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Abstract
What are the limits of the imagination inmorality?What role does fiction play inmoral
thought? My starting point in addressing these questions is Tamar Szabo Gendler’s
‘puzzle of imaginative resistance’, the problem of explaining the special difficulties
we seem to encounter in imagining to be right what we take to be morally wrong (or
vice versa) in fiction, and Gendler’s claim that those difficulties are due to our unwill-
ingness to imagine these things, rather than our inability to imaginewhat is logically or
conceptually impossible. Using a wide range of examples, I argue that there is no
puzzle of imaginative resistance and that to think that there is such a puzzle is to
miss almost entirely the role fiction plays in moral thought. That, however, does not
mean that there are no limits to what we can imagine in morality. In fact, I argue,
the imagination is limited inmorality, as elsewhere, bywhat is logically or conceptually
possible. Together, those claims suggest that fiction and the imagination play a funda-
mental role in shaping our conception of the moral landscape. The paper concludes by
drawing some of the consequences of these views for the nature of moral thought.

1. Imagination, Fiction and Morality

What are the limits of the imagination in morality? What role does
fiction play in moral thought? Tamar Szabo Gendler (2000) has
argued that the imagination is limited in morality, not by logic, but
by the will: we can imagine moral worlds that are vastly different
from our own, including even worlds that are logically or conceptu-
ally impossible, but we are, for the most part, simply unwilling to
do so. That, Gendler claims, explains what she calls ‘the puzzle of im-
aginative resistance’: the problem of explaining the difficulties we
seem to encounter in entering imaginatively into the moral, as
opposed to non-moral aspects of fiction, where those aspects differ
significantly from what we take to be the case.1

1 The puzzle, which Gendler attributes to Walton (1994), Moran
(1994), and originally Hume (1996), has generated an extensive body of
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I argue, against Gendler’s view, that there is no puzzle of imagina-
tive resistance, and that to think that there is such a puzzle is to miss
almost entirely the role of fiction in moral thought and its power to
change our moral minds. That, however, does not mean that there
are no limits to what we can imagine in morality. The imagination,
I argue, again in contrast with Gendler’s view, is limited in morality
as elsewhere by what is logically or conceptually possible. What that
suggests is that when we enter into different moral perspectives in
fiction, we are engaged in exploring what life would be like with dif-
ferent moral concepts. In this way, investigating the problems with
the puzzle of imaginative resistance ultimately stands to show us
something important about the nature of moral thought.

2. The Puzzle of Imaginative Resistance

There seems, initially at least, to be a difference in the easewith which
we enter imaginatively into the moral and non-moral aspects of
fiction, where they differ substantially from what we take to be the
case.2 We have, it seems, for the most part, little difficulty imagining
fictional worlds that depart significantly from how we take the non-
moral world to be. But we do, it seems, have considerably more dif-
ficulty imagining fictional worlds that depart significantly from how
we take the moral world to be.
Imagining a morally different fictional world in this sense is not

simply a matter of imagining other people or societies whose values
differ significantly from our own. If that were all that were involved
in imagining a different moral world there would not even seem to be
a problem here at all. Rather, imagining a morally different fictional
world in this sense is a matter of entertaining such different values
ourselves: entertaining the thought that something we take to be
morally wrong is actually right (or vice versa) for ourselves, taking
the thought up ‘from the inside’.3 That, by contrast, seems to be an
imaginative task of a different order of difficulty entirely.

literature (e.g., Weatherson 2004; Stock 2005; Walton 2006; Todd 2009;
Levin 2011; Sauchelli 2019). Gendler and Liao (2016) present a brief tax-
onomy of responses (cf. Tuna 2020). I situate my response in relation to
the literature in Section 3 below.

2 I will use the expressions ‘imagining’ and ‘entering imaginatively into’
interchangeably.

3 The phrase comes from Diamond (2000); cf. Stock (2005).
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What, then, explains the difference between the moral and non-
moral aspects of fiction in this respect? Why is it apparently so easy
to enter imaginatively into the one and apparently so hard to enter
into the other?
Gendler calls this ‘the puzzle of imaginative resistance’ (2000,

p. 55), and she gives a number of examples to demonstrate its exist-
ence: Suppose, for instance, a story tells us not only that Macbeth ar-
ranged for Duncan to be murdered, but that he was right to do so, or
that it was unfortunate ‘only for having interfered with Macbeth’s
sleep’ (2000, p. 58); Or suppose that a poem tells us not only that
certain white men have taken it upon themselves to educate certain
non-white subjects whose lands the white men have colonised, but
that in doing so the white men are merely fulfilling their moral
duty of educating their moral and intellectual inferiors (2000,
pp. 61–62); Or suppose that a story tells us not only that Giselda
killed her own child, but that she was right to do so because ‘it was
a girl’ (2000, p. 62); Or suppose that a story tells us not only that
there are white mice, all of which are industrious, and black mice,
all of which are lazy, but that the black mice are morally undeserving
of help because they are lazy (2000, pp. 73–74).4
In each case, Gendler claims, there is a significant difference in our

ability to enter imaginatively into the moral and non-moral aspects of
the stories (2000, pp. 62–63). Thus, for instance, Gendler writes that
she has no difficulty, reading Kipling’s ‘White Man’s Burden’, im-
agining ‘that there are certain white characters who have taken it
upon themselves to initiate a group of nonwhites into the ways of
Western culture’, but that she does have difficulty imagining, as the
poem suggests, that ‘the white characters’ behaviors are a fulfillment
of their obligation to “better” those who, by virtue of their skin color,
are their natural inferior’ (2000, p. 62).
We might think that this phenomenon is just an illustration of the

boundlessness of morality: the fact that morality, as Aristotle thought
(1999, pp. 3–4 and 16–18), concerns standards we are judged by in
everything we do. But that would merely postpone the problem,
since then the question would be why morality is boundless in that
way, and specifically why it should concern even the kind of fiction
we enter into or enjoy. After all, imagining a fictional world in
which the earth is flat does not compromise our belief that it is not
flat, factually speaking: it is no threat to our understanding of the

