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Abstract
In this paper, I discuss the influential view that depiction, like language, depends
on arbitrary conventions. I argue that this view, however it is elaborated, is false.
Any adequate account of depiction must be consistent with the distinctive
features of depiction. One such feature is depictive generativity. I argue that, to
be consistent with depictive generativity, conventionalism must hold that
depiction depends on conventions for the depiction of basic properties of a
picture’s object. I then argue that two considerations jointly preclude depiction
from being governed by such conventions. Firstly, conventions must be salient to
those who employ them. Secondly, those parts of pictures that depict basic
properties of objects are not salient to the makers and interpreters of pictures.

I Introduction
Language and depiction are the two paradigmatic forms of non-mental
representation. Descriptions represent linguistically, and pictures depictively.
Depiction distinguishes figurative from abstract paintings. Both abstract and
figurative paintings can represent: a slash of red paint may represent sin and a
painting of a lamb may represent Christ. However, all and only figurative
representations depict. I will use the term “picture” to refer exclusively to
representations that depict. A picture represents Christ in virtue of depicting a
1

lamb. The scope of this paper is limited to depiction and to pictures.

The main task of an adequate philosophical account of depiction is to offer an
explanation of what it is for a picture to depict a certain object. This explanation
must be consistent with pictures having those features which are taken, pretheoretically, to be distinctive of depiction. Attempts to identify the relation a
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picture must bear to an object in order to depict that object appeal to such
diverse notions as resemblance, perceptual resources, make-believe,
information, experience, and convention. According to conventionalism, the only
representationally relevant relations between pictures and their objects are
conventional. In this respect, then, they are like words. Nelson Goodman, the
most influential proponent of conventionalism, is explicit about the similarity
between language and depiction. He writes:

Descriptions are distinguished from depictions not through being more
arbitrary but through belonging to articulate rather than to dense schemes;
and words are more conventional than pictures only if conventionality is
construed in terms of differentiation rather than of artificiality. Nothing here
depends upon the internal structure of a symbol; for what describes in
some systems may depict in others.
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Conventionalism has been enormously influential in both philosophy and art
history. Convinced by Goodman’s arguments, many art historians have
maintained that depiction is conventional.
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Criticisms of conventionalism abound. The vast majority of these, however,
attack particular conceptions of the conventional relations between pictures and
their objects, rather than the general claim that depiction is conventional.4
Moreover, none of those arguments that attacks conventionalism in general is
conclusive.5 Philosophers usually take depictive conventionalism to be a live, if
unpalatable, option. My aim in this paper is to demonstrate that it is not. I argue
that, because conventionalism must be consistent with the distinguishing
features of depiction, it must construe depictive conventions as conventions for
the depiction of basic colour, shape and textural properties. I then argue that two
considerations jointly preclude such conventions from governing depiction.
Firstly, I argue that, to be conventional, relations between pictures and their
objects must be salient to the makers and interpreters of pictures. Secondly, I
argue that those parts of pictures that depict basic properties are not salient to
them. I conclude that conventionalism is false because it cannot accommodate
one of depiction’s distinguishing features.

I proceed as follows. In Section II, I examine what a convention is. To this end, I
outline David Lewis’s account of convention. In Section III, I examine the claim
that depiction involves language-like conventions, and distinguish it from two
other forms of depictive conventionalism. In Section IV, I describe a
distinguishing feature of depiction, depictive generativity. To show that it is not
easily accommodated by the view that depiction involves language-like
conventions, I distinguish it from the generativity of language. In Section V, I
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examine how this view could accommodate depictive generativity. I identify some
constraints which it must meet in order to do so. In Section VI, I argue that the
view cannot meet these constraints. I elucidate the reasons for which it cannot do
so and refute some counterarguments.

II What Conventions Are
Conventionalism holds that depiction depends on language-like conventions. To
understand this claim, we need an account of convention. Such an account must
make sense of our conviction that language is conventional. Not all philosophical
accounts of convention are adequate to this task. For example, some accounts
construe convention as involving explicit agreement.6 Because putative linguistic
conventions can arise through either tacit or explicit agreement, these accounts
preclude us from understanding language as conventional. However, David
Lewis’s theory of convention is intended specifically to explain the sense in which
language is conventional. Since his is the most influential and widely-accepted
such theory, I will use it to provide a better understanding of conventionalism.

