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Abstract
According to recent orthodoxy, imagination is best char-
acterised in terms of distinctive imaginative states. But
this view is ill-suited to characterisation of the full range
of imaginative activities—creation, fantasy, conceiving,
and so on. It would be better to characterise imagination
in terms of a distinctive imaginative process, with the
various imaginative activities as more determinate
implementations of the determinable process.

There’s an old joke in which Bert and Ernie go camping.1 In the middle of the night, Bert wakes
Ernie and asks what he sees.
“Thousands of stars, Bert.”
“And what do you make of that, Ernie?”
“Well, gee, Bert. I guess some of those stars have planets, and I guess some of those planets are

like Earth. So I figure we’re not alone in the universe. Ain’t that something?”
“Well, Ernie, I figure that someone’s stolen our tent.”
Poor Ernie; he did try to make the right inference. But what made his thinking inferential? One

answer might appeal to his use of a distinctive kind of mental state. Another answer might appeal
to the distinctive way in which he manipulated whatever states he used. The second answer is
clearly preferable. Inferences are processes in which representational states are regimented and
related, according to norms governing acceptable transitions, so as to produce further states.
Perhaps certain kinds of state are especially apt for use in certain kinds of inference; for
epistemic inference, belief is an obvious candidate. But inference is not best characterised
by reference to a distinctive kind of state. The essence of inference is a way that states are
used.

1 It’s usually told about Holmes and Watson, but old wine sometimes needs decanting.
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2 WILTSHER

Ernie might avoid such indignity by staying at home and imagining camping instead. Hemight
visualise a starry sky, conjure the itch of thistles under a sleeping mat, suppose that Bert’s snores
are the snuffles of wild animals. If he does this, what makes his thinking imaginative?
One answer might appeal to his use of distinctive imaginative states. This state view is ortho-

dox in recent philosophy of imagination.2 Another answer might appeal to the way in which he
manipulated whatever states he used. It might describe a distinctive imaginative process, involv-
ing no proprietary states. The essence of imagination, according to this answer, is a way that states
are used. I prefer this process view to the state view. I also prefer it to the thought view, which char-
acterises imagination as a heterogeneous group of processes united only by superficial qualities.
The process view occupies a space between the thought and state views; it says that the vari-
ous imaginative processes are structurally similar, but don’t necessarily all use the same kinds of
states. My preferences for the process view owe to fairly flat-footed considerations of extensional
and intensional adequacy, but establishing the foundations on which to be flat-footed will take a
bit of spadework.

1 THE TERMS OF DEBATE

There were no footprints, no mysterious noises; they’d told nobody about their trip. Nonetheless,
Bert suspects thievery. Youmight say that he’s supposing, hypothesising, or speculating. Ernie, on
the other hand, wonders whether aliens were involved. Some might say that he’s daydreaming,
fantasising, or fictionalising. Whatever they’re doing exactly, both Bert and Ernie are using their
imagination. This illustrates the diversity of apparently imaginative activities, as does Susanna
Schellenberg’s list:

By projecting ourselves into other situations, imagination allows us to expand our
horizon. By conceiving of alternative possible worlds, imagination allows us to forge
new paths in science and gain an understanding of alternative ways our lives could
be. By thinking through what would happen given certain conditions, imagination
allows us to engage in counterfactual reasoning. By creating fictional worlds and
works of art, imagination allows us to develop new ideas and express old ideas in
new ways.

(Schellenberg, 2013, p.497)

Exactly which activities are imaginative is debatable, but Schellenberg’s examples are rela-
tively uncontroversial. They include personal projection of one sort or another, which might
include fantasy, imaginative rehearsal, or identification with others; investigation of possibilities
and counterfactuals, which could be called “conceiving”; and artistic creation. We should add
pretence, in which Schellenberg and others take extensive interest, and engagement with fictions.
The three views say what it means to use your imagination to do these things. This requires
saying what imagination is: what kind of mental entity it is, what distinguishes it from other
entities of that sort, and what relation it bears to imaginative activities.
The highest, broadest, most capacious category of mental entity at issue here is thought.3 To

say that imagination is a distinctive kind of thought is to say that it is a unified kind only insofar

2 A notable heretic, discussed later, is Peter Langland-Hassan (2020).
3 At issue here. The question of how capacities, faculties, powers, or skills relate to the three I discuss is one for another
time.
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WILTSHER 3

as imaginative activities share certain superficial qualities; there is no deeper structure or con-
stitutive element common to them all. This view is advanced by Peter Langland-Hassan, who
characterises imagination as “rich, elaborated, and epistemically safe thought about the possible,
fantastical, unreal, and so on” (Langland-Hassan, 2020, p.6). He argues that such thought reduces
to various combinations of representationalmental states, none of them distinctively imaginative.
Imaginative activities are differentiated by the particular combinations to which they reduce, and
united as imaginative by their correspondence with the characterisation. This is what I’ll call the
thought view.
Some kinds of thought—not all, but some—can be characterised in terms of amental process in

which they consist, or on which they depend. Mental processes have states as inputs and outputs,
with the outputs derived but distinct from the inputs.4 They involve operations on and transi-
tions between states, structured and governed by norms (perhaps laws) that specify acceptable
transitions. We can specify types of process by specifying distinctive inputs, norms, operations, or
outputs. If enough of those things are distinctive enough,we have a distinctive process.5 Epistemic
inference, for example, is governed by distinctive norms of truth-preservation and warrant, and
has epistemic states—belief, judgement, understanding—as its typical outputs. The process view
says that imagination, like inference, is a distinctive process: a distinctive way of manipulating
states, according to distinctive norms. You are imagining when you undertake that process. An
activity is imaginative if it is a specific implementation of the imaginative process, just as various
types of inference—deductive, abductive, heuristic—are specific implementations of the inferen-
tial process.
On the process view, the inputs and outputs of the imaginative process are states.6 On the

thought view, the constituents of imaginative thought are states. On neither view does imagi-
nation’s distinctiveness owe to the states it involves. The state view, by contrast, says that there
are distinctive imaginative states. States are concatenations of contents and attitudes; belief, for
example, is appropriate content plus the belief attitude. The attitude “marks” the content as apt
for certain kinds of processing; beliefs, for example, are apt for inferential processing. Distinctive
imaginative states are counterparts of other states, sharing their constitutive forms and content-
types, and to some extent their functional roles; the imaginative counterpart of belief, for example,
is apt for inferential processing, though its peculiar features affect the particularities of that pro-
cessing. A mental process such as inference is imaginative if and when imaginative states figure
among its inputs, and an activity is imaginative if the processes onwhich it depends employ imag-
inative states.7 The state view is the most popular in the contemporary imagination literature, so
I will spend quite a while describing and criticising it, before advocating for the process view, and
then advancing a comparison between that view and the thought view.
Some care is required with the state view’s terminology and scope. On terminology, two rela-

tively trivial but consistently irritating differences of vocabulary need addressing. First, there is the

