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L AST TWO LECTURES

AUTONOMISM

Art has its own domain of value (aesthetic value). Therefore, an artwork’s 

moral value is irrelevant to the work’s artistic goodness or badness.

MORALISM

The moral value of an artwork contributes to the work’s artistic goodness 

or badness.



IMAGINATIVE 
RESISTANCE
“In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; 

after all, it was a girl.”

(Walton 1998: 37) 

“I am happy to go along with an 'omniscient' 

narrator who informs me that there are griffins 

or fairies or that someone travels in time. But I 

jealously guard my right to decide questions of 

virtue and vice for myself, even in a fictional 

world. “ (ibid.: 39)



BETTER EXAMPLE?

•The Giselda example is ridiculous. Can we find a 

better one?

• Imaginative resistance distinct from:

–Morally bad things happening in a fictional world

–The narrator expresses morally bad views

•Rather

–We fail in imagining that some immoral view of things is 

true in the fiction (=in the story)



EXAMPLES? 
IMMORALIST FANTASIES?

Carmageddon (1997)

It seems to be a good thing (in the game) to kill 

innocent pedestrians

Sin City (2005) “sensation without feeling, death 
without grief, sin without guilt, and, ultimately, 
novelty without surprise” (New York Times)



‘DATED’ FICTIONS?
Monostatos’ aria (The Magic Flute)
Alles fühlt der Liebe Freuden

Everything feels the joys of love,
Dallies, cuddles, and kisses,
But I should be avoiding love,
Just because a black man is ugly!
Was I then not given a heart?
Am I not of flesh and blood?
Always to live without a little wife,
Would truly be the flames of hell!

Thus, I want, because I am living,
To coo, dally, and sweetly kiss!
Dear good moon, forgive me,
A white woman captivated me.
White is beautiful!  I must kiss her;
Moon, hide yourself for this!
Should it vex you too much,
Oh, then close your eyes!



‘DATED’ FICTIONS?

Romeo and Juliet
Act 1 Scene 3
…

LADY CAPULET
She's not fourteen.
NURSE
I'll lay fourteen of my teeth,--
And yet, to my teeth be it spoken, I have but 
four--
She is not fourteen. How long is it now
To Lammas-tide?
LADY CAPULET
A fortnight and odd days.
NURSE
Even or odd, of all days in the year,
Come Lammas-eve at night shall she be 
fourteen.



PUZZLE OF IMAGINATIVE RESISTANCE
“Given that for the most part we have no trouble 
fictionally entertaining all sorts of far-fetched and 
implausible scenarios, what explains the impediments we 
seem to encounter when we are asked to imagine 
moral judgements sharply divergent from those we 
ordinarily make?” (Gendler 2000: 55)

Puzzle of imaginative resistance in fiction

1. When engaging with fiction, we imagine false 
propositions to be true.

2. We have no trouble imagining non-morally false 
propositions to be true.

3. We fail to imagine morally false propositions to be true.

Puzzle: what explains the difference?

(cf. Gendler 2000; Stock 2005: 607-608)



FICTION AND IMAGINATION
When engaging with fiction, we imagine 
false propositions to be true.

So, what counts as the false proposition (p)?

P = “it is good to kill innocent pedestrians for 
fun” (Carmageddon); “it is ridiculous and creepy 
for black men to desire white women” (The 
Magic Flute); “it is a lovely thing for 13 year-old-
girls to be married” (Romeo and Juliet)

Some disagreement as to what is going on here. 
(Cf. Gendler 2011: 5.2)



1. We imagine that p, where p is a fictional proposition =  we 
accept that p is true in the fiction, without asserting 
that p is true in the real world.  (cf Scruton 1974: 97)

So, imaginative resistance is the strange failure to accept 
that p is true in the fiction. (e.g. We are fail to accept that 
“It is true in the world/story of Magic Flute, that it is morally 
bad for black men to desire white women.”)

2. We imagine that p, where p is a fictional proposition = we 
engage in game of make-believe according to which p obtains. 
(Cf. Walton 1990)

Game of make-believe = first-person imagining? Imagine 
myself x-ing? Simulating a belief?

So, imaginative resistance is the strange failure to join in 
with some such game of make-believe. 
(e.g. We fail to join in with Nurse’s jokes in Romeo and Juliet)



THE IMPOSSIBILITY VIEW
“Can’t” theories: We experience imaginative resistance because we cannot 

follow the instruction to imagine the relevant scenario as true.

1. When imaginatively engaging with fiction, we are constrained by what is 

possible.  Fictional scenarios that evoke imaginative resistance are those that 

are conceptually impossible.