According to Lewis, a convention is a widely adopted solution to a recurrent
coordination problem.7 This account comprises six requirements for
conventionality. Lewis identifies three requirements that must be met for
something to be a coordination problem. These are:

1. interdependence: two or more agents must be involved in a situation of
interdependent decision making. That is, the decision each agent makes
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must depend on what decision he or she believes the other agent(s) will
make.

2. shared interest: the interests of all agents must coincide in that situation.
That is, the decision each agent makes must be such as to serve the other
agents’ interests as well as his or her own.

3. choice: the situation must admit of two or more proper coordination
equilibria. That is, there must be at least two combinations of all agents’
actions such that, given the other agents’ actions, each agent prefers that
combination of actions to any other combination he or she could have
achieved alone.

Lewis then identifies two further requirements that must be met for a coordination
problem to have a conventional solution:

4. recurrence: the coordination problem must recur.

5. wide adoption: a particular solution to the coordination problem must be
widely adopted. That is, a single solution to the coordination problem must
be adopted on many of the occasions on which that problem arises. For
this requirement to be met, there must be some classification of the
solutions that are adopted under which many of them are the same.
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However, one can classify any set of solutions so as to construe those solutions,
and no others, as the same.8 This threatens to trivialise the requirement that a
single solution be widely adopted. For a solution to be widely adopted, in a nontrivial sense, the sameness of a set of solutions must depend on the conceptions
of them as solutions that are salient to those who adopt them. A certain
conception of something as a solution to a coordination problem is salient if it
stands out as being unique “in a preeminently conspicuous respect”.9 If the same
such conception is salient to many who adopt solutions to a given coordination
problem, then the solutions they adopt will be the same in the required sense.
This yields a further requirement for conventionality:

5.1 salience: for many solutions to a coordination problem, a single
conception of them as solutions must be salient to those who adopt
them.10

This requirement reflects the fact that one can only employ a convention if one
knows (explicitly or tacitly) what it is. Imagine that I only ever drive my car to work
in the morning and back home at night. I always drive on one side of the road in
the morning because, at a certain spot, one gets a beautiful view out to sea.
Coming home, I drive on the other side, because I cannot see the view from this
direction and don’t want to impede the view of those driving in the opposite
direction. I happen to act in the same way as those who adopt the convention of
driving on the left-hand side of the road. However, I do not adopt that convention
myself, since the conception of my solution that is salient to me is not one
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according to which I always drive on the left-hand side of the road.

III What Conventionalism Is
If depiction is conventional, pictures must comprise widely-adopted solutions to
recurrent coordination problems. The problem of depicting particular objects or
object types is the best candidate for the relevant coordination problem. It
involves interdependent decision making with a coincidence of agents’ interests.
The makers and interpreters of pictures seek to exchange information about the
(actual or counterfactual) appearances of objects. They succeed only when the
information the interpreter derives from the picture matches that which its maker
intended to convey. Consequently, they act so as to fulfill one other’s interests in
effective communication. In addition, there are a number of different ways in
which any object can be depicted. This suggests that there are many different
combinations of agents’ actions in which each agent will prefer to have
interpreted a mark as she has, given the way in which the other agents interpret
that mark. Moreover, the problem of depicting particular objects or object types
recurs. Depiction therefore meets Lewis’s first four requirements for
conventionality. Whether or not it is conventional, therefore, depends on whether
it also meets his fifth requirement, and the salience requirement that this entails.

Whether or not these requirements are met depends on how pictures solve the
coordination problem just described. There are three ways in which they could do
so, each of which supports a different form of conventionalism. Before
proceeding, therefore, I will distinguish the three forms of conventionalism and
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identify which is at issue in the question of whether depiction exhibits languagelike conventionality.