4 I sidestep debate over whether the outputs of practical reasoning processes are states such as intentions to act, or actions
themselves. For discussion see e.g. Paul (2013).
5What’s “enough” is largely relative to the aims of a particular project of distinguishing and categorising processes. For
some purposes, it’s enough to sort (say) epistemic inference from aesthetic inference. For other purposes, it’s very impor-
tant to differentiate (say) deductive, inductive, and abductive kinds of epistemic inference.
6 I sidestep ontological controversy concerning the relations between states and processes. See (e.g.) papers collected in
Stout (2018).
7Well, not quite, but this is just the outline. See Section 3 for a more nuanced discussion of when a process is imaginative
according to the state view.
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4 WILTSHER

issue of whether to call things like beliefs “representations” or “states”: essentially, how to abbre-
viate “representational mental state”. Schellenberg, for example, calls them states, but much of
the work to be discussed uses “representation” to name the same entity, consisting in content and
attitude. I will use “state”, except when discussing work using “representation”. This is because
“representation” might suggest that the state view invokes a distinctive representational format
or content-kind. It does not.
Second, there is the issue of what to call the distinctive entity that the view does invoke. Though

popular in earlier work, “belief-like representation” has fallen out of favour; contemporary con-
tenders include “imagining” and “i-state”. I will use the latter, which clearly names the kind of
single, simple state posited by the view. I will reserve the noun “imagining” for complexes of states
figuring in imaginative thought and processes (and thus demur from Langland-Hassan’s practice
of calling both complexes and constituents “states”).
I-belief is the most widely posited i-state, but the i-schema can in principle be applied to any

state. Debates about additional imaginative states primarily concern i-desires, but something like
i-emotions are abroad in the literature, and cases could be made for i-judgement, i-hope, and
other exotics. Probably only the ready availability of “visualisation” has spared us from “i-sight.”8
In each case, the state view’s central idea is reproduced: the i-state functions as an ersatz version
of the usual diet of a mental mechanism, which digests the i-state much as it would whatever it
usually eats. And, so, one might think, arguments concerning i-beliefs should more or less apply
to any other putative i-state. In fact, things aren’t that simple, since the cases for other i-states are
often bound up with particular views of the kinds of processes in which their counterparts are
involved. A comprehensive approach risks getting bogged down in a morass of detail.
Accordingly, I will concentrate on two kinds of process into which i-states might be fed. How

to refer to those processes is another terminological problem, manifest in work on the nature of
inference. Some such work construes inference narrowly, as a specifically epistemic process (e.g.
Boghossian, 2014; Neta, 2013; Koziolek, 2021). Some construes it broadly, as any kind of reason-
ing (McHugh & Way, 2018), or any transitions between states that are rule-governed rather than,
say, associative (Quilty-Dunn & Mandelbaum, 2018). A reason to prefer a broader construal is to
include practical and aesthetic inferences, which might use (say) desires or emotions as well as
beliefs, and be governed by different norms than those applicable to epistemic inference.9 But, for
clarity, I will use “inference” to refer specifically to epistemic processes, and “reasoning” to refer
to processes where beliefs are commingled with other states. On some versions of the state view,
any reasoning process is imaginative as soon as i-belief is involved; on other versions, reasoning
can only be properly imaginative if all its inputs are imaginative, i-desires as well as i-beliefs.
So we have three views to discuss. All agree that processes and thought can be imaginative,

and can involve states; the question is whether it’s the thought, the process, or the state that is
distinctively imaginative—whether, as it were, the process (or thought) becomes imaginative
because of the state, orwhether the state becomes imaginative because of the process (or thought).
So far, so contrastive. But the keen reader might wonder if there is really much difference

between saying that special states are employed by ordinary processes, and saying that ordinary

8Most profligately, Arcangeli (2018) argues that there are a great many i-states. More moderately, Goldman (2006) thinks
there are analogues of desires, beliefs, and emotions. Currie and Ravenscroft (2002, pp.189–191) posit i-desires and i-beliefs,
but not emotion analogues. Walton (1990) and Doggett and Egan (2007) are in favour of i-beliefs and i-desires. Gendler
(2008) and Kind (2011) argue for i-beliefs, but against i-desires. Schellenberg (2013) thinks there is something like i-belief,
but no i-desire. Helpful taxonomy and discussion: Liao and Doggett (2014).
9 For distinction and comparison among these three kinds of inference, see Gorodeisky and Marcus (2018), though they
use “theoretical” rather than “epistemic”.
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WILTSHER 5

states are put through special processes. After all, youmight think that a state is distinctive exactly
to the extent that it is apt for distinctive processing. Of course, I maintain that there is a significant
difference between the views. Showing this will require detailed explication of the state view.

2 THE STATE VIEW

The state view is so popular and entrenched that differences over details can obscure common-
alities. So perhaps we should begin at its beginning. The view’s paradigmatic status is due to two
books, by Currie and Ravenscroft (Recreative Minds, 2002) and Nichols and Stich (Mindreading,
2003). Together, they invigorated philosophical study of the imagination by providing a tractable
research agenda directed by a cogent theoretical approach.
In that approach, modelling the mind is understood as a matter of modelling the interactions

of representational mental states and processing mechanisms employing them. Such modelling
explains behaviour. A simple model along these lines says that there are two kinds of repre-
sentational states, beliefs and desires. Beliefs are processed by inference mechanisms to pro-
duce new beliefs; beliefs and desires together are processed by reasoning mechanisms to cause
behaviour.
The simple model is, sadly, much too simple to be a fully general model of human thought

and action. Imaginative thought and activity are notable complications.We engage in imaginative
mental acts, such as projection and perspective-taking, that cannot easily bemodelled as the infer-
ential processing of beliefs; we engage in peculiar imaginative behaviour, such as pretence, that
cannot easily bemodelled as the belief-driven pursuit of desire-satisfaction. The question taken up
in the two books is that of how such imaginative thought and behaviour can be accounted for with
minimal additions to the simple model. The two converge on similar answers while maintaining
different emphases and scholarly independence.10 The framework for thinking about imagination
thus established has proved popular and durable.
Nichols and Stich take pretence as their initial explanandum, and then develop their expla-

nation to address “mind-reading”, the ability to understand other people’s minds. To explain pre-
tence, theymake three additions to the simplemodel of themind just adumbrated. The ostensibly
crucial addition is the “possible worlds box”, which is “a workspace in which our cognitive sys-
tembuilds and temporarily stores representations of one or another possibleworld” (p.28).11 These
representational states are similar to beliefs; they have the same logical form (p.32) and the same
type of content (p.58). The similarity extends to how they are used:

the inferencemechanism, the very same one that is used in the formation of real beliefs,
can work on representations in the [possible worlds box] in much the same way that
it can work on representations in the Belief Box. In the course of a pretence episode,
new representations get added to the [possible worlds box] by inferring them from
representations that are already there.