4 The first three examples are from Moran, Kipling, and Walton; the
last is Gendler’s. Gendler’s case for the existence of the puzzle rests
almost entirely on these examples (2000, p. 61 ff.).
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(factual) world beyond the fiction.5 Why, then, should imagining a
fictional world in which murder is right be thought to compromise
our belief that it is not right, morally speaking? Why should it be a
threat to our understanding of the (moral) world beyond the
fiction? Again, we do not take our understanding of physics to be
threatened by stories about time travel, our understanding of
history to be threatened by period dramas representing events that
never took place, or our understanding of zoology to be threatened
by stories of talking animals. So why should we take our grasp of
the moral universe to be threatened by stories in which morality is
other than how we take it to be in some way? Why can’t we enter
into this aspect of the fiction, and safely leave it behind again
afterwards?
Gendler’s solution is not that we cannot enter imaginatively into

(what we take to be) morally deviant fictional worlds because what
we are being asked to imagine is logically or conceptually impossible:
logical impossibility is, according to Gendler, no obstacle to the im-
agination. Her solution is rather that we will not enter imaginatively
into (what we take to be) morally deviant fictional worlds, and she
traces that unwillingness to a general desire she claims we have not
to be manipulated into adopting views we would not otherwise
endorse (2000, p. 56), together with what she claims is our default as-
sumption that the moral aspects of fiction, unlike the non-moral
aspects, are there to be adopted by us and exported into our under-
standing of the world (2000, p. 78).6 Unlike the non-moral aspects
of fiction, then, according to Gendler, the moral aspects are generally
taken by us to be a threat to our understanding of the world beyond
the fiction.

5 Plato, famously, does hold that fiction threatens our understanding of
the world generally (1992, l. 595 ff.).

6 In Gendler’s terminology (2006), hers is a ‘wontian’, rather than
‘cantian’ solution, appealing to unwillingness rather than inability, though
that distinction is in some respects unhelpful, given the range of different
solutions falling within each category and the at times unclear separation
between them. Since my aim is to dispute the existence of the problem
itself, not any particular solution to it, I have only sketched Gendler’s solu-
tion and the reasons behind it here. As with the puzzle itself, however,
Gendler’s solution depends on a naïve view of how morality features in
fiction that she claims is our default assumption: both the view and the
claim that it is our default assumption seem implausible to me.
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3. The Role of Fiction in Moral Thought

I am going to argue that there is no puzzle of imaginative resistance.
More fully, I will argue that there is no general puzzle of imaginative
resistance (wherein what we take to be morally deviant in fiction typ-
ically tends to provoke imaginative resistance in the way Gendler
claims) and no special puzzle of imaginative resistance (wherein
what we take to be morally deviant in fiction typically tends to
provoke imaginative resistance in a way that other elements of
fiction do not).7 There is no general resistance to imagining
morally deviant worlds in fiction, and what resistance there is to
doing so is not special to deviant morality. Simply put, there just is
no comparative difference between the moral and non-moral in this
respect to be explained.8 Moreover, I will argue that we could only
think that there is a puzzle here by ignoring the role of fiction in
moral thought, and the power of fiction, for good or ill, to change
our moral minds.
My view, then, could be called eliminativist, since I am claiming

that there is no phenomenon of imaginative resistance to be ex-
plained. As Gendler and Liao use that term, however, it is associated
with a range of views that I reject, such as that there is a philosophic-
ally interesting phenomenon here, that the phenomenon is simply
more restricted thanGendler claims, that the phenomenon can be ex-
plained by a lack of context, and that the phenomenon raises several
distinct but familiar problems rather than a single new one (2016,
pp. 409–410; cf. Tuna 2020).9 These views simply do not go far
enough: there is no phenomenon requiring explanation as Gendler
describes it. What is philosophically interesting here is a failure to
look and see what moral thinking in fiction is really like that reveals
itself in the idea that there is a phenomenon requiring explanation
at all.

7 In claiming that there is no general puzzle of imaginative resistance,
I am not simply claiming that there are exceptions to it: I am claiming
that there is no significant difference between the moral and non-moral re-
quiring explanation here. As I argue below, it is common for us to enter into
different moral perspectives in fiction, and in many cases it would be a
failing on our part were we not to do so.

8 Thus, although I shall argue that we cannot imagine what is logically
impossible, I am not offering a ‘cantian’ explanation of the phenomenon of
imaginative resistance: there is no such phenomenon to be explained.

