that 
whether Sarah’s act is intuitively an assertion depends at least in part on her commu-
nicative intentions. Since Sue can’t tell that the voice message is old, it seems to her 
as if Sarah is claiming that the plant is hydrated; and if that’s also what Sarah intends 
to do, then that is a strong (though not conclusive) reason to think that this is indeed 
what happens. If, on the other hand, Sarah doesn’t want to make a new claim about 
the current state of the plant, but rather wants to mislead Sue in a rather intricate way, 
by tricking Sue into believing that she is making a (new) assertion, then we think 
it’s not far-fetched that she does in fact not make a new assertion by sending the old 
message. In the former case, Sarah’s communicative act would be a new linguistic 
assertion, made with an old message, about a new target, and so would be a linguis-
tic t-indirect assertion. In the latter case, by contrast, it would be no (new) assertion 
and therefore no t-indirect assertion either. But again, more would need to be said to 
defend this view.

So, despite the structural similarity of Outdated Photo and Outdated Voice Mes-
sage, and despite the intuitive t-indirectness of the latter example, there are a number 
of questions that have to be answered before we can conclude that t-indirect linguistic 
assertion is indeed possible. We take this to be an important area for further research 
at the intersection of linguistic and pictorial communication. If it turns out that t-indi-
rectness is indeed possible in linguistic communication, that would speak in favour 
of a view on which pictorial and linguistic communication have more in common 
than is often assumed, and it would be an example where close attention to pictorial 
communication can inform linguistic semantics and pragmatics. However, even a 
negative answer to the question whether there is linguistic t-indirectness would be 
an interesting result, as it would point towards a so far unnoticed difference between 
the mechanisms of linguistic and pictorial assertion. It would mean that pictorial 
assertion allows for a kind of indirectness that linguistic assertion does not allow for. 
One explanation for this could be that sentences (or sentence-tokens) simply don’t 

34  To make an old speech act available to a new audience may itself be a new communicative act. What 
is going on may be somewhat similar to the act of retweeting an old message; for an interesting account 
of retweeting, see Marsili (2021). Though note that in the case of a retweet, it’s clear to the readers that 
they are confronted with an old tweet; Sue, by contrast, doesn’t know that the voice message she receives 
from Sarah is old.
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have targets fixed independently of their uses in communicative acts, whereas at least 
some pictures do.

7  Conclusion

We have argued that we need to distinguish between the accuracy of pictures, on the 
one hand, and the truth of pictorial assertions, on the other. Since pictorial assertions 
can be indirect, pictorial accuracy is neither necessary nor sufficient for the truth of 
pictorial assertions. To that end, we pointed out that there are two different kinds of 
directness, content-directness and target-directness. And we provided arguments that 
there are pictorial assertions that are indirect with respect to their targets, that is, pic-
torial assertions where the target of the assertion differs from the target of the picture 
used. In such cases, the assertion may seem to be fishy, even though it is true. We 
suggested that this may be because in pictorial assertion, the picture is often used not 
just as representational device, but also offered as evidence in support of the asser-
tion, which generally requires that the assertion is direct with respect to its target. 
Target-directness, though not necessary for truth, is therefore an important character-
istic of many pictorial assertions. Finally, we considered whether there can be target-
indirectness in the case of linguistic assertion, and tentatively argued that it can.

The discussion of these issues brought out several questions that we could not fully 
address but that are worthy of further research. Which role do intentions, questions 
under discussion or other factors play in determining which part of a picture’s content 
is asserted in partial pictorial assertion? Which role do they play in determining the 
target of a pictorial assertion? What is the nature of the beliefs acquired through pic-
torial assertion? Do sentences have targets and, if so, of what kind? There is reason 
to be optimistic that the surge in research on pictorial communicative acts and their 
relation to linguistic communicative acts will lead to a better understanding of these 
matters. We hope that our paper can make a small contribution to this process.
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