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Empiriclly Investigting Imgintive Resistnce*
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British Journal of Aesthetics (2014)‡

Abstract

Imgintive resistnce refers to  phenomenon inwhich people resist engging
in prticulr prompted imgintive ctivities. Philosophers hve primrily theo-
rized bout this phenomenon from the rmchir. In this pper, we demonstrte
the utility of empiricl methods for investigting imgintive resistnce. We
present two studies tht help to estblish the psychologicl relity of imgintive
resistnce, nd to uncover one fctor tht is signiĕcnt for explining this phe-
nomenon but low in psychologicl slience: genre. Furthermore, our studies hve
the methodologicl upshot of showing how empiricl tools cn complement the
predominnt rmchir pproch to philosophicl esthetics.
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Humn beings re imginers. We reson counterfctully, we ply gmes of mke-
believe, nd we enter into ĕctionl worlds of stories. As  rule, we ĕnd it easy to engge
in  vriety of imgintive ctivities when we re prompted to do so. But there re
exceptions, in which we ĕnd it hard, whether due to n unwillingness or n inbility, to
engge in  prompted imgintive ctivity. Imaginative resistance is the phenomenon
exempliĕed by these hrd cses, especilly s contrsted with the typicl esy cses. (We
will sy more bout the phenomenon in §1.)

Contemporry philosophers hve spilled much ink over this phenomenon.1 ome
hve sought to pin down the diČerence between the hrd cses nd the esy cses of
prompted imgintive ctivities. Others hve lleged tht imgintive resistnce holds
signiĕcnce for morl psychology, theories of cognitive rchitecture, nd modl epis-
temology. Despite their ongoing intrmurl debtes bout the nture nd signiĕcnce
of imgintive resistnce, the mjority of philosophers who hve written on this topic
shre the belief tht there is  philosophiclly-interesting phenomenon tht clls for n
explntion. ćt shred belief unites them s imaginative resistance believers.2

Not everyone is so convinced. će minority nysyers do not merely disgree with
some prticulr wy of explining imgintive resistnce or dispute some prticulr
impliction tht imgintive resistnce is sid to hve for other philosophicl issues.
Insted, they doubt the very existence of the phenomenon—t lest its existence outside
of philosophy journls nd conferences. ćt shred doubt unites them s imaginative
resistance doubters.3 Here is  representtive sttement of this position:

For ĕctionlworlds in generl do not consist of isolted, -contextul single
propositions, nd the few tht hve beenmustered—or rther invented—in
the literture s supposed exmples of the phenomenon of imgintive re-
sistnce re testimony rther to the pucity of such cses in genuine ĕction,
whtever the situtionmight be in respect of propgndistic, simplistic nd
strightforwrdly poor cretions of impoverished skill nd imgintion.
(odd 2009, 191)

According to the doubters, the hrd cses tht philosophers hve spilledmuch ink on re
mere products of imgintive prompts tht re rtiĕcilly divorced from their respective
pproprite contexts. Wht the believers fundmentlly miss out on, the doubters sy,
is the importnce of context for explining (wy) imgintive resistnce.

Here, we put the debte between imgintive resistnce believers nd doubters
to the empiricl test. poiler: there is no cler winner. će results of our studies
vindicte the believers’ contention tht there relly is  phenomenon of imgintive

1Wlton (1994) begins the (renewed) philosophicl interest in the phenomenon nd trces the phe-
nomenon’s philosophicl linege to Hume (1757). će nme “imgintive resistnce” comes from Morn
(1994). Gendler (2000) is the ĕrst to put the phenomenon nd the term together. ee Lio nd Gendler
(2014) for  review of proposed explntions nd lleged implictions of imgintive resistnce.

2će roster of imgintive resistnce believers include, in chronologicl order, Wlton (1994, 2006),
Gendler (2000, 2006), blo (2002), Currie (2002),Wetherson (2004),Weinberg ndMeskin (2005, 2006),
Levy (2005), tokes (2006), Driver (2008), nd Kung (2010).

3će roster of imgintive resistnce doubters include, in chronologicl order, nner (1994), Mother-
sill (2003), nd odd (2009).
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resistnce tht exists outside of philosophy journls nd conferences. However, the
results of our studies lso vindicte the doubters’ insight tht there is  crucil contextul
element tht is missing from mny believers’ explntions—nd, perhps, even their
chrcteriztions—of imgintive resistnce.

In §1, we clrify the phenomenon of imgintive resistnce, give n exmple of n
lleged hrd cse, nd delinete the scope of our empiricl investigtion. In §2, we
exmine one speciĕc contextul element thtmny existing explntions of imgintive
resistnce overlook: the genre of  story. In §3, we present two studies tht collectively
demonstrte the relity of imgintive resistnce nd bring out genre’s signiĕcnce in
explining the phenomenon. In §4, we discussmethodologicl issues tht our empiricl
investigtion rises for philosophicl esthetics.

1 Imaginative Resistance
o properly introduce the phenomenon of imgintive resistnce, consider one of the
lleged hrd cses tht is now stndrd in this literture:

Death on a Freeway. Jck nd Jill were rguing gin. ćis ws not in
itself unusul, but this time they were stnding in the fst lne of I-95
hving their rgument. ćis ws cusing trďc to bnk up  bit. It wsn’t
signiĕcntly worse thn normlly hppened round Providence, not tht
you could hve told tht from the rections of pssing motorists. ćey
were convinced tht Jck nd Jill, nd not the volume of trďc, were the
primry cuses of the slowdown. ćey ll forgot how bd trďc normlly
is long there. When Crig sw tht the cuse of the bnkup hd been
Jck nd Jill, he took his gun out of the glovebox nd shot them. People
then strted driving over their bodies, nd while the new speed hump
cused somepeople to slowdown  bit, mostly trďc returned to its norml
speed. o Crig did the right thing, becuse Jck nd Jill should hve tken
their rgument somewhere else where they wouldn’t get in nyone’s wy.
(Wetherson 2004, 1)

For the moment, set side the doubters’ complint tht this story is merely one of
the “propgndistic, simplistic nd strightforwrdly poor cretions of impoverished
skill nd imgintion” tht populte the imgintive resistnce literture. Wht do the
believers tke this story to show?

