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Introduction and summary

The imagination is an undeniably important concept in philosophy. To take one famous example, Descartes appealed to imaginative capacities in arguments for his substance dualism. Simplifying, since from the fact that he could imagine, clearly, a mind without a body, Descartes inferred that the two can be separated and are thus neither of them essential to the other. And so, as a matter of metaphysics, the mind and body are distinct substances. Nevermind what one thinks about the success of this argument. What’s relevant is the method; Descartes has engaged in a thought experiment, and imagination (at least on one interpretation) is central to this kind of thinking. Imagination is pivotal in this way to many philosophical arguments.

Philosophers of course possess no special claim on the imagination. A scientist may engage in the same kinds of thought experiments, often employing her imaginations in the process. Artists clearly do the same, imagining how this or that change might affect the direction of a current creation. And you and I, in ordinary circumstances use our imaginations to broadly similar ends: to solve a problem, to consider possible outcomes of a decision, or simply to entertain ourselves during an idle moment. Imaginings can be vivid or superficial, cognitively demanding or easy, deliberate or spontaneous, purposeful or free-floating. Clearly, imagination is an important, pervasive, and enjoyable part of human life. 

In spite of this importance, imagination is not a traditionally dominant research topic in philosophy or the cognitive sciences. It was of course used in ancient and modern philosophy, either to formulate or motivate a thesis, but rarely analyzed or explained as a primary subject matter. This changed some in the 20th century—at least on the European continent—with existentialists like Sartre providing a devoted analysis to the phenomenon (Sartre 1940). But not until the cloud of behaviourism had passed, and then some, did philosophers (and psychologists) in the Anglo-American tradition turn to the imagination more centrally. The last few decades have witnessed a birth of interest in the phenomenon, with applications in areas as disparate as philosophy of art, philosophy of language, and philosophy of science. Psychologists have taken up the task as well, examining the imagination and its relation to autism and other cognitive disorders, folk psychology (or mindreading), and child development, among others. In spite of the richness of this recent literature, there are few book-length treatments of the imagination as such. 

This book attempts to fill this gap. While informed by careful survey of the recent literature, the primary goal is to provide an analysis of the imagination simpliciter. This will require some treatment of the imagination in particular contexts and applications, but where the latter are selected for what they reveal about the imagination as a generally important psychological phenomenon worthy of independent study. So we will attempt to give an answer—hopefully useful to the newcomer and specialist alike—to a very basic question: What is the imagination? 

Our approach will be in the broad tradition of analytic philosophy, but with significant attention to the phenomenology of the imagination and to a variety of relevant empirical data. 

We divide the book into two parts. In §I we provide an architecture of the imagination: its basic structure as a mental capacity and how it interacts with other parts of the mind. §II concerns how the imagination is put to use for theoretical, practical, and cognitive means. Our choice of topics in II will no doubt leave important issues untouched. But we have selected the issues we have, over others, because we feel they provide the best lessons about the imagination. That is to say, the architecture of the imagination (explicitly taken up in I) is best and finally given in the light of analyzing the problems and issues in II. 

Target audience and comparable texts

The book will target advanced undergraduate and graduate philosophy students, and non-specialist academic colleagues. We think the book will also be accessible to non-academic readers, namely, to any motivated reader interested in the philosophy and/or science of the mind.

As mentioned above, there are few book-length treatments focusing just on the imagination. Walton 1990, and Currie and Ravenscroft 2002, and McGinn 2006 may be the only relevant monographs. But in many ways, these texts, in spite of their great importance, do not provide as accessible and general a treatment as ours would. Walton 1990 theorizes imagination as a method of theorizing representational arts, and Currie and Ravenscroft 2002 and McGinn 2006 target a specialized philosophical and cognitive scientific audience. Other texts include Gendler 2011b and Nichols 2006b. Our text would, we think, thus complement these and other texts by better enabling the newcomer to approach such specialized literature. 