(Nichols & Stich, 2003, p.29, emphasis in original)

10 Each book refers to work by the authors of the other, but neither directly cites the other—unsurprisingly, given their
contemporaneous production.
11 See Section 3 below for discussion of another crucial addition.
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6 WILTSHER

The “inference mechanism” is a generic entity, encompassing all the types of epistemic infer-
ence that minds use, whatever they turn out to be. Ordinarily, the mechanism processes belief
inputs, according to epistemic norms, to produce belief outputs. Nichols and Stich’s idea is that
the inference mechanism can also take belief-like representational states as inputs, and use them
tomake twokinds of output. Further belief-like representations are put back in the possibleworlds
box, contributing to an increasingly rich hypothetical scenario or world. Conditional beliefs are
put with actual beliefs in the belief box (p.37). These conditional beliefs, along with actual desires,
are processed by decision-making systems; consequently, pretence behaviour occurs.12
Nichols and Stich describe this as a general “theory of imagination”, not merely of pretence

(p.37). We can thus inquire what, on this model, is the distinctive imaginative entity. This ques-
tion must focus on the processing that happens before the admixture of conditional beliefs with
desires, since Nichols and Stich declare their theory of imagination complete before they consider
that mixing. Since the “very same” inference mechanism processes belief-like representations “in
much the same way” as it does beliefs, the processing mechanism is not itself distinctively imagi-
native. Nor are its outputs distinctive: it can produce beliefs, albeit conditional ones. The distinc-
tive imaginative entity is the inputs: a process is, or becomes, imaginative just when some of its
inputs are belief-like representations of possible or hypothetical worlds. To imagine is to use a
special kind of state in an otherwise undistinguished process.
The Currie-Ravenscroft view is similar, with the addition of i-desires. They agree that i-beliefs

can be used in inferential processes (p.14), but they think that explaining mind-reading also
requires desire-like representations that can be processed by the same practical reasoning mech-
anism as the real things (pp.66–67). The representations share form and content-type with actual
beliefs and desires (e.g. p.18). Again, on this model, a process is imaginative when and because
it involves an imaginative input. Currie and Ravenscroft do also hold that “where an inference
is from premisses at least one of which is an imagining, the conclusion will be an imagining as
well” (p.14). But it is the imaginative input that guarantees the imaginative output. Imagining is,
essentially, a matter of processing distinctive states using mechanisms ordinarily used for other
states.
Currie and Ravenscroft are helpfully explicit that, on their view, imagination is a “capacity”

(p.66). By this they mean that imagination is fundamentally a way of usingmental mechanisms,
not a mental mechanism or process in its own right. This is a deliberate feature of the strategy of
making minimal additions to the simple model: why posit more mechanisms when the ones we
have already will do fine? Currie and Ravenscroft adduce this consideration of parsimony when
arguing that imagining exploits mechanisms with other primary functions (p.67).13
So the state view says that imagination is a matter of using distinctive imaginative states in the

samemechanisms as their counterparts. It is worth dwelling on what “samemechanism” means.
One way to differentiate mental processing mechanisms is to stipulate that each has a distinct
proprietary kind of input. If this were so, just positing i-beliefs would already be a commitment
to positing a distinctive mechanism. But this is clearly not the intention behind the state view.
Another way to differentiate mechanisms to to type them by distinctive outputs. But this again
is clearly not the intention. A third way to differentiate mechanisms, the one relevant here, is to
type them according to the operations on and transitions between representations they perform,

12 Note, with reference to earlier terminological discussion, that the decision-making system, which others might call a
practical inference or reasoning system, is downstream of the inference mechanism.
13 Of course, themost ontologically parsimonious positionwould be to posit neither distinctivemechanisms nor distinctive
states; this, again, is Langland-Hassan’s position (2020).
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WILTSHER 7

and the norms governing those operations and transitions. To say that i-beliefs are processed by
the “same inferential mechanisms” as beliefs is to say that operations on and transitions among
i-beliefs are the same as those executed over beliefs, conducted according to the norms relevant
to inferential processing of beliefs.14 Likewise for practical reasoning mechanisms with respect to
i-beliefs and i-desires.
This in turn affects what it means to say that imaginative states are distinctive. There are two

relevant ways to differentiate states. Both are apparent in Neil Van Leeuwen’s pair of panoptic
articles on the meanings of “imagine” (2013, 2014). Therein, he differentiates i-belief from belief
intrinsically and extrinsically. The intrinsic differentia is the attitude. The imaginative attitude is
one of taking content to represent something non-real or fictional; the belief attitude is one of
taking content to represent something real or true. (2013, pp.222–224; 2014, passim). The extrinsic
differentia is that, when they are deployed in inferential mechanisms, i-beliefs stand in different
inferential relations to beliefs than beliefs do to other beliefs (2014, §1.3).15
But the differentiae do not have equal standing, at least not in models such as Nichols and

Stich’s. The reason why i-beliefs are processed differently by inference mechanisms is that they
represent “one or another possible world”. More generally, since the functional roles of i-states are
characterised as derivative and imitative of counterparts, and their processing as fundamentally
similar, the principal point of differentiation from those counterparts is that i-states involve taking
a content to be fictive, hypothetical, possible, what Sartre calls “irreal” (1940, pt.IV ch. I). The
differences in theways that inferencemechanisms process i-beliefs are due to the fact that i-beliefs
are taken to be irreal; the distinctiveness of i-states is secured primarily by their irreality.16
So the state view says that i-states are manipulated in much the same way as counterparts are,

according to the same norms, and are distinctive primarily owing to their irreality. This is mani-
festly the view on offer in the view’s ur-texts. The question now is whether it is also the view on
offer in more recent work. I cannot survey every single invocation of i-belief, but I can show that
implementations of the state view in three important areas recapitulate these commitments.
Ernie is dwelling on how those aliens might have pulled off the heist. He imagines the whole

episode: a spacecraft descending, a tent-dragging tractor beam, the craft ascending and disappear-
ing. How did he construct this imagined scenario? According to Van Leeuwen, the “consensus”
answer is that Ernie starts with some imaginative representations, and then “beliefs inferentially
govern transitions from initial [i-beliefs] to later [i-beliefs]” (2013, p.226). The process is one of
“inferential elaboration on initial imaginings” (2013, p. 227). Later, when considering what dis-
tinguishes i-beliefs from beliefs, Van Leeuwen settles on a difference in “inferential properties”
(2014, p.794), arguing that there is an “inferential anti-symmetry” between the two (2014, p.795).
The clear implication is that i-beliefs are used by inferential processes adapted for belief, and that
this explains how we construct imaginative scenarios.17
Ernie got his ideas about aliens from reading books. Understanding fictions involves grasping

what is “true in the fiction”, and this involves grasping more than the things explicitly said in the
text. Ernie’s books might not state that extraterrestrials have eyes, but still imply sight; they might