Pictures may bear some non-conventional relation to their objects. For example,
they may either resemble the objects they depict, be experienced as doing so, or
engage the same recognitional capacities as those objects. So long as it
constrains depiction independently of any recurrent coordination problem, this
relation will not itself be conventional. Nevertheless, if at least two different
arrangements of marks could exhibit the relevant relation to some object and
thus comprise solutions to the problem of depicting it, Lewis’s third requirement
for conventionality would be met and the wide adoption of one such arrangement
would be conventional. Since more than one arrangement of marks can
resemble an object, or be experienced as doing so, etc., particular ways of
depicting an object may be conventional even if depiction involves nonconventional relations.

If depiction is partly distinguished by non-conventional relations, there will be two
ways in which an arrangement of marks could solve the problem of depicting
some object. It could do so solely in virtue of bearing the relevant nonconventional relation to the object, or it could do so both by doing so and by
comprising a widely-adopted solution to that problem. In the former case,
whether or not an arrangement of marks comprises a picture will depend entirely
on whether it bears the non-conventional relation to the object. It may happen
that it both does so and is widely-adopted as a means of depicting some object.
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However, its being widely-adopted would be irrelevant to the fact that it depicts
that object. In this case, then, the conventionality of a solution to the problem of
depicting some object is representationally irrelevant. Let us call the view that
pictures exhibit this form of conventionality non-representational conventionalism.

Non-representational conventionalism is not at issue in the debate concerning
whether depiction exhibits language-like conventionality. For depiction to do so,
depictive conventions would have to be representationally relevant, and nonrepresentational conventionalism denies that they are.

If an arrangement of marks depicts by both bearing some non-conventional
relation to an object and being widely-adopted as a solution to the problem of
depicting that object, its conventionality will be representationally relevant. Which
of several marks that bear the relevant non-conventional relation depicts the
object will depend on which of them instantiates the relevant object-depiction
convention. This view holds that depiction involves both non-conventional and
conventional relations. Because it maintains that the possible conventional
solutions to the problem of depicting some object are constrained by the
requirement that they bear some non-conventional relation to that object, it holds
that depictive conventions are non-arbitrary. Consequently, let us call it nonarbitrary representational conventionalism.

Non-arbitrary representational conventionalism is not at issue in the debate over
whether depiction depends on language-like conventions. Linguistic
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representations are widely held to lack any representationally relevant nonconventional relation to their objects. The plausibility of non-arbitrary
representational conventionalism thus lies beyond the scope of this paper.

A final form of conventionalism holds that the only representationally relevant
relations between pictures and their objects are conventional. This is the form of
conventionalism at issue in this paper. It claims that there are no
representationally relevant non-conventional relations between pictures and their
objects.

This does not mean that there are no non-conventional constraints on depiction.
If we are to use them, all systems of signs must meet those non-conventional
constraints that are imposed by the limitations to human interpretative
capabilities, and by our representational requirements. These constraints
preclude us from forming a word from thousands of letters or pictures of different
objects from marks indistinguishable to the human eye. They also require us to
choose systems of signs that are sufficiently complex for the representational
tasks we set for them. These constraints are not representationally relevant
because they do not affect what any particular sign in a system represents.

This view holds that, like language, depiction is an arbitrary form of
representation. There are two senses in which language is arbitrary. Firstly,
among those systems of signs that meet the non-conventional constraints
described above, any could be used for linguistic representation. Secondly, there
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are no constraints on which of the signs in a linguistic system can be used to
represent what object.11 Let us call the view that holds that depiction is arbitrary
in these two ways arbitrary representational conventionalism. In what follows, I
will assess arbitrary representational conventionalism (from now on, simply
conventionalism).

IV Depictive Generativity
An account of depiction must accommodate its various distinguishing features.
One such feature is depictive generativity.12 Roughly characterised, it consists in
the fact that the ability to interpret some pictures gives one the ability to go on to
interpret other pictures without any instruction about what they depict, so long as
one can recognise their objects visually. Furthermore, even if one has acquired
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this latter ability, one will be unable to interpret a picture unless one is able
visually to recognise its object.14 Let us call the ability to interpret novel pictures
without any instruction as to their content general pictorial competence.

