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Extended Abstract: 
Visual generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools have made it easier to create images that 
mislead the viewer.1 Early deepfakes, created in the mid-to-late 2010s, typically grafted one 
person’s face onto another person’s body, and they often required specialized skills to create.2 
The development of text-to-image models, however, has significantly lowered the barrier for the 
creation of deepfakes and other types of misleading images.3 The increased accessibility of AI 
tools that facilitate the creation of such images has renewed debates about the extent to which 
photographs can be trusted as documents.  

The idea that photographs are unmediated imprints or, as the academic literature often 
terms them, semiotic indexes, has haunted the discourse on photography since the 1970s.4 As 
Peter Lunenfeld points out, both Peircian and Saussurean semiotics were developed after the 
advent of photography and contemporaneously with cinema. Lunenfeld claims that, given this, it 
is difficult to imagine semiotics without photography as a point of inspiration: “Only after the 
intrusion of the mechanical photographic apparatus ruptures the dichotomy developed between 
poetry and painting—between the symbolic and the iconic—is semiotics possible. The 
mechanical apparatus of photography vastly expands the realm and power of the indexical 
sign.”5 In other words, the idea of indexicality does not precede photography and thus describe 
its place in a semiotic structure but, rather, semiotics responds to and incorporates the 
photographic paradigm of image-making in its conception.  
 In this paper, I analyze AI-generated imagery through the lens of indexicality, harnessing 
the theoretical history of the concept in order to problematize its connection to photography and 
AI-generated images. I investigate the ties between the photographic training data in AI models 
and the eventual image output. These images are artificial constructions—‘fakes’—that are 
paradoxically connected to the registration of light for image-making in a distant way. The 
collective form of this registration is statistically abstracted but still present in AI-generated 
images.  

The concept of the index featured prominently in “The Art Seminar” conversation 
between noted scholars of photography in 2005 led by James Elkins. Elkins begins the 
conversation with the provocation that “calling a photograph ‘indexical,’ or saying its most 
important property is indexicality, is misreading Peirce.”6 Joel Snyder continues this line of 
thinking, responding that those that make the claim for photographic indexicality “generally 
confuse photons with objects.”7 Martin Lefebvre investigates Peirce’s own understanding of the 
categories he defines, explaining that, according to Peirce, an index is also always iconic. There 
is, therefore, no pure index in the sense that some scholars use the term with regard to 
photography.8  



Lefebvre argues that the idea that photography is indexical, whereas a portrait painting or 
a computer-generated image (CGI) is not, is built on faulty assumptions. Academic discourse on 
photography has, seemingly, so whole-heartedly accepted that a photograph is made by that 
which it represents that it creates a situation where one can no longer see the artifice in 
photography nor the indexicality of, say, painting—if indexicality is taken to mean an indication 
of something that once was.9 Other types of representation are thus dismissed as constructed 
fantasies while photography holds a place of privilege in its singular indexicality.  
 Following Lefebvre, AI-generated images can also be considered indexical since 
representative imagery of all kinds, including these, contain traces of what was. Given the 
photographic data that underpins generative AI models, coupled with the architecture of the 
model itself, they can be understood as a collective index to objects that have been indexed by 
photographs in the training data. In addition to this, however, the modes and forms of 
photography are indexed or pointed to through this systematic condensation of the machine 
learning model. Simultaneously, the affordances and particular function and format of the neural 
network is also indicated in the output of generative AI.  
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