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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

A common, almost universal, experience is to have had a dream where you, in the dream, do something 

immoral. Perhaps the most common of these common dreams is ‘the cheating dream’.1 In the dream, the 

dreamer not only has sex with someone who is not their partner but appears to believe, even potentially 

know, that they do have a partner and that they are cheating.2 Here are some examples of dream reports, 

which is a report gathered from the dreamer after the dream, where the agents have had dreams where 

they cheat on their partner: 

For the past few weeks it’s been close to every night I have a dream that I’m cheating on [my 

boyfriend]. Always with strangers, and usually involves sex. Last night was the first one where I 

actually felt a deep emotional connection to the person I was cheating on him with.3 

and  

My girlfriend and I are in a long distance relationship at the moment and actually coping 

amazingly well however I keep having dreams where I'm fucking another girl. In these dreams I 

don't know who the girl is (always someone different but I never recognise the girl) and I'm fully 

aware that I'm cheating with them, I'm pretty sure I'm enjoying cheating during the dream…4  

In both these dream reports, we can see that the agents report not only having sex with someone who was 

not their partner, but they believe that they do have a partner and that they are cheating. A common 

accompaniment to cheating dreams is the feeling of guilt. In fact, in these two reports both report waking 

up feeling guilt. In the first, dream she writes: I feel terrible when I wake up and do guilty (sic)…” and 

the second continues “but I wake up feeling awfully guilty.” It is this guilt that has spurred this thesis 

onwards: what is guilt and is it appropriately felt in response to some dream actions? 

 

Essential to note now is that the primary interest of this thesis is non-lucid dreams. Lucid dreams may be 

of moral import, in fact perhaps more obviously so than non-lucid dreams, but that is not the main focus 

here. There is a reason for this, and it is because this thesis is interested in the implausibility of dream 

morality. Of the few times that dream morality has been discussed, it has been discussed it has used a 

reductio ad absurdum against arguments or positions that lead to the potential for dream morality. This 

reductio only applies to non-lucid dreaming. The reasons for this are made more evident throughout the 

thesis. Now, it is important to understand guilt because this guilt squares poorly with the reductio: if it is 

 
1 Bedding Company Leesa found that almost 60% of women have had a dream where they cheat on their partner. Amerisleep 
surveyed 1,000 Americans and they found that 21% had a cheating dream in the past year. Interestingly, 23% also had a dream 
where they were being cheated on. 
2 This contrasts with other sorts of dreams where you have sex with someone who is not your partner, but you do not know, in 
the dream or perhaps even while dreaming, that you are in a relationship. I will say more on these dreams in the chapters on 
agency. 
3 Posted by Maclover, (2015) on the subreddit r/Dreams.   
4 Posted by [deleted] (2016) on the subreddit r/AskMen.  
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the case that dream morality is so implausible why, then, are we so bothered by what we do in our 

dreams? 

 

 R. Jay Wallace understands guilt as a self-regarding sort of blame; as a blame towards oneself.5 

Wallace’s account fits well with modern psychological accounts which understand guilt as an emotion 

that occurs when someone believes they have violated their own standards of conduct or some moral 

standard and that they bear some responsibility for that violation.6 Guilt, of course, is often misplaced. 

But is it the case that it is misplaced here? This thesis takes a systematic approach to answering that 

question. It also seeks to look beyond wrongdoing and guilt: is blame, which is to say other-regarding 

guilt, ever appropriate for dreamers; is praise or feeling proud ever appropriate; is it the case that blame, 

guilt, praise or pride are only ever sometimes appropriate? If so, under what conditions? I also ask what 

precise the object of guilt is: I limit my argument to what I have called dream actions; what the dream 

protagonist, and on some accounts the dreamer, does during the dream. And what are the guilt-making 

features generally: the internal state of an agent or the systematic consequences brought about by the 

action? Specifically, what can be said of internal states of dreamers and the consequences of dream 

actions and dreams themselves? 

 

 To answer these questions a series of discussions is essential. This introductory chapter will 

outline the overall structure of the thesis and give the arguments in a shorthanded format. I am also going 

to go through some key terms required to get one situated in the general topic of dream morality. But 

before that, it is essential to demotivate a view which, if true, would gutter the project before it starts; I 

will argue against the view that dreams are not occurrent experiences constituted by mental states. 

 

 One view, although, unpopular is that dreams are not constituted by occurrent experiences. This is 

held by Daniel Dennett and I will demotivate this view in the introduction. After this I will discuss 

whether we should trust dream reports. I argue that we have some good reasons to trust dream reports, but 

also that a philosophical exploration of dreaming is impossible without them; so we have pragmatic 

reasons to trust dream reports since these are essential for inquiry.  

First, what is Dennett’s view? Daniel Dennett proposes that there is a something that it is like to 

remember dreaming after awakening but that we have poor reasons to think that dreams are constituted by 

experiences.7 Dennett’s cassette theory is that dreams are the result of composition and memory loading 

 
5 Wallace (1994) 
6 See the entry on “Guilt” in the Encyclopedia of Psychology (2008) 
7 Whether Dennett really thinks dreams are not constituted by experiences is by-the-by for his argument. However, for the 
purposes of this chapter, I am treating Dennett’s cassette one as one that sincerely includes the claim that dreamers are not 
having an experience while dreaming. 
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processes.8 While asleep, Dennett proposes that we compose the dream narrative, but dreamers do not 

experience the narrative while we sleep. When we awaken, the dream narrative is played back to us. If we 

imagine the dream as being on a cassette, that cassette has its contents recorded during the dream and then 

the cassette is played when we wake up. This view is sometimes called the “instantaneous memory 

insertion” view: we remember the dream narrative we have composed while asleep and it is 

instantaneously recalled by our brain upon waking up. It is also possible that we can remember narratives 

recorded in previous sleeps. Dennett argues that the cassette theory has multiple benefits over competing 

views. 

There are two main reasons that Dennett thinks his view is attractive: he claims it explains some 

anecdotal evidence and claims it explains the scientific evidence parsimoniously.  

First, let us discuss the anecdotal evidence beginning with an example: Maury’s dream involving 

the French Revolution ended with the dream protagonist beheaded. The dream protagonist is the primary 

character of the dream. Just as this character dies, Maury awoke to find that the headboard of their bed 

had fallen on his neck.9 Maury postulated that the headboard falling on their neck prompted that dream, 

which was either constructed over this night or over another night since we might have multiple 

compositions saved, to be loaded in. The cassette theory posits that the best explanation for this dream is 

that the dream narrative was composed at some earlier instance, and the headboard falling on Maury is 

what caused that specific dream to be loaded in.10 These sorts of dreams, Dennett says, are common event 

where a dream narrative ends and that ending coincides with the real-world cause of the awakening. 

Examples include a car backfiring coinciding with the dream ending with a gunshot or a gut punch in the 

dream narrative coinciding with falling out of bed. It would be a marvellous and unlikely coincidence if a 

coherent narrative ended with a coinciding bit of real-world world stimuli. Dennett argues that it is more 

likely that we have a bank of narratives and the stimuli that awakens is causally related to the dream we 

choose to remember. I want to quickly demotivate this. 

One cannot deny that there are, at least sometimes, bizarre circumstances where dream narrative 

and the situation around being woke up coincide but to draw strong conclusions from these would be 

folly. There are, to start, many cases where one would expect (given the Cassette Theory) that they would 

have had a certain dream since they woke up a certain way. For instance, there are plenty of times where I 

have been awoken by a loud noise outside. Very rarely is that reflected in the dream narrative. Secondly, 

given the work that Rosen11 has done, we have good reason to think that some dream reports are 

fabricated.12 I ask what makes more sense: that someone invented a narrative to fit an experience they had 

 
8 Dennett discusses this view in two papers: Dennett (1976) and Dennett (1979). 
9 See Maury (1861). 
10 Dennett also mentions Maury in Dennett (1976) and Dennett (1979). 
11 Discussed fully later, but there is little reason to believe that all dream reports are fabricated. Rosen herself does not believe 
this. 
12 Unwittingly. 
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or that they loaded up a memory written while asleep? I take this to be an open question, and the fact it is 

open undermines Dennett’s claim that his view offers a better explanation than competing views. These 

two points also work in conjunction: it could be that these coinciding incidents are often fabricated, and 

non-fabricated reports show no coincidence. This is not a deathblow to Dennett, but it shows how 

immediately the cracks start to appear. These cracks are split open further by more recent empirical work. 

More recently, though, empirical neuroscience has been used to support the claim that dreams 

contain experiences.13 The arguments are that the (1) neurological state of the brain while experiencing in 

waking states is sufficiently similar to the neurological state of the brain in sleep states; (2) lucid dreamers 

– lucid dreams are dreams where the dreamer knows they are dreaming – can communicate in real time 

with those outside the dream by repeating agreed upon patterns of eye movement; (3) when muscle atonia 

is not present – muscle atonia is the muscle paralysis present during sleep – agents act out their dreams 

and this suggests that dreams consist of occurrent experiential brain activity.  These are covered 

throughout the thesis but for now should be sufficient to demotivate the claim that dreams never 

constitute experiences. 14 

 Put more succinctly, and to frame the Cassette Theory in terms used throughout the thesis, 

Dennett denies that dreams are made up of any occurrent attitudes or precepts or emotions. This runs 

contra to a commonplace understanding of dreaming where agents appear to hold beliefs and experience 

the world around them and feel in response to that. Dennett’s view, however, is unpopular especially 

given recent empirical work. 

 One might think that Dennett is not really pushing for the Cassette Theory being true. Instead, 

Dennett might be making an argument more akin to Malcolm’s verificationist argument; verificationists 

believe that only claims that are empirically verifiable are cognitively meaningful. Malcolm thinks that 

the content of a dream is not verifiable, and so he believes that you cannot make the claim that dreams 

have any contents. Here: it means Malcolm believes that dream experience is not verifiable and therefore 

we should not believe that dreams are constituted by experiences. One reading of Dennett is similar to 

verificationism: Dennett’s argument might not be that the Cassette Theory is true but that the fact that it 

explains the data at all is a problem for people posing different ontologies: it highlights, Dennett might 

think, a weakness in other explanations and points to problems one might have with a reliance on dream 

reports. 

 
13 For examples of these studies, and the use of them, see Flanagan (2000); Metzinger (2003); Revonsuo (2006); Rosen (2013); 
Windt (2013), (2015). 
14 It seems possible that one might read Dennett’s view as a sort-of imagination theory of dream where dreams are constituted 
by imaginative experiences and imaginative attitudes. The only difference, one might think, is that Dennett does not think these 
are experienced occurently and are instead experience at the point of awakening. However, as I go on to argue, in order for 
dream morality to be possible given the imagination view we need occurency. It is also unclear that this really is an 
imagination view. 
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This is undermined by arguments similar to those that undermine Dennett. Since Malcolm’s 

writing, a lot of work has been done to improve our ability to produce reliable dream reports and a lot 

more empirical work has gone into studying the brain while dreaming. The inferences we draw from this 

newfound and newly interpreted data should move us away from verificationism. 

 

With these two views discussed and dismissed, I now spend the rest of this introduction explaining the 

structure of the thesis.  

 While discussed richly in chapters dedicated to them, I will give abbreviated explanations of 

popular ontologies. The two ontologies which these thesis focuses on are (1) the orthodox – or received – 

view of dreaming and (2) the imagination theory of dreaming.  

 One way to aid in understanding the distinction between these views is to examine the distinction 

between 'in dreaming’ and ‘while dreaming’. First, and example: let us say that I have gone to bed and 

fallen asleep in the middle of July in my flat in Glasgow. I begin to dream. In the dream, I find myself 

climbing Mount Everest. In the dream, I feel the cold against my face and experience the effort required 

to lift one leg in front of the other. In the dream, I see the surrounding mountains. Once summitting, in the 

dream I feel immense pride in my accomplishment. What happens, however, while dreaming? 

 A proponent of the orthodox view would hold that for at least some of the experiences had in 

dreams that what happens in the dream also happens while dreaming. They would not hold that you are 

seeing the mountains, but they do hold that you are having a perceptual experience that is (1) that of 

seeing the mountains or (2) an experience that is at the time indistinguishable to me of seeing the 

mountains. They will say similar things to the emotions felt during dreams. They also hold that in the 

dream I had an intention to reach the submit. I also have that intention while dreaming. So, put simply, 

the distinction between what happens in the dream and what happens while dreaming partially collapses if 

an orthodox account of dreaming is true.15 

 A proponent of the imagination view, unsurprisingly, disagrees. They hold that since dreams made 

up of imagined imagery, they do not believe that you are having perceptual experiences at all. Instead of 

either seeing Everest or having a perceptual experience that is indistinguishable from reality to you, you 

imagine Everest. An additional thesis is sometimes made by imagination theorists: not only are the 

‘perceptual experiences’ actually cases of visual imagination, but the internal states featured in the in the 

dream (for example, the emotions felt or the intentions an agent has) are also imagined. For example, if in 

the dream I believe that I am climbing Everest the imagination theorist may say that I merely imagine that 

I am climbing Everest.16 This would apply to many propositional attitudes, and some argue extends to the 

 
15 Orthodox accounts of dreaming, as the name suggests, are widespread. For an example of one, see Hobson (1997). 
16 For an example of a theorist who holds to both theses, see Ichikawa (2007, 2009). 
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emotions felt in dreams. Therefore, contrary to the orthodoxy, there is no collapse between ‘in dreaming’ 

and ‘while dreaming’. 

 As stated earlier, these are discussed in depth later in the thesis, but a brief explanation now is 

hopefully useful in ascertaining what the thesis is about. 

 

 In the following two chapters I set about explaining key terms. Firstly, and importantly, we look at 

lucidity and absurdity. I take it that one might believe that dream morality is a perfectly plausible thesis, 

but only for lucid dreams or lucid dream actions. In this short chapter, I explain lucid dreaming and begin 

to discuss the state agents are in. My intention here is to explain some core terms to do with dream, 

specifically lucidity, as well as continue to motivate against this initial reductio claim; that dream 

morality17 is so implausible that positions or arguments that entail are made problematic by that 

entailment. 

 I continue with some positive arguments against implausibility, albeit in a roundabout way. I take 

it that the first and most prominent objection, and this is implied by the dream reports examined 

throughout the thesis, is not that one is incapable of doing wrong in the dream but instead that one is not 

morally responsible for what one does in the dream even if it is capable of being right or wrong. Here, I 

unpack and counter four reasons one might have for thinking that an agent is not responsible. I argue that 

these cases are likely true some of the time, and so we have removed certain dreams and dream actions 

from the pool of our potential candidates for dream morality. But that they are not true all the time. My 

hope is, as well, that by excluding these candidates that dream morality looks plausible: by restricting the 

focus away from the cases that look obviously implausible again a stronger picture towards plausibility is 

painted. 

 

 Then, I argue that dreamers should not be considered always morally immune. I argue for specific 

theses here that seem required for moral responsibility. Namely, I argue that dreamers are themselves in 

morally salient ways. I argue that dreamers do engage in moral knowledge; they, at least at first blush, 

appear to be capable of playing the moral game. Some, though, may not be convinced by such arguments. 

I grant, for the sake of argument, that dreamers are always morally incompetent. I focus, then, on two 

conditions: that dreamers could take steps to avoid certain dream content or certain dream action when 

that action is predictable and preventable. I then propose that we might be positions of culpable 

incompetence, sometimes, when we non-lucidly dream. I spend the last sections of  this chapter trying to 

bolster my position against objections.  

 

 
17 For non-lucid dreams. 
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 We then return to a discussion on the two premier ontologies, can we ever be said to be morally 

evaluable for what we do in the dream? I answer ‘yes’, especially given what I have argued about the 

nature of agency and moral responsibility while dreaming that allows one to be, at least sometimes, the 

rightful object of moral evaluation while dreaming.  

 I argue, in the case of the orthodoxy, that it is the case that dreamers would be responsible for their 

dream actions given (1) moral evaluational internalism or (2) moral evaluational externalism. For 

defending one, I run through what Cowan has named the standard argument. The conclusion that a 

combination of internalism and the possibility (and actuality) of moral responsibility while dreaming 

leads to dream morality is not uncontroversial and takes little additional work to argue for. The 

conclusion, however, that externalism can lead to dream morality is less of a given. I argue that, however, 

that dreams may have consequences even if dream actions do not have systematic consequences.  

 

 After the discussion on the orthodox view of dreaming and it’s entailment, in conjunction with 

other theses, of dream morality I argue that the imagination theory is also consistent with dream morality. 

I explain, in rich detail, three views of the imagination of fantasy – on which surprisingly little has been 

written – where each is more probable than the last.  The ultimate account is my own albeit based on 

already existing positions. I argue that this account deals with the unintuitive problems the other accounts 

I discuss fail to talk about.  I argue that my account makes sense of both internalist accounts and 

externalist accounts of moral evaluation: that some fantasy looks (1) internally problematic and (2) could 

play an important causal role – a moralised causal role – in the production of so moral badness. 

  

 The last argumentative chapter of the thesis is focused on what Cowan calls the ‘implausibility 

thesis’ and what I have called ‘dream absurdity’. Simply, it is the thesis that dream morality is absurd; in 

fact, as Julia Driver argues in Dream Immorality18, it may be so implausible that holding views that 

require one endorse the mere possibility of dream morality means there must be something incorrect 

about those views. I argue against Driver’s motivations for the absurdity thesis: she believes that potential 

for a double life, where one is moral while awake and immoral in their dreams or visa versa, leads to a 

series of problematic conclusions. I argue this is not possible and does not lead to the conclusions she 

believes. Driver also takes it as intuitive that dream absurdity is true. I discuss folk and philosophical 

work that indicates otherwise. While Driver’s arguments are quite easy to work around, I build a positive 

account for the plausibility of dream morality beyond Driver’s limited arguments. I draw on my work 

done in the earliest chapters of the thesis as well as my work done discussing new dream ontologies to 

conclude that not only is dream morality possible and actual, but, tentatively, it does not seem that 

implausible. 

 
18 Driver (2007) 
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By then, we have come full circle. The initial motivating factor for the thesis was this reductio that dream 

morality might pose being at odds with the powerful amount of guilt felt by people in response to their 

dreams. By then, I hope to given some cases where guilt does some appropriate and the reductio loses 

bite. 

 

At the end, I have a short chapter on agency. My intention is to highlight some bizarre outcomes 

that this thesis has, and to suggest future research paths. I continue this in my conclusion where I suggest 

more research paths, and reflect on some of the key positions argued for in the thesis. 
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Chapter 2 Two Ontologies: In Dreaming, While Dreaming, Dream Action and Dream Content 

 
Before heading into the thesis proper, it is essential that we come to understand two key 

ontologies as well as key terms. The purpose of this chapter is to introduce and explain the orthodox 

theory of dreaming and the imagination theory of dreaming. I offer some initial motivations for both 

views which are explored more so later. I also use this chapter to delineate some features of dreaming. 

Namely, a good account of the difference between in dreaming and while dreaming is essential to the 

thesis. It is also important to distinguish between what I am calling dream content and dream action. My 

hope is that with these explained, the rest of the thesis becomes easier to understand and engage with. 

I end with a discussion on the prospective objects of moral evaluation given these two ontologies. In 

particular, I distinguish between the dream actions found in the orthodoxy and the dream content found in 

the imagination theory.  

 

In the previous chapter, I discussed dream skepticism. Dream skepticism is the view that dreams are not 

constituted by any occurrent experiences. The example that most often comes to mind for a dream 

skepticism view is that of Daniel Dennett who, as we recall, believes that dreams are scribed while asleep 

and loaded, at the point of awakening, into the conscious mind. This view was demotivated. It should be 

clear, by now, that the overwhelming most popular view among folk and philosophers is that dreams are 

constituted by occurrent experiences had while asleep. Before discussing the two most popular 

contemporary views, it is important to unpack what is meant by experience. 

 

There have been many attempts to define and explain experience. It is best to situate them among 

other experiences so we might understand through contrast: it is often accepted that there are three kinds 

of mental states: experiences, propositional attitudes, and actions. 19 It is also possible that these three 

kinds of mental sates can amalgamate into other mental states: for instance, it is possible that emotional 

states are an amalgam of experience and propositional attitudes. Experiences, contra to the other mental 

states, are defined by their conscious character.  

Here is an example of a specific account of experience: Thomas Nagel, and those sympathetic to his view, 

explains experience as a ‘what it is like’ phenomenon. Nagel’s “what it is like” criterion explains that a 

bat is conscious because there is something that it is like to be a bat that experiences the world through its 

senses.20 Experiences are those mental states for which there is something it is like to be in them. They 

have a conscious phenomenal character. They are also subjective: there is something it is like for me to be 

in an experiential state. Experiences can include perceptual states: there is a what it is like to see a red 

 
19 See Guttenplan (2005) for an example of a taxonomy that uses this framing. 
20 See Nagel (1974). 
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post box; hear a dog bark; and experiencing pain upon stubbing a toe. Experiencing therefore can take the 

format of having the phenomenal character X of an object (or possibly a proposition21) Y. This 

phenomenal character is unique to experience and the amalgamated states that experience partly 

constitutes. While brief, this should give a sufficient understanding of what experiences are. 

 

As said earlier, the most common view, among both experts and non-experts, is that dreams are 

constituted by experiences. When we talk about dreams, we often talk about the experiences we have had. 

For example, Frankenstein was famously inspired by a dream. Mary Shelly reports that dream: 

I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the 

hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, 

show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half-vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely 

frightful would be the effect of any human endeavour to mock the stupendous Creator of the 

world.22  

Shelly reports that she seemed to see23 in some detail: she had visual experiences of the machine working 

and the monster stirring. She also reports an emotional experience: a frightfulness. We see this repeated in 

most dream reports and it is a natural way to report dreams. 

The claim that dreams are constituted by experiences has been met with overwhelming consensus 

in the philosophical literature, too. This claim is near universally accepted in pre-modern philosophy: 

Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Locke, Hume, and Kant, for example, all accept the claim.  Pre-modern 

writings do not discuss whether dreams contain experiences and assume that they do, and they do so 

without even mentioning the possibility that dreams might not include occurrent experiences. I take this 

assumption to be grounded in the fact that dreams appear as though they involve experiences. When I 

wake up, dreams seem as though they involve experiences. I am unable to distinguish how that fear 

seemed to feel from how waking fear feels when I am awake. In fact, I sometimes awaken from a 

nightmare where I would report still feeling afraid: in such cases I report a continuity of fear. It is not as 

though I awaken only to report that I was not feeling afraid and now I suddenly am. The argument is 

simple: if I report that it seemed that I felt an experience, then I have prima facie justification that I did 

feel X. Recall, too, that there has been work done both in studying lucid dreams and studying REM sleep 

disorders that push these accounts further forward. 

 
21An increasingly popular view in recent years is that propositional attitudes have a proprietary phenomenal character to them. 
I do not want to call these experiences. Rather, I say that if it is the case that propositional attitudes have a proprietary 
phenomenal character to them then the experiential content of the propositional attitude X is an experience Y.  
22 Shelly mentions this in the introduction to Frankenstein. See Shelly (1818).  
23 “Seeing” – as I discuss more fully later – is a success word. It is therefore not the case that Shelly sees. Rather, she reports 
she had a perceptual experience. I will also explain “seeming to see” more fully later. For now, it is only important that we 
understand that there is an experience. What the experience is will be the focus of a future section.  
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A view that I put aside for now, but is nonetheless worth mentioning, is that dreams are 

themselves experiences. Windt thinks that what distinguishes dreaming and dreamless sleep is “precisely 

the sense of spatial and temporal presence in the dream.”24 25 Windt thinks that dreams necessarily are an 

experience of an (1) internal, spatiotemporal first-person perspective and (2) the sense of occupying space 

and the (3) sense of ‘nowness’. She combines these to say that what it is to dream is to be aware of 

oneself in relation to some space and some time. 

Windt uses dream reports to support her theory. She analyised bodiless dreams, which are those 

dreams in which the person reported that they dreamt without having a body, and she found that the 

dreamer’s self-experience could be reduced purely to the 3 criteria above. Windt thinks that these are the 

conditions required for minimal-phenomenal selfhood and that this is the minimum criteria required to be 

in an experience. Her position, then, is that to dream is to have at least the minimal possible experience. 

We can expand outwards: Windt thinks these criteria are necessary for one to have other experiences 

within the dream. We need to have some “I” to which the experiences occur to, some sense of space, and 

some sense of time. While interesting, this is not required for the thesis but hopefully it helps highlight 

how far we have come from views like Dennett’s: not only is it the case that practically everyone believes 

that dreams are constituted by occurrent experiences had while sleeping, but it is also increasingly the 

case that people believe that dreaming itself is a sort of experience and not merely constituted by 

experiences. 

 

 

The Dream Orthodoxy 

 With the groundwork laid, I now begin my account of dream orthodoxy. Cowan explains the 

dream orthodoxy view as saying that dreams are “are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, 

emotions, intentions, etc. that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.”26 I want 

to begin by talking about these sensory experiences. I understand the claim that dreams are constituted by 

the same sensory experiences as waking life as making two potential claims, and I argue both are more 

probably true than not: that dreams are constituted hallucinatory experiences and dreams are constituted 

by illusory experiences. 

The most popular view historically has been that sensory experiences in dreams are hallucinations. 

The popular conception of hallucination – where hallucinations are drug-fueled and wild perceptual 

experiences – is too narrow. The philosophical definition is that hallucinations include “perceptual 

experiences, identical in nature to experiences that could be had whilst perceiving the world save only 

 
24 Windt also argues that this is hallucinatory in its nature.  
25 Windt (2010: 304) 
26 Cowan (2021: 4) 
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that they are had whilst not perceiving.”27. For example, if I were to hallucinate my computer screen 

before me, I would have an experience identical28 to the experience I would have had if my screen were 

actually in front of me. Since, as we have seen, perception is a success term hallucination is not a ‘type’ 

of perception since perception is successful.29  

 The traditional view is that dreams involve the same perceptual experiences as waking life. While 

dreaming, agents have the perceptual experience of seeming to be put with mind-independent objects, but 

no objects are present. This is one way of characterizing the experiences that constitute dreams. Recall the 

example of Mary Shelly’s inspiring dream. She reports that she has an experience of “the hideous 

phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, 

and stir with an uneasy, half-vital motion.” There is the appearance of a mind-independent object, this 

“phantasm of man”, but no such object exists, and it is not in front of her. Dreams therefore contain 

hallucinations. This could be the case for veridical dreams, too: I could dream that I was in bed in my 

room. I could dream of the correct colour of my curtains and the feel of the duvet. This is still a 

hallucination; I am not actually seeing or feeling because I am not standing in an appropriate causal 

relation to an existing object. Instead, I am having a visual experience and a tactile experience. 

Importantly, it need not be the case that these experiences are one-to-one with their waking counterparts. 

This leads us a key distinction. 

 There are strong and weak versions of the hallucination thesis. The strongest version of the 

hallucination view claims that dreaming and waking experience are identical in the quality of the 

experience. This is to say that what it is like to see a red postbox in a dream is the same experience as 

what it is like to see a red postbox in waking life. Some other hallucination theorists hold that dreams are 

not as rich in detail as waking perceptual experiences. These are holding to the weak thesis. Importantly, 

as Clark notes, dreamers do not notice that their hallucinatory experience lacks detail and vividness.30 The 

more popular thesis appears, although this distinction is not one I have seen made explicitly, to be the 

weaker view. 

For now, I wish to discuss two arguments in favour of hallucinatory view. The first, and the most 

widespread, is the phenomenological argument. After, I briefly discuss modern neuroscientific support.31 

 
27 Macpherson (2013: 1) 
28 There is a caveat here. It is unclear if the experience has to be identical or merely has to seem identical to the person. Andy 
Clark, for instance, believes that dreams are not constituted by sensory experiences identical to waking sensory experiences. 
He believes, and this counts as evidence towards us being severely impaired, that we are having a different experience – one 
that lacks vividness and detail – but that we cannot tell it is different from waking experience. 
29 Veridical experiences are those where the visual experience – say of seeing a cup – accurately depict reality. The perceptual 
experience accurately represents the mug. It can be called “veridical”. However, veridical hallucinations are possible: I could 
hallucinate my coffee mug in front of me. By chance, that mug is in front of me! So, while I have called hallucinations 
unsuccessful, they are not necessarily inaccurate.  
30 Clark notes dreamers not noticing the dip in quality of experience contrasted to waking life gives is further reason to think 
dreamers are dramatically impaired. 
31 There is a third argument: a functionalist-styled argument. This argument is interesting, but I believe it is of better service to 
the thesis when discussed in the context of arguing against sui generis accounts. 
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The phenomenological argument is best understood through a case study of Descartes’ strongest 

possible hallucination argument. Descartes writes:  

it is certain that I seem to see light, hear a noise, and feel heat; this cannot be false, and this is 

what in me is properly called perceiving32 (sentire). (Descartes 1641: II.9) 

I take Descartes to be saying that his ‘seeming to see’ is him having the perceptual experience of the same 

kind as seeing. He thinks that dreamers are immersed in a fake reality: that the experiences that one has in 

them are of the same quality as waking experiences and are experienced as reality. While this view is 

rare, the phenomenological argument is not. Aristotle, Berkeley, Russell, Hume, Dreisback, Barbera and 

Hobson are examples of philosophers who make this claim but with some variation: they do not all hold 

that the perceptual experiences had in dreams have the same vividness as the perceptual experiences 

typical in waking life.  The perennial presence of this view speaks to its popularity. Under all these views:  

1. Perceptual experiences in waking life have a certain phenomenology. 

2. Sensory experiences in dreams are reported to have that same phenomenology. 

3. If two experiences are reported as being the same, and we have no reason to doubt that report, we 

have a reason to think that they are. 

4. If we trust dream reports, we have good prima facie evidence that the sensory experiences in 

dreams are the same kind of perceptual experiences had in waking life.  

5. We can trust dream reports. 

6. We have good prima facie evidence that the perceptual experiences in waking life are the same 

kind of sensory experiences had in dreams.  

I have already motivated 4. 1&2 are evidenced by the dream reports of people making these arguments. 

This argument, I think, is at its best when it is used to establish dreams involving hallucinatory 

experiences as the default position: the phenomenology argument gives us good reason to think it is 

prima facie true that dreams involve hallucinatory perceptual experiences. 

 The second argument is a neuroimaging argument. Neuroimaging studies show a parallel between 

the brain when it undergoes perceptual experiences in waking life and the brain during REM sleep.33 It 

has been argued that the hallucinatory nature of dreams is owed to the fact that same parts of the brain34 – 

the visual and motor areas – are activated in the same way in both waking life and dreaming. Hobson 

remarks the only difference is that dreams rely on internal stimuli and I have explained that dream 

experiences do not seem to have the same effect as waking experiences. More recent studies have used 

neuroimaging to predict objects described in dream reports.35  Take for example that the neuroimaging 

machine shows the shape of a tall man. When the dreamer wakes up and gives their dream report they say 

 
32 Descartes is using the term differently from how I have used it: he is using it non-factively. 
33 See Dang-Vu et al. (2007), Nir & Tononi (2010), Desseilles et al. (2011). 
34 See Hobson (1988) and Hobson et al. (2003). 
35 See Horikawa et al. (2003). 
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that they dreamt of their friend Chad who is a 6 foot 4 inches tall man. The claim is therefore that these 

parts of the brain are responsible for an activity and that part of the brain is activated in both. 

 

Hallucination has often been the focus on the orthodoxy, but there are other ways in which dreams 

could be constituted by the same sensory experiences, and perhaps even are constituted by the same 

sensory experiences, as waking life. In this next section I introduce illusion and give reasons to believe 

that dreams are, at least sometimes, constituted by illusory experiences.  

 

 Illusions occur when one perceives an object inaccurately.36 In other words, they involve a 

misperception of an external object where they have a perceptual experience of that object having 

different properties than it actually has.37 For example, the checker shadow illusion first published by 

Edward H. Adelson in 1995: 

The image on the left depicts a checkerboard with light squares and dark squares. The illusion is that 

square A appears darker than square B. However, when examined as a 2D image they have an identical 

brightness. If you printed this off, they would use the same ink for both squares; and if you analyzed the 

pixels, they would have the same colour ID code. This can be seen in Figure 238: 

   

 
36 This is the standard view of illusions. As Macpherson notes, an alternative view is that illusions are cases of accurate 
experience, but we form inaccurate beliefs. While Macpherson dismisses this view because it is “not obvious that {this} view 
should not be more accurately described as one in which there are no illusions…” but in our case one would have to argue that 
dreams involve accurate perceptual experiences. Even in veridical cases of hallucination, this does not appear to the case: in no 
views are dreams described as successful perceptual experiences.  
37 For comparison, see Smith (2002). Also see Crane & French (2017). 
38 Both images are taken from the illusions index and are Copyright Free Use.  
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Now that we have defined illusions and seen an example, we investigate the view that dreams are 

constituted by illusory perceptual experiences.  

 The claim that dreams are illusions is the claim that external stimuli that a person experiences 

while dreaming (such as a change in temperature; or spraying water on the body; or flashing lights39) are 

misperceived in the dream as a different perceptual experience. Perceptual experiences in dreams, in the 

illusion view, have contemporaneous external stimuli. For example, Bergson argued that dreams in which 

the agent appears to be flying are caused by the sleeping agent realizing their feet are not touching the 

ground.40 I now discuss some more recent support for Bergen’s hypothesis. 

 There are good reasons to think that some perceptual experiences in dreams are illusory.41 Recent 

empirical work show that external stimuli can be misinterpreted within dreams. Dreamers have reported 

experiencing a loud noise that coincides with their alarm going off, or that they reported wearing strange 

shoes if blood circulation was cut off at the leg.42 To be clear: the dreamer accurately perceives the 

sensations in their feet. They perceive their feet. The ‘misperception’ occurs when they mistake that 

sensation of having a clamp around their leg as wearing big, bulky shoes.  

 There are more arguments already familiar to us as the illusion theorist can use the same 

arguments the hallucination theorist does. This is because both the hallucination view and the illusion 

view are taken to argue that dreams are constituted by sensory experience. That is how the dreaming 

literature, at least, has parsed these views. I will now recount these positions very quickly and explain 

how they might not support both the hallucination view and the illusion view.  

The neuroimaging studies that show a parallel between the brain when it undergoes perceptual 

experiences in waking life and the brain during REM sleep do not distinguish between illusion and 

hallucination since both are perceptual experiences.43 The neurological evidence has now been used to 

support two competing taxonomies but that is because both posit the same experience is happening: that 

when dreaming, the dreamer has perceptual experience. 

However, it might be the case that hallucinations might be more accurately described as being 

instances of mental imagery.. Modern neuroscience does not seem able to solve this puzzle by itself: there 

is good reason to believe that the parts of the brain that process imagery also process perception.44 

Therefore, drawing inductive arguments from brain activity would be unsuccessful here. Conversely, 

 
39 These are odd examples, but they have been chosen because we will refer to them later: they are external stimuli studied by 
Dement & Wolpert (Dement & Wolpert 1958). There have also been studies with thermal stimuli (Baldrige 1966), electrical 
stimuli (Koulack 1969), verbal stimuli (Berger 1963) and there have been studies on the effect changing the blood pressure of 
the dreamer (Nielsen et al. 1995; Sauvageau et al. 1998).  
40 Bergson (1914) 
41 Remember that I am not treating these claims about what sorts of experience constitute dreams as necessary competitive:  it 
is entirely coherent that if dreams involve perceptual experiences some are hallucinatory, and some are illusory. In fact, both 
fall under the banner of ‘sensory experience’. 
42 Windt (2018) 
43 See Dang-Vu et al. (2007), Nir & Tononi (2010), Desseilles et al. (2011) as examples of such studies. 
44 O’Craven & Kanwisher (2000) 



Reid 2:19 
 
sometimes in cases of brain damage one loses the ability to imagine as vividly. In such cases, it is not the 

case that one loses the ability to perceive vividly. This suggests some difference in what parts of the brain 

are responsible for these faculties. But it is also case that people with aphantasia (people with the inability 

to visualize mental images) are often able to dream; they retain their ability to dream and are able to have 

rich perceptual experiences while dreaming.45 This continues the pattern of neurological data being 

unable to definitively support one view over another. Regardless: at this current stage it does not look 

likely that one can look at a dreaming brain and definitively say that it is having an imagery experience 

and not a perceptual one or vis versa. I believe the argument from neuroscience is a good argument 

against the cassette theory but not sophisticated enough to give us reason to prefer an imagery view over a 

perceptual view.  

The argument from phenomenology also supports that dreams are constituted by illusory 

experiences. The strange shoe example from earlier supports this: dreams are constituted of perceptual 

experiences; dreamers report that phenomenology. Those perceptual experiences, it has been argued, 

resulted from a misperception.  

 

There is more to say on the orthodoxy, but I wish to pause now to explain the in dreaming and 

while dreaming distinction.  I will call back to this distinction throughout the thesis and throughout this 

chapter. So, recall here the in-dreaming and while-dreaming experiences are the same experience or at 

least appear to be the same experience. As usual, I will use the mountaineering example. In the dream, 

one is a mountaineer. They are climbing Everest. Given what has been said about hallucination, and 

illusion, a proponent of the orthodoxy would say either of two things: (1) under a strong view they would 

say that the person who, in the dream, is climbing Everest is having the sensory experiences of climbing 

Everest or an Everest-like mountain46. In this way, their experience had in the dream is the same 

experience they are having while dreaming. Our (2) option is a weaker view: the dreamer is having an 

experience in the dream which to them appears to be indistinguishable from having a waking experience 

of the same object. They are, though, mistaken. Their perception lacks vividness or detail. Nonetheless, 

the experience they have while dreaming is the same as the one had in the dream here. The ‘collapse’ 

between the two occurs so long as the orthodoxy is true. 

Later in the thesis, I discuss a ‘success’ condition. It is potentially worth flagging here: one might resist 

the terminology ‘same experience’ in part because ‘seeing’ Everest, one might think, requires that one be 

standing in the right relationship to Everest. This is clearly not true here. Instead, the focus is on the 

 
45 See Whiteley (2020) for more on aphantasia and dreaming specifically.  
46 The reason I include this Everest-like case is just to allow the strong view to allow for mistakes in hallucination without 
diminishing their main claim which is about the vividness, richness and quality of the experience had. 
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phenomenology of the experience. Regardless, the experience had in the dream is the same as the 

experience had while dreaming, given this view. 

 

Let us continue with our exegesis of the orthodox view. So far, perceptual experiences have been 

discussed. Now, I wish to discuss non-sensory experiences. Here is a reminder of our previous one 

sentence explanation of the orthodoxy: dreams are “are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, 

emotions, intentions, etc. that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.” 47 

Namely, I want to talk about emotions here before moving on to discuss propositonal attitudes.  

The first claim we will examine is that the non-sensory experiences in dreams are the same kind of 

experiences as those we have in normal waking life. “Normal waking life” is an inelegant expression 

since we are capable of feeling the other sorts of non-sensory experience carved out in this chapter in 

‘normal waking life’. What I understand ‘normal waking life’ to mean is best understood through 

examples: this is to say that when I feel fear in my dream, I feel the same fear as I do in waking life. 

Intuitively, this seems to be the case for nightmares – if jolted awake one might report still being afraid. 

There are a few arguments for this: one from folk intuition and language; and another that claims 

emotions persist into dreams.  

 The folk understanding, which I think is an argument from language, says that we should trust the 

intuitive way that we report our dreams. When I have an anxiety dream, I report being anxious. In fact, it 

could be that I wake up as anxious after an anxious dream; I would report that I am still anxious. 

Plausibly, they think they can establish this view as the default view; one could claim that baring all other 

evidence, we can trust that natural way that we talk about dreams. The other motivation for this view is 

that emotions from waking life often persist into and out of dreams.  

 Persistence, I think, is interesting to remark upon. The dream continuity hypothesis is engaged 

with later in the thesis more fully because a more central argument depends on it. Briefly, the dream 

continuity hypothesis is that dream-life is continuous with waking-life: goals, emotions and content from 

waking life persist into dreams. And, as a different point, sometimes emotions persist outside of dreams. 

For now, though, it is simply enough to engage with what I imagine are commonplace examples. I have a 

dispositional fear of sharks when awake. In the dream, I have the sensory experience of a shark and I am 

afraid: the dispositional fear has, plausibly, persisted into the dream. It has become an episodic fear: I am 

currently experiencing my fear of sharks! The dream, let us say, is so frightful it wakes me up. I wake up 

startled: before I get my bearings in my room, I would report that I was still afraid of that shark in my 

dream. The argument takes the dream continuity hypothesis as true and says we have good scientific 

evidence to believe that dream content is influenced by waking content. A proponent of the view dream 

emotions and waking emotions are of the same kind could posit we have a continuous chain of the same 

 
47 Cowan (2021: 4) 
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emotion: I went to bed afraid, I was afraid when I dreamt, and I woke up afraid. This argument also has 

the virtue of parsimony especially when contrasted with other accounts: this is a simple account that 

tracks well with common language. 

  

Again, let us move back to our key distinction between in the dream and while dreaming. For 

emotional states, given the orthodoxy, it looks to me to be the case that what is experienced in the dream 

is what is experienced while dreaming. Again, we return to Everest. Let us say that I felt a swell of pride 

upon reaching the peak in the dream followed by a quick pang of fear as I looked over the mountain’s 

edge in the dream. The orthodoxy, and with good reason, will say that it is also the case that I had these 

experiences while dreaming as well. The distinction between the two, again for the orthodoxy, as 

collapsed. We might continue that part of why this collapses is because the object of the emotion – the 

swell of pride at the accomplishment or the pang of fear at the sensory data of a steep cliff – appear to the 

dreamer to be real. It would be odd, given the orthodoxy, for us to have either no real emotional response 

or some alternative emotional response to dream experiences given that dreamers do not know, in non-

lucid dreams48, that they are dreaming. 

 

The final feature of the orthodoxy worth discussion for this chapter is what propositional attitudes are 

dreams constituted by. will begin by explaining what propositional attitudes are. A propositional attitude 

is a mental state held towards a proposition. Propositional attitudes are denoted by a verb. Here are some 

examples: 

• “Peter believes that he can make money trading stocks.” 

• “Guillaume intends that he goes to Kempo practice.” 

• “Fin judges that Guillaume’s hobbies are healthy.”  

• “Jonna desires that she buys a puppy.”49 

In these examples, the subject has an attitude held towards a proposition. The proposition is a statement 

that can be taken to be true or false. This is the simplest definition. Our examples of propositions are 

“Peter can make money trading stocks”, “Guillaume practices later” and “Guillaume’s hobbies are 

healthy.” These are all truth-apt. I have also given some examples of attitudes: believing, intending, and 

judging. This is not exhaustive. We can take all propositional attitudes to have the format of “S Φ’s that 

P” where S is the subject, Φ is the attitude and P is the proposition. In the next section, I will define the 

attitudes I am interested in by their nature. There are many sorts of propositional attitudes, but I seek to 

focus in on those that play a key role in the dream literature and in the thesis. So, I focus on desire, belief 

and intention. I will now give some definitions of the attitudes: for desire, belief and intention. Let us take 

 
48 Lucidity is the focus of the upcoming chapter.  
49 It is possible that desire is not the same ‘kind’ as belief, intention, or judging. I am going to assume it is. 
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the previous example of “Peter believes that he can make money trading stocks.” The nature of a belief 

attitude that X means that a person holds it to be true that X: Peter believing that he can make money is 

Peter holding to be true that he can make money. The nature of desire is a “wanting it to be true”: if Peter 

desired that he make money then it is the case that Peter wants it to be true that he makes money. I 

understand judging as doing something and do that something for a reason. Let us take the example of my 

judging of Sandra’s hobbies. Here, I think about what hobbies Sandra has and if they are healthy. I 

consider the reasons behind what makes a hobby healthy. I then, in most cases, form a belief as a result of 

that judgement.  I also think it is essential to these attitudes that they play a functional role that identifies 

them. As a reminder, if functionalism is true then when you locate the functional role of a propositional 

attitude (with reference to its inputs and outputs) you have located the propositional attitude itself.  

Intention is more complex and requires a separate definition. There are three sorts of intention: 

intention for the future; intention with which someone acts; and intentional action. I am going to define 

intention as a mental state “in relation to which doing A amounts to doing A intentionally, or with further 

intention of doing B.”50  This unifies the three kinds: let us take the example of my writing this draft now. 

I am writing with intention which is to say deliberately. I also write now with the intention that the 

chapter be done within the year: I am doing A, the writing now, with the further intention that the draft be 

finished within an appropriate time frame. In that sense, I am intending for the future. It is also in this 

sense that I am writing with the intention to put words on the page. However, this definition does not tell 

us much about the intention itself. It tells us little about the beliefs involved or if desires are important. 

Regardless, I think we can still employ a functionalist definition: most of what makes intentions morally 

interesting is their functional relationship to action: intentions to do X systematically bring about X 

barring barriers. Intention is often thwarted: sometimes I procrastinate and do not meet my deadline; other 

times I am unlucky and fail to do what I intended to do. Another barrier could be forgetfulness and 

another physical restraint. There are a multitude of barriers. This warrants a more detailed discussion 

further into the thesis. With this definition in place, I now move to discuss the different accounts of 

propositional attitudes in dreams. 

 The orthodox account, as we have seen, is that the intentions, desires and beliefs featuring in 

waking life are of the same type featured in dreams.  I wish to explain this through an example and while 

engaging again with these functionalist lines.  

St Augustine, as we have seen already, is worried about his sexual dreams. He insists that in his 

waking life he does not lust after women or men. He lives happily and chaste. However, this does not 

appear to be the case in dreams. Augustine seems worried that he might have immoral desires in dreams 

that lead him acquiescing to immoral acts: ‘Augustine desires that he break his vows to God’ is one way 

to understand his worry. Augustine, then, seems worried that he has formed a morally wrong desire while 

 
50 See Setiya (2018)’s SEP article for this definition. 
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asleep. Augustine’s worry might be supported by a functionalist account. The functional profile of a 

desire that to break one’s vows is plausibly thus: we have the inputs of other beliefs (such as God’s vows 

are not worth keeping in this instance) and we have the outputs (acquiescing to the pleasure).51 While 

dreaming, it seems that Augustine has that input and that output. However, I think that even if it is true 

that Augustine does form a desire of the same kind as waking desires that might be quite rare. Let us take 

a more mundane example: I have the belief that it is gloomy outside. That relates to other beliefs: that 

Glasgow is often gloomy; and that my dog would rather go for a walk when it is less gloom and that 

clouds block the sun. It has inputs constituted mostly by my sensory perception of the outside, and it has 

outputs: I no longer want to go outside today. But dreams seem to rarely operate in such a way: dream 

narratives often seem like nonsense where upon awakening I remark that I did things that seemed 

contradictory to the beliefs I held in the dream. As Ichikawa notes, dream beliefs do not seem to motivate 

like their waking counterparts. If they do not motivate like their waking counterparts then they have 

different functional profiles and therefore are not identical beliefs. Cases like these do not hurt the 

plausibility of St. Augustine’s case but they do provoke the question about how common such cases 

might be.  The second supporting argument for this view is that of persistence. 

Sosa explains that most of our beliefs, at any given time, remain “latent” (Sosa 2005, 8). Let us 

take a series of mundane beliefs: I believe that I am awake; and that I am in Scotland; that I recently 

turned 29 and have been with my partner for over a year. There is an analogy between these beliefs and 

dispositional emotions. Sosa argues that these beliefs rest in my subconscious.  I define subconscious as 

the part of my mind not currently within my focal awareness. They are only brought to my conscious 

mind when I “judge or assent or avow” them.52 Sosa thinks that I keep countless propositional attitudes in 

my subconscious will asleep. He writes:  

lying in bed until the morning is what one is what one intended through most of the day, even as 

one thought about other things… That was still one’s intention as one lay down, and there is no 

reason to suppose it was lost as one fell asleep.53 

If Sosa is correct, then many of the propositional attitudes we hold in waking life remain present while 

dreaming. Importantly: beliefs, desires and intentions seem able to have this dispositional quality in 

dreams, but judgement does not. It could still be the case that I hold a belief latently in waking life and 

affirm, or judge it to be the case, while dreaming. 

 

So, one last time for the orthodoxy, I wish to call back to the difference between in dreaming and 

while dreaming with reference to propositional attitudes. The beliefs, desires and intentions had in the 

 
51 I think cases of sleep walking help bolster the functionalist account: part of the long-arm output of desiring to punch is to 
throw a punch. When the dreamer is not experiencing muscle atonia they do try and throw a punch.  
52 Sosa (2005: 8) 
53 Sosa (2005: 8) 
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dream are the same as those had while dreaming. The mountaineer in the dream has beliefs that he is 

climbing Everest. And so while dreaming our dreamer is deceived and is forming false beliefs identical to 

those had in the dream. Remember the content of these beliefs is not that one is on Everest in the dream 

but that one is on Everest simplicitor, or on Everest in the real world. The same is said for desire and 

intention. Those had in the dream are also had while dreaming.54  

With this, we can now have a good account of what dream action might be. I explain dream action as 

what one does, or attempts to do, in the dream. I take this to be an expression of agency, from a first-

person perspective, done by the dreamer. More is done to cache this out later in the thesis, but it follows 

for now that if one has a dream intention in the dream and that intention is also had while dreaming then 

they have done something in the dream that they have at least attempted to do, by orthodox lights, while 

dreaming. It is this that I properly call dream action, and that I later distinguish from dream content. 

 

Thus far, we have introduced some key terms and carved out a good and thorough picture of what the 

orthodox account is. I have motivated these claims as well. The reliance on phenomenology is to be 

noted, although with more neuroscience being published as well as studies done on those who do not have 

normal sleep experiences we might come to think that the orthodoxy rightfully deserves its place as the 

most popular of the views discussed in the thesis. For me, this does not matter. I can be agnostic on dream 

orthodoxy because part of the goal of this thesis is to show that dream morality looks unavoidable. 

Now, we move onto the imagination theory. Again, I intend to offer a full explanation. I focus on sensory 

experience, non-sensory experience such as emotional albeit quickly and then finally on propositional 

attitudes. As the groundwork has already been laid, this explanation is briefer. 

 

The Imagination Theory  

The imagination theory can be carved out in a few ways. The two main ways are as follows: 

everything in the dream is imagined or at least the percepts of the dream are imagined. I explore the 

reasons for preferring one to the other in the chapter dedicated to the imagination theory. For now, I want 

to carve out what the general picture of the imagination theory looks like. 

 We begin, as we did before, with sensory experiences and a general understanding of imagination. 

Ichikawa opts for a minimal conception of imagination, and I am going to use this as the tentpole example 

in the taxonomy because of pragmatic reasons as it avoids some debate.55 Ichikawa posits that when one 

 
54 While not discussed in the literature, to the best of my knowledge, one might resist that intentions are the same because they 
appear to have different success conditions. This runs contrary to the orthodoxy and is explored in more detail later. 
 