Depictive generativity involves both a necessary and a sufficient condition:

1. General pictorial competence and the ability visually to recognise an
object suffice for the ability to interpret a picture of that object.

2. General pictorial competence and the ability visually to recognise an
object are necessary for the ability to interpret a picture of that object.
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However, some qualifications are needed. Firstly, the ability to interpret some line
drawings may not give one the ability to interpret any cubist paintings, even if it
gives one the ability to interpret other line drawings. General pictorial
competence may not operate across pictorial systems, but may instead be
relativised to particular such systems. Secondly, the inability visually to recognise
an object under a particular conception need not result in the inability to interpret
a picture of that object. Even if I am not able visually to recognise a medieval
Greek coin when I see one, I may still be able to recognise coins, and thus
partially to interpret a picture depicting such a coin. Depictive generativity holds
across all consistent conceptions of a picture’s object, whether these conceptions
are of the object as a particular, or as type of object.

Language exhibits a feature that is apparently analogous to depictive
generativity. Like that of pictures, the interpretation of sentences is generative.
This is a consequence of the fact that they have a combinatorial semantics: their
content is determined, systematically, by the contents of their parts. As Jerry
Fodor argues, this means that the the ability to produce and understand some of
the sentences in a language is intrinsically connected to the ability to produce
and understand others, such that one wouldn’t attribute true understanding of
English to someone who understands what the sentence “Bob hates Bill” means,
but not what “Bill hates Bob” means.15 Understanding an English sentence in a
way that exhibits a true understanding of English entails understanding the
semantic rules governing the meanings of its constituent words and
understanding the syntactic rules of English, such that one can understand novel
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grammatical sentences formed using those words. If we construe general
linguistic competence as involving knowledge of the syntactic rules of a
language, we get the following characterisation of linguistic generativity:

1. General competence in a language and knowledge of the semantic rules
governing the words of a sentence in that language suffice for the ability to
interpret that sentence.

2. General competence in a language and knowledge of the semantic rules
governing the words of a sentence in that language are necessary for the
ability to interpret that sentence.

Language provides the model for the form of conventionality that concerns us
here. Consequently, the fact that it exhibits something like depictive generativity
might seem to show that conventionalism could readily accommodate depictive
generativity. However, there are two important differences between depictive and
linguistic generativity. To accommodate depictive generativity, conventionalism
must accommodate both differences.

Firstly, the ability visually to recognise an object plays no role in linguistic
generativity. Even if I am a competent user of English, I will not be able to
interpret the English words for every object I can recognise visually. While I can
visually recognise hedgehogs, I may not be able to interpret the word “ilspile”.
This case is very different to that of the picture of the medieval Greek coin.
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Whereas I am able to interpret that picture under some conception, I cannot get
any purchase on what the word “ilspile” represents. Visual recognitional ability
plays no role in linguistic generativity because the arrangement of letters that is
used to represent one object is not related systematically to those used to
represent others. The autonomy of the various conventions governing language
means that grasping what some arrangements of letters represent will not confer
the ability to grasp what others do, irrespective of whether one can recognise
visually the objects they represent. Contrarily, so long as we have pictorial
competence, we only need the ability visually to recognise an object under some
conception in order to interpret a picture of that object. This distinction seems
difficult to accommodate on the assumption that depiction, like language, is
governed by a set of unrelated representational conventions.

Secondly, pictorial competence is much more readily acquired than linguistic
competence. In order to learn the syntactic rules governing a language, and thus
to acquire linguistic competence, we require extensive exposure to the relevant
language. Contrarily, while it is unclear exactly how much exposure to pictures
we need in order to acquire pictorial competence, it is clearly comparatively little.
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Again, it is not clear how one might accommodate this difference while holding
that depiction, like language, is governed by unrelated representational
conventions. I will now consider how conventionalism might accommodate these
two distinctive features of depictive generativity.