ćere re t lest four distinct puzzles ssocited with imgintive resistnce.4 Ech
puzzle is ssocited with  typicl rection to the lst sentence of “Deth on  Freewy”.5
First, one hs diďculty imgining tht Crig’s ction is relly morlly right. ćis

4će four puzzles re disentngled in Wetherson (2004) nd Wlton (2006).
5Note tht we re focusing on persistent rections. It is  common literry technique to temporarily jr

the udience in order to prompt her to reconsider, reinterpret, nd re-engge with  story. For exmple,
in reding  mgicl relist novel, n udience might initilly ĕnd jrring the clim tht  chrcter ws
literlly wshed into this world on  gret tide of ters, but subsequently ĕnd tht the jrringness disppers
when she comes to internlize the peculir rules of this mgicl relist world. Lio (2013) gives the nme
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rises the imaginability puzzle: why, in certin cses, re people unwilling or unble
to engge in  prompted imgintive ctivity? econd, one hs diďculty ccepting
tht it is ĕctionl, or true in the story world, tht Crig’s ction is relly morlly right.
ćis rises the ĕctionality puzzle: why, in certin cses, does the defult position of
uthoril uthority brek down, so tht mere uthoril sy-so is insuďcient to mke
it the cse tht something is true in  story? ćird, one experiences  sense of jrring
confusion in response to the sentence; the sentence “pops out” t the udience. ćis
rises the phenomenological puzzle: why, in certin cses, do people experience such 
phenomenology in response to  prompted imgintive ctivity? Fourth, one thinks
tht the story would be estheticlly superior if its ĕnl sentence were deleted. ćis
gives rise to the aesthetic value puzzle: why re works tht evoke the three puzzles bove
thereby estheticlly compromised?

In this pper, we will focus on only the imginbility puzzle nd the ĕctionlity
puzzle. It is thus worthwhile to brieĘy disentngle the respective notions of imagining
nd accepting as ĕctional vi  couple of quick exmples. First, notice tht sometimes
one imgines something tht one does not ccept s ĕctionl. For exmple, in the course
of reding Oedipus, one might imgine wht would hve hppened hd Oedipus not
discovered tht his lover is lso his mother, but does not ccept it s ĕctionl. econd,
notice tht sometimes one does not imgine something tht one ccepts s ĕctionl.
For exmple, when one is only trying to lern fcts bout Oedipus by reding  plot
summry on Wikipedi, rther thn imgintively engging with the story, one might
ccept s ĕctionl tht Oedipus discovered tht his lover is lso his mother, but without
imgining it. Hence, while the imginbility nd ĕctionlity puzzles re clerly closely-
relted, they re nevertheless conceptully distinct.

Given this conceptul distinction, the imginbility nd ĕctionlity puzzles relte to
empiricl investigtion in distinct wys. ince the imginbility puzzle sks why people
re unwilling or unble to engge in  prompted imgintive ctivity in certin cses,
it is strightforwrdly concerned with  psychologicl phenomenon. An empiricl
investigtion of the imginbility puzzle is direct: it ims to uncover the fctors tht
cuslly inĘuence people’s imgintive diďculties.

In contrst, since the ĕctionlity puzzle sks why mere uthoril sy-so is insuď-
cient to mke something true in  story in certin cses, it is not strightforwrdly con-
cerned with  psychologicl phenomenon. An empiricl investigtion of the ĕctionlity
puzzle is indirect: it ims to use ordinry people’s cceptnce of something s true in 
story s strong but defesible evidence for wht is relly true in  story. In other words,
we re ssuming tht, without  defeter, uncovering the fctors tht cuslly inĘuence
people’s judgments of wht is ĕctionl provides  good guide to uncovering fctors tht
determine wht mkes n uthoril sy-so ĕctionl.6

“hermeneutic reclibrtion” to the typicl rections tht this literry technique prompts, nd distinguishes
them from the typicl imgintive resistnce rections.

6Of course, non-philosophers my lck the bility to rticulte  coherent theory of ĕctionl truths.
However, they do seem possess the bility to relibly judge wht is true in stories. For exmple, most
people cn correctly judge tht it is true in the world of Harry Potter tht Hrry hs only one hert nd
flse tht npe is secretly in love with Mlfoy, even though neither proposition is explicitly expressed in
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2 će Signiĕcance of Genre

As we noted erlier, mny of the initil dignoses of the phenomenon tend to focus
on prticulr propositions—notbly morlly devint propositions—tht evoke imgi-
ntive resistnce, nd so the explntions they dvnce tend to focus on the deĕning
chrcteristics of those prticulr propositions. će following two quotes re indictive
of this focus:

Imgintive resistnce rises not only with evlutive predictes, but lso
with (certin) descriptive ones: ovl’, quiline’, jgged’, smooth’, lilting’.
Wht do these predictes hve in common? P makes for imaginative
resistance if, and because, the concept it expresses is of the type we have called
‘grokking’, or response-enabled.