55 Ichikawa is concerned about what he calls the “imagery debate.” Traditionally visual mental imagery was caused by the 
presence of picture-like representations, but this view is no longer accepted. I also wish to avoid this debate.  I wish to avoid it 
because it is not within the scope of my thesis. 
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imagines “there is a genuine experience of mental imagery”56. Ichikawa explains that visual imagery, 

which is an instance of mental imagery, is the kind of experience one undergoes when imagining what 

something looks like. Visual cases are paradigm, but mental imagery includes auditory, tactile, olfactory, 

and gustatory. Mental imagery resembles perceptual experience in some ways but is different in others – 

it has a different functional profile; it is often less vivid or indeterminate; it is often argued to be subject 

to the will. it has an intentionality: it is about or of something. There are different kinds of imaginative 

experiences. This section will distinguish between two kinds: propositional and imagery. For now, 

imagery. The imagination view is contrasted with our two previous views that dreams are constituted by 

perceptual experiences. For Ichikawa, dreams are constituted by imaginative experiences. Here is an 

example: when I dream that I see a cat. Ichikawa thinks that I am having an imagery experience: when I 

dream I see a cat I am having the same experience I would have had if I had, while awake, imagined that I 

was seeing a cat.57 I have explained the view and now I will give some motivations for it. 

 There are two arguments I will give in favor of the imagination view: the argument from colour 

considerations and the argument from neurology. I will also give some plausible counters to these 

arguments. 

The first argument is an argument from colour considerations. Eric Schwitzgebel notes that people 

who consume black and white media describe themselves as dreaming in black and white.58 Modern 

Americans, who are the groups polled in the two papers, now report themselves dreaming in full colour. 

The argument is that people dream in an indeterminate colour scheme but then impose the colour scheme 

the associate with visual imagery onto the dream.59 This imposing of colour into a colorless experience, 

as Schwitzgebel and Ichikawa both report, is what likely happens in cases of imagination since they posit 

that we imagine in indeterminate colour.60 I counter that it is not clear that these empirical studies support 

this conclusion: why would we think that two experiences sharing one feature makes them the same kind 

of experience? We would not. This argument is used by Ichikawa as one of many. They, together, are 

meant to motivate the imagination theory over the hallucination theory. This argument is insufficient on 

its own but plausibly forms part of a larger abductive argument where the hallucination view has been 

demotivated.  

The second argument is one from neurological development– it argues that as our brains gain the 

ability to imagine they also gain the ability to dream. David Foulkes argues that dreaming develops in 

tandem with the ability to imagine visual spatially. This argument concludes that dreams require 

 
56 Ichikawa (2009: 105) 
57 Ichikawa uses the example of a grey cat. See Ichikawa (2009: 107) 
58 Schwitzgebel 2002’s study has been supported by a further 2006 study by Schwitzgebel, Huang and Zhou.  
59 Plausibly, this could be some evidence towards the thesis that dreamers know that they are dreaming even in non-lucid 
dreams. I plan to explore this view in a latter chapter because if we are subconsciously or unconsciously aware that we are 
dreaming then a view we talk about later – Quasi-Emotions – becomes far more plausible in dreams. 
60 Ichikawa cites Schwitzgebel’s (2002) paper. 



Reid 2:26 
 
imagination. Proponents of this view link ones’ ability to imagine with one’s ability to dream. Mark 

Solms finds that damage to the visual processing units in the brain are not linked to one’s ability to dream 

whereas the occipito-temporo-paterial junction is essentially linked to dreaming. If that area of the brain 

is damaged one’s ability to dream is reduced or eliminated.61 This strong correlation between the parts of 

the brain responsible for the function of dreaming also being responsible for the function of imagining. I 

have already explained there is good reason to believe that the parts of the brain that process imagery also 

process perception.62 However, I have also provided some reasons to think that there is less of a 

connection between imagination and dreaming. I repeat: the neurological data is insufficient to form even 

a powerful abductive argument. Constructing a deductive argument, with the studies that are currently 

available, is folly. 

 

 Let us return to our principle distinction of in the dream and while dreaming. Finally, features 

have come apart. For the imagination theorist, in the dream our stalwart mountaineer is summiting 

Everest. In the dream, our dreamer has the sensory experience of summitting Everest. However, it is no 

longer the case that while dreaming the dreamer is having this experience. Instead of some inaccurate 

perceptual experience, I am instead having an imagined experience. One might best come to understand 

the distinction here by themselves looking at some object nearby then closing their eyes and imagining 

that object. Importantly, and essentially, what is said to be happening in the dream – that one is seeing a 

mountain, feeling its cold winds, and feeling tired as one climbs it – are not those experiences had while 

dreaming. Instead, those experiences are imagined while dreaming.  

That imagery plays an essential role in dreaming is agreed upon by imagination theorists. Our next short 

section, by contrast, is ill-explored. The question of emotions in dreams, given the imagination view, is 

curious. By some lights, the emotions ‘experienced’ in dreams will themselves be imagined. Our dream 

mountaineer, upon feeling fear in the dream, may only be, while dreaming, imagining that they are 

feeling fear. This is perhaps true for some cases. But I believe that problems of persistence and dream 

reports rear their heads again. What I believe the proponent of the imagination theorist should say is that, 

at minimum, dreamers do feel genuine emotional responses while dreaming even if these are not one-to-

one with the emotions featuring in the dream. There is much, much more to say about this. However, that 

argumentation is saved for the chapter on the imagination theory. Again, what matters here is that we 

come to understand the imagination theory better and we come to see where this in dreaming and while 

dreaming distinction merges and otherwise falls apart. 

 

 
61 See Solms (1997) and Solms (2000) 
62 See O’Craven & Kanwisher (2000) 
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Finally, I wish to discuss the propositional attitudes had given the imagination view.  More 

recently, a position has emerged that dreams are not constituted by desires, beliefs, judgements, or 

intentions. Instead, all we do in dreams is propositionally imagine. If propositional attitudes are 

understood in the format “S Φ’s that P” then all it is possible to do in dreams is imagine that P.  

This is argument says that there is an imaginary analog that constitutes the propositional attitudes 

in dreams. This view, because of the focus in the literature on false beliefs in dreams and skepticism, 

usually talks only about belief. I am going to expand the discussion to include the rest of the attitudes we 

are interested in.63. As Ichikawa explains when an agent dreams that p, they do not believe {I have added 

desire and judgement and intention here} p. Instead, they are imagining that p.64 This distinction is 

phrased similarly by Sosa: Sosa writes it does not follow that when one dreams that they intend that p, 

they intend that p.65 

The first for this position is that imagined propositional attitudes share the same functional profile 

as dream propositional attitudes. While awake, my imagined propositional attitudes are not connected to 

perceptual experiences and they do not motivate actions in the same way beliefs systematically do. 

Instead, they are connected to other pieces of mental imagery and might motivate other imaginings. 

Ichikawa argues dream propositional attitudes are identical: in the dream, my ‘beliefs’ are not connected 

to perceptual experiences (for Ichikawa this is because there are no perceptual experiences in dreams) and 

they do not motivate action.  

 So, again, we will see the in dreaming and while dreaming come apart. In the dream, it is the case 

that the dreamer forms many intentions, has many desires and holds many beliefs. 

It is worth pausing and remembering that the imagination theory will still hold that the dreamer has many 

intentions, desires and beliefs while dreaming. Recall Sosa believes that these become dispositional. The 

imagination theorist should not be understood as saying all beliefs, intentions and desires had while 

dreaming are imagined. Instead, it is about a relation between the in dream content and the while 

dreaming attitudes. These may influence dream content. What they are denying is narrower: they deny 

that those propositional attitudes had in the dream are also had while dreaming. Instead, the propositional 

attitudes in the dream are instead imagined while dreaming.  

 

This concludes the descriptive carving out of these two large views. They are mentioned again and 

expanded upon in the relevant places throughout the thesis. But they have now been explained, with some 

motivations given, and importantly we have seen where this important distinction of in dreaming and 

 
63 I have group belief, judgement, desire, and intention together. This is not always the case in the literature on propositional 
imaginings and dreams. Ichikawa argues that belief in dreams might be like intention in beliefs. It could the case that some 
pretend or imaginary beliefs are what constitute dreams but desire in dreams is not analogous to imagination.  
64 See Ichikawa (2009) 
65 See Sosa (2007) 
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while dreaming. We have seen where these come apart and how. Now, to close, I want to do two things: I 

want to offer a better picture of the distinction between what I have called dream action and dream 

content. I then want to offer some initial suggestions for what, given this explanation of our two key 

views, we might think is morally interesting.  

 

Broadly, I believe that dreams can be construed of two parts given the orthodoxy and perhaps one 

part given the imagination theory. I explain this by appealing to a popular metaphor in the literature. The 

virtual reality metaphor has been used to describe this orthodox account of dreaming.66 In such an 

account, the dream-world is taken to be like a virtual reality: it is a large and populated space within 

which one can express their agency. We may even incorporate ideas of ‘narrative’ into the world; that is, 

much like a video game, someone operates within the narrative of the dream world and makes choices 

and so on. This world, narrative, and content I describe as dream content. It is within this content that 

orthodox proponents believe that dreamers can perform dream actions. Here, I describe dream actions as 

what one does in the dream and that would be independent of the content; distinct from it. Later in the 

thesis I discuss ‘authorship’ of the dream, but what is essential right now is that proponents of the 

orthodoxy do believe that dreamers are, at least sometimes, performing dream actions within dream 

content. These dream actions are taken to be of the same sort as waking actions: that is they are construed 

by potentially morally relevant features such as intention. Of course, as we have seen, there is more to 

say. But for now, prima facie, dream actions look to be part of a group of actions that, if we had no other 

considerations, we would find morally interesting. 

This squares nicely with what Cowan explains as dream morality. Cowan explains dream morality as:   

sometimes, perhaps only rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams is the proper object of moral 

assessment as wrong, right, vicious, virtuous, blameworthy, or praiseworthy.67  

The reason this squares nicely is that what we do in non-lucid dreams, given the orthodoxy, is the same 

kind of thing as what we do while awake. In fact, as we have seen, what we do in the dream often is what 

we do while dreaming. And so long as someone believes that those features, such as intention, are 

plausibly of moral import then an initial picture of dream morality under the orthodoxy begins to emerge. 

 

However, distinguishing dream action from dream content is harder to do for the imagination 

theorist. The virtual reality metaphor cannot be used: instead, we draw analogies to daydreaming. For the 

imagination theory, what one does in the dream is distinct from what one does while dreaming in 

important ways. Dream action looks to be part of the dream content rather than distinct from it. That is 

because, as dream action has been parsed, it is unclear that dreamers are doing, and remember doing is 

 
66 See Revonsuo (2006) and Metzinger (2003) 
67 Cowan (2021: 6) 
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understood as forming intentions, anything other than imagining and responding emotionally to that 

imagination while dreaming. Using the same definition of dream morality, then, looks problematic: to say 

that someone looks morally responsible for what they do in an imaginative experience is prima facie 

difficult to justify. So, instead, I propose a different sort of moral evaluation: is it possible, at least for the 

imagination theory, that the dream content had could ever be wrong, right, vicious, virtuous, 

blameworthy, or praiseworthy. This, my hope is, looks more initially plausible. Of course, I defend 

something akin to this at great length in my chapter focused on the imagination theory. 

 

 I understand myself has having done two main things here. The first is that I have taken the two 

ontologies of dreaming that feature most prominently in this thesis and explained them. In doing so, I 

have also offered an explanation of some key concepts: in dreaming, while dreaming, dream action and 

dream content. These relate to each other in interesting ways. I also take myself to have, secondly, begun 

to work at moving away from the implausibility thesis by pointing to features that, given either ontology, 

would be of moral interesting if had while awake. This claim is modest, but as we start to move 

throughout the thesis I will continue to try and build for the plausibility of dream morality. The next 

hurdle also requires explanation of a new core concept: lucid dreaming. The worry I imagine one might 

have is that only lucid dreamers, by virtue of what lucidity is, who could do right or wrong, or be 

described as having done right or wrong by having a dream. I rebel against this quickly next, and then 

more indirectly in the chapter on responsibility. 
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Chapter 3 Lucidity and Absurdity  
 

The primary interest of this thesis is the potential for the moral responsibility of non-lucid dreams. 

This invites, I think, a preliminary worry: one might think that, by definition, we cannot be responsible 

for non-lucid dream actions given that they spawn from non-lucid agents. In this chapter, I give a pre-

definition argument as one I imagine one might have as an initial reaction to my focusing on non-lucid 

dreaming.  I define and explain both lucid and non-lucid dreaming. I then go above and beyond the 

barebones definition and explain some of the key features of lucid dreaming as it contrasts with non-lucid 

dreaming. We then return to the argument at hand: I posit, and give good initial reasons to think, that non-

lucid dreamers are not trivially immune to moral assessment. 

 

 In a sentence, I imagine an argument one might have is: since lucid dreaming is marked by 

lucidity and one might think that lucidity is required for moral agency, then agents, prima facie, could be 

morally responsible for what they do in lucid dreams. By contrast, and as the name suggests, non-lucid 

dreams are marked by a lack of lucidity it potentially follows that non-lucid dreams had by non-lucid 

dreamers are not of moral import.  

 

 So, what are lucid dreams? The most modest definition, that is the most stripped back, is that lucid 

dreams are dreams where the dreamer realizes they are dreaming. There are two things to note about the 

term ‘lucid dreaming.’  First, it is not the dream that is lucid, it describes the dreamer. Second, while the 

term ‘lucid dream’ originates with Frederik van Eeden, we can find examples of people explaining lucid 

dream as far back as antiquity. Here is van Eeden: 

…the reintegration of the psychic functions is so complete that the sleeper remembers day-life and 

his own condition, reaches a state of perfect awareness, and is able to direct his attention, and to 

attempt different acts of free volition.68 

And here is, for an example, Aristotle69: 

often when one is asleep, there is something in consciousness which declares that what then 

presents itself is but a dream.7071 

Even from van Eeden, we can see the explanation of lucid dreaming stretch beyond the barebones 

definition of coming to know that one is dreaming. In particular, van Eeden discusses increased 

awareness, an increased ability direct attention and increased autobiographical memory. Before 

 
68 (Van Eeden 1913: 149) 
69 For eastern examples, see (Padmasambhava 1998) 
70 (Aristotle 1941: 624) 
71 Both Aristotle and Padmasambhava cited by (Baird et al. 2019) 
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discussing these, I want to pause briefly to share how we come to know about the condition of lucid 

dreamers.  

 

 The negative case, that is that lucid dreaming just does not happen, is worth mentioning. Sartre, 

for instance, seems to think that recognizing one is in a dream is sufficient to terminate the dream.  There 

are some reasons to think that attempting to exert too much control, for instance running contrary to the 

dream narrative by trying to ‘magic up’ objects or people, can terminate the dream. However, given the 

overwhelming evidence for lucid dreams – from real-time signaling lucidity to measured neurobiological 

changes combined with dream reports – positions like Sartre’s unpopular and almost certainly false. This 

evidence comes after Sartre writes and also comes after many dream skeptics. Recall, as I mentioned 

elsewhere in the thesis, that some philosophers have denied that any dream is an occurrent experience.72  

 

So, what is the evidence that lucid dreams are real? I quickly discuss two methods of verification. 

The historic “gold standard”73 is the first. Around 198074, the “first validation of lucid dreaming as an 

objectively verifiable phenomenon occurring during rapid eye movement sleep”75 is recorded. The 

methodology was a follows: prior to sleeping, dreamers and researchers agreed upon a series of eye 

movements that the dreamer would perform once they began to lucid dream. For example, up, up, down, 

down, left, right, left, right. This can be seen by researchers and then cooperated by dream reports. The 

second methodology involves these signals, but now incorporates different measurements from 

electrooculograms. This allows for more precise measurements and studying: for instance, one can 

measure brain activity while certain tasks are performed while lucid dreaming as the agent can signal that 

they have started the task and when they have finished it. Once the dreamer has confirmed they are lucid 

dreaming, new technology allows researchers to measure a variety of differences in brain activity. I now 

unpack the consequences of some of those changes. The state non-lucid dreamers find themselves in is 

unpacked richly in the next chapter, but marking the difference now is important for establishing the 

difference between lucid and non-lucid dreamers. 

 

The first difference between lucid dreamers and non-lucid dreamers is that lucid dreamers have 

better autobiographical memory. Consider a typical non-lucid dreaming case. Let us say that I am 

dreaming that I am climbing a mountain. The sheer wind is cold, and I am soldiering uphill. At no point 

 
72 Also, as a reminder, it is possible to understand some of these dream skeptics as drawing our attention towards how reliant 
we are on dream reports which themselves are not always reliable. I set this aside for now as it is discussed later. 
73 This is the language used by (Baird, Mota-Rolim & Dreseler 2019). Their paper “The Cognitive Neuroscience of Lucid 
Dreaming” offers an excellent exegesis of lucid dreaming, how we study it and the neuroscience behind it. While this thesis 
avoids some of the hard science, I do take some conclusions from this paper and papers like it. 
74 Two seminal studies come from (Hearne 1978) and (LaBerge et al 1981) 
75 (Baird, Mota-Rolim & Dreseler 2019) 
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do I reflect that I was, only thirty minutes ago (in fact, potentially seconds ago by own perception) that I 

was clambering into bed. It does not occur to me that I am a PhD student, and in fact I might even deny it 

if asked in the dream, instead of a mountain climber. There are other such cases where non-lucid 

dreamers lack autobiographical memory: people often forget they are in a relationship; forget if they have 

children; or, in one case from actress Helena Bonham Carter, that she can not give birth to an oven-ready 

chicken. We forget, in normal non-lucid cases, a wide berth of personal information. Or at least, that is 

the intuition. As is discussed later, Sosa believes that it is not the case that we lose these beliefs about 

ourselves but rather that they are buried deep within us when we sleep and that we can no longer access. 

Regardless, having significant absences (or not having access to) autobiographical memory is a hallmark 

of non-lucid dreaming. My contrast, lucid dreamers report having far greater access to autobiographical 

facts. In a typical lucid dreaming case, the dreamer will know who they are, what their job is, their 

relationship status and so on.76 

In normal cases of non-lucid dreaming, agents often report a lack of cognitive ability. This is 

broad, but I take it that agents often struggle to focus, or think fully, or engage critically with the narrative 

they are experiencing. Colloquially, dreamers rarely notice the circumstances they are in are ‘odd’. The 

mountain climbing case is clear evidence of this. Additionally, as is discussed later in the thesis, non-

lucid dreamers seem unable to solve problems in the dream or even focus their attention, often times, 

towards any individual feature of the dream. Here is Rosen explaining non-lucid dreams similarly to how 

I have: 

though, as Ichikawa argues, this is not the usual way memories are forgotten and replaced when 

we are awake, the dream state does not necessarily emulate ‘usual’ waking cognition. Memory 

and other cognitive deficits in dreams can lead to the acceptance of unusual scenarios and the 

belief that the dream is real. Dreamers may believe they are being chased by a lion while 

dreaming, despite recently believing, possibility only a few minutes earlier, that they were lying in 

bed.77 

As Rosen notes, and is worth noting generally, is that not all dream beliefs are bizarre. It is just the 

bizarre, accompanied by the lack of recognition of the bizarre, speaks to a cognitive decief when 

compared to waking cognition. This is all engaged with at length in the next chapter. Colloquial evidence 

is sufficient for now. By contrast, lucid dreamers report cognitive ability similar to the abilities they have 

while awake. Here is Rosen:  

 
76 (Windt & Metzinger 2007) 
77 (Rosen 2021) 
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…studies have shown that dreaming is highly varied in terms of cognitive ability—dreamers can 

be utterly cognitively impaired or, especially in lucid dreams, maintain their waking cognitive 

abilities.78 

Part of this cognitive ability, I take it, is the ability to act or exercise volition. In non-lucid dreams, we 

might think this is often lack the ability to exercise volition, or that it is handicapped considerably. Here is 

Solms who describes dreaming as: 

hallucination, delusion, disorientation, negative affect, attenuated volition, and confabulatory 

paramnesia.79 

Hobson, as another example, has not compared dreaming to psychosis but said that it is a psychosis! 

Given this, we would expect attenuated volition. But this is not always the case. Here is an example: 

But the person I was fighting was faceless, but I know it was one of her friends. They stabbed me 

first. And I managed to get my hands on their knife. I eventually overpowered them and cut them 

deep. 

They died. I said to my daughter "I'm so sorry" as I took her dying friend over to her so she could 

say goodbye. 

She looked at me with such hatred and disgust. She said "go away" and I left. That's where the 

dream/nightmare stopped80 

In cases like this dream report, we do see people reporting an agency. In fact, we might think that the 

phenomenology of dreams is that we often do feel like we are exercising volition. This is discussed later, 

but for now it is important to remark that while some non-lucid dreams appear to have limited, or 

missing, volition the same is less true for lucid dreams.  

 

But perhaps the most famous and interesting part of lucid dreams is not just that agents report the 

ability to exercise their volition more fully, but they report that they the ability to exercise control over the 

dream. Lucid dreamers can, sometimes, control the narrative of the dream. There are limits to this: they 

must ‘interact’ with the narrative otherwise they risk waking up or having not having their intention be 

successful. For instance, say I was lucidly dreaming that I was climbing Everest. I wanted a camera to 

take a photo. Trying to ‘magic’ the camera into my hands from nothing would likely be unsuccessful. 

However, finding a camera by checking my rucksack or having a fellow climber give me one would 

likely be successful. 

 

 
78 (Rosen 2021) 
79 (Solms 2000 : 848) My emphasis. 
80 Posted by u/ConversationTime5307 (2023) in the subreddit r/DreamInterpretation.  
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So far, then, I have given an account of lucid dreaming and reported the state that lucid dreamers find 

themselves in. I have offered some initial contrast, although the most morally relevant features are 

explored richly in different chapters. Let us, now that we have a better understanding of lucid dreaming, 

return to the initial argument: given the moniker ‘lucid dreaming’ we might be worried that dream 

morality, for non-lucid dreams, is obviously absurd. 

 

The argument, as I have understood it, is that non-lucid dreams are defined by characteristics that would 

render dreamers immune to moral assessment. Namely, that non-lucid dreamers do not will dream content 

or action, almost by definition. However, this is likely untrue. Let us examine what Cowan calls the 

standard argument. While the first half of this thesis focuses on the state dreamers are in and how to get to 

moral responsibility, for now it is important to focus on how dreamers act. 

 

Given this account, dreamers do perform actions. They do exert their will. Still, one might persist that 

there are additional considerations. I address four of those now before moving onto arguing that dreamers 

would be morally assessable for what they do in dreams with the assumption that what they do in dreams 

could be morally assessed.  
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Chapter 4 Dream Irresponsibility; 4 Cases 
In the previous chapter, and in the introduction, I put to bed some preliminary arguments against 

dream morality and as well as introduced some important terms. Specifically, I argued against Daniel 

Dennette’s view that dreams are not things in which dreaming actions really do anything. I also clarified 

the sort of moral assessment this thesis aims at: something beyond mere goodness and badness but likely 

not as serious as waking blameworthiness and likely does not require the external moral correction that 

comes with blame i.e. public shaming. Now, the substantive argumentation of the thesis can begin. In this 

chapter, I wish to highlight cases where one is not responsible for what they have done in the dream. I do 

this for a multitude of reasons. It is worthwhile, I think, to delineate the cases we are interested in away 

from the cases we are not. This helps with, as noted prior, with getting intuitions ‘on-side’.  Also, by 

using Robert Cowan’s paper as a scaffold, we can start to understand the conditions required for moral 

responsibility in dreaming by looking at cases where moral responsibility is absent.  Finally, there is 

another important rhetorical point to having this chapter early: when introducing the prospect of dream 

morality to someone, inevitably their first response is to say “well, that is not me.” Explaining what that 

argumentative line looks like, as well as some others, and arguing additionally, that there are cases where 

this objection looks clearly false ought to – again – make the project appear less implausible. 

 

We begin with Cowan. Cowan gives us four positions one might hold that would mean that an 

agent might avoid moral responsibility – that is always be immune to moral assessment for what they do 

– in the dream. He writes: 

we can distinguish four types of defeater for the moral assessment of a dreamer: (1) dreamers are 

always absent from their dreams, and hence they don’t do anything; (2) dreamers are present in 

dreams but their waking characters are never manifested while dreaming, hence actions in dreams 

can’t really be attributed to them; (3) dreamers are always rationally incompetent, and hence are 

never blameworthy; (4) dreamers always lack agency and hence don’t do anything.81  

Cowan does little, as it is not within the purview of his paper, to motivate each of these. In this chapter, I 

plan to motivate these and then argue against them. In particular, I want to give cases where these theses 

look true for some dreams but not all dreams. 

After this, I highlight what these cases are missing for agents being morally responsible for what they do 

in their dreams. I posit that what is missing is that, in these cases, agents are missing at least one of the 

following: the agents must perform an action82; that action must be attributable to them; they must be 

‘competent’ when performing the action or be competent at the point where they could have reasonably 

taken steps to avoid action. At the end of this chapter, I reiterate these in slightly more depth before 

 
81 Cowan (2021: 5). Cowan does not defend the no special condition thesis since that is not the focus of his paper.  
82 In the realm of ‘actions’, I include (for now) some plausibly morally assessable attitude, for instance an intention.  
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offering a new and positive account for the potential of moral responsibility for actions performed in the 

dream in the following chapter.   

 

 

Dreamers are Always Absent from Their Dreams, and Hence They Do Not Do Anything  

 

 I propose there are two ways to understand this claim: (1) straightforwardly that dreamers are 

never present in their dream and perform more actions and (2) more modestly that we are not in a position 

to accurately judge if dreamers are ever present in dreams. This aligns with the two readings of the 

arguments put forward by Dennett and Rosen.  

 

 Recall, Dennett argues that his Cassette Theory of Dreaming offers an explanation that is at least 

as good if not better than orthodox accounts of dream. His Cassette Theory of Dreams holds that dreams 

are ‘scribed’ or ‘recorded’ while we dream; the narrative the dream is made while dreaming. But we do 

not experience that narrative while dreaming. Instead, at the point of awakening, Dennett believes that we 

‘pick’ one of these reconstructed narratives and load that into our memory. So, since dreams are not these 

occurrent experiences in which dreamers believe, desire, etc, then we can say dreamers are always absent 

from their dream and it is only the dream ‘character’ that does something.  

The strict verificationist lines Dennett proposes are unpopular and rightly so. As illustrated in the 

previous chapter, we have good reason to think that dreamers are present in their dreams at least some of 

the time and we can see evidence for this in a myriad of case work. See the last chapter for more 

information.  

 

Rosen proposes a similar line: Rosen has done empirical work and puts forward that a substantial portion 

of dream reports are fabricated or have fabricated content. Rosen argues, and this information is reiterated 

and expanded upon extensively in the a future chapter, that in particular (1) nonsense components of the 

dream narrative are played down and (2) agents often misreport their sense of agency. Rosen’s line is not 

that all dream reports are fabricated or that dreamers never have a sense of agency. But, I can see how a 

skeptic might think that Rosen’s argument leads to another issue: 

However, a different issue presents itself: if dream reports are unreliable when it comes to even the most 

basic features such as narrative content and even one’s sense of agency then how can we draw any 

conclusions from dream reports? In previous chapters, I have given some plausible answers to this: (1) 

there are some good reasons to trust dream reports are at least sometimes accurate with regard to REM 

sleep disorder; (2) we can infer some degree of accuracy given evidence gathered from lucid dreams; (3) 
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for practical reasons, we need dream reports to be at least somewhat trustworthy. While (3) will not sate a 

committed skeptic, (1) and (2) ought to. 

 

So, we have good reasons to doubt that dreamers are never present in dreams. But are there cases where 

dreamers are sometimes not present in their dreams? It is unclear but I propose that some non-REM83 

sleep dreams may be candidates for when an agent is absent. Contra REM dreams, non-REM dreams are 

characterized as “conceptual” and “thought-like” and have been argued to have been without the narrative 

component often found in REM dreams.84 It seems plausible that dreamers could be ‘absent’ in these 

dreams in the same way one might be absent from wandering thoughts. As such, non-REM dreams might 

be (stepping aside from the ongoing empirical debate) poor candidates for dream morality. 

There are, potentially, other cases where dreamers are absent. One set of cases, and the last I briefly 

discuss, are vicarious dreams. Vicarious dreams are dreams where you dream of being someone else. 

Rosen and Sutton use the example of someone dreaming that they are Napoleon. They discuss vicarious 

dreams as still being from the first-person perspective but not from the perspective of the dreamer 

themselves. Similar to how a daydreamer might be thought of as ‘absent’ when they imagine they are 

Napoleon watching his famous victory at Austerlitz, the same may be true for vicarious dreams.  

At least for now, vicarious dreams are set to the side. Later in the thesis, I discuss vicarious dreams and I 

discuss pretend play. As Amy Kind argues, pretend-play could be wrong for a variety of reasons beyond 

what play tells us about character. But I save that conversation for a more relevant place. 

 

This has only been a sketch of what dreams we think the dreamer may be absent in some of the time. In 

order to void the no special condition thesis – and to avoid dream morality altogether – a stronger 

commitment would be required: that dreamers are never present. This claim is nichely held and I have 

demotivated it. 

 

The next claim is more commonly held. Still, I will introduce it; demotivate it; and offer potential 

candidates for dreams we ought to avoid where it is true. 

 

Waking Characters are Never Manifested While Dreaming, hence Actions in Dreams Cannot Really Be 

Attributed to Them 

 
83 As a reminder, Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep is the sleep most commonly linked with dreaming. It is characterized by 
rapid eye movement, muscle atonia and specific brain activity. Non-REM sleeping is characterized by a lack of eye movement, 
less muscle weakness and different, but still specific, brain activity. For now, the difference in brain activity does not matter. 
What matters is the different characteristics dreaming has when had during each activity. 
84 Much of this is in contention. Some have questioned the qualitative differences between dreams had in these two different 
sleep states. Others have questioned if specific qualities might come from errors in collecting dream reports. See Martin et al. 
(2020) for a brief but collated discussion. 
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 To discuss this claim, I am going to give an account of character. I am going to take that account 

and use it to show how someone might think this supports the claim that waking characters are never 

manifested while dreaming.  

 The account I have chosen is Parfit’s account of psychological connectedness. There are other 

accounts, for instance a biological accounts and further fact accounts, but psychological accounts are by 

far the most popular.85 I am not defending this view: 

X at t1 is the same person as Y at t2 if and only if X is uniquely psychologically continuous with Y, 

where psychological continuity consists in overlapping chains of strong psychological 

connectedness, itself consisting in significant numbers of direct psychological connections like 

memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character.86 

While awake, I have a series of mental states and propositional attitudes: I hold many beliefs, 

desires, intentions, memories, character traits and so on. We can imagine, at each instant, that these form 

a metal loop. A small change in these – say I lose a belief – forms a new loop and the loop is chained to 

the first; I remain psychologically connected. The psychological theorist argues that so long as I have this 

chain of psychology continuity then I am the same person. Here is a waking example: Phineas Gage 

famously had his skull pierced by a railway spike. After the accident, Phineas Gage’s friends and family 

reported that he was “no longer Gage”. Gage became “intolerable to decent people”.87 Before, he was 

described as energetic and clever. After the accident, he is described as a gross lay about who followed 

his desires with no consideration for others. Martyn says that it seemed as though the balance between 

man and animal had been destroyed. Proponents of the psychological view can report that the Phineas 

Gage from before the accident is not the same person as the Gage after the accident. Gage before the 

accident had a set of beliefs around etiquette and how to behave around friends and family; he had a set of 

desires including the desire that he hold a job; and he had a certain dispositions. This all seems to have 

changed the moment part of his brain was obliterated: the psychological theorist argues that the continuity 

has been broken. 

There has been work that suggests a similar break in continuity is happening when we dream. For 

example, it seems that I lose the belief that I am in bed; in Glasgow; sometimes that it is night. I lose all 

many of my of beliefs – and the evidence for this is that I accept my new dream scenario uncritically. 

When I dream that I am climbing Everest I never think to myself “but I was just in Glasgow?!”88 There 

also seems to be a change in my general character: the analogy between dreaming and madness has a long 

 
85 See the PhilSurvey 2020 results page for a full breakdown. 
86 Parfit (1984: 207) 
87 See both Martyn (1868) and Bigelow (1868) for descriptions of Gage’s character.  
88 In earlier sections, I have talked about how some values and some beliefs look as though they are retained in dreams. It is 
not contradictory to say that there is evidence that we lose some capacities and some beliefs while dreaming, while retaining 
other beliefs and values and capacities. The question relevant to thesis is: “is enough retained for moral responsibility?” 
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history and more recently Andy Clark, in his paper The Twisted Matrix: Dream, Simulation, or Hybrid?, 

argues chemical changes in the brain are so drastic that if they were to happen to a waking person it 

would be as though they were going through a psychotic episode.89 Nir and Tononi make a milder claim: 

while dreaming the frontal part of the brain which is responsible for logic, emotional control, 

plot/narrative, planning and self-reflection has severely reduced activity.90 It appears all these properties I 

have while awake are gone when I sleep and are gone suddenly. Someone could argue that there is a 

strong enough difference to constitute a breaking of the continuous chain of personhood. The 

psychologist theorist can therefore make the argument that dream protagonist and the dreamer are not the 

same person. 

 

 

 There has been some good work done that combats this conclusion that we our waking characters 

are never manifest and that work coincides nicely with Parfit’s. The first question to ask is ‘how many of 

our dispositions, memories, etc (those features that make up our characters) are actually absent?’ Sosa 

argues that it is less than it might first appear. About beliefs specifically he writes: 

Lying in bed until the morning is what one intended through most of the day, even as one thought 

about other things, as one had dinner, etc. That was still one's intention as one lay down, and there 

is no reason to suppose that it was lost as one fell asleep. One does not lose one's intentions.91 92 

So, under this account, we might have reasons to think the psychological chains are not broken since the 

vast majority of those character-making internal features are not missing. They either persist or become 

dispositional rather than occurrent. 

One might pause and question: why think this is true? I am going to give two reasons. The first reason is 

that it seems to make good sense of the state we find ourselves in when we wake up. Imagine that it was 

the case that you dramatically lost a significant amount of our character-making features when we slept. 

How is it the case that they come back to us when we awaken? It would not be the case of recalling, but 

rather a case of reforming these character-making features! It does not seem like I need to relearn that I 

am in Glasgow, or my age, or even my values. Instead, it seems as though I recall them from my own 

mind. In this way, Sosa’s account seems to better fit with the lived experience of dreamers. The second 

reason one might have to think that our waking characters often persist into dreams is the dream 

continuity hypothesis.93 The dream continuity hypothesis is, very briefly, the hypothesis that our waking 

 
89 Clark (2005) 
90 See Nir & Tononi (2010). 
91 Sosa (2005: 8-9) 
92 Important here, and this is remarked upon more deeply in a later chapter, is the distinction between occurrent and 
dispositional beliefs. Occurrent beliefs are those beliefs held in the forefront of your mind – for example I currently have the 
belief that I am typing on a keyboard – and dispositional beliefs are those you are not currently affirming. An example of a 
dispositional belief I have right now is my birthday is July 12th.  
93 Again, this is discussed in more depth later in the thesis. 
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lives are continuous in significant ways to our dream lives. This being true, and the extensive empirical 

work gives us good reason to think it is true, would mean that we again have good reason to think those 

character-making features can and do persist since they inform other parts of the dream readily, 

specifically narrative and action. 

 

But this is not to say that our waking characters are always manifest in dreams. Again, we can point to 

vicarious dreams as prime candidates. But we might also think dreams where we do things that are wildly 

out of character are candidates for cases where – obviously –  our waking character is not manifested in 

the dream. For example, take yourself to be someone who would never cheat on their partner. In the 

dream, you cheat on your partner. This, prima facie, seems to give us evidence that your waking character 

was not manifest! 

But contrast this with many cases of potential dream immorality; it really does seem in character and 

perhaps that is why we seem so worried about them. Recall Augustine: Augustine’s guilt not only comes 

from what he does, but because he sees it as a real reflection of desires he has and really does see himself 

as ‘doing’ something. These cases, and not cases where one acts out of character, are good initial 

candidates for moral responsibility for dreaming.94  

 

Dreamers are Always Rationally Incompetent, and Hence Never Blameworthy 

 

 There is much to say about this in particular. Firstly, it does not seem to invalidate the conditions 

from dream morality set out by Cowan himself. Secondly, it is looks false. After looking at why it is 

false, we have to ask two different questions about whether dreamers are (1) always acting in rational 

incompetence and (2) if dreamers are always acting from rational incompetence. This difference is 

essential to moral evaluation.  

Cowan marks out rationally incompetence as something that could mean that one is never 

blameworthy. But it is worth noting that this thesis does not invalidate the no special condition thesis. As 

a reminder, the no special condition thesis is: 

Non-lucid dreamers are not always in a special condition rendering them immune from moral 

assessment.95  

 

And, as a reminder, Cowan explains dream morality as: 

 
94 There is something to be said for dreamers, and waking agents, to be unsure of their characters. Colloquially, my partner and 
I have both awoken from dreams and wondered “would I ever do that?” or “could I ever do that?” So, it could be that a dream 
action appear out of character but is actually not. Similarly, we might think that we would never do an action sober, but then 
we do it drunk. It is an open question whether this comes from your character, or if that matters. See the chapter on moral 
responsibility for more on this topic.  
95 Cowan (2021:5) 
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Sometimes, perhaps only rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams is the proper object of moral 

assessment as wrong, right vicious, virtuous, blameworthy or praiseworthy.96  

So, one could always be rationally incompetent but still be judged as doing something bad or wrong or 

vicious. They could just not be held as blameworthy. 

 

Important to note is that this third thesis – that if a dreamer is always rationally incompetent they 

are never blameworthy – is likely untrue. To understand why, one can look at acting in incompetence and 

from incompetence. The best way to illustrate the difference, I have found, is to use counterfactual 

examples. Let us imagine that Barney is having a sordid affair. He cheats on his partner regularly. He 

does so sober and in sane mind. There are no morally mitigating circumstances. Barney, afterwards, gets 

very drunk but without his consent. He is poisoned and unwittingly rendered very drunk. He continues the 

affair that night while drunk. He is so drunk that is rightfully explained as incompetent. But it does not 

seem he avoids blame here: in fact, it seems like we would have done the same thing sober as evidenced 

by previous action. While drunk, he was acting in incompetence. But not from incompetence. If Barney 

was drugged and had an affair that he otherwise would not have had, then he seems to be acting in 

incompetence. In these cases, he escapes blame. In previous instance, he does not. 

 

 So, are dreamers always acting in incompetence; that is are dreamers always incompetent? We 

have some reason to think so. As we have seen97, agents are in a severely altered state while dreaming. 

This is commonly likened to being in a psychotic state. We know that brain activity is dramatically 

different from what we would expect from a normal waking experience and we know is dramatically 

different in a way that effects an agent’s ability to be rational. There are also different accounts of moral 

responsibility that may avoid this discussion in its entirety. For example, see attributionism. 

Attributionists understand someone to be morally responsible if their action, or trait, or propositional 

attitude is “attributable to an agent for the purposes of moral assessment”.98  Different philosophers take 

this to mean different things99: Scanlon thinks this attributability is when an action comes from 

“judgement sensitive attitudes”100; Smith argues it has to reflect “evaluative judgements”101; and 

Hieronymi thinks it has to come from an agent’s “moral personality”102 103 Key to the attributionist view 

is that agents are held responsible even if (1) the belief or character was shaped under duress; (2) if the 

 
96 Cowan (2021:6), also my emphasis on “or”. 
97 Clark (2005), Nir & Tononi (2010), Hobson (1999). 
98 Talbert (2022) 
99 So much so that Talbert remarks that the view is new enough and the range of views the term purports to encompass is large 
enough that we might worry about the use of the term. See Talbert in Nelkin and Pereboom. 
100 See Scanlon (1998). 
101 See Smith (2005). 
102 See Hieronymi (2008). 
103 See Talbert (2022). 



Reid 4:42 
 
object of moral evaluation was not under their control; (3) and even if the agent cannot be expected to 

comprehend the moral status of their action or trait or attitude. Talbert writes “attributionists tend to reject 

both the claim that you are morally responsible only for what is under your voluntary control, as well as 

the claim that you are responsible wrongdoing only if you could have responded to the moral 

considerations that spoke against your behavior.”104 Plausibly, attributionists do not care about rational 

competence, or at least it is not a necessary condition for the view. Discussing the pros and cons of is 

beyond the scope of this chapter, but carving the space out is not. 

 

In contrast to attributionism, other views put emphasis on moral competence which may require specific 

sorts of rationality.105 For instance, it might be the case that one must be able to reason to the good and 

from the good to be competent. Other views also discuss acting from one’s ‘true’106 and one may not be 

one’s true self in dreams.   

 

For now, and to circumvent this discussion, I grant that dreamers might always be rationally incompetent. 

But this is incomplete: it must also be the case that dreamers, in order to always avoid blameworthiness, 

always act from incompetence.  

 

Given the sorts of cases we have seen and will come to see, this hypothesis remains very unlikely. Similar 

things to what has been said about character can be repeated here: agents, at least sometimes, seem to do 

things in their dreams that they would do (given similar or identical circumstances) while awake. There is 

more to be said here, but I believe that showing that it is acting from, and not in, incompetence that 

matters makes dream morality prima facie more likely. Rhetorically, this point is good to make early. 

 

Dreamers Always Lack Agency and Hence Do Not Do Anything 

In this section, I discuss the final option. I begin by discussing the plausible ways that a dreamer 

can express agency. This gives a better picture of what it looks like for an agent not to express agency. I 

conclude that the support for this thesis is similar to the support for thesis one. 

There are numerous ways in which an agent can plausibly be seen to express agency in a 

dream.107 Under orthodox accounts, agents seem to form beliefs; intentions; desires and so on. Plausibly, 

they even attempt to act. Under imaginative accounts, it could be the case that dreamers are still forming 

 
104 Talbert (2022: 2) 
105 See Levy for more. 
106 See Susan Wolf. 
107 There are lots of accounts of agency. Hieronymi (2009), for instance, thinks we express agency whenever we decide to 
believe something. Others put a greater focus on intentional action. For instance, see Anscombe (1957) and Davidson (1963) 
for tentpole discussions on agency that focus on intentionality. 
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beliefs; intentions; desires and so on.108 There is intuitive support to this view: agents often report that 

they were doing things in their dreams. They seem to report that they had agency and, at minimum, 

attempted to express it. This attempting to express agency is likely sufficient for moral assessment.  

There are two ways someone could claim that dreamers always lack agency and they identical to 

those reasons found in support of thesis one. Someone seeking to deny that dreamers ever have agency in 

dreamers could again appeal to Dennett’s view: if the cassette theory were true then dreamers do not have 

any agency. While dreaming, a narrative is discussed around the dreamer. Secondly, if one held the 

dreamer to be passive. Instead, the character in the dream expresses agency. Brian O’Shaughnessy gives 

an account of dreaming where dreamers are passive agents. He argues that dreamers are not conscious. 

Instead, he writes that they are imagining a consciousness. O’Shaughnessy explains: 

[Waking] consciousness necessitates an overall mental activeness, for the reason that the 

conscious are in control of the overall movement of their own minds, and the dream is an 

essentially inactive phenomenon.109 

O’Shaughnessy believes that waking consciousness has a distinct character that is different from the 

character of dreaming consciousness. Part of that character is an activeness. By activeness, 

O’Shaughnessy seems to think that a waking consciousness is a stream of thoughts and attitudes and so 

on. This is absent in dreaming. Soteriou, while explaining O’Shaughnessy, writes:  

we now understand dreaming as an essentially inactive phenomenon that involves seeming-to-be-

active. According to that understanding, when one dreams, one undergoes passive episodes of 

imagining, at least some of which involve imagining oneself to be active.110  

O’Shaughnessy gives interesting points in support. He argues that dreaming “depends” on the dreamer 

being non-conscious. O’Shaughnessy’s account of waking consciousness is such that it is defined by 

active thinking and perceptual sensitivity and an ability to engineer our mental future. O’Shaughnessy 

writes that these would disrupt sleep and are simply not present in dreaming.111 O’Shaughnessy concludes 

his paper say:  

Dreaming is thus a strange mirroring of consciousness, wherein each element in the latter finds in 

the former a reflection in which its character is inverted, including the very World given to 

awareness… reason becoming unreason, mental activeness inactiveness, knowledge error, 

perception imagination, Reality Unreality…112 

There is much to say here in response. For space, I focus on one preliminary objection. As we have seen 

previously with muscle atonia cases, dreamers do seem to be expressing agency. In these cases, if a 

 
108 While implausible, some might think that responding to fiction is still an expression of agency. 
109 O’Shaughnessy (2002: 426) 
110 Soteriou (2020: 5330) 
111 O’Shaughnessy (2002: 429) 
112 O’Shaughnessy (2002: 430) 
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dreamer does not experience muscle atonia, we see them act out in a way that looks ill-described as 

imagined agency.  A thorough analysis of the functional profile of dreaming and this seeming-to-be 

consciousness (and if this could lead to action) would be required to understand if this voided the no 

special condition thesis. 

 

Still, and to be clear, there might be candidates of dreaming where agents do not really do anything. 

Recall what was said about non-REM sleep. non-REM dreams are characterized as “conceptual” and 

“thought-like” and have been argued to have been without the narrative component often found in REM 

dreams.113 If one lacks agency, it seems as though they might never really do anything. Similarly, one 

could contend that one never really does anything in a vicarious dream. However, it seems one might be 

nonetheless responsible for the avatar’s actions. For now, I am content to push these aside as fringe cases 

that are not of interest to the thesis. 

 

What Are These Accounts Missing? 

 

As touched upon earlier, it is my belief that by unpacking these cases where dreams would lack moral 

responsibility, we are able to produce an initial list of desired features for moral responsibility. By 

looking at Cowan’s (1) and (2), we see that it needs to be the case that the actions performed by the 

dreaming agent need to be appropriately attributable114 to them.  Tentatively, we can say that these 

actions need to come from the agent’s character in much the same way the a waking agent’s actions need 

to come from their character.115 For (3), one might put pressure on the claim that dreamers are always 

rationally incompetent is sufficient to vanish the possibility of moral responsibility. Instead, they might be 

acting in incompetence rather than from it. I offer, additionally, a different line of argument: so long as 

the action can be ‘traced’ back to a time where the agent was competent, their state while they perform 

the action does not matter. An additional consideration, and one that I think is intuitive, is that we likely 

want the agent to have been able to have done otherwise had they taken appropriate steps to either avoid 

wrongdoing or promote rightdoing. Finally, from (4) there needs to be some agency involved. I touched 

on an account of dreaming where systematically lack agency, and while this is not discussed in the next 

chapter it is brought up later in the thesis. For now, I take it  that I have offered some initial reasons to 

dislike the view and that is sufficient.  

 

 
113 Much of this is in contention. Some have questioned the qualitative differences between dreams had in these two different 
sleep states. Others have questioned if specific qualities might come from errors in collecting dream reports. See Martin et al. 
(2020) for a brief but collated discussion. 
114 What exactly this means, whether it is a high bar or a low bar, is discussed in the next chapter. 
115 Attributionists, however, offer a far more permissive account of what is required for moral responsibility. Again, discussed 
later in the thesis.  
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Concluding 

 

This has been a short chapter whose purpose is to understand the sorts of initial objections someone might 

have to dream morality. I have used Cowan’s list as a way to analyze some of the reasons people may 

believe are true and may believe void the potential for dream morality. I have argued against such cases 

as being universal, but have tried to show that there are cases where the thesis may be true for specific or 

rare dreams. By doing so, I hope to drawn into frame the sorts of dreams we are interested in. 

In the next chapter, I lay out a cohesive and positive account for what I believe to be a good account of 

cases where dreamers are morally responsible and blameworthy for what they do in the dream. 
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Structural differences between REM and non-REM dream reports assessed by graph analysis - PMC 

(nih.gov) 

 

  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7377375/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7377375/
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Chapter 5 Are Dreamers Always Immune to Moral Assessment? 

Thou hast commanded me to abstain from concubinage; and as to marriage itself, Thou hast 

advised something better than Thou hast allowed. And because Thou didst give it, it was done; 

and that before I became a dispenser of Thy sacrament. But there still exist in my memory—of 

which I have spoken   much—the images of such things as my habits had fixed there; and these 

rush into my thoughts, though strengthless, when I am awake; but in sleep they do so not only so 

as to give pleasure, but even to obtain consent, and what very nearly resembles reality. Yea, to 

such an extent prevails the illusion of the image, both in my soul and in my flesh, that the false 

persuade me, when sleeping, unto that which the true are not able when waking. Am I not myself 

at that time, O Lord my God?116   

This passage, taken from Saint Augustine’s Confessions, introduces us to the topic of the chapter. At first 

blush, Augustine seems to believe that he is doing something wrong in his dreams and seems to think he 

is not immune to moral judgement for that wrongdoing. I return to this quote from Augustine later. 

 In this chapter, I argue that that the no special condition thesis is true. The no special condition 

thesis is that “non-lucid dreamers are not always in a special condition rendering them immune from 

moral assessment.”117 118 This chapter is split into sections. In the first section, I explain the conditions 

that dreamers find themselves in while dreaming. I then discuss moral responsibility with a focus on 

agent’s understanding and engaging with moral knowledge to be morally competent. I look at cases 

where agents appear to be morally competent while performing dream actions. However, there are 

reasons to doubt the legitimacy of these cases. In step with Cowan, I argue that even if agents are not 

morally competent in these cases, they might still be morally responsible. However, out-of-step with 

Cowan, I argue that there might be other ways that we could be responsible for what we do while 

dreaming. I posit the cases Cowan thinks are most probable candidates for cases where agents are morally 

responsible are not cases that we think of when we think of dream morality. I offer an account of moral 

responsibility for dreamers that captures paradigm cases better.  

 

 The no special condition thesis, which features in Cowan’s ‘The Standard Argument’ for dream 

morality, is his last thesis of the argument. Out of step with him, I believe it is important address the no 

special condition thesis first. Moral responsibility is the least intuitive part of the argument therefore is 

rhetorically important to deal with first. Importantly, for now, I am also assuming that the orthodoxy is 

true for much of this chapter. This is in step with Cowan and Driver, whose arguments I build upon. But 

little that is said here would only apply to the orthodoxy. The imagination theory is reflected upon later. 

 

 
116 Augustine (1991: X.30) 
117 Cowan (2021: 5) 
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Before moving into this chapter properly, it is important to offer an initial account of agency as 

well as the scope of the no special condition thesis. Interestingly, there has not been much made in depth 

discussion of moral agency in dreams.  Cowan avoids the discussion by instead proposing a conditional 

that if dreamers express agency, then responsibility for non-lucid dreams is possible.119 Driver does not 

give a singular account of agency and instead writes:  

Though dreams can be very vivid and realistic some may question whether or not agency can truly 

be expressed in dreams. It seems to me that it can be so expressed, and that it is possible for an 

agent to have mental states while dreaming.120 

This seems to be motivated mostly by phenomenology. She combats what she calls a spectator account of 

dreaming, which holds that no will is exerted while dreaming, by saying:  

However, while some dreams may conform to this spectator description, other ones are ones 

which the agent is acting – is doing things in the dream and making real choices in the dream. 

