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Explaining Expressive Limits: A Reply To Lopes 

ABSTRACT: In virtue of what are pictorial representations different from descriptive 

representations? Since Goodman's (1976) discussion, there have been but a handful of 

attempts to answer this question. One elegant attempt is offered by Dominic Lopes 

(1996) who argues that the answer lies in the expressive limits of pictures. Lopes argues 

that for every picture there is some property such that when the picture makes 

commitment to it, the picture is precluded from being committal with regard to some 

other property. He believes that this is a crucial fact – what he calls ‘explicit non-

commitment’ – and it can be used to distinguish pictures from descriptions. The aim of 

the present paper is three-fold. First, to show that explicit non-commitment cannot be 

used to differential pictures from descriptions. Second, to show that, although Lopes has 

not located a deep difference between pictures and descriptions, explicit non-

commitment can serve as a constraint on a good theory of pictorial representation. 

Third, to show that a familiar visual resemblance theory of depiction can offer a simple 

(even if non-reductive) explanation of why pictures are explicitly non-committal. 

Introduction 

 In virtue of what are pictorial representations different from descriptive 

representations? Both sentences and pictures are about objects and properties and both 

can be evaluated for accuracy. Both can be engaged with visually, and both can be used 

to communicate. Nevertheless, one cannot help but think that they are importantly 

distinct. Just by looking, at least in typical cases, we can tell whether a representation is, 
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say, a sentence or a picture. But precisifying exactly what makes the difference turns out 

to be very difficult. The puzzle was made especially salient by Goodman (1976) who 

came to hold that the appearance of deep differences was an illusion and that pictorial 

and descriptive representations fall into a continuum. But many philosophers have been 

attracted to the idea that there are deeper differences and that those differences might 

give way to individuation conditions for being pictorial rather than descriptive. 

 Dominic Lopes (1996), extending ideas offered by Dan Dennett (1986) and Ned 

Block (1981), has recently argued that expressive limitations allow us to distinguish 

pictorial representations (henceforth, ‘pictures’) from descriptive representations 

(henceforth, ‘descriptions’). Pictures make an interlocking set of sacrifices. When one 

depicts something as red all over, one is precluded from depicting that thing as green all 

over. When one depicts a man wearing a large hat, one can no longer depict the hairs on 

his head. Lopes argues that for every picture there is some property such that when the 

picture makes commitment to it, the picture is precluded from being committal with 

regard to some other property (much more on this below). He believes that this is a 

crucial fact – what he calls ‘explicit non-commitment’ – and it can be used to distinguish 

pictures from descriptions. The aim of the present paper is three-fold. First, to show that 

explicit non-commitment cannot be used to differential pictures from descriptions. 

Second, to show that, although Lopes has not located a deep difference between pictures 

and descriptions, explicit non-commitment can serve as a constraint on a good theory of 

pictorial representation. Third, to show that a familiar visual resemblance theory of 

depiction can offer a simple (even if non-reductive) explanation of why pictures are 

explicitly non-committal. 
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Lopes and Explicit Non-Commitments 

 Picking up on an idea discussed by Dennett (1986) and Block (1981), Lopes 

(1996) argues that the contents of pictures differ from the contents of descriptions in a 

way that allows us to differentiate the representation types. Importantly, the view does 

not entail that the contents of pictures are of a different kind from the contents of 

descriptions.  Rather, the view is that pictorial representations are such that they 1

necessarily have expressive limitations not had by descriptions– which contents can and 

cannot be expressed delineate the types of representations. In particular, Lopes argues 

that pictorial representations must make explicit non-commitments with respect to 

some properties they represent. The same is not true of descriptions. 

 A representation commits to whether some subject (an object, property, or state 

of affairs) has a property F just in case the representation represents the subject as 

either F or as not-F. As Lopes points out, there are two especially important distinctions 

with respect to commitment. First, when a representation does not go into the matter of 

F-ness, it is inexplicitly non-committal with regard to F.  Second, some properties are 

such that when a representation represents its subject as having them, it is precluded 

from representing the subject as having others. When commitment to, say, G precludes 

a representation from being committal with regard to F, the representation is explicitly 

non-committal with regard to F (Lopes, 118). Some examples will be helpful. 

 Inexplicit non-commitment: A picture featuring a stickman may simply not go 

into the matter of whether or not the subject of the picture has freckles or muscular 

 See Crane (2009) for such a position.1
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arms. Such a picture is inexplicitly non-committal with regard to freckles and 

musculature. Descriptions are often inexplicitly non-committal – there are many things 

stories, for example, fail to go into. 1984 is entirely silent with regard to the property of 

being a .pdf file.  

 Explicit non-commitment: Explicit non-commitment is more interesting and can 

occur along a number of dimensions. For instance, a picture of a man wearing an 

opaque hat large enough to cover all of his scalp is explicitly non-committal with regard 

to the man being bald. A picture depicting a tomato as red all over cannot depict the 

tomato as simultaneously green all over, so the picture is explicitly non-committal with 

regard to the tomato being green (and the same goes for the other non-red colors).  