14 Note that it is far from a trivial question what inferential operations actually are: what, exactly, it is that we do with
beliefs when we infer. See e.g. Boghossian (2014); Neta (2013); Koziolek (2021).
15 The same differentiae are discussed by Sinhababu (2016).
16 Nichols and Stich might respond that, actually, their whole point is that what it is for a state’s content to be taken as
irreal is for it to be dissociated from action-guiding mechanisms. But irreal states do sometimes guide action, and real
states sometimes don’t.
17 N.B. Ernie’s imagining could be visual or propositional; it’s imaginative because it’s irreal.
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8 WILTSHER

not state that the usual laws of physics apply, but implicitly employ them anyway. How is a whole
fiction understood? One influential line of thought is that the reader is mandated to form i-beliefs
representing the explicit contents of the fiction, and should then infer whatever further i-beliefs
those ones imply (Walton, 1990, p.145), perhaps also importing and using any relevant real-world
beliefs not explicitly contradicted by the work (Friend, 2017, p.37). The line of thought depends
on the idea that i-beliefs are used in the same inferential processes as beliefs: the role of i-beliefs
is to participate in inferences that generate replete fictional contents. Understanding fiction is
imaginative because it involves i-beliefs participating in inferences.18
Bert has no time for fictions. He’s trying to imagine how the thief might have done it. Maybe

ropes? Maybe wings? What are the possibilities, the parameters? How could a tent be made to
vanish?Andhow can anything that Bert derives fromhis imagining count as knowledge?After all,
the contents of imaginings are unconstrained by reality, and so there’s no guarantee that anything
that emerges from themwill be veridical. And yet it seemswe do get knowledge from imagination.
A popular solution to this problem, owing in large part to TimothyWilliamson (2016), is to suggest
that imagination often operates under constraints: specifically, the very constraints that ensure
that inference is “reality oriented” (p.117), such as sensitivity to evidence.We canderive knowledge
from imagination by feeding i-beliefs into inferential mechanisms, in which they are processed
according to the epistemic norms appropriate to belief.19
This is all exemplary, not dispositive, but it’s clear enough that a good deal of contemporary

work on the uses of imagination cleaves to the idea that imagining is a matter of using i-beliefs in
belief-apt inferentialmechanisms;more generally, to the view that imagining is best characterised
in terms of the use of distinctive states in ordinary mechanisms. I will now examine the failings of
this view. In so doing, I will press the case that adequate characterisation of imagination requires
reference to a distinctive process.

3 AGAINST THE STATE VIEW

I promised that, once I got round to criticisms, they would be fairly flat-footed, and my first is as
blunt as can be: by the admission of its own progenitors, the state view is ill-suited to capturing the
full range of imaginative activities. Currie and Ravenscroft are perfectly explicit, from the title of
their book onward, that their model only applies to “recreative” imagination, and cannot account
for the creative kind. Of course, every model of a complex phenomenon has its limits; but the
reason that the state model hits its limits when it comes to creation is precisely that creation is a
special kind of process, not an off-line implementation of some other process. To give an account
of creation, one needs to give an account of the special process. To give such an account is to go a
long way towards giving an account of imagination in terms of a special process. And this is just
what the state theorist doesn’t want to do.
Nichols and Stich make a less obvious concession with similar implications. One of the ele-

ments they add to the simple model of the mind is a “script elaborator”. This mechanism, or

18 This is a short, simplistic summary of a huge, complicated literature, inwhich the line of thought has been developed and
challenged in many ways. Section 2 of the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy article on fiction, by Kroon and Voltolini
(2019), is a nice overview.
19 See also Currie (2020, ch.8). The idea that imagination yields knowledge when operating under constraints doesn’t have
to be explained in terms of inferential constraints: for alternatives, see Langland-Hassan (2016) and Kind (2016a). My point
is that a popular explanation is in terms of inferential constraints, and coheres with the state view.
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WILTSHER 9

“cluster of mechanisms”, carries out non-inferential elaborations of imaginative scenarios, tak-
ing only i-beliefs as inputs and outputting only those (p.35). They emphasise “how little we know
about . . . this component of the mind” (p.58). A peculiarity of how the literature has gone since
2003 is how little we still know about it. The script elaborator is essentially a black box in the
Nichols-Stich theory, in which happens all the imaginative processing that is not inferential, but
rather (somehow) distinctively imaginative. You might think that this distinctively imaginative
processing would be the thing to concentrate on when trying to characterise imagination. You
might think that even if you’re inclined towards characterisation in terms of i-states; if we are
supposed to identify and characterise states primarily by reference to their “native” or paradig-
matic processing, i-states ought to be approached primarily by reference to their roles in the script
elaborator. Yet attention has focussed on the role of i-belief in inferential processing.
Nichols and Stich adopt this focus themselves. Once they have introduced the script elaborator

and affirmed its obscurity, they mostly ignore it, elaborating their explanation of mind-reading
entirely in inferential terms.20 Perhaps this is legitimate given their particular explanatory goals;
all the same, the point remains that the ur-texts of the state view both acknowledge that the full
range of imaginative activity just cannot be characterised in terms of inferential processing of
i-beliefs, or of reasoning processes employing a more diverse range of i-states. Further, they sug-
gest that there is in fact a distinctively imaginative or creative kind of processing, but don’t say
anything substantial about it.
So the state view is not well-suited to characterising the full range of imaginative activities, and

the way in which it fails to do so suggests that characterisation in terms of a distinctive process
would be be better. This suggestion is reinforced if we consider the activities that the state view
is, apparently, well-suited for. On a casual reading, the view’s implication is that an activity is
imaginative if andwhen it employs imaginative states, or depends on processes that employ them.
But this cannot be quite right, because there must be a distinction between activities employing
imaginative states that are indeed imaginative, and those that are not. Consider a parallel with
perception. When Bert does the pigeon, he undoubtedly employs perceptual states.21 He hears
the music, feels the ground under his feet, and so on. But it would be misleading to say that doing
the pigeon is a perceptual activity. Dancing is some other kind of activity—perhaps its own kind.
The fact that it involves perceptual states does not mean it ought to be categorised as a perceptual
activity.
So “perceptual activity” should be reserved for the proper cases and functions of perception,

not applied to all activities in which perceptual states are involved. As a rule of thumb, if you can
replace a word referring to an activity with “perceive” or the relevant cognate without your sen-
tence losingmuch sense, your activity is a proper case of perception. If Bert is described as peering,
glancing, or staring at pigeons, he could also aptly be described as perceiving them. Nuance and
precision is lost, but the description is still adequate. If he is described as tracking a tent-thief,
he couldn’t aptly also be described as perceiving the thief, never mind that his tracking involves
perceptual states. There will, of course, be debatable cases, such as picture perception, but these
can be addressed by reference to the central activities.
The analogous question about imagination is whether every activity employing an i-state is

ipso facto an imaginative activity, and the answer is “no”. I-states can figure in non-imaginative
activities. For example, it’s a commonplace in the literature on imagination and fiction that the

20 The script elaborator makes its last appearance on p.58 of a 214-pagemain text. Counting the appearances of “inference”
and cognates in the remainder is left as an exercise for insomniacs.
21 The pigeon being a signature song and dance, standing to Bert much as the twist does to Chubby Checker.
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10 WILTSHER

boundary between belief and imagination is porous: beliefs can figure in the structures of imagina-
tion.22 If the boundary is open to beliefs going one way, it ought to be open the other way; i-beliefs
should be able to slide in among our beliefs. This is deny “quarantine”, the thesis that i-beliefs do
not infect belief structures.23 Quarantine is routinely denied when i-beliefs are invoked to explain
such things as imaginative resistance, delusion, or self-deception: the explanations depend on the
idea that i-beliefs can infect belief structures. But the belief structures so infected are not ipso
facto imaginative. So the mere involvement of one or a few i-states in an activity can’t suffice for
identifying it as imaginative.
So how can we sort the imaginative activities from the non-imaginative ones? The question