9 Both Gendler and Liao (2016) and Tuna (2020) cite Stock (2005) in
connection with eliminativism. But Stock explicitly claims to be explaining
the phenomenon, not denying its existence (2005, p. 608).
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The claim that there is no puzzle of imaginative resistance might
seem strange: Not only is there a basic plausibility to the idea that
we have difficulty imagining to be true what we take to be morally
deviant views or entering imaginatively into fiction that presents
such views, but the claim itself seems problematic morally. After
all, it would be worrying if you did not find it hard to enter imagina-
tively into the examples Gendler discusses: if, for instance, you did
not find it hard to imagine that murder is right, or that it is okay to
kill female children because they are female, or that racism is
morally justified, that would be a sign that there is something
morally very wrong with you.
But I am not claiming that we find it easy to enter into Gendler’s

examples. I am not even claiming that we can enter into them.
Rather, what I am claiming is twofold: first, that the examples
Gendler provides are bad examples, and therefore they don’t show
what Gendler claims them to show, since together they present an
impoverished view of the ways in which morality can feature in
fiction and of how fiction can draw us imaginatively into different
moral perspectives; second, that when we look at other examples
taken from actual works of fiction that do present us with moral
perspectives different from our own, the idea that there is a puzzle
of imaginative resistance at all is simply absurd. I shall take these
points in turn.
The first problem with Gendler’s examples is simply that they are

bad as literature, and part of the reason that they can seem persuasive
is simply that we do not compare them with examples that are similar
in that respect.10Whereas Gendler invites us to call tomind, as exam-
ples of (what might be called) ‘factually deviant’ fictions, works like
Macbeth, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, and The Lord of the
Rings (2000, pp. 56–57) that are developed at length and (to many)
highly engaging, Gendler’s examples of morally-deviant fictions
are neither of those things: they consist of a sentence or two or a
few lines, and (with the possible exception of Kipling’s poem) they
display little in the way of literary merit. It is not that you cannot

10 The first (and philosophically least significant) of these three pro-
blems is also noted by Sauchelli (2019) in relation to the examples given
in the literature on imaginative resistance more generally. Sauchelli’s
point, however, is purely methodological, about how to study imaginative
resistance (2019, pp. 164–65 and 177–78): he does not doubt the existence
of the phenomenon itself. By contrast, I deny there is a phenomenon requir-
ing explanation.
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produce something engaging in so few words.11 It is that it takes a
great deal of skill to do so, and Gendler’s examples just do not
display that kind of skill. If we compare cases that are equally good
or equally bad the differences disappear.12
The second problem with Gendler’s examples is that they all

involve cases where the moral of the story is simply stated, and
stated, moreover, in the authorial or narratorial voice. We are not
shown what a different moral perspective looks like in practice. We
are not shown characters withmoral views or attitudes apparently dif-
ferent from our own in the stream of their lives.We are not brought to
care about, sympathise with, like, admire or trust those characters in
any way.We are not shownwhat pressures lead them to think or act in
the ways they do, or how their behaviour impacts on them and those
around them. Instead, we are told to imagine that Macbeth was right
to kill Duncan, we are told that white men have a burden to ‘better’
their inferior non-white subjects, we are told that Giselda was right
to kill her female child, and we are told that the lazy black mice are
undeserving of the industrious white mice’s help.
But this is not how good fiction typically gets us to imagine any-

thing, let alone how it gets us to imagine our way into fantastical
worlds or moral perspectives that differ significantly from our own.
Stories about time-travel, for instance, to take one of Gendler’s exam-
ples, rarely simply state that time-travel is possible, and if they do, it is
typically a character within the fiction rather than an authorial or nar-
ratorial voice that does so, and the statement is often greeted by that
character or others with a resistance that mirrors our own, only for
their resistance (and, hopefully, ours with it) to be broken down as
the narrative proceeds.13
The third problem with Gendler’s examples is that Gendler treats

them as if they all involve a sharp distinction between the moral and
non-moral. It is that distinction, according to which the moral can be
neatly compartmentalised, rather than the fact/value distinction per
se, that is crucial to the idea that there is a puzzle of imaginative resist-
ance to be solved.14 But arguably that distinction is problematic even

11 See, for instance, Monterroso (1995, p. 42).
12 If, for instance, we compare ‘Giselda was right to kill her female

child’ and ‘Giselda travelled back in time to the eighteenth century’, there
is no apparent difference to explain.

13 See, for instance, Nesbø (2014, pp. 145–46) or Marvel (2019, 32–35
minutes).

14 It is, for instance, this idea, rather than the fact/value distinction, that
is common to both cognitivist and non-cognitivist responses to the puzzle.
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in relation to some ofGendler’s own examples. The facts we are asked
to imagine in Kipling’s poem, for instance, that certain white men
have taken it upon themselves to educate their non-white subjects
who have respondedwith ingratitude to these attempts at their better-
ment, are in that context not separable from the basic moral premise
of the poem, that the white men are morally and intellectually super-
ior to those subjects, who stand in need of being civilised against their
will. Likewise, the basic facts of the story of the mice, that there are
white mice, all of whom are industrious, and black mice, all of
whom are lazy, are obviously bound up with the racist moral of the
story from the start; hence, if we resist entering imaginatively into
the moral of the story, we should resist entering imaginatively into
the basic facts of the story as well, even if some of those facts (e.g.
that there are white mice and black mice) are not only possible, but
actual.15
More importantly, the idea that morality tends to feature in litera-

