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Abstract 

The human imagination is ubiquitous and mysterious. Barring extreme cases, every person has 

an intimate relationship with their own imagination and although the constitution of that 

relationship may itself be puzzling, we should not assume that it is thus inconsequential. This 

raises the salient question of this essay: How is imagination consequential? I will not attempt to 

substantively answer this question, rather I will develop a brief account of the imagination that 

will support an evaluation of the effects of technology on our imaginations, specifically (and 

narrowly) those of the proliferation of Computer Generated Imagery (hereafter, CGI) throughout 

our visual media. Ultimately, I aim to explore the impacts of CGI on our imaginations, including 

the ways in which our imaginations – sufficiently impacted by CGI – can in turn impact our 

social worlds. To this end, this essay proceeds in four parts. First, I briefly develop an account of 

the imagination that serves to underlie this evaluation. Second, I describe the ways in which CGI 

is able to impact our imaginations. Third, I explore the impacts that CGI has on our imaginations 

– what I label the horizontal and vertical stretching of our imaginations. Lastly, I consider 

plausible consequences to the stretching of our imaginations by CGI, specifically focusing 

attention on the ways that our imaginations belie our social desires and how these can help reify 

social structures that may themselves impact social well-being. 
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I 

“And if people encounter an impossibility, they desist; while if it appears possible, they set about 

acting” – Aristotle (Nichomachean Ethics 3.3 1112b25-1) 

The ways in which humanity and our social worlds interact with technology have long been a 

source of philosophical wonder. Descartes’ fascination with automata is likely not accidental to 

his positing Cartesian dualism, wondering just what differentiated the admittedly complex 

machineries of the human from any other of the world’s other machineries. Technological 

changes in the modes of material productions lie at the center of Marxist philosophies, explicitly 

relating technological development to widespread social change. Heidegger eschewed 

typewriters. The rapid advancements of technology in the 20th century has provided a rich source 

of philosophical inquiry and one that is unlikely to be fully understood for some time. This essay 

is a modest attempt to begin exploring one such of these technologies – Computer Generated 

Imagery (hereafter, CGI) and its proliferation in contemporary visual medias. I contend that CGI 

stands to impact humanity in ways that we are previously unaccustomed to by stretching our 

imaginations in ways that have not been previously afforded. To this end, this essay proceeds in 

four parts. First, I briefly develop an account of the imagination that serves to underlie this 

evaluation. Second, I describe the ways in which CGI is able to impact our imaginations. Third, I 
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explore the impacts that CGI has on our imaginations – what I metaphorically label the 

horizontal and vertical stretching of our imaginations. Lastly, I consider plausible consequences 

to the stretching of our imaginations by CGI, specifically focusing attention on the ways that our 

imaginations can impact the social fabrics of our worlds. 

II 

As suggested, I am not the first to consider how technology impacts our imaginations or our 

social worlds. Paradigmatically, Lewis Mumford’s (1955) The Monastery and the Clock argues 

that the development of timekeeping technologies fundamentally altered the social fabric of our 

worlds, declaring that “during the first seven centuries of the [timekeeping device’s] existence 

the categories of time and space underwent an extraordinary change, and no aspect of life was 

left untouched by this transformation” (12). Mumford traces the development of timekeeping 

technologies through the rise of quantitative measurements of nature as a “belief in an 

independent world of mathematically measurable sequences” (15), to the imposition of habit and 

order on Benedictine monasteries which, he argues, gave rise to the “regularity [of] the life of the 

workman and merchant” (14) necessary for capitalistic systems, and through to the world of 

human dress as the newly measured “year” led the fashion industry to change their styles every 

year rather than every generation.  

A similar account is given for the rise of the automobile, where Douglas Browning offers an 

account of the category of the sudden, referring to “a new way of seeing things, a fresh principle 

that has arisen into public consciousness…[that] according to which the world takes on character 

and meaning [that] human consciousness was not previously aware of” (15). The automobile, 

according to Browning, fundamentally altered the “world as object of human consciousness” as 

it allows human relation to the world through an enlarged body (the piloted automobile) where 

we experience the world as a suddenly-happening (more easily grasped at high speeds) with 

emboldened privacy and mass anonymity. Browning’s category of the sudden is especially 

relevant to this essay in that it does not posit a new phenomenon that humanity has never 

experienced, instead suggesting that the rise of automobiles has rendered the sudden as “a 

category of all of our experience” (15, my italics). Whereas Browning recognizes that a small 

portion of people may have experienced the category of the sudden in the past – his examples of 

horse soldiers and gladiators – the automobile has made it accessible to us all, inflicting on us “a 

world of suddenness [where] daily life, art, religion, philosophy, politics, conversation, 

education, and indeed all human concerns are infected with experience of and concern for [the 

sudden]” (15). I suggest that the proliferation of CGI is similar to the automobile in that CGI is 

the vehicle that can propagate an imagination-stretching phenomena that has (perhaps) 

previously been relegated to a small portion of the population (e.g. artists, authors). However, I 

admit we may not have been so widely infected yet. Yet, which gives impetus to this essay. 