can be approached by considering imaginative activities that involve a variety of representational
states. If Ernie imagines aliens landing and taking away the tent, his state might have visual ele-
ments, belief-like elements, desire-like elements, affective elements. Some of these might be ordi-
nary beliefs, feelings, and so forth, such as the belief that the tent was there. Some will be irreal:
the image of the flying saucer, the idea that aliens don’t leave footprints, and so on. A relatively
rich imaginative act will typically involve many simple states, some of which will be irreal and
some of which will not.
Imagining is not the only activity involving various kinds of states. And so the question is this:

in which circumstances is an act involving various states imaginative, and in which not? As per
the state view, the difference between imagining and any other act is supposed to be that the
former involves imaginative states—those known or taken to be irreal. So the answer has to be
given in terms of their contribution tomaking the activity imaginative. One kind of answer would
be numerical: an activity is imaginative if it involves amajority, or a super-majority, of i-states. But
such answers have the ring of absurdity. Rather, the state theorist’s response could, and should,
be somehow structural. An act counts as imaginative when imaginative states are, in some sense,
fundamental or central to the activity—perhaps, as Van Leeuwen puts it, when they are involved
in guiding and structuring the act, or the complex imagining that it involves (2014, p.797).
This is indeed a promising response. But fulfilling its promises requires an account of what it

is for a particular kind of state to guide and structure an act or a complex content, and an account
of how imaginative states do so in the case of imagination (and don’t in, say, perception). To give
such an account is to describe how, in imagining, states are related and manipulated according to
distinctive imaginative norms and principles of guidance and structure, with those norms accord-
ing irreal states a fundamental role. This is the direction in which I want to travel, but it is not the
direction that the state theorist should take. The more that one says to substantially characterise
the norms and principles of imagining, the closer one gets to describing a distinctive process, and
the harder it becomes to say that imagination is just a matter of distinctive states.
It might still be insisted that the state view actually does involve a distinctive imaginative pro-

cess. Suppose we take inference or reasoning in the widest possible sense, encompassing all kinds
of norm-governed transition; then the state view is just that there is a type of reasoning or infer-
ence that natively involves i-states, governed by norms appropriate to them. So the state view is
really just the same as the process view: there is a distinctive kind of imaginative reasoning pro-
cess.
It is abundantly clear that the philosophers I have discussed do not hold this view; they think

that i-states are processed using the same norms and mechanisms as their counterparts, most
obviously those of epistemic inference. But perhaps some people do think this. The only thing

22 See e.g. Gendler (2000); Matravers (2014).
23 For convincing summary of considerations contra quarantine, see Gilmore (2020, 24–27).
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WILTSHER 11

I can say to them is that it is perversely obfuscatory to express and explicate this view primarily
in terms of i-states. If what you think is that there is a distinctive kind of imaginative reasoning
process, it would be much more illuminating to say what that process actually is, what the
distinctive norms of imaginative reasoning are. After all, on this view, the nature of the states is
decided by the nature of the processes in which they are involved. So why talk in terms of the
states?
In any case, my target is the version of the state view that involves distinctive states used in

ordinary processes, and that version is held by more than enough people to be worth targeting. I
have argued that the view is ill-suited to characterising imaginative activities: it fails entirely to
capture important ones, and the only plausible answers it can give about why others are imagi-
native concede significant ground to the process view. The conclusion is not that entities such as
i-beliefs are superfluous for explainingmental phenomena. The point is, really, that fully explicat-
ing i-states requires an account of a distinctive imaginative process. So we should examine what
such an account might look like, and then consider whether we still need i-states to characterise
imagination once we have it in view.

4 THE PROCESS VIEW

Bert and Ernie are on the bus home from camping, cold and wet. Bert is imagining what he’ll eat
when he gets home, conceiving ways to acquire his anchovy pizza and grape juice, anticipating
the taste of the meal. Ernie, meanwhile, is fantasising about a warm bath with his rubber duckie,
elaborating the tale he’ll tell his anatine audience. These two complex imaginative activities are
dissimilar in several respects. For example, Bert’s is informative: it’s aimed at telling him about the
world. Ernie’s is transcendent: it’s aiming at escaping theworld.24 The fundamental thought of the
process view is that, dissimilar as they are, these and other paradigmatic imaginative activities are
all aptly characterised as processes, and united as imaginative owing to distinctive features they
share qua processes. By identifying such features, we can develop an account of imagination as a
kind of process, typified by particular principles and norms governing distinctive manipulations
of states.
My aim is to show that this line of thinking is a programmatically viable way to develop an

account of imagination. I will make a cautious case for a certain set ofmanipulations as distinctive
of imagination, but the main point is one set of manipulations or norms, one particular version
of the view that imagination is a process, should be adopted.25
Processes, in broadest generality, are events involving norm-governed transitions or changes

from one state of affairs to another: as Helen Steward puts it, they are “types of unfoldings in the
world which are structured in such a way that a certain termination point, product, or ongoing
production cycle is the norm” (Steward, 2013, p.807). From a starting point or input, principled
developments and manipulations are set in chain, such that an output or end point is achieved,
derived but distinct from its origins.

24 A useful distinction owing to Kind (2016b).
25 Identifying distinctive processing principles is necessary, but not sufficient, for fully characterising a process; it corre-
sponds roughly to the second of Johanna Seibt’s five dimensions for such characterisation (Seibt, 2018, p.141). I focus on
principles in the present paper as a crucial point of contrast between state and process views; a complete process view
would need more characterisation, along more dimensions.
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12 WILTSHER

The instances and types of imaginative activities discussed throughout the paper can be aptly
characterised as processes after this fashion. Bert’s imaginative exploration of meal possibilities
begins from a set of beliefs and desires, and develops from those beliefs and desires towards a firm
commitment to a meal and a way of making it. Ernie’s daydream likewise begins from beliefs and
desires, and develops to include sensations and stories, towards a termination point at which the
narrative of the fantasy is satisfied. In both cases, a starting point comprising a set of states leads to
development of imagined scenarios, with an intended output or termination point appropriate to
the aims of the imaginative activity. As with exploring possibilities and fantasies, so with the other
imaginative activities. Creation, identification, andpretence are all complex, dynamic phenomena
that take place over significant stretches of time. They all develop from a starting point, involve
norm-governed development or evolution from that starting point, and resolve in an end point or
output.
To move discussion along, suppose for now that the inputs of imaginative processes are ordi-

nary states such as beliefs and desires (I’ll discharge the supposition later). Developing a process
view primarily requires exploration of what the imaginative activities distinctively do with this
material, what norms and principles govern the transition from input to output or termination
point, what characteristic manipulations are entrained.
Some prima facie viable suggestions for a distinctive kind of imaginative manipulation fail

owing to a lack of extensional adequacy. One such suggestion is that the common mechanism
of imaginative processes is construction: the glueing together of representations to make novel
ones.26 The suggestion matches a sort of pre-theoretical idea of what happens when Ernie cre-
ates a novel alien from his stock of representations of being-parts. The main difficulty with it is
that it presents too broad and generic a conception of imagination: there are ways of constructing
novel representations out of old ones that aren’t obviously imaginative, such as putting together an
argument. One might also wonder about its ability to characterise creative projects and achieve-
ments that aren’t just constructive, such as the “transformative” creativity that Margaret Boden
distinguishes from the “recombinatorial” kind (2003, 2010).
The lesson of this example is that a characterisation of a distinctive kind of imaginativemanipu-

lation needs to be fairly wide and flexible to encompass the disparate imaginative activities, while
(of course) having enough substance to be genuinely informative and distinctive. A promising
suggestion is that imagination is a process of something like abstraction or refinement. For exam-
ple, I’ve argued elsewhere that it is fruitful to think of imagination using the organising metaphor
of a lens (Wiltsher, 2019b).27 Lensesmagnify, focus, clarify, attenuate, distort. They produce things
that are related to, but distinct from, that which they are trained on. Using a lens typically requires
active, intentionalmanipulation: it requires you to choose your lens, focus it how youwant, decide
if you are satisfied with the result.
The suggestion is distinctive and substantial, while also wide and flexible, to the extent that

the lens metaphor has these qualities. Allow me its distinctiveness: the kind of process being
described, whatever it is, is not a kind of inference. Is it substantial? Well, metaphors are always
to some extent ephemeral, and how much ephemerality one will tolerate in one’s explanations is
a matter of taste. But the idea of a lens is relatively robust, and the conception of imagination as a