I. An architecture of the imagination

1. Motivating a psychological mode of analysis

What should a theory of the imagination do for us?  One traditional sort of philosophical approach to giving a theory of X is that of intuitive extension mapping: considering various cases of phenomena, real or hypothetical, and consult our intuitive judgments about which cases are, or are not, instances of X.  Then theories of X are to be measured against how well they predict the X-ness of those cases.  Although such extension mappings may have their place when we are trying to understand what our shared folk theory or concept of X might be, nonetheless it is a poor method for getting a substantive account of X.  Our intuitions about, say, cars might tell us what is commonly held to be true of cars – but we have no reason to think that it will tell us much about cars themselves, unless we have some reason to think that our intuitions are particularly well-schooled on matters automotive.  Moreover, such accounts even when accurate tend to be explanatorily thin; being able to sort cars from non-cars may not do very much to tell us how cars work.  So, although some superficial aspects of the imagination might be ones that intuitions can track, we are going to pursue a different kind of analytic project: that of naturalistic explication.  We will try to get at the question, not of what counts as imagination, but rather what the imagination is, and how it works.

As befits an explanatory project, we start with a set of explananda that, we claim, any account of the imagination should account for. These will include:

A. Dual targets: imagination has both propositional (imagining that P) and objectual (imagining an X) forms

B. Logical independence of imagination and belief: one can imagine that P without believing that P, though one also can both imagine P and believe P at the same time

C. Variable affective & cognitive richness of the imagination: imagining that P, or imagining an X, can and often does have affective and other cognitive (e.g., inferential, priming, etc.) consequences highly similar to believing that P or seeing an X.  But it does not always have such consequences.

D. Behavioural circumscription: neither imagining that P nor imagining an X typically have the behavioural consequences that believing that P or seeing an X would have.  But in some contexts, especially pretend-play, imagining can have a set of highly restricted behavioural consequences.

E. Functional pluralism: The imagination can and frequently is put to a wide range of different uses, including both "playful" ones (like daydreaming and make-believe) and "workful" ones (like suppositional reasoning and considering what is or is not possible). 

F. Imaginative freedom & resistance: For almost any P that can be conceptualized, it is possible to imagine that P.  But there are an important, if rather unusual, class of counterexamples at which the imagination balks.

The main rival accounts that we will consider will be

· the imagery account: to imagine that P is to have a mental image as of P
· the metarepresentational account: to imagine that P is to have a belief of the form I AM IMAGINING THAT P
· the simulation account: to imagine that P is to simulate believing that P
· the distinct functional role account: to imagine that P is to have a representation of P in a sui generis cognitive system with a causal-functional profile similar to belief in some ways, but importantly distinct from it in others
2. The case for distinct functional role

The task of this section will be to argue for the distinct functional role account over the above mentioned competitors.  

Many arguments against imagery account of imagination can be generated that parallel classic arguments against the imagery account of belief (e.g., (Fodor 2003)).  In some cases, images are too coarse-grained to do the job of imaginings. For example, how do we distinguish imagining that Ken Walton is sitting in a chair, from imagining that Walton's visually indistinguishable exact duplicate is sitting in a chair? In other cases, images are too fine-grained to do the needed work.  For example, how do we imagine merely that some triangle or other is inscribed in a circle, leaving open whether it is isosceles, when any mental image I form will be of a very specific triangle, which will be definitely isosceles or equilateral or scalene...?  And there is also the problem of amodal imaginings.  For example, how do I imagine abstract things, such as that democracy is the life-blood of the republic?
 

The metarepresentational account would require that people have the concept of imagining before they can imagine, a claim that various empirical results seem to undermine (Nichols & Stich 2003); in particular, it seems that children develop imaginative capacities at an earlier age than it is likely that such concepts have emerged. And the metarepresentational account  also seems to make a hash of complicated imaginings, by having to bundle them together in what can be one very large metarepresentational state.  E.g., I IMAGINE THAT [entire content of War and Peace].  One further concern is that it cannot make sense of the affective reactions we sometimes have from imagining emotionally powerful scenarios.  Where P itself is a proposition about an emotionally fraught situation  -- such as the proposition that my child is in danger -- then it makes sense that believing that P will have distinct affective consequences.  And it's clear that sometimes imagining such things also produces affect, sometimes very powerfully.  But my belief that someone believes that my child is in danger is not emotionally potent in the same way that my belief that my child is in danger (though it may emotionally potent in some other way; e.g., I may be concerned that my wife is feeling distress herself, if she has come to (falsely) believe that our child is in danger).  It does not seem that affect ‘sees through’ our beliefs that ascribe propositional attitudes to ourselves and others.  (These are, after all, what linguists call opaque contexts.)  And so, just as the belief SOMEONE BELIEVES P will not have anything like the emotional potency of the belief P, so too would the belief I IMAGINE THAT P lack that potency.