There is value in understanding how the broad category of “technology” impacts (and is 

impacted by) humanity and there is value in understanding how specific technologies are 

similarly impactful/impacted. Mumford’s consideration of time and Browning’s consideration of 

the automobile are paradigm examples of the latter, paving a path for analyses of contemporary 

technologies such as social media and digital information (Ambrosino 2017, Floridi 2012, 
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Lopato 2016) and historic technologies such as the impact of the bow and arrow on human 

sociality (Walls 2018). The current and expected advances in digital visual technology (including 

latent virtual reality technologies), in combination with the accelerating consumption of visual 

media and entertainment, provides a ripe opportunity to carry on these specific-technology 

analyses in the context of CGI.  

There are many ways that CGI could impact the social fabric of our worlds. An obvious case is 

that of CGI being used to manipulate images with the specific aim to alter social opinion as 

propaganda. It should appear obvious that a digitally-manipulated image being offered as an 

image of reality with the explicit intent to change social beliefs is an example of CGI impacting 

our social worlds. These cases are ubiquitous, even if often carried out with less nefarious 

intent.1 Many producers of visual media explicitly intend that the media will induce a 

modification of belief, as in cases of advertisement, and a suspension of disbelief in cases of 

storytelling. While examining these intentional and overt cases would be valuable, they are not 

the subject of this essay. Of concern to this essay, though, are the ways in which CGI has the 

ability to fundamentally impact our imaginations in more elusive ways that can impact the 

relationships we have with our worlds without our conscious approval, similar to the ways that 

automobiles render our worlds as suddenly-happening. We should not disregard these overt 

cases, but they are not the subject of this essay.  

Throughout this essay I will be appealing to our imaginations and to an imaginary. I do not mean 

to conflate these two, although they are integrally related. For the former, I mean to pick out the 

faculties of the functional person that allow them to imagine. I follow Eva T. H. Brann in 

understanding the person’s imagination as “a faculty for internal representations; these 

representations are image-like; therefore they share a certain character with external images; in 

particular, like material images, they represent absent objects as present; they do so by means of 

resemblance” (Brann 1991, p. 5). A person’s imagination, then, is not the internal representation 

sharing a resemblance to an external image, but instead the capacity to internally represent these 

images.  

The internally represented image is, itself, the referent of what I generally specify as the 

imaginary. More specifically, the internal image is the atomic unit that serves to construct or 

otherwise develop the imaginary. It may be the case that an imaginary is developed from exactly 

one internal representation2 or it may be that an imaginary is the construction relying on an 

aggregation of many atomic representations into a (relatively) cohesive whole. For example, a 

person may imagine themselves as a tourist in an amusement park, complete with the imagined 

crowd, the excitement of riding the park rides, the park specific food, and so on. The whole of 

                                                             
1 See, for example, the recent controversy surrounding the holographic depiction of a deceased musician (Prince) 
for the 2018 Super Bowl halftime show.  
2 It also may be the case that a unitary imaginary is actually comprised of multiple imaginaries. For example, an 
imagined frog may be the aggregation of frog-color, frog-shape, frog-sound, etc. This is consistent with my 
conception of the imaginary – it may just be that what we take to be the atomic unit can be further reduced to 
more fundamental units. 
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the representation would construct their imaginary, just as imagining a solitary frog would 

construct a solitary imaginary.  

As argued below, the impact of CGI on our imagination critically turns on its ability to let us 

imagine realities that were previously inaccessible. Thus, a brief sketch of the possibilities of the 

imaginary would help to constrain the impact of CGI on the imaginary. Analogous to and 

drawing from Hume, I assert that imaginaries must be constructed from prior imaginaries – as 

Hume understands it, that complex ideas are formed from simple ideas.3 Hume’s example helps 

to illuminate this constraint: Consider a person who is born blind and thus not able to form visual 

representations of their world. Hume argues that the lack of visual impressions (Hume’s term) 

corresponds to a lack of corresponding ideas (i.e. the elements of imaginaries, as I’ve 

conceptualized here) of their visual surroundings. As Hume recognizes, it is not only true in the 

case where a person is born blind, but also in the case where a person has “never been put in 

action to produce a particular impression” (Hume 2003, p. 9). For Hume, ideas correspond to 

impressions and these impressions are prior and necessary to the formation of ideas (“…that the 

simple impressions always take the precedence of their correspondent ideas” [ibid., my italics]). 