ture in such a neatly compartmentalised way, let alone that it tends to
feature that way in good literature, or that it always features in litera-
ture in that way, simply does not stand up to scrutiny. To give just
one example, the Iliad’s moral reflection on war, with very few excep-
tions,16 is not contained in neatly compartmentalised statements
about or comments upon the facts of the war. It is contained in the
descriptions of the facts themselves: in the graphic descriptions of
death in battle (e.g. Homer 1998, Bk. 4, ll. 600–616, Bk. 5, ll.
72–83, 321–29, and 666–78, Bk. 13, ll. 749–51, Bk. 16, ll. 389–413
and 854–65) and the contrast between those deaths and the injuries
to Aphrodite (Bk. 5, ll. 380–494) and Ares (Bk. 5, ll. 973–1050), in
the glimpses of lives now lost and of those (parents, wives, children)
left behind (e.g. Bk. 5, ll. 76–83 and 168–77, Bk. 6, ll. 14–33), in the
metaphors used to depict the killing (e.g. Bk. 5, ll. 637–40, Bk. 8, ll.
349–53, Bk. 13, ll. 452–58) or the battle more generally (e.g. Bk. 4, ll.
517–28, Bk. 11, ll. 76–86, Bk. 15, ll. 722–40), in Hector’s estrange-
ment from various aspects of civilised life on his return to the city
(Bk. 6, ll. 280 ff.), in the breakdown of the heroes’ values as the
battle progresses (e.g. Bk. 6, ll. 53–77 and 77–83, Bk. 16, ll.
866–73), in the use of the second-person to address a character imme-
diately before their death (Bk. 16, ll. 914–16 and 943–45), in the

15 Gendler acknowledges this with respect to her story about the mice
(2000, p. 74), without realising how problematic it is for her account.

16 One possible exception is Homer (1997, Bk. 13, ll. 356–57), though
the alternative translation in Homer (1998, Bk. 13, ll. 398–99) lacks an expli-
citly moral dimension.
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depiction of the cosmos and the place of war within human life on
Achilles’ shield (Bk. 18, ll. 558–709), in the self-destructive image
of Achilles killing Hector when Hector is dressed head-to-toe in
Achilles’ armour (Bk. 22, ll. 374–86) or of the Greeks laying siege
to what is depicted as a recognisably Greek civilization (Bk 6, ll.
283 ff.), in the fact that Achilles, having killed Hector, does not
then sail home to a long life in Phthia, preferring instead an early
death at Troy, though there is nothing except his self-evaluation to
stop him leaving (Bk. 24, ll. 559–790), and so on. In none of these
cases is the moral aspect separate from the facts of the story. It is a
matter of what the facts are: of which facts are represented and how
they are represented. Thus, to enter imaginatively into the facts of
the story here is to enter imaginatively into the moral world of the
story: there is no doing one without the other.17
All in all, then, Gendler’s examples are not fit to make the kind of

point she wants them to make. Together, they present too crude a
picture of both fiction andmorality to establish the existence of a phe-
nomenon that requires explanation here. If wewant to know if there is
a general difference in the easewith which we enter imaginatively into
‘factually deviant’ and morally deviant fictions, then, we need to look
elsewhere, at actual cases of fiction that present us with moral per-
spectives different from our own. But when we do that, the idea
that we do typically or generally struggle to enter imaginatively into
such perspectives is simply absurd.18
Take (the idea of) revenge, for instance.Most of us probably do not

think that revenge is good or right or just. Most of us, I would guess,
would agree with Socrates, in principle at least, when he says that we
should never do wrong or, when wronged, inflict wrong in return,
and that we should never mistreat anyone or, when mistreated by
someone, mistreat them in return (Plato 2002, ll. 49b–c).
Nevertheless, many of us enjoy revenge fiction, and it is often
central to our appreciation of it that we enter imaginatively into the
possibility that revenge is required, morally, in doing so. If, in

17 This point has been forcefully made by Iris Murdoch, Cora
Diamond and Alice Crary in other contexts (e.g. Murdoch 1956, 1986,
and 1993; Diamond 1996a, 1996b, and 1996c; Crary 2007).

18 This is not to say that there are no cases where we struggle to enter
imaginatively into the moral aspects of fiction: most of us can readily
think of examples of this. What I am claiming is that such cases do not con-
stitute anything like the rule here. Insofar as there is a rule at all, the rule is
that there is no significant difference between the moral and non-moral
aspects of fiction in terms of our ability to enter imaginatively into them.
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reading the Iliad, you do not share the sense that Achilles has to kill
Hector in revenge for Patroclus, then you will not be able to appreci-
ate how the poem unfolds after Patroclus’ death. If you cannot even
imagine that Achilles might be required, morally, to take revenge
upon Hector, then you will not be able to understand why Achilles
does what he does there at all. Likewise, if, in reading Aeschylus’
Oresteia (2003), you cannot imagine how it could seem right to
Clytemnestra to kill Agamemnon in revenge for Iphigenia, or how
it can seem right to Orestes to kill Clytemnestra in revenge for
Agamemnon, you will miss entirely the moral force of the trilogy.
That is not because the Oresteia is unambiguously in favour of
violent revenge as means of justice, but because it is not unambigu-
ously for or against it. The trilogy as a whole is an argument
without a clear conclusion: to appreciate that argument, we have to
be able to appreciate both sides of it.19 In both examples, we
cannot explain what goes on when we enter imaginatively into
these works simply in terms of any pleasure wemay experience in im-
agining revenge: What we have to be able to imagine, if we are to
understand them at all, is that revenge is required, morally,
whether we like it or not.
Similarly, take police corruption, for instance. Most of us would,

again, I think, hold that police corruption is morally bad. But corrup-
tion is a staple of police dramas, and in many cases our engagement as
viewers is premised on our wanting the characters involved to get
away with it without being appropriately punished. In the drama
Spiral (MHZ 2013), for instance, the character Gilou repeatedly
engages in corrupt behavior, often dragging other members of his
team into further corruption as a consequence: he accidently shoots
someone, tampers with evidence, steals from a crime scene, and so
on. But if, as a viewer, you do not want him and his colleagues to
succeed in covering up his actions, if you are hoping that he is
caught and appropriately punished, then you are not entering prop-
erly into the events of the drama. It is crucial to our engagement
with those events that we are invested sufficiently in his character