Why should resistnce nd grokkingness be connected this wy? It’s 
feture of grokking concepts tht their extension in  sitution depends
on how the sitution does or would strike us. Does or would strike us’ s
we re: how we re represented s recting, or invited to rect, hs nothing
to do with it. (blo 2002, 485; our emphsis)

My best suspicion’ s to why we resist llowing ĕctionl worlds to diČer
from the rel world when we do, I sid in Wlton (1994)], is tht it hs
something to do with n inbility to imgine certin kinds of superve-
nience reltions] being diČerent from how we think they re, perhps
n inbility to understnd fully wht it would be like for them to be
diČerent.’ ... Wht seems to me to be importnt is  very prticulr kind
of imgintive inbility, one tht attaches to propositions expressing certain
sorts of supervenience relations, which the imginer rejects. (Wlton 2006,
145–146; our emphsis)

Before going further, let us illustrte these two dignoses by returning to the hrd
cse of “Deth on  Freewy”. Recll the proposition expressed t the end of the story:
<o Crig did the morlly] right thing by killing Jck nd Jill], becuse Jck nd Jill
should hve tken their rgument somewhere else, where they wouldn’t get in nyone’s
wy>. On blo’s dignosis, this is  proposition tht evokes imgintive resistnce
becuse it includes the response-enbled concept ĺļĿĮĹ ĿĶĴĵŁĻĲŀŀ nd the udiences
do not ctully think killing people for cusing  trďc jm is the morlly right thing
to do. On Wlton’s dignosis, this is  proposition tht evokes imgintive resistnce
becuse it expresses  supervenience reltion, between morl clims nd their non-
morl bses, tht the udiences reject; speciĕclly, the udiences reject tht <Crig did
themorlly right thing> cn supervene on <Crig killed two people becuse they cused
 trďc jm>.

the books. Only the bility to relibly judgewht is true in stories is required for our empiricl investigtion
of the ĕctionlity puzzle. će burden of proof, we believe, rests on those who wish to deny tht ordinry
people possess this bility, either in generl or with prticulr cses.
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Despite numerous substntive diČerences between them, these two dignoses of
imgintive resistnce shre  focus on the prticulr propositions tht evoke imgin-
tive resistnce. Hence, they shre the sme fundmentl ssumption tht explining
this phenomenon involves identifying  set of prticulr propositions tht tend to
prompt the chrcteristic rections nd explicting their deĕning chrcteristics.7 For
blo, the deĕning chrcteristic is the inclusion of response-dependence concepts. For
Wlton, the deĕning chrcteristic is the expression of supervenience reltionships.
ćese re very diČerent dignoses of imgintive resistnce, of course, but they re
both criticizble by the doubters for neglecting the contexts in which the prticulr
propositions occur.

In this pper, we trget one speciĕc contextul element tht is prominent with
stories: genre. Although the role of genre hs been noted in the imgintive resistnce
literture, its signiĕcnce hs not been fully developed.8 BrieĘy, our view is tht the
genre conventions tht govern  story prtly determine which uthoril sy-sos cn be
ĕctionl nd udiences’ genre expecttions prtly determine which propositions cn
be esily imgined. As we will rgue in §4, genre is especilly suitble for n empiricl
investigtion of imgintive resistnce becuse while there re theoreticl resons to
think tht genre exerts  signiĕcnt inĘuence on ĕctionlity nd imginbility, it is lso
reltively low in psychologicl slience. We will now ly out those theoreticl resons.

We dopt n inclusive notion of genre, ccording to which  genre is simply 
grouping of representtions tht is recognized by the relevnt community s hving 
specil sttus. ćis inclusive notion of genre encompsses groupings tht others might
cll medium, presenttion, mode, or style.9 će pproprite clssiĕction of  work in 
genre depends on multiple fctors tht cn sometimes conĘict. For exmple, ccording
to Wlton (1970),  work’s pproprite clssiĕction in  genre depends on its relevnt
resemblnce to other works in tht genre, the rtist’s intentions in creting the work,
criticl judgments of the work, nd the genre’s propensity for incresing the udience’s
esthetic plesure with the work.10 Although djudicting the conĘicting fctors cn be
diďcult, nd undoubtedly interest- nd context-dependent, the invoctions of genres
in everydy discussions of stories suggest tht people do tend to hve  good pre-

7će focus on prticulr propositions is not unique to the two dignoses of imgintive resistnce tht
we refer to here, but prevlent mongst nerly ll of the initil dignoses. ee Lio nd Gendler (2014),
especilly §3.1. ćerefore, those dignoses shre the sme fundmentl ssumption bout how to best
explin the phenomenon too.

8Gendler (2000) mentions genre, but only discusses  dichotomous distinction between distorting nd
nondistorting ĕctions. More recently, Weinberg nd Meskin (2005, 2006) nd Weinberg (2008) hve lso
noted the importnce of genre, even though they primrily focus onmentl rchitecture; ndNny (2010)
mentions genre, but primrily focuses on n nlogy with converstionl prgmtics.

9For one rel-world exmple, we hve recently lerned tht the populrmedi-streming serviceNetĘix
dopts n inclusive notion of genre tht includes 90000+ ctegories with nmes such s “Biogrphicl
howbiz 20th Century Period Pieces”, “British set in Europe ci-Fi & Fntsy from the 1960s”, nd
“nderstted uspenseful Drms strring Rymond Burr”. ee Alexis C. Mdrigl, “How NetĘix Reverse
Engineered Hollywood”, će Atlantic, Jnury 2014.