Simply, this means that ideas (my analog to imaginaries) require impressions. Ideas, thus, are 

only comprised of previous ideas and new impressions and never created ex nihilo. Hume makes 

this explicit in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, stating: 

“Nothing is more free than the imagination of man, and though it cannot exceed the 

original stock of ideas furnished by the internal and external senses, it has unlimited 

power of mixing, compounding, separating, and dividing these ideas in all the varieties of 

fiction…” (EHU, 39, my italics) 

Thus, I assert, imagination as I’ve described is the faculty of internal representation with the 

capacity to “mix, compound, separate, and divide” the elements of imaginaries, providing the 

possibility for novel  imaginaries to develop. I do not offer a strong ontology of the imagination 

or the imaginary4, instead only briefly developing an understanding of the imagination and its 

products that can help illuminate the role of technology (with CGI as its proxy) in our social 

lives. The remainder of this essay is devoted to understanding this relationship between 

technology and imagination, specifically through the lens of Computer Generated Imagery in 

visual medias. 

III 

The most recent adaption of Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book (Disney’s 2016 film) features a 

live action Mowgli interacting in no insignificant way with the wolves, tigers, bears, and 

elephants of the story. It is prima facie plausible that humans have had the ability to imagine 

                                                             
3 I do not presume to ontologically conflate the use of ‘imaginary’ and Hume’s ‘ideas’. Although they may be 
importantly (dis)similar or (dis)connected, Hume’s properties of ideas provide plausible analogous constraints on 
imaginaries. 
4 It is sufficient for the purposes of this essay that imaginaries can be modified as described. It is not necessary for 
this essay, though, that they must be entirely derived from previous imaginaries as Hume may suggest. I offer this 
account only as compelling evidence of the nature of the constructed imaginary, not as a robust analysis of their 
constitutions. 
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anthropomorphized animals for as long as humans have existed – specifically in light of the 

formulation of the imagination and imaginary I provided above – yet until very recently we have 

not been able to actually anthropomorphize animals. The italicized ‘actually’ used here is 

purposeful and suggestive of the way that our technology alters the texture of our realities in not-

insignificant or otherwise inconsequential ways. Advances in CGI have allowed us to actualize, 

in no trivial sense, what has previously been relegated to our imagination. After briefly 

considering ‘actualization’ in CGI, I will return to The Jungle Book (2016) example and how it 

helps to illuminate CGI’s role in our imagination. 

Actualizing the imagination, in this sense, is critical to this essay in that it allows the viewer to 

suspend disbelief or “imagine that the world portrayed is real, without being jarred out of that 

belief by the world’s behavior” (Bates 1992, p. 2). At a minimum, this suspension of disbelief 

rests on the ability of CGI to sufficiently portray the ‘real’ in order to allow the viewer to 

consider fantastic possibilities as possible realities. The question of realism in visual media has 

been deeply treated in the literature, generally citing the indexicality of visual images to their 

recorded referents and often appealing to the causal connection between index and referent, 

object and image. Following from this and before the development of CGI, all visual media was 

a fundamental reflection of the real in the sense that the recorded image was indexed by an 

object in the world. Surely, however, the pre-CGI photographer or filmmaker engaged in deceit 

in order to construct images that were not particularly honest about their referent. Take, for 

example, the highly influential original Star Wars trilogy. The filmmakers used ingenious visual 

effects to construct worlds, creatures, technologies, and scenarios that were far beyond the 

realities of their contemporary viewers. However, they did so with objects in the world, objects 

that could be manipulated and felt and could act as concrete indices for their on-screen referents. 

In this case, the toy model of a starship indexed the recorded referent, although the recorded 

image was developed in a way to hide the reality of the toy model, instead creating the illusion 

that the starship was, in fact, a large fully-functioning vessel. Although the clever filmmaker was 

able to construct a world that helped the viewer suspend disbelief, they were constrained by 

reality and, not coincidentally, their imaginations. These constraints provide comfortable barriers 

to believability – fantastical scenarios must remain grounded in believable realities. Human 

persons were required for realistic portrayals of sentient beings, organic textures required organic 

materials, physical laws fundamentally dictated possibilities, and environments required the 

substance and machinery of the real. Although considerations of realism in film are not as simple 

as I have described here, we can be sure that the advent of CGI did not neatly fit this mold of 

index and referent and was able to provide previously untenable possibilities for film. 