19 Fiction in which morally bad characters ultimately suffer (and so in
which revenge is taken, one could say, by the universe) presents a similar
example. It is a form of justice, in Jurassic Park (Universal Studios,
1993), that the character whose actions lead to the dinosaurs escaping and
eating people, is also eaten by a dinosaur: in being eaten, he gets his just
rewards. But the idea that he deserves to be eaten by a dinosaur (or the
tooth-for-a-tooth principle it instantiates) would, I think, be no part of
many viewers’ moral schemes outside the movie.
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to want him to get away with it, even if, outside the fiction, we would
not, for moral reasons. The tension that we experience as viewers that
makes the drama successful as a drama comes not from the hope that
Gilou and his colleagues will be caught and appropriately punished
for their corruption, but from the hope that they will not, combined
with the fear that they might. For us to feel that tension, we have to
view as desirable or good a course of events that we would not other-
wise view as such.
The strength of these examples, of course, depends not only on

what moral views, and attitudes we have to start with, but also on
whether we do respond, individually, to the examples in the ways de-
scribed. But part of what I am suggesting is not just that it is common
for us to enter imaginatively into different moral worlds in response
to works of fiction,20 but also that, in cases like these, it would be a
sign of our failure as readers or as viewers were we not to do so: we
would be bad as readers or viewers were we not to enter into such per-
spectives in responding to them.
That might sound like a version of what Wimsatt and Beardsley

(1949) called ‘the affective fallacy’: the fallacy of confusing the
meaning of a work with its effect upon the reader. But first, what we
are talking about in connection with the puzzle of imaginative resist-
ance is precisely the effect of the work upon the reader (or audience),
and second, the affective fallacy just is not a fallacy anyway, since the
effect upon the reader is often crucial to the meaning of a work and
its significance for us: trying to make sense of what is so great about
the Iliad without mentioning how Achilles’ story is apt to move us is
hopeless; trying to explain what makes Oedipus the King peerless as a
tragedy without mentioning the combination of elation and despair
it is apt to produce in us as Oedipus vainly, hopelessly, seeks to reassert
control over his fate by plucking out his own eyes, would be absurd. If
you leave out the effects these texts are apt to have upon us, you leave
out an essential part of what makes them so great.
To think that there is a general problem entering imaginatively into

different moral views and perspectives in fiction, then, is to miss
almost entirely the role that fiction plays in moral thinking, and its
power to change ourmoral minds: to draw us into newmoral perspec-
tives, for better or worse, and to show us what they are like from the

20 Game of Thrones (HBO, 2011) offers many other examples by
drawing us into moral perspectives that many would find objectionable
and exposing the way in which we are drawn into such perspectives in
other works of fiction by breaking narrative conventions that instantiate ob-
jectionable moral principles.
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inside. Entering imaginatively into a different moral perspective in
this way may take very different forms. We may be brought to feel
the necessity of a certain course of action. We may be lead to sympa-
thise with a character or understand more fully their situation and
choices. We may come to appreciate similarities or differences that
we were not previously aware of, or analogies or distinctions we did
not see could be made. We may be brought to share an emotional re-
sponse or set of expectations that we would otherwise not share. We
may simply become accustomed to certain conduct, through its re-
peated representation to us. In these kinds of ways, we may,
reading the Iliad or Oresteia, be brought to imagine that revenge is
good; We may, watching Spiral, find ourselves on the side of the
corrupt; We may, reading Lolita, begin to see things from the per-
spective of a pædophile; We may, reading Paradise Lost, come to
feel sympathy for the devil. The point is that it is not even rare to
find ourselves, in responding to fiction, taking up a position
morally that we would not otherwise want to occupy, or that
outside the fiction we would disown, whether we realise it or not.
The fact that these things are possible, if the fiction is good
enough, is what makes fiction so important, morally, and potentially
so dangerous too.21
None of this means that we experience no difficulty at all in

imagining different moral worlds in fiction, no matter what the
views or attitudes on display or how good or bad the fiction. But
then we may also experience difficulty in entering imaginatively
into all kinds of other things in fiction too. We may be alienated by
the politics of Ayn Rand, the sexual fantasies of E. L. James, the
social world of Marcel Proust, the ghoulish horror of
H. P. Lovecraft, the tedious interruptions of George Eliot, or the
overbearing stage directions of George Bernard Shaw. We may not
find the Marvel universe so marvelous. We may struggle with Karl
Ove Knausgård’s My Struggle. We may even experience difficulty
imagining what we fear is right, morally, too, perhaps even more so
than what we think is wrong: we may resist acknowledging that we
are wrong even when we know it, or simply that we might be
wrong when we know that too.22 The idea that we encounter a
quite special resistance to imagining what we take to be morally
wrong in fiction is just that: fiction.