One of the authors has written extensively against simulation accounts of imagination in the context of fiction, and we will draw heavily on those writings in developing arguments against imagination-as-simulation in general.  For example, on these accounts, to imagine P is to simulate being someone who believes that P.  It is hard for such accounts to make sense of imaginative projects about situations in which, for example, there are no believers at all, such as imagining that the universe is totally empty.  The resulting imaginative state thuse seems to be incoherent.  Many accounts of simulation also have trouble making sense of our simultaneously believing that P and imagining that not-P.  (Meskin & Weinberg 2003, Weinberg & Meskin 2007)

We will then demonstrate how the distinct functional role account does not suffer from any of these shortcomings. (One highly attenuated version of the simulation account will be shown to be a notational variant of the functional role account.)  On the distinct functional role account, in addition to the representational systems of belief and desire, a distinct system -- we'll call it, obviously enough, the imagination system.  Building on the work of Shaun Nichols and Steve Stich (2000; also Nichols (2004)), we posit that such a system is largely belief-like in that its contents largely interact with each other inferentially in the way that beliefs interact with each other, and can produce affect in much the same way that similar beliefs do.  It has at least two radical dissimilarities with belief: belief typically directly drives behavior, but imagination cannot, or at least almost never can; and except in relatively rare cases, we can simply choose to imagine whatever we want, whereas we cannot typically just choose to believe at will.
  We will explore in some detail how this account does a better job than its competitors with the central explananda.

Another section here -- which may grow into its own chapter -- will simultaneously consider a pair of objections to this sort of account.  One such objection is one of architectural profligacy: does it really explain any phenomena just to postulate a new "system" (a new "box", as participants in this literature are wont to say) and stick a label on it? (Stock forthcoming.)  This type of approach can look rather like a "dormitive virtue" pseudo-explanation rather than anything that buys us any real purchase on the explananda at hand. The second objection suggests, from rather the opposite direction, that our account contains an insufficient number of dedicated systems, and that in addition to a belief-like imagination system like the one we favor, there should also be posited a desire-like imagination system as well (Currie 2002; Doggett & Egan 2007; see also Kind 2010).  In showing how a belief-like imagination system is licensed by available explananda, but not a desire-like one, we will both give an argument against the second objection, and show that there are principled ways of addressing the first.

For example, the imagination system is posited in part because of the independence of believing P and imagining P; but proponents of desire-like imaginings most centrally want to advert to "make-desiring" P in cases where they find it unintelligible to attribute any desire regarding P.  The most common examples here concern cases where we seem to have some sort of attitude towards a character that we know to be fictional, such as our pro-attitude, whatever it may be, towards the proposition that Anna Karenina not throw herself under the train. These authors have argued that this attitude cannot be desire, since we do not take Anna to exist, and hence cannot have a desire with her as its object.  (This is not to be confused with having real desires concerning the book, Anna Karenina, which people presumably do accurately take to be a real object.  There will be substantial discussion in this section teasing apart Anna-directed attitudes from Anna-directed ones.)  But there is a key difference, we will argue, between the kind of motivation for functionally distinguishing believing P and imagining P, and this kind of motivation for distinguishing desire and make-desire.  The former difference suggests a robust causal-functional distinction between believing and imagining, but the latter suggests something not so much causal-functional as metaphysical -- merely metaphysical, we might add, and not the sort of thing that should be used to argue for a particular functional make-up of the mind.

3. Mental imagery

Historically, the most popular way to think of the imagination was in terms of imagery: to imagine is to form an image and, more particularly, to visualize or to put something before the mind’s eye.
  Among ancient philosophers, Plato saw mental imagery as epistemically problematic, while Aristotle recognized the potential cognitive benefits of the capacity. It is the latter approach that was adopted by most early modern philosophers: Descartes, Hume and Hobbes all made significant appeal to concepts of imagery in their philosophical theories. And indeed, the philosophy of John Locke makes images central. Locke’s view, on one plausible interpretation, takes ideas, which are the building blocks of thought (‘concepts’ as we might call them today) to be mental images. And these mental images, according to the empiricist doctrine, ultimately derive from experience (Locke 1690/1979). 