Certainly, the phenomenology of dream choice or action and the choice or action in the actual 

world can be identical.121 

Driver continues that it is true that dreamers, in normal dreaming conditions, seem to fail to express 

agency. Take a pre-philosophical account of agency: it seems that I need to have (1) some kind of belief 

or intention that I then (2) instantiate deliberately. That would be, it seems, an expression of agency. It 

would seem that dreamers fail to do this: in waking cases I would express agency in kicking a football by 

having some intention, having that intention ‘work’ by getting me to move and then having the football 

move as well. There is, then, intuitively a ‘success’ condition built into agency that seems absent in 

dreams: it is not the case that when, in the dream, I kick the football that my legs move at all while 

dreaming.  

But Driver protests: she says that in the dream I have the intention. She also adds that we also have 

“whatever we view as important for agency”122 – she cites reason responsiveness dreamers can, and 

sometimes do, exhibit in dreams. She also mentions the ability to make choices and “exhibit various 

motivational structures.” 123 

This is motivated by two similar lines of argumentation. The conclusion to both is that there is more to 

agency than moving one’s body. She gives the example of a paralyzed person. They are completely 

unable to move. She believes that this paralyzed person is an agent and can express agency. She also 

thinks that if they could not express agency, or were not an agent, then they could never do anything 

wrong. But this, she reasons, is absurd. She does not motivate this beyond intuition, but I believe a quick 

 
119 Cowan (2023, 2) 
120 Driver (2007, 5) 
121 Driver (2007, 10) 
122 Driver (2007, 9) 
123 Driver (2007, 10) 
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example could illustrate this well: if the paralyzed person formed intentions to harm someone, and really 

actually tried to, but failed because of their paralysis we would not find that morally innocuous. 

Especially if they had forgotten they were paralyzed. “Bodily movement”, she writes, “should not be a 

requirement of agency”. The second case she posits are virtual reality or brain-in-a-vat styled cases: 

agents believe they are acting in the real world: they do what Driver thinks is important in that they form 

intentions and attempt to act on those intentions. If it were the case that I was a brain-in-a-vat, it does not 

seem to follow that I have lived a morally neutral life or never performed something morally evaluable. 

The success condition, she thinks, looks moot. 

 

I believe there are two ways to understand Driver’s view here. The first potential way is likely the 

intended way: dreamers can and do sometimes express agency because they meet certain conditions like 

having an intention, being responsive to reasons, etc. The second way, and perhaps an unintended way, is 

her saying that a discussion of agency is unrequired because we have the conditions for ‘moral 

responsibility’ already. 

For now, I follow Driver’s suit. Given the received view, it is intuitively the case that dreamers express 

agency – or something sufficiently like agency – while dreaming. Later in thesis, I return to a discussion 

on agency. I ponder three accounts of agency and see if their adoption would pose new issue for the 

thesis. 

 

 

It is important to note the scope of the no special condition thesis. The most robust judgement we can 

make on a person or action is that they are blameworthy or praiseworthy. This seems to entail that they 

were fully aware and competent of what they were doing. Below that rung, agents still seem capable of 

doing right and wrong without being praiseworthy or blameworthy. For instance, if I was extremely 

generous only while drunk it seems as though I have done something right when I donate to charity but 

that I am not praiseworthy for it.124 Lastly, ethicists often talk about events or states of affairs as or 

systems good or bad. For instance, someone might think unfairness is bad and that systems that lead to 

unfairness are therefore bad. The little literature that has been on dream morality has focused on 

blameworthiness (see Cowan 2023 as an example), but this chapter will sometimes talk about the ‘lower’ 

rungs of moral evaluation.125  

 
124 There are mitigating circumstances here. Perhaps I choose to get drunk knowing I will give to charity, but let’s say that is 
not the case with this example. 
125 This distinction is important for multiple reasons. The first is clarity, but the second concerns how the standard argument 
has been employed before. Driver, for instance, uses the standard argument against the internalist because she believes it 
forces the internalist to embrace an absurd conclusion: dream morality! I discuss absurdity in another chapter, but it is worth 
highlighting now that dream morality looks more palatable if agents are assessable for doing right and wrong but are perhaps 
not blameworthy or praiseworthy. 
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 Plausibly, there is an intuitive case for the no special condition thesis being true: people often 

report feeling guilty after their dreams. This is evidenced in online message boards126 and there are some 

discussions within Catholic tradition.127 128  People seem to see their guilt as an appropriate response to 

their dream actions and this either comes from or informs the belief their dream actions are sometimes 

wrong.129 For many people, at least prima facie, dream actions130 look to be proper object of evaluation. 

However, for others the no special condition thesis looks obviously wrong! While little has been written 

on the no special condition thesis, my understanding having engaged with others on this topic is that 

people find it implausible because we really do seem severely diminished while dreaming. In this next 

section, I discuss what that altered state is. 

 

What are We Like When We Dream? 

 In this section, I discuss agency and dreams: what are agents like when they dream and how does 

that contrast from how agents are when awake; and then end with a discussion on the self in dreams. I 

begin with Rosen’s paper I’m Thinking Your Thoughts While I Sleep.  

 Rosen starts by explaining that an agent’s sense of agency is a “primary aspect of the self.”131 A 

sense of agency is “the experience of a particular movement or mental event as realizing one’s own 

agency.”132 A sense of agency is considered essential for what makes me me and you you. If our sense of 

agency is seriously undermine, we often think of ourselves as  different people and, given caveats, not 

responsible for what we do. As Rosen explains, disruption to someone’s sense of agency is typical for 

someone who is experiencing some mental illness. This disruption can manifest in many ways; for 

example, someone with schizophrenia often experiences what Rosen calls “thought insertions”: voices or 

thoughts that seem, to the agent, to have their source as external to the agent.133 Another feature thought 

to undermine one’s sense of agency, or more minimally often accompanies a diminished sense of agency, 

is auditory hallucinations. While auditory hallucinations are explained as “self-generated thoughts [that] 

are interpreted as externally generated sounds or voices but “heard” as if from the inside.”134 While 

thought insertions lead to a loss in a sense of agency, auditory hallucinations typically accompany a loss 

in a sense of agency. 

 
126 See Quora and Reddit. For example, Do dreams ever make you feel guilty?  
127 See Saint Augustine’s Confessions for one example. See Wei 2012 for more. 
128 I do not mean to imply this is only discussed by Catholics or that only Catholics are committed to dream morality. But it is 
interesting to note that of the little written on this, much of it is from or about Catholics. 
129 It could be that they wake up and feel guilty. It is because of this emotional response that they then form the belief that they 
have done something wrong. 
130 Here and throughout, I use “dream actions” to mean either those actions we take in dreams given the orthodoxy or the 
action of imagining the dream consistent with the imagination theory of dreams. 
131 Rosen (2015 : 2) 
132 Rosen (2015 : 2), Bayne (2011) 
133 Rosen (2015 : 3) 
134 Rosen (2015 : 4) 
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Rosen cites McNamara et al: 

many people report a sense of helplessness when being chased in dreams for example. On the 

other hand, the dream self typically has some thing or object toward which he or she is striving, 

thus indicating some sense of agency or purpose.135  

Here, we see that while a sense of agency often seems absent or diminished but not always. Specifically, 

McNamara et al. bring to the forefront a type of dream where the dreamer is working towards something. 

These seem indicative of a sense of agency. The idea that dreamers could have a wide range of senses of 

agency is mirrored elsewhere. For instance, Occhionero et al. write: 

the dreamer can be a simple passive observer of the oneiric scene, an active participant, as well 

he/she can have a double role, an altered presence, or he/she can be embodied in other people or 

objects of the dream, and so on.136 

So, the popular account of agency in dreams seems to be that the sense of agency we have varies 

massively, but a sense of agency is in many dreams. This is evidenced by dream reports. Rosen, in 

contrast, gives us reason to think this sense of agency is perhaps over reported: she argues that thought 

insertion and auditory hallucinations are underreported because of “poor attention, metacognition, and 

memory in dreams.”137 She also reports that dream reports are somewhat biased against agents accurately 

recalling these features of the dream: for instance, Foulkes found that agents often rationalized (and 

therefore inaccurately reported) parts of the dream that seemed bizarre. Foulkes also found that people 

sometimes downright omit bizarre features of their dream.138 It seems plausible to me that a lack of 

agency is bizarre especially given that we do not know we are in a state where we would expect to lack 

agency. And so, it seems possible to me that a lack of agency is underreported as are many other bizarre 

features of dreams. 

 Is this a reason to think that our sense of agency is systematically diminished but underreported? I 

do not believe so: it gives us good reason to think that a sense of agency is more often lacking than it is 

reported to be but anything stronger looks to be extremely contentious and against powerful 

phenomenology. Agents really do report having a sense of agency in some dreams. 

 I’ve previously discussed dream reports, but I wish to quickly discuss them here again. Someone 

might respond that those features reported in dreams – for instance poor cognition and memory – are 

those features that make dream reports unreliable. This is likely true, but if dream reports are unreliable 

then we cannot depend on them as evidence that we systematically lack a sense of agency.  

 

 
135 McNamra et al. (2007 : 7) 
136 Occhionero et al. (2005 : 76) 
137 Rosen (2015: 38) 
138 Foulkes (1979), Foulkes (1999) & Rosen (2015). By bizarre features, people most often mean dream content and dream 
narrative.  
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 This is only relevant to the no special condition thesis if we believe that an agent needs to be able 

to express agency in the dream while performing those actions in the dream that we are interested in. I go 

onto discuss this. However, I want to make a quick caveat for the imagination theory of dreaming. It 

seems possible – given the account I gave in a previous chapter – that a lack of a sense of agency is not 

important for moral evaluation since what is being evaluated is a combination of the dream content and 

the dreamer’s reaction to it. In a waking case, if someone imagines some morally reprehensible thing and 

responds inappropriately to it, then it seems irrelevant to whether they felt a sense of agency. In fact, the 

kind of passivity described that seems typical of a lack of a sense of agency would be expected in some 

morally problematic fantasies e.g., imagining some children writhing in pain does not seem to require, or 

even have, a sense of agency within the imagination. The upshot of this brief discussion on the 

imagination theory is that even if it were not the case that dreamers seem to express agency in their 

dream, this intuitively would not undermine our ability to morally judge them as fantasists.  

 

 The second paper I wish to discuss is Andy Clark’s The Twisted Matrix: Dream, Simulation or 

Hybrid? Clark’s paper expands on a point well summarized by Hobson. Hobson writes:  

What is the difference between my dreams and madness? What is the difference between my dream 

experience and the waking experience of someone who is psychotic, demented or just plain crazy? In 

terms of the nature of the experience, there is none.139 

Hobson can be seen here as saying that dreamers are severely altered from their waking selves. His 

comparisons are to psychosis and madness. Similarly, Clark writes:  

in our dreams, we are not in control… normal sensory input is blocked, attentional capacities are 

impaired or lost, memory is distorted, reasoning and logic are weakened, narratives run wild, self-

reflection is dampened or destroyed, emotion and instinct are hyperstimulated and forms of ‘top 

down’ willed control and decision-making diluted and easily overwhelmed.140  

While the quote from Hobson emphasizes the sheer ‘craziness’ of dreams, Clark’s quote seeks to give us 

the criteria for that craziness. He continues by explaining normal, waking brain chemistry. To understand 

the contrast, we must understand amines and cholines. Amines are neurotransmitters that are essential to 

processes which let us directly focus on things; reason; and make decisions141. Cholines, such as 

acetylcholine, also play a variety of roles. Acetylcholine, as an example, is a chemical that motor neurons 

use to activate muscles. Acetylcholine is also the chief chemical in activating fight or flight responses. 

Cholines, more generally, play key roles in memory, arousal, and motivation.142 Put broadly, cholines and 

 
139 Hobson (1999: 5) 
140 Clark (2004: 1) 
141 Clark (2004 : 7) 
142 Kapalka (2010) 
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amines (and the balance between them) dictate how we respond to external and internal stimuli.143 In 

waking life, amines dominate and because of this we can function ‘normally’: we are able to engage with 

the world rationally and are alert. However, if awake, when amines are not dominant and cholines take 

over we “experience delusions and hallucinations.”144 It is also the case that when the balance of 

chemicals favours the cholines, we become far more emotional and “judgement wanes.”145 In waking life, 

there is a large range of ratios of cholines and amines that are healthy. However, straying away from this 

range leads to changes in behaviour and thought processes. To emphasize: if there is a moderate 

imbalance then someone would be acting in a state that is very different from normal. It is possible that 

one would still act in a way that is normal, although it is more likely that they would act in ways different 

from what we would expect.146 

 There is not merely an imbalance in dream states. Instead, “the aminergic system are totally 

deactivated and the cholinergic hyperactive.”147 This leads to dreamers being in a dramatically altered 

state. Clark writes: “Only extreme forms of psychosis or serious medical or recreational drug use can 

induce this kind of state in non-sleeping humans.”148 Some of the consequences of this shift in balance149 

are that REM dreamers display “amnesia, hallucinations, bizarre mentation, anxiety and loss of volition 

control.”150 Not only is it the case that dreamers look to be an analogous state to severely drugged waking 

agents because of neurotransmitter imbalance, but it is also the case that blood flow in the sleeping brain 

is dramatically different from waking cases. 

 Clark notes that this imbalance is “matched” by a shift in blood flow from the dorsolateral 

prefrontal cortex to the subcortical limbic structures. The dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC) is the 

brain area associated with “executive control functions”151 such as managing tasks, inhibition control, 

planning and memory.152 Recently, general activity in the DLPFC has been linked to general 

intelligence.153 The subcortical limbic structures, (SCLS) by contrast, are in control of emotions, instinct, 

pleasure, and motivation154. While dreamers REM sleep, blood floods away from the DLPFC and into the 

SCLS. The result of this dramatic change mimics the result of the neurotransmitter change. 

 
143 Clark (2004: 8) 
144 Clark (2004: 8) 
145 Clark (2004: 8) 
146 This is important: just because someone is acting in a state does not mean they are acting from that state. As Cowan notes, 
dreamers might act in ignorance but not from ignorance. This effects culpability. See Cowan (2023) for more. 
147 Clark (2004: 8) 
148 Clark (2004: 8) 
149 As Clark notes, healthy people do not have a complete, or almost complete, aminergic dominance. Balance is considered 
healthy and ‘ideal’. 
150 Hobson (1999: 91) 
151 Hertrich et al. (2021: 2) 
152 Badre & Wagner (2004), Hart et al. (2013) Brunoni & Vanderhasselt (2014) 
153 Duncan (2013), Chen et al. (2020) 
154 So linked to motivation that hyperactivity in the SCLS is linked to addiction. 
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 Clark concludes that dreamers are in a state with decreased intellectual ability and rational ability 

compared to their waking selves. Their ability to critically reason is severely diminished. Beyond that, 

they are hyperemotional with only a small amount of the self-control we would expect from waking 

agents. Clark uses this empirical work to conclude that dreams are not like a simulation but instead claims 

that we are simply too impeded to notice it is not like a simulation155.156 The conclusion of his work is 

that dreamers are so diminished that they mistake the dream world for reality which is something less 

diminished agents would not do.  

 

 It is worth summarizing this briefly and clearly: dreamers are in a state severely different from 

their normal waking states. They are less rational; worse at planning; worse at controlling their 

inhibitions; and perhaps even less intelligent. They are more emotional; more instinctual and more likely 

to have their wills overwhelmed157. The change from a waking agent to a dreamer is so drastic that to 

mimic it in waking life an agent would have to take extremely strong drugs or be experiencing a powerful 

psychotic episode. 

 

 However, it is not obviously the case that dreamers can never perform the tasks linked to the areas 

of the brain with decreased activity. For example, there are numerous examples of people purporting 

solving problems in their dreams and then hurriedly jotting down the solution after they have woken up. 

While interesting, I do not think these constitute sufficient evidence to believe agents actually solve 

problems in the dream. Elias Howe, inventor of the modern sewing machine, claims that the solution 

came to him in a dream.158 The account I give comes from a chronicle of a family’s history entitled The 

Bemis History and Genealogy: Being an Account, in Greater Part, of the Descendants of Joseph Bemis of 

Watertown, Massachusetts.  

He almost beggared himself before he discovered where the eye of the needle of the sewing machine 
should be located. It is probable that there are very few persons who know how it came about. His 
original idea was to follow the model of the ordinary needle, and have the eye at the heel. It never 
occurred to him that it should be placed near the point, and he might have failed altogether if he had not 
dreamed he was building a sewing machine for a savage king in a strange country. Just as in his actual 
waking experience, he was perplexed about the needle's eye. He thought the king gave him twenty-four 
hours in which to complete the ma- chine and make it sew. If not finished in that time death was to be the 
punishment. Howe worked and worked, and puzzled, and finally gave it up. Then he thought he was taken 
out to be executed. He noticed that the warriors carried spears that were pierced near the head.  

 
155 Clark is arguing against what is called the ‘Virtual Reality’ model of dreaming. 
156 Clark (2004: 9) 
157 This is a term Clark uses. I understand him as saying that we might have some higher will (like a desire to do the right 
thing) that is overwhelmed by baser wills (like the desire for immediate pleasure) and that the higher will is more easily 
overridden by the baser will.  
158 There are many other anecdotal examples. For instance, Jonathan Ichikawa reports that he has solved maths problems in his 
dreams and had to write them down upon waking up. 
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Instantly came the solution of the difficulty, and while the inventor was begging for time he 

awoke. It was 4 o'clock in the morning. He jumped out of bed, ran to his workshop, and by 9, a 

needle with an eye at the point had been rudely modelled. After that it was easy. That is the true 

story of an important incident the invention of the sewing machine.159 

 

In Howe’s dream, it appears that he solves the problem in the dream. This contrasts to similar dream 

reports. For instance, see August Kekulé’s famous dream: 

Again the atoms were gamboling before my eyes. This time the smaller groups kept modestly in 

the background. My mental eye, rendered more acute by the repeated visions of the kind, could 

now distinguish larger structures of manifold conformation: long rows, sometimes more closely 

fitted together; all twining and twisting in snake-like motion. But look! What was that? One of the 

snakes had seized hold of its own tail, and the form whirled mockingly before my eyes. 

As if by a flash of lightning I awoke; and this time also I spent the rest of the night in working out 

the consequences of the hypothesis.160  

In Kekulé’s dream, it seems as though he solves the problem because of his dream. Vague imagery aids 

or inspires Kekulé.  One might think that Kekulé’s dream, and Howe’s dream are on par: Someone could 

instead say it is not the case that one really solves a problem in the dream. Instead, they solve the problem 

at some other point and the solution is presented to them in the dream.   

 There is intuitive support to the idea that these people are not really solving the problem in their 

dream. If Howe was to spring awake and immediately declare he had solved the problem we would be 

skeptical. It appears another step is required for Howe to accurately claim to have solved the problem: 

perhaps modelling it on paper or creating a prototype. Imagine a similar scenario: I am walking my dog 

and I, absent mindedly, finally crack the problem central to challenging chapter in the thesis while 

walking along. It seems peculiar to say that I have solved the problem without going home and writing it 

all down or testing the solution more consciously. More accurately, it seems as though a prospective 

solution is presented to me and that I must do work to see if it is a successful solution. I understand this 

line of reasoning to give us reason to think agents are unable to problem solve while dreaming. This is 

evidence of their being in a severely altered state.  

 There are some additional notes I wish to make here: Clark’s research does not show that dreams 

can never plan or that dreamers are never themselves. Instead, it shows that the person is dreaming is 

severely altered from their waking state. Later in the chapter, I discuss the conditions for moral 

responsibility. It is not the case that the ability to solve problems is part of those conditions. The purpose 

of the foregone discussion was to explain, emphatically, how different a condition dreamers are in. 

 
159 Thomas Waln-Morgan (1900, digitised 2008) 
160 See Kekulé (1890) 



Reid 5:56 
 
  

 Before wrapping up this section on what dreamers are like while they dream, it is worth quickly 

discussing the self in dreams. This can be confusing: much of what has been written on the self in dreams 

has been written about the nature of the experience one has of one’s self in dreaming and how that 

experience contrasts with waking experience. For more on this discussion, see Revonsuo (2005), 

Metzinger (2003) & (2009), and Windt & Metzinger (2007). What I am interested in is whether we are 

always ourselves in dreams. The answer to this is no: as Locke notes people sometimes dream that they 

are themselves but at a different age. So, one can dream that was in themselves but younger or older.161 

See: 

Frank and I are younger and have a baby as we return from our trip. Frank has found a new place, 

but it is located in a sunken mall.162 

It is also the case that people report dreaming as a non-person. For example, see Sofia Larsson’s report 

that she sometimes dreams of being a wolf hunting deer.163 

It is not within the scope of this chapter to discuss how being someone else in the dream might 

impact dream morality. But it is interesting and is mentioned as a potential area of future interest.  

 

In this section, I have discussed what we are like when we dream. I have focused on the state 

dreamers are in while they dream as well as the self in dreams. In the following sections, I now tie this to 

moral responsibility: given the state that dreamers are in, is it possible that they ever meet the conditions 

for moral responsibility?  

 

 

 

 

Do Dream Actions Come from Our Real-Self? 

 In this section, I discuss a version of the “real self” view. This section outlines Susan Wolf’s view 

of moral responsibility. I take this view as given for the purposes of the paper. After explaining Wolf’s 

view, I show that agents could be responsible for their dream actions given this account. I understand this 

as laying the bedrock required for moral responsibility.164 After this, I discuss additional conditions 

required for moral responsibility.  Wolf’s view can be explained as: 

 
161 This is mentioned by Locke in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689). 
162 Emma, #1978-031, recorded 1978-05-31. 
163 Sofia Larsson, taken from Quora (2021)  
164 It is unclear, at least to me, whether Wolf is best understood as arguing for responsibility or attribution. For some, these will 
be the same thing. For the purposes of this chapter, I am marking Wolf’s view (and she marks moral competence as an 
additional condition from the real self-view herself) as different from both awareness and moral competence.  
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an agent’s behaviour is attributable to the agent’s real self… if she is at liberty (or able) to govern 

her behaviour on the basis of her will and to govern her will on the basis of her valuation 

system.165 

Real-self views have been called different names by different people. Sometimes they are called 

structural, or hierarchical, or mesh theories. Wolf has given two conditions: (1) the agent can control her 

behaviour through her will and (2) her will is controlled by her valuation system.  For Wolf, and for other 

real self-views, the idea is that an agent is not merely governed by their strongest desire. Instead, that 

motivating desire is something the agent endorses because it is governed by her values. Alternatively, it 

could be governed by a second-order desire. A second order desire is a desire about a desire. For example, 

Wolf explains that people acting because of compulsive desires are oftentimes not responsible since these 

desires are oftentimes not governed by a desire to have those compulsions or governed by the agent’s 

values.   

 

 Is it the case that dreamers never have their desires appropriately lined up for moral responsibility 

or that their dream actions do not align with their values, given a real-self view? The answer is no. Here is 

an example case that seems routine: 

While dreaming, I desire to cheat on my partner. I think cheating is great! I take steps to cheat on 

my partner: I book a sleazy motel room; I arrange to meet there; and when we do meet there I 

cheat on my partner.  

It seems possible, and indeed actual, that my desires sufficiently aligned for moral responsibility in this 

case. It seems that I desire to desire to cheat. Although is it the case that my desires are effective? 

Someone might insist that they are not because, in this case, I have not actually cheated. This criticism is 

misplaced: the desire is effective in so far as it motivates me to act, even in the dream. The effectiveness 

of intention or act the desire motivates is independent of the desire’s effectiveness. Instead, the desire is 

effective if it causes an intention or act. 

 A proponent of the real-self view might object by saying dreaming agents always lack a necessary 

historical component required to be responsible for their mesh of desires. Fischer and Ravizza argue 

the mesh [between higher and lower order desires] were produced by …brainwashing or 

subliminal advertising … we would not hold the agent morally responsible for his behaviour.166 

Mele gives a case to illustrate: Beth and Ann come to believe the same things; have the same desires; 

have the same second order desires; and have the same moral personality.167 Ann has acquired her desires 

in the normal ways. Beth, however, has had her desires manipulated by a team of neuroscientists to be 

 
165 Wolf (1990: 33) 
166 Fischer & Ravizza (1998), Talbert (2022) 
167 Mele (1995), (2006) 
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identical to Ann’s desires. Both, upon reflection, are happy with their desires and see themselves as 

reflectively endorsing them. However, Ann’s desires (and the actions she takes because of these desires) 

do not seem to be her own despite fitting Frankfurt’s barebones explanation of responsibility. A response 

someone defending the true-self case could give is to add this condition of a historical component that the 

agent’s desires are ‘their own’.  From this, one could respond that dream cases are analogous to cases like 

Beth’s and therefore the actions one takes in their dreams are not, intuitively, their own. 

  

I believe there are several successful responses to cases like this. Biting the bullet is a tack taken 

by Mckenna168 who argues that we often gain desires in ‘weird’ ways and ways that seem beyond our 

control. No one has complete control over their desires, and so this does not seem a sufficient reason to 

reject that an agent is morally responsible. This is likely unsuccessful because even if no one is in 

complete control of their desires, some do seem to be in far more control: one can grant that the ‘normal 

ways’ that Beth gains her desires are often out of her control without granting that Ann’s case still looks 

problematic. The second response, which looks more successful, is that what makes Ann’s case so 

intuitively problematic is that her desires are brought about by someone else; externally and without any 

internal processing done by Ann. This is not what is happening in dreams; even if dreams are like 

psychosis, they are not brought about by someone else. The final solution is to accept that that there are 

cases where an agent has an improper psychological history, and this would mean that they are not 

responsible for those actions that come about as product of that history. In the context of this paper, one 

would have to posit that all desires formed in the dream are formed in a way that excludes an agent from 

moral evaluation. This looks dubious. However, even if it is granted one could point only to the desires 

that one does not form in the dream. Here are two cases: 

1. While dreaming, Susan forms the desire to desire that she cheat on her partner. She also forms 

the desire to cheat on her partner. This leads to her attempting to cheat on her partner in the 

dream.  

2. While awake, Susan has the desire to cheat on her partner. She also has the desire to desire to 

cheat on her partner. While dreaming, she has the desire to cheat on her partner and the desire 

to desire that she cheat on her partner. This leads to her attempting to cheat on her partner. 

Even if it one wishes to exclude the first case the second case has the appropriate mesh and the 

appropriate history as well as an immoral action. This establishes the groundwork required for moral 

evaluation of the dreamer. I now discuss the extra conditions often thought to be required for moral 

responsibility. 

 

Are Dreamers Aware? 
 

168 Mckenna (2004) 
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 In this section, I explain and engage with what Cowan has recently said about awareness in 

dreaming. I discuss, as he does, culpable ignorance. I agree with much of what Cowan says here and use 

what he says to build upon the thesis that agents are often morally competent while dreaming.  

While nearly everyone agrees that awareness is required for responsibility, the particular type (or 

definition) of awareness required is up for debate. Cowan gives two accounts of awareness: strong and 

weak. Under weak, an agent must believe either occurently or have that belief readily available that: (i) 

the action the agent performs is of a relevant type; (ii) the action has a particular moral status; (iii) the 

action will likely have certain consequences; and (iv) there are other options available.169 Under strong, 

these seem conditions exist but the agent must the agent must know rather than merely believe.170 

Cowan then explains that given weak, dreamers may be morally responsible. He discusses 

cheating dreams and writes that so long as they have the relevant moral beliefs – “that they are cheating, 

that it is wrong, that it will likely upset relevant people”171 – and that they believe they could not cheat 

then dream morality is possible. If strong is true, then dreamers will meet these conditions far less often: 

dreamers seem to form systematically false beliefs while dreaming. Here, it is not the case the dreamer is 

actually cheating and so the belief “I am cheating” is false.172 However, it might be sufficient for 

dreamers to know that they are trying to cheating rather than falsely believe that they are cheating. 

Cowan remarks that “cases in which this constitutes knowledge and is accompanied by occurrent 

knowledge of the moral status of such a trying, and likely consequences, may be very rare indeed.”173 It is 

hard to gauge how rare instances of this would be. See the following report: 

How could I get my property insurance reinstated if I file a report, or how could I get my 

insurance back and then make the claim and still have everything covered by insurance. I started 

thinking about the morality of that and thought that wasn't right for me to do that. I'll just have to 

suffer the loss.174 

Here, Barb Sanders seems to understand the wrong making features of the action which seem to include 

its likely consequences. It is unclear how rare dreams like this are. I believe similar dreams, where the 

required beliefs for awareness are not occurrent, are more common. For a weaker version of awareness, 

all that is required is that the relevant beliefs are quickly and easily brought to mind if reflected upon. 

These seem, to me, more common although it is still difficult to engage. Take, for instance, the following:  

I am having an exam in my culture and diversity class. There is a lot of material to remember. I 

had a dream that I was sitting in class taking the exam and I could not remember anything that I 

studied. The clock kept ticking away and I could not write anything. I started to cheat off the girl 

 
169 Cowan (2023: 25) 
170 Cowan (2023: 26) 
171 Cowan (2023: 26) 
172 Cowan (2023: 27) 
173 Cowan (2023: 27) 
174 Elizabeth, #0019. Recorded 1995-11-03. 
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in front of me. I wrote all her answers down. The professor was getting suspicious. I started to 

sweat a lot; sweat was dripping down my forehead.175 

While it is unclear that the person in this dream occurently knows why cheating on a test is wrong, it 

seems plausible that they could, even in the dream, bring those beliefs to mind if they reflected upon 

them. It is hard to tell: dream reports are not rich enough and it is possible that agents are simply unable 

to tell if they could access those beliefs. Still, Cowan believes that dreamers, at least some of the time, 

meet the awareness condition. I wish to give this additional support. While there are many ways in which 

one might be required to be morally aware. In the upcoming section, I discuss moral competence.  I 

understand moral competence as an additional condition required for moral responsibility. 

 

Are Dreamers Ever Morally Competent?  

In this section, I argue that agents are (at least some of the time) morally competent. I define and 

explain moral competence. I repeat Watson’s real-life example of a man called Robert Harris. Wolf 

remarks that in addition to an action needing to come from your real-self, an agent must also be morally 

competent.176 An agent is morally competent if they have “the ability to recognize and respond to moral 

considerations.”177 Moral competence can be impaired through a number of avenues. Wolf primarily 

discusses upbringing and environment. Plausibly, though, illnesses such as addiction may lead to moral 

incompetence. The notion that impaired moral competence undermines moral responsibility is 

commonplace.178 A primary motivation for this belief is that it seems unfair to judge someone who is 

morally incompetent. Let’s take Neil Levy’s account as an example. Levy concludes:  

we can reasonably blame agents only for those things they could omit to do by way of some 

reasoning procedure… Reasoning is sensitive to the true and good only insofar as we actually 

recognize them.179 

The crux here is that those who do not, or cannot, recognize the good cannot be expected to be sensitive 

to the good. It would be akin to holding someone responsible for failing a test that they never had the 

ability to learn about. It is simply unfair.180 

Watson discusses real-life murderer Robert Alton Harris who he argues is someone who was not 

morally competent. Harris was sentenced to death for murdering two 16-year-old boys after stealing their 

car to use in a bank robbery. However, Robert Harris’s early life was appalling. Both his parents were 

alcoholics; his dad regularly beat him; Robert himself might have had fetal alcohol syndrome; his father 

 
175 Taken from a dream report bank collected from men at college between 1997 and 1998. Dreambank code #093-3. 
176 These views are not necessarily in competition. Some might see the real-self view as sufficient for moral responsibility. 
177 Talbert (2022) 
178 See Benson (2001), Doris & Murphy (2007), Fischer & Ravizza (1998), Fricker (2010), Levy (2003), Russell (1995), 
Wallace (1996), Watson (1987). All cited in Talbert (2022). 
179 Levy (2007: 739) 
180 It is interesting to note this intuitive sense of unfairness is what motivates so many to reject moral luck. For more on this, 
see chapter 2 of this thesis. 



Reid 5:61 
 
was arrested for molesting his sisters; Robert spent time in juvenile detention where he was repeatedly 

sexually abused; and he was legally abandoned by his parents while he was still in juvenile detention. The 

man’s life is a litany of misery. Watson posits that because of the life he lived (perhaps by virtue of his 

“evil manner”), Robert Harris is simply not a member of the moral community and does not have the 

same access to moral knowledge that we do. Robert Harris fails to be a full moral agent because he 

simply did not have access to moral knowledge or could be reasonably expected to find and use the tools 

that lead to moral knowledge.  

 

 Even if it is the case that Harris has no moral responsibility, I argue that dreamers are, often times, 

importantly different. I now argue that dreamers sometimes have moral knowledge and sometimes engage 

with that moral knowledge. In fact, I argue that dreamers likely have moral knowledge often while 

dreaming and that dream reports show some evidence that dreamers are sensitive to moral reasons. I 

begin by talking about moral knowledge. 

 

I now run through some examples. The first example I want to run through is the one taken from a 

Catholic forum on the internet: 

Well last night I had another wet dream, but this one was different from others … I began to 

watch pornography and masturbate. In the dream, I knew it was wrong, thought about it, and 

consented to continue masturbating until I ejaculated. At that moment, in the dream, I felt the 

Holy Spirit leave me. In the dream, I immediately felt horrible and started to pray for forgiveness, 

and that’s when I woke up.181  

I have put emphasis on the essential part here: while dreaming, it seems as though they report playing the 

game. I have previously talked about two cheating dreams from Barb Sanders182: 

Cary Grant and I are having a wonderful affair. He and I have a secret apartment we meet 

at. I am falling in love with another man. I take him to the apartment to have him meet Cary. 

Cary is in the apt. looking cute and silly like he does in his comedy movies. He opens the door and 

says, "Why are the three of you just standing there in a line." Some woman is with us. He says that 

will give away where our secret apartment is. He is a little upset.183  

and 

I'm at an office. Marv C and I are very attracted to each other, sexually. He moves toward me, 

trying to get me to kiss him. I want to, but he's married and so I choose not to get involved 

with him. He keeps following me and cuddling up. I'd be tempted but then I'd see his wife or 

 
181 Johntherevelator, 2011. 
182 Barb Sanders had her dream reports collected and analysed over the course of her life.  
183 Barb Sanders #4118. Recorded 2001-06-13. 
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think she's there. He kisses me sweetly with great sexual need and I feel a powerful surge of desire 

and I can't fight it anymore, so I respond and we make love. It's wonderful.184  

In the first example, Barb Sanders reports having an affair with Cary Grant in the dream. She reports is as 

an affair and that it takes place in a secret apartment. This, at least, suggests moral knowledge with the 

content that ‘affairs are wrong.’ In the second example, Barb again reports knowing that it would be 

morally dubious to ‘get involved’ with a married man, but desires eventually take over. Again, these are 

not the thoughts of someone outside the moral community. To secure the point, I want to run through 

three more examples that show even more explicit evidence of moral knowledge. These next three reports 

are all from Elizabeth who was a woman who recorded her own dreams for over 20 years. 

They and two other men were sitting at this huge metal table that was on tracks. I electrically 

sabotaged the table and it crashed when they could not stop it. They ended up being killed with 

two innocent people as a result of my action. I felt bad but not guilty because I believed that I had 

saved many more people in the process.185  

and 

They were teasing me mostly, and I felt a bit unsure how to respond. I usually do things for Bill C 

without question, or without much question unless it is something I am strongly opposed to. I do 

not think I would do something that I felt was morally wrong, though I can't imagine him asking 

me to do something like that.186  

and 

How could I get my property insurance reinstated if I file a report, or how could I get my 

insurance back and then make the claim and still have everything covered by insurance. I started 

thinking about the morality of that and thought that wasn't right for me to do that. I'll just have to 

suffer the loss.187 

In the first report, Elizabeth is engaging in moral reasoning and moral reflection. In the second example, 

Elizabeth reports considering whether she would or would not do something morally wrong. Lastly, 

Elizabeth reports making a moral decision in her dream. 

 All six of these examples show that these agents, even when dreaming, are engaged in the moral 

game. They can consider the moral impact of their actions and are able to hold moral knowledge. By 

itself, this seems sufficient to say that these agents are in the moral game in a way that Harris is not. In 

these examples, an agent seems to have occurrent moral beliefs. I believe that dreamers frequently have 

dispositional moral beliefs which would mean that agents have moral knowledge more often than reports 

might imply. 

 
184 Barb Sanders #195. Recorded 1991-11-15. 
185 Elizabeth #0526. Recorded 2007-07-09. 
186 Elizabeth #0582. Recorded 2003-02-06. 
187 Elizabeth, #0019. Recorded 1995-11-03. 
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 Sosa argues that dreamers retain many of their waking beliefs after they fall asleep.188 

Presumably, some of these will be moral beliefs. Sosa writes: 

Lying in bed until the morning is what one intended through most of the day, even as one thought 

about other things, as one had dinner, etc. That was still one's intention as one lay down, and there 

is no reason to suppose that it was lost as one fell asleep. One does not lose one's intentions.189190 

Sosa is positing that dreamers have dispositional beliefs that carry in from waking life. Schwitzgebel 

explains dispositional beliefs as “a subject dispositionally believes p if a representation with the content p 

is stored in her memory or “belief box””191 Waking agents have many dispositional beliefs all the time - 

beliefs that are not consciously affirmed such as what you might be doing for dinner or who your 

favourite philosopher is. Sosa says that in order to bring this dispositional belief out of dispositionality an 

agent must “judge or assent or avow {the belief}, at least to oneself.”192 When that happens, the belief 

becomes occurrent. As Schwitzgebel continues: “when that representation is retrieved from memory for 

active deployment in reasoning or planning, the subject occurently believes p.”193 194   

 I quickly justify Sosa’s position. It is parsimonious. The parsimonious defense is simple: we hold 

dispositional beliefs all the time while awake; while daydreaming; while hallucinating; while imagining; 

and even while drunk or psychotic. This includes, at least some of the time, our moral beliefs. We would 

need a reason to think that dreaming was a special state in order to think that dreams are not the kind of 

state a person can be in while holding dispositional attitudes. Such a reason does not exist.195 

 

 It is, then, the case that dreamers have moral knowledge in some dreams. We have seen through 

dream reports that they have moral knowledge. It is also likely the case that dreamers have dispositional 

moral beliefs while dreaming. The case for reason responsiveness is harder to make. Fischer and Ravizza 

offer a permissive account of sensitivity. Fischer and Ravizza’s account is that an agent is reason-

responsive if their mechanism (understood as the process that leads to action) could have responded to 

reasons. Put differently, an agent’s decision-making process could have responded differently to 

considerations to performing a separate, or no, action other than the one performed. In addition, Fischer 

and Ravizza say that an agent must be receptive to a range of moral considerations (again this can be 

 
188 This has been covered in another chapter but bears fruit here too. 
189 Sosa (2005: 8-9) 
190 For the sake of clarity, I do not believe Sosa thinks we retain all our intentions. Just that we retain many intentions. 
191 Schwitzgebel (2019) 
192 Sosa (2005: 8) 
193 Schwitzgebel (2019) 
194 In previous chapters, I have discussed that Sosa explicitly thinks this is true for beliefs and intentions. 
195 There is a tangential worry that bolsters my argument. If one were to defend the claim that dreamers do not hold typical 
dispositional attitudes, this would popular arguments often given in favour of specific ontologies of dreaming. For example, if 
agents while imagining while awake have dispositional beliefs but agents while imagining while dreaming do not then this 
seems to give us reason to think they are not imagining!  
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understood counterfactually).  Cowan quotes Augustine as evidence that, at least at face value, there 

exists an account of a dreamer being reason-responsive: 

During sleep where is my reason which, when I am awake, resists such suggestions and remains 

firm and undismayed even in face of the realities themselves? Is it sealed off when I close my 

eyes? Does it fall asleep with the senses of the body? And why is it that even in sleep I often resist 

the attractions of these images, for I remember my chaste resolutions and abide by them and give 

no consent to temptations of this sort?196 

Here, Augustine admits that he sometimes resists temptation in the dream and sometimes does not. This 

looks to be evidence that he could have responded differently; he could have not been tempted. His 

resisting also shows a sensitivity to moral reasoning: he says that he recalls his chaste resolutions.  

 There are objections to this, which I now run through briefly. The first objection is to ask if this 

dream report is accurate in so much as Augustine confesses to remembering his chaste resolutions. But it 

is hard to tell if this is an earnest account: this would be moral reasoning had it actually occurred, but it 

could simply be that Augustine resists temptation in some dreams and he assumes, after that fact, he 

resisted because of moral considerations.  The second objection is that since the dreaming agent is in such 

a state that we have reason to doubt that their reason-responsiveness mechanism is warped sufficiently 

enough that “someone might doubt that someone in this condition could act from motives they stand 

behind, or from reasons-responsive mechanisms, or have the capacity to do otherwise.”197 This requires 

ignoring dream reports and as already mentioned in the thesis this is likely untenable. The second object 

is dealt with by Cowan by appealing to specific cases. To be clear: Cowan is not arguing that Augustine is 

in the right but that there are other cases where dreamers look to be, more obviously, reason responsive.  

 

Cowan highlights a group of cases where a dreaming agent is competent. Cowan explains that in 

cases of false awakenings dreamers seemingly wake up in their normal surroundings, form the belief that 

they have woken up and begin their day as they normally would. Importantly, they seem to have the same 

attitudes as they would have had if they were awake. Cowan cites Windt and Metzinger (2007), Buzzi 

(2019), and Rosen (2012) to argue that false awakened dreamers are capable of rational thought, of 

metacognition, and of self-control “similar to that found in waking life.”198 These cases seem to meet the 

conditions for competency far easier. The second candidate cases are re-entry into the dream. 

 

In sum, dreamers likely have moral knowledge fairly often in dreams. We have seen examples 

where that knowledge is occurrent but I have argued that it is likely the case that dreamers have 

 
196 Augustine, Confessions. Cited by Matthews (1981) and Cowan (2023). 
197 Cowan (2023: 13) 
198 Cowan (2023: 17) 
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dispositional moral knowledge as well. However, given the state that dreamers are in, it looks as though 

moral competency is rarer. While it is unclear that competency is present in ‘normal’ dreams, Cowan 

highlights a case where agents seem ‘more’ competent that they are in ‘normal’ dreams.  

In the following section, I explain another set of cases of culpable incompetence. I give my own 

account of this and conclude by discussing what Cowan thinks is the best candidate for a case of culpable 

incompetence while dreaming. 

 

Can You Preserve the No Special Condition Thesis Even if Dreamers Are Incompetent? 

 I now discuss the possibility that someone can be culpably incompetent in the dream. This would 

mean that even though the agent is not competent, they would still be responsible for what they do. I 

argue that dreamers do sometimes choose to dream, and perhaps even choose dream content. I argue, 

alongside Cowan, and these cases seem like instances where an agent is culpably ignorant because they 

make the choice to dream while competent. However, I believe the case that Cowan highlights is not par 

with the cases that we are interested in. So, I re-introduce Augustine’s case from the start and explain key 

features of it. I then offer two accounts where an agent seems morally responsible for what they do in 

their dream because they could have prevented it: (1) a magic pill account and (2) an attempted 

prevention account. I believe this second account makes dream morality more common and is able to 

capture the cases we are more interested in. 

 

 Let’s begin with an account of culpable incompetence. Cowan cites Fischer and Ravizza’s tracing 

account. Under a tracing account, a case of culpable incompetence is one where an incompetent action is 

“suitably related” to an earlier competent one. Tracing accounts are popular. Paradigm cases of culpable 

incompetence often revolve around drunken activities: some agent, while so drunk that they are 

incompetent, performs some morally reprehensible action such as drunk driving. Since their choice to get 

drunk was made while competent, their incompetence is not exculpatory.  There are two questions to 

extract from this case and apply to dreaming: (1) is it ever the case that dreamers choose to dream in a 

similar way to how agents choose to get drunk and (2) is it ever the case that dreamers choose specific 

dream actions in a similar way to how agents might choose to get into the car? 

 

The first question to ask is “do dreamers ever choose to dream?” This is an empirical question. I 

take the answer to be obvious: yes! Anecdotally, I know this to be true because I have chosen to dream, 

and my sister has chosen to dream. We have both, on occasion, picked desserts with the intention that 

these desserts would impact our ability to dream as well as the vividness of the dream. Beyond the 

anecdote, it seems near certain that some people go to bed with the express intention to dream. For 

instance, people who keep dream journals seem to want to dream, rather than have dreamless sleep, most 
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of the time. Similarly, it seems plausible that someone could have a nap with the express intention to 

dream. These cases are moderately niche, but still do enough to satisfy the no special condition thesis 

which requires that dreamers, only sometimes, are not immune to moral evaluation. There are two 

objections that I predict: (1) that agents cannot really choose to dream and (2) even if dreamers could 

choose to dream, they are not choosing specific content. 

 Cowan explains an account of intentionally that would purportedly exclude the ability for an agent 

to choose to dream. Cowan explains that some believe that in order for agent to perform an intentional 

action they must know how to perform that action.199 200Knowing how to do something, Cowan writes, 

“plausibility requires success and perhaps also counterfactual robustness.”201 Under such an account, 

someone can intentionally play the lottery, but they cannot intentionally win the lottery. Intention seems 

to require knowing how to do something: it is not the case that I know how to win the lottery. It is only 

the case that I know how to play the lottery. So, again given this account, that while someone can choose 

to go to sleep, they cannot really choose to dream. 

Cowan tests the claim that agents, even given this account, do seem to be able to intentionally 

dream. Cowan writes that dreamers know how to sleep and sleep reliably (and in a robustly counterfactual 

way) and that sleep reliably and successfully leads to dreaming. Cowan posits this is tantamount to saying 

that smokers know how to get lung cancer since lung cancer is a reliable consequence of smoking. This 

looks insufficient for saying that because dreamers know how to sleep that they know how to dream. Still, 

we can appeal to cases like the ones mentioned on the previous page: cases where dreamers eat or drink 

certain things in order to sleep. And so even on this specific account of intentionally, there are cases 

where dreamers choose to dream. So, it seems to be the case that dreamers, at least some of the time, can 

choose to dream. 

The second question is “do dreamers ever choose specific dream content?” I respond that (1) 

dreamers sometimes do pick specific dream content and (2) even in dreamers do not pick specific content 

it is possible they chose to dream where that content is reasonably expected. For (1), Cowan brings to 

light cases where dreamer’s re-enter dreams after waking up with the express intention of continuing that 

specific dream.202 For example, I have been awoken by an alarm clock, decided that now was not the time 

to be awake, and willfully re-joined the dream that my alarm clock brought me ought of.203 These cases, 

though, are rare. More interestingly, and plausibly more in line with the example cases brought up (like 

Augustine’s and the many from Barb Sanders), dreamers could be morally evaluable for dream content so 

long as they have reason to expect it. 

 
199 Cowan (2023: 20). Cowan cites Silwa (2017).  
200 There are other accounts of intentional action. 
201 Cowan (2023: 20). Cowan cites Hawley (2003) with reference to counterfactual robustness.  
202 Cowan (2023: 22) 
203 Since my focus has been on non-lucid dreams, this does not matter for my paper. However, Cowan highlights that lucid 
dreamers often choose dream content.  
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Let’s pause to take stock: so far I have offered, in step with Cowan, that there are a few cases 

where dreamers are plausibly morally competent or, if not competent, then culpably incompetent. The 

two highlighted candidates I have discussed are false awakenings and dream re-entry.204 When we think 

of paradigm cases of dream morality these are not the cases we are thinking of: Saint Augustine is not re-

entering the dream and he expressly resists the idea that he would act the way he does in his dreams in 

waking life. In the multitude of cheating dreams, I have discussed, it seems as though dreamers are not re-

entering dreams nor do they seem to think they ever would cheat. While I think Cowan is correct that the 

cases that he explains are likely candidates for dream morality, I believe his scope too strict and the cases 

he discusses are far away from the cases of interest that people often think about when they think about 

dream morality. In this final section, I offer two sorts of cases where a dreamer looks morally responsible 

for ‘normal’ dreams. 

 

 

 

 

Three Sorts of Cases and Ways to Prevent Culpable Incompetence While Dreaming 

 In this section, I talk about three sorts of cases. I talk about anxiety cases, Augustinian cases and 

routine sleep cases. For each case, I argue that that the wrongdoing agents do is predictable and 

preventable.  However, what is required to prevent the wrongdoing might look too demanding in some 

cases. To begin with, I give an example centered on a magic pill that prevents dreaming altogether.  The 

main purpose of the magic pill case to is to pump the intuition that, if there were no cost to it, dreamers 

should attempt to prevent immoral dream actions from happening. Then, with the three sets of real-life 

cases, I go on to argue that dream morality is more common that Cowan seems to think it is. This 

addresses my criticism and refocuses the discussion on dream morality on cases that we are, plausibly, 

more interested in. While the magic pill case is intended as a hypothetical case, one might think that it is 

too inconceivable.  

 Here is a case where I think an agent does something wrong in a dream, but it is not an instance of 

a false awakening nor a case where an agent re-enters the dream. I believe this case is evidence of dream 

morality given that the agent is morally competent; sufficiently aware of their actions; and their actions 

align with their real selves. Let us say that someone has chronic dreams where they molest children. They 

also take pleasure in these dreams.  For the sake of argument, let us say that these actions, desires, and so 

on align with who they are in waking life. They are not morally incompetent while dreaming and they are 

 
204 Cowan discusses a third set of cases where dreamers act in a way they would in waking life. This is because those dreamers 
can only be said to be acting in ignorance rather than from ignorance. 
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aware of what they are doing. If the orthodox view of dreaming is true, then this person is acting wrongly. 

If the imagination view is true, this person is having morally evaluable fantasies. Let us also say that they 

have these dreams most nights. They go to a doctor and explain that they are having these horrible 

dreams. The doctor prescribes a magic pill made up of ketamine, diazepam, and fentanyl205 and promises 

that these will decrease the number of dreams you have. If this does not work, the doctor assures the 

person that there are a number of drugs that have been alter to dream content: clorazepate dipotassium, 

oxazepam, midazolam, triazolam and nitrazepam have all had studies that show that they effect what one 

does in the dream/the dream narrative.206  The doctor promises, and let’s assume the doctor is right, that 

there will be no side effects to these drugs. It seems obvious to me that this person should take them! It 

seems obvious that the person should take them because they could reasonably expect to form horrible 

beliefs; intentions; desires and have been given a magic pill that would prevent that.  So, even if someone 

maintained that dream actions, or the dreams themselves, were not willed and we are incompetent during 

them, it seems intuitive to say that so long as they could be prevented dreamers might still be culpable. In 

so far as one can prevent something from happening, then they seem to be relevantly responsible. There 

are, of course, other conditions – some of which we’ve discussed already such as a proper alignment 

between someone’s second order attitudes and their actions – for responsibility.207 

 I can see a few objections to the magic pill case. The first objection I predict is that it seems 

implausible to think that we have any moral responsibility towards taking a rich cocktail of drugs even if 

it were to prevent me from doing something. The amount required to impact dreaming is also fairly high. 