10Actully, Wlton uses the term “ctegory of rt”. We prefer the term “genre” becuse it voids diďcult
debtes bout the nture of rt. In the philosophicl literture, Currie (2004), Letz nd Lopes (2008), nd
Abell (2012) hve developed lterntive conceptions of genre.
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theoreticl grsp on how to clssify stories in the pproprite genres.
Ech genre is ssocitedwith  set of genre conventions, which re systemtiztions

of the fetures common to works in  given genre. A work is better clssiĕed in  genre
when it stisĕes more of tht genre’s conventions, but  work could nevertheless ĕt
into  genre even if it lso violtes some of tht genre’s conventions.11 ćink of some
commonsensicl generliztions: science-ĕctions llow the violtion of physicl lws,
romntic comedies hve hppy endings, nd horrors contin monsters tht provoke
fer. By picking out wht  set of relevntly resembling works hve in common, genre
conventions lso pick out systemtic fetures tht the respective ĕctionl worlds hve in
common.12 As  simplistic exmple,  convention of the fntsy genre is tht ĕctionl
worlds cn dmit of the existence of mgicl items. On  descriptive reding, this
convention sys tht it is not typicl for works tht re ppropritely clssiĕed in the
fntsy genre to mention mgicl items. More importntly, on  normative reding,
this convention sys tht  work’s pproprite clssiĕction in the fntsy genre is wht
warrants its dmittnce of mgicl items into its ĕctionl world.13 If the work were 
relistic ĕction, no such wrrnt exists. ćus, genre inĘuences wht could be ĕctionl
becuse genre conventions normtively constrin which fetures could be found in
ĕctionl worlds of works in tht genre.

će psychologicl nlogs of genre conventions re udiences’ genre expectations.
On one inĘuentil ccount of ĕctionlity, wht is ĕctionl is wht  ĕction prescribes
its udiences to imgine.14 ince genre conventions constrin wht cn be ĕctionl,
they lso constrin wht the udiences ought to imgine. o comply with  ĕction’s
prescriptions, udiences lign their expecttions to the corresponding conventions.15
As  simplistic exmple, udiences tend to not hve diďculties imgining the existence
of  psychic heling ring when engging with  fntsy ĕction becuse they hve the
genre expecttion tht  fntsy ĕction world cn dmit of mgicl items.

Psychologiclly, genre expecttions cn be thought of s schems for processing
stories.16 When  story expresses  proposition tht violtes the udience’s genre expec-
ttion, the udience experiences comprtive diďculties with imgining tht proposi-
tion becuse the story processing becomes comprtively diďcult. It is worth noting
tht genre expecttions tend to be formed nd deployed quickly, automatically, nd
eČortlessly. In turn, the quickness, utomticity, nd eČortlessness of the formtion nd

11For more on this point, see the discussion in Wlton (1970) on the weighing of works’ stndrd nd
contrstndrd properties with respect to its pproprite ctegory of rt.

12We do not hve philosophicl explntions of why prticulr genres hve prticulr conventions,
such tht, for exmple, morl devince is prohibited by the genre conventions of relistic ĕctions nd not
prohibited by the genre conventions of zny ĕctions. Our suspicion is tht, if there re such explntions,
they hve to come from literry theory, ĕlm theory, nd other cognte disciplines. We thnk  referee for
pressing us to clrify the source of prticulr genre conventions.

13će ide tht genre conventions wrrnt prticulr inferences bout ĕctionl truths cn be found s
erly s the notion of inter-ĕctional carry-overs in Lewis (1978, 1983). ee lso Wlton (1990).

14ee Wlton (1990) for the originl ccount nd Wlton (2013) for  recent quliĕction.
15Weinberg nd Meskin (2005) mke similr suggestions bout the reltionship between genre conven-

tions nd udiences’ expecttions.
16Mndler (1984) rticultes the notion of  schem in processing stories. Frow (2006) lso connects

genre expecttions with story schems in the context of literry theory.
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deployment of genre expecttions mke them reltively low in psychologicl slience.
In typicl imgintive enggements, people simply “go long with the story”. ćey
ttend to wht hppens in the ĕction insted of the subtle bck-nd-forth djustments
between  work’s pproprite genre clssiĕction nd its ĕctionl contents tht hppen
psychologiclly. However, in cses of imgintive resistnce, they hve trouble going
long in this wy.

će recognition of genre’s inĘuences on ĕctionlity nd imginbility leds to 
dignosis of imgintive resistnce tht moves beyond  singulr focus on prticulr
propositions. ince genre conventions prtly inĘuence wht gets to be true in  ĕctionl
world, they constrin which uthoril sy-sos count s ĕctionl. One wy tht uthors
cn lose their defult position of uthoril uthority is when they violte genre con-
ventions. imilrly, genre expecttions prtly inĘuence wht is esily imginble. Not
surprisingly, since genre expecttions tend to trck genre conventions, the imgintive
prompts tht evoke the ĕctionlity puzzle tend to lso evoke the imgintive puzzle.
However, individul diČerences my be found where n udience’s genre expecttions
fil to trck the pproprite genre conventions.

A genre-friendly dignosis of imgintive resistnce cn ĕnd theoreticl support
in the diversity of morl lndscpes in ĕctionl worlds. It is not diďcult to think
of genres tht permit the inclusion of morl devince, lbeit sometimes very speciĕc
ones. One cndidte is blck comedy; Weinberg nd Meskin (2006) mention Wile
E. Coyote crtoons s n exmple. Other cndidtes re mythology, firytles nd
fbles, experimentl ĕction, nd religion-inĘuenced texts.17 će diversity of ĕctionl
morl lndscpes thus conĕrms the doubters’ insight tht  complete explntion of
imgintive resistnce cnnot neglect the importnce of context. While some morlly
devint propositions do evoke imgintive resistnce, others do not. Focusing on
prticulr propositions cnnot help us explin why this, but ttending to  contextul
element, such s genre, cn.

3 Empirical Investigation

In recent yers, philosophers hve begun to dopt empiriclmethods to try to bring new
insights to longstnding philosophicl debtes.18 Although this recent “experimentl
philosophy” trdition hs covered wide rnge of philosophicl topics—freewill, ethics,
epistemology, philosophy of mind, nd philosophy of lnguge—esthetics hs been
mostly neglected.19 We believe tht n empiricl investigtion of imgintive resistnce
cn help to provide new insight into the debte between the believers nd the doubters.
In this section, we ĕrst brieĘymention relted psychologicl reserch nd its limittions,
then present two studies tht we conducted, nd ĕnlly discuss the theoreticl upshots
of our studies.