 According to Lopes, it is explicit non-commitment that provides an answer to the 

question, ‘what differentiates pictorial representations from descriptive 

representations?’. He claims that “[d]escriptions are never non-committal in this 

way” (119) and that “every picture is explicitly non-committal in some respect” (124-5). 

Of course, as he notes, a description might say that it will not go into some matter, say 

the matter of baldness or the matter of color, but even if it does, it is not entailed that 

the description be non-committal about the property. A description might say that the 

man with the hat is bald, even if one breath earlier we were told that baldness would not 

be discussed. Pictorial representations, on the other hand, demand that one make an 

“interlocking set of sacrifices” (124).  2

 Lopes quotes Michael Podro (1991): “the degree of completeness with which any factor or feature can be 2

represented is constrained by what other features you want to represent ... you have to make an 
interlocking set of sacrifices.”
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 Lopes is in fact out for bigger game than merely differentiating pictures from 

descriptions. He also wants to give an account of what it is for a representation to be 

pictorial and he holds that explicit non-commitment is the special feature of pictorial 

representation. “What makes pictorial content distinctive is that pictures are essentially 

selective” (127). So although the comparison with descriptions is useful, Lopes is out for 

an account of what it is to be pictorial in terms of content. I wish to argue that his 

account doesn’t even succeed at differentiating pictures from sentences. 

 It will be helpful to be explicit about Lopes’s commitments. Let ‘X’ range over 

representations: 

PIC:  Necessarily, X is a picture iff there is some or other property such  

  that X is explicitly non-committal with regard to it. 

DES: Necessarily, if X is a description, then there is no property   

  such that X is explicitly non-committal with regard to it. 

Anyone committed to PIC is also committed to NEC: 

NEC: Necessarily, if X is a picture, then there is some or other property  

  such that X is explicitly non-committal with regard to it. 

Though intuitively appealing, as we will see, only NEC is plausible. Unfortunately, NEC 

is an insufficient basis for an account of being pictorial for it cannot even differentiate 

pictorial representations from descriptive ones. 
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Non-Commitment Doesn’t Explain The Difference 

 Consider an imaginary language L with the following rules: Any sentence that 

makes a commitment with respect to F must thereby be silent on G and vice versa, else 

the sentence is deemed ill formed. Further, let us add that every sentence must make a 

commitment with respect to either F or G. Sentences in such a language will make 

explicit non-commitments.  For the sake of concreteness, let us suppose that F is the 3

property of being red and G is the property of being a house. ‘My car is red’ is an 

acceptable sentence of L. ‘My car is green’ is not since it says nothing about being red 

nor being a house. ‘The thing in which I live is red and a house’ is also ill formed since it 

says something about being a house and being red.  4

 The imaginary language, though obviously artificial, is informative and to see its 

importance, one must be patient with its artificiality. What the example shows is that 

the same expressive limitations can come about in multiple ways. In the imaginary 

language, we are constrained by meta-semantic rules that are in place via stipulation. In 

the case of pictorial representations, one cannot help but think that the root of the 

expressive limitation is not so produced, not a product of anything artificial. But what 

this suggests is that Lopes has at most identified a symptom crying out for explanation 

and has not yet gotten to the bottom of things. For if the same symptom can arise in 

 A similar example could be constructed via tense. Imagine a language like English though only with a 3

present tense. In such a language, when one makes an assertion about the way certain things are, she 
thereby has given up the opportunity to discuss the status of other things at that same time. Since there is 
no past tense, once the present passes, there is no way to reach back.

 This example is indebted to Kulviki’s (2006) discussion of Lopes (1996). His discussion, however, is 4

ultimately used to very different ends concerning what he calls “bare bones content”.
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both pictorial and non-pictorial cases, pointing to the symptom cannot take us far 

enough. 

 The very same point can be brought out in a second way that highlights specific 

problems with Lopes’s suggestion (and, in fact, shows that it fails). Notice that L 

provides counterexamples to DES and PIC. To DES because we are given examples of 

descriptions (e.g. ‘My car is red’) which are explicitly non-committal with respect to 

being a house. And sentences of L provide counterexamples to the sufficiency of PIC 

since we are given examples of representations that are explicitly non-committal but not 

pictures. This leaves Lopes only with NEC, which cannot differentiate pictorial and 

descriptive representations; NEC doesn’t give us an adequate answer to the question, in 

virtue of what are pictorial representations different from descriptive representations? 

To see that NEC so fails, suppose one is faced with the following two representations 

(the first of which is part of L): 

  My car is red. 

Call the first representation ‘S’ and the second ‘H’, and suppose that one grasps the 

content of both representations. Importantly, both S and H make explicit non-

�7



Grzankowski - draft

commitments – S with respect to being a house and H with respect to the status of the 

man’s scalp. Still, it is easy to tell that one is a pictorial representation and the other a 

descriptive representation, but the difference cannot be that one makes explicit non-

commitments and the other doesn’t (since they both do), so there must be some other 

relevant difference not yet located by Lopes.  