21 See Plato (1992, ll. 605c–607b).
22 KristinBoyce has suggested tome thatwhatwe resist is self-knowledge,

whichwould explain our unwillingness to imaginewhat we fear is, ormight be
true in morality.
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4. The Limits of the Imagination

I have argued that to think there is a puzzle of imaginative resistance is
to miss almost entirely the role of fiction in moral thought and its
power to change our moral minds. The appearance of a phenomenon
of imaginative resistance, of a difference in the ease with which we
enter into morally and non-morally deviant fictions, ultimately
depends upon a failure to look and see what role fiction actually
plays in moral life.
But that does not mean that there are no limits at all to what we can

imagine in morality, and it would be a mistake to conclude that there
are none. What I shall argue now, again in opposition to Gendler, is
that the imagination is limited in morality by logic: in morality as
elsewhere, we cannot imaginewhat is logically or conceptually impos-
sible. Therefore, if ‘murder is right’, say, is logically or conceptually
impossible, then it is unimaginable too.
That point is important not simply as a corrective to Gendler’s

views, but for what it suggests about the role of fiction and the im-
agination in moral thought and the nature of moral thought itself.
What it suggests, I shall argue in the final section below, is that
when we enter imaginatively into different moral perspectives in
fiction, we are involved in revising our moral concepts to bring new
possibilities into view. Ultimately, I shall argue, it is that role for
fiction and the imagination in moral thought that we overlook in
taking there to be a puzzle of imaginative resistance at all. In this
section, I begin with the question of whether we can imagine what
is logically or conceptually impossible in general, before returning
specifically to morality.
Why, then, think that we cannot imagine what is logically or con-

ceptually impossible? Take Wittgenstein’s example: ‘Every rod has a
length’ (2009, §251). The problem with imagining a rod that has no
length is not that it is so very hard to do. The problem is that there
is nothing to do here at all. To imagine a rod is to imagine something
with a length. To imagine something with no length is not to imagine
a rod. There is no room in the middle for the imagination to occupy.
We cannot imagine what is conceptually impossible because there is
no such thing.23
But if you cannot imagine a rod with no length, then you cannot

even say that you cannot imagine a rod with no length: that is, you
cannot say it and mean it, because there is nothing there to mean.

23 See, e.g., Conant (1991) and Diamond (1996d, p. 195 ff). For an ap-
plication of these ideas to ethics, see Dain (2014) and (2018).
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Thewords are simply senseless. That, ultimately, is the problemwith
the idea that the imagination is not limited by what is logically or con-
ceptually possible: there is nothing beyond that limit for the imagin-
ation to get hold of. The words we use to try to capture what we are
supposed to be imagining are empty.24
To say that the imagination is limited by logic, then, is not to imply

that there are things that we can specify or point to beyond that limit
that we cannot imagine: the limit is not a boundary between two
spaces as the term might suggest. One could, therefore, just as well
say that there is no limit to the imagination at all insofar as there is
nothing that we can specify or point to that we cannot imagine, so
long as that is not taken to imply that we can imagine what is not
logically possible after all. The point is simply that whatever is im-
aginable is possible too (cf. Wittgenstein 1974, §3.02–3.031 and
§5.4731).
It is of course possible to imagine someone who sincerely believes

that they can imagine something logically or conceptually impossible
as, for instance, Graham Priest claims that it is possible to imagine a
box that is empty and contains a statue (1997, pp. 575–76 and
579–81).25 But that does not make it plausible that we can imagine
such things. We may think that we can imagine, or think, or
believe, or even just say something, and still be wrong about that.
Merely insisting that we can imagine something conceptually impos-
sible is not an adequate means of defending the idea that we can.
To defend that idea, to make it remotely plausible that we can

imagine something conceptually impossible, we would need to be
able to say something substantive about what the impossibility is
that we are supposed to be able to imagine.26 Without that, we have
no reason to think that there is anything here to be imagined at all.
But we cannot do that without thereby articulating a genuine possi-
bility that could make sense of our words where currently they
seem to have none. Thus, anything we could say in defence of the
idea that we are imagining something would itself count against the

24 We could of course still give them a sense (see Diamond 1996e, p. 267
ff.).

25 That is, not a box that is empty apart from a statue, or a box that con-
tains a statue and is otherwise empty, but a box that is absolutely empty and
contains a statue.

26 In Priest’s example, we would need to be able to say something not
simply about what it is for a box to be empty and for a box to contain a
statue, but about what it is for it to be empty and to contain a statue at the
same time.
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idea that what we are imagining is conceptually impossible: it would,
if successful, show that what we are imagining is not impossible after
all (cf. Conant andDain 2011, pp. 69–72). Hence, the idea that we can
imagine what is conceptually impossible is indefensible: it cannot co-
herently be defended except by mere insistence, and mere insistence
is no defence.
Priest tries to defend the claim that we can imagine an empty box

that contains a statue by telling a story in which the characters dis-
cover a box that they take to be empty despite knowing it contains
a statue. But the story adds nothing to the basic claim that we can
imagine this. In particular, it does nothing to make intelligible the
claim that the box is empty despite containing something or to
explain why the characters in the story believe it is empty despite be-
lieving it to contain something. The characters in the story seem
either not to understand the words they use, or to mean something
quite different by them.
We might think nevertheless that things are different when it comes

to more complex cases (in mathematics, for instance) where we are not
surewhether what we are trying to imagine is conceptually impossible,
or where it takes a great deal of thought to appreciate that it is. If, for
instance, it is impossible for there to be an even number that is not the
sum of two primes, it is not obvious that it is. In that kind of case, it is
quite natural to think that we can imagine what is conceptually impos-
sible. In fact, that might even seem to follow from the fact that we can
consider whether these things are possible at all.
But again, we may think that we imagine something, and we may

think that our words make sense, but that does not show that we
are imagining something or that our words do make sense. What
we discover, whenwe discover that something we took to be thinkable
is not possible at all, is precisely that there is nothing to be imagined
where we thought there was. We discover that we only thought we
could imagine something because we did not understand what we
thought we could imagine, or that whatever we were able to
imagine is not what we thought it was. We discover that we were no
different from someone who thinks they can imagine a rod with no
length, or a shade of red that is not a colour.
The confusion behind Priest’s view is that terms like ‘possible’,