17For relted discussions on our estheticlly-positive responses to mĕ ĕlms nd rough heroes, see,
respectively, Lndy (2008) nd Eton (2012).

18For  smple, see the ppers collected in Nichols nd Knobe (2008).
19ince the initil drę of this pper in 2009, experimentl philosophicl works in esthetics hve begun

to pper in print. ee, for exmple, Cov nd Pin (2012) nd Meskin et l. (2013).
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3.1 će Psychological Literature on Transportation

će trnsporttion literture in psychology is potentilly relevnt to philosophicl
discussions of imgintive resistnce.20 Roughly, n udience is transported when she
is immersed in  ĕctionl world.21 Imgintive resistnce cn be seen s the opposite of
trnsporttion. In which cse, Bilndzic nd Busselle (2008)’s ĕndings tht fmilirity
with  genre—t lest for some genres—is positively correlted with trnsporttion give
tenttive support to  genre-friendly dignosis of imgintive resistnce.22

However, there re two potentil problems with strightforwrdly reding oČ philo-
sophicl conclusions from this psychologicl literture. First, while we hve brieĘy
suggested  wy in which trnsporttion might connect to imgintive resistnce, more
theoreticl work is necessry to substntite tht link. econd, psychologists hve fo-
cused solely on udiences’ responses to simple descriptive clims in ĕctions, rther thn
themorl, evlutive, nd response-dependent clims tht hve interested philosophers.
It is n open empiricl question whether people respond to morl, evlutive, nd
response-dependent clims in the sme wy tht they respond to simple descriptive
clims. će preliminry evidence from the trnsporttion literture in psychology
is therefore no substitute for  philosophiclly-informed empiricl investigtion of
imgintive resistnce.

3.2 Study 1: Moral Deviance in a Greek Myth-like Story

We begn with  correltionl study. Prticipnts red  short story loosely bsed on
the Greek myth “će Rpe of Persephone” nd nswered questions bout it. Prtici-
pnts were niversity of Michign undergrdutes (ge 17–22, pid or given course
credit). 74 prticipnts receivedQuestionnire 1, which contined only questions bout
prticipnts’ ctul evlutive ttitude, nd 33 prticipnts received Questionnire 2,
which lso contined questions bout prticipnts’ genre competence. će study ws
run using pen nd pper nd took pproximtely 10 minutes to complete.

We used the following story in this study:23

20Lio nd Gendler (2011) discuss potentil links between the philosophicl literture on imgintive
resistnce nd the psychologicl literture on trnsporttion.

21On  more creful psychologicl chrcteriztion, trnsporttion is “ distinct mentl process, n
integrtive melding of ttention, imgery, nd feelings” (Green nd Brock 2000, 701).

22Even if the trnsporttion-imgintive resistnce link cn be estblished, we re hesitnt to put too
much evidentil weight on these ĕndings. As the uthors themselves note, the ĕndings re somewht
equivocl: “Genre-consistent ttitudes held prior to exposure fcilitte trnsporttion ęer repeted
exposures], but trnsporttion ws not consistently relted to increses in genre-relted judgments ęer 
single exposure” (Bilndzic nd Busselle 2008, 508).

23As  referee points out, the stories we use in our studies do not explicitly express  morlly devint
proposition, unlike stndrd cses in the imgintive resistnce literture such s “Deth on  Freewy”.
Our choice of stimuli voids  complint tht imgintive resistnce doubters sometimes mke regrding
the stndrd imgintive resistnce cses: tht they seem like strnge, rtiĕcil cretions becuse the stories
we commonly encounter typiclly do not explicitly describe themorl lndscpes of the respective ĕctionl
worlds. However, we cknowledge tht this diČerence cn lso constitute  limittion on generlizing from
our studies to the speciĕc imgintive resistnce cses tht other philosophers hve proČered.
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će Story of Hippolytos & Larisa. Hippolytos fell in love with Lris. Out of his
love for her, he plyed  trick on her by giving her mint lef to et. nwre of the
consequences, Lris proceeded to consume the lef. Little did she know tht this
mint lef ws specil. Consuming this specil lef would bind her to be with him
for the rest of eternity. When Lris’smother found outwhtHippolytos hd done,
she ppeled to eus to get her dughter bck. But eus declred Hippolytos’s
ction to be just, nd tht Lris indeed must fulĕll her obligtions. And tht ws
how Lris cme to be the wife of Hippolytos.

Although we intended for “će tory of Hippolytos & Lris” to be red in the trdition
ofGreekmythology, prticipnts were not given ny informtion bout the story’s genre
outside of wht ppers in the text.

Responses to the following questions were used in our nlysis:24

• Fictionality. In the ĕctionl world, is it morlly right for Hippolytos to trick Lris in
order to be with her?

• Imaginability. How esy ws it for you to imgine tht it is oky for Hippolytos to trick
Lris to be with her?

• Genre Competence. How fmilir do you consider yourself with Greek mythology?

• Evaluative Attitude. Do you personlly gree with eus’s commnd tht Hippolytos’s
ction is just?