For instance, Grace’s study used the dose of 1 milligram of ketamine per 1 kilogram of the patient’s 

bodyweight.208 Although this amount is not dangerous and is significantly less than a recreational user 

would take and by a margin.209 So, someone looking to bite the bullet could say that the amounts being 

taken are not significant enough to cause damage or form habits or even get you high. They are, however, 

enough to stop you dreaming. I am also content to hand-wave this away: presumably as our 

understanding of dreaming gets better and our understanding of medicine gets better, such a pill with no 

side effects will come about. The second objection is that the magic pill case is at least as rare as Cowan’s 

cases. I targeted Cowan’s case for not being applicable to the cases we are interested in. This criticism has 

bite. So, are there cases similar to the magic pill case but more common? I argue so: I argue that many 

dreams are predictable and preventable without the need for a magic pill. 

 

 
205 All three have some evidence to show that taking them reduces how often you dream. See Grace (2003). 
206 See Allen (1983), Ellingsen (1983), and Fischbach (1983).  
207 This case is easily tweaked to reflect the imagination theory instead. Instead of forming bad beliefs, the agent could be 
having fantasies that are morally problematic. 
208 Anything over 60 milligrams is considered a very high dose. 
209 Anecdotally, drug users might use 5mg per kg. This is 5x the dose used that hindered dreaming. 
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 The first set of real-life cases I wish to discuss are what I have called anxiety cases. Here is the 

first example:  

Frank sometimes has dreams where he cheats on his partner. In the dream, he always cheats on his 

current partner with his ex-girlfriend. Frank knows that he is cheating in the dream and Frank 

knows that what he is doing is morally dubious. In fact, in the dream Frank often frets about 

getting caught.210 

We can say that, at least in the dream, Frank’s actions come from his real-self. Now, an additional caveat: 

Frank knows that he is far more likely to have these cheating dreams whenever he experiences a bout of 

anxiety in waking life. The anxiety and what Frank does in the dream are causally connected in this way. 

 There are cases similar to Frank’s case. One example of such cases would be PTSD nightmares. It 

is often the case that dreamers, while experiencing a PTSD nightmare, do things that they would be 

morally responsible for if they were not culpably ignorant. Frank, and plausibly many other people, could 

avoid the wrongdoing they do while ignorant. For Frank, taking steps to limit his anxiety would be 

appropriate. There are a variety of ways that one might do this. For instance, if Frank found that exercised 

helped with anxiety then Frank would be culpable for what he did in his dream if he recognized he was 

anxious, knew that this anxiety would lead to wrongdoing while dreaming, and chose to take no steps 

towards mitigating that anxiety. It is essential to note that Frank does not need to be successful in 

avoiding dream morality. Instead, he just needs to take reasonable steps towards preventing to avoid 

responsibility even if those steps fail. 

 It does not seem too demanding to say that Frank has these obligations. Agents in similar cases 

intuitively have obligations to control their emotions or circumstances. If Frank knew that anxiety would 

effect his waking relationships, for instance if being anxious made Frank act less intimately with his 

partner, then Frank likely has obligations to address his anxiety in some way. This is doubly the case if 

Frank’s anxiety renders him incompetent in the moment.  

In sum, Frank’s dreams seem predictable, and Frank can take steps to prevent them. In other cases, some 

action being predictable and preventable (regardless of the state of the agent at the time where they 

perform the act) is sufficient for moral responsibility.  

 

 The second set of cases I wish to discuss at Augustinian cases. In cases like Frank’s, some waking 

emotion effects the likelihood of immoral dream actions. In Augustinian cases, the state one is in while 

dreaming leads to them performing actions they are motivated towards while awake but manage to resist. 

As a reminder, here is Augustine: 

 
210 A colleague of mine gave me a similar case. He, when anxious, has a dream like the plot of “The Tell-Tale Heart”. He finds 
himself murdering someone, hiding their body, and lying to the police to evade punishment. 
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During sleep where is my reason which, when I am awake, resists such suggestions and remains 

firm and undismayed even in face of the realities themselves? 

and 

But there still exist in my memory—of which I have spoken much—the images of such things as 

my habits had fixed there; and these rush into my thoughts, though strengthless, when I am awake; 

but in sleep they do so not only so as to give pleasure, but even to obtain consent, and what very 

nearly resembles reality. 

In the first quote from Augustine, he implies he has these temptations while awake. In the second, he 

takes himself as doing something wrong by enjoying his ‘memories’. He is able to resist the temptations 

and enjoyment while awake, but not while asleep. They seem frequent enough to be labelled predictable, 

even if there is the same sort of causal relationship as there is with Frank’s dreams and Frank’s anxiety. 

What is to be said of such cases? The solution offered to Frank-styled cases seems unsuccessful since 

‘addressing temptation’ or ‘forgetting memories’ seems either too demanding or impossible. In fact, 

Augustine seems to be taking steps to do these already and it just so happens that he fails while dreaming. 

So, I propose that Augustine should respond to this by either trying to control dream content or trying to 

not dream at all. 

 The first response that Augustine could have to his problematic dream content is to try to learn to 

lucid dream.211 Crowther remarks, and this is supported by some empirical evidence that he cites, that a 

dreamer that is lucid dreaming is closer to wakefulness than they are to non-lucid dreaming in terms of 

their ability to act as well as how aware and competent they are.212 If this were the case, then Augustine 

could avoid acting immorally by lucid dreaming because he would be in a state where he is far more 

likely to resist temptation. There is evidence that lucid dreaming is a learnable skill. For instance, see La 

Berge’s “Lucid Dreaming as a Learnable Skill: A Case Study”. While the conclusions were tentative, La 

Berge’s results were: 

Without using any induction procedure, the subject reported less than 1 lucid dream per month. 

Using auto-suggestion resulted in a range of 1 to 13 lucid dreams per month with at most 2 per 

night. MILD yielded 18 to 26 lucid dreams per month, with up to 4 a night.213 214  

The second response, similar to the lucid dreaming response, is to say that Augustine should attempt 

dreamless sleep. There has been much recent work on dreamless sleep.215 There is some tentative to think 

that one can learn to dreamless sleep similar to how one can learn to meditate. Specifically, some 

 
211 Cowan (2023) highlights the possibility of agent’s having an obligation to attempt to ‘short circuit’ dreams they are having 
where they are about to, or are doing, something wrong. I am saying something similar here. 
212 See Crowther (2018) for more. 
213 La Berge (1980: 1023) 
214 The two methodologies do not matter. Neither are intuitively overly demanding and neither require outside help. Other 
methods include external stimulation such as drugs or setting up flashing lights that alerted you, while asleep, to the fact you 
are dreaming. 
215 See Windt (2015) for a nice summary. 
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Buddhists treat it as a skill similar to meditation.216 This looks far more demanding than lucid dreaming, 

and there are reasons to doubt that dreamless sleep is even possible and there are no such concerns for 

lucid dreaming. 

Briefly, then, if Augustine cannot address the cause of his immoral dream actions, he might be able to 

take steps to stop himself being in that condition. His dreams seem predictable, or at least recurring 

enough for him to be worried about them, and preventable in that lucid dreaming could lead to him 

resisting negative actions or not taking pleasure from immoral memories. 

 

 The final set of cases are cases I have called general dream cases. When looking at folk accounts 

on Reddit or Quora, it is commonly true that the dreams these people are worried about are not similar to 

the Frank or Augustinian cases: they do not seem predictable, and their underlying cause seems to evade 

the dreamer. These dreams are reported as one-offs.  Here is an example: 

It keeps happening. Not night after night, but every few months. And it isn't "I had a dream where 

I had sex with someone, but it wasn't my boyfriend." It's, "I had a dream where I was still dating 

my boyfriend, and I intentionally had sex with someone else." Sometimes it's a guy I know (and 

am attracted to).217 

These dreams do not seem predictable, and I am happy to concede that dreamers should learn to lucid 

dream for the rare occasions where they might do wrong in their dreams is an implausible claim. 

However, I wish to tentatively offer some possible solutions that might still decrease the likelihood of 

such dreams. There are general ways to avoid ‘tumultuous’ dreams by having better sleep habits: 

meditation; healthy sleep hygiene; a good diet; exercise; and a decrease in anxiety can all lead to more 

tranquil dreams where agents plausibly are less likely to do wrong.218  The empirical work on this is too 

sparse, but if we assume that there is a way in which we can reduce the likelihood of immoral dream 

content in non-invasive ways (and perhaps these should be things we have alternative reasons to do as 

well) then we ought to do it.  

 

 Even if it were the case that agents are never culpably incompetent in general dream cases, I have 

still offered two new sets of cases where dreamers are culpably ignorant. Specifically, I hope to have 

captured cases people are often worried about and have been able to defend my paper from the objection 

that I levied against Cowan: that the best candidates for dream morality make dream morality exceedingly 

rare if dreamers are always incompetent.219 Under my account, dream morality is still rare but it is more 

common. 

 
216 See Prasad (2000) for more on this. 
217 Onlyinmydreams1, taken from Reddit (2015). 
218 The empirical work on this often small studies and borderline anecdotal. 
219 Both Cowan and I have granted that dreamers are always incompetent for the sake of this line of argumentation.  
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Conclusion 

 This chapter has discussed the no special condition thesis. I have discussed the state that dreamers 

find themselves in which was followed by a discussion on moral responsibility. I have argued that 

dreamers are, at least sometimes, their real selves. I have argued that it is unclear that dreamers are ever 

morally competent even though there are clear examples of them engaging in moral knowledge. For the 

sake of argument, I granted that dreamers are systematically morally incompetent. Even if this were true, 

I argued that dreamers might be culpably incompetent because of the steps they could take outside the 

dream to prevent what they do in the dream. I focused on predictability and preventability as conditions 

for culpable incompetence. I have argued that dream morality is, while not common, not rare. In the last 

section where I discuss three sets of cases, I have tried to head off the objection that avoiding dream 

immorality looks to be too demanding. 

In the next chapter, I take the thesis – the no special condition thesis – that has been discussed extensively 

in this chapter and throw it together with other theses to make the standard argument. What follows is a 

critical discussion of that standard argument. 

I believe, now, we have a positive case for thinking dreamers might be sometimes responsible for what 

they do. However, it is worth remarking back upon that initial implausibility claim: dream morality now 

looks plausible. But does it look plausible for the sort of cases brought up as examples? I have tried to 

support that it does, and I have tried to respond that this is something that Cowan’s account fails to 

capture. My hope, again, is that this initial reductio mentioned in the introduction is being put under 

pressure throughout the thesis. 
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Chapter 6 Response to Cowan and Driver: Moral Luck and Bullet Biting 

 

This chapter is a response to Driver’s “Dream Morality” and Cowan’s “Dreams, Morality and the 

Waking World.” Driver defends the standard argument and uses it to argue against evaluational 

internalism. She believes that evaluational internalists are forced to conclude that dream morality actually 

occurs. Since she believes that dream morality is implausible, Driver thinks it is a problem for internalists 

that internalism leads to it. Cowan rebuts that Driver’s evaluational externalism is likely also committed 

to a modified version of the standard argument, and therefore Driver would be forced to adopt the dream 

morality thesis as well. In this chapter, I argue that Cowan is correct that Driver’s SAD externalism leads 

to dream morality, but he is incorrect in thinking non-systematic externalism leads to dream morality. 

However, I do not think this gives the non-systematic externalist dialectical edge since they are 

committed to a more serious problem: the problem of moral luck. I conclude that if we are going to be 

externalists, it is better to be the sort of externalist that is committed to dream morality rather than the sort 

of internalist that is committed to dream morality. 

 First, I give the standard argument. I then outline SAD externalism. I explain the view, and then 

explain moral luck. I establish moral luck as a serious problem and one that SAD externalism can avoid. I 

then explain the standard argument before agreeing with Cowan that SAD externalism does lead to dream 

morality. I problematize some of the support Cowan gives and bolster it where I can. By Driver’s own 

argument, it seems as though this conclusion should harm her SAD externalism. I argue against Cowan 

by saying the other externalist option, non-systematic externalism, can avoid dream morality but is forced 

into allowing for cases of moral luck. Avoiding moral luck is, I argue, far more rhetorically powerful than 

avoiding dream morality. I am defending SAD externalism and argue that Driver ought to do the same. I 

end by considering some objections. 

Before discussing evaluational internalism or the standard argument, it is important to understand 

the difference between “while dreaming” and “in the dream. Here is example dream: 

I'm moving to Dover. I feel sad about leaving my house. I can't figure out why I have done it. I'm 

moving into an apartment that is next to Rosemary's. Our windows face each other. I want to be 

next to Rosemary but it's only a one bedroom, a small apartment. I have to leave my pool table 

and other things at me house in E City. Rosemary and I go for a walk. We're near downtown 

Dover. We're walking on the freeway across the river. I ask if there are any grocery stores near the 

apt. She shows me a bookstore. I enjoy the bookstore.220 

 

 
220 Barb Sanders #0320. Recorded 1981-02-027. 
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This is from “Barb Sanders”.221 It is true that in the dream she does many things: she believes she is 

moving and is sad to be leaving; she must leave things at her house and eventually walks on the freeway. 

Conversely, while dreaming she is asleep in her bed. She is not walking on the freeway across the river, 

or currently in the process of moving house. As we have seen, there are some theories where the 

distinction, partly, collapses: under the orthodoxy it is true that she believes that she is moving to Dover, 

and she really is sad about it. This collapse does not happen for all ontologies of dreaming.    

 In this chapter, I am assuming that the orthodox view of dreaming is true. Cowan explains the 

dream orthodox view as:  

non-lucid dreams are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, emotions, intentions, etc. that are 

of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.222 

I discuss the orthodoxy in more detail later, but it is essential to flag up now. It is important to know that 

the orthodoxy is being assumed to make sense of dream actions. Another term worth explaining is ‘dream 

action’. Driver explains a dream action as consisting “in willings to act and a belief that one is in fact 

acting in a certain way.”223 224 Importantly here, a dream action does not require that you are actually 

acting in a certain way. When Driver explains dream actions, she reports that they are not actual actions 

because they do not have actual consequences.225 226  

 I am also restricting the scope of inquiry: while lucid dreams are interesting, and important to the 

thesis in other ways, I am not testing lucid dreams against the dream morality thesis. I am only interested 

in non-lucid dreams. I am also not interested in cases of sleepwalking where someone, while 

sleepwalking, does something morally right or morally wrong. I am interested, then, it the most common 

sort of dreaming: non-lucid dreams where you do not physically act out the dream. 

 

With all this in mind, I want to give an example and motivate the standard argument quickly. A richer 

defense follows.  

 

The Standard Argument 

Let us begin with a case: 

I was with a guy and a girl and we used a knife to cut the apples into sections to check them. We 

found the right one. The guy came over to use the knife to do something. He then walked back and 

said something implying that a bum had been a murderer. He still had the knife so I suspected him 

 
221 This is not her real name. Barb Sanders was a middle-aged woman who recorded over four thousand dreams over the course 
of her life. 
222 Cowan (2021: 4) 
223 Driver (2007: 8) 
224 While not explicitly part of Driver’s definition, it is safe to assume she also thinks you must have this pairing while 
dreaming.  
225 Driver (2007: 8) 
226 It’s unclear that this is actually true for either SAD externalism or naïve externalism. I talk about both in detail later. 
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and pointed it out. He came at me but I got a knife and stabbed him. Calvin was there and a girl 

who I hated and who hated me. Calvin went another way and there was a big open area with a 

window to the sea. I went on a balcony and looked down at the bottom floor. I could see a little bit 

of water lapping at the shore. The girl was annoying me so I grabbed her and slammed her against 

the wall and threw her to the floor. I ran before her other friends could do anything. There was a 

game with locked doors everywhere that were techy looking. People started coming so I grabbed a 

gun and hid in a cupboard. They came in and I shot and killed them all.227  

This is a dream report taken from Izzy.228 She reports that, in the dream, she slammed someone against a 

wall and onto the floor for being ‘annoying’. Izzy goes on to shoot and kill people that are looking for 

her. Obviously, had Izzy been awake then her actions would have been morally repugnant. It is less 

obviously the case that her actions are of any moral interest since Izzy was dreaming. In fact, some would 

doubt that Izzy even acts as at all! 

 There has been little written on the possibility of dream morality. There has only been one attempt 

to systematize an argument for dream morality. This argument comes from Cowan. He gives the 

‘standard argument’ as follows:  

1. Dream Orthodoxy. Simply, that dreams “are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, emotions, 

intentions, etc. that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.”229  

2. Evaluational Internalism. This is the claim that what matters for moral evaluation are those 

features internal to a person’s agency. For instance, their intentions. 

3. Internalist Dream Content: subjects sometimes form, in non-lucid dreams, psychological states or 

propositional attitudes for which they can be evaluated for, given Internalism. 

4. No Special Condition: non-lucid dreamers are at least sometimes in a state that does not render 

them immune to moral evaluation. 

If all four theses are true, then dream morality follows. Cowan explains dream morality as:   

sometimes, perhaps only rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams is the proper object of moral 

assessment as wrong, right, vicious, virtuous, blameworthy, or praiseworthy.230  

Cowan discusses another thesis in his paper Dreams, Morality, and the Waking World: the implausibility 

thesis. Cowan writes out the implausibility thesis as: 

Dream Morality is highly implausible231. 

Some key terms here have already been featured. Others will be unpacked later in this chapter. Now, as is 

the purpose of this chapter, is to engage with the standard argument and picture how one might respond. 

 
227 Izzy #3958. Recorded (2012-09-14) 
228 Izzy recorded over 4,300 dreams from the ages of 12 to 25.  
229 Cowan (2021: 4) 
230 Cowan (2021: 6) 
231 Cowan (2021: 7) 
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SAD Externalism 

Robert Cowan explains Julia Driver’s externalism as a type of SAD Externalism. SAD stands for 

systematic, actualist and direct. In this section, I give an account of Driver’s externalism and explain 

systematism, actualism and directness.  

 The externalism Driver supports, which she presents in Uneasy Virtue, is a virtue ethicist position. 

As a virtue ethicist, she believes virtue evaluation is primary. She understands virtue and vice through the 

consequences they bring about; a character trait systematically causing the good is a virtue and a 

character trait systematically causing the bad is a vice. Right and wrong actions, and virtuous and non-

virtuous character traits, are made right, wrong, vicious or non-vicious by the outcomes they produce.232  

  Systematists believe that an action or character trait is morally right if it systematically leads to 

some good and some action or character trait is morally wrong if it systematically leads to some bad. 

Driver cites Hume’s example of someone repaying a debt to a morally scrupulous bigot.233 Repaying the 

debt is considered right even if giving money to a bigot seems dubious. This is because repaying one’s 

debt systematically leads to justice and systematically leads to a good.234 Conversely, to use an example 

Cowan uses, punching a child is wrong because it systematically leads to a bad.  

 Actualists believe that moral assessment ought to be based on the effects actions have in the real 

world, and not those effects we that are expected or produced in some other possible world. For instance, 

an actualist (who is not also a systematist) would think that someone who, despite being careful and 

having no ill will, causes some harm has still done something wrong. He expected his carefulness would 

mean no one was hurt, and in near possible worlds no one is hurt. But to the actualist, these 

considerations do not change that the man has done wrong by causing some bad.  

 Driver’s view is direct because it assesses actions and character traits directly. Directness is best 

understood by means of understanding indirectness. An indirect version of Driver’s view would hold that 

moral assessment of actions should be done based on whether they are manifestations of vices or virtues. 

If this view were held directly, then the actions and character traits are morally assessed by their outcome 

directly. If someone were to hold that giving to charity was good because it was a manifestation of 

benevolence, then they are holding an indirect view. Conversely, a view would be direct if the charity was 

assessed as is, or if the benevolence as assessed as is.  

 With Driver’s view outlined, I now discuss moral luck.  

 

 
232 Driver is not the only SAD externalist. There are multiple benefits to systematism, one of which is outlined in this paper, 
and so systematism remains moderately popular. 
233 See chapter 4 of Driver’s Uneasy Virtue. 
234The scope of the systematism is up for debate: it could be that paying one’s debts is systematically good but paying one’s 
debts to a bigot leads to some systematic bad. I only wish to highlight on this discrepancy and not comment on it. 
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Moral Luck 

In this section, I explain what moral luck is and explain how SAD externalism is able to avoid it. I 

hold that it is a serious problem, and one that ought to be avoided. As this paper goes on to argue, I 

consider the problem of moral luck to be far more serious than dream morality.  

 First, what is moral luck? I understand moral luck as happening whenever an agent can be 

accurately morally judged even though some significant part of what the agent is being assessed for is 

outside of their control.235 There are specific sorts of moral luck. Nagel gives four sorts in his famous 

paper “Moral Luck”236: resultant, circumstantial, constitutive, and casual luck. Briefly: 

1. Resultant luck is “luck in the way things turn out.”237 Alternatively, it is when the result of one’s 

action or intention or character trait is merely lucky or unlucky. I give an example of resultant 

luck after listing the sorts of luck. 

2. Circumstantial luck is “luck in the circumstances one finds oneself in.”238 For instance, if 

someone was born into immense wealth and was able to donate a large fraction of to charity the 

mere ability to donate that is a product of luck; their being born into a wealthy family was beyond 

their control. 

3. Constitutive luck is “luck in who one is, or in the traits or dispositions that one has.”239 The are 

many different instances of constitutive luck: someone may be said to have inherited their 

mother’s patience or their father’s short temperedness. Some of it may be genetic, or some of it 

may be environmental. 

4. Causal luck is “luck in how one is determined by antecedent circumstances.”240 Nagel equates 

causal luck to classical problems of free will. 

For the purposes of my paper, I focus on resultant moral luck. I do this because the others seem less 

problematic and potentially harder to avoid.241  

 Here is an example of resultant moral luck: 

A man is playing golf on his holidays. He is a good golf player and takes the appropriate steps to 

make sure people are not downrange when he swings. By freak happenstance, a golf ball he has 

fired away strikes a young caddy. This happens despite the golfer taking steps to avoid striking a 

caddy. He yells “fore” and checks for people before he swings. The young caddy is hit in the head 

and has a painful bruise.  

 
235 See Nelkin’s 2021 entry into the SEP “Moral Luck” for more on this.  
236 Nagel (1979) 
237 Nelkin (2021) 
238 Nelkin (2021) 
239 Nelkin (2021) 
240 Nagel (1979: 60) 
241 By this, I mean it is unclear that causal luck even is avoidable. However, it seems that embracing causal luck is not a black 
mark against one’s normative view. It is certainly less of a black mark than resultant luck. 
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By some lights, the golfer has done something wrong. They have taken steps that cause harm, and for 

some people that is sufficient to judge someone’s action as wrong. However, these people are saying that 

the golfer is a victim of moral luck. 

 However, ethical systems that lead to cases of moral luck are often avoided and with good reason. 

The most common criticism of moral luck is that it is unfair. Bernard Williams explains: “Anything that 

which is not the product of happy or unhappy contingency is no proper object of moral assessment, and 

no proper determinant of it, either.”242 While most in the moral luck debate have focused on blame and 

praise243, Williams’ quote extends to wrongdoing and right-doing as well.244 If we want our morality to 

be fair, and I take this to be a thing we do want and rightly so, then we ought not assess an agent based on 

things wholly or mostly outside of their control. If we allow for cases of moral luck, then we have a moral 

system which unfairly judges people for expressions of their agency for features that were outside of their 

control. This seems a damning criticism. 

 While not conclusive, it is worth noting that that moral luck is widely understood as damning. I do 

not think this means that it is damning, but it gives my point rhetorical force. There are plenty of 

philosophers already trying to avoid moral luck. As Cowan notes, it is a primary motivation for 

internalism and for a systematic externalism. There is a real and consistent desire to escape moral luck.  

 There are two things to say about moral luck before moving to the next section. The first is that I 

have restricted my focus of resultant moral luck. As Hartman notes, the denial of resultant moral luck has 

been called the “the standard view” by Mackenzie245 and “the orthodox view” by Ferrante.246 Hartman 

believes that this asymmetrical view247 is a poor one, but his view is not the majority. Others have argued 

that the fairness objection only targets resultant moral luck.248 Importantly, though, almost everyone249 

seems to think resultant moral luck is a problem and so I rest my focus on that.  

 The second thing is to say that while I am focusing on right and wrong, it might be that blame, and 

praise are sometimes appropriate for dream acts. But this something that it is better to cover in a later 

chapter aimed at moral responsibility in dreams. For now, we are assuming that the no special condition 

clause is true, so minimally agents are open to some moral assessment. The lowest level of that 

assessment has been my focus. 

 
242 Williams (1981:20) 
243 For an example, see Hartman (2019). 
244 Williams might be wrong to this, but I do not think so. Cowan pointed out that it does not seem unfair to classify the careful 
golfer’s actions as wrong, but blamelessly wrong. I discuss this briefly in the naïve externalist and moral luck section near the 
end of the paper. 
245 Mackenzie (2017:95) 
246 Ferrante (2009:276) 
247 Mackenzie’s labels views that only find some moral luck (eg. resultant) problematic asymmetrical.  
248 For two examples of different framings, see Khoury (2018) and Talbert (2017). 
249 Some people do accept moral luck and revise either their understanding of moral luck or argue that moral luck is inevitable 
because of metaphysical commitments concerning free will. For more, see the SEP on moral luck.  
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By SAD externalist lights, the golfer has not done anything wrong! Factors external to their 

agency, here the young caddy being hurt by his actions, are not what dictates the morality quality of his 

action. As introduced earlier, it is the systematic outcomes. A coarse analysis would say that being careful 

systematically leads to good outcomes whereas a finer analysis would say that good golf etiquette 

systematically leads to good outcomes. So, because of the systematism of Driver’s SAD externalism she’s 

able to avoid moral luck. This is a massive benefit to Driver’s view. 

 In this short section, I have outlined what moral luck is; which sort of moral luck I am interested 

in; why moral luck looks so problematic; and how Driver’s view as able to avoid moral luck. In the next 

section, I explain how Driver’s view leads to dream morality. 

 

SAD Externalism and Dream Morality 

 In this section I describe and explain Cowan’s argument that if we replace evaluational 

internalism in the standard argument with SAD externalism, then this new standard argument still has 

dream morality as its conclusion.250 With Driver’s position explained, we can now understand the 

following argument Cowan gives: 

1. Actions are right or wrong depending on whether they are token types that produce good or bad 

systematically. 

2. While dreaming, we sometimes perform actions that are tokens of types that produce good or bad 

systematically. 

3. Dreamers are not always in a special condition of moral immunity. 

4. Therefore, dream morality is possible and actual. 

In defending one, Cowan explains that it is reasonable to assume that SAD externalism can only talk 

about systematism if it talks about types of actions. A token is one instance of a type. An example to 

clarify: a type of action might be harming someone. A token of that type would be swinging a fist at a 

child. If your account were finer grained, you might think that an action aimed at harming a child is a type 

of action, and a token of that type is harming a specific child. Cowan writes that “Token actions don’t 

have systematic consequences, per se. Rather, actions have systematic effects by being tokens of types 

whose instances can collectively be said to do so.”251 Remember too that “action” means an expression of 

agency, and so can include intentions and decisions.  

To defend two, here is an example. Barb Sander’s dream that she is having a wonderful affair with 

Cary Grant.  

Cary Grant and I are having a wonderful affair. He and I have a secret apartment we meet at. I am 

falling in love with another man. I take him to the apartment to have him meet Cary. Cary is in the 

 
250 Remember, the orthodoxy is being assumed.  
251 Cowan (2021: 11) 
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apt. looking cute and silly like he does in his comedy movies. He opens the door and says, "Why 

are the three of you just standing there in a line." Some woman is with us. He says that will give 

away where our secret apartment is. He is a little upset.252  

In the dream, she believes that she is having an affair and is doing so willingly. This appears to be a token 

of the general type of “intending to have an affair.”253 Systematically, intending to have an affair leads to 

bad outcomes and so intending to have an affair is wrong. 

Premise three is the subject of its own chapter, but for now it is worth saying that Driver endorses 

P3 in her attempt to harm the internalist and get the standard argument going. Remember, she believes 

that dream morality is problematic to endorse. Cowan also endorses P3 in his argument against the naïve 

externalist, which have been carved out elsewhere. 

And so, the conclusion follows and the only avenue out seems to be rejecting P2 since P1 and P3 

are accepted by Driver in her attempt to show a perceived problem with internalism. Cowan proposes that 

the SAD externalist offer a specific kind of fine-grained account of token types. He writes that the SAD 

externalist might argue that the “dream action of cheating is not a token of the act-type of cheating but is 

instead cheating while non-lucidly dreaming.” The idea is that if we make the account fine grained in the 

right way, then there is no systematic consequence to the actions. Cowan continues that we need reasons 

to adopt this account, and the reason ought not be “I just really don’t want to endorse dream morality.” He 

considers the proposal that these actions have different contents backing them. This action may be 

different if it refers to the fact one is dreaming; rather than being a token type of being willing to cheat, it 

is a token type of being willing to cheat while dreaming. Cowan argues that it’s phenomenologically 

implausible to think that we perform dream actions with content that references that we are dreaming 

while non-lucidly dream.254 This, he remarks, may seem weak but phenomenology is important in 

motivating the orthodoxy, and to dismiss appeals to it would undermine Driver’s argument against the 

internalist. 

But I cannot appeal to this, because defending Driver’s argument against the internalist is not my 

focus. I offer a different reason to dismiss this objection: if it were the case that we had the token type of 

willing to cheat in a dream, then we would think that we were aware that we were dreaming. But in non-

lucid dreams, we are not. This is very similar to the line that Cowan gives, but I think I can make this 

point without appealing to phenomenology and instead say this objection rests on understanding what 

dreams are. Non-lucid dreams are, by definition, are dreams where the dreamer is not aware of the dream 

 
252 Barb Sanders #4118. Recorded 2001-06-13. 
253 Remember, this is true only if we are treating the orthodoxy as true. This is an assumption both Driver and Cowan make. I 
discuss it later in the chapter.  
254 As a reminder, a key distinction between lucid dreaming and non-lucid dreaming is that in cases of lucid dreaming the 
dream knows that they are dreaming.  
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itself and cannot distinguish between being asleep and being awake. So, such an objection may work for 

lucid dreamers but does not work for non-lucid dreamers. 

The last objection Cowan considers is that we take a less fine-grained approach. Instead, we 

understand dreaming as at type of something else. He cites Hobson’s claim that “dreaming is not a model 

of psychosis. It is a psychosis.”255 Among folk, dreaming is sometimes compared to drunkenness or being 

in a more bestial state with less rational control over yourself. But none of these seem to systematically 

lead to the bad: intending to cheat while drunk, or more bestial, or in a state of psychosis still leads 

systematically to the bad! It is still, by SAD externalist lights, wrong.  

I offer a rejoinder: if the SAD externalist persists that while dreaming is enough to differentiate 

token types it seems like they simply must abandon the systematism. They cannot appeal to 

phenomenology, and they cannot appeal to awareness, and they cannot appeal to a coarser grained 

approach. What is left but to say dream acts are not token types because they simply do not produce 

consequences? This is a poor answer because it looks to abandon systematism. For instance, if all that 

differentiates a successful cheater and an unsuccessful cheater is one’s success, and we take them to be 

different token types, then we have abandoned systematism and fallen back into the problem of moral 

luck. 

In this section, I have given Cowan’s defense of what I called the new standard argument against 

the externalist. I have explained how he supports the argument, as well as offered some additional support 

of my own.  I now give my own argument, like one discussed in a previous chapter, before pitting moral 

luck and dream morality against each other. 

 Elsewhere, I briefly discuss a functionalist account of mental states and posited that both a narrow 

functionalism and broad functionalism might lead to dream morality.256 This was aimed at dissuading 

someone from thinking a different account of mental states might get one away from dream morality. 

Here, I want to repurpose that argument into something more general to argue that we have good reason 

to believe that dream acts are token types of waking acts if we assume the orthodoxy is true. 

 In normal cases of dreaming, the person dreaming is in a state of muscle atonia. Muscle atonia is 

when our muscles are weakened and their ability to animate restricted. The brain, in normal cases of REM 

sleep, signals the body which leads to reduced muscle tone, and eventually muscle paralysis. As a result, 

we lie peacefully in REM sleep. However, in REM sleep behaviour disorder cases, muscle atonia does not 

occur. This leads to people enacting their dreams. Dreamers who enacting their dreams are capable of 

“talking, yelling, punching, kicking, sitting, jumping from the bed, arm flailing and grabbing.”257 Put 

simply, without muscle atonia people try to preform actions while dreaming. Here is an example inspired 

 
255 Hobson (1999: 44) 
256 Not exclusively: one needs to hold specific views about moral evaluation. 
257 This explanation is taken from WebMD’s article on REM sleep disorder. 
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by one of Cowan’s: let us say that I am having a vivid dream where I am in a fight with a child. Rabid 

and small, he comes at me with gnashing teeth. I swing wildly at him. Without muscle atonia, we would 

expect that in my bed I would be trashing around trying to avoid bites and connect fists. This is good 

evidence that dream acts are of the same sort as waking acts.258  

 An objection one might have is that it is possible that, rather than dream acts as being the same 

sort of act as their waking counterparts, that dream actions are better likened to play actions. In waking 

life, we often engage I pretense action: while engaged in play, I might act like an animal while playing a 

game. In a play, I might act like a serial killer or an expert swordsman. So, it could be the case that in 

these cases without muscle atonia we are engaging in this sort of pretense play, rather than the sort of 

actions the orthodoxy would typically describe you as undertaking. I have two counters: (1) if the 

orthodoxy is true then dreams are not being described as imaginative play. Common comparisons include 

hallucination and illusion. In those cases, one seems to act in a genuine, non-pretense, way. This is 

because (2) pretense actions seem to require some belief that someone is participating in pretense. The 

type of action one undertakes when one is knowingly participating in a farce is far different from the type 

of action one takes when one is a victim of a farce!259 So, this objection that muscle atonia cases do not 

provide sufficient reason to think that dream acts of the same sort of act as waking acts looks false.260 

  

So, when awake, my intention to punch a child is informed by certain beliefs and then attempts to 

manifest as certain action. It appears the exact same thing here as happened in the dream. I have certain 

beliefs, and these lead to an attempt to manifest a certain action. We can see that attempt manifest in cases 

where the only difference is that my efforts at harming a child are frustrated by disabled muscles and a 

lack of child in punching distance.  

 To some, this might seem like a straightforward case of moral luck: I was merely lucky that I was 

dreaming. But the systematist does not say that; they say moral luck is something to avoid and so I should 

not count myself lucky as I really did do something wrong. For Driver, this is an issue! She has claimed 

that dream morality is something to be avoided, and that internalists being forced into accepting dream 

morality is a good reason to favour SAD externalism over internalism. As we have seen, SAD 

externalism is also forced into accepting dream morality and therefore loses that edge that Driver wants 

her view to have. In the next section, I examine a different sort of externalism – naïve externalism – to see 

if it avoids dream morality. 

 

 
258 This is explored in the context of sui generis dream actions later, but for now is interesting and prudential for the arguments 
at hand. 
259 Imagine a scenario where someone tries to kill someone with a fake gun while not knowing it is fake. In this case, they 
seem to be doing something wrong because, at least to them, the gun is real. 
260 Pretend play is discussed in next chapter.  
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Naïve Externalism and Dream Morality 

Driver gives a definition of externalism as “the evaluation externalist holds that the moral quality 

of an action is determined by factors external to her agency.”261 For instance, if I were to give to charity 

the externalist might say that this action is right because it is good, and it is good because giving to 

charity helps people and improves their welfare which is itself good. Driver defends an externalism 

focused on action and character traits. For Driver, a virtue is right because of the consequences it 

produces, and a vice is wrong because of the outcomes it leads to. The virtue of “giving to charity” or 

“being kind” are right because of the good caused by my donating So far, we have looked at a complex 

version of externalism: SAD externalism. Now I want to take this definition at face value and discuss 

naïve externalism. With reference to dream morality, I think the naïve externalist position is captured by 

the first hurdle the dream morality thesis faces:  

To many {dream morality} seems odd, because in a dream, presumably, one’s willings have no 

actual consequences. The lie told in a dream has no actual bad effects since in the dream no actual 

persons are led astray, nor is there any serious prospect they will be.262 

So, I understand the naïve externalist to be giving a simple view that it is merely the consequences that 

matter. And, as some people might think, this view avoids dream morality because dreams do not have 

consequences. Cowan argues that the naïve externalist is committed to dream morality. I argue it is not. 

 

To begin, Driver’s understanding of “consequence” is too narrow. She has dismissed dream 

morality because it seems unlikely that one’s lying in a dream is unlikely to deceive any real person. But 

this is not the only way that someone’s dreams may have consequence.  

  

There is anecdotal and some empirical evidence that dream morality might be entailed by naïve 

externalism. There are instances of creativity seemingly being caused by dreams. Anecdotally, Mary 

Shelly famously saw Frankenstein’s monster in a dream. This inspired her to write the novel. James 

Cameron’s vision of Arnold Schwarzenegger as the terminator appeared to him in a dream. Dimitri 

Mendeleev said that his way of organizing the periodic table came to him in a dream, and Otto Loewi’s 

experiment that proved nerve signals in the brain were chemically transmitted, which earned him a Noble 

Prize, came to him in a dream. There is some data to suggest this is not limited to Noble Prize winners or 

 
261 Driver (2007: 1) 

262 Driver (2007:8) 
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famous artists. Schredl and Erlacher found that 8% report that dreams increased their waking creativity. 

45% of those surveyed said they had ideas come from a dream at least twice a year.263  

Similarly, data supports that people often make decisions that are informed by their dreams. Pagel 

and Vann found that just under one in five people reported that dreams affect their decision to do 

something sometimes, often, or always. A further 30% said that dreams affect how they see themselves. 

Pagel and Vann also found that dreams can shape how people see their relationships, and how they see 

others. Pagel and Vann, then, found that dreams can impact beliefs that can impact waking life as well as 

having a direct264 effect on the decisions people make.265 The counter position here is that it is unclear 

that there is any expression of agency in these dreams that has a consequence to it: these cases (and the 

Schredl & Erlacher cases) do not distinguish between the narrative or content of the dream and the actions 

undertaken in a dream. Plausibly, a naïve externalist wishing to avoid the dream morality could say that it 

is sometimes the case that experiencing a dream has some consequence. This is different from some 

action in the dream having some consequence, which is what would be necessary for the dream morality 

thesis to obtain.  

The last set of cases I discuss are cheating dreams. Here, we might have a straightforward 

expression of agency while dreaming266 and it seems as though there may be a consequence to these 

expressions of agency. If “passivity” is a possibility in other dreams, these dreams definitively have 

actions. Still, the naïve externalist has a response. Take the following two dreams:  

Cary Grant and I are having a wonderful affair. He and I have a secret apartment we meet at. I am 

falling in love with another man. I take him to the apartment to have him meet Cary. Cary is in the 

apt. looking cute and silly like he does in his comedy movies. He opens the door and says, "Why 

are the three of you just standing there in a line." Some woman is with us. He says that will give 

away where our secret apartment is. He is a little upset.267  

and 

I'm at an office. Marv C and I are very attracted to each other, sexually. He moves toward me, 

trying to get me to kiss him. I want to, but he's married and so I choose not to get involved with 

him. He keeps following me and cuddling up. I'd be tempted but then I'd see his wife or think she's 

there. He kisses me sweetly with great sexual need and I feel a powerful surge of desire and I can't 

fight it anymore, so I respond and we make love. It's wonderful.268  

 
263 See Schredl & Erlacher (2010). 
264 By direct, I mean what happens in the dream (and perhaps what one does in the dream) is what is having the effect people 
make. 
265 See Pagel & Vann (1995). 
266 Remember, we are assuming the orthodoxy so the distinction between what one does in the dream and what one is doing 
while dreaming partially collapses. If one is attempting to cheat in the dream, then it follows that one is attempting to cheat in 
the dream. 
267 Barb Sanders #4118. Recorded 2001-06-13. 
268 Barb Sanders #195. Recorded 1991-11-15. 
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In these cases, there is an expression of agency. And that expression of agency is directly related 

to the content of the dream. Recall Driver’s lying example. Barb Sanders having these affairs in her 

dreams does not mean that she is having an affair at all; she is not having sex with Cary Grant or indeed 

having sex at all! But does that expression of agency have a consequence to it? But this is not the only 

possible consequence of a cheating dream.  

Selterman, Apertroaia, Riela, Aron’s paper “Dreaming of You: Behaviour and Emotion in Dreams 

of Significant Others Predict” gives insight into the type of consequences dreams might have. Selterman 

et al took 61 university students and over two weeks. The students had to have been in a relationship for 

at least 6 months and the median relationship length was over a year. They collected over 840 dreams. 

87% of participants reported at least one dream containing their significant other of the two-week period. 

They found that:  

Jealous dream emotion was associated with increased post-dreaming conflict (β = .29, p < .03), 

such that when people reported greater jealous emotion269 in dreams of their partners, they 

reported more conflict with their partners on the day after the dream.270 

and 

Dreamer infidelity predicted less love/intimacy on following days (β = −.09, p = .01), such that 

after dreaming about romantic involvement with an extradyadic partner, participants felt less 

love/intimacy toward their partner the next day. Similarly, dreams containing conflict predicted 

greater conflict on following days (β = .13, p < .01).271 

 

So, Selterman et al found a correlation between dream infidelity and less intimacy in your waking 

relationship. They also found jealousy and conflict in dreams predicted more jealousy in conflict in 

waking life. The conclusion that one might take from this is that dreams can, and often do, have a 

consequence.  

 I believe that all three cases that connect naïve externalism to dream morality can be argued 

against. I will do so by explaining how the objections Cowan uses to defend dream morality and naïve 

externalism fail. 

Cowan defends against three criticisms of the claim that naïve externalism entails dream morality. 

The first criticism is that it is more likely that it is recalling dreams that have an effect; the second that the 

effects of dream actions are not always non-moral; and finally, that studies fail to differentiate between 

 
269 As in, emotional jealousy within the dream. 
270 Selterman et al (2014: 114) 
271 Selterman et al (2014: 114) 
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dream content and dream action. Cowan is modest in his claim: he writes that this is far from settled, but 

the current evidence at least suggests that naïve externalism is committed to dream morality. 

 

The first objection is that it is not dream acts that have an effect, but instead our recollection of 

dream actions that do. For instance, it is not the dream-act of cheating that can lead to a lack of intimacy 

in the waking relationship but instead it is remembering the dream-act that leads to a lack of intimacy. 

Cowan offers two rebuttals: the explanation does not work with lucid dreams, and that remembering some 

action might still be sufficient for dream morality. Someone committed to avoiding dream morality must 

find fault with these responses.  

To defend the claim, Cowan explains a study by Erlacher and Schredl (2010), one by Stumbrys et 

al (2016) and one by Schadlich et al (2017). In these studies, participants were asked to practice some 

skill while lucid dreaming to see if they would improve. For instance, Erlacher and Schredl chose the 

action of tossing a coin into a cup. These studies all found that practicing simple skills in the dream 

typically lead to one being better at those skills in waking life. For us, I understand the person arguing 

against the naïve externalist to be saying there are cases where we do some X in dreams, and it has some 

output Y in waking life. We can see this in cases where one is asked to practice. The naïve externalist 

seems able to say that these are interesting, but not conclusive.  

 

The first argument against this line of reasoning is against the studies themselves. There are some 

reasons to think these studies are non-conclusive. Each study is only conducted on a small amount of 

people (20 participants, 68 participants, and 18 participants). Two of the studies say that these are not 

conclusive: Schadlich et al write these results should be “considered preliminary”272 and give us good 

reason to investigate further. Erlacher and Schredl say they cannot tell if the cause for improvement was 

related to motivation or lucid dreaming. These are non-trivial issues. The issue of a small sample size 

should be obvious, but perhaps even worse is that the authors of the studies themselves are not sure what 

the causal relationship is. Dreams might be a symptom of motivation and not a cause of improvement in 

and of themselves. 

Another retort could be that we should not draw conclusions wrought from studying lucid dreams 

and apply them to non-lucid dreams; a more important difference is the difference between lucid 

dreaming and non-lucid dreaming that gives us good reasons to doubt that things that can happen in lucid 

dreaming to are not necessarily able to happen in non-lucid dreaming. 

The differences between lucid dreaming and nonlucid dreaming give us reasons to think that while 

you might be able to practice in lucid dreaming it is unlikely you will be able to in nonlucid dreaming. 

 
272 Schadlich et al. (2016: 2365) and Schadlich et al. (2016: 2371) 
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Nonlucid dreams are characterized by bizarreness273, reduced metacognition,274 a lack of future orientated 

planning, and a lack of reflection.275 Hobson and Clark both argue that dreams are akin to psychotic 

episodes where dreamers are ‘delirious’.276 In contrast, lucid dreams are characterized by ‘insight, control 

and dissociation’ with insight being the most the essential to lucid dreaming. Insight is loosely defined as 

a kind of awareness of one’s state. This involves knowing that one is dreaming but can and often does 

reach further. Insight into what one is doing and one’s surroundings is one example.  Insight is also linked 

to control.277 This is control over one’s self and over the dream content more generally. With lucid 

dreaming, it is possible to have a goal-orientated task that you willfully perform without much distraction. 

An interesting note from Stumbry’s paper is that not all those who practiced in lucid dreams 

improved. Stumbry’s split his participants into groups depending on how much distraction they had in 

their lucid dream. As we know, this is likely linked to how much control they had in each lucid dream. 

Only those participants that had few or no distractions had any improvement. Their improvement was 

comparable to those who practiced in their head. Stumbry calls this “mental practice.” It is the 

visualization of the task, concentrated on and repeated.  

Imagine that I pick up a guitar once a day and strum along without thinking about playing guitar. I 

do not think about composition or sound, and I have no goal in mind. Is there an expectation that I would 

get better at playing the guitar? I do not think so. Similarly, imagine I picked up a Rubik’s cube and 

practiced twisting it daily. But I had no intention to solve it, nor was I consciously thinking about what I 

was doing. This kind of mindless engagement seems unlikely to lead to any improvement, and the naïve 

externalist can likely say this is what non-lucid dreams are like.278 Similarly, these studies showed 

someone only improved if their dreams were not distracted. Non-lucid dreams are often wild and 

distraction filled, and often feel more mindless than mindful. So, the naïve externalist can argue against 

these studies on two fronts: more data is needed, and lucid dreams are relevantly different from non-lucid 

dreams. 

So, for practice to be effective it must take place in a specific sort of lucid dream. Lucid dreams 

are characterized by insight, and the characteristic that looks most relevant to effective practice is 

discipline, repetition, visualization, repetition, and a lack of distraction. Are non-lucid dreams ever like 

this? The answer looks to be no: in fact, it seems that the defining features of lucid dreaming are what 

make it a space that might be suitable for practicing. Nonlucid dreams, by their definition, lack these 

 
273 See Yu & Shen (2020). 
274 See both, Yu & Shen (2020) and Voss et al. (2013). 
275 See Hobson et al. (2000), Joli (2011) and Voss et al (2013). 
276 See Hobson (2000) and Clark (2005) for more. 
277 See Voss & Windt (2018). 
278 Especially astute readers might have noticed a dialectical problem: it looks like the naïve externalist may be giving up the 
no special condition. I address this at the end of this discussion.  
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features. Therefore, even if we grant that these studies offer sufficient grounds to think that lucid dreams 

are a suitable place for practice, it seems unlikely that non-lucid dreams ever are.  

 

Here is a worry: it seems that the naïve externalist might be giving up the no special condition 

thesis. As a reminder, the no special condition thesis is that non-lucid dreamers are not always in a state 

that would render them immune to moral evaluation. A worried reader might think that what I have said 

the naïve externalist could say to the skills study is close to denying this thesis. This is an issue, because 

for the purposes of the paper we are granting the no special condition thesis. However, I do not think what 

I have said constitutes a surrendering of the thesis: my claim is specific. I am saying that the condition 

that non-lucid dreamers are always in a state that we have reason to doubt practicing skills in their dreams 

would lead to improvement in those skills. It is not the claim that dreams cannot have consequences, but 

that we have reason to doubt that they specific sorts of consequences. I do not see myself as saying the 

naïve externalist has to deny the no special condition thesis.  

 In this next section, I stray closer to saying the naïve externalist is really just denying the no 

special condition. As a preemptive retort: is it possible to deny that naïve externalism leads to dream 

morality without denying the no special condition thesis? The answer seems to be yes – this is not a state 

that the dreamer is in unless we broadly understand the state they are in to be one that does not lead to 

moral consequences. I take it that we want the no special condition thesis to be (1) about the state that 

dreamers are in psychologically279 and (2) to be theory neutral. If the no special condition thesis is denied, 

one would think it would be denied independently of the other theses. I take it that if the naïve externalist 

can deny the no special condition in a way that other theorists (for instance, SAD externalists and 

Internalists) are unable to then no dialectical edge is being lost. That is, the naïve externalist is not 

denying the no special condition thesis in a general way, but in a way that only they have access to: they 

might be saying dreamer is in a state that means their actions do not have consequences. 

 

Now, with that in mind, Cowan gives an example of an indirect consequence that he believes is 

comparable to the effects dreams might have. He writes: 

…consider a case where I make a speech in which I defame a rival, knowing that this will be 

widely reported and cause bad effects; my speech only does so indirectly. Nevertheless, we might 

think that my speech was wrong, precisely because of its indirect production of these effects.280  

The idea, then, is that even if dream actions only ever prime people to do some other action, here 

remembering that action that might ultimately lead to reporting that action, they still might be morally 

 
279 In my chapter on the no special condition thesis, I understand the key questions to be about if dreamers are rational enough 
for moral responsibility and topics of that ilk. The main lines are not about whether dreams have consequences since those 
questions are better captured by discussing the other theses. 
280 Cowan (2021:20) 
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assessable. The naïve externalist can argue that dreams do not seem analogous to such a case. Instead, 

they could say: 

Consider a case where I dreamt that I made a speech to defame a rival. When I wake up, I 

remember the dream. I decide that this is something I should do in waking life. I give the speech 

and it is widely reported.  

Here, the wrongdoing seems to occur when one has decided to do something. That one has a dream, or 

has a thought, may seem causally inert. In fact, with many dreams we recollect them and say “oh I would 

never do that!” This is often a response to cheating dreams.  If we are tracking through the causal history 

of some wrongdoing to find its cause, it is also likely that the dream itself is not the cause. If we take the 

dream continuity hypothesis281 to be true, then the cause for such a dream predates the dream. So, if there 

was some anger towards a rival while awake, that anger might manifest in the dream in this specific way. 

But the anger begins outside the dream, and those actions one takes also exists outside the dream. There is 

also a worry about placing this wrongdoing in the wrong place can be emphasized by cases around 

witnessing something. Consider a case where someone has discovered that their wife is cheating on them. 

They are shocked and hurt. They decide to take drastic action. They are going to catch their partner in the 

act and kill them! Do we really think the wrongdoing is in the discovery?  

Cowan’s point is more nuanced: the mere fact that X is an indirect cause of Y does not disbar X from 

being morally wrong if Y is bad. This would be consistent with my case: let us say that vividly imagining 

having an affair has primed me to perform some affair. When confronted with the opportunity to have an 

affair, I leap at the chance. I do this partly and indirectly because of my imagination.  Cowan thinks it is 

plausible that my vivid imagination is plausibly wrong in virtue of it being an indirect cause of some bad: 

my cheating. It seems plausible to me that the naïve externalist will only have to think my vivid 

imagination is wrong if it leads to some bad, and in dreams it never does. The naïve externalist can grant 

that indirect causes may be wrong, but that dreams are not indirect causes. Dreams are not, the naïve 

externalist can say, some new indirect cause but can insist that dreams are best understood as acausal and 

can do so for the reasons I have said above. Again, it looks as though the naïve externalist can avoid 

dream morality. 