By contrast, as will be clear from previous chapters, the dominant trend in current philosophy is to focus on propositional imagining—imagining that. One debated question is this: Are propositional imagination and imagery of the same mental category or distinct? What is the distinction, if any, between imagining that P and imagining an A? Recent philosophers have diverged on the answer to this question: some clearly argue that imagination can occur without imagery (Ryle 1949; Armstrong 1968; Scruton 1974; Walton 1990); others argue that imagination is best understood in terms of imagery (Kind 2001); others, more neutrally, consider imagery sufficiently important to warrant independent analysis (e.g. Thompson 2007; Briscoe 2008; Byrne 2010; Gregory 2010). In important ways, the philosophical debate mirrors a decades-old debate in cognitive science, dubbed the imagery debate. On one side, pictorialists, identified foremost with Stephen Kosslyn, theorize the structure of mental images to be picture-like (Kosslyn 1980; 1994). Oppositely, descriptionalists understand the structure of mental images in terms of propositional descriptions (Pylyshyn 1981; 2002; Dennett 1969; 1979). This debate is a complex one, with important distinctions to be made, e.g. between propositions vs. propositionally contentful states or items, representations vs. representational content, sentences/pictures vs. meanings. 

This chapter will briefly characterize both of the above debates, and then proceed to analyze some of the relations between imagery and perception (however the above debates should be (un)solved). The most general question here is not what distinguishes (propositional) imagination and imagery, as above, but what distinguishes imagery and perception? Here again, the history of philosophy can offer some guidance. Aristotle characterized images (phantasmata) as “residue of the actual [sense] impression” (De Insomniis 461b). Early moderns followed in this regard; for example, Hobbes took imagery to be “decaying sense”, and Hume, images as “copies of [sense] impressions”. This suggests introspective and perhaps conceptual connections between imagery and perception, but what about the differences? Hume distinguished the two in terms of force and vivacity (Hume 1740). Perceptual experience is involuntary and phenomenologically vivid; imagery is, comparatively, voluntary and less vivid. One might further distinguish imagery and perception by appeal to the direct realist claim that perception involves, constitutively, a relation to an external physical object, while imagery does not.
 These points of distinction are echoed by philosophers today: most philosophers of perception would agree that imagery is comparatively more voluntary and less vivid than perception, while theorists diverge on the question of direct vs. indirect realism and so diverge on whether the presence/absence of an (constitutive) external relatum further distinguishes the two capacities. 

Although perception and imagery seem distinct in a number of ways, there are introspective and empirical factors that confound any clean demarcation. First, there is significant empirical data that suggest that images and perceptual experiences are confused by their subjects. One famous example is the Perky effect, which involved subjects who, while engaged in a visual imaging task (e.g. imaging a banana), were gradually exposed to a matching visual stimulus (e.g. an image, above the threshold for conscious perception, of a banana). Remarkably, almost none of the subjects noticed that they were now perceiving, rather than just imaging, an object with the same (imaged) properties (Perky 1910; see also: Segal 1970; Kosslyn 1994: 55; Reisberg et al. 1986). Further, a number of experiments have shown interference with or degradation of visual imaging capacity when visually perceiving (Brooks 1968; Segal and Fusella 1970; Hampson and Duffy 1984), and interference with visually perceiving when visually imaging (Craver-Lemley and Reeves 1992; see also Bisiach and Luzzatti 1978). Some have exploited this overlap in phenomenology and/or function. For example, some have argued that the phenomenon of amodal completion (e.g. “seeing” a (whole) cat through a picket fence) can be explained by imagery: we visually image the features of the unperceived stimulus (Nanay 2010). And, more broadly, others have argued that imaging is a kind of imagined perceiving (Thompson 2008; following Husserl 2006; see also Currie 1995). 

The bottom line, then, is simply that the relation between imagery and perception remains a matter of open question for philosophers and cognitive scientists.  

4. Imagination and emotion

A puzzle for philosophers concerns emotional responses to fiction. The puzzle is this. Start with the datum that we respond emotionally to fictional characters and events. We are thrilled when Holmes discovers an important clue, afraid as Dracula captures another victim, sad as Hamlet’s luck takes a terrible turn. These responses can, sometimes, grip us with the same affect as emotional responses to the actual world. Couple this datum with another: we know that such characters and events are entirely fictional, “made up”, “not real”, non-actual. And so there is something puzzling about fiction-directed emotions: why or how do we respond in such robust ways to (known) fictional events? A bit more formally, the puzzle can be put as an inconsistent triad: 

(1) We care about (emotionally respond to) a fictional character C. 