V Property Conventionalism
14

A conventionalist account might succeed in accommodating depictive
generativity if it holds that depiction is governed by conventions for the depiction
of properties, rather than conventions for the depiction of objects. On such a
view, a picture depicts a certain object in virtue of employing conventions for the
depiction of various of that object’s properties, rather than employing conventions
for the depiction of that object, or of that object as instantiating those properties.
Because a wide range of objects may share some properties, pictures of quite
different objects could employ some of the same conventions. Consequently, the
ability to interpret a picture of one object could confer the ability to interpret a
picture of some other object, so long as the two pictures employed the same
conventions. While individual depictive conventions would operate
independently, the conventions governing a particular picture would not be
independent of those governing others.

To accommodate depictive generativity, such an account would need to
accommodate the fact that the ability visually to recognise something is required
to interpret a picture of that thing. It could explain this fact as it applies to
properties by holding that the ability to recognise instantiations of the properties a
picture depicts is a prerequisite for understanding the representational
conventions that govern depiction of those properties. As Robert Hopkins points
out, if the conventions governing depiction are limited to conventions for the
depiction of colour, shape and textural properties, the ability to recognise
instantiations of those properties will indeed be necessary for the ability to
understand the relevant conventions. As he argues, in order to understand
17
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representations of colour, shape and textural properties, we need to deploy
observation concepts, which are so called because the ability to recognise
instances of the properties in question is necessary for possession of those
concepts.

Such a view can explain why the ability visually to recognise an object is required
to interpret a picture of that object because it holds that the depiction of any
object involves the depiction of various of its basic properties. To interpret a
picture depicting some combination of basic properties as a picture of a certain
object, it is thus necessary to be able visually to recognise the object in question
from those of its basic properties that are depicted in order to interpret the picture
as depicting that object rather than any other.

This view can accommodate the fact that pictorial competence is acquired on the
basis of comparatively little exposure to pictures. To do so, it need not maintain
that any picture employs every depictive convention, or that all such conventions
can be learnt from exposure to a single picture. It need only claim that the
conventions governing depiction can be learnt through exposure to a limited
number of pictures. So long as the conventions governing depiction are restricted
to conventions for the depiction of basic, widely-shared properties of objects, this
seems plausible. Basic colour, shape and textural properties can be shared by
quite disparate objects. Consequently, pictures of very different objects may
employ some of the same conventions. It should thus be possible to learn the
conventions necessary to interpret a picture of one object from exposure to
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pictures of quite different objects. Moreover, so long as depiction is governed
only by conventions for the depiction of basic colour, shape and textural
properties, it is plausible that the total number of such conventions should be
sufficiently limited to be learned, and pictorial competence acquired, after
exposure to relatively few pictures.

The form of conventionalism just outlined holds that the depiction of objects
depends on conventions governing the depiction of their basic colour, shape and
textural properties, rather than that of the objects themselves. Let us call this
view property conventionalism. It is the only form of conventionalism that might
accommodate depictive generativity. If property conventionalism fails, so too will
conventionalism as a whole. I will now argue that it does fail.

VI Why Property Conventionalism Is False
According to property conventionalism, depiction is conventional because certain
parts of pictures comprise widely-adopted solutions to the problem of depicting
colour, shape and textural properties. For the reasons outlined at the beginning
of Section III, this problem is a recurrent coordination problem. However, as I will
now argue, it is not a problem that admits of a widely-adopted solution. Property
conventionalism fails because it cannot meet the requirement that depictive
conventions be widely adopted. It cannot do so because it cannot meet Lewis’s
salience requirement for wide adoption.

Property conventionalism claims that particular parts of a picture are related by
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convention to the basic colour, shape and textural properties they depict. For this
to be the case, for every relation between a part of a picture and its depictive
content, the same conception of that relation must be salient to the makers and
interpreters of pictures. That is, there must be unique conceptions both of the
part of the picture that is related to depictive content, and of the depictive content
to which it is related, under which that part stands out to them as bearing the
depiction relation to that content. I will now argue that it is impossible if the
relevant depictive content comprises basic colour, shape or textural properties.

Many pictures have parts that are interpretable as depicting things when
considered in isolation from the rest of the picture. For example, those parts of a
picture of a crowd that depict individual faces may be interpretable in isolation as
depicting faces. Let us call such parts pictorial parts. Because they are
independently interpretable, pictorial parts of a picture are themselves pictures.

