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OBJECTIVITY AND EVIDENCE 

Objectivity describes science's claim to represent 

the truth. Accordingly, it constitutes an overarching 

category in the sense of a scientific ideal that is mutable 

and so must be regarded in a historical perspective, as 

Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have pointed out 

in a seminal study on the history of science (Daston 

and Galison 1992, 2007). Historical scrutiny reveals 

what is regarded as "objective" at any given time to be 

a convention. Objectivity, that is to say, is the result of 

agreements, negotiation processes, and norms set by 

the representatives and actors of a certain scientific 

community that can claim to be binding within that 

community (Fleck 1935). 

As Daston and Galison have shown with reference 

to the use of images representing scientific objects, the 

word objectivity came into fashion in the nineteenth cen

tury in connection with the invention and application of 
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image-producing technology such as photography. The 

ideal of"mechanical objectivity" is associated with the 

notion of a technical recording or inscription of scientific 

phenomena that eliminates any subjective intervention 

(Nagel 1986). This ideal is evident in Talbot's appraisal 

of photography as the "pencil of nature" (Talbot 1844; 

fig. 1) but also in the use of prints and measuring meth

ods for collecting forensic data (figs. 2 and 3). At the 

same ti me, use of the term often proves to be a trope that 

is current and effective even today, employed to bolster 

the truth and authenticity of what represented (fig. 4 ). 

Behind this trope stand the construction of the equip

ment and the techniques of image generation, process

ing, and staging that are inherent to the production 

and presentation of images. In an analysis of scientific 

images, the focus must therefore be not only on written 

ascriptions, but also-beyond what Daston and Gali son 



FIG. 1 (facing): "Lacock Abbey in Wiltshire." According to William Henry Fox Talbot, this building, which appears in plate 1 5 of his book 
The Pencil of Nature, was the first "that was ever yet known to have drawn its own picture." Talbot described his photographic images as 
"self-representations" of the things represented, thereby founding a rhetoric of objectivity that is still current today. William Henry Fox 
Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (New York: Da Capo Press, 1 969), plate 1 5. 

FIG. 2 (above): Print of the right hand of Rajyadhar Konai on a contract concluded on July 28, 1858, in Hugli-Chunchura, India. Sir William 

Herschel, a member of the British Civil Service in India, was the first to use hand prints and, later, fingerprints to identify signatories to con
tracts unambiguously and so participated in the establishing of dactyloscopy. Karl Pearson, The Life, Letters and Labours of Sir Francis Ga/ton, 
vol. 3a: Correlation, Personal Identification and Eugenics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1930), plate 5. 
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FIG. 3: Franz Eichberg, photogrammetric picture, Vienna, ca. 1 920. 
Photogrammetry, a method for measuring objects represented in a 
photograph by photographic means, was developed in the nineteenth 
century, based on the observation that a photographic image records 
images in perspective. Using various processes, information about 
the dimensions of spaces, architecture, and other objects could 
be derived from the image alone. The method requires precise 
knowledge of the conditions under which the photograph was taken 
or the inclusion of yardsticks in the picture. In Vienna, Franz Eichberg 
invented a photographic apparatus containing a thin steel grid, which, 
in combination with the photograph, was designed to enable all the 
elements of housing interiors to be completely reconstructed so as 
to establish the facts in criminal cases. In this way, plans of a crime 
scene could be made that would then provide an objective basis for 
reconstructing the circumstances. Archive of the Technisches Museum 
Wien, Vienna, Austria.© TMW-Archiv 2008. 

have pointed out-on the contexts and conditions of 

production and the practices and ways of engaging with 

images. Precise case studies have decisively qualified the 

notion of the "image of objectivity" by building critical 

awareness of the constructed nature of technical images 

in scientific contexts (e.g., Soojung-Kim Pang 1997; 

Hoffmann 2002; Brons 2004). 

Terms such as evidence and demonstration are closely 

associated with the concept of objectivity as a scientific 

ideal. Images have turned out to be a constitutive ele

ment of scientific argumentation (fig. S) because they 

are seen as especially suited to convey unquestionable, 

obvious, and immediately manifest truth. In its original 

philosophical sense, the Latin word euidentia refers quite 

literally to seeing: what is evident is "directly present to 

the eye." Diagrams, for example, are predicated on their 

claim to make something manifest (fig. 6). Here, too, 
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• Das Ministerium fur Luftfahrt 
findet keine Erklarung dafur. 

• Dleses Bild wurde von Experten 
analysiert. Es isl echt, sagen sie. 

• WIR FRAGEN: Wie lange wagen 

wir es noch, Geschichten wie 
diese lacherlich zu machen? 

iiber Conisbrough, 

South Yorkshire, 

in England gesichtet 

und fotografiert 

FIG. 4: UFOs over Sheffield (anonymous and undated image). The slightly 
blurry appearance of saucer-shaped objects in the sky, combined with 
captions in the style of newspaper reports, support the authors' claim to 
veracity. Nigel Blundell and Roger Boar, The World's Greatest UFO Myster

ies (London: Hamlyn, 1983), 33. Fortean Picture Library. 

issues such as how evidence is produced in specific con

texts, how arguments are made using images, and how an 

image could possibly function as proof must be investi

gated. Jennifer Tucker, Tai Golan, Milos Vee, and others 

have undertaken studies in this area (Vee 2002; Golan 

2004; Tucker 2005). On the one hand, such analysis 

must consider the image itself with a view to its formal 

characteristics-that is to say, the specific pictorial 

operations by which a visual creation of meaning func

tions-and embed the image in a wider visual history. On 

the other hand, it must take into account the contexts of 

production and the claims, attributed meanings, expecta

tions, and practices related to the image. -VD 



FIG. 5: "Golden Event."This image provided convincing proof of neutral 
currents to the wider community of physicists in 1 973. Peter Galison 
describes the potential of a single image to furnish such cogent evidence 
as the fundamental characteristic of an image-based research tradition in 
physics, which-in contrast to a "tradition of logic" that emphasizes the 
statistical evaluation of masses of data-aspires to successfully record a 
"golden event" so as to then base an argument on the image (see Peter 
Galison, Image and Logic [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1 997]). 
F. J. Hasert et al. "Search for Elastic Muon-Neutrino Electron Scattering," 
Physics Letters 46B ( 1 973): 1 22, fig. 1, with permission from Elsevier. 
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FIG. 6: "Mit der Wirtschaft wachst der Mull" (As the economy grows, so 
does the garbage output): Statistical curve by Philippe Rekacewicz from 
his Atlas der Globalisierung, 2006. The correlation of the three curves 
demonstrates the author's contention that increases in household waste 
depend not on population developments but on economic growth. Atlas 
der Globalisierung. Die neuen Oaten und Fakten zur Lage der Welt, ed. Le 
monde diplomatique, Dietmar Bartz et al. (Berlin: Taz, 2006), 27. 
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