(2) If one cares about (emotionally responds to) an x, one must believe that x exists.

(3) We do not believe that C exists. 

Taking C as a placeholder for any relevant fictional character, each of these propositions is independently plausible. But conjoining any two propositions implies that the third is false. To solve the puzzle, one must provide a good reason for rejecting one of (1)-(3) (Radford 1975; Currie 1990; 1997; Gendler and Kovakovich 2006). 

The least plausible treatment of the puzzle is to claim that, contrary to (3), we do (even if only temporarily) believe in the existence of fictional characters. This solution implies that when one watches a film, reads a novel, looks at a representational painting, one is deluded into many false beliefs about the fictional characters and events. And insofar as emotional responses to fictions are widespread, this cognitive delusion would have to be equally widespread. This level of systematic delusion—for a phenomenon as ordinary as fiction—is implausible, and so most contemporary theorists attempt to motivate the denial of either (1) or (2).

As it turns out, much of the disagreement concerning the choice of denying (1) vs. (2) concerns not the nature of the psychological mechanisms, but mental ontology. So, many theorists agree about the basic mechanism, and that mechanism is imagination. When one, say, reads a fictional novel, one forms a number of imaginative states concerning the characters and events. On one popular framework, one takes the novel as a kind of prop which serves to structure the fictional world, and in doing this, one attempts to make-believe just what is true in that fictional world as given (explicitly and implicitly) by the narrative (Walton 1990). This kind of imaginative engagement can then cause emotional affect. Consider non-fictional analogues. Imagining my last lecture had gone terribly can result in a feeling of anxiety. Imagining that I had never met my partner leaves me with a feeling of sadness. Imagining an argument that I will never have with a Republican congressman results in tensed muscles and, if the imagining is rich enough, cursing and hollering (embarrassingly, to myself). In none of these cases do I believe that the imagined circumstances are actual (that they actually exist). But nonetheless similar affect results, and this extends straightforwardly to the fictional cases. This suggests that imagination is the mechanism that can explain the emotional responses to fiction.

While many theorists agree to this point, what they disagree about is the nature or ontological status of the emotional (or emotion-like) response. If one thinks that (2) in the inconsistent triad is true, then one thinks that these responses to fictions are not genuine emotions, and so one will deny (1). The responses are instead merely fictional emotions or imagined emotions, different in kind from our emotional responses to real-world events. Berys Gaut refers to such theorists as emotional irrealists, where one way to motivate the view is by a commitment to (2)(Gaut 2003a).
 Alternatively, one might think that the causal ancestry for these fiction-directed responses is sufficient for genuine emotion. According to this category of view, beliefs are just one type of cognitive-evaluative state that may constitute an emotion; imaginative states can also play the relevant constitutive role. And since the physiological affect (e.g. the tensed muscles and raised heart rate) can be the same for both real-world and fiction-directed responses, the emotional realist argues that we have sufficient reason to categorize these as genuine emotions.
 This disagreement, again, concerns what is constitutive of an emotion, while most theorists agree that the mechanism that explains the response is imagination. (And, it is worth noting, some authors provide an analysis of the relevant psychological mechanisms, without commitment to answering questions about mental ontology. See Currie 1997; Weinberg and Meskin 2006.)

This chapter would discuss the above debate, and in the process discuss a number of related questions: (a) How do these kinds of responses, involving imagination and something emotion-like, relate to motivation and action? (b) How do fiction-directed emotional response compare and differ from similar real-world directed responses: e.g. to hypothetical, historical, and counter-actual scenarios which one may imagine? (c) What work can the imagination (and its relation to emotion) do in understanding phobias, self-deception, and cognitive disorders?  We may also consider addressing (d) the connection between imagination-generated affect, and the value – and sometimes disvalue – of the representational arts.

5. Imaginative resistance and related puzzles

Suppose in reading a novel you are asked to imagine the following:


(1) Jones did the morally right thing in assaulting Smith, since Smith had dark skin.