26 The suggestion is derived from Van Leeuwen (2013, 2014). He does not himself present construction as the basic mech-
anism of a single imaginative process, but the suggestion could be adopted this way.
27 The inspiration is R.G. Collingwood (1938). In that paper, I don’t express the view in terms of processes, employing
instead a distinction between imaginative attitudes, states, and activities, but the metaphor extends to processes fairly
easily.
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WILTSHER 13

set of lenses offers the possibility that particular imaginative processes might each be explained in
terms of a substantial and specific lens-like process, with the general notion being an abstraction
over those particular processes.
That same idea of a set of lenses lends the suggestion the requisite width and flexibility. How

far it can stretch is open to question and dependent on details that can’t be done here, but we can
at least note that lenses are involved in some processes that are straightforwardly recreative and
also some that are manifestly not. Given that the first and bluntest criticism of the state view was
that it could only speak to one side of the division between recreative and creative acts, this tells
in favour of the flexibility and width of the suggestion.
I’ve explained the lens view in terms of manipulations. This shifts the focus from norms. One

might think that an account of the norms of a process will correspond closely with its manip-
ulations: so, in the present case, that there will be distinctively lens-like norms to be described,
constraining perhaps the acceptable relations between the starting material of the processes and
the outputs. One might alternatively think that the norms might be relatively independent. For
example, Alan Wertheimer (1959) says that “productive thinking” involves a drive towards stabil-
ity, bringing into order and coherence thoughts or states that are currently gappy or unstable. This
proposal is more norm-focussed than mine (or indeed the constructive suggestion), and could in
principle be combined with it.
The lens suggestion evidently needs appropriate substantiation, both of its norms and its

manipulations, and here is not the place for that. The point is just that the suggestion is a good,
plausible candidate for the role we’re auditioning. If there are plausible candidates for that role, it
is eminently reasonable to think that we can identify norms or manipulations that describe what,
in general, imagination does with states—at least as reasonable as thinking that imagination has
some specific kind of state associated with it. That’s a significant step towards establishing the
programmatic viability of the process view.
But to succeed as a general characterisation of imagination, the process view needs to say some-

thing about the relation that the various imaginative activities bear to the general imaginative pro-
cess. This is not an issue faced by the state view, since on that view a process just becomes imagi-
native when it involves i-states. But the process view claims that activities are specific instances of
a general process: imaginativeness is inherited down from the type, not up from the constituent.28
So some account of the relation between generic and specific processes is needed.
In fact, the relation could be quite loose and associative. If it is legitimate to appeal to a broad

notion of “inference mechanisms”, encompassing (presumably) many types of inference united
principally by their general conformity with epistemic norms, then much the same could be
said of the imaginative process. And this might be an attractive idea, because some ways to
regiment the relation between a general type and specific variations do not seem apposite. The
imaginative activities are not token instantiations of a type. Nor are they species of a genus.
A species is the conjunction of a generic property and some other properties. But imaginative
activities are not well characterised so: fantasy is not generic imagination plus some further
features.
A more promising suggestion is that imagination is a determinable of which the various imag-

inative activities are determinates. Quite how to characterise the relation between determinable
and determinates is yet another point of contention, but the relevant features of the relation for

28 One might wonder whether the state view is really only able to say when token processes are imaginative, and cannot
say anything much about a type of imaginative process. If so, depending on one’s point of view, one might construe this
as a problem or an attractive feature.
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14 WILTSHER

the present context are common to any plausible characterisation. A determinate can be seen as
a specification of a determinable. As a specification, a determinate does not have more features
than its determinable. Rather, the relatively general, perhaps structural, features that define the
determinable are more precisely specified in description of the determinate. If dancing is a deter-
minable, we can describe certain general features common to all dances: dances are bodily move-
ments matched with musical accompaniment.29 Determinate dances can then be described as
specifications of these determinable features: what movements, whose movements, what music,
what kind of match.
The relation between imagination and the imaginative activities is plausibly of this kind. One

always imagines in some determinatemanner; one is always engaged in one or the other imagina-
tive activity. One is never simply imagining. This does notmean that it is always wrong, imprecise,
or infelicitous to describe someone simply as imagining; the requisite level of determinate descrip-
tion depends on the purposes for which description is being done. Sometimes, it suffices simply
to say that someone is dancing. Sometimes, one wants to know whether they’re doing the pigeon
or the mashed potato.
What the relevant determinable structural features of imagination are will depend to some

extent on the set of norms and manipulations adopted, but some progress can be made indepen-
dently.30 Suppose the commonplace that imagining is usually done intentionally.31 The particular
intentions guiding an imaginative activity are crucial to distinguishingmental episodes thatmight
otherwise be very similar indeed. If Bert starts to explore the possibility that aliens took the tent,
his imaginative activity comes closer to Ernie’s fantasy: they might have similar contents, devel-
opments, and so on. They’re primarily distinguished by the intentions guiding them. These in
turn affect such things as the termination points or success conditions suitable to each activity: as
it might be, insight in the case of conceiving, satisfaction in the case of fantasy, expression in the
case of creation, understanding in the case of identification.32 So the intention and consequent
success conditions are determinable elements of the generic imaginative process that are more
determinate in particular implementations of it.
This is some progress. Again, more needs to be said. For one thing, it would be peculiar if the

guiding intention were the only determinable feature of the imaginative process. So we haven’t
got a characterisation of imagination in terms of a distinctive intention; we just have one element
of a characterisation. For another thing, more needs to be said about these intentions. It’s all very
well to say that conceiving and fantasy can be distinguished in part by their guiding intentions,
but what might be the abstraction over them that provides the determinable intention? The teeth
of the worry is that the abstraction will turn out to be no more than “intend to imagine”, and then
circularity threatens: we can’t have it that imagination is distinguished as a process by the fact
that instances of it constitutively involve an intention to imagine.
But is the threat so vicious? Somemental processes don’t constitutively involve intentions. Per-

ception doesn’t; it happens whether you want it to or not. Somewhat similarly, you sometimes
intend to make an epistemic inference, but inferential processes happen unintentionally, too.