‘impossible’ and ‘necessary’ are themselves terms that apply to possi-
bilities, as if some possibilities are merely possible, others are neces-
sary, and others are impossible.27 They are taken to function as terms

27 Priest, for instance, talks of impossible situations or worlds (1997,
p. 580): these are just synonyms for impossible possibilities.
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for categorising possibilities, not for distinguishing between what is
possible and what is not. In that way, we seem to be able to ask
whether certain impossible possibilities are necessarily impossible
possibilities, or whether there could be worlds in which they are pos-
sible possibilities. But to say that something is impossible is not to say
that it is a possibility that is impossible, and so that it is both possible
and impossible at the same time. It is to say that it is not a possibility
at all. Thus, when we find ourselves asking whether something (an
even number not the sum of two primes, say) is possible or not, we
are not asking whether the possibility we are imagining is merely pos-
sible or also (as well as being possible) impossible too: we are asking
whether there really is a possibility here to be imagined or not.28
That confusion itself rests on the idea that we understand sentences

compositionally, by understanding what the individual words mean
(words such as ‘box’, ‘empty’, or ‘statue’), together with the way
that they are combined to form a sentence, so that we seem then to
be able to understand sentences purporting to express impossible
possibilities. But the fact that we cannot elaborate on, or articulate,
or specify what the words, in that combination, mean in this
context is itself evidence for thinking that this is not all there is to
meaning and understanding: that the fact that we are familiar with
these words, and these kinds of combinations, in other contexts
gives rise to an illusion of understanding something here where
there is, as yet, nothing to be understood.29
Gendler, by contrast with Priest, argues that we can imagine some-

thing conceptually impossible by focusing our attention on certain
features of the relevant concepts not others: we can, for instance,
Gendler claims, imagine that twelve is not the sum of five and
seven by imagining something which shares some of the features of
twelve, while ignoring others, such as that it is the sum of five and
seven (2000, pp. 67–70). But it really matters which features what
we are imagining has. It cannot merely be that what we are imagining
shares with twelve the feature of being a number (like fourteen) or of
being signified by the sign ‘twelve’ (which we might use to signify
another number, like fourteen): that would just be to imagine a
number that is not the sum of five and seven, and there is nothing im-
possible about that. For what we imagine to be conceptually impos-
sible, for it to be that twelve (not some other number) is not the sum
of five and seven, we need something other than that. The problem is
that the features that whatever we are imagining needs to share with

28 See, for instance, Conant (1991).
29 See, for instance, Diamond (1996f), Dain (2008), and Dain (2019).
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twelve, if what we are doing is to count as imagining twelve at all, are
those features that are essential to that concept. But it is precisely
those features that what we are imagining must also not have if we
are to imagine something conceptually impossible. Thus, we would
have to imagine something that has and does not have those features.
Nothing Gendler says makes it plausible that we can do that, and so
her account does not help to show how we could imagine something
logically or conceptually impossible.30
Like Priest, Gendler defends her claim by telling a story: in this

case, one in which God decrees (among other things) that five and
seven do not make twelve (2000, pp. 67–68). But again like Priest,
it is not clear how the story is supposed to make it plausible that
this claim is intelligible or imaginable. To say that this claim is true
in the context of the fiction is not yet to tell us what, if anything, it
means there. So we can grant, as Gendler says, that she has told a
story in which this claim is true (2000, p. 68). The problem is that
we don’t know what it means, and hence we don’t know what it
would be to imagine it is true.31 For it to be intelligible, we would
need muchmore detail about what exactly it involves. But again, pro-
viding such details would be a way of giving a sense to the words by
articulating a possibility, such as that God decrees a simple change in
the use of the word ‘twelve’.32
Before turning back to morality, I want to discuss an objection to

my argument here, which is this: If, as I have argued, we cannot
even say what is conceptually impossible, then some of what I have
written in arguing for that view is itself empty nonsense. I have, for

30 Stock (2003) argues on similar grounds thatGendler’s account here is
inconsistent with several central theories of concepts.

31 For instance, what would mathematics be like if its truths were
subject to change by decree? What other changes would we have to make
to accommodate this one? What should we answer, when asked for the
sum of five and seven?

32 Stock (2005) also stresses the role of context in response to Gendler,
but our views are very different. First, Stock aims to explain the phenom-
enon of imaginative resistance; second, Stock’s focus is not logical impossi-
bility but what she calls a contingent inability to see how some logical
possibility could be true, which Stock claims explains many cases of im-
aginative resistance; third, the role of context for Stock lies in overcoming
that inability, by showing us how something the meaning of which we
already understand could be true (2005, p. 619). By contrast, I have
argued there is no phenomenon of imaginative resistance, my focus is
logical impossibility, and the role of context for me is in giving a meaning
to something that as yet has none.
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instance, given various examples: of a rod that has no length, an
empty box that contains a statue, twelve not being the sum of five
and seven. But if we cannot say what we cannot imagine, then
when I have given these examples I have said nothing at all.33 This
is true. The words we use to try to capture what we want to say in
such cases fail to make sense.34 But what that shows is not that we
can say or think such things after all. It shows how easily we are
taken in by the mere appearance of sense where there is none, and
so just how big a challenge faces those, like Priest and Gendler,
who want to insist on the basis of such appearances that we can
imagine something where there is nothing to be imagined.
We cannot, then, I have argued, imagine what is logically or con-