Presented in this way, this is undoubtedly the kind of proposition that one would resist believing. But this is not puzzling: most of us do not hold blatantly racist beliefs, and since beliefs are not under immediate voluntary control we do not change our beliefs about race at the mere suggestion of a fictional narrator. (And even if one does, sadly, hold this kind of belief, it is on the basis of something other than the fiction in question.) But what is puzzling is that many report resisting even imagining (1), that is, even make-believing that (1) is true in the fictional world given by the story. This is puzzling for at least three reasons: (a) Plausibly, imagination, by contrast with belief, is (mostly) under voluntary control. So it is odd that, ostensibly, we cannot (or do not) imagine certain propositions. (b) We generally grant the author complete authority regarding what is fictionally true in her story. So it is odd that this authority is sometimes, apparently, denied to the author by the reader/audience. (c) We have no difficulty imagining all kinds of non-evaluative falsehoods and non-actual propositions: time-travellers, shapeshifters, animal governments, magic rings, and so on. Thus the puzzle of imaginative resistance: there appears to be an asymmetry between our success at imagining counteractual descriptive propositions vs. imagining counteractual moral or evaluative propositions. Sometimes, we fail to do the latter and enjoy almost complete success with the former.

This puzzle has garnered significant philosophical interest in the recent two decades, both because it raises additional issues and puzzles concerning fiction, and reveals a number of interesting features of the imagination. In this chapter, we provide a more nuanced clarification of the puzzle and other related puzzles, and then discuss a number of solutions from recent literature. The goal here is to use these puzzles to tease out interesting features of, by contrast with external constraints on, the imagination. The issues to be discussed include the following. 

Possibility and imaginability: Some theorists of the puzzle explain our resistance by appeal to the purported conceptual impossibility of propositions like (1) (Walton 1994; Weatherson 2004). This raises a general question: how closely tied are possibility (and generally, modality) and what is imaginable? (This issue will be further discussed in Ch. 7 and 8.) 
Contents of imagination: Related to this last concern, what types of contents evoke resistance? The original puzzle was formulated in terms of moral propositions (Moran 1994; Walton 1994; Gendler 2000). But a number of commentators have both broadened the range of possible resistance-evoking contents (Yablo 2002; Stokes 2006) and in turn expanded the number of fiction-related puzzles (Weatherson 2004; Weinberg and Meskin 2006). 
Voluntariness and imagination: Other theorists explain resistance in terms of willfulness: imagination is sufficiently under our immediate voluntary control, and we choose not to imagine (morally) evaluating worlds (fictional or actual) in ways that deviate from our actual values (Gendler 2000, 2006). The general issue here concerns control over and constraints on the imagination (Weinberg and Meskin 2006). 
Character of imagining: Some theorists explain the puzzle by identifying distinct imaginative types (e.g. make-belief vs. make-desire) and varying degrees of imaginative richness (Currie 2002; Stokes 2006). This raises a general question about what is part of the imagination itself, and what psychological processes and states, external to the imagination, interact with and constrain it.     
II. Uses of the imagination

The previous section concerned, largely, a theory of the structure of the imagination and how this mental capacity interacts with other parts of the mind. This second section concerns how we use the imagination, more actively, for some artistic, cognitive, or epistemic goal. Three issues are analyzed: the role of imagination in creative thought and behaviour; the role of imagination in knowing and theorizing; the role of imagination in argumentation and reasoning.  A general lesson emerges from these chapters: the imagination is not something we use or engage in just for pleasure. It is an extremely powerful cognitive tool, one without which we would not think, act, and thrive in the various ways that enrich human life and culture. 

6. Imagination and creativity 

Concepts of creativity and the imagination are, traditionally, tightly linked. Immanuel Kant, for example, took imagination to be constitutive of genius, and then further distinguished imagination when used for aesthetic creativity—which involves imagination that is free from constraint—and imagination used for cognitive ends—which involves imagination that is constrained by concepts (Kant 1790). Although insightful in various ways, Kant’s view is an early articulation of a number of problematic assumptions about both creativity and the imagination. He sharply distinguishes artistic creativity from creativity in science and problem solving, and then further focuses only upon genius with respect to the former. He suggests that constraints on the imagination have no place in (artistic) creativity. And, inversely, he suggests that the imagination required for cognitive purposes (e.g. scientific problem solving) is driven largely by objective conceptual relations. These assumptions are echoed by theories since Kant, but they are all mistakenly overstated.