29 An easily countered definition, but good enough to serve the point here.
30 Thoughnote that there is a certain felicitous confluence between the set-of-lenses suggestion and this idea of the relation
between imagination and the activities.
31 This commonplace is often challenged, but its recurrence suggests there is something to it. I suspect that the process view
could accommodate it by adopting Michael T. Stuart’s argument that explanation of the epistemic roles of imagination
requires two kinds of imaginative process, one conscious and controlled, one not (Stuart, 2019).
32 Langland-Hassan (2015) rightly observes that the success conditions of imaginative activities are really quite various.
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WILTSHER 15

So the distinctive thing about the imaginative process is not the content of the intention that
it involves, but rather the fact that it distinctively involves an intention at all. This is one way to
spell out the thought that imagining is distinctively deliberate. More specifically, we might say
that imagination, as a complex mental action, always involves both intending to do some thing,
and also intending to do that thing by imagining—with the nature of the thing helping to specify
which determinate kind of imagining is involved in a given instance.33
One way in which specific intentions might determine the kind of imagining at issue would

be by placing constraints on the development and manipulation of states in the process; realism,
perhaps, when conceiving, pleasantness when fantasising, and so on. We might then say that the
particular ways in which states are manipulated owes something to the intentions being enacted,
and so is another determinable element of the imaginative process. This is congruentwith the lens
suggestion, according to which the generic imaginative process is really a fairly abstract descrip-
tion of a variety of mental operations.
The suggestion might raise the worry that introducing “constraints” such as realism is tanta-

mount to reintroducing the idea that the “imaginative” process really proceeds according to norms
native to other processes. But the process view need not say that the imaginative process has
nothing in common with, no similarities to, any other processes. If both Bert and Ernie gradually
come to remember that aliens really did steal the tent and then gave them amnesia cookies, this
remembering process bears distinct similarities to their imaginative activities.34 Similarly, epis-
temic norms might sometimes be implemented in imaginative activities; the idea is that, when
so, they are implemented in the service of wider guiding norms and principles.35
I have outlined the idea that the generic imaginative process is a determinable, with structural

features such as end points, success conditions, and operations whose determinate specifications
in particular imaginative activities depends on the intentions behind the act of imagining. I think
this idea could be combined successfully with any of the suggested norms and manipulations
to yield a skeleton process view of imagination (though of course I prefer my own suggestion),
and I think such a view has a much better chance of encapsulating the full range of imaginative
activities than the state view does. If all that is so, the question is whether we still need i-states
for characterising imagination (and here is where I discharge that assumption about the inputs
of the imaginative process).
The process viewmight still need i-states if processes were distinguished by the states they use.

But the wider theoretical context of the state view shows that this is, at best, a simplistic way of
looking at things. There aremechanisms and processes that involvemultiple state-types: practical
reasoningmechanisms involve both beliefs and desires. There are states that can figure inmultiple
processes: beliefs can figure in inference, practical reasoning, and perhaps even emotional pro-
cesses. The distinctions among these processes are established by differences in how beliefs and
other states are used. And so, if a sufficiently distinctive imaginative process can be described,
there is no need for i-states: the imaginative process can simply be construed as using ordinary

33 The main difficulty for this reply would be accounting for spontaneous imaginings. A way to start accounting is to note
that apparently spontaneous mental actions often turn out to be intentional, or at least under control, under the right
description. The thoughts in this passage are indebted to Antonia Peacocke’s work in progress (MS).
34 Quite how similar episodic imagination and episodicmemory are is amatter of continuing debate. See e.g. Robins (2016);
Perrin and Michaelian (2017); Hopkins (2018).
35 To put the point another way: just as Fodor thinks that themodules worth considering are encapsulated and so on “to an
interesting extent” (1983, p.37), the process theorist thinks that imagination is distinct from other process to an interesting
extent, and that the imaginative activities are similar to an interesting extent.
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16 WILTSHER

states as inputs. To hypothesise, fantasise, or otherwise imagine, Bert and Ernie take up states apt
for various kinds of processing, and develop them according to the imaginative intentions they
have in mind.
But this is not to deny that there are any such things as i-beliefs or similar states. And in fact, I

do think that shadow states, similar to beliefs and desires and emotions, but lacking their force or
connection with reality, figure among the array of representations we employ.36 Perhaps there are
many kinds of such states: i-beliefs, aliefs, and so on.37 It might also be that such states are partic-
ularly apt for use in imaginative processes, just as beliefs are particularly apt for use in inference.
And so a compromise might be proposed: could imagination not be distinctive both in virtue of
the kind of process that it is, and in virtue of the kind of states that this process involves?
Perhaps. However, on each of the two most readily plausible developments of such a compro-

mise, there is still reason to prefer the process view over the state view, given that the contest
between the two views is fundamentally a contest between two ways of describing what is dis-
tinctive about imagination. One way of developing the compromise would be to say that i-beliefs
(for example) are indeed fundamental elements of imaginative processes, and that their imagi-
native nature is defined by how they are used in such processes, but that they also retain their
character as counterparts of beliefs whether or not they are currently being employed in an imag-
inative process. This would allow for the putative role of i-beliefs in belief-like structures such
as religious faith, grasp of narrative, implicit bias, and so on. But it would mean admitting that
i-beliefs are primarily proprietary to imagination, and would demand an account of the norms
of imagination that make them special to it—and this is, again, to start to give a process view of
imagination.
A second way of developing the compromise would be to say that all states being used in an

imaginative process become distinctively imaginative i-states insofar as, and so long as, they are
being used in that process. This would be to deny that the imaginative states distinctive of imag-
ination are ever used in quite the same form in any other process. This version of the putative
compromise essentially is the process view redux. For the compromise suggests that imaginative-
ness is inherited by the states by virtue of being involved in a kind of process, rather than being
inherited by the process in virtue of involving a kind of state. One might, for the last time, com-
pare inference. Beliefs being used in inferences may be treated as premises, or suppositions, or
axioms, or in some other way. In such cases, the beliefs are modified, treated differently, insofar
as, and so long as, they are being used inferentially. But they are not, fundamentally, different
states: the modification is to do with the mode in which they are employed. If we want to know
what is distinctive about inference, we need to know how the particular norms and manipula-
tions of inference modulate the states it employs. Likewise, if we want to knowwhat is distinctive
about imagination, we need to know how being used in a certain kind of process makes states
imaginative—not how using certain kinds of state makes a process imaginative.
So, whether or not there are i-states, they are not necessary for characterising imagination:

the imaginative process can take ordinary states as inputs and manipulate them according to