će order of the questions ws s listed, such tht the questions bout genre compe-
tence nd evlutive ttitude cme ęer questions bout imginbility nd ĕctionlity.
Responses were given on  scle from 1 (not t ll) to 7 (very much).25

It turned out tht the believers re right bout the existence of imgintive resistnce
outside of philosophy journls nd conferences. peciĕclly, they re correct to think
tht morlly devint clims in stories cn prompt imgintive resistnce rections. će
udiences whomore stronglymorlly dispprove of Hippolytos’s trickery found it more
diďcult to ccept s ĕctionl nd to imgine tht it is morlly right for Hippolytos
to trick Lris in order to be with her. ćere is  medium-to-lrge-sized, sttisticlly-
signiĕcnt correltion between Evlutive Attitude nd Fictionlity (r=0.50, p<0.001;
see Figure 1) nd between Evlutive Attitude nd Imginbility (r=0.39, p=0.001; see
Figure 1b).26

However, it lso turned out tht the doubters re right bout the importnce of
context. će udiences who re more fmilir with stories in the trdition of Greek

24Blncing philosophicl rigor with questions tht prticipnts cn understnd is tricky. For exmple,
we cnnot simply sk prticipnts whether they re experiencing imgintive resistnce, since this is not
prt of the folk lexicon. We cknowledge tht our probes reĘect this trdeoČ between precision nd clrity.

25We did not oČer prticipnts n option to respond “no opinion” to these questions. As  referee points
out, thismens tht themidpoint on the Likert scles cn relly represent two distinct kinds of responses: 
middling judgment nd  lck of judgment ltogether. We cknowledge tht this mbiguity is  limittion
of our studies.

26ltimtely we re interested in the reltive strengths of diČerent fctors tht cn inĘuence imgin-
bility nd ĕctionlity. However, since our studies lck precedents tht could help with tht kind of
contextuliztion, we will follow the conventionl criteri set out in Cohen (1988) to describe eČect sizes.
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() Imginbility (b) Fictionlity

Figure 1: Evlutive Attitude’s inĘuence on Imginbility nd on Fictionlity

mythology found it esier to ccept s ĕctionl nd to imgine tht it is morlly right
for Hippolytos to trick Lris in order to be with her. On our hypothesis, there exists
this correltion becuse udiences who re more fmilir with stories in the trdition
of Greek mythology were more redy to ccept divine commnd theory in  story
tht is in the style of tht genre, nd to therefore llow eus’s commnd to override
their own ctul morl dispprovl when they engge with the story. ćere is  lrge-
sized, sttisticlly-signiĕcnt correltion between Genre Competence nd Fictionlity
(r=0.52, p=0.002; see Figure 2) nd between Genre Competence nd Imginbility
(r=0.54, p=0.001; see Figure 2b).

() Imginbility (b) Fictionlity

Figure 2: Genre Competence’s inĘuence on Imginbility nd on Fictionlity
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3.3 Study 2: Police Procedural vs. Aztec Myth

We then conducted n experimentl follow-up study tht mnipulted prticipnts’
genre expecttions. će mnipultion ws within-prticipnt. Prticipnts were re-
cruited online vi Amzon Mechnicl urk (ge 18–82, ge medin=27.5, pid, -
only).27 We rn the study online using Qultrics questionnire soęwre nd it took p-
proximtely 5minutes to complete. ćosewho filed n initil instruction-comprehension
question were excluded from the nlysis, nd 30 prticipnts remined.28

Prticipnts ĕrst red two stories tht pper to be similr in bsic plot but diČer
in their genres, nd then responded to questions bout ech story.29 će order in
which prticipnts received the stories ws counterblnced. In the police procedural
condition, prticipnts were told tht they will red n excerpt from  police procedurl
short story, similr to wht they might ĕnd on V shows such s Law & Order nd CSI.
In the Aztec myth condition, prticipnts were told tht they will red n excerpt from
n Aztec cretion myth, similr to wht they might ĕnd in cretion myths of Greek,
Norse, or other cultures. We used the following stories in this study:

(police procedurl)
Seeing the Light. Februry 14th, 2010. exs. ćere ws only drkness. Everyone
gthered round the precher, Wyne Howell, for n nnouncement. “A messge
from the lmighty cme to me. će youngest girl must be scriĕced in order to
bring bck the light.” ćey believed his every word. All eyes then turned to Mry,
who hd just given birth to  bby girl. Reluctntly, Mry gve her bby to the
precher to be scriĕced.

(Aztec myth)
će Sun of the Second Creation. A long, long time go, in the vlley of Mexico,
there ws only drkness. Everyone gthered round the high priest, Cihucotl,
for n nnouncement. “A messge from the gods cme to me. će youngest girl
must be scriĕced in order to renew the sun.” ćey believed his every word. All
eyes then turned to Ixchel, who hd just given birth to  bby girl. Reluctntly,
Ixchel gve her bby to the high priest to be scriĕced.

Prticipnts were then sked, in rndom order, two questions bout ech story:

• Morality. In the world of the story, Mry/Ixchel did the right thing.
• Belief. Mry/Ixchel believed she did the right thing.

Responses were given on  scle from 1 (strongly disgree) to 7 (strongly gree).30

27According to Buhrmester et l. (2011), dt gthered using Amzon Mechnicl urk re t lest s
relible s dt gthered vi trditionl in-person methods. Furthermore, the prticipnts on Amzon
Mechnicl urk re more demogrphiclly diverse thn trditionl college smples.

28According to Oppenheimer et l. (2009), the use of n instructionl mnipultion check cn increse
the relibility of  dtset.

29Prior to reding the two stories, prticipnts were told: “In this study, you will red two ĕctionl short
stories or excerpts tht re rndomly chosen from our dtbse, nd then nswer  couple of questions
bout ech. ome prticipnts my receive stories tht pper similr t ĕrst. Plese crefully red them
on their own terms nd nswer the questions on tht bsis.”