These various assumptions contribute to what we might, for lack of a better catch-all term, call the romantic theory of creativity. Creativity is something reserved for certain kinds of persons doing certain kinds of things, namely, geniuses making art. And when these individuals do their thing, they do so in a way wholly unconstrained. If these assumptions are granted, then a theory of creativity doesn’t go far; at best, we can provide and cross-reference case studies of the masters and their masterworks. This will give us history and charming anecdotes, but little by way of psychological or philosophical explanation. A better way to proceed is to identify some minimal features that typify (perhaps define) creative thought and action, and then ask what mental mechanisms could explain this type. This is to treat creativity not as a phenomenon exclusive to geniuses, but instead as an ordinary psychological phenomenon that we all partake in (even if less frequently and to lesser degree than our Picassos and Beethovens). 

An intuitive start to thinking about creativity is in terms of problem solving. The painter has particular goals for depiction, the mathematician a problematic equation to simplify, the cab driver an unexpected traffic jam to negotiate efficiently. Add to this the condition of novelty: one sometimes wants to solve the problem, or achieve the goal, in a way that is new relative to some comparison class (e.g. broadly: relative to the history of painters; narrowly: relative to what one has painted before). Acknowledge, finally, that creative achievements are achievements, and thus are actions (broadly construed) performed by responsible agents. This minimal characterization of creativity already suggests some constraints on a psychology of creativity: thinking or acting creatively requires mental capacities that enjoy substantial freedom and that are largely under an agent’s control. Here the truth of Kant’s insight is revealed: imagination enjoys this kind of freedom, since we are generally free to imagine contents as and when we choose. Kant’s mistake was to claim that this free use of imagination was resigned to aesthetic purposes. More plausibly, imagination, given its nature, is central to thinking creatively in scientific, professional, and ordinary problem-solving domains, in addition to the artistic domain.

This chapter will further clarify a minimal characterization of creativity, and then identify the role of imagination in minimally creative thought and action, drawing on the architecture of imagination as laid out in previous chapters. This analysis moves away from the romanticization of creativity and its overemphasis on genius, while still providing important conceptual tools for understanding richer artistic and scientific creativity.
   

7. Modal epistemology & though experiments

In this section, we will offer our naturalistic account of how the imagination can be a source of evidence regarding what is or is not possible, a matter important to both philosophy and the sciences.  Our basic story is that, when we entertain contents in the imagination, this mental activity provides a focal point where the various inferential systems can all be brought to bear on the imagined set of contents, all while still further systems are working to ensure that the set of those contents remains consistent.  One can see from that picture, then, that imagining will under specific sorts of circumstances be a fairly reliable guide to possibility.  We will articulate some of the circumstances where this fails.  

For starters, the imagination will not be a reliable guide to possibility whenever relevant facts are not put in full view of these inferential systems.  For example, in David Chalmers' infamous zombie thought-experiment, we are asked to imagine a being that is physically identical to ourselves, and in a universe with all the same physical laws as our own, but which nonetheless lacks any qualititave experience.  But note that there is no way to express that situation without the  use of indexical conceptual elements.  One cannot specify all of the particular physical facts about oneself, so one has to say things like "physically identical to me", and "in a universe with the same physical laws as here." But such indexical elements substitute a psychologically simple element for what might be a vastly rich and complex set of contents.  False positives will threaten in such circumstances, when contents that might generate a contradiction get hidden behind the psychological blind of such indexicals.    Moreover, many of our domain-specific inferential systems may have either overly restrictive or overly permissive internal theories of their domains. For example, our ‘theory of mind’ system, may be insufficiently willing to infer to the existence of a mind when nothing that looks like a mental being has been imagined, as is the case in Searle’s Chinese room thought-experiment.  And in cases where there are metaphysical facts that may outstrip what our minds have yet learned about them, then of course our intuitions will not be very reliable, as with properties that have scientific essences.  What you can or cannot imagine about H2O is likely not a good guide to what really is or isn’t possible for H2O.  But outside of such danger zones, it does seem that the imagination is a good guide to possibility, indeed, perhaps the best guide humans have.  (Bealer (2002), Chalmers (2002), Hill (1997), Tidman (1994), Yablo (1993, 2002))

We will also, in this section, discuss the recent trend in 'experimental philosophy', which appears to show that our imagination-based judgments may be susceptible to all sorts of subtle effects on human psychology, like order effects and framing effects.  This does not prevent the imagination from being a source of knowledge, but it does mean that the kind of knowledge it can provide should be better understood as only of a quality like unaided human perception, and perhaps not be suitable for high-power philosophical research. (This is yet another reason not to try to develop a theory of the imagination along the lines of the intuitive extension mapping project -- imagination might not be that which we might imagine it to be!)

