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Epistemic Uses of Imagination. Ep1TED By CHRISTOPHER BADURA, and Amy Kinp.
(New York, NY: Routledge, 2021. Pp. 1040 + 1043. Price £84.00 (hardback).
ISBN: 9780367480561.)

The volume Epistemic Uses of Imagination, edited by Christopher Badura and
Amy Kind, shows, and contributes to, the impressive breadth of topics in the
philosophy of imagination. Ranging from modality (contributions from Kung,
Lam, Hanrahan, and Omoge) and logic (Berto) to issues concerning the a
priori-a posteriort distinction (Mallozzi), conditionals (Badura), and reasoning
more broadly (Myers), as well as transformative experiences (Kind), attention
(Peterson), empathy (Langkau and Roelofs), the self (Wiltsher & Nanay), and
thought experiments (Arcangeli and Strohminger). The overall aim of this
impressive collection is to further the epistemology of imagination and to ‘advance
our understanding of many of the critical issues surrounding the epistemic work
that imagination can accomplish’ (p. 5).

This volume, together with Knowledge Through Imagination (eds. Amy Kind
and Peter Kung, OUP, 2016), constitutes a landmark in the epistemology of
imagination. Additionally, this collection nicely combines work of established
names with that of many young, talented philosophers of imagination. Un-
fortunately, I can’t address all essays here, so I will focus on a more general
observation.

Importantly, just as there are different ways in which we can use thought
experiments, there are different uses of the imagination. Though some of these
uses are obviously not ‘epistemic’ (e.g. daydreaming), there are multiple ways in
which uses of imagination can be epistemic (Stuart 2020). To see this and its
importance, consider the following. Many have argued that imagination needs
to be constrained if it is to be epistemically useful (see the introduction to the
aforementioned Anowledge Through Imagination). However, Stuart (2020) argues
that it is sometimes the lack of restrictions that makes imagination epistemically
useful. Crucially, what Stuart considers as ‘epistemically useful’ is significantly
different from what those who argue for imagination to be constrained are
considering. Stuart focuses on the exploratory role of imagination, whereas the
others are concerned with juséification through imagination.

This shows that, in order to properly evaluate the success of the proposals
in this volume, the authors better be very explicit on how they understand
imagination’s ‘epistemic use’. Unfortunately, this is not always so clear.

First, consider the works on imagination and the understanding of others
(Kind, Langkau, and Roelofs), which all focus on imagination’s role in per-
spective taking. For example, Kind discusses whether ‘one can successfully
imagine what it’s like to live a life very different from one’s own’ (p. 237),
where her notion of imaginative scaffolding plays an important role. Imaginative
scaffolding means that, in imagination, ‘[w]e scaffold out from experiences
we’ve had to experiences that we haven’t’ (p. 245). Intuitively, it seems that how
successfully one can imagine what it is like to live a different life depends, in
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important ways, on how well one imaginatively scaffolds (cf. Badura, p. 149).
This seems to ‘treat imagination as a character trait (imaginativeness), and
focus on how it affects the epistemological standing of agents that possess it’
(Stuart 2021, p. 1332). These are interesting themes, but it is not obvious that
they involve the same target ‘epistemic use’ as, for example, the justificatory
role of imagination.

Secondly, in the case of imagination’s role in narratives and thought ex-
periments, it is often unclear what the target ‘epistemic use’ is. For example,
Strohminger considers Galileo’s falling bodies thought experiment, but it is
unclear what ‘epistemic use’ of imagination she has in mind. Strohminger
talks at times about being ‘justified in believing the thought experiment’s con-
clusion’ (p. 203), though in the case of such scientific thought experiments, it
seems plausible that the ultimate justification comes from the mathematical
calculations (or other theoretical considerations) and that the (epistemic) role of
imagination is merely exploratory (Stuart 2020). The same holds for Arcangeli’s
contribution. The aim of Arcangeli’s chapter is to ‘restore imagination to the
forefront of our interactions with [...] narratives, including those involved in
thought experiments’ (p. 183). Though Arcangeli makes some very interesting
observations (concerning subtle distinctions within simulationist theories of
imagination), it is not obvious whether to understand imagination’s epistemic
use in allowing ‘us to reason in the fictional world’ (p. 185) as being justificatory,
exploratory, or something else.

Finally, according to the editors, justification by imagination is one of the
themes ‘that unite[s] the chapters across sections’ (p. 1). It is true that in the
part on Modality and Modal Knowledge, most authors are concerned with
imagination’s role in the context of justification (though only Hanrahan phrases
it in these terms) as is Badura in his chapter on imagination and conditionals.
This kind of epistemic use is, at least prima facie, significantly different from
the kinds discussed above. However, even within those works that focus on
imaginative justification, there are interesting differences and issues.

For example, Myers argues that imagination is epistemically useful in a
sense analogous to the epistemic usefulness of theoretical reasoning. As Myers
points out, this makes the epistemic use of imagination significantly reliant
on the mput to the imagination. As is generally the case with justification
through reasoning, bad input leads to bad output. This makes the epistemic
role of imagination purely expanding, rather than as an ultimate source of
justification, which seems to be the aim of the contributions by Hanharan,
Kung, Lam, and Badura.

Another issue with respect to the justification use of imagination is that it is
not often explicitly considered whether it is really the imagination that is doing
the epistemic heavily lifting, or whether it is something else that does. We see
this for example in Peterson’s contribution. He suggests that there is ‘a crucial
role for attention’ in the epistemic usefulness of imagination (p. 218). Though
the relation between attention and imagination is definitely of interest and
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something that is not often considered, Peterson does not take into account
the possibility that it is the attention that is doing the epistemological work,
rather than the imagination. We also see this in the contribution of Omoge.
He extends Nichols and Stich’ notion of seripts to, what he calls, modalizing
seripts. ‘Tor example, to imagine whether zombies are possible, the relevant
modalizing script (call it, a zombie script) is that which details how thoughts
involving “consciousness” typically unfold’ (p. 84). However, as Langland-
Hassan (2012) points out, merely suggesting that there is a mechanism that fills
in the details and labelling it ‘scripts’, ‘does little more than provide space for an
explanation to come’ (p. 162, emphasis added). This is especially problematic for
Omoge’s project of presenting an imagination-based epistemology of modality,
for it is the scripts, which consist of theoretical knowledge, that are doing all
the epistemological work, not the imagination.

In order to properly evaluate any project concerning the epistemic use of
imagination, we need to know what the target epistemic use is. Unfortunately,
philosophers of imagination are not always as clear as they could (and perhaps
should) be in this regard.

Despite the above, I think that any one who has a serious interest in the
epistemology of imagination and its epistemic uses stands to benefit from this
great collection of essays. Showing both the range of topics where imagination
is relevant as well as pointing out novel connections and subtle distinctions
(e.g. Arcangeli, Strohminger, Peterson, Kind, and Roelofs), this edited volume
will be of interest both to philosophers who are starting to work on this topic
as well as to those who have been working on imagination for a long time.'
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!'"Thanks to Chris Badura and Samuel Boardman for helpful discussions.
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