30ee footnote 23 nd footnote 25 for limittions tht this study shres with the previous one.
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Before discussing the results, let us highlight two importnt diČerences between
this study nd the previous one, nd the motivtions behind these modiĕctions.31
First, in this study we did not explicitly sk prticipnts bout their imginbility nd
ĕctionlity judgments; insted, we sked them the ĕt of prticulr propositions to the
respective ĕctionl worlds. ince we observed in tudy 1 tht prticipnts’ imginbility
ndĕctionlity judgments tend to gohnd in hnd, we thought tht therews noneed to
distinguish the two questions in this study. (Our observtion is lso consistent with the
pre-experimentl expecttion tht the imginbility nd ĕctionlity puzzles re closely
relted, nd tht udiences’ genre expecttions tend to trck genre conventions.) We
lso thought tht explicitly sking prticipnts bout wht they imgine nd ccept
s ĕctionl could introduce experimentl demnd chrcteristics. Given tht people
typiclly tlk bout wht hppens in the stories insted of wht they imgine nd
ccept s ĕctionl, posing questions tht re bout the story itself gives us nother,
nd rgubly more nturl, wy of understnding how people mke inferences in their
imginings nd with ĕctionl truths. econd, in this study we introduced  question
bout  ĕctionl chrcter’s morl belief in dditionl to the question bout the morl
lndscpe of the ĕctionl world. All prticipnts of the imgintive resistnce debte
gree tht  ĕctionl chrcter’s morlly devint beliefs need not evoke imgintive
resistnce. Wht is in dispute is whethermorl devince in the ĕctionl world cn evoke
imgintive resistnce, nd in wht context. o, to mke sure tht our experiment is
relly getting t the ltter, we needed wy to verify tht prticipnts were not confusing
 ĕctionl chrcter’s morl belief with the morl lndscpe of the ĕctionl world. Only
then cn we resonbly infer tht prticipnts’ imgintive resistnce rections, if ny,
were indeed driven by the morl devince in the ĕctionl world.

će results from this study prtly vindicted the believers’ contentions. With the
police procedurl “eeing the Light”, prticipnts tend to not ccept tht the ĕctionl
world is morlly devint—speciĕclly, such tht femle infnticide is ctully morlly
right (Morality M=3.03; SD=2.173). Keep in mind tht prticipnts do tend to ccept
tht the min ĕctionl chrcter, Mry, hs  morlly devint belief (Belief M=5.60;
SD=1.248). Hence, tudy 2 lso supports the existence of imgintive resistnce.

Moreover, comprisons cross conditions clerly show tht prticipnts re not
confusing  ĕctionl chrcter’s morl beliefs with the morl relity of the ĕctionl
world, nd imgintive resistnce relly is driven by the ltter. ćere is no diČerence
between prticipnts’ cceptnce of the min ĕctionl chrcters’ morlly devint
beliefs in the two stories. Prticipnts tended to ccept both tht Mry believed she
did the right thing (Belief M=5.60; SD=1.248) nd tht Ixchel believed she did the right
thing (Belief M=5.93; SD=1.413). će experimentl mnipultion did not produce 
sttisticlly signiĕcnt eČect with respect to the Belief question (Figure 3).

However, there is  diČerence between prticipnts’ cceptnce of morl devince
in the two ĕctionl worlds. While prticipnts tended to not ccept tht Mry ctully
did the morlly right thing in the police procedurl (Morality M=3.03; SD=2.173),
prticipnts tended to ccept tht Ixchel ctully did the morlly right thing in the

31We thnk the referees for encourging us to detil the motivtions.
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() Belief rtings (b) Morality rtings

Figure 3: Belief nd Morlity mens in police procedurl nd Aztec myth conditions

Aztec myth (Morality M=4.17; SD=2.422). će experimentl mnipultion produced
 sttisticlly signiĕcnt lrge eČect with respect to the Morlity question (t(29)=3.42,
p=0.002, eČect size r=0.54; Figure 3b). On the hypothesis we dvnced, the reson tht
the sme proposition cn evoke imgintive resistnce in one story but not the other hs
to do with the diČerent genre conventions tht govern the respective story worlds nd
the diČerent genre expecttions tht udiences hve respectively.32 Hence, the results
from this study lso prtly vindicted the doubters’ contentions, speciĕclly regrding
the importnce of context.

3.4 General Discussion

We strted the pper with  debte between imgintive resistnce believers nd img-
intive resistnce doubters. će believers contend tht imgintive resistnce is  rel,
philosophiclly-interesting phenomenon tht clls for n explntion. će doubters
contend tht the so-clled imgintive resistnce is only n rtifct of divorcing context
from the imgintive prompts tht believers hve focused on.

32A referee notes tht the diČerence between prticipnts’ rections to the two stories cn lso be due
to diČerences with the time nd plce settings of the two stories ( long long time go in Aztec Mexico vs.
contemporry exs), nd rgues tht this lterntive explntion undermines our hypothesis. While we
ĕnd the referee’s explntion plusible, we lso believe tht it is still brodly consistent with our emphsis
on genre diČerences between two stories becuse we think tht time nd plce diČerence cn constitute
genre diČerences. o tke one rel-world exmple, when journlist Alexis C. Mdrigl ctlogued the
genres used on NetĘix, he found tht they tend to follow the formul of “Region + Adjectives + Noun
Genre + Bsed On…+ Set In… + From the…+ About…+ For Age  to ” (op. cit., our emphsis). On this
ctegoriztion scheme, the setting of  story is one determiner of its pproprite genre clssiĕction. ee
footnote 9 for  couple exmples of NetĘix genres tht speciĕclly mention  ĕlm’s time or plce settings.
More importntly, even if one hd  less inclusive notion of genre nd considered time nd plce settings
to be contextul elements distinct from genre, the results of this study would still support the generl point
tht context is importnt for properly dignosing imgintive resistnce.
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Our studies show tht both sides re right bout some things butwrong bout others.
će believers re right to think tht there is  rel phenomenon bout imginbility
nd ĕctionlity tht cn be brought out with morl devinces in ĕctions. However,
the doubters re right to think tht this phenomenon cnnot be properly dignosed
without n ttention to context. Our studies trget the contextul element of genre.
tudy 1 shows tht  lck of genre competence is strongly correlted with comprtive
diďculties in imgining nd ccepting s ĕctionl the morlly devint proposition
presented. tudy 2 shows tht mnipulting genre cn vry the level of resistnce tht is
evoked by the morlly devint proposition presented. ogether, the studies show tht
imgintive resistnce is rel, but lso tht its complete explntion must grnt context
 signiĕcnt role.