36 That said, there is an interesting and perhaps overlooked comparison to be made between the literature on i-beliefs and
the literature on half-beliefs: those less than fully held, identified by their relative lack of action-inducing consequence or
inferential weight (not by degrees of credence). Perhaps, the more one is minded to accept the existence of half-beliefs,
the less need one will have for i-beliefs. For discussion of and argument against half-beliefs, see Archer (2018).
37 Aliefs and i-beliefs aren’t quite the same things, though they occupy similar spaces inmodels of themental. See Gendler
(2008).
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WILTSHER 17

distinctive norms. This framework also allows the prospective process view to say something
about sensory imagination, given one further theoretical commitment.
It’s a commonplace to say that sensory imagination and propositional imagination (the kind

that uses beliefs and desires) are deeply distinct; we should not expect a view of imagination to
unite them. Currie and Ravenscroft say that there is “a fundamental difference” between them
(2002, p.89); Van Leeuwen (2013) says that the “imagistic” sense of imagination is a different
meaning of the term than the “attitude” sense. We’re stuck using “imagination” for both, but
each demands its own account. My view is that this alleged fundamental distinction is premised
on a conflation of imagery and imagination. The philosophers just cited, and several others, seem
to think that any state or process involving imagery deserves to be called imaginative: there is a
felicitous sense of “imagine” which encompasses all imagery and its use. If you think that, you are
almost bound to despair of uniting sensory and propositional forms of imagination. But the con-
flation is not necessary, and there are good reasons to resist it.38 Imagery is just a sensuous form of
content occurring in the absence of external sensory stimuli. It is native to perceptual processing
systems, but may figure in all sorts of processes, and feature in all sorts of states. If Bert and Ernie
both now judge that aliens stole the tent, and one entertains that judgement with an image and
the other with words, neither is imagining. They’re judging.39
Given this, we can think of imagery as entering into imaginative processes in twoways. It might

figure as the content of states such as beliefs and desires being used in an imaginative activity such
as fantasy. In such cases, imagery is incidental to the imaginative process: the same fantasy could
be pursued without imagery. In other cases, imagery might figure as the central focus of an imag-
inative activity. In the visual modality, this is visualisation: the development and elaboration of
visual content according to norms of imaginative processing, rather than the norms of perceptual
processing.40 It may sometimes be a nice question whether a token activity is focussed on sen-
sory contents or on states that happen to have sensory content. It could be that some complex
imaginative activities, such as rehearsal, often incorporate subordinate imaginative acts of visual-
isation. But the developing sketch of the process view is not immediately confounded by sensory
imagination.
The conclusion of all this discussion is that the process view is programmatically viable. This is

bad news for the state view, but perhaps good news for i-states. The state view holds that i-states
are what makes imagination distinctive. I’ve argued that this is not so; rather, if we are to say
what i-states are, we need to appeal to a distinctive imaginative process, governed by norms dis-
tinct from those governing processes such as inference. I have outlined suggestions of what those
norms might be, explored the idea that a generic determinable imaginative process has imagina-
tive activities as determinates, and sketched how intentions might help to do the determining.

38 I cannot argue this point here, but it is convincingly done by Arcangeli (2020); I had a less convincing go in my 2019a.
39 This claim is similar to and distinct fromLangland-Hassan’s ideas about imagery (2015; 2020, chs. 3–4). Similar: we agree
that image-content can be attached to all sorts of states, such as judgement, beliefs, and desires. Distinct: he apparently
affirms, and I deny, the claim that such image-involving states are rightly called “imaginative” in some sense (“apparently”,
because the affirmation seems clear in his 2015 (p. 664), but is not so clear in his 2020 (e.g. pp.53–54).
40What are those norms? That’s a huge question, but one would get a nice contrast with the proposed view of imagination
by adopting the idea that perceptual processing is essentially predictive: see e.g. Howhy (2013, 2020). Imaginative process-
ing, meanwhile, is such that prediction is irrelevant; as Sartre says, you know what’s coming in your own visualisations
(1940, pp.8–11).

 19331592, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/phpr.12861 by U

ppsala U
niversity K

arin B
oye, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [19/10/2022]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



18 WILTSHER

Substantiating a process view will take work that can’t be done here, but I hope the work now
seems worth doing.41

5 PROCESS AND THOUGHT

I acknowledge, of course, that my description of the process view is vague and promissory, to the
extent that one might question whether its fulfilment will really be a substantial account of imag-
ination. A comparison with Langland-Hassan’s thought view of imagination might be instructive
here. To reiterate, the view is that imagination is “rich, elaborated, and epistemically safe thought
about the possible, fantastical, unreal, and so on” (Langland-Hassan, 2020, p.6). Different kinds
of such thought, such as pretence, fantasy, and understanding fiction, reduce to various combi-
nations of familiar representational mental states such as beliefs, desires, and intentions. There
are no sui generis imaginative states, no i-states. I call this the thought view because it says that
imagination is only united as a kind at the level of thought.
A salient question now is what “thought” means. One might take it very broadly, to include

almost any mental event, from the most wildly associative to the most tightly constrained. But
Langland-Hasssan seems to mean “thought” as shorthand for “folk-psychological processes”
(p.10), among which he numbers thinking, deciding, and imagining. And if the view is that imag-
ining is one among such processes, the issue of what separates the process and thought views
becomes quite pressing.
One answer might be that I allow for the existence of i-states, which Langland-Hassan doesn’t.

But this is a red herring, since we agree on the important point that i-states are not necessary for
characterising imagination. The real answer is to do with what unites the imaginative activities
as instances of imaginative thought.
On Langland-Hassan’s view, there is no distinctive pattern of processing, no set of norms or

principles of manipulation, common to all the imaginative activities (see e.g. p.28). Their unity
owes to similarity among the features of their complex contents. The contents of imaginative
thought are rich, elaborated, and refer to the irreal. If an activity has such contents, it’s imagi-
native. The activity’s content and the character of that content depends on, emerges from, the
content and character of the states that constitute it, together with features of the context of and
reasons for the activity (p.11).
The process view is precisely that there is a distinctive pattern of processing that is shared by

the various imaginative activities; they count as imaginative because they involve that kind of
processing. As I have explained it, the process view says nothing much about the characteristic
contents of imaginative activities. The important thing is how the various states involved in imag-
inative activities are manipulated, and what norms govern their manipulation, not the contents
that emerge from those manipulations. The process view is concerned with how the concatena-
tion is done, not the features that emerge from concatenation.
To be sure, there are congruences between the thought view and the process view: the idea that

intentions or reasons for imagining help to differentiate activities, the denial that imagination is

41 Two examples of things to be filled out: are the determinate forms of imagination corresponding to imaginative activities
themselves types admitting of further determination? And, can instances of the determinable imaginative process also be
instances of other processes? Different answers to these questions will align the process viewmore or less closely with the
state and thought views.
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WILTSHER 19

defined by special states.42 But the process view promises to provide a substantial characterisation
of a distinctive imaginative process. The thought view denies that there is such a thing. Whether
the promise can be fulfilled is a matter for further work.

6 CONCLUSION

The process view says that imagination is a determinable process distinguished by what it does
with states such as belief and desire. There are distinctive imaginative norms and principles gov-
erning distinctive manipulations of states. Imaginative activities are determinates of that deter-
minable, specific ways of implementing the generic process. Relevant determinable characteris-
tics include outcomes and success conditions; intentions are a crucial determinant of these things.
Imaginative statesmay find various placeswithin this framework, but the descriptive and explana-
tory work is done by characterisation of the process, not by characterisation of the states. The view
is just a sketch, but it is a sketch of a comprehensive view of imagination: what imagination itself
is, what imagining involves, what the relation is between imagination and the imaginative activi-
ties. The chief benefit of the process view is that it promises satisfying descriptions of all the imag-
inative activities, which the state view does not. It gives us a better chance of saying illuminating
things about all the imaginative phenomena taken together. So the process view is preferable to
the state view.
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