
Imagine If They Did That to You: A Dialogue 

The scene: A bad person (B) is engaged in some activity that causes needless harm to another person, the 
casualty (C). Readers may supply their own concrete details - real life is sadly rich in examples. An 
altruist (A) is trying to persuade B to stop.  

A: You should stop doing that harmful thing - imagine if C did that to you! 

B: People have been saying things like that to me for years, but I don’t get it. Of course when I 
imagine C doing it to me, I hate it - it’s horrible. But they’re not doing it to me, so why does it 
matter what I would want if they were? After all, when I imagine that I get an electric shock 
every time anyone says the word ‘it’, I want people to stop saying ‘it’. But what I’m imagining 
isn’t real, so it makes sense to ignore it.  

A: Alright, but it’s not really that other situation that matters - phrasing it that way just makes the point 
more vivid. What I really want you to imagine is the real situation, where C is really suffering.  

B: But I don’t need to imagine that C is suffering - I already know they are! 

A: I’m not saying ‘imagine that C is suffering’, I’m saying ‘imagine C’s suffering’ - imagine the real 
situation, but from C’s perspective.  

B: How is that different from the previous two sorts of imagining? Am I imagining something 
different, or imagining the same thing in a different way?  

A: Good question! So- 

B: Nevermind, I know what you mean. Ok, I’m imagining the situation from C’s perspective - 
now what? 

A: Don’t you dislike what you imagine is happening? Don’t you want it to end?  

B: I could if I let myself - but I prefer to maintain some emotional distance when I’m imagining, 
so that even when I’m imagining something very intense, I don’t feel anything. That’s what I’m 
going to do with C’s perspective.  

A: That’s not imagining it properly! Taking up the perspective without taking up the feeling is like 
visualising a tiger without visualising its tail - a departure from reality, an inaccuracy. 

B: I think of it more like imagining a physics problem as involving zero air resistance - a useful 
simplification.  

A: Useful simplifications are acceptable only when what you simplify away is an unimportant detail, not 
pertinent to the question you’re interested in. But the suffering you’re causing C is very relevant!  

B: Hmmm. But all my favourite comedies centrally revolve around physical mishaps and social 
embarrassment - I couldn’t enjoy them if I didn’t disengage somewhat from the feelings of the 
poor unfortunate characters. Surely you’re not saying I should stop enjoying comedy? 



A: You can disengage emotionally from fictional characters just like you can disengage intellectually 
from noticing the inconsistent or unrealistic aspects of their behaviour. Real life isn’t fiction, and you’re 
not free to selectively disengage the same way.  

B: So, what exactly is the relationship between fiction, real life, and simplified scientific models?  

A: Good question! So- 

B: Nevermind, I’ll go along with this to humour you. When I imagine the situation from C’s 
perspective, and don’t emotionally disengage, I feel very distressed, and I want it to end.  

A: Right!  

B: So I’m going to make it end, by ceasing to imagine that. Now I feel fine. 

A: No! That’s like responding to discomfort caused by a belief by fooling yourself into thinking it’s false! 

B: Is it? I’d say it’s more like responding to the discomfort caused by looking at a gruesome 
picture by ceasing to look at it.  

A: But imagining C’s situation isn’t just a distressing experience - it’s an experience which reveals to you 
the real, objective distress of another person. It’s not just making you feel something, it’s teaching you 
something by the way it makes you feel.  

B: So I have to keep imagining all the horrible things happening to anyone in the world? That 
sounds exhausting.  

A: No, but you have to recognise and accept what that imagining is teaching you - just like it’s fine for me 
to stop looking at things, as long as I learn from what I saw.  

B: It seems like you think of imagination as a form of perception, or perhaps a form of reasoning. 
But surely not all imagining teaches us things? Sometimes I just imagine things for fun! How 
does that relate?  

A: Good question! So- 

B: In fact, I’m not sure I really understand what ‘imagine’ even means, if it covers so many 
different things. I certainly don’t know how we ought to reason with the imagination.  

A: You’re not alone! (turns to reader) The imagination is one of the least-studied and least-understood 
mental faculties, both empirically and conceptually. It’s only in recent years that it’s really started to 
receive sustained, focused attention from philosophers and cognitive scientists.  

Fortunately, researchers at the Ruhr-University Bochum are working on exactly these questions - about 
imagination and perception, imagination and reasoning, imagination and understanding others, 
imagination and fiction, and how it all relates to morality! Check them out! 

https://situated-cognition.com/