– (e.g. “Giselda had a nice apple. It was blue and green all-over.”)

2. Morally deviant scenarios are conceptually impossible.

3. Therefore, imaginative resistance in the case of morally deviant scenarios, is 

simply a case of imaginative resistance of conceptually impossible scenarios, 

and has little to do with morality per se.

Walton 1994 (cf. Weatherson 2004, Stock 2005)



THE IMPOSSIBILITY VIEW
Why think that Morally deviant scenarios 
are conceptually impossible?

“Moral properties depend or supervene 
on ‘natural’ ones… Being evil rests on, for 
instance, the actions constituting the practices 
of slavery and genocide…. This…accounts...for 
the resistance to allowing it to be fictional 
[=true in the fiction] that slavery and genocide 
are not evil.” (Walton 1994: 46)

• So, in every conceptually possible world in 
which there is torture, torture is bad. 
Torture supervenes on physical facts like 
(suffocating someone with wine).



THE IMPOSSIBILITY VIEW
“My best suspicion…is that [this] has 
something to do with…an inability to 
understand fully [conceptually grasp?] 
what it would be like for them to be 
different.” (Walton 1994: 46)

• So, given our beliefs about what torture 
is (deliberate unjustified infliction of 
pain?), we cannot imagine what it be for 
murder to be good. We are simply 
stumped as to what we should imagine. 
Cf. imagine for bachelors to be married 
or something to be blue-and-green-all-
over



OBJECTIONS

To 2: “Morally deviant scenarios are conceptually 

impossible.”

Perhaps this is the case with concepts definable through 

“thin” moral categories (‘torture’ = ‘unjustified infliction of 

pain’)

- However,  it is not clear this is the case for concepts 

typically evoked in literary cases (‘Juliet is old enough to 

marry.’)

- Walton’s ‘supervenience’ claim is a red herring: fluidity of 

water supervenes on its chemical structure, but it is 

conceptually possible that supervenience relations could 

be otherwise. Ditto being old enough for marriage.



OBJECTIONS
To 2: “Morally deviant scenarios are 

conceptually impossible.”

Gendler: not all morally deviant fictional 

scenarios are conceptually impossible. 

Specifically, immoral allegories are not 

conceptually impossible. 

(Her “mice” example, 2000: 73-74)

E.g. With Monostatos we are (arguably) invited 

to imagine that this particular man is 

lecherous not that all Black men are.  Yet, we 

find this particular imagining to be morally 

deviant, and we resist it.



OBJECTIONS

To 1: “Fictional scenarios that evoke 
imaginative resistance are those that 
are conceptually impossible.”

Gendler 2000: 68 

A story in which God makes it so that 5 and 
7 does not equal 12.

When something is conceptually impossible, 
does it follow that it is unimaginable or 
unthinkable?

Logical positivists: yes. But should we agree?

At any rate, it seems to be a substantial 
question.

Further “can’t” theories to consider: 
incomprehensibility (Stock 2005), 
incoherence (Weatherson 2004) 



THE UNWILLINGNESS VIEW

“Won’t” theories: We experience imaginative 

resistance because we do now want to follow the 

instruction to imagine the morally devious scenario 

as true.

Gendler 2000 (cf.  Tanner 1994, Currie 2002, 

Matravers 2003, Stokes 2006, Gendler 2006)



GENDLER’S VIEW
“we are unwilling to follow the author’s lead because in trying to 
make that world fictional, she is providing us with a way of 
looking at this world, which we prefer not to embrace” (Gendler
2000: 79)

1. Morally deviant fictional scenarios invite us to export a 
moral proposition that is true-in-fiction into our beliefs 
about the real world.

– Example: In depicting Monostatos as illicitly desiring Pamina, 
Mozart is asking me to imagine the proposition (true-in-
Magic-Flute) that black men ought not to desire white 
women, and then to export it into the real world.

2. We do not believe these propositions to be true.

3. Therefore, we resist exporting them.

4. Therefore, we resist imaginative engagement with fictional 
scenarios.

Gendler 2000 (cf. Currie 2002, Matravers 2003, Gendler 2006)



OBJECTIONS
Matravers 2003: 94-95

- When we fictionally assent to a proposition, we 
are not being invited to export that proposition. 
(cf. science-fiction)

- Yes, but Gendler is only making this claim for
certain kinds of (serious, realistic) fiction.

- Indeed, whether or not a fiction is inviting us 
to export moral beliefs has nothing to do with 
fiction-as-such but on conventions of the 
genre. 

- It’s a complex cultural question as to when 
fictions invite us to export moral views (cf. 
the Addams Family) (Gendler 2000: 77). But 
they clearly sometimes do.