 At this juncture, a natural reply on behalf of Lopes suggests itself: the description 

is part of a system of representation (the descriptive system) that can, if one so 

stipulates, make explicit non-commitments, but the picture is part of a system of 

representation (the pictorial system) that must, in every instance, make an explicit non-

commitment. NEC, the suggestion continues, is meant to bring this out. But we now run 

the risk of begging the question. Why should one grant that the picture is a member of 

the representational system that must make non-commitments but the description 

isn’t? One cannot say, “Because one is a sentence and the other a picture”, without 

begging the question at hand. Of course the sentence is a descriptive representation and 

the picture is a pictorial representation, but we clearly haven’t said why. We’ve gotten 

no further along than the intuitive judgements with which we’ve started. 

 Though unsuccessful, Lopes’s discussion isn’t for naught, for his discussion has 

given way to novel data: the truth of NEC. My own position is that NEC needs further 

support, but if it is true, it serves as a target, something to be explained by an adequate 

theory of pictorial representation. Perhaps a range of theories are in a position to 

explain it, but in the next section I wish to briefly outline how a visual resemblance 

theory of depiction easily tackles the problem. 
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Explaining Non-Commitment 

 A widespread view in the philosophy of mind has it that perceptual experiences 

are representational states. Interestingly, the contents of visual experiences bear an 

important similarity to the contents of pictures – both admit of limitations not in 

general had by the contents of descriptive representations. Much like pictures, our 

visual experiences make an ‘interlocking set of sacrifices’. There are no visual 

experiences as of an object being simultaneously red all over and green all over, and 

when one has a visual experience as of a man wearing an opaque hat covering his head, 

the man will not also look bald. ‘Perceived Resemblance’ accounts of depiction can 

exploit this fact in order to offer a simple and elegant (though admittedly non-reductive) 

explanation of why pictures, by their very nature, make explicit non-commitments.  

 According to Christopher Peacocke (1987) and Robert Hopkins (1998), the 

depiction relation is mediated by perceived resemblance. Though their views differ in 

detail, they are importantly similar. Where Peacocke makes use of a theoretically 

posited, two-dimensional visual-field, Hopkins appeals to two-dimensional outline 

shapes. Both theorists, however, argue that it is a necessary condition for A depicting B 

that A be visually experienced as resembling B in certain respects having to do with their 

preferred two-dimensional spaces. For simplicity, let us concentrate on Hopkins’s 

formulation of the view, though it should be noted that Peacocke’s view is in an equally 

good position to account for our data. 

 Hopkins argues that pictorial representations depict the objects they do by 

resembling the way they look in outline shape. He helpfully illustrates with an example 

of a misty window. Imagine looking out a misty window at a large sphere and then 
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imagine tracing the outline of the sphere into the mist. The result is a two-dimensional 

circle. Now, one can imagine doing something similar with a more complex object such 

as a building, a car, or whatever. The lines drawn in the mist give the outline shape of 

the object in question. According to Hopkins, we are capable of perceiving the outline 

shapes of objects, and some pictorial representations look, in outline shape, the way the 

objects in question look in outline shape. It is in part in virtue of this that a pictorial 

representation has the content it does. Of course, a pictorial representation may be 

experienced as resembling what it is about along many more dimensions such as color, 

texture, opacity, and so on, but only outline shape is necessary according to Hopkins. 

Peacocke, in his own terminology, makes relevantly similar commitments. 

 Whether only outline shape is ultimately necessary or not should perhaps be 

questioned, though at present we can sidestep that issue. Both Hopkins and Peacocke 

grant that if a representation depicts color, texture, and so on, it does so in virtue of 

perceived resemblance. So let us take the following as the minimum commitment of a 

perceived resemblance account: 

RES:  A representation R pictorially represents a subject s (an object, a  

  property, or a state of affairs) only if what it is like to look at R in  

  appropriate viewing conditions is similar in visual respects to  

  what it is (or would be) like to look at s. 

There is something it is like to undergo an experience and according to the above claim, 

what it is like to look at a pictorial representation of s is like looking at s itself in at least 
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some visual respect. Giving the precise necessary and sufficient conditions for being a 

pictorial representation will no doubt be a hard task, but we, fortunately, are only in 

need of a necessary condition at the moment. It is meant to be (at least partially) 

constitutive of being a pictorial representation that this minimal necessary condition 

obtain. Meeting this condition is part of what it is to be a pictorial representation. 

Crucially, this condition allows us to explain explicit non-commitment. 

 Start with the property of being red all over and green all over. Notice that since 

no objects simultaneously look to have that property, no object can be depicted as 

having it. Next, take the property of being both hatted and bald. Provided that the hat is 

indeed opaque, nothing will look to have that property. When opaque things look a way, 

the things occluded by them thereby fail to look a way. And of course, this applies to any 

opaque objects. Though non-reductive, the visual resemblance theory of depiction easily 

explains why pictures do, and indeed must, make explicit non-commitments.  Any good 

theory of depiction should be asked to explain the data. Lopes’s story helpfully brings 

the data out but is in no position to explain it. 
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