ceptually impossible, even if we want to: the imagination is limited
by what is logically possible. That goes for morality as for anything
else. If it is not even possible for, say, murder to be right, then
there is simply no imagining or saying that it is. For something to
count as murder in that case just would be for it to be wrong.35
(I am not here saying that ‘murder is right’ is conceptually
impossible: maybe it is; maybe it isn’t. What I am concerned with
is what would be the case if it were conceptually impossible.)
Likewise, if, for instance, it is part of our concept of cruelty that
cruelty is morally wrong, then we cannot simply imagine that
cruelty itself, just as such, is kind. To imagine that cruelty itself is
kind we would have to imagine that what we call ‘cruelty’ takes the
place in our conceptual lives that kindness occupies: for instance,
that everything that we previously would have called ‘cruel’ we now
call ‘kind’, and that we now respond in the ways we respond to
kindness to what we previously considered cruel, and so on (see
Dain 2014, pp. 5–6). But if cruelty is by definition wrong, then
there is no doing that: anything that we think of in those ways will
not be cruel. We could only imagine this if cruelty referred, not to
something by definition wrong, but to some set of actions or

33 This problem is central toWittgenstein’s philosophy, early and later.
34 Reasoning with nonsense is, I think, like reasoning with variables: we

take the words to function as a proposition or sub-propositional part of the
grammatical form that they superficially resemble.

35 That does not mean that we cannot imagine something that shares all
of the natural features of murder, minus the evaluative element, being right.
If we can disentangle the evaluative and the factual parts that together make
up our concept of murder it may be possible to do this. But it is not clear that
we really can disentangle the evaluative and the factual in this way, and the
concept of murder that resulted from that disentangling would be a different
concept from the entangled one we started with.
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occurrences, picked out in entirely naturalistic terms, which we could
think of in different ways: now as good, now as bad.
Although fiction has the power, then, for better or for worse, to

draw us imaginatively into new and different moral perspectives, it
cannot help us to enter imaginatively into moral perspectives
that are, or would be conceptually impossible. There simply is
no doing that, because there is nothing there to be imagined at all.
We are limited in what we can imagine in morality by logic, as
everywhere else.

5. Imagination, Fiction and Morality again

I have argued that there is no puzzle of imaginative resistance, and to
think there is, is to miss almost entirely the role of fiction and imagin-
ation in moral thought. But that, I have also argued, does not mean
there are no limits to the imagination in morality: we cannot
imagine what is logically impossible, because there is no such thing.
Together, these two claims have significant consequences for our

understanding of the nature of moral thought itself, and the role of
fiction and imagination within it, and I want in conclusion to bring
those consequences out by pointing to what might at least seem to
be a tension between the two claims as I have argued for them. In
arguing for the first claim, for instance, I have suggested that we
can imagine things like revenge being good, but in arguing for the
second I have suggested that we might not be able to imagine that
murder is right. What is the difference supposed to be between
these two cases? Why should one be imaginable and the other not?
I want to suggest, surprisingly perhaps, that there is no difference

between them. When we imagine that revenge is good, we imagine
what life would be like with a different concept of revenge, one that
shares enough in commonwith our concept of revenge for it to be rec-
ognisable as an alternative to that concept, rather than something
wholly unconnected to it, but one that nevertheless occupies a very
different role in our thinking, with a range of different connections
to other concepts, judgments, and actions.36 We imagine a different
moral practice, woven from different moral concepts: an alternative
form of life. Thus, in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, for instance, we do not
simply see a clash between two contrasting attitudes towards a
single concept of revenge: we see two different forms of life, centering

36 I am in effect suggesting here (contrary to my view inDain 2018) that
sentences like ‘revenge is bad’ function as grammatical propositions.
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on two different concepts of revenge, vying with one another. What
we are asked to do as the audience is not simply to consider
whether revenge is good or bad, but to weigh two different forms
of life against one another, centering on two different conceptions
of revenge: one in which it is something required of us; one in
which it is not. What we imagine on this account, then, when we
imagine revenge being good, is not something logically impossible,
but it is all the same something that is not available for thought
with the concepts we start out with. We have to rethink the concept
to make sense of what we are being asked to imagine. There is
nothing to stop us rethinking or revising any of our moral concepts
in this way too, including even the concept of murder.37
Reflecting on, rethinking or revising ourmoral concepts in this way

is the work of the imagination, and there is no right or wrong, valid or
invalid method of doing that. No matter how good our reasoning in
morality may be, then, we are always at the mercy of the imagination
and its contribution to how we conceptualise the moral world. Thus,
the only certainty there can be in morality is the certainty of commit-
ment, not of knowledge: our moral knowledge is always relative to the
concepts we use in making sense of the world.
The imagination, then, I want to suggest, plays a much more fun-

damental role in moral thought than wemight think, shaping our un-
derstanding of the moral landscape itself through the concepts we
bring to bear upon it, and thinking through the problems with the
puzzle of imaginative resistance can lead us to see that. The power
of fiction to change our moral minds, the power that Gendler and
others miss in thinking that there is a puzzle of imaginative resistance
at all, is the power to reshape our entire moral world in this way.
Fiction is not the only thing that can do that,38 but it is perhaps
uniquely well placed to do it.39
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