
Partial Substitutes for  
our World of Experience


Photographs as models in a systemic sense


My doctoral dissertation is an inquiry into the base principle of photo-
graphic technology,  aiming to define its agency within larger systemic 1

wholes.  In addition to the key issue, my research has revealed similarities 2

between photographs and the systemic view of models. This presentation 
builds on these similarities.


SIMPLIFIED PARTIAL SUBSTITUTES 


Even though the universe is unconcerned with us, we, in our own peculiar 
way, are interested in it.  Albert Einstein brought this up in his talk at Max 3

Planck’s sixtieth birthday in 1918. He described how we – painters, poets, 
speculative philosophers, and natural scientists – aim to understand the 
world by simplifying  it in an intelligible way and then partially substitute 4

our world of experience with these simplifications, to feel secure.  We, so to 5

speak, streamline our environment to make it easier to manage. 
6

	 From a systemic perspective, the aforementioned simplifications are 
models. In the same vein, photographs are models too, simplifying the 
three conceived dimensions of the world into pictures with no more than 
two. However, in this presentation, I do not approach photographs through 
their image qualities. Instead, I address them through technology, treating 
photographs as results of a process which renders time-varying physical 
quantities  of electromagnetic radiation (often within, but not confined to, 7

visible light) into static, time-invariant representations: simplifications cate-
gorisable as sampled static event descriptions. 
8

	 Cf. Arthur 2010, 33–34.1
	 For example technology’s essential role in the processes of knowledge production (Cf. Russo 2022, 194).2
	 See Giere 2006, 32; Gibson 1986, 63.3
	 Simplification is a way to generalise, which, according to philosopher of science Hans Reichenbach, is the gist 4

of knowing and the core of explanation since to explain is to generalise (1951, 5; 6; 7). Every scientific law 
and model is an abstraction and idealisation of some part of reality, according to Bertalanffy (1969, 83; 98).

	 Einstein 2002, 43. Also the source for the title of this abstract.5
	 See Weinberg 2001, 12.6
	 Cf. Sinha 2010, 9. A general description of a signal.7
	 Cf. Gustafsson, Lanshammar & Sandblad 1982, 40; 41.8
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PHOTOGRAPHS AS MODELS


In the following description, I have replaced models with photographs to em-
phasise the similarities between the two concepts. It is a generalisation from 
the perspective of the constructivist epistemology of systemic thinking:

	 By representing certain features of the order of reality,  photographs act 9

as links between theory and the world.  From this position, they affect our 10

knowledge of the world as well as our behaviour in it,  and, in that sense, 11

photographs do not differ from maps, books, statistics, or equations.  12

Mimicking other entities,  photographs act as analogies, being neither ends 13

nor solutions but starting points for facilitating understanding.  Conse14 -
quently, photographs can be seen as epistemological devices,  offering ways 15

of thinking that can be fitted or applied to the world in the processes of 
knowledge construction. 
16

	 While strongly connected to the world, photographs are also incomplete, 
expressing only some characteristics of what they represent while simulta-
neously excluding others.  They are never the territory, as Alfred Korzybski 17

advised through the concept of a map.  But even though photographs are 18

not wholly true, correct or complete, they can be said to be more or less 
suitable for some particular purpose.  Examined within their framework, 19

though, photographs may be interpreted as true,  while also being both 20

substitutable and disprovable. Used outside their purpose and framework, 
photographs may work absurdly,  creating displacement instead of security 21

as we seek to augment our ‘narrow whirlpool of personal experience’. 
22

	 As attempts to represent concepts that we aspire to understand through 
other things we perceive as understandable,  photographs can be considered 23

 	 Cf. Bertalanffy 1969, 83.9
	 Cf. Skyttner 2005, 97.10
	 See Sismondo 2010, 16311
	 Cf. Meadows 2008, 86; 172; Gustafsson, Lanshammar & Sandblad 1982, 27.12
	 Cf. Skyttner 2005, 97.13
	 Cf. Ward 2011, 44; Barton et al., 2004, 20.14
	 Cf. Ison 2008, 148.15
	 Cf. Glasersfeld 1984, 39.16
	 Cf. Sismondo 2010, 163; Skyttner 2005, 97; Meadows 2008, 86.17
 	 Cf. Mella 2012, 100.18
	 Cf. Gustafsson, Lanshammar & Sandblad 1982, 32; Russo 2022, 102–103.19
	 Cf. Russo 2022, 137; 152; Skyttner 2005, 97.20
	 Cf. Gustafsson, Lanshammar & Sandblad 1982, 31.21
	 Quote: Einstein 2002, 43.22
	 Paraphrasing Weinberg 2001, 28.23



expressions of a language,  subjected to both possibilities and limitations.  24 25

These expressions, or statements, can not be independent of the human 
mind:  they are always by somebody, and may well tell more about the ex26 -
presser than whatever the image depicts.  Despite being seen as author-27

specific expressions, photographs also always manifest the relation between 
the expresser and the technology used.  Thus, photographs are actualised 28

affordances, the complementarity of both the animal and the environment , 29

according to James J. Gibson’s original description of the term. 
30

INEVITABLY SUBJECTIVE INSIDE VIEWS


Photographs are us in the world, reacting to it and making sense of it, con-
structing simplified explanatory structures for comprehension. Yet we do 
not have the means to fully understand the world,  because as parts of it, 31

being evolved within our environment, we cannot observe it as outsiders.  32

When we look at the world, it is as if the world looked at itself.  It is there33 -
fore impossible for us to escape the inevitable subjectiveness, partiality and 
boundedness of our expressions.  And regardless of what kind of substi34 -
tutes we create for ourselves, what we understand and discuss are the mod-
els we make:  everything anyone knows is a model. 
35 36
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