- And when they do, we may resist.



OBJECTIONS
Matravers 2003: 94-95

- If imagining P = being invited to export P, why 

should I resist that? I should resist believing P, 

if P is false. But why should I resist being 

invited to believe P?

- When philosophizing, we don’t resist the 

invitation to believe that murder for fun is 

good; we simply do not follow up on the 

invitation.

- Seems like a good objection. In answering, we 

might have to say something about why the 

invitations to export a belief, when issued by a 

fiction, seem different from philosophizing.



OBJECTIONS
Stock 2005: 608-610

- Unwillingness to imagine something is not 
sufficient for imaginative resistance to occur.

- I may prefer not to imagine a scary or 
horrific situation, but it is difficult to resist 
when presented with fictions (cf. scary 
movies)

Reply?

- Also seems like a good objection.

- In reply, we might want to say something 
about why the sort of imagining that goes on 
in one case is possible to resist, but not in 
the other.



ALTERNATIVES

Matravers 2003: we do not want to imagine the 

propositions as true because we do not trust the 

narrator to be in an epistemically privileged position to 

relay them

Wetherson 2004: we cannot imagine the propositions 

because they imply a certain incoherence within the 

fiction

Stock 2005: we cannot imagine the propositions 

because we are not being given enough context



OR PERHAPS THE PUZZLE IS LESS 
INTERESTING THAN WE THOUGHT?
Perhaps philosophers’ examples of imaginative resistance 
and works of art have little in common (cf.  Tanner 1994).

Yes, Walton’s original example is hard to fictionally engage 
with.

“Giselda did the right thing to kill her baby; it was a girl 
after all.”   We are stumped how to make sense of this 
because we are not given enough context (Stock 2005)

But does that example really point to the so-called puzzle 
of imaginative resistance? And is it that puzzle 
interesting: is it characteristic of our engagement with art 
and/or solves some important philosophical problem?



Puzzle of imaginative resistance in fiction

1. When engaging with fiction, we imagine 
false propositions to be true.

2. We have no trouble imagining non-morally 
false propositions to be true.

3. We fail to imagine morally false propositions 
to be true.

But (3) implies that fictions often get us to 
imagine general moral propositions as true-in-
the-fiction. (“killing is good”, “some ethnic 
groups are inferior.”)

But that just does not happen much.  Fictions just 
portray certain events happening. They do not 
state general moral propositions to be true.



Puzzle of imaginative resistance in fiction

1. When engaging with fiction, we imagine 
false propositions to be true.

2. We have no trouble imagining non-morally 
false propositions to be true.

3. We fail to imagine morally false 
propositions to be true.

Still, we may accept that fictions do make us at 
least reason according to certain general moral 
propositions. But then, do we really 
characteristically fail in engaging with 
fictions, when such propositions are taken to 
be false? If anything, we (or many of us) seem 
very quick to abandon our morals when 
it comes to fiction (Carmageddon, Sin City, 
Addams Family, Game of Thrones…).



Thirdly,  many in the debate seem to 
presuppose that what is “morally-true-in-the-
fiction” characteristically matches the views 
that the fiction, as a whole, endorses or gets 
us to export. 

E.g. Addams Family Values (1993): 
“True-in-fiction” (?): it is okay to burn 
annoying little girls to death

The view exported / endorsed: unchecked 
privilege and a sense of entitlement breed a 
nastiness that too often goes unpunished

What views fictions endorse is a complex 
question, but they do not (always or even 
often) match those that are “true-in-the-
fiction”. Cf. fairy-tales, modernist fiction…



The Magic Flute

• “True-in-fiction” (?): it is impermissible for black men 
(as opposed to just Monostatos) to desire white women

• The view exported/endorsed: a highly problematic, 
undignified and stereotyped view of the ethnic other

Gone with the Wind

• “True-in-fiction” (?): not clear, but the film arguably 
portrays black characters, like Mammy, sympathetically 
and as morally good

• Nevertheless, the view exported is arguably a highly 
problematic, undignified and stereotyped view of the 
ethnic other

So, what is morally-true-in-the-fiction and the moral view 
(more or less explicitly) endorsed by the work often 
come apart.

The so-called “resistance” has to do with the moral view 
endorsed, and not with the general moral propositions 
that the work asks us to “imagine as true in the fiction” (if 
there even is such a thing).



SO…

Perhaps there is no problem of 
imaginative resistance.

There is just the problem of bad 
philosophical examples like Walton’s 
Giselda. 

Maybe fictions export moral views in 
more complicated ways than getting us 
to imagine some general proposition is 
“true-in-fiction”.  This is what we will 
consider next time.