We endorse explanatory cosmopolitanismwith respect to imgintive resistnce. As
we see it, this is  complicted phenomenon whose complete explntion must include
multiple fctors. će nture of the imgintive prompt is one explntory fctor, the
contextul element of genre is nother, nd there my well be others tht re witing to
be uncovered. In contrst, some of the initil dignoses of imgintive resistnce—such
s the ones highlighted in §2—cn be red s endorsing explanatory provincialism: they
im to explin imgintive resistnce by focusing on one fctor, nmely the nture of the
prticulr propositions tht tend to evoke imgintive resistnce. In the ĕnl section of
this pper, we will rgue tht empiricl methods should be especilly ttrctive to other
explntory cosmopolitns becuse, given the nture of humn psychology, empiricl
methods cn id us in uncovering underexplored explntory fctors.

4 Empirical Methodology

ince the use of empiricl methods is still reltively new to philosophicl esthetics,
we will conclude by explining why it is pproprite for this debte. In short: why do
experiments t ll? Cn we not ĕgure out wht fctors drive imgintive resistnce
without recourse to empiricl studies?33

Before nswering this question, it is worth considering nother one. Why ws
genre conspicuously bsent from, or t lest not properly pprecited by, the mjority
of the initil dignoses of imgintive resistnce? Here is our somewht specultive
suggestion: philosophers strt theorizing bout imgintive resistnce when they notice
their own comprtive diďculties with imgining nd ccepting s ĕctionl prticulr
propositions tht re presented in stories. ćey begin the process of constructing cn-
didte theories to explin the phenomen by introspecting their own minds in serch
of the source of their own comprtive diďculties. ćese introspections re nturlly
bised towrds noticing nd focusing on fctors tht hve  high degree of psychologicl
slience. (By deĕnition, fctors with low slience re not redily noticed nd thus

33As  referee notes, there is  sense in which even philosophers’ introspections of their own responses
cn count s “empiricl” in the ordinry sense. o clrify, we re using the term “empiricl” in  more
technicl sense to pply only to methods tht use sttisticl models to mke inferences from dt sets.
Hence, philosophers’ introspections fil to count s empiricl studies on this technicl sense not becuse
they involve n extremely smll smple, but becuse they do not involve sttisticl inferences.
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do not become the objects of further scrutiny.) ure enough, there is  fctor tht
is highly psychologiclly slient tht does explin, in prt, imgintive resistnce: the
nture of prticulr propositions tht evoked their imgintive resistnce rections—
especilly, in prdigmtic cses, these propositions’ morlly devint content.34 ćis
then becomes the focus of their philosophicl theorizing.

Genre, in contrst, is not so psychologiclly slient. As we note erlier, genre
expecttions re formed nd deployed quickly, utomticlly, nd eČortlessly. When
udiences encounter  sentence such s “the spceship is trveling fster thn the speed
of light” in  science-ĕction story, they do not consciously think to themselves this story
seems to be a science-ĕction, so violations of physical laws are to be expected, and so I
should indeed imagine that the spaceship is traveling faster than the speed of light. ćey
simply imgine the proposition expressed with the pproprite expecttions lredy
in plce. Like mny other fst, utomtic processes, the formtion nd deployment
of genre expecttions tend not to be open to introspective ccess. ince genre hs
 low degree of psychologicl slience, it hs for the most prt been overlooked by
philosophers s  cndidte fctor tht explins imgintive resistnce.

Let us return to the question we posed erlier: Cn we not ĕgure out wht fctors
drive imgintive resistnce without recourse to empiricl studies? Our nswer is
twofold.

First, empiricl methods provide  mens to redily demonstrte tht some fctor
is indeed inĘuencing one’s judgments, even when tht fctor is not very psychologiclly
slient or introspectively ccessible. For exmple, tests of ssocition (such s correl-
tion tests) cn provide strong evidence tht two psychologicl vribles (such s two
judgment processes) re linked, though the link itself my not be redily detectble
from introspection lone. sing correltion tests in tudy 1 nd n experimentl
mnipultion in tudy 2, we showed tht genre conventions nd expecttions re
likely exerting signiĕcnt inĘuences on people’s imgintive resistnce rections. It
is highly unlikely tht prticipnts themselves were wre tht their competence with
genre conventions ws Čecting wht they imgine nd ccept s ĕctionl—though the
sttisticl tests provided strong evidence for this inĘuence.

econd, the question posed oČers  flse dichotomy in which one must choose
between rmchir methods nd empiricl methods. Other disciplines do not mndte
either/or choices of this sort, but rther recognize tht theoreticl reĘections nd em-
piricl studies cn both mke importnt contributions. ćere is in fct no competition.

34ripd nd Konrth (2011) rgue tht normtive vribles, such s morl ones, re overemphsized
in explining symmetries in ttributions of intentionlity, nd the high psychologicl slience of these
vribles is the root cuse. ripd nd Konrth speculte tht normtive vribles my be more
psychologiclly slient nd consciously ccessible becuse evlutions in these domins tend to involve
high Čect.
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