The property conventionalist cannot claim that depictive conventions attach to
pictorial parts. Because they are themselves pictures, they must exhibit the
features common to all pictures. One such feature is that pictures cannot depict
properties without depicting some object (be it a particular or merely an object
type) as instantiating those properties. For example, a picture cannot depict the
property of being a chair without depicting either a particular chair or a type of
chair as instantiating that property. Likewise, a picture cannot depict the property
of being red without depicting some surface or volume as instantiating that
property. The bare depiction of properties is impossible. Consequently, pictorial
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parts could only be governed by conventions for the depiction of objects as
instantiating properties. However, as I argued above, the property conventionalist
must hold that depiction is governed by conventions just for the depiction of basic
colour, shape and textural properties if she is to explain depictive generativity.
Only then could pictures of quite different objects employ the same conventions.

Not all picture parts are pictorial parts, however. Some are not interpretable as
depicting anything when considered in isolation, but are interpretable as
depicting something when considered in the context of a picture as a whole. For
example, in a rudimentary picture of a face, the eye may be represented by a
dot. The dot alone, however, is not interpretable as depicting an eye. It is only
interpretable in the context of the picture as a whole. Just as the dot contributes
to what the picture can be interpreted as depicting, namely a face with eyes, so
too the picture contributes to what the dot depicts. Let us call those parts of
pictures that are not interpretable in isolation, but are interpretable as depicting
something in the context of other picture parts sub-pictorial parts.18

In addition to pictorial and sub-pictorial parts, pictures have non-pictorial parts.
These are parts that are not interpretable as depicting anything either in isolation
or in the context of other picture parts. For example, the individual brushmarks I
see when I look very closely at the surface of a painting may not depict anything,
considered either in isolation or in the context of the rest of the picture. They
provide information only about the picture surface, and not about what the picture
depicts. Consequently, depictive conventions cannot attach to non-pictorial parts.
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They must therefore attach to sub-pictorial parts.19

However, a picture’s sub-pictorial parts cannot in fact be governed by meaning
conventions. As I argued above, the requirement that any convention be salient
to its users means that there must be unique conceptions both of the part of the
picture that is related to depictive content, and of the depictive content to which it
is related, under which that part stands out in some “pre-eminently conspicuous
respect” to pictures’ makers and interpreters as bearing the depiction relation to
that content. However, sub-pictorial parts do not stand out as depicting their
contents, because they are not interpretable in isolation.

One might object to this that some words are not interpretable in isolation, even
though their meanings are clearly convention-governed. Two types of words
exhibit such interpretative context-dependence: indexicals and ambiguous words.
However, they do not show that convention-governed representations can be
independently uninterpretable. Moreover, the context-dependence of the
meanings of a picture’s sub-pictorial parts is not analogous to that of either
indexicals or ambiguous words.

In his account of the meaning of indexicals, David Kaplan distinguishes between
their character: their linguistic meaning, and their content: what they contribute to
the propositions that sentences containing them can be used to express in a
given context.20 While indexicals’ characters are independently interpretable,
their contents are not. Their contents depend both on their characters and on the
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contexts in which they are used. The character of ‘you’ is something like ‘the
person to whom this utterance is addressed’. Its content in a given context is
whoever it refers to in that context. Linguistic conventions govern the
independently interpretable character of indexicals, rather than their contextdependent content. The context-dependence of the content of indexicals is
therefore not a counter-example to the claim that the conventionality of a
representation requires its independent interpretability.

Moreover, the property conventionalist cannot construe the context-dependence
of sub-pictorial parts as analogous to that of indexicals, and therefore cannot
explain it in the same way. An indexical has an indefinite number of possible
contents. While its character tells us what features of context are relevant to
determining its content, it does not tell us what its possible contents are. For
example, the character of ‘you’ tells us to look at the person to whom it is
addressed in a given context to determine its content in that context, but it does
not constrain to whom it could be addressed. If property conventionalism is to
accommodate depictive generativity, it cannot allow sub-pictorial parts to have an
indefinite number of possible contents. It requires constraints on what each subpictorial part can depict to apply across all possible contexts of interpretation.
Otherwise, the ability to interpret such parts in the context of some pictures could
not yield the ability to interpret them in the context of novel pictures.