8. Supposition

A number of authors have appealed to a distinction between imagining and merely supposing, but almost always this is done in passing, without providing any theoretical or psychological underpinnings for that distinction (e.g., Gendler 2000; Currie and Ravenscroft 2002; Weatherson 2004).  We will build here on an account originally sketched in Weinberg & Meskin (2006) and currently being developed in Meskin & Weinberg (in prep), as to how the mental activity of supposition can be seen as a sub-species of imagination.  In some ways, our approach here will be a recap in miniature of the approach of the whole project: we will articulate a set of explananda about supposition and imagination, and suggest an account that best accommodates those explananda. But where our larger project has called for the positing of a whole separate cognitive system  for the imagination, here the imagination/supposition distinction will not be explained via some separate "supposition system", but rather in terms of a specialized sort of use of the imagination system.  Here the explananda will include:

 A. Constrained embellishment: When supposing that P, one typically only follows out P’s consequences (broadly construed – i.e., not limited to formal deductive consequences, but still constrained by what can be cogently inferred from P). In imagining, one frequently embellishes P in arbitrary ways.  As Alan White puts it: “The real difference is that to say ‘Suppose that p’ invites or introduces a statement of the consequences or implications of p, whereas to say ‘Imagine that p’ sets the stage for various kinds of embroidery” (White, 141-142).

B. There is no phenomenon of suppositional resistance.

C. Supposition's typical epistemic roles are establishing conditionals via hypothetical argument, and as the basis for arguments by reductio.  Imagining's most typical epistemic role, as discussed in chapter 7, is in demonstrations of possibility or impossibility.

D. While imagining is the sort of activity that may occur spontaneously (as in daydreaming), supposition appears to be the sort of activity in which one must actively intend to engage.

E. Supposing typically does not involve the generation of imagery, affect, or phenomenology, whereas imagining is consistent with all of these.

Now, none of these explananda provide us with the means of constructing a condition that applies to all instances of imagining and none of supposing (or vice-versa).  But, when considered in light of the architectural account of the distinct functional role theory, they suggest an entirely different kind of way of distinguishing supposing from imagining: they are mental activities which involve different characteristic sets of cognitive processes engaging with the imagination box. Overall, engaging in the activity of supposing requires a frequently-effortful disengagement of various psychological processes from the imagination system.  It is an activity that can be done more or less skillfully, and indeed which one can learn to do and to practice doing, in which one holds at bay the different psychological systems that might  embellish the contents of the imagination system in unwanted ways.  It is this pressing of the mental clutch, to keep various unwanted systems temporarily deactivated with regard to the imagination, that both enables the activity of supposition to play its intended epistemic role, and explains the lack of suppositional resistance: the systems that are being suppressed are also the ones that would otherwise generate resistance.  This idea of our uses of the imagination being configurable in this way – with some systems sometimes being brought to bear on it, and other times, those same systems are kept at a distance – has been given some initial examination in Weinberg (2008).
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� This is not to suggest, to be clear, that some of imagination is not imagistic; it clearly is. Imagery will be discussed in the following chapter 3.


� Rare cases, including the phenomenon of imaginative resistance are discussed in chapter 5.


� In both philosophy and psychology, vision is the most studied sensory modality and, in turn, visual imagery the most studied form of imagery. We hope, given space, to shed some light on imagery in other modalities—auditory, tactile, etc.—though we will be unable to offer any thorough analysis of these different forms of imagery and their important differences.


� For example, the latter view is commonly attributed to another early modern philosopher, Thomas Reid (1764). Indirect realists by contrast—among early modern philosophers: Descartes, Spinoza, Locke, Hume—deny that an external physical object is constitutive of perception and so, in turn, deny this way of distinguishing imagery and perception. 


� Examples of irrealists include Walton 1978, 1990; Currie 1990; Levinson 1997.


� Examples of realists include Gaut 2003a; Gendler and Kovakovich 2006.


� Since this chapter is aimed at analyzing creativity as it is related to imagination, a survey of the creativity literature will not be offered. Research likely to be discussed, however, include: Boden 2004; Cacciarri et. al 1997; Carruthers 2002, 2007, 2011; Finke et. al 1992; Gaut 2003b, 2010; Gaut and Livingston 2003; Stokes 2007, 2008, forthcoming; Ward 1994. 