   

 The second objection raised that Cowan deals with is that dreams do have waking effects, but they 

are never moral effects.282 Those studies mentioned above only talk about practicing skills, and that is a 

motor skill. Are motor skills moralized? It does not seem so. In fact, it might be that doing immoral things 

 
281 The dream continuity hypothesis is explained elsewhere more richly and where more suited. Briefly, the dream continuity 
hypothesis is that dream content is most continuous with waking concepts and concerns. An example many, if not all, readers 
will be familiar with is anxiety dreams. Anxiety dreams manifest in many ways – from dreaming that one’s teeth are falling out 
to being back in school during an exam completely naked – but that anxiety was either a waking concern or caused by one. 
Then it manifests in the dream. 
282 Cowan (2021:20) 
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in the dream leads one to reflect on what made them immoral and they become more moral after that 

reflection. Cowan gives three responses: it is possible that reflecting on the dream may lead to effects one 

might not expect – like the dream-cheater who becomes repentant and successfully has a more intimate 

relationship –  but it does not seem that this would always be the case. In fact, we have evidence to the 

contrary.283 Secondly, if the consequences were ones we were not expecting, it would still fall under 

dream morality. These actions still produce some good or bad, and therefore would be assessed as right or 

wrong. Finally, some of these skills might be morally assessable.  

 The naïve externalist can offer a rebuttal. I have already discussed the limitations of the studies 

used to support point two. This also undermines point three. Point one seems to, again, locate the right-

doing and wrongdoing in the wrong place: for analogies sake, imagine that someone has read Sartre’s 

classic Age of Reason. In the book, the protagonist cheats on his wife. If someone were to read that book 

and decide they ought to cheat on their wife, then it seems bizarre to locate the wrongdoing in reading the 

book. It is the reflection and decision that is right or wrong. And so, again the naïve externalist has 

something to say against the rebuttals and continues to avoid dream morality. 

 The final objection Cowan discusses is a limitation with the studies.284 The studies cited fail to 

distinguish between what we do in dreams and dream content. So, these studies do not support dream 

morality or negate it since they are not sufficiently targeted. Remember, dream morality is about the 

moral assessment of what we do in dreams. Cowan gives the example: it maybe the dreaming of infidelity 

can lead to a lack of intimacy. But that dream acting as a cheater has no consequence. Cowan responds 

that lucid dream studies mentioned above give us good reason to think that some dream acts can lead to 

outcomes, so why not others? I have given reasons already to think this does not work – specifically that 

lucid dream acts involve different circumstances than dream acts. The second answer Cowan gives is that 

cheating dreams are, by their nature, constituted by an action of cheating. This follows from what we 

know about the orthodoxy and how the distinction between in dreaming and while dreaming collapses.  

This answer seems right, but again the naïve externalist can raise a worry.  

 There is a methodological worry. We know that dreams are often continuous with waking life.285 

So, it is unclear if acting jealously in dreams causes jealousy in waking life. It is unclear if acting in 

dreams causes a lack of intimacy. These might be mere symptoms of waking actions and concerns rather 

 
283 See Selterman et al (2014). Selterman et al’s research suggests that dream infidelity was an accurate predicter for less 
intimacy in waking relationships. Jealousy in the dream was also found to be tied to conflict in waking life. 
284 Cowan (2021: 21) 
285 The dream continuity hypothesis is explicated elsewhere. 
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than a cause of waking actions and concerns.286 287 This issue, at least to me, seems impossible to settle 

right now.  It seems plausible that dream acts could reinforce these waking emotions and that looks like a 

morally evaluable expression of agency. It seems plausible that someone could still be held evaluable for 

an action even if that action is a symptom of some other state. But plausibility does not seem enough, and 

the naïve externalist can once again query in the wrongdoing is really occurring in the dream and not 

some other place. 

Each of the objections Cowan argues against, then, look fortifiable. The key objection I have 

raised is the reliance on small lucid dream studies. The inference made that what happens in lucid dreams 

plausibly could have in non-lucid dreams is not sufficiently defended, and we have good reasons to doubt 

that the conditions of non-lucid dreams are conducive to practice and learning. There are other worries: 

methodological and the location of the wrongdoing. I therefore conclude that naïve externalism can be 

defended against Cowan’s objections.288 However, Driver’s SAD externalism is less open to defence. 

 

Driver’s Argument Against Driver 

 Julia Driver has said that even one instance of dream morality is deeply problematic for a view. 

She uses this as dialectical leverage over an externalism. But as we have seen, her SAD externalism is 

committed to dream morality. Under pains of being consistent, does this mean that Driver should abandon 

SAD externalism? Here is an argument for that position: 

1. If Driver wants to remain an externalist, Driver is either a systematic externalist or a naïve 

externalist. 

2. Driver wants to remain an externalist.289 

3. If a view leads to dream morality, it is absurd. 

4. SAD externalism is absurd. 

5. One should not hold absurd views. 

6. One should be a naïve externalist. 

This mimics the general argument of “Dream Immorality.” Driver argues that either one is an 

internalist or an externalist,290 and given that internalism is committed to dream morality, then one 

 
286 Recall the Selterman study. In that study, we saw a connection between cheating dreams and a lack of intimacy. But the 
lack of intimacy and cheating dreams could merely be correlated: both might stem from some waking desire to cheat or some 
turbulence in the relationship. The dream and the lack of intimacy may not be causally related. In the cases where there might 
appear to be some causation, it seems that how one feels about the dream is having more of an impact than the dream itself. 
The response, then, to the dream appears morally interesting and not the dream itself. 
287 This is a methodological worry that one might have more generally. This is not an attack specific to Robert Cowan’s 
argument, but one that I think is nonetheless valid. 
288 There may be others. I would be excited to see them! 
289 For the purposes of this paper, remember that Driver has argued against internalism. However, she may opt for a view that 
is neither externalist nor internalist eg. some deontological accounts. This move might be open to some but would be truly 
stunning if Driver made it. 
290 I set aside hybrid accounts for this paper. Readers are invited to keep them in mind. 
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should be an externalist. As I have argued, Driver’s externalism leads to dream morality. But dream 

morality is not an inevitability: naïve externalism does not lead to dream morality. 

As Cowan argues, Driver’s position endorsing dream morality means that she loses a dialectical 

advantage over the internalist. I am going a step further by saying that the naïve externalist, by 

Driver’s own admission as gained a rhetorical advantage over her. Does this mean that Driver should 

abandon SAD externalism? I argue not. In the next section, I argue that naïve externalism does lead to 

moral luck, while SAD externalism avoids it. This is a far bigger rhetorical edge than not endorsing 

dream morality. Therefore, Driver’s position is salvaged even if she is forced into dream morality.  

 

Returning to Moral Luck: Naïve Externalism 

 Earlier in the paper, I argued that a key benefit of SAD externalism291 is that it avoids problematic 

moral luck cases. In this section, I show that naïve externalism is not able to avoid those cases. Recall the 

case from earlier: 

A man is playing golf on his holidays. He is a good golf player and takes the appropriate steps to 

make sure people are not downrange as he swings. By freak happenstance, a golf ball he has fired 

strikes a young caddy despite the golfer taking steps to avoid striking a caddy. He yells “four” and 

checks for people before he swings. The young caddy is hit in the head and has a painful bruise.  

The naïve externalist is committed to saying that the careful golfer has done something wrong! They have 

acted in a way that has directly led to harm, which is bad. That’s sufficient for wrongdoing under the 

naïve externalist account. They may say that although the careful golfer has acted wrongly and caused 

some bad, they are blameless for this. As discussed, being committed to moral luck – which the naïve 

externalist is here – is deeply problematic. The answer that it is a blameless wrong is meant to remove the 

main bite of moral luck; namely that it is unfair. But this move seems mistaken, and the judgment still 

unfair! The golfer did everything right, and to say that he has done wrong because he hit someone seems 

to mistake some bad outcome for some wrong outcome. It seems unfair to judge this as a blameless 

wrong, even if it is less problematic that saying the action is straightforwardly wrong. 

 So, the naïve externalist may be able to avoid dream morality when put under the same conditions 

that Driver puts internalism and SAD externalism under but seems unable to avoid moral luck. 

 

 

Picking a Bullet to Bite and Summarizing the Arguments 

 As I have set it up externalists have a choice to make: they can either embrace a theory that leads 

to moral luck or they can embrace a theory that leads to dream morality. In this section I argue that moral 

 
291 And internalism. 
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luck is the more unenviable of the two options. Therefore, externalists should opt into the theory that 

leads to dream morality. 

 

 The implausibility thesis, which is the thesis that dream morality is implausible, is the focus of a 

future chapter. To properly examine that thesis, we have to investigate features of dreams and dreamers 

that are out of the scope of this chapter. Namely, under what conditions do dreamers have moral 

responsibility. Here, in this current chapter, I want to focus on how dream morality is more palatable than 

moral luck without relying on content from future chapters. First, I argue that moral luck would be far 

more common than dream morality. 

 

 A non-systematist would have to say moral luck is commonplace. Our actions have lucky, and 

often unlucky, consequences all the time. Cases of negligence are commonly cited examples: two usually 

conscientious people fail to check their brakes before going on a long drive. Only one’s break failure 

leads to hitting someone else. Another example of negligence could be two people forget to post an 

important letter to a charity, in one case the charity makes do without their donation and in the other that 

donation was essential to saving lives. Most commonly, we see people try to do the right thing all the 

time. We also see these attempts fail often. All these failures are victims of moral luck, and in some 

circumstances those successes might be victims of positive moral luck.  

 By contrast, dream morality would be comparatively rare. One reason for the comparative rarity is 

that a lot of what we do in dreams is not problematic. In fact, even cases that look problematic at first 

blush might not be problematic. Here is an example: a married person who is in a monogamous 

relationship has a dream where they have sex in their dream. They may wake up and feel guilty, but this 

guilt is misplaced: so long as the content of the dream was just that they were having sex with someone 

else and not that they were cheating on their partner then the systematist will likely say that they had the 

non-problematic intention to have consensual sex and not the problematic intention of intending to cheat. 

While not within the scope of this chapter, it is also likely the case that dreamers are only morally 

responsible some of the time.292 This does more to diminish the frequency of dream morality. So, moral 

luck looks far more common than dream morality. 

 

 A second difference between moral luck and dream morality is that dream morality is that 

dreamers might not be robustly responsible for some of their dream actions. Instead, we might think that 

dreamers are sometimes worthy of disteem. Smuts believes that dream actions are good candidates for 

actions that are worthy of disteem. He writes that if actions are beyond our control but come from our 

character are morally wrong then they are likely not worthy of full blame.  Smuts discusses disteem 

 
292 See my chapter on implausibility.  
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mainly within the context of fantasy and so those cases function as good examples: if someone were to 

have a fantasy (for instance, of assaulting a coworker) that they did not will but that came from their 

character then we often still dollop shame on them because this is an act worthy of disteem. I return to a 

discussion on disteem later in thesis, but for now a brief discussion shows that lower levels of moral 

evaluation are potentially appropriate for at least some dream actions. The contrast with moral luck is that 

non-systematists would likely think that (likely because of the state that agents are in) that they are more 

robustly morally responsible. 

 

 The third, although likely least important, difference between the two is that moral luck is near 

universally reviled while dream morality is not. I discuss this at length later, but giving a truncated 

version here is appropriate. There are many examples of non-philosophers being worried about dream 

morality and taking it as a plausible thesis. Dream morality as a philosophical thesis has been poorly 

explored especially in the context of dream actions. Although, Malcolm, Mann, Augustine, Cowan and 

me all treat dream morality as at least plausible.  It is not universally reviled and those who write on 

dream morality specifically seem to, for the most part, find it plausible.293 

 

The forth point I wish to discuss is that dream morality is not unfair. Unfairness is the biggest 

criticism of moral luck. It is unclear that dream morality leads to an unfair judgement of an agent. If you 

were told by someone that they had violent dreams where they did cruel things all of the time, you might 

think that is wrong and it might change how you view them. It would likely not change your view of them 

completely, but it does seem relevant. The non-systematist can offer a similar account, but it is still 

unintuitive. Let’s say that the non-systematist accounts for moral luck by saying that these are blameless 

wrongs. But this is still unfair and undermines moral judgement. Here is one last moral luck case: 

imagine someone who is building a treehouse for their kid. They have experience building such things 

and know how to spot quality and appropriate materials. They do so. But unbeknownst to them, they are 

sold rotted wood. This is a special rot that one cannot spot with usual methods, and the wood appears as 

normal. The man builds the treehouse, and all seems well. Later in the summer, the wood gives way and 

their child falls out of the treehouse hurting themselves. To say this is a blameless wrong, at least to me, 

still looks cruel and unfair. They appear to have done everything right from doing things they have 

experience doing and using, and the systematist would agree. 

 

 

 Finally, I want to discuss the size of the bullet. By this, I mean the ‘cost’ of endorsing moral luck 

compared to the ‘cost’ of endorsing dream morality. Williams says that we should, and do, want our 

 
293 This does not mean they all believe that the dream morality thesis is true. Just that they do not understand it as impossible. 
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moral systems to be fair. This is powerfully intuitive, he remarks. There is widespread agreement on this. 

Williams notes that endorsing moral luck would uproot our understanding of what ethics is meant to be 

because of how ingrained the idea of fairness is. The bullet, then, is huge. By contrast, dream morality 

does nothing as severe as undermine how we understand ethics. A bugbear of Driver’s is that agents 

might, while dreaming, fulfil their obligations to charity. She worries that someone could therefore not 

have those obligations in waking life because they met those objections in the dream. I discuss this at 

length in the penultimate chapter of the main thesis, but the crux of my objection is this: if you fulfill 

those duties in the dream you are not justified in believing you do not have those obligations in waking 

life since you wake up and realise your meeting those obligations did not actually lead to you giving to 

charity.294 So, that ‘cost’ seems minor and the key problem with it is solved.295 

  

In conclusion, moral luck is systematically avoided; considered powerfully unintuitive and when 

endorsed often looks commonplace. It therefore looks to be a serious problem. By contrast, dream 

morality is not systematically avoided; does not seem powerfully unintuitive and might be rare.  

 There are two sorts of conclusions that I offer here:  

1. Any rhetorical edge gained over the SAD externalist by the naïve externalist is lost by having to 

endorse dream morality. 

2. The rhetorical edge offered by dream morality is minimal. 

My suggestion to Driver, then, is to remain a SAD externalist but to admit the standard argument against 

the internalist is not effective. The internalist, as we have seen, is also able to avoid moral luck but even if 

it were the case that it had to endorse dream morality296 that only renders it dialectically equal to SAD 

externalism in the context of this paper. This is contra Cowan’s paper since Cowan argues that SAD 

externalism is unable to avoid dream morality. I am arguing that even if it does not, there is no real 

argument against the internalist here. 

 

Some Objections to Consider 

 I want to end by considering some potential objections that have not already been covered. As a 

reminder before discussing objections, I am going to assume the same things Driver has already assumed 

to motivate her conclusion against the internalist. So, I am not going to suggest that Driver deny the no 

special condition thesis or dream orthodoxy. Both seem plausible responses one could make but Driver 

has then abandoned the purpose of “Dream Immorality.” It is also the case, or at least I argue it is the 

 
294 Externalists should be especially sympathetic to this. 
295 Driver also discusses what I call ‘The Double Life Problem’. This requires an exegesis of the no special condition to 
properly engage with. It is discussed, at length, later in the thesis.  
296 All that matters for this paper is that Driver thinks this is true of the internalist. 
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case, that adopting an alternative ontology of dreams (here, the imagination theory of dreams) is not 

sufficient to avoid dream morality. I also argue, in a later chapter, the no special condition thesis holds. 

The first of these objections is that dream morality is a case of moral luck. If it were the case that 

dream morality was merely an instance of moral luck, then one falling on prong of dream morality to 

avoid the moral luck prong is nonsensical. Here is an example to illustrate: 

A man is golfing in the dream. He, in the dream, is a careless golfer. He makes no attempt to play 

safely. As a result, in the dream, he hits some poor caddy down range and injures him. 

Given the orthodoxy, there is a collapse between in the dream and while dreaming for some of the 

features that we would take as morally evaluable: the dreaming golfer has these problematic beliefs and 

desires both in the dream and while dreaming. He really does attempt to play a game of golf carelessly. 

And while no one is actually hurt, it looks as though he just gets lucky that no one was hurt; it seems that 

he was lucky that he was dreaming and not actually playing golf. 

 The SAD externalist response is that there is no case of luck here because the object of proper 

moral assessment is the token type action of playing golf careless and that can be rightfully assessed as 

wrong. They cannot be the same thing since there are cases where they come apart.297 Perhaps a more 

modest objection is more effective: someone might claim that dream morality is problematic for the same 

reason as moral luck is problematic. Dream morality seems extremely unfair.  

 I think the reason why dream morality might seem unfair to many is because there is some sort of 

special condition that the dreamer is in that renders them immune to moral evaluation. Once we grant the 

no special condition thesis, it is unclear what exactly would be unfair about dream morality.298 

 

An objection I anticipate from Driver is that her view, SAD externalism, avoids both moral luck 

and dream morality. I imagine this objection says that dream morality is avoidable because dream actions 

are not token types of actual actions. I believe I have addressed some of this in the main body of this 

chapter but here is another explicit reason to deny this: It is hard to think of why you would exclude 

dream actions unless it was some ad hoc reason. The line might be something like “part of what makes 

some thing a token type X is its ability to, at least sometimes, manifest X.” The worry here is that this 

could collapse back to moral luck, and it is unclear that dream actions don’t at least sometimes manifest 

in X. 

A related worry, and one that I think I am able to head off correctly, is that dream morality may 

itself be an instance of moral luck. One worry that one might have is that that dream morality is itself a 

case of moral luck. The worry, put briefly, is as follows: there is some way, either in narrative, content or 

 
297 The criticism that dream morality cases might be instances of moral luck might be more fruitful against the internalist. 
298 Dream morality looks unfair if agents do not express agency or are not themselves, for instance. Both of these seem attacks 
on the no special condition thesis which is being assumed in the paper. 
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action, that dream that what we do in the dream is a matter of luck (or a lack of luck). I want to argue 

against this.  

It is important to recall the context within which this chapter is written: the orthodoxy has been assumed 

to be true. Dreamers are forming the same sort of propositional attitudes they are forming when awake. 

The intentions, desires and beliefs are not sui generis.  

 

With that in mind, let us spell out the case for moral luck. The worry goes that dreams do not seem 

willed.299 If it were the case that dream content, narrative or actions were not chosen then, we might 

worry, that dream morality is plausibly a case of moral luck; that these features that I am proposing ought 

to be the proper object of moral evaluation are outside of the agent’s control and therefore ill-suited to 

moral judgement.  

 

So, the first issue was that dream situations are not chosen. It is worth remarking that this is not always 

true. There are two sorts of cases that spring to mind. The first case is one remarked upon already in the 

thesis: there are cases where dreamers are able to re-enter dreams and do so willfully. Potentially, there 

are a variety of ways to do this300 but the most common appears to be waking up then going back to sleep 

with the intention of continue the dream you were just in. While it might be an open question as to 

whether you are consenting to performing certain actions within the dream, there is a reasonable 

expectation of narrative, content and action that likely renders one immune to a ‘defense’ of moral luck. 

The second set of cases are broader, but similar in kind, where a dreamer might have a reasonable 

expectation of certain dreams301 and, therefore, so long as they do not take steps to avoid that dream 

narrative, content or action they can be thought of as reasonably consenting to that dream and therefore 

are not victims of moral luck. 

 

These cases are rare. My hope is to offer a larger sample of cases where dreamers are clearly not 

victims, or benefactors, of moral luck. If the complaint is phrased as the dream narrative or dream content 

not being chosen, then one must remark that this is not sufficient for moral luck! Or, perhaps more 

minimally, these are not cases of ‘problematic’ moral luck. Recall Parfit’s four sorts of moral luck. Cases 

of narrative and content in dreams are likely cases of constitutive and circumstantial luck. As a reminder, 

constitutive luck is luck in the way that agents are: their dispositions, beliefs, and character all seem 

shaped by features outside their control e.g. parents, environment and culture. Cases of circumstantial 

 
299 This claim, that dreams do not seem willed, is interesting intuitive and seemingly unpopular: Ichikawa, a key proponent of 
the imagination theory, believes that dreams are (at least) the sort of thing that is under the control of the will. Much like 
intrustive imagery, we simply do not try (or try and fail) to ‘banish’ dreams. 
300 For instance, it is possible the keeping a dream journal and actively thinking about previous dreams can help one re-visit or 
continue dreams they have already had. 
301 I have talked about this option at length in a previous chapter. 
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moral luck are those cases where the agent’s circumstance is beyond their control. The case Parfit brings 

to mind are those who, by luck of circumstance, ended up being Nazis outside of Germany in the 1930s. 

Had they been in Germany, though, they would have been party to all manner of immoral crimes.  

I argue there is a parallel here with dreams: we might think that dream content is (at least in regular cases) 

not chosen and those factors that contribute to dream narrative and content are beyond our control. And 

these are cases of ‘luck’302, but unavoidable luck. In fact, one might think that we have more control over 

dream content and narrative than we do over some previously mentioned features like constitutive 

upbringing. There is a way, as Freud remarks, that we must take responsibility for our dreams: “for what 

else are we meant to do with them?” And, of course, who else could they come from? Regardless, the 

types of moral luck mentioned here are, as remarked earlier, not morally problematic in the way resultant 

moral luck is. 

 

 

Given the above, it is tempting to say that dream actions can, and sometimes actually do, come 

from us and are responses to circumstances that are not so beyond our control that we might see the agent 

as ‘forced’ to commit a certain action. And so, agents do not seem lucky or unlucky in dream morality. 

Still, one might worry that these actions do not seem volitional in the same way waking actions are. 

To discuss dream action I ask the reader to remember what has been said in the previous chapter about 

moral responsibility: it is an open question whether dream actions are volitional. However, so long as 

these actions can be appropriately traced to earlier volitional action then they seem prime candidates for 

moral evaluation, and not the consequence of luck. Again, predictability and preventability look like good 

conditions to look at for dream action. 

An alternative approach here, for people whom are still uncomfortable with the prospect of dream 

morality, is to ask if an action can be thought of us lucky when it aligns with an agent’s character. While I 

maintain that tracing accounts seem the most plausible, it is interesting to engage with the following. 

Recall Augustine’s dream: 

During sleep where is my reason which, when I am awake, resists such suggestions and remains 

firm and undismayed even in face of the realities themselves? Is it sealed off when I close my 

eyes? Does it fall asleep with the senses of the body? And why is it that even in sleep I often resist 

the attractions of these images, for I remember my chaste resolutions and abide by them and give 

no consent to temptations of this sort?303 

 
302 I am happy to grant this for the sake of argument, but one could engage with the dream continuity hypothesis and claim that 
dream content does come from us in important, morally salient, ways.  
303 Augustine, Confessions. Cited by Matthews (1981) and Cowan (2023). 
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Part of the worry Augustine has, in answer to his question, is that his character is on display in these 

dreams: that deep down he really does want to break his vows of celibacy. But when character and action 

align, wherein can the moral luck be located? The only potential exculpatory feature I can think of is, as 

Augustine thinks, that his waking and dreaming characters are not the same because his waking character 

would not ‘succumb’ to breaking his vows of celibacy. Although, this cannot be said (surely!) of all 

dreams and dream actions: character must align for at least some actions. And so, it seems to come from 

the agent and those circumstance and constitution forming features are no more out of their control than 

when they were awake.   

If one were to really insist that dream morality looks to be a case of moral luck, they would perhaps be 

focus on the prospect of passivity – they would suggest that dream morality looks to be an instance of 

moral luck because the orthodox dream ontology is mistaken. This avenue, within the rhetoric of this 

chapter, is unfruitful. However, the notion that a different dream ontology, one that takes the ‘activity’ of 

more popular ontologies and substitutes it with a ‘passivity’, might be right is explored in the penultimate 

chapter of the thesis. I propose that such an account is implausible, and while discussed in a different 

context, what I say there is fruitful here. 

 

The penultimate worry that I imagine someone might have is that there is an externalist position 

not yet featured that manages to avoid both dream morality and moral luck. I imagine this responder 

conceiving of an externalism that is neither naïve nor systematic. But such a view, for me, is hard to 

conceive of.  I leave this as an avenue for future research. However, I think proposing a new and likely 

extremely niche form of externalism would be a bizarre response: why would one need to? I have done 

much to take the sting out of the implausibility thesis throughout! But even if it were the case that one 

remains very committed to avoiding dream morality, I imagine that the better tactic (or at least the more 

common tactic) would be to avoid dream morality not through a new moral system but through a new 

ontology of dreaming. In the next chapter, I argue that this is unsuccessful. I do this after a long 

discussion on the imagination theory. I also argue that a sui generis account of dream action, which I 

again believe that an externalist seeking to maintain externalism and avoid dream morality might be 

drawn to, is unsuccessful in avoiding dream morality. 

 

The final worry, which is related to the last, that I anticipate is that by including dream actions in 

the token type of waking actions we have to reevaluate what actions are the proper object of moral 

evaluation since many actions no longer seen systematically connected to certain outcomes. Let us return 

to our golfer one last time: I have said, for cases of dream morality given SAD externalism, that the 

careless golfer is doing something wrong even if he does not hit anyone and the careful golfer is doing 

something right even if he does hit someone. This is because careful golfing systematically leads to 
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unharmed caddies and careless golfing systematically leads to harmed caddies. But this may not be the 

case if we include all these dream cases! There are now, it seems, many more cases where careless 

golfing does not lead to some harmed caddie. Can we still correctly say that careless golfing 

systematically leads to some harm? 

I believe the rarity of dream morality is enough to preserve systematism. I ask you to think about 

how often you actually act wrongly in the dream. I imagine it is rare. In cases of cheating dreams, it 

would need to be the case that you intended to cheat rather than merely intended to have sex; part of the 

dream content has to be that you are in a relationship and that you are cheating. And, at least by Driver’s 

lights, dream immorality is problematic even if there is only one actual instance of it.  Therefore, 

admitting that dream morality is rare does little to effect the standard argument. It does, however, help 

preserve systematism.  

  

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have explained two sorts of externalism: Driver’s SAD externalism and what I 

have called naïve externalism. I explained how Driver’s SAD externalism is able to avoid moral luck and 

it is a great benefit to the view that it can do this. However, SAD externalism seems to also lead to dream 

morality. By Driver’s lights, dream morality is something to be avoided and she thinks internalism is a 

weaker view because it leads to dream morality. I have argued that there is a view that avoids dream 

morality: naïve externalism. Naïve externalism may be able to avoid dream morality but does lead to 

instances of problematic moral luck. So, I have offered a suggestion to Driver: embrace dream morality 

or, more modestly, abandon the standard argument as an effective tool against the internalist. I have 

argued that dream morality is less problematic than moral luck. I also gave some reasons to think that 

dream morality is not problematic at all. This is explored more richly later. My next chapter, though, 

covers the imagination theory of dreams and dream morality.  
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Chapter 7 Does the Imagination Theory Avoid Dream Morality? 

 

In recent years, a popular rival to the orthodox view – also called the received view – of dreaming 

has emerged. In this chapter, I explain this rival view: the imagination view of dreaming. Different 

proponents of the view argue for different versions: some proponents argue dream experience involves 

imagery rather than perceptual experience304 305; others argue dreams involve propositional attitudes: 

specifically propositional imaginings306; and another posits dreams involve mental imagery and imagined 

propositional attitudes.307 In this paper, I begin my recalling the standard argument. In the previous 

chapter, I argued that substituting evaluational internalism for evaluation externalism is not a successful 

strategy to avoid the conclusion of the standard argument: dream morality. Here, I argue that substituting 

a different ontology of dreaming, the imagination theory of dreams, for the orthodoxy is unsuccessful in 

avoiding the dream morality thesis. I argue that imaginative experiences can, and often will, be the proper 

object of moral evaluation and I aim to improve Smuts’ understanding of what it is that makes those 

imaginings wrong. I apply these arguments to dreaming given the imagination theory and end by 

considering some objections. 

There is an important distinction to make before discussing dreams: it is between “while 

dreaming” and “in the dream”. Here is an example to illustrate the difference: I have had a dream where I 

am climbing Mount Everest. It is true that in the dream I climb Everest: In the dream, I reach the summit 

and I feel the cold and I see the surrounding, lower, peaks of other mountains. Under a common 

understanding of dreams, it is true that in the dream I believe I have summited Mount Everest. In the 

dream, I might have other mental states: I might desire to be warmer, and so on. However, while 

dreaming I did not climb Everest. While dreaming, I was wrapped up warmly in bed in a flat in Glasgow. 

As I explain later, it might not follow that even though in the dream I felt certain things, or believed 

certain things, that I believed or felt those things while dreaming. In the previous chapter, I explained that 

for the orthodoxy the distinction between while dreaming and in the dream often collapses. For instance, 

if the orthodoxy is true then in the dream, I saw something and formed the belief that I saw something. It 

is also true that while dreaming I had some perceptual experience308 and formed the belief that I saw 

something. This collapse does not happen given the imagination theory. I expand on this later. 

 

The Standard Argument  

 
304 Recall the previous chapters and their discussion of the orthodoxy. If members of the orthodoxy are correct, then dreams are 
constituted by perceptual experiences; in Hobson’s hotel case he really does claim that he is having a perceptual experience of 
the hotel.  
305 For an example, see McGinn (2004). 
306 For an example, see Sosa (2007). 
307 For instance, see Ichikawa (2008). 
308 Remember, this is a perceptual experience and cannot be described as a perception. This is because it is inaccurate. 
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 Cowan gives the standard argument as four theses. As a reminder: 

5. Dream Orthodoxy. Simply, that dreams “are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, emotions, 

intentions, etc. that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.”309  

6. Evaluational Internalism. This is the claim that what matters for moral evaluation are those 

features internal to a person’s agency. For instance, their intentions. 

7. Internalist Dream Content: subjects sometimes form, in non-lucid dreams, psychological states or 

propositional attitudes for which they can be evaluated for, given Internalism. 

8. No Special Condition: non-lucid dreamers are at least sometimes in a state that does not render 

them immune to moral evaluation. 

Dream morality follows from these four theses. As we have seen, substituting thesis 2 for evaluational 

externalism does not lead to a straightforward rejection of the conclusion. In this chapter, I try a different 

tact by substituting thesis with the imagination theory. 

 

In the previous chapter, I argued that abandoning the internalist thesis (that the proper objects of 

moral evaluation are those features internal to us such as intentions and desires) for the externalist thesis  

(that the proper objects of moral evaluation are those features external to us such as the consequences of 

an action) is unsuccessful. So, one seeking to avoid the dream morality thesis310 could offer a different 

course: argue that a different ontology of dreaming leads to the dream morality thesis being false. If this 

line of argument is not successful, which I argue it is not, then someone seeking to avoid dream morality 

will likely have to deny the no special condition thesis.311 

 

The Imagination Theory 

In this first section, I begin by explaining what imagination is. I explain what imagery is and what 

propositional attitudes are before explaining how different theorists think they manifest in dreams.  I also 

talk about what kinds of experiences the imagination theorist thinks constitute dreams. I discuss what the 

imagination theorists have said about what happens to waking beliefs while we dream, before explaining 

the reasons some imagination theorists have given in favour of their view. While there are different 

versions of the imagination theory, this paper will focus on Ichikawa’s version since his theory discusses 

both propositional imaginings and mental imagery.  

 

 
309 Cowan (2021: 4) 
310 We have already seen that Driver wishes to avoid the dream morality thesis. However, she is not the only one who finds it 
problematic. proponents of the imagination theory of dreams, namely Ichikawa and Sosa, can both be understood as thinking 
that dream morality is implausible. If, therefore, it is the case that the imagination theory of dreams leads to dream morality 
then key proponents of the view might think this is a reason against the imagination theory of dreams. 
311 Other ontologies are discussed elsewhere. For example, a sui generis account is explored when discussing absurdity. 
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I introduce the imagination theory by contrasting it to the orthodoxy. I do this because an 

explanation of the orthodoxy is important for the thesis and because I believe that the imagination view is 

best understood when contrasted to this more popular and intuitive position. 

 

Proponents of the orthodox view of dreaming hold that propositional attitudes held in dreams are 

of the same kind as those held in waking life. A propositional attitude is an attitude held towards a 

proposition. They are denoted by verb. Here are some examples where I have underlined the attitudes and 

put the propositions they are held towards in italics. 

1. Descartes believes that the possibility of dream skepticism is worrisome. 

2. Ichikawa judges that the imagination theory solves dream skepticism. 

3. Keanu Reeves intends that he act in future action movies. 

4. I desire that I could take my lunch break now.  

Nearly everyone believes that while dreaming, we form propositional attitudes.312 A key point of 

contention is over what propositional attitudes are present.  

The attitude I have focused on has been belief. The general account offered by members of the 

orthodoxy is that we have perceptual experiences like we would have had while awake – and I say much 

more on this later – which leads to us holding propositional attitudes like we would have had if we were 

awake. For example, when Descartes dreams of being near a fireplace has the perceptual experience of 

the fire and forms a belief that there is a fire nearby. The imagination theorist offers an alternative 

account. The say that dreams are imaginary.   

Here is a broad definition of imagination:  

To imagine is to represent without aiming313 at things as they actually, presently, and subjectively 

are. One can use imagination to represent possibilities other than the actual, to represent times 

other than the present, and to represent perspectives other than one’s own. Unlike perceiving and 

believing, imagining something does not require one to consider that something to be the case. 

Unlike desiring or anticipating, imagining something does not require one to wish or expect that 

something to be the case.314  

Proponents of the imagination view make a further distinction. They distinguish between 

propositional imagination and mental imagery. I first focus on propositional imagining: Propositional 

imagining is type of propositional attitude. For belief, the attitude is holding that the proposition is true. 

For imagination, it is entertaining the thought that p. For example, I imagine what it would be like to not 

 
312 Daniel Dennett, whose view is discussed in the introduction, is an example of someone who thinks that we do not form 
attitudes while dreaming. 
313 There are cases where this definition is not entirely accurate because there are cases where imagination seems to be able to 
aim at true. For instance, if a history teacher asks you to imagine what it was like to be a serf, or imagine what a banquet table 
looked like, then your imagination seems to be aiming at truth. 
314 See Shen-Yi & Tamar’s (2020) SEP article on imagination for this definition and a fuller explanation of it. 
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have started a PhD.315 Where members of the orthodoxy claim that dreamers form and hold a wide 

variety of propositional attitudes, the imagination theorist says that the main316 propositional attitude is 

that of imagining.317  

Recall the Everest example. The imagination theorist thinks that cases of collapse would be 

exceedingly rare. The imagination theorist says that in the dream I climb Everest. But they do are not 

committing to saying that I believe that I climb Everest. Instead, they say I imagine that I climb Everest 

while dreaming.  This distinction can be further explored by looking at dream skepticism: under the 

orthodox account, it is the case that you are forming false beliefs. Here, you would be forming the false 

belief that you are climbing Everest. The imagination theorist does not think you form false beliefs while 

dreaming. Instead, they say that your dreams are constituted, at least in part, by propositional imaginings. 

This avoids dream skepticism since false beliefs are not held while dreaming.  

So far, I have talked about the types of propositional attitudes formed in dreams. Next, I talk about 

the propositional attitudes retained while dreaming. After this brief discussion, I move onto discussing the 

other key feature of imagined content in dreams: imagined imagery. 

 

While many imagination theorists think that what we take to be beliefs that p in dreams are 

imaginings that p, Sosa also holds that some apparent beliefs in dreams really are beliefs. Sosa’s position 

is that while asleep nearly all our beliefs remain latent.  He writes:  

Lying in bed until the morning is what one intended through most of the day, even as one thought 

about other things, as one had dinner, etc. That was still one's intention as one lay down, and there 

is no reason to suppose that it was lost as one fell asleep. One does not lose one's intentions.318 

Important here is the distinction between occurrent and dispositional belief. Schwitzgebel writes that “a 

subject dispositionally believes p if a representation with the content p is stored in her memory or “belief 

box””319 At this moment you likely have many dispositional beliefs: beliefs about what you plan to do 

tomorrow morning like grabbing a quick coffee on the way to class, or a belief that Atwood is your 

favorite author. Sosa says that to bring that belief out of its dispositional state, the person holding it must 

“judge or assent or avow {the belief}, at least to oneself.”320 When that happens, the belief becomes 

occurrent. As Schwitzgebel continues: “when that representation is retrieved from memory for active 

 
315 Importantly, doing this does not require that I have any accompanying imagery. I could imagine my life if I had not started 
a PhD without having any imagery of myself wondering around doing something, anything, else. 
316 I want to leave it open that the imagination theorist could say there are other propositional attitudes constituting the dream, 
but that the key distinction between the imagination view and the orthodox view is the prominence of imagination in the 
ontology and not necessarily the exclusion of all other attitudes. 
317 It is also an open question about whether sensory imagining is a kind of propositional attitude. I leave that question to the 
wayside for now, but readers are invited to think about it throughout. 
318 Sosa (2005: 8-9) 
319 The term “belief box” is from Schwitzgebel’s SEP article “Belief”, (2019). 
320 Sosa (2005: 8) 
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deployment in reasoning or planning, the subject occurently believes p.”321 Sosa believes the same is true 

of intentions. Sosa’s position is that when we dream our waking beliefs and intentions become 

dispositional, and that this is not unusual. Beliefs like who your favourite author is are a good example of 

dispositional beliefs. It seems unlikely that you are constantly affirming who your favourite author is, 

either out loud or consciously. However, it does not seem as though we lose that belief whenever we stop 

consciously affirming it. It merely remains unaffirmed until we next think about it. Sosa’s imagination 

theory says that our waking beliefs and intentions simply become latent, and not lost, while we dream. 

 Sosa’s position is that while dreaming many of our waking mental states, including propositional 

attitudes, remain dispositional. However, it seems less likely that our waking propositional attitudes are 

dispositional in the dream. For instance, it is unclear to me I hold any dispositional beliefs about what I 

wish to do when I wake up in the dream I have where I climb Everest. For example, Sosa believes I have 

dispositional beliefs about my morning routine (getting up, taking the dog out, making coffee, etc) but it 

does not seem as though I still have those plans when climbing Everest! In part, it seems that I do not 

believe I still have to wake up when climbing Everest and so holding beliefs about what I must do after 

that seems nonsensical. However, there is some evidence to think that dispositional attitudes held while 

dreaming can affect what happens in the dream. I discuss this fully in a future section, for now I want to 

introduce a common example: let us say that I am stressed because I believe I have underprepared for an 

upcoming presentation. When I fall asleep, that belief becomes dispositional while I dream. However, in 

the dream, I dream that all my teeth fall out. This is a common stress dream. In such cases, it seems that 

the dispositional attitudes held while dreaming can inform the dream narrative.  

  

This has been a discussion on propositional imaginings. The other type of imagining argued to be 

present in dreams is imagined mental imagery. Again, I begin by discussing the orthodox, so the 

imagination view is brought clearly into focus through contrast. 

   

The first contrast is that rather than dreams involving misleading perceptual experiences they 

involve perceptual imagery. Ichikawa writes that when he dreams about a grey kitten with green eyes, he 

is not having a visual experience of colour, but instead experiencing colour imagery. He continues that it 

is “the same sort of sensory-like experience I have when I close my eyes and imagine what a gray kitten 

looks like.”322 Therefore, rather than dreams involving misleading perceptual experiences they are made 

up of imaginative experiences. While, like the literature on perception, the focus has been on visual 

imagery it is important to remember that there are many other kinds of imagery. For instance, I discuss 

briefly auditory imagery later. 

 
321 Schwitzgebel (2019) 
322 Ichikawa (2009: 107) 
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The difference between hallucination and imagination is one that has come under some scrutiny. 

To distinguish imaginative mental imagery from hallucinatory mental imagery, Ichikawa has pointed to a 

specific property he thinks imaginative experiences have that hallucinatory experiences do not: that they 

are subject to the will. I now analyze the reason for this claim, and what this claim means.  

There has been some debate over whether the distinction between imagery and hallucination is a 

useful one. David Sosa writes that imagination and perceptual experience are ‘deeply alike; their 

differences, such as they may be, are inessential to their basic character.’323 Sosa continues that the 

difference between imaginative experience and hallucinatory experience is akin to the difference between 

reading words written in pencil and words written in pen324. This analogy is metaphorical and perhaps 

unclear, but I understand Sosa as saying that the differences between the two are subtle, and that they are 

fundamentally the same ‘kind’ of experience. Some philosophers go even further: Dominic ffytche, 

Richard Bentall and Filippo Varese, and Charles Fernyhough and Simon McCarthy-Jones325 all discuss 

the possibility that hallucinations are comprised of imaginative experiences. There have been 

philosophers who distinguish between the two experiences. Many have argued that the two experiences 

have a different phenomenological character. Hume is an example of someone who thinks this as he 

writes that mental imagery is less vivid than perceptual experience. Perceptual experiences are often 

thought to be sensitive to the environment: for most perceptual experiences we have we expect to see 

some real-world object that we are standing in the right relation to. For the perceptual experiences that 

constitute hallucination, we often expect the person hallucinating to be either ill or drugged or under the 

influence of something that leads them to hallucinate. This is not a necessary condition of hallucination, 

but I think the idea that hallucinations often seem caused by other, external-to-the-mind, stimulus is 

popular. This is contrary to cases of mental imagery, where we expect no such influence, and we often 

think of imagination as having mostly internal origins. Some imagination theorists, namely Ichikawa, 

have tried to defend the claim that imaginative experiences are sufficiently distinct to belong in a different 

category  from hallucinatory experiences because they are subject to the will.326 

Here is an example: a young student is caught absent mindedly daydreaming.327 The teacher tells 

them to stop daydreaming. This is not understood as some impossible command, and it seems as though 

the student is able to stop imagining something and refocus on their schoolwork. Another case occurs in 

many first-year philosophy classrooms: when students deal with the trolley problem, they are often asked 

 
323 Sosa (2006: 315) as cited by Ichikawa (2009:106). 
324 This claim is plausibly Humean in nature. Hume thought that the two experiences differed in vividness. See Hume (1740) 
for more.  
325 For a proper exegesis of these views, see Macpherson (2013). 
326 Not all mental imagery seems subject to the will. Ichikawa himself brings up the example of someone who cannot banish 
the face of a fallen friend. There are cases of flashbacks or trauma related mental imagery. But Ichikawa says that these still 
belong to a category of things that are subject to the will; even if we fail to banish the image of a fallen friend, we know what it 
is like to banish that image and we know what it is like to try to banish that image. He sees these not as cases where they are 
not subject to will but cases where they subject to the will, but we fail to fully exercise our will over them. 
327 For this purpose, I am assuming that daydreaming is a kind of imagination. 
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to imagine five people tied to one track, and one person tied to another. They are asked to imagine a train 

barreling towards a railway gate switch which they control. The students being asked to imagine such an 

event is not absurd.328 Such cases point to an intuitive obviousness: we often ask people to stop imagining 

something, and there doesn’t seem to be anything peculiar about that. In fact, we often seem able to stop 

imagining. Ichikawa even discusses cases where we are asked to banish an imaginative experience but 

fail to.329 He writes: “even when our imagery is unwelcome and we cannot banish it, we try to banish it; 

we know what it is to banish it.” Let us contrast this with a different student who is distracted by a ruckus 

outside. It would be a confused command if the teacher said, “stop hearing that noise outside.”330 It would 

also be a confused command if the teacher then asked them to have the visual experience of red square.331 

Therefore, we have a marked difference between the properties of the two experiences.332 

Ichikawa continues this by saying that lucid dreams seem under our control, and this is good 

reason to think non-lucid dreams are subject to the will. Lucid dreams are dreams in which the dreamer is 

aware that they are dreaming and can take active control over their dream. Ichikawa writes that the 

imagination model fits the experience {of lucid dreaming} well.333 The idea is that as one can shape how 

they interact with their imagination and command their imagination; they are also able to do that in lucid 

dreams. Ichikawa continues: “in non-lucid dreaming, dreamers create their dreams without recognizing 

their own agency. In lucid dreams, dreamers recognize they are in control…”334 I understand Ichikawa as 

saying something like ‘dreams are always under our control, but we do not always recognize they are. It 

is because of this lack of recognition that we do not control all our dreams, but dreams are the “kind” of 

thing that we have agency over.’335 A key component of Ichikawa’s argument relies on the assumption 

that lucid dreams are of the same kind as non-lucid dreams. The onus, though, would be on someone who 

disagrees to explain why they are of different kinds.336  

A non-trivial note is that Ichikawa believes that saying that dreams are bidden and using that to 

explain lucid dreams gives his view an advantage over the orthodoxy. This is another compelling reason 

to favour this distinction between hallucination and imagination: it is directly relevant to how these views 

 
328 Aphantasics, those who cannot imagine, might think this is absurd. But for the majority of people, these are reasonable 
demands that can be made of them. 
329 Ichikawa (2009: 107) 
330 One might think that it is possible to banish a noise by throwing ones hands over their ears. This seems to me a different 
sort of prevention: in the case where one is asked to banish an imaginative experience, one makes a conscious effort (and not a 
physical one) to remove an experience from one’s head. This seems different from taking the physical steps to avoid seeing or 
hearing something.  
331 Ichikawa (2009:  107) 
332 Windt says, “The obvious problem is that if control indeed characterizes imagination, the dreams obviously fall short.” 
However, for my purposes I am happy to grant this difference. 
333 Ichikawa (2009: 116-117) 
334 Ichikawa (2009: 116) 
335 Ichikawa (2009: 116) 
336 One reason, perhaps ironically, to think they are of different kinds is because we have agency in one and not the other. That 
is, Ichikawa may be begging the question. I set this aside for now and am happy to grant Ichikawa’s claims. 
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explain different components of dreams. Finally, there is the persistent of idea of people as authors or 

creators of their dreams.  

The imagination theorist has to say something to ward off this criticism that imagination and 

hallucination are of the same kind if they want to remain an imagination theorist.337 Other accounts of the 

difference are weaker. 

For instance, a common argument for dreams being imaginative is that they are indeterminate: 

while dreams often appear to the dreamer while dreaming as rich and vivid, upon recollection we realise 

those dreams lacked background details338; or that we recognized people in the dream only by us knowing 

who they were not because we had an experience of identifiable features339; or that dreams are generally 

vague340; or even that dreams may be monochromatic341 which Ichikawa argues is the case for all 

imagined objects and that we transpose colour on after the imagination.  This would be a marked 

difference from commonplace perceiving, but it is unclear that it leads to a marked difference between 

imagination and hallucination.  It is a marked difference from commonplace perceiving because it we do 

see in colour, but it is unclear that we hallucinate in colour.  

One could commit to a view in philosophy of mind and use that view to draw the dividing lines. 

For instance, one could be a functionalist. It could be the case that under functionalism, which holds that a 

mental state is defined by its inputs and outputs, that imagination and hallucination have different outputs 

and inputs. As such, they would be different mental states. For example, the functionalist would pain’s 

input as some bodily injury and the outputs are the belief that you are hurt; or a desire to not be in the 

state anymore; anxiety and perhaps moaning in pain. I think there is an ontological worry here: one is 

now committing to large views in philosophy of mind to preserve an imagination theory. This is ad hoc, 

at least within the context of this paper. Secondly, I think a functionalist account of mental states would 

entail that the orthodox view of dreaming is more likely. As such, committing to this view as a member of 

the imagination theory both adds bloat and makes their position less convincing.  

I do not believe the debate is settled, or that I have settled it. Instead, I have argued that the best 

reasons as they are presented in the popular literature – without committing one to an all-encompassing 

theory of mind342 – is to say that the distinguishing feature between imagination and hallucination is that 

imagination is in some way bidden.  

 
337 A view popularised by Windt is that this initial distinction pitting a theory of dreams as imaginative versus a theory of 
dreams as hallucinatory is confused. While one could adopt this view, I am assuming that the imagination theorist wants to 
defend their view as distinct.  
338 See Thompson (2014). 
339 See Kahn et al. (2000), (2002) and Revonsuo & Tarkko (2002). 
340 See Hobson (1988). 
341 See Schwitzgebel (2002), (2003). 
342 While outside the scope of the paper, it is unclear that appealing to functionalism would aid a proponent of the imagination 
view since the outputs of waking imagination and dreaming seem different; agents trash about fearfully in bed while 
experiencing a nightmare in a way that someone imagining something scary does not. This line is engaged with more when I 
discuss i-states. 
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Ichikawa talks as though both propositional imagination and imagined imagery are under our 

control. It is theoretically possible that someone holds that one is bidden, and the other not. But I see no 

reason to think this is true: in waking cases, both seem bidden. In dream cases, they both seem unbidden. 

This is an obvious and intuitive worry: dreams really do not seem like imaginations as Ichikawa describes 

them, but one being set aside for now. 

Thus far I have explained the imagination theory of dreams. I have discussed propositional 

imagination and imagined imagery. I have explained these and contrasted the imagination theory with the 

Orthodox theory of dreams. I will not critically assess whether the imagination theory is true or not. For 

my thesis, I currently assume the truth of the imagination theory to evaluate if dream morality is possible 

if the imagination theory is right. I now quickly discuss some reasons that the imagination theorist gives 

to motivate their view. 

  

 The first argument I examine is that dreams do not wake us up. McGinn and Ichikawa343 both 

write that the expectation would be that if dreams were constituted by the same sort of auditory 

experiences, one would have if one were awake, then one would expect that dreams would constantly be 

waking dreamers up. Here is an example: someone can dream that there is a large garbage truck outside 

their window, and one would not expect them to awaken. However, when a real garbage truck rolls by 

their real window the dreamer is jolted awake by the grumbling machine. The explanation, the 

imagination theorist says, is simple. Rather than dreams involving auditory experiences like those we 

have when we are awake, dreams involve imagined auditory experiences like those we have when we 

imagine a sound. This an argument that posits that the qualities that dreams have are better explained 

given the imagination view. There are other examples of such qualities, although they are often called 

into question. I have already mentioned indeterminacy.  

There has been some recent scientific literature that supports the imagination theory of dreams. 

Again, it is an argument that the current evidence supports an imagination theory compared to competing 

views. As children develop the ability to imagine, they develop the ability to dream. Similarly, as children 

can imagine more sophisticatedly, their dreams become more sophisticated.344  Foulkes writes: 

To dream, it isn’t enough to be able to see. You have to be able to think in a certain way. 