Ambiguous words have at least two different characters. In any disambiguating
context, the content of such a word will be identical to one of its characters.
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Knowledge of the different conventions governing these characters therefore
enables us to tell what the possible contents of an ambiguous word are in any
given context. For example, knowledge of the conventions governing ‘bank’ tells
us that its characters are ‘financial institution’ and ‘the ground alongside a river’.
The word is independently interpretable as having both characters, and therefore
as having two possible contents.

Unlike indexicals, therefore, the characters of ambiguous words constrain their
possible contents. One might think the property conventionalist could
accommodate depictive generativity by construing the context-dependence of
sub-pictorial parts as analogous to that of ambiguous words. If a sub-pictorial
part had a limited number of possible contents, one could learn each of those
contents after exposure to a limited number of pictures, and thereby acquire the
ability to interpret that part in the context of other picture parts. However, this
suggestion ignores the independent interpretability requirement. As with
indexicals, the fact that linguistic conventions govern characters rather than
contents means that the context-dependence of the contents of ambiguous
words is no threat to this requirement. Consequently, if sub-pictorial parts were
analogous to ambiguous words, their different characters, and consequently their
possible contents, should be independently interpretable. Some picture parts,
such as those depicting Necker cubes, are independently interpretable as having
different possible contents. However, because they are independently
interpretable, they are pictorial parts and therefore cannot depict basic properties
as required by property conventionalism.
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One might also object that since, as a matter of fact, we can interpret colourreversed pictures, my claim that conventions cannot govern the depiction of
properties must be false. It is true that, so long as we know which colours stand
for what other colours, we can interpret a picture of a red object as representing
an object that is, say, green. However, we can only do this because we can apply
representational conventions to pictures on the basis of their depictive content.
That is, we can stipulate that pictorial parts that depict objects of one colour
represent objects of some other colour. To interpret pictures using such
conventions, we must have prior knowledge of what they depict. Colourreversed systems of representation are not depictive and therefore do not show
that the depiction of properties can be convention-governed.

Finally, one might argue that my argument contradicts psychologists’ claims that
the interpretation of line drawings involves the application of interpretative rules.
John Willats argues that, just as the marks on a page of writing represent letters,
so too depictive marks represent “picture primitives”. As letters form words that
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represent aspects of an object, picture primitives represent specific aspects of
visible scenes called “scene primitives”. As words combine to form descriptions
of objects, these primitives then combine to represent whole objects. This
account may seem to vindicate conventionalism. However, two considerations
show that it does not. Firstly, according to Willats, the interpretation of any picture
primitive is context-dependent, since it depends on the other picture primitives
with which it is combined. Secondly, Willats denies that the representational
22
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content of pictures is arbitrary. Instead, he claims that pictures bear a nonconventional relation to their objects: they depict them by exploiting the human
visual system’s mechanisms for detecting features of those objects from the light
they reflect.
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Property conventionalism is false. To be true, the depictive conventions it posits
would have to attach to either pictorial or sub-pictorial parts. They cannot attach
to pictorial parts since such parts cannot depict basic colour, shape or textural
properties alone, but instead must depict some object as instantiating those
properties. Moreover, although sub-pictorial parts can depict basic colour, shape
and textural properties, depictive conventions cannot govern such parts since
they are not independently interpretable. They are therefore not salient to
pictures’ makers and interpreters as bearing the depiction relation to such
properties.

VII Conclusion
An adequate account of depiction must be consistent with pictures having those
features that are distinctive of depiction. One such feature is depictive
generativity. Conventionalism could accommodate depictive generativity only by
holding that pictures are governed by conventions for the depiction of basic
colour, shape and textural properties. However, pictures cannot be governed by
such conventions. For depictive conventions to meet Lewis’s salience
requirement, the picture parts to which they attach must be independently
interpretable. Any independently interpretable part of a picture is itself a picture.
24

Therefore, it cannot simply depict colour, shape or textural properties, but must
always depict some object as instantiating those properties.24
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