
Uses of photographs Limitations of photographs

■■ Photographs can provide trustworthy eyewitness evidence.
■■  They can provide a vital illustration of historical figures and events to 

enable historians to understand them fully.
■■  They are often able to provide more than simple images — they can 

reveal attitudes and emotions too.

■■  Photographs require knowledge of context in order to interpret them.
■■  It is important to remember that photographs may be misleading, for example they 

may not be representative of wider events or attitudes.
■■  Photographs cannot always be trusted — they can be staged or doctored to convey 

a false impression.
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Source D
This photograph of the 
‘big three’ taken at Yalta 
in February 1945 poses 
interesting questions 
for historians. Can we 
learn anything from the 
body language? Usually 
world leaders stand for 
photographs — why are 
they sitting down in  
this one?

Source E
Sometimes photographs can help us to understand 
the nature of complex events. This photograph, from 
Germany in 1923, which shows a woman using bank 
notes to fuel a stove, illustrates the extent to which the 
currency had become worthless during hyperinflation

Source F
Images can be crucial to gaining a true understanding of major events. This photograph 
of the Western Front during the First World War is an example of this

16 Hindsight

Source A
Photographs such as 
this one, of Emmeline 
Pankhurst being prevented 
from presenting a petition 
to the king in 1914, can 
provide an important 
illustration of events which 
occurred many years ago

Source B
Photographs are capable 
of conveying a great 
deal of information to 
historians. This photograph 
taken in Indiana in 1930 
shows that people were 
not shocked or ashamed by 
lynchings. The number in 
attendance, the fact that 
many are posing for the 
photograph and even the 
clothes they are wearing 
can tell historians about 
attitudes of people at the 
time

Source C
Not all photographs can be trusted — the horse-handler 
who was holding the horse’s bridle has been removed 
from this photograph of Mussolini. This shows how 
photographs can be doctored to convey a false image. 
Other dictators, including Hitler and Stalin, are also 
known to have altered photographs for political purposes

This is the second part of a series looking at the strengths and weaknesses of 
different types of historical evidence. Here, Paul Short and Dan Silverman 
look at the uses and limitations of a range of photographs
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