Specifically, you have to be able, in your mind’s eye, to simulate, at the first momentarily and 

later in more extended episodes, a conscious reality that it is not supported by the current sense 

data and that you’ve never even experience before.345  

 
343 This argument is found both in McGinn (2004) and Ichikawa (2009). 
344 Foulkes has done two studies on this. One in 1993 and the other in 1999. 
345 Foulkes (1999: 117) 
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Ichikawa cites the same work by Foulkes and says that while this is far from conclusive it does seem that 

this data is better explained by the imagination theory than by other views. There has been literature 

written on what brain damage can do to dreaming. The ability to visually imagine is an ability one can 

lose if parts of their brain are damaged. The occipito-temporo-parietal junction is the part of the brain 

responsible for abstract visual reasoning. Damaging this part of the brain leads to an inability to imagine 

visually, and it results in an inability to dream.346 347 348 Again, this is understood as evidence that parts of 

the brain responsible for imagining are also responsible for dreaming. The imagination theorists I am 

discussing make an argument from the best explanation and say that this gives us evidence to think 

dreams are imaginative. 

 The dream continuity hypothesis is also consistent with the imagination theory of dreams. The 

dream continuity hypothesis is that waking concerns and goals impact, in some way, dreams. Simply, the 

hypothesis is that dreams are continuous with waking life. A common example might be one of anxiety: I 

often find that when I am anxious about some upcoming deadline or event that I have anxiety dreams. 

While those dreams may not be about the upcoming deadline or event, that concern – manifest perhaps as 

the anxiety I felt in waking life – is reflected in the dream. The dream continuity hypothesis is widely 

accepted, and the contemporary discussion is not about whether the hypothesis is true but about what 

features of waking life are continuous, and to what extent.349 The imagination theorist says other games 

of imagination and daydreaming are reflective of waking content, which is no surprise since they are also 

waking states. If your thesis could not accommodate the dream continuity hypothesis, that would be a 

startling problem. Thankfully, the dream continuity hypothesis is something the imagination theorist can 

make sense of.  

  

There are two things to note: I have only discussed three arguments that imagination theorists 

give. They give more. Ichikawa alone, for example, gives four arguments in his 2009 paper. Imagination 

theorists have also defended their view against some criticisms. Again, using Ichikawa as an example, the 

imagination theorist has often defended their view against the claim that dreams do not seem subject to 

the will at all. The second point worth noting is that the orthodoxy and the imagination theory might not 

be mutually exclusive. I have used the views as a way of contrasting the claims people make about 

dreams, but a pluralism about dreams is possible. Another possibility is that hallucinations are 

imagination. This is pushed aside in my thesis in order to maintain that rhetorical edge: I am content with 

 
346 Solms & Turnbull’s (2002) paper is cited often for this. 
347 Ichikawa cites the same evidence. See Whitely (2021) for more detail and how this could relate to Ichikawa’s position. 
348 This study is likely incomplete since people with Aphantasia can still dream. Again, see Whitely (2021). 
349 For these discussions, see Domhoff (2001), (2003); Schredl & Hofmann (2003); Schredl (2006); see also Nir & Tononi 
(2010). 
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these being distinct views if only because it highlights the plausibility of dream morality regardless of 

ontology. 

  

There are two other sorts of imagination that it is important to discuss. The first discussion is on i-

states. I-states are best understood through contrast. Here is an interpretation of the imagination theory as 

I have discussed it so far: 

Modest: non-lucid dreams are constituted by imagery and propositional imaginings that are the 

same psychological type as those formed in waking life.350 

Let’s contrast this with another view that Cowan calls a robust version of the imagination theory:  

Robust: non-lucid dreams are constituted by imagery, propositional imaginings and the 

imaginative analogues of desires, emotions, intentions, conscious and willings, etc. that are of the 

same psychological type formed in waking life.351 

This robust theory is positing that alongside the two other sorts of imagination I have discussed, dreams 

are constituted by a third sort of imagination. Rather than fearing, you have some imaginative analogue 

for fear. We can call this an i-fear, and it is an example of an i-state. They are different from propositional 

imagining. I-fear stands to fear as imagining that p stands to believing that p. Kendall Walton defends a 

specific theory of i-states called quasi-emotions which I discuss later. The principal difference between i-

states and states is that they have a different functional profile: I act differently when I experience i-fear 

than when I experience fear. I will say more, but it is important to introduce these concepts now, and I 

encourage readers to keep it in mind. 

 I also wish to quickly introduce fantasy. Fantasy is importantly different from imagination. While 

a fuller discussion follows, it is worth noting that fantasy is most commonly defined as having some 

pleasurable response to some imagined content. It is worth thinking about both fantasy and i-states as we 

go through the next sections. 

 

This section has introduced and explained the imagination theory of dreams. It has talked about its 

key features: it has discussed attitudes, experiences and will. I ended by quickly explaining some reasons 

given in favor of the view by its key proponents. It has also discussed some other kinds of imagination. 

For the next section of my paper, I grant the imagination theory is true. I now ask: “if the imagination 

theory is true, is dream morality possible?” 

 

The New Standard Argument 

 
350 Cowan (2021: 24) 
351 Cowan (2021, 24) 
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 The rest of the chapter’s aim to explain whether the imagination theory still leads to dream 

morality if we substitute the imagination theory into the standard argument in place the orthodoxy. I argue 

that this substitution does not avoid the dream morality conclusion. Here is what the ‘new’ standard 

argument looks like: 

1. Imagination Theory of Dreams: non-lucid dreams are constituted by imagery and/or propositional 

imagination. 

2. Evaluational Internalism: the moral quality of person’s agency, what they do, is fully determined 

by factors that are internal to that agency.352 

3. Internalist Dream Content: sometimes, in non-lucid dreams, subjects form psychological states 

that would be relevant to versions of internalism.353 

4. No Special Condition: non-lucid dreamers are not always in a special condition that renders them 

immune to moral evaluation.354  

From these four theses, I argue that sometimes, even rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams can be the 

proper object of moral evaluation. It is worth noting “what we do in non-lucid dreams” has been 

understood a couple of ways: sometimes, it looks as though dreamers attempt to act but fail and in others 

it appears what someone does that is morally important is forming an intention. Here, what one is doing is 

imagining the dream content. The question is whether this imagining is ever the proper object of moral 

evaluation. 

 I now go on to examine three different accounts that all conclude that imagination can be the 

proper object of moral evaluation. I argue that account one is powerfully unintuitive; that account two 

solves that problem by being more intuitive but fails to chapter some cases that really do look wrong; and 

finally, I offer my own account that I believe solves both the unintuitive issue while capturing problem 

cases. For all these accounts, I am assuming internalism is true. 

 

 

Is Imagination, by Itself, Ever the Proper Object of Moral Evaluation? 

 Before going into these three accounts, it is important to raise a distinction between imagination 

and fantasy. Someone is having a fantasy when they imagine X (either propositionally or as imagery) and 

have some pleasurable response to X. The focus in the literature has been to ignore mere imagination and 

instead focus on fantasy. I want to briefly explain why I think this is. 

 Let’s begin with a common case that is used by Smuts: a wife is imagining having sex her 

personal trainer without the consent of her husband.355 Since this is not a fantasy, she does not find the 

 
352 Cowan (2021: 2). Also see Driver (2007: 5) 
353 Cowan 2021: 3) 
354 Cowan (2021: 5) 
355 Smuts (2015: 8) 
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imagination pleasurable but nor does she find it repulsive. In this case, has the wife done anything wrong? 

The intuitive answer appears to be no. To say that she has looks puritanical. There are cases where 

imagining something that might look horrid, such as torturing a child, might be good. If a detective, in his 

pursuit of some serial killer who harms children, finds it useful to imagine what the killer does then there 

does not seem to be anything wrong with such an imagination.356  

 However, some might persist that it does look wrong. I believe most of those persist are making a 

similar mistake to what Driver thinks those who endorse dream morality are making. Driver believes that 

dreams might have an epistemic function, or at least sometimes have an epistemic function, that she calls 

the “character intuition.”357 Her idea is that while what one does in dreams might is not wrong, what one 

does in dreams might inform us about their character. Driver thinks some might mistake the character 

intuition for someone doing wrong in their dreams. The same is happening here: those who think 

imagination itself is the proper object of moral evaluation seem to think that someone imagining some X 

tells us something about their character. For instance, in the wife case, some unfairly draw the inference 

that the wife is open to having an affair with her hot trainer. Or that she has some desire, or some belief, 

or some intention that is problematic. But drawing such an inference is not fair, and regardless the proper 

object of moral evaluation would be those problematic internal states instead of the imaginative 

experience! 

 There is a worry wrought from asymmetry which I think gives evidence for the character intuition. 

When someone imagines some extremely positive thing, we more obviously think this reflects their 

character. While we might say that someone has done something wrong by imagining hurting someone it 

seems implausible to me that we would say someone has done something right by imagining giving 

someone a gift. However, this might still reflect on their character; someone who imagines given people 

gifts in their spare time might considered kind and perhaps a bit odd. 

 And so, no one seems to take seriously the idea that imagination can, by itself, be morally right or 

wrong. Instead, people have focused on discussing fantasy. Let us tweak the case: let us say that the wife 

who imagines having hot sex with her personal trainer really enjoys the imagination. This looks less 

likely to be unproblematic. In the next sections, I discuss fantasy specifically rather than just imagination. 

 

The IRL Theory  

 
356 There are caveats that I discuss later. 
357 Driver (2007: 8) 
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The natural course of analysis here is to begin by seeing if imagination is ever wrong in waking 

life.358 The first theory, and I believe the poorest theory, is the in real life theory (now IRL theory). 

Smuts, who is not a proponent of the view, explains it as: 

It is wrong to fantasize about doing something that would be wrong to do in real life. 

Alternatively stated in terms of badness: it is morally bad to pleasurably imagine states of affairs 

that would be bad to respond to pleasurably in real life.359  

Smuts, as we have seen, gives the example of a wife who fantasizes about having sex with her personal 

trainer without the consent of her husband. A proponent of the IRL theory would say that what the wife is 

doing is wrong because it would be wrong for her to actualize her fantasy; it would be wrong for her to 

sleep with her personal trainer and therefore it is wrong to fantasize about sleeping with her personal 

trainer. To help distinguish this view from others, it is helpful to explain that proponents of the IRL 

theory would say that it is wrong to have a specific fantasy if it would be wrong of you to get up and do it 

now. Smuts dismisses this view out of hand for being too ‘puritanical’. I now explore this charge more 

thoroughly. 

 I understand the puritanical objection as saying that the conclusion is sex negative and too 

restrictive. The conclusions brought about by the IRL do not seem sex negative360 since it is perfectly fine 

to imagine, and enjoy those imaginings, of all kinds of consensual sex acts. I now give a defence of the 

IRL, before arguing against it.  

Let’s examine an example: Alex confides in their partner that he often fantasies about having sex 

with his tennis coach to his significant other. He confesses that he would never cheat on his significant 

other, but none the less has these fantasies. Under the IRL-Theory, Alex is doing something wrong. He is 

imagining having sex with someone who is not his significant other when he and his significant other 

have agreed to a monogamous relationship. If his significant other said “Alex, you’ve hurt my feelings by 

having this fantasy” and “Alex, you really should not be fantasising about that” would we chastise her for 

being unreasonable? I think the answer is no, and that her view is consistent with internalism: it seems 

plausible that she understands that Alex’s fantasies are unrelated to his ever trying to cheat, or that his 

fantasies do not lead to a less fulfilling relationship. Nonetheless, it seems that Alex might be doing 

something wrong and that his partner is not irrationally puritanical to be hurt by this. My point is not that 

Smuts is wrong, but that he might be relying on a commonplace intuition that I doubt is shared. 

 
358 I have assumed that some fantasy is morally problematic. I imagine some might resist this. One reason to think that fantasy 
is problematic is because it involves imagining that the world be a certain way and then responding that with pleasure would be 
inappropriate if the world was that way. Moore offers an intuition-based account instead: he asks us to imagine worlds A and 
B. In world A, there is no one. In world B, there is one person, and they spend all their time fantasising about harming 
children. He asks us which world we prefer. The answer, he thinks, is obviously B. I take it as intuitive that some fantasy is 
wrong in this chapter, but I think Moore’s case helps push that intuition. 
359 Smuts (2015: 8) 
360 Someone who is sex negative is someone who thinks sex is dirty, or dangerous, or deviant, or in some way shameful. 
People who are puritanical are sex negative. 
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 While it seems wrong to say that Alex’s partner is wrong to be hurt, it might be that Alex’s partner 

still has not done anything wrong. There are plenty of things that one can do that hurt their partner but are 

not, by themselves, wrong. My partner might think the food I enjoy is unpalatable or that the movies I 

like are boring. Neither of these judgements look morally wrong. Similarly, I would be hurt if my current 

partner broke up with me. But again, this does not seem something morally wrong. We can grant that 

Alex’s partner has every right to be hurt while still claiming that the fantasy is not wrong.  

There are cases where fantasising about your trainer is wrong to do and obviously so, but those cases 

seem to rest on something other than the fantasy; for instance, if your partner has made your promise not 

to fantasise about this sort of thing. 

 So, it seems that Smuts’ charge does stick after all. The view is too restrictive; it marks too many 

fantasies as wrong. Even if it can capture some intuitions, it is likely not enough to justify the IRL theory. 

This restrictiveness is part of the key issue with the IRL theory: the IRL theory does not capture the right 

intuitions on a myriad of problem cases, and this is true for more than just puritanical cases. 

 

 There are lots of cases that the IRL theory mistakes as wrong that are more beyond sex cases. 

Let’s say that you fantasize about living in New Zealand. Let’s say a father to young children imagines, 

pleasurably, living in the rolling hobbit hills in isolation. However, if that father were to get up right now 

and move to New Zealand, he would likely be doing something wrong! He would be leaving his children 

and his partner. He would be abandoning his job, his friends, and his family. But the fantasy itself, of 

living in faraway country in isolation, does not seem wrong. This point can be taken more broadly: there 

are fantasies whose content does not consider reality and that helps render them morally innocuous. If 

abandoning their wife and children was a key component to the fantasy, then it is more obviously wrong. 

However, an innocuous fantasy about being somewhere does not seem inappropriate. So, it is not the case 

that the IRL Theory is wrong merely because it is puritanical. Puritanical cases are one instance where the 

view incorrectly leads to too many fantasies being wrong. Our next theory, the Moorean theory, does a 

better job at capturing intuitions. 

 

 

 

 

  

The Moorean Theory  

 Smuts gives the Moorean-Theory as: 
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A more plausible theory holds that it is wrong (or morally bad) to fantasize about doing something 

that is bad in itself361… It is not intrinsically bad to have hot sex with one’s personal trainer.362 

In this section, I explain the Moorean theory. The Moorean theory is able to deal with criticisms that the 

IRL theory fails to deal with, but also has several objections to it. I discuss three objections. I argue that 

the first two objections (the Moorean theory fails to capture important differences between autonomous 

and surrogate fantasies & the Moorean theory is not focused on imagined content) fail but argue that the 

third objection, that an ethics of imagination should have a broader scope beyond pleasurably responding 

to imaginative content, is successful. 

 

First, I explain the theory. Recall the trainer example from earlier. The Moorean-Theory says that the 

wife has done nothing wrong because there is nothing wrong with simply having sex with one’s personal 

trainer. When we look at the wrong making features of this action in real life, we find that these are not 

present in the fantasy: it would be wrong for the wife to break her promise to her husband because it is 

bad to break one’s promise. In the fantasy she does not imagine herself as married, and her breaking the 

promise to her husband is not a feature of the fantasy363. Smuts contrasts the wife’s fantasy with a more 

sinister fantasy of someone who imagines harming children. In the latter, the content of the fantasy is 

itself bad. The content of having sex with a personal trainer is not. This captures intuitions better when we 

change the wife’s cheating fantasy: 

A. In fantasy A, she imagines having sex with her personal trainer. It is not imagined as an act of 

cheating. 

B. In fantasy B, she imagines sneaking around her husband’s back to make him an unwitting 

cuckold. She imagines having sex with her personal trainer and she imagines that in that fantasy 

she is a married woman. 

The IRL theory reports that fantasy A is wrong, and that fantasy B is wrong. In both situations, one is 

having a fantasy about doing something that would be immoral: they are having a fantasy about cheating 

on their partner. The Moorean Theory reports that fantasy A is not immoral because there is nothing bad 

in itself about having sex with your trainer. Another way of thinking about this is that the IRL theory 

takes into account what your real-world situation is. Here, your real-world situation is that you are 

married in a monogamous relationship. The Moorean theory does not, and instead focuses on the world 

 
361 It is worth noting the similarity in language used by Moore and the language used by Michael Slote. 
362 Smuts (2015: 8) 
363 I asked my partner about this – she seems to think that these kinds of imaginings are still wrong. I think it is because she 
thinks of a part of a relationship has promising not to think about others this way. I do not think this poses a problem for 
Smuts. Rather than dismiss my girlfriend for being too puritanical, he could say that this imagining is wrong for reasons 
outside the fantasy; that merely fantasizing it involves breaking a promise that is not necessary to being in a relationship. The 
wife’s fantasy looks far less dubious if her husband gives her the go-ahead.  
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contained within the fantasy. For the Moorean theory, the bad in itself features are that one breaks a 

promise; that one has an affair rather than merely having sex with someone; and so on.  

The Moorean Theory can deal with both criticisms brought up against the IRL Theory. The first 

criticism was that the IRL Theory is too puritanical. The Moorean Theory is not: as we have seen it is 

more restrictive in what labels as morally problematic. The problem case that Smuts brought forward was 

that of someone fantasizing about having sex with a personal trainer. Smuts thinks condemning this 

fantasist is highly unintuitive. If those are the intuitions we wish to accommodate, then the Moorean 

Theory fairs far better. It does not condemn the fantasist in the problem case, but it does condemn the 

fantasist if the features of the fantasy are different. We see this in our analysis of fantasy A and fantasy B. 

Therefore, the Moorean Theory avoids the charge of being “too puritanical”.  

The Moorean theory is not as liberal as the IRL theory when it comes to calling fantasies wrong. 

In the previous section, I used the example of a New Zealand getaway. The New Zealand fantasy – as 

described before – is not morally problematic under the Moorean theory. It is not problematic because the 

content of the fantasy is not itself bad: there is nothing bad about desiring to live in a cottage in New 

Zealand. However, if the content of that fantasy is slightly different then someone who thought the 

Moorean account was correct could find the fantasy morally problematic: imagine if part of the fantasy of 

disappearing to New Zealand involved enjoying the idea of his family lost and confused without him; he 

imagines his colleagues and family struggling without him. This is thrilling to the fantasist. Harming 

people for the thrill looks bad in itself. So, the Moorean theory labels this second fantasy morally 

problematic and the first morally permissible. Therefore, the Moorean theory can combat both objections 

I brought up against the IRL theory. 

 

A problem one could raise with the Moorean theory is that it does not distinguish between 

autonomous and surrogate fantasies. I argue that while autonomous and surrogate fantasies are morally 

different, neither is morally innocuous. Christopher Cherry divides fantasies into two kinds: autonomous 

and surrogate. Autonomous fantasies are those fantasies that the person having the fantasy does not want 

to be actualized. These fantasies are common. An example is fantasizing about being the victim of a 

sexual assault. Bivona and Critelli found that 62% of women have had this fantasy, and 14% of those 

reporting having had this fantasy have it at least weekly.364 None of these women want this fantasy to 

come true. This makes it an example of autonomous fantasy. Surrogate fantasies are those fantasies that 

one wants to take place. As Smuts writes: “They are surrogates for reality.”365 These fantasies are 

commonplace: think of all the times you have imagined that it was 30 minutes later so that you could 

justify taking a break from work or wishing that you were no longer on a diet so you could eat a whole 

 
364 See Bivona & Critelli (2009) 
365 Smuts (2015: 9) 
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pie in a single sitting, or happily imagined that you had won the lottery. Smuts writes that “Autonomous 

fantasies appear to be far less morally problematic; perhaps they are morally innocuous.” Smuts does not 

defend this view and seems to take it as intuitively true. Here is an account someone could give if they did 

not want to rely on intuition: 

a. In fantasy A, someone imagines cheating on their partner. The cheating is part of the fantasy. 

They enjoy this: it is a fantasy they have. It is, however, an autonomous fantasy. They do not 

actually wish to cheat on their partner.  

b. In fantasy B, someone cheats on their partner. They enjoy this: it is a fantasy they have. It is 

also a surrogate fantasy: they really do what to cheat on their partner!   

The difference between fantasy A and fantasy B is some additional wrongdoing and not something that 

might remove wrongdoing: Fantasy B is a surrogate fantasy that is wrong for two reasons: it is wrong 

because it is something that the fantasist wants to happen, and it is wrong because it is bad to cheat on 

their partner. Fantasy A, according to the Moorean theory, is wrong because the fantasy itself is bad. It is 

true that there is no desire to cheat on one’s partner, and that desire is morally relevant, but it is unclear to 

me how having one morally permissible feature means the rest of the content and response is morally 

permissible. It is clear to me, then, that appealing to the distinction alone is not enough. A critic might 

continue that there are some autonomous fantasies that the Moorean theory gets wrong, rather than 

thinking all autonomous fantasies are morally innocuous.  

Here is an example the critic might appeal to: let us say that someone fantasizes themselves 

fighting off a horde of villains. Smuts talks briefly about Tarantino’s Kill Bill where the protagonist 

carves through the Crazy-88. Such fantasies are most commonly autonomous: I do not really want to 

have a prolonged sword fight to the death, but I enjoy imagining myself doing it. This fantasy looks 

innocent enough. However, it is bad in itself to murder many people, and the Moorean theory, the critic 

says, would incorrectly have this fantasy as a bad one. I believe this is a confusion about the content of 

the fantasy: when I imagine myself carving through swordsmen, I do not envision myself as a murderer. I 

do not imagine that those attacked by me to be people.366 I see them as tokens to show off my skill as a 

cool guy fighter. The content of the fantasy does not have me as rampaging killer.  Let us contrast this 

with a fantasy where, before dealing the deathblow to each adversary, I imagine them as full people: I 

take time to think about what their families must be like; their joys; their desires and so on. Rather than 

being “something to cut through so I look cool” they are real people, and I imagine myself killing them! 

This second fantasy has content that looks, to me, bad. It is bad because these people-shaped-swordsmen 

have been turned into people. The content of these fantasies seems different. Therefore, it is the case that 

 
366 Someone might say that these people are imagined as baddies and so deserve death so there is no wrongdoing in the fantasy. 
I would argue that even if you do not imagine them as baddies, if the properties of the people are indeterminant, the fantasy 
still does not look problematic. 
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Moorean theorist can correctly label the innocuous one as innocuous and the problematic one as 

problematic. 

These examples show that appealing to the difference between autonomous and surrogate 

fantasies is not enough to prove the Moorean theory wrong. The next criticism is that the Moorean 

theorists should more appropriately be labeled as a theory of the ethics of emotion. 

 

Someone might believe that the reason that the Moorean theory seems plausible is that we are 

considering cases where someone enjoys the bad. They explain that it is the enjoyment that is 

problematic, and not the content; the imagined content does not look as though it is evaluated, and that it 

is merely the response that is evaluated. The Moorean theory, therefore, is not a theory about fantasy and 

just a theory about emotion. 

This criticism is a poor one. It seems dubious to claim that any emotion, by itself, is evaluable. It 

would, for instance, be odd to think that joy or disgust or apathy was never morally appropriate. Equally, 

it would be exceptionally odd to think that joy or disgust or apathy was always morally permissible. 

Similarly, the Moorean theory says that no imaginative event is, by itself, morally evaluable. However, 

when we combine two features that would not be, by themselves, morally evaluable then we have 

something that is morally evaluable: when joy is in conjunction with some horrific imagination, then that 

person imagining and feeling joy is morally scrutinized. 

 

The third criticism, which I argue is successful, is that when discussing the ethics of imagination 

many cases that look to be of moral interest do not involve enjoying the fantasy. Instead, we should talk 

about the appropriateness of some emotion held to some content. Here is an example: someone is 

imagining a gay couple getting married. Their response to this imagination is anger. This is morally 

wrong of them. The morally appropriate response to imagining a gay couple being married ranges from 

apathy to joy but disgust is wholly inappropriate. So, there are cases where more than just pleasure is 

morally interesting. Similarly, there are also problem cases that are rendered not problematic if they 

emotional response to them is different. Take the cheating case again, but instead let us say that the 

person imagining that they are cheating is disgusted by the idea. 
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My New Moorean Argument 

 The last theory I give is my own. It is an altered version of the Moorean argument that deals with 

all previous criticisms. As a reminder, the Moorean theory is: “it is wrong (or morally bad) to fantasize 

about doing something that is bad in itself.367 I expand this to: 

It is wrong (or morally bad) to have an inappropriate368 response to specific imagined content. 

This includes someone enjoying imagined content that is bad in itself but is not limited to that eg; 

it is inappropriate, and therefore wrong (or morally bad), to feel disgust towards some imagined 

content that is good in itself. 

This view avoids all previous criticisms. It is not too permissive or too restrictive. It captures problem 

cases well and still avoids the pitfalls on the IRL theory by taking the Moorean line. It avoids the one 

successful complaint I have against the Moorean theory by correctly theorizing that more than just fantasy 

is morally important; other imagination may be of moral interest so long as it is coupled with the right, or 

wrong, sort of response. 

 Before discussing new criticisms, which I again argue are unsuccessful, I am going to explain how 

this would fit into a new standard argument. Take a common dream that people often feel guilty about: in 

the dream, someone cheats on their partner. Within the dream, the person enjoys cheating on their partner. 

However, this is not sufficient under the Moorean theory to establish wrongdoing. It must also be the case 

that the person, while dreaming, enjoys the dream. The reason for this is that if the imagination theory is 

true, then the person could plausibly imagine that they cheat and imagine that they enjoy it. This is 

different from actually enjoying it; it is not the case that merely because someone responds in one way in 

the dream that they are responding to the dream in that same way. If the new Moorean theory is true, then 

the substituting the imagination theory of dreams for the orthodoxy is not sufficient to avoid dream 

morality.  

 

In the last third of the paper, I defend against some objections. Since this is a new space, these 

objections are original to me although some take cues from existing literature on the ethics of fantasy. 

The first objection is that dreams are not willed, and only willed imagination is of moral import. 

 

 

 

 
367 Smuts (2015: 8) 
368 A criticism I wish to head off here is that “inappropriate” is not informative enough. There will likely be different opinions 
on what is and is not inappropriate. I do not wish to offer a full account on this. I am happy to rely on intuitive notions; it is 
wrong to be disgusted by the good; it is wrong to be aroused by the wrong; etc. 
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Objection 1:  Willed vs Unwilled 

An objection to my new Moorean theory could be that it does not properly distinguish between willed 

fantasies and unwilled fantasies. This objection has two avenues: first the objection could be that unwilled 

fantasies are not morally important and second it would claim that dreams are always unwilled fantasies. I 

deal with this second criticism later, and for now focus on the distinction between will and unwilled 

imagination.  

Smuts distinguishes between “willful imagination” and “spontaneous fantasy”.369 370 Smuts 

understands “willful imagination” in the same way that Ichikawa understands it: those imaginative 

experiences are in some way under our control. An example of willful imagination could be me asking 

you to imagine a cat followed by you doing so. Smuts understands “spontaneous fantasy” as those 

imaginative experiences that we do not deliberately conjure up; that do not appear to be under our 

conscious control and if they are under our control, they are so in a limited way.  

There are two things to say: the first is that even if it were the case that we had no control over 

spontaneous fantasies that would not exclude them from the possibility moral evaluation. Consider the 

following case: 

A person who routinely spontaneously fantasizes about violently raping anyone they meet, man, 

woman, child, or beast. They aren't a rapist371; they just pleasurably imagine raping, and they do it a 

lot. Similarly, we can imagine someone who spontaneously imagines raping children whenever he 

masturbates.372 

Smuts continues by saying that these cases are deeply troubling and while the spontaneous nature of the 

fantasies might remove responsibility, we should still hold them in disesteem.373 Smuts ties disesteem and 

the act of shaming together. In reference to these two examples, he writes: “If shame isn’t appropriate in 

these cases, I’m not sure it ever is.” I think Smuts is right, and there is something powerfully intuitive 

about how worthy of disesteem and shame these fantasists are. An alternative case: 

A person who routinely spontaneously imagines beating every woman they encounter. They do 

not enjoy this, but they do not actively hate it. They would never beat someone.  

In this alternative case, even though they do not enjoy the imaginative experience they are still doing 

something that looks problematic. 

 Someone might retort, however, that the examples given focus on repeat offenders. What is to be 

said of those who have spontaneous imaginative experiences that are not recurring? Here is an example, 

and I believe the person having it looks worthy of shame: imagine someone who spontaneously fantasies 

 
369 I expand this to spontaneous imagination. 
370 Smuts (2015: 11) 
371 Remember we are assuming internalism.  
372 Smuts (2015: 7) 
373 Smuts understands disesteem as something far less than blame. It’s a lower rung on the moral evaluation ladder. 
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about raping someone they have just met. This is the first time they have had a fantasy of this sort. They 

would not assault someone, but they are experiencing pleasure while imagining it in this instance. This is 

still horrific: if someone reports that they had this fantasy, we will shame them, and we would be right to 

do so. 

 The second thing to say is that spontaneous fantasies, even if they are not willed, still come from 

us. In most cases374, we are the makers of the imagined content. In all dream cases, we are the makers of 

the imagined content. It is also us who feel pleasure in response to that imagined content. As Smuts asks: 

who else could be responsible? It is because of these two points that I think that while spontaneous 

fantasies might be evaluated differently from willed fantasies, they are still morally assessable.  

However, this discussion may be moot given that Ichikawa believes that dreams are subject to the 

will. Ichikawa seems to think a constitutive part of the nature of imagination is that they are something 

that is under our control. Ichikawa, along with McGinn, cites Wittgenstein: 

We do not ‘banish’ visual impression as we do images. And we don’t say of the former, either, 

that we might not banish them375 … The concept of imagining is rather like one of doing than 

receiving.  Imaging is a creative act. (And is of course so called.)376 377 

Ichikawa continues that he thinks the view that imagination is subject to the will is “correct.378” There are 

a myriad of problem cases. For example, people who have experience something traumatic may find 

themselves unable to stop imagining some event over and over. Similarly, people who are heavily 

addicted may be unable to stop imagining their next fix. People with serious anxiety may not be able to 

stop imagining how their life might collapse. Ichikawa says that these cases do not show that imagination 

is not subject to the will. Instead, these are just instances where we fail to exert our will over our 

imagination, but imagination is still the sort of thing that is subject to the will. He writes that we know 

what it is like to try to stop imagining something and fail but that trying is evidence of our ability to 

successfully banish a thought. Since dreams are imaginative experiences, according to Ichikawa, he 

argues that dreams are also subject to our will. 

 The position that all dreams are subject to the will seems peculiar. Again, it is easy to think of a 

myriad of problem cases. And Ichikawa’s response will be the same: dreams are the sort of thing that is 

subject to the will even if we sometimes, or even routinely, fail to subjugate them. This might not be as 

dubious as it immediately seemed. People routinely report being able to wake themselves up from a 

nightmare.379 Lucid dreams may also provide reason to think Ichikawa is right: lucid dreams do not seem 

to be a different activity from dreaming. They key difference appears to be that we know we can, and 

 
374 There are cases of guided imagination. For instance, reading a book seems to be an instance of guided imagination. 
375 Wittgenstein (1967: 621) 
376 Wittgenstein (1967: 633) 
377 Ichikawa (2009: 106) 
378 Ichikawa (2009: 107) 
379 For instance, see “Is it Normal that I Can Wake Myself Up from Nightmares?” posted on Quora by an anonymous poster. 
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succeed, in manipulating the dream.  It is not as though the dream becomes manipulatable. So, it does not 

seem absurd to think that dreams are the sort of thing that are subject to the will. I  am content granting 

this and proponents of the imagination view should as well for reasons discussed earlier in the chapter. 

To be clear: under such an account, it seems to be the case that even if dreams were not best 

catagorised as “willful” they are still best understood as an experience that is the sort of experience that is 

best under our control. It could be the case that dreams are something we can control but are never 

properly able to so. 

   

 This does not mean doing away with the spontaneous and willed distinction. There is place of 

nuance. However, the key defense that some imaginative experiences are of the sort that they are not the 

proper object of moral evaluation looks faulty since we are assuming the no special condition argument 

and all imaginative experiences are subject to the will. It is unclear that dreams not being willed is 

sufficient to remove wrongdoing and it is unclear that dreams are willed. 

 

Objection 2: Methodological Worries 

 The second worry is that it is extremely difficult to know which dreams would be of moral 

import.380 There are two ways that dreams could be the proper objects of moral evaluation if the new 

Moorean theory is true.  

In the first set of cases, what one feels in the dream phenomenologically presents as what one is 

actually feeling. For instance, in Saint Augustine’s sex dreams he reports that he is aroused in the dream 

and aroused in real life. This could be the case for some dreams even given the imagination theory: it 

could be the case that you imagine X, you imagine you enjoy X, and you actually enjoy X. Alternatively, 

one might think that phenomenological presentation is misleading. It could be the case that, while 

dreaming, you respond to the dream in a different way; you might really be disgusted. Or, you might 

really have no emotional response to the dream content. Put differently, it is not the case that if one 

dreams that they enjoy X that they really do enjoy X or that they enjoy dreaming X.  Given the possibility 

of these second set of cases, can we confidently say that dreams are ever of moral import; can we ever 

confidently say that people react inappropriately while dreaming? 

I believe we have good reasons to think that we do respond to dreams while dreaming.381 There 

are many cases where someone wakes up still feeling what they felt while dreaming. For instance, try to 

remember a nightmare you have had in the past. Some horrible thing is happening to you and you are 

 
380 I have highlighted worries like this in previous chapters. It therefore seems dialectically consistent to defend myself against 
it. This might not be a worry, however, that someone cares about. For instance, it is unlikely Driver is worried about 
methodological worries. 
381 Personally, I have often woken up feeling something. This happens without recalling the dream; it seems that the emotional 
response had while dreaming persists.  
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afraid. You are jolted awake and, even if it is only for a moment, you are still afraid. It takes you a second 

to recognize your bedroom and to calm down. The situation I am describing is not uncommon.382 Another 

common example is waking up still aroused.383  

We can also once again point to the phenomenology of dreaming for support. It really does feel 

like we have emotional reactions while dreaming. When we report our dreams, we really do report them 

as though what was felt in the dream was often felt while dreaming. Nightmare cases are, again, good 

examples. Still, someone could persist that there is still a worry that we should not place too much trust in 

phenomenology or dream reports. 

I believe that we have good reasons to think we do react both in the dream and while dreaming. 

The worry seems conceptual and requires that we throw out the two most important tools we currently 

have to investigate dreaming. Elsewhere in the thesis, I discuss the importance of phenomenology and 

dream reports in the contemporary study of dreams. A skepticism of these is warranted, however too 

much skepticism means that the philosophical study of dreams does not, and perhaps cannot, ever get off 

the ground.384 The skepticism required to motivate the methodological worry is, then, too much.  

 

Objection 3: i-States 

 In this section, I consider the objection that we do not react with disgust, pleasure, etc while 

dreaming. If this were the case, then it is unclear that dreams would be the proper objects of moral 

evaluation. The objection goes that while dream, we do not respond with disgust, pleasure, etc but instead 

respond with imagined disgust, imagined pleasure, etc. From now on, I will call these i-states.  

Recall what I have said about the imagination theory of dreams and beliefs. Some theorists, for 

example Ichikawa, hold that dreams are constituted by propositional imagination. Ichikawa believes that 

while dreaming I do not form beliefs related to the content on the dream. Instead, I either imagine that I 

form a belief that p; imagine that I believe p; or imagine that p. For example, picture a dream where you 

are running late for a train. Ichikawa does not think that you really believe that you missed your train. 

Instead, you either imagine that you missed your train; imagine that you believe that you missed your 

train; or imagine that formed the belief that you missed your train. Someone could argue that this account 

also extends to the emotional responses on has in dreams. For instance, picture that in the dream Frank 

imagines a homosexual couple kissing. Instead of disgust, it could be the case that Frank imagines he is 

 
382 Night terrors, or sleep terrors, are episodes of screaming, fear and failing while asleep. 40% of children have night terrors, 
and a common situation is that the child wakes up afraid and inconsolable but will not remember their dream. This lends 
credence to the theory that it is not the case that we remember the dream and then react.  
383 Discussed by Mann and later by me is the case of Saint Augustine. Not only is Saint Augustine worried about the content of 
his dreams he is also worried that he is having wet dreams. The existence of wet dreams seem like a good reason to think that 
you do respond with pleasure in at least some dreams. As Augustine says, “nature result”. 
384 This has been demotivated in the introduction of this thesis. 
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disgusted or experiences some new response called imagined-disgust. I do not believe this is what is 

happening while dreaming and will argue against it.  

 

The chief similar case, that of quasi-emotions385, is importantly different from dreaming and so 

cannot be appealed to. Quasi-Emotions are a theory of what i-states are and why they exist. I will use 

Kendall Walton’s account to explain both features. The phenomenal character of quasi-emotions is said to 

be the same as waking states. Walton uses fiction to illustrate. Remember when you were watching a 

scary movie, and you reported that you felt afraid. Walton thinks that the ‘fear’ experienced in response to 

media is actually an i-fear (here, quasi-fear), but you were right to report that it had the same character as 

actual fear386. The second property is about what causes i-states. Walton writes “Charles believes (he 

knows) that make-believedly the green slime [in the movie he is watching] is bearing down on him and he 

is in danger of being destroyed by it. His quasi-fear results from that belief.”387 So, Walton’s view is that 

quasi-emotions can only occur when we do not believe the content we are responding to is real. This 

explains, the quasi-emotionist says, why when feeling i-fear you do not run out the cinema like you 

would if you were experiencing real fear.  

 

I deal with the second property first: it does not seem to be the case that the meta-awareness required 

for quasi-emotions is always present while non-lucidly dreaming. There are some reasons to believe that 

we do know that we are dreaming: there are instances where people are able to wake themselves up; 

sometimes people are able to form the belief that they might be dreaming by recognizing the absurdity of 

the dream content, and so on. However, for most cases it appears we do not know that we are dreaming. 

There is a myriad of reasons to believe this is true: we rarely, if ever, consciously recognize the absurdity 

of a dream; we rarely, if ever, recognize the lack of continuity with our waking life; nightmares can jolt us 

awake; when muscle atonia is not present agents act out their dreams in a way daydreamers do not. The 

last point is that lucid dreaming is primarily instigated by the dreamer recognizing they are dreaming. So, 

if someone is non-lucidly dreaming it stands to reason they likely do not know they are dreaming.388 It is 

also worth noting that, by the standard argument and the variations that I am including, it would have to 

be the case that someone knows that they are dreaming all of the time since the dream morality thesis only 

 
385 There is considerable doubt about whether quasi-emotions even exist. I place these doubts to the side and argue that even if 
they do the dream morality thesis holds. 
386 It is plausible that quasi-fear, and other quasi-emotions, do not have the same character as their genuine counterparts. It 
could be that they are instead mistaken for having the same character. For another example, see hallucinations. It is often held 
that hallucinatory experiences lack vividness, but they are often mistaken as having the same character as successful perceptual 
experiences. 
387 Walton (1978: 14) 
388 The counter to this looks incredibly tenuous. Someone would have to claim that despite all appearances and all 
phenomenology that we really do know that we are dreaming all of the time. 



Reid 7:126 
 
requires that these imaginative experiences, if they are imaginative experiences, are sometimes the proper 

objects of moral evaluation. 

 

Now, I deal with the first property of quasi-emotions and of i-states: the character. The 

phenomenological difference between i-states and other states is profound and gives us good reason to 

think that we do not respond to dream content with i-states. The first example is Saint Augustine, who 

writes: “While I am awake [sexual images] have no power into my thoughts, but in sleep they not only 

arouse pleasure but even elicit consent and are very like the actual act.”389 He continues that the images 

are indistinguishable from waking experience, and “it immediately move (sic) the flesh, and the nature 

(sic) result [having a wet dream] follows.” 390 Augustine reports that he is really feeling aroused. He also 

reports that he has good evidence that he is aroused: he has a wet dream! When I imagine arousal, no such 

event happens, and no such feelings are aroused. These have a different character. Nightmares are another 

example to support my claim. Defenders of i-states often point to responses to fiction to illuminate their 

point. When someone is in a cinema watching some horror movie, they are often said to be experiencing 

an i-fear rather than fear. However, it seems to me that the fear felt in a nightmare is fundamentally 

different from the fear felt in a cinema. One metric is to look at the reactions one has in cases of quasi-

emotion and genuine emotion.391 In cases of imagination, you might have some of the same physical 

reactions. However, you will not have exactly the same physical profile. Here is a case that I think 

highlights the difference: I am leaving the theatre with a friend. We have just seen a scary movie and are 

discussing it. I ask if they found it scary. They report an enthusiastic “yes”. But I persist: were you really 

afraid? They think about it, and then they report “no, but the movie was frightening!”  This conversation 

makes sense to me: they answered that they were afraid because they thought I was asking about i-fear, 

which is the type of fear one experiences at the cinema, but when I clarify it seems as though I am asking 

about an emotion with a different, more severe character. Part of that severe response is a physical effect: 

while a movie may increase your heart rate it seems unlikely to have you swing at the screen. So, your 

friend ponders the question and responds “No.” I think this conversation shows an important difference 

between fear and i-fear. I have discussed two cases, but I do not think those are the only cases: I think a 

thorough example of i-states will show that most, if not all, i-states have a different phenomenological 

character than “real” waking states.  

 

So far, I have argued that the reactions one has in the cinema to media (or in response to other fiction) 

are markedly different from the responses that we have in dreams. I did this because of the assumption 

 
389 Augustine (1991: 30, X) 
390 Augustine is not the only Catholic worried about having wet dreams. For a fuller discussion, see Wei (2012).  
391 Functionalists will be sympathetic to this methodology, but Walton also uses outputs to distinguish quasi-emotions from 
emotions so one needn’t be a functionalist to find this compelling.  
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that i-states are morally neutral and so i-states being the responses had while dreaming would make 

dream morality impossible. I now turn to Amy Kind for two criticisms.  

 

Amy Kind argues that i-desires may be morally assessable. Amy Kind argues that i-desires are 

implausible because they fail to properly account for how we ought to act in accordance to fiction. There 

are two cases I wish to discuss from Kind’s paper: (1) that desires about the non-actual are still bound by 

certain norms which runs contra to the idea that i-desires would have different norms and (2) that i-desires 

conjured up during play are still morally assessable. Amy Kind’s paper “The Puzzle of Imaginative 

Desire” focuses on the implausibility of i-desires.  

 

Amy Kind begins by saying “the introduction of i-desires is both ontologically profligate and 

unnecessary, and most importantly, fails to make sense of what we are doing in the imaginative contexts 

in question.”392 This is because i-desires fail to accurately address issues around normative constraints. 

Here is an example: let’s say you have a desire to see Kylo Ren punished for killing his father Han Solo. 

This desire looks to be reasonable despite knowing that Kylo Ren is not a real person and has not 

committed any real crimes against any other real people. 

Compare this to a case with desire in non-fiction case. Kind393 asks us to picture coming home to 

a messy house: glasses broken, and silverware thrown from open drawers. But the house was not messed 

up by you.394 She argues it is perfectly reasonable to desire the perpetrator punished. However, if you 

discover that the damage to your glasses and silverware was caused by an earthquake that desire no 

longer seems rational since there is no perpetrator to be punished.  

If we are meant to be responding to non-actual objects differently, we would expect different 

norms. However, the inexistence of Kylo Ren does not undercut the reasonableness of wanting him 

punished but inexistence in non-fiction cases does not undercut the reasonableness. Kind writes that this 

issue – that there are differences in how we approach desires related to fiction and non-fiction – fails to 

understand just how often we have desires about the non-actual. We have desires, she writes, about the 

past and the future; about the happiness of people who may not even exist like my grandchildren; or even 

that an event turn out differently.395 

 

This illuminates a point: the object of a desire being non-actual does not seem particularly queer 

and does not mean it escapes the ‘norms’ of desire. Here, Kind has talked about the norms of which 

 
392 Kind (2011: 1) 
393 Kind is arguing against, in this section of her paper, Gregory Currie’s Desire in Imagination. For a fuller account of the 
debate, see Currie (2002), as well as (Kind 2011). 
394 Kind (2011: 5) 
395 Kind (2011: 5) 
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desires are reasonable. But plausibly we can expand that to the ethical norms around desires. I try to 

motivate this, tentatively, by appealing to intuitions. Plausibly, some desires are not merely unreasonably 

but actually immoral. Let’s repeat the earthquake example: let’s say that not only is your kitchen 

brutalized by an earthquake and that you believe an intruder is to blame but that you desire that the 

intruder’s hands be cut off as punishment. This is unreasonable and it is unreasonable in an immoral 

way.396 Something similarly, if not identically, immoral seems to be occurring if you desire that Kylo Ren 

be brutally tortured for the rest of his life for murdering his father. The object of the desire being non-

actual does not, again, undercut how morally unreasonable these desires look to be!  

While Kind, correctly, takes this as evidence against i-desires since they look to be explanatory 

inert my point is more modest: even if i-desires exist they look bound by similar norms to non-i-states. If 

this were the case, we have little reason to think i-desires would not be bound up by the same, possibly 

moral, norms. 

 

 I wish to quickly discuss whether i-states are in fact morally neutral. My point is not that i-states 

would be morally assessable as component features of a fantasy, but I wish to highlight that even if 

dreams are constituted by i-states then it does not necessarily follow that those i-states are not the project 

object of moral assessment. This is intended as a tentative and prospective line of reasoning. I am content 

rejecting i-states altogether. 

 

The second part of Kind’s paper I discuss is around the ethical play.  Kind asks us to suppose that 

one of her sons is pretending to be a terrible monster.397 He comes at Kind with his teeth chomping 

menacingly because he believes that terrible monsters bite. Regardless of him playing in a game of 

pretend, we would hold him accountable if he actually bit Kind. We would say that even though it is 

possibly the case that terrible monsters bite good philosophers, we should not even pretend to be them.398 

Kind explains, even if her son insists this is what terrible monsters do, that “he’s desiring to behave 

exactly399 like a terrible monster would behave – or as close as he can get – and I need to explain to him 

that this a problematic desire for him to have.”400 Kind continues by explaining that one can only 

approximate a terrible monster in her house since biting is firmly off-limits.  

 
396 This being true relies on there being moral truth about appropriate punishments, but I take this to be powerfully intuitive. 
397 Kind (2011: 15) 
398 This is the case Kind uses and it illustrates the point well. There are a myriad of other cases that lead us to the say similar 
things. We can imagine an actor who actually strikes a co-actor in play, for instance. Another case might be sexual role play 
where there are still things it is not kosher to actually do even if the appearance of them is desired by all participants.  
399 Her emphasis.  
400 Kind (2011: 15) 
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Here is the point I wish to take from this: i-desires (if they even exist) are evidence of actual 

desires that are problematic401 even if they are not themselves desires. Is it ever the case that, if i-desires 

exist in dreams, that they are evidence of actual desires? The answer seems to be yes. I take it that desires 

are motivating and therefore one must ask why we have the i-desires we do if not for other desires? This 

looks to me a closed question. Let’s return to Augustine’s dream of sexual infidelity. Someone could say 

that Augustine i-desires to have sex with these women. He i-desires to break his vows to God and the 

Church. If these i-desires do exist, they do not come from nothing.  Plausibly, they are caused by real 

desires that may themselves be problematic. 

And this is only if we accept that i-desires exist. Kind argues that it is simpler and makes better 

sense of the motivational content desires have to say that play is constituted by desires rather than i-

desires. Kind writes:  

“The best way to make sense of the fact that we hold people accountable for their apparent desires 

towards fictional characters is that those apparent desires are genuine desires. Likewise, the best 

way to make sense of the fact that we hold people accountable for the conative attitudes 

motivating their pretend behaviour is that these attitudes are genuine desires, the same sort of 

conative attitudes that motivate ordinary behaviour”402 

And then she continues by saying that we do not typically hold people accountable for what they merely 

imagine403, but we do for what they desire.  

I discussed the objection that dreamers are not experienced real morally relevant responses to the 

content in their dream. I have talked about i-states and quasi-emotions. I have problematized both as 

theories, but I have argued that even if we accept the existence of i-states and quasi-emotions we have 

little reason to think those are present in dreams. Again, this line is intended to give us reason to think that 

claiming that i-states constitute dreams is not, by itself, sufficient to escape dream morality. I have given 

reasons to think i-states do not constitute dreams, but even if they do, they might merely be evidence of 

other states which are capable of being morally problematic.404 

 

 
401 Kind takes her point to be one about ontological bloat: we hold people accountable for their play desires as if they were 
actual desires. This attacks the claim that i-desires have some unique explanatory power. 
402 Kind (2011: 15) 
403 It is hard to know if Kind would disagree with what I have said, but I take her to be saying that we do not hold people 
accountable for just imagining something. I have not argued for that as I have argued for the conjunction of some imagined 
content with some response being evaluable.  
404 I discuss, in the conclusion, the possibility of i-states themselves being problematic. Take, for example, a method actor who 
imagines what it would be like to be a serial killer. He imagines killing women and imagines feeling joy. It seems plausible 
that a truly moral agent would never do this. Similarly, someone who imagines disgust at something virtuous or morally 
neutral – like a loving couple – might be doing something wrong if that i-disgust is felt particularly vividly.  But that is outside 
the scope of this chapter. 
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As a final note, it seems plausible that an inappropriate response to some content could be a lack of a 

certain emotion rather than some opposite emotion. Let’s consider an example: I walk by a slave owner 

beating their slave. Rather than feeling anger or disgust I feel nothing. There is only apathy. This looks to 

me to be morally reprehensible. It looks less reprehensible than feeling joy at the sight of a slave being 

beaten, but none the less it looks wrong.  

I discussed the objection that dreamers are not experienced real morally relevant responses to the 

content in their dream. I have talked about i-states and quasi-emotions. I have problematized both as 

theories, but I have argued that even if we accept the existence of i-states and quasi-emotions we have 

little reason to think those are present in dreams. And, citing Kind, gave some reason to suggest that even 

if i-states were present in dreams it was possible that this would not be sufficient to remove the possibility 

of dream morality. 

 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have explained the imagination theory of dreaming. I contrasted it to the 

orthodoxy. I posed the question “does the imagination theory, when substituted into the standard 

argument, mean that the dream morality thesis is avoidable?” I have examined different accounts of the 

ethics of imagination and offered my own version as well. I argued that dream morality is still possible 

given the imagination theory and considered some objections before ruling that they are unsuccessful. 

 In the next chapter, I consider whether substituting both externalism and the imagination theory of 

dreams for the internalism and the orthodoxy allows one to avoid the dream morality thesis. 
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Chapter 8 Does a Combination of the Imagination Theory and Externalism Avoid Dream 
Morality? 
In previous chapters, I have focused on the standard argument for dream morality. In chapter two, I 

argued that evaluational externalists, people who believe that the moral quality of an action is determined 

by features external to the agent405, should embrace the dream morality. In chapter three, I argued that the 

imagination theory of dreams, when coupled with the other theses in the original standard argument, also 

leads to dream morality. In this chapter, I argue that embracing both the imagination theory and 

evaluational externalism is not sufficient to avoid dream morality. I assess two claims: the dreams have 

consequences, and that imagination has consequences and dreams inherit moral evaluability by being 

instances of imagination.406 

The first section of this shorter chapter is a quick run-through the imagination theory; evaluational 

externalism; and the standard argument.407 In the second section, I discuss whether dreams have 

consequences that the evaluational externalist would be interested in408, in the final section, consider if 

dreams could be morally evaluable since they look to be instances of morally evaluable imagination. For 

instance, I discuss if dreams could ever be considered instances of visualisation.409 The conclusions I 

offer in this chapter are modest: I argue that some previous arguments that I have dismissed will be more 

effective here and that it seems plausible that holding externalism and imagination theory of dreams to be 

true does not lead to a straightforward escape from dream morality. 

 

The Imagination Theory 

 Put concisely410, the imagination theory of dreams is that dreams are constituted by propositional 

imagination and/or mental imagery. The theory is contrasted with the orthodox theory of dreams which is 

that dreams are more like hallucination: dreamers form propositional attitudes as they would in waking 

life and the imagery is hallucinatory.411 To help explain the imagination theory, in the dream, Benjamin 

cheats on his partner. He, in the dream, he believes that he will not get caught and believes that he is 

cheating. In the dream, he forms this intention to cheat and actualizes that intention. If the imagination 

view is true, then while asleep Benjamin has imagined he has cheated on his partner; imagined he has 

these intentions and beliefs; and imagined this is morally permissible. Plausibly, he has also imagined, 

while asleep, imagery. 

 
405 Most commonly, this refers to the consequences (or typical/systematic consequences) of an action.  For instance, the reason 
why an externalist would think that drunk driving is morally abhorrent is because it harms people. 
406 Importantly for both these claims, I will discuss what is meant by ‘consequence’. It could be, for instance, that dream 
actions never have direct consequences but may play an important casual role in some decision making. 
407 The brevity is because these are discussed elsewhere.  
408 I take material I have discussed in chapter two and continue to discuss it here. Now, however, I am treating the imagination 
theory has true rather than the orthodoxy. 
409 This should be familiar as it is reminiscent of an argument given by Cowan (2021) discussed in chapter two. 
410 And recall that different proponents of the imagination theory of dreams hold to different versions of the theory. 
411 Hallucinations may be mental imagery and so this distinction might collapse. However, I do not wish to weigh in, but 
readers are invited to keep it in mind. See chapter 3 for more. 
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Evaluational Internalism 

 Briefly, evaluational externalists believe “the moral quality of a person’s agency, what they do, is 

fully determined by factors external to their agency.”412 The most common factor is the consequences of 

the action. For instance, an externalist would find cheating on your partner to be wrong because it harms 

the partner given that harm is some moral bad. There are many sorts of externalism and I have discussed 

two in the thesis already: naïve externalism and SAD413 externalism. Naïve externalists hold that an 

action should be evaluated by the direct consequences that action has. So, a naïve externalist would hold 

that a drunk driver has only done something wrong if they cause some harm; a drunk driver who drives 

home safely has done nothing wrong. In opposition, SAD externalists believe that the systematic 

consequences are part of what makes an action morally evaluable: so, the drunk driver has done 

something wrong by SAD lights because driving drunk systematically414 leads to some harm e.g. 

damaging people and property. 

 In chapter two, I argued that we ought to favour SAD externalism over naïve externalism since the 

bullet that SAD externalists must bite (dream morality) is less of a unpalatable than the bullet naïve 

externalists are forced to bite: moral luck.415  I argued that there were insufficient reasons to think that 

naïve externalists are committed to dream morality. In this chapter, I reconsider some of those arguments 

given the imagination theory. I then repurpose Cowan’s token-type arguments, which I have also used, 

given the imagination theory. 

 Before this, I give a brief recount of the standard argument. 

 

The New-New Standard Argument 

 An objection someone might have had to the previous chapters is that substituting one thesis may 

not be sufficient to avoid dream morality. Here, I substitute internalism for externalism and the orthodoxy 

for the imagination view: 

1. “Evaluational Externalism: the moral quality of a person’s agency, what they do, is fully 

determined by factors that are external to their agency, e.g. the production of good or bad effects 

such as pleasure or harm.”416 

 
412 Cowan (2021: 10) 
413 SAD stands for Systematic, Actual and Direct. For a richer discussion on this view, see chapter two. 
414 There are other caveats. Again, see chapter two. 
415 Moral luck, briefly, is when an agent’s actions or traits are morally evaluable but those actions or traits were beyond their 
control. For instance, a would-be murderer makes a sincere attempt at murder but fails because a passing bus blocks his shot. 
Moral luck is widely considered to be immensely problematic. See chapter two of this thesis for more.  
416 Cowan (2021: 10) 



Reid 8:133 
 

2. Imagination Theory: “non-lucid dreams are constituted by sensory imagery and propositional 

imaginings that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.”417 418 

3. No Special Condition: “non-lucid dreamers are not always in a special condition rendering them 

immune from moral assessment.”419 420 

An additional thesis is needed: 

4. Agents, in the dream, do things that would be of moral import if evaluational externalism is true, 

e.g. dream actions produce good or bad effects such as pleasure or harm.  

For the purposes of this chapter, I am treating theses one through three as true. It is this last thesis, the 

externalist dream content thesis, that I treat as contentious. 

 

There is an uninteresting421 way in which dreams acts cause pleasure or harm that I wish to discuss 

first. When I do something in a dream, I might wake up and be upset that I have done this thing! 

Conversely, I might remember a dream action fondly which causes some pleasure. There are similar 

cases: reporting what I do in a dream might cause the person I report to harm or pleasure, or the 

consequences of that reporting might cause harm or pleasure. I believe this is finding the wrongdoing in 

the wrong places. The wrongdoing, or rightdoing, is in the remembering and in the reporting of the 

dream. It does not seem to be in the dream actions itself. We can see this clearly when we see some 

typically good-seeming action looks bad when recalled by someone inappropriately: for example, I help a 

friend. This action is good, and by some lights right, because it gives the friend pleasure. However, if 

recalling this hurt me or sent me into a depression then the fault seems to lie with me, or my 

circumstances, and not the action done by my friend. 

There is another uninteresting way in which dreams might have consequences. People may act out 

their dreams through sleep walking. Let us say that someone dreams that they murder their partner but 

because they were sleep walking they actually did murder their partner. Such cases seem tragic and might 

be informative in how we look at dream acts, but are extremely rare and again the wrongdoing seems to 

located in the murder of the person and not the dreamt murder of the person. 

 

Does Dream Morality Follow from Naïve Externalism and the Imagination Theory? 

 
417 Cowan (2021: 24) 
418 Cowan calls this the “modest” version of the imagination theory. The robust version involves i-states. I have given reasons 
in a previous chapter to think why the ‘robust’ account is untenable. However, nothing in this chapter hinges on the robust 
theory being false. 
419 Cowan (2021: 5) 
420 Cowan notes that the No Special Condition thesis may be baked into the orthodoxy. It is certainly not baked into the 
imagination view. In fact, some may think (falsely) that the imagination view entails the opposite: that since dreamers are 
imagining they cannot be judged for what they imagine. This is discussed more in the penultimate chapter of the thesis. 
421 Uninteresting to the thesis. 
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For dream morality to follow from naïve externalism it would have to be the case that dreams have 

immediate or actual consequences. I argue that the conjunction of naïve externalism and the imagination 

theory is more likely to lead to dream morality although it is far from proven. This is contra to Driver. 

Driver argues that dreams do not have ‘actual’ consequences. She writes: 

To many {dream morality} seems odd, because in a dream, presumably, one’s willings have no actual 

consequences. The lie told in a dream has no actual bad effects since in the dream no actual persons 

are led astray, nor is there any serious prospect that they will be.422 

Driver is right in saying that no one is actually deceived when you lie in a dream, but this does not entail 

that the dream-action of lying has no consequence. Elsewhere in the thesis, I have discussed famous cases 

where dreams have inspired people from Oscar winners to Nobel Prize winners. There is also a general 

trend of people reporting that dreams lead them to be more creative or that they have ideas from 

dreams.423 20% of people report that dreams will affect their choices either sometimes or often or 

always.424 Many report that dreams change how they see their partners, or co-workers, or family.425 

 When discussed within the context of the orthodoxy, it is straightforward to dismiss much of this 

data426. It is unclear what dream acts are causing what; when one lies in real life the harm is easy to locate 

as is the cause of it. Here, it is not as easy: is it merely having the dream? Is it a specific action undertaken 

within the dream? We do not have an answer. 

However, if we do not assume the orthodoxy then these questions fall by the wayside and the position 

that dreams do have direct consequences has more bite. One of the criticisms Cowan offers against the 

idea that dreams have straightforward morally evaluable consequences is that the studies discussed do not 

distinguish between action and content. For the imagination view of dreaming, the action is the content. 

Here is an example to illustrate: 

Frank cheats on his loving partner. He does so knowing it is cheating and does it anyway. In the 

dream, he enjoys cheating and makes plans to do it again. 

For a proponent of the imagination theory, while dreaming Frank imagined that he cheated on his partner 

and imagined the rest of the content of the dream. Frank is not forming beliefs or attempting actions: 

instead, the action her preforms is imagining. By doing away with the distinction between action and 

content, by merging action and content, we do away with the objection that we cannot tell if it is the 

actions that are causal. 

 Still, there are still issues with saying that dreams are empirically proved to be directly causal. 

Selterman, Apertroaia, Riela, Aron’s paper “Dreaming of You: Behaviour and Emotion in Dreams of 

 
422 Driver (2007: 1) 
423 See Schredl & Erlacher (2007). 
424 See Pagel & Vann (1992). 
425 Also Pagel & Vann (1992). 
426 I discuss this data in more detail in chapter two. 
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Significant Others Predict” could, purportedly, be used to argue that dreams have consequences. They 

conducted a study involving over 60 students who had been in long term relationships. They collected 

over 800 dreams. They found a correlation between dream infidelity and less intimacy in one’s waking 

relationships. They also found dreams containing jealousy accurately predict jealousy in waking life. 

Therefore, an intuitive assumption is that cheating dreams lead to less intimate waking relationships. 

 Someone might believe that problems from previous chapters persist: it is hard to tell if these 

dreams cause a lack of intimacy of if they are a symptom of some other attitude or mental state that 

causes a lack of intimacy. However, I believe this may be missing the forest for the trees. So long as the 

dreams are playing a role in causal story, they are plausibly morally evaluable. Here is a non-dream 

example to illustrate: 

Jeffery is criminally insane. He plans to kill a person next Tuesday. Between now and next 

Tuesday, he imagines killing them.  As he imagines this, he becomes obsessed with the murder. It 

is unclear that the imaginative experiences Jeffery is planning are causal – since they only come 

about after a plan – but they are plausibly still contributing to the murder. 

I picked this example because little empirical work has been done on the causal effects of 

imagination, but the work that has been done has been done by crime-fighting organizations like the FBI. 

They posit that a rich fantasy life is an important step in becoming a serial killer.427 It is unclear if this is 

directly causal – a rich fantasy life orientated towards murder is a symptom of distressing childhood and 

psychological problems – but it is plausible to that we might still morally assess the action. 

The methodology I propose is to counterfactually analyze the imaginative event. Let us say that 

Jeffery would not have committed the murder had he not imagined it. Then it seems like his imagining it 

is leading to some sort of bad that would not have occurred otherwise. It looks, to the externalist, to be 

morally wrong. 

I believe this could translate to dreams, especially in regard to cheating dreams. Could it be the case 

that someone has a less intimate relationship because of a dream they have had? Plausibly. Could it be the 

case that someone experiences jealousy because of a dream that comes to affect their waking relationship 

in a negative way? Again, plausibly.  

This is tentative work and the conclusions I have given in this section have been modest. The 

empirical data required to support this conclusion, especially for dreams, simply does not exist. But this is 

a problem that besets any analysis of consequence of imagination, and in fact might beset any analysis of 

consequence. For example, it may be unclear which attitudes are symptomatic and which are causal. In 

the next section, I discuss a different avenue to dream morality. 

 

The Token-Type Argument 
 

427 For example, see Nicola Malizia (2017). 
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 In a previous chapter, I discussed Cowan’s token-type argument. He posited, and I agreed, that 

dream actions ‘inherit’ their moral evaluability by being a token of type. Cowan writes that dream 

propositional attitudes are of the same type as waking propositional attitudes.428 For example, if someone 

were to form the intention to cheat in the dream this intention is of this is a token of the type ‘intention to 

cheat’. This extends to actions: when someone tries to cheat in the dream, even though while they are 

chronically unsuccessful, they are performing the action of trying to cheat. Such an action, under some429 

externalisms, is morally evaluable because it is a type of some evaluable action. 

I now explain SAD externalism and token-types. SAD externalists think that some trait or action can 

be the proper object of moral evaluation if it is a token of a type of some trait or action that leads to the 

bad. For example, driving drunk is a type of action that systematically leads to harming people. Even if a 

drunk driver manages to get home safely without damaging anyone or any property, they have committed 

a type of action that systematically leads to the bad and so that action is wrong, and they were in the 

wrong for doing it.430 Before continuing, I wish to give a quick note on systematism. 

Cowan explains systematism as focusing on systematic effects: “those that are actually produced 

under normal circumstances.”431 I do not understand systematic results to be inevitable or even common; 

instead, I see systematic consequences that are reasonable expectations from an action. This makes better 

sense of intuitions: presumably, drunk driving is systematically connected to harm even if a minority of 

drunk driving incidents lead to harm.  

I have argued, in chapter 2, that if we are going to be externalists we should be SAD externalists. The 

primary motivation is that SAD externalists avoid moral luck. 

 

So far in this short chapter I have argued that it is perhaps more likely that what dreamers do while 

dreaming is morally evaluable if the imagination view is true instead of the orthodoxy. But I also believe 

that, and will show that, even if what we do while dreaming does not clearly produce consequences 

imagining itself is something that can, under some circumstances, be morally evaluable.  

This begets the question: is imagination a type of action which leads to consequences? In this next 

section, I discuss some different sorts of imagination that look to, at least sometimes, be morally 

evaluable. I also give reasons to think that some dreams are, given that dreams are imaginative for the 

purposes of this paper, these sorts of imagination. I discuss visualisation, fantasy and pretend-play. All of 

these are types of imagination, and all can lead to systematic consequences. I argue that some dreams 

 
428 In both my chapter and Cowan’s paper, we assume the orthodoxy true. This is obviously not the case for this chapter. 
429 Maybe most, and certainly, including SAD externalism. 
430 For an example of an evaluable character trait, someone could imagine a carless person who never actually causes anyone 
harm. Nonetheless, carelessness is systematically connected to the bad. 
431 Cowan (2020: 10) 
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could be considered, by a proponent of the imagination view, instances of visualisation, fantasy and 

pretend-play. 

 

Visualisation 

I believe it is reasonable to think that non-lucid dreams could be playing the same role as 

visualisation. I understand visualisation as targeted imagination that has you imagine some tasks with the 

goal of being successful at that task. A waking example of visualisation could be someone imagining 

throwing a basketball ball from the three-point line.432  This person imagines how they would throw the 

ball and imagines themselves getting better at it. Studies have shown that visualising constitutes a form of 

practice and reaps the benefits of practicing: people get better at tasks they visualise themselves doing 

even if they do not practice doing the task itself. For example, Meyers and Schleser found visualisation 

increased the performance of athletes in their case study by over 20% with a basketball player’s strongest 

games before visualisation being as bad as their weakest games after visualisation.433  

Visualisation is often used in the realm of sports, diet and finance but visualisation could be of moral 

interest to the evaluational externalist. We know that visualisation of certain tasks leads to improve 

performance at certain tasks. Improved performance, at least in some contexts, seems morally 

praiseworthy: take, for instance, a surgeon who has a difficult surgery to perform in a week. While not 

practicing, he visualises each step of the surgery. This visualisation increases his chance of success. By 

externalist lights, the surgeon is doing something good when they visualise the surgery.  

Are dreams ever, plausibly, instances of visualisation? There have been studies involving lucid-

dreams being used to reap the same rewards as non-dream visualisation. For an example of such a study, 

see Erlacher and Shdredl.434 In this study, participants were asked to practice simple motor tasks, for 

example tossing a coin into a cup, while lucidly dreaming. These people, who practiced while dreaming, 

improved in being able to do so while awake. If dreams, then, are imaginative then this seems a 

straightforward case of visualising some task and improving in it. 

 It is a tenuous move to make to use of lucid dream studies to draw conclusions about the nature of 

non-lucid dreams, but so long as non-lucid dreams could be of the same type of event as their lucid 

counterparts then a token-type argument still holds. It seems, at least to me, that they are the same ‘sort’ 

of event. More importantly, it seems that many proponents of the imagination theory support their 

ontology by appealing to evidence garnered from lucid dreams. For example, Ichikawa writes: 

The second reason in favor of the suggestion that dream experiences are subject to the will is that 

sometimes, some people have lucid dreams — dreams in which the dreamer, aware that  she  is  

 
432 This sort of visualisation is sometimes called ‘mental practice.’ See Predoiu et al ( for an example of this terminology being 
used. 
433 Meyers & Schleser (1980: 70) 
434 Erlacher & Shdredl (2007) 
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dreaming,  takes  active  and  conscious  control  over  the  content  of  her  dream.  Percepts  and  

beliefs  are  never  under  our  active  control,  so  the  orthodox  model  can  certainly  not  describe  

lucid  dreaming;  the  imagination  model  fits  the  experience  well.  Insofar  as  lucid  dreaming  is  

similar  in  character  to  non-lucid  dreaming,  this  provides  reason  to  adopt  the  imagination  

model  for  dreaming  in  general.  In  non-lucid  dreaming,  dreamers  create  their  dreams  without  

recognizing their own agency. In lucid dreaming, dreamers recognize that they are in control of their 

dream experiences, and are able consciously to direct their dreams.435   

Here, Ichikawa defends that non-lucid dreams are subject to the will by appealing to the nature of lucid 

dreams. Ichikawa, and other proponents of the imagination theory, could not appeal to this support for 

their ontology of dreaming while denying other evidence taken from lucid dreaming.436 Because of all 

this the move, therefore, likely has more rhetorical bite against those who take inferences from lucid 

dreaming to support their view on non-lucid dreaming. 

 So, if non-lucid dreams are imaginative, it looks plausible that some non-lucid dreams are 

instances of visualisation. This conclusion requires that one can take information gained from lucid 

dreams and apply that to non-lucid dreams. This move is likely dubious but given that it is a move that 

proponents of the imagination theory have done before I believe this is harder for them to counter. 

  

 Still, someone might think that what is required for visualisation is absent from non-lucid dreams. 

There are questions to be raised about if the conditions for successful visualisation are ever met.437 

However, this might not matter: so long as it is conceptually possible that the dream morality thesis 

obtains then some, namely Driver, will think that the views leading to it are tarnished. However, it is 

more clear that dreams (given the imagination view) could be instances of fantasy. 

 

Fantasy 

What of other sorts of imagination? Little work has been done on the effects of imagination although 

intuitively it seems that certain imagination can be linked to certain consequences. This seems especially 

true for fantasy. I define fantasy as imagining some event and feeling pleasure towards that imagining. I 

argue that some fantasies play an important causal role in action. Recall the fantasy that Smuts discusses 

in his paper: a wife is working with her personal fitness coach and pleasurably imagines having sex with 

them. 438 Her husband is hurt by this and part of his hurt, intuitively, seems based in the idea that if she 

pleasurably enjoys imagining having sex with someone else, we have some reason to think she is more 

 
435 Ichikawa (2009: 116) 
436 As discussed in a future chapter, Ichikawa thinks dream morality is extremely implausible so I see him as someone who 
wishes to avoid endorsing it. 
437 For instance, someone might think dreamers systematically lack agency in dreams. See this thesis’ discussion of Rosen. 
438 Smuts (2016: 4) 
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likely to have sex with someone else. This intuition seems widespread when we consider other fantasies: 

part of why someone fantasising that they hurt children; or abuse animals; or chasing women looks 

morally bad is because we seem to think they might actually do it. Or, they seem more likely to do it than 

someone who does not have these fantasies.  

Plausibly, some fantasies would be of moral import to the externalist so long as this intuitive claim – 

that fantasy can lead to consequence – is true. I do not wish to defend the intuition, but it does seem 

strongly held. Given that fantasies are some imagined content that is responded to with pleasure, then 

some dreams are obviously fantasies. So long as fantasies are systematically connected to action, then 

even if it were the case that some dreams were fantasies it would not need to be true that any dream leads 

to consequences. In fact, so long as it is the case that some subset of fantasies are systematically 

connected to action and dreams can be instances of that subset, then dream morality is on the menu. An 

example of this could be another murderer case: if it were the case that fantasy of murdering people was 

linked, in some way, to murdering them then plausibly dreams fantasy could be morally problematic. 

Again, the conclusion here is suggestive and modest. I am not saying that externalists must hold that 

all fantasies are motivational or lead to outcome.439 Instead, some externalists could plausibly hold that 

some types of fantasies are morally evaluable because they could be connected to action in a sufficiently 

systematic way. So long as some dreams are fantasies, they look to inherit their wrongdoing through that 

even if the empirical evidence used to prove dreams have consequences is insufficient. 

 

Other Imaginative States 

 In a previous chapter, I argued that when considering the ethics of imagination, we ought to 

consider more than just the ethics of imagination. I argued that imagination can be morally evaluated so 

long as it is coupled with some inappropriate response.440Some fantasies are an example of this and some 

are not: to fantasize about hurting children is wrong because to imagine hurting children and feeling 

pleasure seems wrong. By externalist lights, it looks wrong because there is a presumption that one might 

harm children if they have these fantasies.441 This might be the case, but is likely only the case for agents 

with specific characters. However, it looks to me that other instances of imagination might be the proper 

object of moral evaluation to the externalist. Take a homophobic bigot who imagines a gay couple 

kissing. He feels a strong disgust. By externalist lights, this is plausibly wrong because this disgust could 

lead to the production of some bad ends. For instance, voting against gay rights.  

 Again, I do not want to defend this beyond appealing to common sense accounts of motivation 

and intuitions about wrongdoing. However, it still seems to me that if someone had frequent dreams with 

 
439 In fact, many fantasies are not. See chapter three’s discussion on autonomous versus surrogate.  
440 I argued this under the presumption that internalism was true. 
441 Other fantasies are relatively harmless: for instance fantasizing about having hot sex with your partner after a long day of 
work is morally innocuous because having hot sex with your partner is an amoral consequence. 
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homosexual content that they always met with disgust we would intuitively believe them to be doing 

something wrong, and if we were externalists we might justify this intuition by saying these dreams are 

playing some causal role in their life that leads to some bad. 

 

Pretend-Play  

 In the previous chapter, I discussed how pretend-play might be morally assessable because of the 

internal states that motivate our desire to play the parts we do. For example, Amy Kind writes that her 

child pretending to be a terrible monster that bites people looks dubious because the desire to be a thing 

that bites people looks dubious. Our analysis of pretend-play gives externalism is far more 

straightforward: sometimes, pretend-play has consequences! In the example above, the consequence of 

someone acting as a terrible monster is that they bite people.  

Is it ever the case that dreams are instances of pretend-play? Plausibly so. For instance, one might 

dream that they are doing things and saying things that they would never do in waking life and in such a 

way that suggests they are playing the character of the dream protagonist. But it seems like playing some 

characters might be systematically linked to harm. Kind has good reason, namely that she has been or was 

about to get bitten, to believe that someone roleplaying as a biting monster systematically causes harm.  

 

Objection 1: the Character Intuition 

 The first objection I predict is that these are not instances of dream morality because they are 

reflections of an agent’s character442. For the cases of fantasy, as an example, the externalist443 wishing to 

avoid dream morality could say that the reason we have these intuitive worries about their horrible 

fantasies because it reflects some fault in their character and not because it is linked to action or 

consequence. So, the imagination of the dreamer is not morally evaluable but their character is. 

This, I believe, is a difficult position to hold for all non-lucid dreams. Many dreams seem remarkably 

out of character. Often times, people report that their dream runs opposite to their character: think of an 

eternally faithful partner who has a cheating dream. So, it seems possible that someone could have an 

imaginative experience that does not reflect their character but is still wrong. I consider one response. 

Someone could respond that the fact that these imaginative experiences run contrary to character is 

reason to think they do not have systematic consequences. To respond with this seems rhetorically 

impotent444. Although curt, I see no reason to think this is true. It is also unclear that it matters, given our 

understanding of what it means for something to have systematic consequences: systematic consequences 

are those consequences we think are reasonable to expect from an action or trait. So, it seems plausible 

 
442 I discuss the character intuition in more detail elsewhere. 
443 Who is also a proponent of the imagination view of dreaming. 
444 Like some other debates in philosophy, it could be that this boils down to a fight over intuitions.  
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that a dream could tell us nothing about the person’s character and could be causally inert, but still 

evaluable because we expect these dreams to lead to some sort of harm. For example, even the externalist 

will likely say that causally inert dreams about harming children look wrong because those sorts of 

dreams across a variety of people lead to harm. 

 

Objection Two: A Different Kind of Imagination  

 Another avenue away from dream morality is to say that this token-type argument does not work 

because dreams are – while imaginative – sui generis. By this, I mean a proponent of the imagination 

theory of dreams could say that dreams are imaginative but that they are never any sort of imagination 

other than dreams.  

 The ‘cost’ of this move is immense since taking the position that dreams are sui generis 

imaginative experience excludes the position from commonplace support. For instance, Stone argues that 

taxonomising dreams as of the same kind as commonplace mental states (such as fantasy, daydreaming, 

etc) rather than something rare like hallucination provides a “more unified account of mental life.” 445 

There is also a disentangling problem. Many philosophers446 have appealed to common facts about other 

sorts of imagination and, at least purportedly, have shown the similarities these states have with 

dreaming. They infer from this that dreams are more likely to imaginative than hallucinatory. An example 

of this happening is using the lucid dream studies about practicing a motor skill to infer that, since 

imagination has a similar effect, that dreams are imaginative. However, it seems to me that this lucid 

dream is saying that dreams can be instances of visualisation. If dreams are sui generis, then they are 

never instances of visualisation since they can only be instances of dreaming. But if dreams are sui 

generis imaginative experiences, then we have to explain why they sometimes have the functional role of 

visualisation. I have called this the disentangling problem for two reasons: the first reason is that it is hard 

to decide what of the existing evidence used by proponents of the imagination theory is available to a 

proponent of the sui generis imaginative account. The second issue is that it is unclear what dreams 

actually are if they are sui generis imaginative experiences. Proponents of the view must disentangle 

dreams from other imaginative states and clearly mark out dreams as their own event. While sui generis 

accounts exist447, none of this ilk do.  

  

The second issue I wish to raise against this objection is that it might not escape dream morality 

anyway. It seems plausible that even if dreams are sui generis imaginative experiences, they might be the 

sort that are systematically connected to the production of the good and the bad. Elsewhere I have 

 
445 See both Stone (1984) and Windt (2021) for this line of thought. 
446 See Ichikawa (2009) for a prominent example. 
447 For instance, see Rosen (2018). 
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discussed the intuitive cases where we might think that if someone has certain dreams that they might act 

a certain way. That intuition persists regardless of dream ontology. A proponent of an imaginative sui 

generis account must explain these intuitions. Similarly, even if is the case that dreams are never 

instances of, for example, visualisation it is still true that practicing a task in dreams is connected to an 

improvement in the ability to perform that task while awake. As I argued earlier, so long as lucid-dreams 

are the same sort of experience as non-lucid dreams we have good reason to think dream morality is 

possible given the imagination theory. This looks to still be true, even if the theory is a sui generis 

imagination theory. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

 In this short chapter, I have argued that replacing the orthodox view of dreaming and internalism 

with the imagination view and externalism is (probably) not sufficient to avoid dream morality. I began 

by reintroducing the key concepts and the standard argument. I then discussed two avenues to dream 

morality given the altered standard argument: whether dreams have ‘direct’ consequences and whether 

dreams might inherit their moral accessibility by being a token of some other type of action. I argued that, 

although better compared to the last time it was seen in this thesis, that the argument that dreams have 

direct consequences is unsuccessful. However, I argued that the token-type argument likely works. I gave 

some examples of the sort of morally assessable tokens dreams might be a type of: visualisation, fantasy, 

and imaginative states coupled with inappropriate responses. I ended by considering two objections: the 

character intuition objection and the sui-generis objection. Both, I argued, fail.  
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Chapter 9 Against the Double Life Problem and Towards Plausibility 

In this last chapter of my thesis, I wish to do two things. Firstly, this chapter will summarise some 

of the claims I have made and explain how I have defended them. I then take these explanations and test 

them against the ‘implausibility thesis’. Cowan gives the implausibility thesis as “Dream Morality is 

highly implausible.”448 Given the content discussed in the rest of the thesis, I argue against the 

implausibility thesis. I discuss if the implausibility thesis is intuitive, then respond to Driver’s support of 

the double life by arguing that dream morality is uncommon and that the cases that Driver is most worried 

about are not cases we ought to be worried about. 

  

 What it takes for the dream morality thesis to be implausible varies. As a reminder, the dream 

morality thesis is: 

Sometimes, perhaps only rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams is the proper object of moral 

assessment as wrong, right, vicious, virtuous, blameworthy, or praiseworthy.449 

Some take dream morality to be implausible only if blame and praise are involved. For example, Sosa 

only discusses dream morality as implausible if dream morality aims at praise and blame. Contra Sosa, 

Driver believes that any sort of dream morality looks implausible; dream wrongness is still implausible 

for Driver. There is also the question of frequency: some might think dream morality is only implausible 

if it is commonplace whereas others might think a single instance of dream morality is enough to render it 

absurd. I discuss both the level of moral evaluation and the frequency later in an attempt to neuter the 

implausibility thesis. There are two ways in which I have seen the implausibility thesis discussed. The 

first is to treat it as a powerfully intuitive; as a point of data that needs explanation. The second is more 

positive: dream morality is implausible because of the double-life argument. I begin by discussing the 

intuition claim. 

 

Do People Find the Implausibility Thesis Intuitive? 

 Here, I discuss two accounts: Sosa’s and Driver’s. Both treat dream implausibility as a given. Sosa 

approaches dream morality in a similar way to Driver in that he sets out how a particular view’s leading 

to dream morality is a reason for abandoning it since dream morality is absurd. Specifically, he sees 

dream morality as being a question of blame. He asks: “is dreaming perhaps like being drunk or 

drugged?”450 He continues no: it cannot be! It is because, at least for Sosa, that these conditions would 

only “lighten responsibility”451 and it is not the case that we bear less responsibility for “what happens in 

 
448 Cowan (2021: 7) 
449 Cowan (2021: 2) 
450 Sosa (2005: 9) 
451 Sosa (2005: 9) 



Reid 9:144 
 
one’s dream”452 but rather that “one is not responsible”453 at all! Sosa seems ambivalent on whether 

dreaming is like being drunk or drugged since these are not sufficient to void the no special condition 

thesis.454 Instead, Sosa treats the implausibility thesis as something that has ‘near-zero’ plausibility.  

This is similar to, as we have seen already in the thesis, how Driver approaches dream morality as 

something damaging.  Driver’s scope is different from Sosa’s: where Sosa is discussing blameworthiness 

Driver is discussing any sort of moral evaluation. Briefly, Driver posits that the best explanation for why 

dream morality is implausible is because evaluational externalism is true. Again, the implausibility of 

dream morality is taken as given. 

Cowan explains that these philosophers are identifying an intuitive datum: they view dream 

morality as implausible and proffer explanations as to why it is the case that dream morality is 

implausible. It is, then, taken as a given by the people we have discussed, that dream morality is 

implausible.  However, while this view is dominant now, historical discussions of dream morality do not 

treat it as implausible.  

 

I want to combat this claim by looking at philosophers and laypeople who think that dream 

morality is something worthy of concern and, by proxy, do not seem to think it is an implausible datum 

that requires explanation. 

I now wish to discuss some philosophers who take dream morality as plausible455.456  I want to be 

clear: my goal is not to defend their views on dream morality or their views on moral evaluation. Instead, 

I am resisting the idea that the implausibility thesis is powerfully intuitive. 

It is often the case that when someone wakes up from a dream, they feel guilt or shame for what 

they had done in the dream. Recall that Saint Augustine was upset that he was having sex in his dreams 

despite firmly believing that abstinence was morally required. He continues in a later passage of 

Confessions:  

 
452 Sosa (2005: 10) 
453 Sosa (2005: 10) 
454 The no special condition thesis is that “non-lucid dreamers are not always in a special condition rendering them immune to 
moral assessment.” (Cowan 2021: 5) 
455 Not all these philosophers think the dream morality thesis obtains, but they do not treat the prospect as ridiculous. 
456 More than these have discussed dream morality, but in different ways than Sosa and Driver. Freud, for instance, seems to 
think that dreams are something we should be held morally accountable for but that is because he sees dreams as expressions 
of wishes. Hildebrandt thinks we have ‘a moral sense’ in dreams although this is consistent with the dream morality thesis 
being false. Scholz thinks dreams might reflect character, but as we have seen with Driver, this is saying that dreams may play 
an epistemic function of giving us information about ourselves and others. This, though, is distinct from dream morality. These 
three all treat dream morality as plausible (and in Freud’s case even a given), although their understanding of dream morality is 
different from ours. 
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 The power of your hand, O God Almighty, is indeed great enough to cure all diseases of my 

soul… By your grace [my soul] will no longer commit in sleep these shameful, unclean acts 

inspired by sensual images…457 458 

While Augustine eventually concludes that dream morality is not possible (the gulf between one’s waking 

self and one’s dream self are too large for one dream morality according to Augustine), it is something 

that he takes seriously!459 

 The second example I wish to comes from Mann. Mann takes some reasonable assumptions (such 

as evaluational internalism and that dreams are constituted by experiences) and writes that Augustine 

might face a double jeopardy. Mann writes: 

Not only do we formulate evil intentions for which we are responsible in our sinful dreams, but 

we also may be responsible for creating the scenarios in which we formulate these intentions.460 
461 

Again, Mann takes dream morality fairly seriously. He also argues that Augustine is committed to dream 

morality even if we tinker with features of his views.  

 The third, and last account, comes from Matthews.  While Matthew confesses that most of us 

suppose that we are not morally responsible for our dreams, he still asks: “why not?”. He intends this as 

an open question and treats it as such. Matthews runs through three reasons to think that we might avoid 

dream morality: the dream self is not the dreamer; the dream self does not do anything that “really” 

happens; and you cannot refrain from what you do in dreams.462 Mann writes that we plausibly are, at 

least sometimes, identical to the dream self. Even if we were not, however, it would not necessarily 

follow that we would not be responsible for that dream self as one might be responsible for an avatar. 

While what we do in the dream might not really happen, the psychological states (intentions, desires, 

emotions) seem real and that is sufficient for moral evaluation and finally Mann, citing Descartes, 

believes we can exercise our will in dreams.  

 In sum, dream morality is not universally treated as implausible among philosophers. Those who 

investigate it thoroughly often, as evidenced by these cases, conclude that dream morality is entailed by  

plausible views. Even if some philosophers, like Augustine, conclude that dream morality is not possible 

they do not seem to hold it as ridiculous.   

 

 
457 Augustine (1991, 30: X) 
458 My added emphasis. 
459 One reading of Augustine his views and experiences point towards dream morality, but he searches for reasons to morally 
exculpate himself because dream morality looks implausible. I think, and Mann looks to agree, reading is that Augustine 
accepts the conclusion as unpalatable because it would mean that he is doing wrong more often than he was previous.  
460 Mann (1983: 383) 
461 This is similar to what I have said in the chapter on the no special condition thesis, at least in spirit. Whereas I have said we 
are responsible for the narratives in which we formulate these intentions, I mean that we might be able to avoid them. Mann is 
thinking more laterally: that we form intentions (or at least consent) to create these narratives while dreaming. 
462 Matthews (1981: 48-49) 
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 Dream morality is not taken to be implausible (or at least, not so implausible that it can be 

weaponized in the way Driver does) by many non-philosophers. It is impossible to get concrete figures, 

however a quick browse of popular internet forums gives produces lots of examples of people being 

concerned about dream morality. Here are some examples taken from the public access question and 

answer website Quora: 

I have dreams that make me feel guilty all the time…I used to have chronic dreams of cheating on 

my boyfriend. In the dreams, it seemed like I was going through the motions, like I didn’t even 

have an attraction or a reason to be cheating, but I vividly felt the guilt the entire time.463  

and 

Yes, in fact. I have awoken from numerous dreams with severe feelings of guilt.464 

and 

It's normal to feeling guilty when dreaming or fantasizing about someone other than your lover. 

But, believe it or not, it's also normal for people to have dreams about other people.465  

All of this is compatible with the denial of dream morality since one can merely reply that the guilt is 

irrational. At least for some of these cases, it is probably true that these people are looking for reasons as 

to why they feel guilty when they believe they should not. But given the frequency, many seem to think 

that they might be doing something wrong in their dreams. 

 A group of people that I have noticed who seem especially worried about dream morality, likely 

because of their moral commitments and evaluational internalism, are Catholics. Here is an example 

which I have already featured in the thesis, but one that I think is very interesting: 

Well last night I had another wet dream, but this one was different from others … I began to 

watch pornography and masturbate. In the dream, I knew it was wrong, thought about it, and 

consented to continue masturbating until I ejaculated. At that moment, in the dream, I felt the 

Holy Spirit leave me. In the dream, I immediately felt horrible and started to pray for forgiveness, 

and that’s when I woke up.466  

Here, the question of who is being wronged is entertained. JohnTheRevelator seems to think he is 

wronging God. Other Catholics467 are worried that you are hurting yourself in some way. In non-Catholic 

 
463 AJ Meunier (2020), posted on Quora “Do Dreams Ever Make You Feel Guilty?”  
464 Alan Taylor (2019), posted on Quora “Do Dreams Ever Make you Feel Guilty?” 
465 Luis Gomez (2017), posted on Quora “Should I Feel Guilty of Dreaming about Being Intimate with Others Who Are Not 
My Current Partner?” 
466 Johntherevelator (2011), post on “Wet Dreams – Mortal Sin?”  
467 This is also very prevalent in Catholic anti-gay-sex literature. 
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examples, one might think that you are wronging your partner by cheating on them in the dream. While 

this is possibly wrong, my point persists: people do not universally (perhaps even commonly) understand 

dream morality as implausible. 

 

 In this section, I have entertained the thought that dream morality might not be this powerfully 

intuitive implausibility. In the next section, I address Driver’s main argument against the plausibility of 

dream morality. I use this as a lens to callback to some of the arguments I have made throughout the 

thesis. 

 

The Double-Life Problem 

 In this section, I outline the double-life problem. I explain it broadly and then highlight some of 

the specifics that Driver highlights. Driver explains that a main motivator for the implausibility thesis is 

the double life problem.468 She writes: 

It is important at this point to highlight yet another putative absurdity. If I dream that I act rightly 

– for example, I dream that I write out a check to Oxfam, or I dream that I was nice and helped my 

neighbor clean her garbage, do I get any credit for that? It seems not! Indeed, if I just dream that I 

do good deeds and don’t follow through, that seems worse than simply not doing the good deed. 

For example, if we believe that we have imperfect duties of beneficence, this suggests that one has 

a quota of beneficence to fulfil. It seems outrageous to suggest that I could fulfil my quota of good 

willings through dreams. We can certainly imagine someone who, when dreaming is an altruist, 

when awake, however, is the paradigm of a misanthrope. The morally quality of this person’s life 

is not redeemed through her dreams.469 

More broadly, Driver is worried that someone’s morally praiseworthy waking life could be undone by 

their dream life and, conversely, that someone’s morally vicious life is made transformed into a good life 

by their ceaseless good-doing in dreams. The double-life problem, as I have given it, does not support the 

sort of implausibility Driver aims at: Driver believes that (1) dream morality is empirically implausible470 

and (2) that even one instance of dream morality is implausible even if only one instance of dream 

morality ever occurs. The double-life problem is that one can do enough praiseworthy or blameworthy in 

their dreams to effect the totality of how we would judge them; eg. a good person could be ‘made’ a bad 

person because of their dreams. I think this is easier to understand through analogy: the double-life 

problem is concerned about our moral scales. The worry is that, when awake, we place most of our 

weights to either the good side or the bad side of the scale. However, when we dream, we might be 

 
468 The term “double life problem” is my own. 
469 Driver (2007: 8) 
470 As in: implausible given how dreams are in the real world. This squares with Driver’s actualism. For more on actualism, see 
chapter two of this thesis focused on Driver’s paper. 



Reid 9:148 
 
placing tokens on the opposite side! The worry, then, is that the balance of our scales might be tipped 

against how we often act while awake.  I now see if, given what I have said in previous chapters, the 

double-life problem is a problem at all. 

There are multiple ways to dispute the double-life problem. I have focused on two: first, I discuss 

frequency and secondly I discuss the mode of moral evaluation. I also briefly discuss the idea that we 

might fulfill our duties in our dreams.  

 

 When discussing the no special condition thesis, I argued that agents are not always immune to 

moral assessment. However, they are most of the time! I have argued that dream morality is more 

common than might have previously been thought, it is not going to be the case that very time we appear 

to do something wrong in dreams we are responsible for it: agents will routinely fail to be morally 

competent, or aware, or even themselves. 

 A proponent of Driver may retort that this is inaccurate: it seems that, while dreaming, we often 

seem to meet these requirements. The proponent could say that we seem to have moral beliefs; we seem 

to want to want to do the things we do in dreams; and so on. However, moral beliefs and that 

psychological web of desires are tied to character: if you, rather suddenly, exhibit a change in moral 

beliefs and a change in desires then we have good reason to think that is no longer you! This means the 

agent would escape moral culpability: they would be immune from moral assessment.  

 

 Here is an account of psychological continuity that would, if true, support my point. Parfit 

explains that someone is the same person under these conditions: 

X at t1 is the same person as Y at t2 if and only if X is uniquely psychologically continuous with Y, 

where psychological continuity consists in overlapping chains of strong psychological 

connectedness, itself consisting in significant numbers of direct psychological connections like 

memories, intentions, beliefs/goals/desires, and similarity of character.471  

 

So, for Parfit, what matters is that a ‘critical mass’ of internal states persist from moment to moment. 

Locke gives a famous case of a man who is a teenager, then a soldier and then a general. The general need 

not be ‘immediately’ psychologically connected to the soldier or the teenager but so long as there is a 

linked chain between them then they are the same person. I assume this account is correct for the sake of 

argument but also so as not to exceed the scope of this paper. 

 In a previous chapter, I explain how dreamers might be, at least sometimes, psychologically 

continuous with their waking selves. However, we might think that moral beliefs are different from other 

beliefs. Moral beliefs seem connected to character in important way: they seem dependent, or contingent, 

 
471 Parfit (1984: 207) 
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or otherwise integrated with, affect, motivation, other beliefs, other desires. More broadly, they seem to 

be intimately connected with our character.472 Here is an example to illustrate: if Samantha were to 

change her mind on the ethics of cheating one would be shocked to here that she had changed no other 

features of her psychological make-up. It seems likely that, in order to find something permissible that 

she previous did not, that her goals might have changed; other beliefs might have changed (for instance, 

about the wrong making features of cheating); her desires might have changed. Colloquially, it makes 

sense to say that someone with different moral beliefs appears as a different person: Donald Draper473 

habitually cheats on his wife. A Donald Draper who does not see this as permissible seems radically 

different from the Donald Draper we see. 

 Psychological difference between someone at t1and t2 is not enough to make them different people 

so long as there is a chained of psychological similarities between them. But the transition between the 

person in the dream and the awake person is fast. Not only does it seem plausible that we have a series of 

different psychological constituent features, but they seem to change radically. By Parfit’s account, this 

would break the chain. 

 The objection I foresee to such a line is that agents could still hold moral beliefs, but now hold 

them dispositionally and are unaware of them.  

  

This systematically undermines the double-life problem because agents cannot be held 

accountable for what they do in their dreams if those actions differ massively from their waking life! The 

idea of someone whose virtuous and pure life is undone by what they do in dreams is gone since, in order 

for them to be accountable for those waking actions, it must be the case that those actions are connected 

to their waking psychology in appropriate ways.  

 This attacks the double-life problem in a specific way: given what I have said about moral 

responsibility and the no special condition thesis, agents would only be committing dream morality (or 

dream immorality) if what they did in those dreams was actually aligned to their psychological states. 

 

 There are caveats to my position, but they would only make dream morality rarer. For example, 

someone might argue that dreamers need to consent to dreaming in order to be culpable. In the previous 

chapter, I argued that dreamers, at least sometimes, choose to dream knowing that there is a good 

 
472 Cowan (2020) ties moral judgement to character. This is one example of someone who thinks they are connected. 
473 Donald Draper is a character in the TV show “Mad Men”.  
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chance474 that they will do something morally wrong. I argued that this because the state that dreamers 

are in would render them immune to moral assessment475 had they not consented or anticipated it.  

In addition, dreamers rarely do things that they would be morally assessed for given the no special 

condition thesis. I now talk about this briefly given internalism and then externalism. First, internalism. 

As a reminder, internalists believe “the moral quality of a person’s agency, what they do, is fully 

determined by factors that are internal to that agency.”476 Dream morality looks possible but uncommon 

given internalism. For instance, it is not sufficient to merely have a fantasy about cheating on one’s 

partner. I argued that it must be part of the fantasy that one is cheating. If we assume dream orthodoxy 

rather than the imagination view, then it is not sufficient to have the intention to have sex, but you need 

the intention to cheat on your partner. All things considered; these are rare! And instances of dream 

morality will be made all the rarer since the no special condition thesis must be true and agents must have 

done something wrong. 

Contra Driver’s general argument from Dream Immorality, dream morality looks to be potentially 

more common given externalism but still rare. As a reminder, externalists believe “the moral quality of a 

person’s agency, what they do, is fully determined by factors that are external to their agency.”477  There 

are two sorts of externalism that this thesis has discussed: naïve and systematic. Naïve externalism, I have 

argued, avoids dream morality. Naïve externalism, which I described as the view where all that matters 

are the consequences of an agent’s actions, can be defended from dream morality. I pointed to Cowan’s 

reliance on lucid dream studies as well as general methodological worries and a misunderstanding of 

where the wrongdoing occurs in problem cases. So, the naïve externalist is likely uncommitted to the 

dream morality thesis. Yet, the naïve externalist faces a bigger worry: moral luck! Moral luck is, as I 

argued in the chapter, a horrifically large bullet to bite. To avoid this, most externalists add systematism 

to their views. However, systematist externalists are committed to dream morality. But how often would 

dream morality occur, given systematic externalism? Plausibly slightly more often than internalism: take 

the cheating case again. Given that systematic action seems to be “trying to have sex with someone who 

isn’t your partner” then this does not seem to care if you have forgotten that you have a partner or that 

you never intend to cheat on your partner.  Even if the systematist wants to differentiate these cases, then 

dream morality is at least as common as it is with internalism.478 When it comes to the imagination view, 

it seems the SAD479 externalists may be committed to dream morality, but this seems uncommon. 

 
474 What constitutes a ‘good chance’ is difficult to explain. I appealed to similar cases of alcohol consumption: even if someone 
only rarely acts violently or improperly when drunk, that still seems like a ‘good enough chance’ and so they should avoid 
alcohol.  
475 See Hobson, Clark, Nir & Tononi and Rosen for more on this. I explain this in richer depth in my chapter on the no special 
condition thesis.  
476 Cowan (2021: 2) 
477 Cowan (2021: 10) 
478 This revelation is specifically damaging to Driver’s argument. See Chapter 2 for more. 
479 SAD stands for Systematic, Actualist and Direct. This is explored richly in Chapter 2. 
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In brief, dream morality looks uncommon. What I have explained here would rule out the 

following sort of case: A devoted husband finds the thought of having an affair morally repugnant. 

Despite this, he has a dream where he has an affair. He, while dreaming, believes that an affair is a grand 

idea. He now sees it as morally permissible. Even assuming he meets the awareness conditions and the 

competency conditions required for moral responsibility, it could be the case that the break in 

psychological continuity means that he is no longer responsible since that is no longer him. These are the 

cases, too, that one imagines that Driver finds most troubling. 

 

 It is important to note the differences in possible evaluation: it may be implausible for dreamers to 

be blameworthy or praiseworthy for all instances of dream morality, but dreamers would only be 

blameworthy or praiseworthy for their actions if they consent to them or can reasonably anticipate them 

while not taking steps to avoid them (and know such steps exist and can be reasonably expected of an 

agent to pursue).480 Cases like this are uncommon even though I have defended that they are more 

common than other philosophers, namely Cowan, think they are. There are other sorts of evaluation: 

possibly, dreamers are capable of doing blameless wrongdoing or praiseless right doing. For instance, an 

agent might knowingly cheat on their partner in a dream but as a one-off. If we assume internalism and 

dream orthodoxy, then they have done something wrong. But since this dream was a one-off, we might 

think they could not have reasonably expected it and so it seems cruel to blame them for not taking steps 

to prevent it. They have still done something wrong, but blame looks to be inappropriate. Alternatively, 

Smuts carves out conceptual space for what he calls ‘disesteem’ which he distinguishes from blame. 

Smuts writes: 

The distinction I have in mind does not have a settled nomenclature in the literature. Sometimes it 

is mentioned as the distinction between responsibility and attributability. The nomenclature is 

unimportant, but the distinction is crucial. Blame requires robust moral responsibility; disesteem 

requires something much weaker.481 

Smuts continues by saying when disesteem seems appropriate: 

We attribute some kind of undesirable attitude to the person. Typically, we don't think that people 

should be punished for their lack of concern. Few are fully culpable for their character. But many 

think that it is a flaw to be cold-hearted.482 

Finally, Smuts concludes: 

 
480 See Chapter 6 for a more complete discussion of this. 
481 Smuts (2015: 3) 
482 Smuts (2015: 3) 
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We merely need to think that an undesirable attitude is in some way representative of the person, 

that they lack an excuse, such as: "I was drunk" [for disesteem to be appropriate.]483 

While it is unclear that this is actually getting at the distinction between attribution and moral 

responsibility, what is clear is that Smuts seems to think there are things – either actions or traits – that 

are beyond our control; that are representative of our character in some way; and that are bad but are not 

fully worthy of blame. Dream acts, or fantasies, seem like good candidates for disesteem given Smuts 

account.484  

  

Let’s return to character and psychological continuity with disesteem in mind. While one’s 

character is more than their moral character, one could think that one cannot commit an act of dream 

morality if that action does not align with their existent moral character because that is someone else 

committing that immoral485 action. Smuts does not say that this is the reason why someone’s moral 

character is tied to whether they are worthy of disesteem, but it’s one plausible account and it restricts the 

amount of dream morality cases further. 

 In fact, this line would solve one intuitive motivator of double-life problem. It could not be the 

case that someone’s moral waking life is opposed by a fundamentally immoral dreaming life since the 

moral character of the person in the waking life is different from the moral character of the person in the 

sleeping life.486 It is sufficient to mark them as different agents! 

 A proponent of the implausibility thesis might persist: what about a case where a few, or even 

one, instance of dream morality tips the moral scales? I believe that biting the bullet on this is appropriate. 

The case that the proponent is bringing up here is someone whose waking life is a near-equal parts good 

and bad. However, while dreaming, they do something that is good or bad and this tips the overall 

balance. But why is this problematic? It does not ‘undo’ or ‘redeem’ any of their waking acts. All it 

means is, all things considered, they now did more good than bad or more bad than good. Especially 

given what has been said about how moral, and psychological, character is required to persist. This 

seems, to me, a good explanation.  

 

 This might not be sufficient for Driver since Driver seems to think any instance of dream morality 

is enough to render dream morality implausible. So, Driver might not be convinced by the rarity of dream 

morality. But why does a single instance of dream morality seem so implausible? It is unclear to me why 

rare dream morality looks problematic. In fact, it seems as though dream morality might be, at least 

 
483 Smuts (2015: 4) with my addition for clarity. 
484 Disteem is also discussed briefly in chapters 2 and 3. 
485 Or moral. 
486 This should be especially strong against Driver’s virtue consequentialism since it seems like in order for the double life 
problem to be possible, given her view, an agent would need waking virtues and sleeping vices or vice versa. 



Reid 9:153 
 
conceptually, unavoidable without committing to even worse views like moral luck. Internalists seem 

committed; externalists seem committed; and both seem committed given the popular ontologies of 

dreaming. 

 

So far, I have dealt with a general version of the double-life problem. Driver also raises the worry 

of agents fulfilling specific obligations while dreaming. She writes: 

if we believe that we have imperfect duties of beneficence, this suggests that one has a quota of 

beneficence to fulfil. It seems outrageous to suggest that I could fulfil my quota of good willings 

through dreams.487 

Is it really the case that dream morality suggests that you can fulfill your quota of beneficence? I take it 

that good willings are rarely ever sufficient for fulfilling a duty especially when you notice that your good 

willings had no real effects. For example, imagine that you donated money to a charity that turned out to 

be a scam: while your donations were likely good of you to do, it seems as though the ineffectiveness of 

them should spur you on to do more effective good. Conversely, we can imagine a Truman Show 

scenario where someone’s good will is never actually effective. However, they have no reason to know 

this. In fact, when they do their due diligence, they find that it is likely their good willings do help; the 

ruse is so great that they are tricked into thinking their willings are effective. This person does seem to 

deserve praise. They do not, as the dreamer does, have a moment of clarity despite their best efforts. So, 

good willings seem intuitively right so long as we have reason to think they are successful. This is not the 

case with dreamers because dreamers wake up and realise their lack of success.  

 

 

Dream Morality’s Plausibility Beyond Driver’s Double-Life Problem 

 

 I wish to, now, offer a tentative positive argument as to why we would think that dream morality, 

at least as it has been defended in the thesis, is not absurd or implausible. This builds upon work done in 

previous chapters, although manifesting the arguments here, explicitly, is important given how often 

people believe that endorsing dream morality is tantamount to a reductio ad absurdum against the 

positions that lead to the possibility and actuality of dream morality. 

 

 First, I discuss agency in reference to previous chapters. In particular, I want to offer positive 

reasons to think (1) that dreamers do , at least sometimes, express agency and (2) that they are responsible 

for that agency. I am arguing against two theses here: that dreams always involve moral passivity and that 

 
487 Driver (2007: 9) 
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dreams are constituted by some sui generis actions. 488 It is not needed that O’Shaughnessy’s account is 

never right. Instead, it needs only to be the case that we have reason to doubt it always is. 

Discussed earlier in thesis is O’Shaughnessy’s view. Soteriou, while explaining O’Shaughnessy, writes:  

we now understand dreaming as an essentially inactive phenomenon that involves seeming-to-be-

active. According to that understanding, when one dreams, one undergoes passive episodes of 

imagining, at least some of which involve imagining oneself to be active.489  

It can be useful to examine these claims through metaphor. Rather than dreaming by akin to navigating 

virtual reality490, it is more akin to being on a rollercoaster or watching a film. You are perhaps able to 

engage in some way491 

O’Shaughnessy gives three points to support this thesis. Since dreaming is non-conscious, he believes that 

dreaming lacks active thinking; perceptual sensitivity and ability to organize our mental future is absent. 

These, he insists, are essential for activity. There are reasons to think these are (1) either not required for 

agency or (2) not accurate descriptions of non-lucidly dreaming agents. But I forgo these for now.492 

Instead, I focus in on this claim of imagining to be active rather than merely being active. 

 

 Is it the case that dreamers are inactive? I give three reasons to think not. The first reason is dream 

reports and phenomenology. Here is a randomly selected dream from Atla: 

 

I picture in my mind some things being gone, like the TV. But I go in and find almost everything 

gone - the shelves, even, that the TV was on - all wiped out, silently, while I was asleep. I'm sad, 

at a loss - I feel bereft and don't know what to do. It's as though this was visited on me as a kind of 

punishment or justice. I walk around a bit but mostly just look at where things have been, 

thoughts running through my mind, like, I wonder if I'll get the things back - what will I do to 

replace them - will I be able to replace them - I feel exposed, stripped, violated, taken. I go back 

into the other room.493 494 

Similarly, we can take a dream plucked from my own journal: 
I am late for class and running quickly. I run through long corridors looking at door room 

numbers. I am increasingly anxious and frustrated and annoyed at myself for my lateness. 

 
488 A third way of understanding this would be to see the tail of this chapter as offering positive arguments against claims that 
would be required for dream morality to be absurd (rather than merely wrong): that dreamers are never active or that dream 
actions are of the sort of action that is never morally assessable. 
489 Soteriou (2020: 5330) 
490 This metaphor has been used to describe the received, or Orthodox, view. 
491 It is unclear if O’Shaughnessy believes agents experience  ‘genuine’ emotions or ‘quasi’ emotions. 
492 Recall some of the work done already in this thesis on ‘problem solving in the dream’, for instance. 
493 Atla #116 (7/19/1986) 
494 This is potentially a case of an agent trying to organise their mental future as they consider what to do next; “what will I do 
to replace them?” 
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Eventually, I give up and walk home. On the way home, I see an old friend and we chat. I cannot 

remember what about. 

Prima facie, both reports involve activity. They report a first-person doing (moving between rooms, 

investigating shelves, running) as well as first person emotional responses. The phenomenology of 

dreaming, as supported by straight forward readings of dream reports, is that we are, at least some of the 

time, active.  

O’Shaughnessy would retort that there is no activity but rather that ‘seeming-to-be activity’ he believes 

constitutes dreams. I retort that we put further pressure on O’Shaughnessy’s view by examining cases of 

muscle atonia.  

 

 This has been mentioned elsewhere in the thesis, and so the recount here will be quick. Agents do, 

sometimes, enact their dream behaviour while asleep. Patients with REM sleep disorder often experience 

a loss of muscle atonia that dreamers usually experience. Muscle atonia usually happens during REM 

sleep when the brain signals to reduce muscle tone and so sleeping agents are less able to move. As Lydic 

puts it: “muscle atonia occurs when motoneurons are not generating action potentials.”495 However, when 

muscle atonia is absent dreamers sometimes “show complex behaviors such as running or fighting off an 

attacker during REM sleep, and they often report dreams involving the same actions after awakening.”496 

To be clear: This is hard to square with passivity: it does not seem to be the case that dreamers are in a 

state of seeming to be active, but rather in a state where the success of their activity is curtailed by the 

state they find themselves in.  

 A proponent of O’Shaughnessy’s might persist that one might still see this as an ‘imagining to be 

active’ although it is unclear how. This looks distinctive from the sort of imagining I take myself to do be 

doing while awake: it is not the case that, when I imagine, I experience muscle atonia nor is it the case 

that I, even in the most vivid of daydreams, act out those day dreams. At best, one might liken what 

dreamers are doing to pretend play. But this is still activity and not what O’Shaughnessy is arguing for.  

 

It may be useful to look at how non-lucid dreams have been typified in contrast to non-lucid dreams.  

Lucid dreams are those dreams where the dreamer is aware that they are dreaming.497 While all that is 

required for a dream to be lucid is that one recognize that one is dreaming, there are often additional 

subsidiary features. One feature is “enhanced voluntary control, at least compared to non-lucid 

dreams.”498   

 
495 Lydic (2008, 1471) 
496 Windt (2013, 6) 
497 Accounts of lucid dreaming stretch back millennia. For modern descriptions see (Erlacher & Strumbry’s 2020) and Rosen 
(2012) 
498 Cowan  (2022: 7) 
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It may be tempting, I believe, to draw the inference that since lucid dreams are marked by control, then 

we may infer that non-lucid dreams are marked by a lack of control. While neither O’Shaughnessy nor 

Soteriou make this inference, it is worth considering what the practical implications of this might be. 

Early in the thesis, I remark that non-lucid dreams, despite the moniker, are not dreams where dreamers 

lack agency. But if one were to commit to this, in the face of evidence, they also take on a theoretical 

burden. If lucid dreams were marked not as different in degree, but different in kind499, then much of the 

modern empirical work becomes void: studies on lucid dreams have been used to explore, through 

inference, non-lucid dreams.500 To give up this work might have grueling practical costs. 

 

 So far in this section, I have demotivated O’Shaughnessy’s view in a few ways. I’ve given some 

reasons to believe that we are not passive while we dream and that we express agency. In particular, I 

pointed towards REM sleep disorder cases where agents engage in dream enactment behaviours. I also 

stressed that the way agents frequently report dreams is where they are doing, rather than seeming to do. I 

ended with a note by exploring an inference explained very early in the thesis and noting that, in light of 

much of the empirical work seen throughout the thesis, there might be a new cost to the potential 

dialectic. 

 In this next section, I want to introduce a functionalist ‘challenge’ to another potential objection 

that I believe one could say renders the prospect of dream morality absurd. I will explain this objection 

and problematize it, and hopefully doing so in a way that leaves open the prospect of a sui generis 

account while not undermining the work done throughout the thesis. 

  

 I understand the potential objection as follows: if dreams actions are sui generis, then we might 

have reason to believe that dream actions are the sort of actions for which one can never be held morally 

responsible.501 First, a sketch of an existing sui generis account: 

Jennifer Windt proposes502 that dreams are neither solely hallucinatory, solely imaginative or solely 

perceptual. Instead, they are closer to mind wandering which incorporates all three then “characterized by 

their spontaneous and dynamic character…” Windt continues that one virtue of her view is that it allows 

for many potential answers to questions of control, phenomenology, and so on while still leaning on the 

strengths of other popular ontologies.503  What one could say, although no one has, is that dream actions 

are sui generis as well, and are therefore just not the sort of thing that one could be morally assessed 

 
499 There are reasons to think this would be unpopular, even given other dream ontologies. Remember that Ichikawa believes 
that we could control the narrative of non-lucid dreams it is just the case that we never do. It is the kind of thing that is under 
our control. 
500 See Schadlich, M., Erlacher, D. & Schredl M. (2017) as an example. 
501 This argument does not exist in the literature. I am setting up this position so that I can argue that regardless of how we 
taxonomize dream action, it seems that there are morally salient features. 
502 Windt (2015) 
503 Windt (2021) 
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for.504 I suggest the focus on our reason ought to be ‘success’, or the systematic lack of. To be clear: the 

reason one might have for thinking that sui generis dream actions are (1) sui generis and (2) morally 

innocuous is because the success conditions for a dream action are different than the success conditions 

for a waking action. Here is a contrasting case to explain. Let us say that an agent intends to drive their 

car from point A to point B. There is a litany of smaller actions that make up this action. They must get 

into their car, and start it, and successfully pilot it. Contrast this with a dream case: in order for one to 

have a successful dream action where they drive from point A to point B they are not required to leave 

their bed! The success conditions may also be based only on outcome; if one ‘forgets’ to turn their car on 

the dream it does not follow, always, that in the dream the car does not move. Dream actions, then, might 

be distinguished from waking actions by the fact that dream actions can be successful without one having 

any real-world consequence. 

  

I want to offer a retort based on functionalism. I propose that the functional profile of dream actions, as 

evidenced, by these REM sleep disorder studies is enough to render them of moral interest qua actions505. 

My rebuttal, briefly, is that it could be the case that dream actions are sui generis because they have 

different success conditions, but that these different success conditions are in place in virtue of luck or 

happenstance unbeknownst to the agent.506  

 

Now, I want to explain a functionalist account of dream actions. I take this view as ontologically 

neutral507 and there are benefits to functionalism. One benefit, and a good benefit that functionalism 

enjoys across many debates, is that it offers a way of understanding these actions while avoiding a 

grander debate. A better reason,  for us, is that it let’s us talk about outputs or systematic outputs. These 

are, as we have seem in the thesis, of moral import! So, onto functionalism. 

 

The functionalist508 could claim that the experiences in dreams have the same functional profile as 

the experiences in waking life509. For functionalists, once one locates the functional profile one has 

 
504 The reasons for this are many, although most that I can think of have already been discussed in the thesis. For instance, one 
view might be that if dream actions are imagined, then we might consider dream morality impossible. This has been combatted 
at length.  
505 Of course, it is still open as to whether the agent is morally responsible for those actions. 
506 Some of this discussion apes discussion from previous sections of the thesis. Here, novelly, there is an appeal to 
functionalism and meta-awareness as well as sui generisity. 
507 As an aside, this argument likely is best tuned towards an orthodoxy. 
508 Long-Arm functionalism characterizes the inputs and outputs of the mental state or experience – and the states that are 
causally related to the mental state or experience – by reaching out into the world. This is to say that a thing’s functional 
profile is partly defined by its effect on the world external to the agent. Let us take, for example, the desire that I kick a 
mailbox. That desire is characterized, at least partly, by the effect it produces – from the movement of my leg to the contact 
with the mailbox. Short-Arm functionalism says that the inputs and outputs are internal to the agent: the inputs and outputs are 
characterized as sensory receptors or through neurochemicals. For more, see Levin (2018). 
509 The functionalist argument is not something that functionalists are necessarily committed to: the functionalist can say that 
the states in question have a certain role, but that role is lacked in dreaming.  
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located the experience: and so, the functionalist argues that the waking experience is the same as the 

dream experience. To understand this argument, I will examine muscle-atonia. Muscle atonia is the state 

of paralysis, or extreme relaxation, of the skeletal muscles while dreaming. In Rapid Eye Movement 

Sleep Disorder patients lose muscle atonia. In these cases, dreamers show goal directed behavior such as 

fighting off an attacker. These actions also match dream reports taken when the dreamer wakes up.510 I 

think these are evidence of dream experiences having the same short-arm functional role as waking 

experiences: if I have the waking experience of seeing an attacker the part of my brain responsible for 

understanding imagery fires up and that would cause other internal process. I might, for example, have 

my motor neurons fire. If these are successful, this would lead to action which we see in the “goal 

directed behavior” mentioned above. The long-armed functionalist could say that dream experiences are 

the same as waking experiences in the rare cases where one dreams veridically and without paralysis. If 

this claim is true, then the functionalist can provide reasons to think that dream experiences are of a 

certain kind: the same kind as waking experiences.  

 While I have given evidence that dream experiences have the same short-arm functional role as 

waking experiences, there are good reasons not to be committed to the view that they have the same 

functional role. When I dream and I am paralyzed by the muscle atonia it does not seem to be the case 

that these two experiences have the same functional profile because one is located within a case of muscle 

atonia – it is not clear that my neurons do fire in most cases. It is possible, instead, that one has different 

experiences when one is paralyzed than when one is not. I take the plausibility of the long-arm cases 

might render them only theoretically possible. This would mean that even if this claim were true, it would 

only apply to a very small amount of dreams, perhaps dreams that are almost impossible to actually have, 

contain a perceptual experience. Although, perhaps the most intuitively, is that dream actions are not 

successful but appear to be.  

Here is how I imagine the objection: dream actions do seem successful. Let us go back to that to the case 

of a dreamer, in the dream, climbing a mountain. They, in the dream, form an intention to put one foot in 

front of the other. In the dream, this is  successful; they have the dream experience of putting one foot in 

front of the other. The worry, then, is that dream actions may be sui generis because their success 

conditions at least appear to be different; a waking intention to climb a mountain requires that I climb the 

mountain in order for it to be successful, while a dream intention only requires that to be true in the 

dream. 

 

There is much to say in response to this, but I do believe that I have interesting defenses that look 

potentially successful. The first response I have is that the content of the intention has nothing to do with 

 
510 See Schenck & Mahowald (1996), Schenck (2005), Leclair-Visonneau et al. (2010) for more. 
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the dream. If it were the case that the dreamer’s intentional content was of the form ‘I intend to, in the 

dream, climb Everest’ then we would say that was successful. However, that is not the intention. The 

intention was to climb Everest, and the dreamer, upon waking up, realizes that they have failed that 

intention. I believe that drawing a parallel to virtual reality might be useful to illustrate this point: imagine 

that I placed my girlfriend, Kenzie, in a virtual reality machine without her knowledge. When she wakes 

up, she does not know that she is no longer navigating the waking world and instead navigating some 

identical but constructed fake world. She makes herself coffee, walks to work and has a productive day in 

the office. However, in her flat, the coffee remains unmade, she never leaves the house and never does an 

ounce of work. Would we say that Kenzie’s three intentions to make coffee, navigate the world, and do 

work have been met? No! The content of these intentions was not so general that they could be met in a 

fake world: the content of these intentions was to interact successful with the actual world! The same 

looks to be true for dreams because dreamers, at least given the orthodoxy, really do seem believe 

themselves to be navigating the real world. In fact, as we can recall with our discussion of lucid dreams, 

they would cease to be non-lucidly dream had they discovered they were in fact dreaming. The feeling of 

success, or even the visual experience of success, does not seem to fully encapsulate the function of the 

intention. 

 

The second argument, and it is more modest, is that dreamers do not seem to wake up and report that they 

had a dream filled with successful intentions. In the cases of bad dreams, dreamers, instead, seem to 

report that they are thankful that the dream was not real and that that they are glad their intentions 

otherwise failed. Intuitively, this makes sense of why agents, as we have seen through many examples, 

feel guilt. They feel as though they have formed that problematic intention and were, by some lights, 

merely lucky that they were dreaming. This phenomenology ought not to be dismissed haphazardly or 

without reason given (1) we have some reason to trust dreamers and (2) the practical implications of 

abandoning this phenomenology are widespread. It would make talking about dreams at all very difficult, 

as has been discussed elsewhere in the thesis. 

 

More concessively, and I believe more ambitiously, I posit that even if these dream intentions or dream 

actions are sui generis they are so in a way that is uninteresting to the thesis. As Driver remarks, these 

potentially sui generis still have all the features that would mark them for moral evaluation: they are still 

formed with the intention or belief that real consequences could spring from them and they are still 

formed by reason sensitive agents at least some of the time.511 These conditions are not exhaustive for 

moral responsibility by some lights and the tactics Driver employs are not at all aimed at sui generis 

accounts, but I think coopting this line is useful: it seems to me, given what has been said about this 

 
511 Driver (2007) 
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functionalist account that even if the bullet was bit on the success condition and sui generis dream actions 

did not exist it does not follow from that successful condition that moral judgement is moot. 

 

 

Recall, too, the two arguments mentioned in the second main-body chapter on the thesis. I 

discussed two additional arguments for an orthodoxy: I discussed phenomenology and I discussed 

neuroimaging. Neither of these, as was noted then, are sufficient to motivate the orthodoxy to the point of 

certainty. Neuroimaging, especially, is used to support different ontologies. It could also be the case, one 

might think, that sui generis experiences would have the same phenomenal character. It is unclear these 

arguments, then, work here. And so I have tried to employ a more novel argument to help both my thesis 

and us generally distinguish these views. 

  

 So, we have another reason to perhaps reject sui generis’ accounts for orthodox accounts. But if 

that were not the case, we have good reason to believe that even though the success conditions for dream 

actions are contained within the dream that these dream actions are still attempts to act in the real world. 

If we expected agents to be attempting to drive their car, to repeat an example, in the dream and to know 

the success conditions of that action we would expect them motionless in cases of REM sleep disorder. 

This is not what happens. 

Put differently, one may be tempted to think that since the success conditions of dream actions are 

different from waking actions then dream actions are potentially sui generis. I am posited that that this 

may be true, but dreamers seem to be attempting to perform waking actions. The sui generis-ness of the 

actions would not be morally exculpatory since agents do not know they are attempting actions with 

different success conditions. 
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In this short chapter, I have summarised some of the fallouts of the thesis as well as combatted the 

implausibility thesis. Initially, I discussed how common the intuition is that dream morality was 

implausible is. While little has been written on dream morality, the intuition on its implausibility is 

divided enough that appealing to it as a reason to find dream morality implausible seems dubious. After, I 

looked at Driver’s defense of implausibility: the double life argument. Additionally, I have argued that 

dream morality is likely uncommon and not all dream morality likely leads to moral blame. These work 

to undermine the bite of the double life argument. 

 I then dedicated a small section of the chapter to discuss more positive arguments from the 

plausibility of dream morality. I would like to remind the reader that these are not arguments for dream 

morality. Instead, they are arguments against an the claim that dream morality looks to be obviously false. 

By looking at negative arguments, namely that that dreamers are always active or that dream actions are 

some sui generis action, I gave positive reasons to think that dreamers are, at least sometimes, actions and 

that dream actions, even if they are sui generis, might still be of moral import. 
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Chapter 10 On Agency, and Future Discussions of Dream Morality and Agency 
 
As mentioned earlier in the thesis, I now return to discuss agency. While the discussion here is modest, I 

understand this to be interesting and potentially fruitful for future discussions. I wish to take a short 

moment to remind the reader of the account of agency that has been used thus far in thesis. Recall that 

Driver focuses on agency in a specific way: she appeals to the phenomenology of dream actions and 

writes that agents certainly, at least sometimes, feel as though they have agency. She continues that the 

paralysis experienced by agents while the dream is not morally exculpatory. She motivates this by 

reporting, intuitively, that a physically disabled agent is ‘obviously’ capable of right doing and 

wrongdoing. She writes that dreamers, in the dream and while dreaming, do still have intentions and try 

to make those intentions successful.512 She continues by writing that whatever it is we care about with 

agency it is at least sometimes present with non-lucid dreamers. In particular, she reports reason 

responsiveness, the ability to make choices and the ability to have the right sort of motivational 

structures.513 Here, I now offer a probative chapter whose purpose is to briefly examine other accounts of 

agency, look at ‘authorship’ of dreaming and to see if these other accounts might pose problems for the 

thesis or indeed be interesting avenues to explore done. In particular, I posit that agency is easier to make 

sense of for the orthodoxy and harder to make sense of for the imagination theory. However, my account 

of dream morality and the imagination theory did not require agency. Some might find this curious. 

 

We begin with what Schlosser calls the ‘standard theory’ of agency. It was most famously put forward by 

Davidson and Anscombe. 

The standard theory of action provides us with a theory of agency, according to which a being has 

the capacity to act intentionally just in case it has the right functional organization: just in case the 

instantiation of certain mental states and events (such as desires, beliefs, and intentions) would 

cause the right events (such as certain movements) in the right way. 514 

Agency, then, is expressed as intentional action. Important to this standard conception of agency is that 

there exists a close bond between intentional action and acting for a reason or reasons. Davidson and 

Anscombe believe that acting for a reason is to  

…act in a way that can be rationalized by the premises of sound practical syllogism, which 

consists, typically, of a major premise that corresponds to the agent’s goal and a minor premise 

that corresponds to the agent’s take on how to attain the goal.515 

 
512 Recall what has been said about success elsewhere. One might think that in the dream these intentions are at least 
sometimes successful because in the dream something happens as a result of these intentions. However, it is unclear that the 
agent’s intention is for their intention to be successful in the dream – in fact it seems as though since they do not know that 
they are dreaming they would view the success condition for that intention to be that it is effective in waking life. 
513 Driver (2007, 10) 
514 Schlosser (2019) 
515 Schlosser (2019) 
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One might think that this account of agency problematises some of the thesis, especially for orthodox 

accounts. If it must be the case that these mental states and events have to cause the right events in the 

right way you might believe that dream actions systematically fail to do so: that is the dream intention 

rarely leads to causing the right events in the right way when contrasted to waking events. For example, 

in a waking case my intention to walk to the store to get food causes the right events of me grabbing my 

wallet and leaving the house in a straightforwardly right way. The minutia of my mental life lines up with 

action in a way where I am clearly, given this account, acting intentionally. Contrast this, as we have done 

before in the thesis, with dream actions. The minutia of mental life does not seem to have the right 

functional profile in the dream: my intention to go to the store in the dream only causes the right events in 

the dream and perhaps not even in the right way. One might argue that in order to actually express agency 

with the dream intention it would have to be the case that I put my shoes on, or started walking, while 

dreaming.  

It is hard to see, at least to me, how this would affect what has been said about the orthodoxy. It 

seems to me that even if it were the case that dreamers are not expressing agency, they are still engaging 

in moralised activity: as Driver notes so long as dreamers are forming intentions, reasoning and trying to 

act then we likely have enough to discuss potential right doing and wrongdoing. 

This account of agency, too, likely means little to what I have said on the imagination theory and 

potential moral responsibility. It does not matter, given my account, if the dream content is intentional or 

if the response to the dream is intentional. This led to the moral evaluation bar being lower, and perhaps 

there is a higher bar to be argued for if dreamers do perform the intentional action of rejoining a morally 

problematic fantasy-dream with the intention of enjoying it – in this case they are, by the standard 

conception, expressing agency as they have expressed an intentional action and were successful with it. 

So, the standard account likely does little to what has been said given the orthodoxy and Driver’s 

argument discussed earlier puts pressure on an account that would have dreamers fail to express agency. 

By examining this account of agency with the imagination theory in mind, it could be the case that a 

stricter moral evaluation than the one proposed in that chapter is on the table, if it were the case that a 

dreamer intentionally dreamt content that was problematic with the express desire to enjoy it (and were 

successful in their enjoying of it). 

 

 

Well, what about other important accounts of agency? Parsed as either an additional criterion for agency 

or its own condition, many believe that agency requires initiation by the agent. On our first account of 

what this might mean we have it that an action is initiated by an agent so long as the action “consists in 

causation by the relevant intentions.”516 This is to say that an agent has expressed agency if they have 

 
516 Schlosser (2019) and Schlosser cites Brand, Bratman, Bishop, Mele and Enç as examples. 
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initiated an action, and that action is caused by the right sort of intentions.517 The second account of 

initiation has at its core the ability to cause, but they jettison the reason-sensitive and rationality integral 

to the standard conception. Instead, it is the case that, according to this second account, that agents can 

express agency ‘spontaneously’ and “may initiate an action for no reason and without prior intent.” As 

Schlosser sums up: 

On this view, reasons and intentions may have a strong and even a decisive influence on how an 

agent acts. But agency has its source in the power to initiate, and the exercise of this power cannot 

be reduced to the agent’s being moved by reasons or intentions.  

It is interesting, and more fruitful, to discuss what may be initiated in the dream. The first feature to 

discuss is dream content or dream narrative as distinct from dream action. What the dream content is will 

depend on the ontology. For the orthodoxy, there will be a difference between the dream action, which 

does sometimes seem initiated given both the standard account and this second account of agency, and the 

dream content which is likely to be created without reason, or rationality, or any real sense of intention. 

However, if these features are not required for agency then dreams do seem initiated by the agent in this 

spontaneous way. So, for the orthodoxy, it would be the case that dream action is a result of agency given 

both accounts, but dream content is likely only a result of agency on this more permissive account. Given 

that the dream content, as distinct from dream action, is not the focus of dream morality if the orthodoxy 

is true, this is interesting but should not impact the conclusions of the thesis. 

In contrast, the imagination theory lacks an account of dream action under most lights. Instead, recall, that 

dreamers do not intend to p in dreams. Instead, they imagine they intend to p or straightforwardly just 

imagine p. Is it the case that dreams intend to imagine, given the imagination theory? I believe this is 

genuinely unclear. Recall McGinn, Ichikawa and Wittgenstein all offer an account of imagination where 

imagination is a creation and of doing – this is contrasted to ‘receiving’. Here is McGinn citing 

Wittgenstein:  

We do not ‘banish’ visual impression as we do images. And we don’t say of the former, either, 

that we might not banish them518 … The concept of imagining is rather like one of doing than 

receiving.  Imaging is a creative act. (And is of course so called.)519 520 

This, again, comes from the broader discussion of whether imagination is subject to the will. The answer 

offered by key proponents of both imagination and of imagination theory of dreaming is that “yes, 

dreaming is subject to the will.” But does this mean it is an expression of agency? In the alternative 

conception, likely yes. But for the less permissive, standard account, one might resist that one intends to 

dream specific dream content (in most cases) or that one reasons to form dream content given the 

 
517 This rendition builds upon the standard conception discussed above. 
518 Wittgenstein (1967: 621) 
519 Wittgenstein (1967: 633) 
520 Ichikawa (2009: 106) 
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imagination theory. The contrast in phenomenology between non-lucid dreams and lucid dreams is 

illustrative: in lucid dreams, which have been leant on to support an imagination ontology of dreaming521, 

it does seem as though agents can intend to alter the dream content.522 This does contrast with the 

reported experience of non-lucid dreams.523 A good reading here, I believe, would be that dreams are 

initiated by the agent but only for the permissive account. There do not seem to reason that agents have 

access to and there does not seem to be this deliberation process. On a standard, more restrictive, account 

of agency as initiation, dreams come from us but we do not seem to form the intention to dream; for it 

seems hard to say that we even know how to create specific dream content in non-lucid dreams. If we do 

know how, as Ichikawa likely implies, we do not have access to it or have otherwise forgotten.  

It is unclear what the impact here is on the thesis. Again, it does not seem to me particularly important 

that the agent express agency if the imagination theory of dreams is true. Instead, what is important is a 

combination of the dream they have and their response to that dream. 

 

The last view of agency I wish to discuss is Frankfurt’s account524 which was then built upon by 

Talyor.525 For Frankfurt, humans are marked as different because of their second-order desires. A second 

order desires are desires whose content is first order desires. A first order desire, for example, would be 

my desire to eat cake. If I connected with that desire; I wanted that desire and wanted to be motivated by 

that desire then we could say that I have a desire to desire to eat cake. That is an example of a second 

order desire. For Frankfurt, the key is that one ‘identify’ with their desires and this is captured by them 

‘wanting’ those desires. Taylor takes this as the distinction between human agency and non-human 

agency.526 So, succinctly, what is required for agency is that an agent identify with the motives for their 

actions; and that this could perhaps be described as ownership of those actions. 

 

So, is it ever the case that dreamers can identify with their dream actions, given the orthodoxy? Yes! In 

the way that dreams are reported, it seems that agents often feel ownership over their actions and a 

connection to them. While it will rarely, if ever, be in the express language of desiring a desire, what is 

clear is that dream is often reported in the same way one might report a historic action. Here is an 

otherwise unexciting dream report from Barb Sanders: 

I'm driving down the M City main street. Icy streets. I start to brake gently blocks away, to the 

turn corner. I'm very careful. I go to a corner restaurant. An older fellow is there named Charlie 

 
521 See Ichikawa (2007) and Ichikawa (2009) 
522 This is explained earlier in the thesis. 
523 The section in the imagination chapter of thesis wherein I discuss control may be useful here. 
524 See Frankfurt (1971) 
525 Taylor (1977) & Schlosser (2019) 
526 Schlosser notes that it is unclear, as it is with the previous account, if this is meant to be an extension of the standard 
account or a replacement. I am going to treat it as a replacement because I believe focusing on second order desires is fruitful 
and might capture moral intuitions around dreaming in nice ways. 
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Charisma. Sometimes he ignores me. I order French toast, omelet, etc., hot chocolate. Dark woods 

in tables, rich place.527 

As Driver remarks the phenomenology of actions in dreams is identical to the phenomenology of waking 

actions. And here, in many of these reports, the actions and desires are not marked in a way that we might 

expect if an agent were disowning them.528 

There are cases, too, where we might think that someone does not connect with their dream actions. This 

case from Barb Sanders looks as though it might be a case where they do not have the second order 

desire.  

He [Jerome] suggests we go for a drive in his sports car. I don't want to. He's married and I didn't 

do his sheets so he would like me, I did them to hide my wrong doing, but I get in the car anyway. 

It's very low to the ground and I say, "I hope I can get out again." I'm in the passenger side and as 

we go, I notice it's hard to see up and over the dashboard. Jerome is very suave and flirty. Now I'm 

in the back seat and high school friend Dora is in the front next to Jerome. He calls her Betty, 

twice. We stop at a Mexican restaurant. I groan because I don't like Mexican food; It's too spicy. 

He says they have rooms in the basement, meaning a motel like place and I can see the 

handwriting on the wall. I don't want to have an affair with him, but I go in anyway.529 

At least tentatively, one might say that the connection between desire, ownership and action is missing 

here. I am happy to grant that, at least for some cases, that dream actions are not appropriately, in the 

right hierarchy, aligned for agency. But this, I believe, would be expected! If it were the case that dream 

actions, and some extent, dream agency mirrored waking actions and waking agency we would expect 

cases where agents do and cases where agents do not exert agency successfully. 

A hierarchical account, such as Frankfurt’s and Taylor’s, is more ‘limiting’ for the imagination theory. It 

is far less clear that many dreams have their content come from their desires, let alone their desire to 

desire. In fact, even if the dream were enjoyed it seems likely that the dreamer would disown both the 

dream narrative and the response they have had to that dream. 

Does this undermine what I have said? No, but a theme is a emerging: common understandings of agency 

(1) have not been discussed in reference to the imagination theory of dreams and (2) agency is likely 

absent in the creation of dream content. However, it does not seem that this is sufficient to do with away 

with the potential for dream morality. This is because my account has not placed agency at its centre. 

Possibly, and again I want to remark that this is tentative, part of the reason why we treat fantasy 

differently from many or most actions is because it often does seem out our control. Nonetheless 

 
527 Barb Sanders #0061 (1997-??-??) 
528 You might think this is insufficient for an argument, but it is worth recalling that much of what has been used to motivate 
the orthodox accounts have been phenomenological arguments. So, at least dialectically, this line will likely be efficacious for 
those who are already proponents of the orthodoxy. 
529 Barb Sanders #2045 (1992-01-27) 
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arguments and intuition have it that one might be held, at least, in disesteem. It is bizarre, some might 

remark, that moral agency, or at least the capacity for an agent to be held in some kind of disesteem or 

responsibility, comes apart from more generic agency. 

 

But we must be careful: in some way dreams must come from us. I want to discuss two options here. The 

first is a Freudian analysis. This is mentioned quickly because modern empirical support for such a view 

is not sufficient. Then I explain the dream continuity hypothesis. 

Briefly, Freud believes that dreams are representations of wishes and dreams themselves function as wish 

fulfilment.  Specifically, he thinks that when we come to properly understand dreams, then we will see 

that their meaning is to fulfil an unconscious wish that was suppressed by the conscious mind. The wish 

was suppressed by the conscious mind, Freud continues, because it was in some way considered 

unacceptable by the agent.530 Often, it is because the dreamer would find the wish repulsive to them or 

that it conflicts with good social norms.531 While Freudian accounts are broadly unpopular within 

philosophy532, the core idea that dreams (1) come from us, (2) are not random and (3) are in some way 

continuous with waking life is one that remains popular.  

 Secondly, I want to talk about a popular contemporary view called the ‘dream continuity 

hypothesis’. The dream continuity hypothesis states that dream contents are mostly continuous with the 

contents the dreamer experiences and thinks about in their waking life.533 It is not the claim that dreams 

are continuous with experiences you have while you go to bed: it is more precisely that the goals, 

concerns and dispositional emotions you have in waking life manifest in the dream either directly or 

through symbolism. I will use Domhoff’s The Scientific Study of Dreams: Neural Networks, cognitive 

development, and Content Analysis to illustrate: Domhoff studied a woman given the pseudonym 

“Barbara Sanders.”  Domhoff’s collected data about Barbara’s life and used that to confirm, or 

disconfirm, what we now call the continuity hypothesis. For example, Domhoff asked questions about 

Barbara’s work life. Questions about mood and coworkers were common. Domhoff found that if she were 

experiencing conflict with a coworker a symbolic representation of that coworker would sometimes be 

present in the dream. More commonly, though, there was emotional continuity between waking states and 

dreaming states. The ups and downs in her real-life relationships were manifested in dream content: the 

characters and narrative of the dream reflected, in some way, Barbara’s beliefs, concerns and 

 
530 Normally, we would distinguish a wish from a desire. I understand a desire as having motivational content, and a wish as 
lacking that motivational content. Freud does not the same distinction. It is possible, one might think, that it is better to 
understand ‘wish’ as ‘desire’ for the purposes of applying a Frankfurtian account of agency. 
531 Freud builds a functional account into this: that dreams are meant to help us fulfil these wishes or desires in an acceptable 
and risk-free way.  Importantly, too, is that the dreamer themselves not always be made aware of what the desire or wish is. 
532 With the exception of Mark Solms. See Solms (2000) for more. 
533 Schredl (2003) argues that the dream continuity hypothesis is vague. I think he is correct - most formulations talk about 
“most” dreams but these theories have different understanding of “most” and why it is most and not all is unclear. Different 
defenders of the hypothesis also have a different understanding of the continuity. This is not surprising – Freud and Jung’s 
analysis of continuity differs from more modern accounts like Domhoff’s.  
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dispositional emotions. Here is an example: Sanders was close to one of her brothers. She dreamt of him 

often and those dreams were nearly always positive. Sanders believed that her brother was a good person 

and that she liked her brother. This belief and that dispositional emotion appear in those dreams where 

she has a happy dream narrative including him. Sanders waking emotional state could also persist into the 

dream: if Sanders was anxious about an upcoming presentation she has to give at work, she might have an 

anxiety dream. In this instance, the object of the anxiety is different – rather than dreaming she was 

anxious about a presentation the dream had different contents like all her teeth falling out.534  There is a 

broad consensus that continuity hypothesis has strong empirical backing.535 

It is important to mark how the dream continuity hypothesis is different from a Freudian analysis because, 

at least at surface level, Freud does think that dream content is continuous with waking life. Where Freud 

and Domhoff diverge is that Domhoff believes that far more persists in the dream: for Freud, dream 

content is dictated by the repressed wish or desire. For Domhoff, far more of our waking life is 

continuous with the dream. Goals and emotions are singled out. However, both agree that dreams can be 

symbolic. While Freud thinks the dream ‘hides’ its continuity, Domhoff thinks that can happen but does 

not always happen; Domhoff is content with saying that not all dreams are symbolic. Domhoff also does 

not propose a functional purpose to dreams like Freud does. 

Why mention this with reference to agency? Well, I have put forward that these accounts of agency pose 

little issue for my chapters that either argue for or assume the orthodoxy. But one might be worried that 

those dream content, which is part of the proper object of moral evaluation for the imagination view, is 

far less obviously a product of agency. What I have hoped to prove is that there is a historic tradition of 

believing that agents are the authors of the own dreams, albeit often unconsciously. While we might not 

think that dreams are consciously sired, they do come ‘from us’. 

Given what I have said elsewhere in the thesis, this is may be sufficient for moral evaluation.536 I have 

argued that agency does not matter for our ethics of fantasy because it does not feature in my account in 

the imagination chapter. However, we may think that a tracing account537 looks ever more promising 

because it avoids this potentially bizarre conclusion that the popular accounts of agency are not required 

for moral assessibility. Although one might think, as I have argued with reference to disesteem, that 

merely lowering the bar on assessibility is enough to avoid this potential unintuitive conclusion. 

 

 
534 It is possible that this is a different anxiety because the object of the anxiety is different. In order to remain neutral, I will 
say that the dreamers are in state of dispositional anxiety as they get into bed. This has some causal relation to an episodic 
anxiety in their dream.  
535 See Domhoff (1996), Strauch & Meier (1996) and Schrdl 2003 
536 As noted in the absurdity chapter, 
537 At the end of the chapter on responsibility, I posited that one way to get to dream morality is to argue that because some 
dream action possibly happens despite being predictable and preventable. 
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 I want to be clear here: the popular account amongst the proponents of the orthodoxy seems to be 

– and again this is given Driver’s rendition of agency –  that dream content is out width our control in a 

way that dream action is not. Dream actions, those intentions that agents attempt to make successful in 

dreams, are voluntary and willed. By contrast, the world in which one finds oneself in comes from us but 

is it remarked as willed. 

The imagination theory’s view is more complicated: there are no dream actions in the way that there are 

for the orthodoxy: instead, dream actions are things one imagines oneself doing or imagines someone else 

doing. But by Ichikawa’s lights dream content (which now encompasses the entirety of the dream as per 

our explanation in an early chapter) is willed, or is subject to the will. It is just not controlled even when it 

could be. Given the arguments I have presented, this does not matter that much for our conclusions, and 

perhaps the reason for this is because the bar aimed for was no longer a robust sort of moral blame but 

instead a more modest disesteem.  

 

 

There is much more to say here. As was said when agency was first mentioned near the start of the thesis, 

this thesis has very much ‘followed suit’. At least when discussing moral agency, the phenomenology of 

dream actions has been used to justify that dreamers do express agency. This relies on the orthodoxy 

being true. When agency has been discussed, as it has by Cowan, it has been in to do with the dream 

protagonist not being the same as the dreamer themselves. This has been discussed early in the thesis in 

order to motivate initial plausibility of dream morality. It has not been discussed in this way. A 

connection between moral agency and non-moral agency, especially considering the imagination view, 

would be an interesting and novel port to explore further. 
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Chapter 11 Conclusion 
 

For the last time, I want to reintroduce the standard argument. I also want to pay specific attention to 

the additional thesis added to the end. The standard argument is as follows:  

1. Dream Orthodoxy. Simply, that dreams “are constituted by sensory experiences, beliefs, emotions, 

intentions, etc. that are of the same psychological type as those formed in waking life.”538  

2. Evaluational Internalism. This is the claim that what matters for moral evaluation are those 

features internal to a person’s agency. For instance, their intentions. 

3. Internalist Dream Content: subjects sometimes form, in non-lucid dreams, psychological states or 

propositional attitudes for which they can be evaluated for, given Internalism. 

4. No Special Condition: non-lucid dreamers are at least sometimes in a state that does not render 

them immune to moral evaluation. 

If all four theses are true, then dream morality follows. Cowan explains dream morality as:   

sometimes, perhaps only rarely, what we do in non-lucid dreams is the proper object of moral 

assessment as wrong, right, vicious, virtuous, blameworthy, or praiseworthy.539  

There is an additional thesis: 

Dream Morality is highly implausible540. 

 

What prompted my interest in dream morality was not a clerical exegesis of modern dream 

ontologies, but a genuine wonder as to whether that the guilt that one feels upon waking up after a 

particular dream was ill-placed or well-placed. The assumption running through much of the literature, as 

we can see by the implausibility thesis, is that it is always misplaced; that dream morality is implausible. 

In fact, as we have seen, dream morality is sometimes parsed as so implausible that it forms a de facto 

reductio ad absurdum against any set of positions or arguments that entail it. This is, indeed, what Driver 

posits: she wields dream immorality as a stick to beat internalists with! 

I have engaged with the arguments around dream morality, but in the background (and often the 

foreground) I have hoped to, throughout, really challenge this idea that dream morality is this stick to be 

used against arguments or positions. I have tried hard, especially in initial chapters, to restrict the scope 

on inquiry sufficiently so that ‘obvious’ absurd cases are excluded from dream morality. I have shown 

that dream morality is less absurd than moral luck. I have shown that, once we discuss what we mean by 

dream morality either through by looking at moral responsibility or by looking at imagination, we get 

intuitive answers that make it seem as though dream morality would be palatable in the rare 

circumstances that it occurs. This culminates in my penultimate main body chapter where I take a close 

 
538 Cowan (2021: 4) 
539 Cowan (2021: 6) 
540 Cowan (2021: 7) 
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and thorough examination of why someone would think that dream morality is absurd. I, with ammo 

procured throughout the thesis, beat back Driver’s explanation. I even deal with some argumentation not 

yet found in the literature, but which I assume people would put forward; e.g. I argue about the sort of 

intuitions people have around dream morality. Finally, I try to give some good, explicit, reasons for why 

dream morality might not be absurd. 

 To be clear, much of this thesis has been engaged with Cowan’s standard argument. This 

argument is interesting and one of the very few pieces of philosophy that engage with dream morality as 

its primary focus. While, again, a lot of engagement here is novel from my part it is worth noting that I 

believe I go beyond the standard argument: I challenge the assumption that backs it; that is used to 

explain its usefulness. I do not think, by what I have said in this thesis, that the standard argument can be 

used as a reductio because in the cases where dream morality does actually occur it does not look absurd. 

 

 

 There are two more things to say in this conclusion. Firstly, I want to repeat some of the main 

lines of argument in this thesis. Afterwards, I want to suggest what I think would be good avenues to 

explore further down. 

 

 This thesis began with chapters concerned with setting out key positions and explaining key 

terminology. Namely, there were discussions of orthodox and imaginative ontologies, as well as lucidity, 

agency, dream action and dream content as well as the difference between ‘in the dream’ and ‘while 

dreaming’. It is important to understand these terms in order to understand the arguments at play. But I 

also see these earlier chapters as serving a dual purpose: they begin, I hope, to motivate one away from 

thinking dream morality is a reductio. 

 
Our first long chapter is engaged with defending that dreams could be morally responsible for 

what they do in the dream. This chapter primarily engages with Cowan’s forthcoming paper “Moral 

Responsibility While Dreaming.” I argue that dreamers, at least sometimes, express agency in dreams; 

that we can sometimes attribute actions to dreamers; that dreamers are sometimes morally competent; and 

therefore, that dreamers sometimes meet the conditions for moral responsibility. I also argue, in addition 

to these cases, that so long as dreamers can reasonably predict that they will have certain dreamers they 

are responsible for what they do so long as they do not take steps to prevent those dreams where they act 

badly. My hope here, too, is that the restricted scope (again reiterated at length in the absurdity chapter) 

really helps push people to see dream morality as plausible. 
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Afterwards, I began engaging more with ‘the standard argument’. I argued that SAD 

externalism541 (alongside the rest of the standard argument) leads to dream morality. Although, naïve 

externalism plausibly avoids dream morality I argued that naïve externalism is committed to moral luck. 

Moral luck is powerfully unintuitive mostly because it is unfair. I argued that even though naïve 

externalism avoids dream morality, SAD externalism is the ‘better’ view between the externalisms 

because it avoids moral luck. So, the dream morality thesis was preserved even if internalism was false 

and externalism true. 

Since subbing externalism for internalism was unsuccessful in avoiding dream morality I next 

tested the idea that a different dream ontology might avoid it. I was still assuming internalism for this 

chapter. I explained the imagination theory of dreaming. I focused on Ichikawa’s account of the 

imagination theory. I argued that, through an analysis of fantasy, that since some dreams are fantasies and 

that we react, while dreaming, inappropriately to those fantasies then the dream morality thesis obtains. I 

defended against numerous objections. The two I wish to highlight now are that I defended against the 

notion that dreams are constituted by i-states542 and that dreams are not subject to the will. I argued that 

this is an avenue not open to the imagination theorist since, as Ichikawa admits, dreams are a kind of a 

thing that is subject to the will. I bolstered by defense against these objections by suggesting that even if 

dreams were constituted by i-states and dreams were not subject  to the will this is not sufficient to think 

that dream morality would be impossible. 

Next, I explored the possibility that externalism and the imagination theory were both true. I 

discussed a variety of reasons to think that imagination and dreams could both have consequences. I 

argued that they have both non-systematic and systematic consequences. I specifically looked at 

visualisation and fantasy. I appealed to some of the studies mentioned by Cowan that while, although 

small, give us some reason to think that dreams have consequences. 

 
Then, I argue against implausibility. The implausibility thesis (that dream morality is implausible) 

is often taken for granted. For instance, both Ichikawa and Driver think of dream morality as intuitively 

implausible. I argue, however, that these intuitions are not shared. I discuss some other contemporary 

philosophers (and some not-so-contemporary) philosophers who believe dream morality is not 

implausible. I also discuss some folk intuitions implausibility. I engage with the argument Driver gives to 

motivate implausibility. I conclude that the argument does not work for a variety of reasons. Then, 

finally, I give another positive argument for plausibility.  

 

 
541 SAD stands for Systematic, Actualist and Direct.  
542 I-States are imagined states. So, if dreams were constituted by i-states it would not be the case that one felt disgust in a 
dream, but that one felt i-disgust.  
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Finally, I offer a brief discussion of agency. For the purposes of brevity and parsimony with 

previous accounts, I used Driver’s account of agency. I quickly tested some of my conclusions of the 

thesis against new accounts of agency. For some, these results will have been surprising. But I believe 

they are what we would expect given how I have explained and argued for the sorts of moral judgement I 

have explained and argued for in the thesis. 

 

This thesis has discussed a large volume of content. It has, as has become tradition for discussions 

of dreaming, dipped its metaphorical toes into many pools. Still, there is much more to examine! I 

propose two interesting places where more could be done. The first is this idea of dreams as pretend play. 

I see this as potentially being able to make sense of muscle atonia cases while maintaining an imagination 

ontology of dreaming. From that, we could see dreams as dreamers acting their imagination. This looks as 

though dreams might be sorts of pretend play and that leaves open the possibility of them being morally 

evaluated as such. Kind gives the example of her son running around menacingly chomping people 

because he is pretending to be a terrible monster and terrible monsters are the sort of things that chomp 

people. Kind supposes that this reveals a desire to act exactly like a real monster.543 Kind insists that her 

son will have to approximate a terrible monster since, in her  house, biting is firmly off-limits. This 

account looks straightforward for both internalists and externalists. For internalists, the desire to be a 

chomping monster, the beliefs required to act like a chomping monster and the intention to chomp all 

look problematic. For the externalist, pretending to be a monster in this way leads directly to bad 

outcomes and plausibly the psychological states lead systematically to bad outcomes. However, there is 

another kind of pretend-play that I find interesting. Imagine a method actor who never actually desires to 

be the serial killer he is playing but is wholly committed to the role. They are pretending to be a serial 

killer and pretending to have the internal life of a serial killer. Something about this makes me uneasy: it 

could be that the worry is they might ‘tip’ over into having actual desires and the worry is about risk, but 

this does not seem to fully capture the intuition. It seems possible to me that if the imagination theory is 

true then some dreams are instances of pretend-play. Not all pretend-play looks permissible, but is 

dreaming pretend-play ever permissible? If so, what instances are and are not permissible? These are, to 

me, interesting questions. 

Another interesting feature of the thesis, and indeed of the discussion of dream morality in 

general, is the asymmetry of moral evaluation. The cases that people bring forward and the cases that 

philosophers discuss are almost always about wrongdoing and blame. I have discussed, in places, the idea 

that thinking we can fulfill duties in dreams is dubious, but I have not discussed whether praise is ever 

appropriate for a dream action. Tentatively, it seems as though the things I have about moral 

 
543 Kind (2011: 15) 
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responsibility should apply for praise as well. It would be interesting to investigate this. If the result was 

that there was an asymmetry it would be worth investigating if that was problematic for the thesis.  

 
 Of course, there is far more of interest. Windt calls the philosophy of dreaming a “long 

marginalized”544 topic. However, lots of recent scientific and philosophical work has been done on 

dreaming begging to be engaged with further. 

 
 
 
  
 

 
544 Windt (2021) 
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