I am not the first to consider the ways in which realism is challenged by CGI. Stephen Prince 

(1996) provides a detailed analysis of realism in the era of digital manipulation, arguing that the 

modern filmmaker maintains realism – albeit absent of the index/referent relation – by virtue of 

the perception of how digital images correspond with their respective surroundings. The 

correspondence-based model of film relies on perceptual realism which turns attention from the 

reality of the object to the reality of the perceptions of that object. Perceptual realism can thus 

render “unreal images…referentially fictional but perceptually realistic” (Prince 1996, p. 32). 

Successes in technology, including computing power and novel methods of constructing 
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perceptually real digital images, have provided a platform to actualize imaginaries to a broad 

audience in ways that were presumably inconceivable before CGI. Perceptual realism provides a 

foundation to understand how inherently unreal images, such as the anthromorphized animals in 

The Jungle Book (2016), can allow the viewer to suspend disbelief by creating a world that 

although synthesized, perceptually behaves in ways that do not “jar” the viewer out of their 

suspension. The CGI animals move and behave as one would expect those animals to move and 

behave with familiar gaits, behaviors, textures, colors, and morphologies. However, the CGI 

animals also speak with familiar facial movements, tonal inflections, and cadence that one would 

expect of linguistic persons. By stitching two perceptual realities together a la Humean idea 

construction, CGI provides sufficient perceptual realism to allow the suspension of disbelief and 

the actualization of the imaginary.  

CGI – armed with perceptual realism – allows the filmmaker to actualize the imaginary and the 

viewer to suspend disbelief. However, I want to defend a stronger claim that proliferous CGI is 

able to do this regardless of the conscious attention of the viewer. In the simpler case of the 

conscious viewer, the viewer is cognizant that the image they are viewing – fantastic or not – is 

digitally rendered and can thus react accordingly, be it with a suspension of disbelief or with 

incredulity. To be sure, there will be unconscious reactions to the stimuli as humans often 

unconsciously react to any stimuli, CGI or not, but the recognition of the image as digital is done 

consciously.5 For example, digitally animated movies are, by definition, digital and the images 

portrayed within them are computer generated. The images, however, are often explicitly 

fanciful and outlandish. The conscious viewer is not being asked to suspend disbelief regarding 

blatant fantasy as the filmmaker is not concerned with meeting standards of realism, either 

index/referent relationships or perceptual realism. It is thus the conscious viewer’s choice, at 

some level, whether they suspend disbelief. For the purposes of this paper, this is the 

uninteresting case. The more difficult claim that I wish to defend here is that proliferous CGI 

promotes the non-conscious suspension of disbelief, suggesting that CGI has the potential to 

impact our imaginations – and, by corollary, our imaginaries – in ways that may affect our 

interpersonal and social behaviors without our conscious reflection. Thus, I need to show that the 

suspension of disbelief (conscious or not) can impact behaviors and that proliferous CGI can do 

this without the conscious recognition of its own fantasy.  

Toward this end let us first consider the reaction of a person watching The Jungle Book (2016). 

However, rather than a contemporary person – replete with their knowledge of the possibilities 

of digital modification – let us consider the reaction of a historical person that does not know of 

the possibilities of digital modification. Through this highly contrived example, I aim to show 

that CGI has the capacity to impact behaviors. Consider a person in 1950’s America that is 

familiar with embryonic television-technology and the performances related through the 

television. Furthermore, this person is familiar with the traditional stories of The Jungle Book 

and so can independently and easily imagine Mowgli interacting with a diverse group of animals. 

How then, would this person react if they witnessed the 2016 version with the perceptually-

                                                             
5 I limit my domain to the encultured adult human. It is plausible that children may not recognize digital images as 

CGI. If they do, then the argument can be expanded to include them. If they do not, then my claim for the non-

conscious effects of CGI are made stronger. 
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realistic CGI of animals speaking and intellectualizing as humans, yet moving and behaving as 

their real counterparts in the world? Although it is possible that they would immediately 

recognize this as a product of human ingenuity, it is also possible that after a brief period of 

incredulity they would begin to believe that we had developed methods to teach actual animals 

to speak and intellectualize as humans. Without knowledge of the digital technology that makes 

possible CGI, it is difficult to conceive how this person could come to interpret and understand 

the images without ultimately conceding that they must be real. And why shouldn’t they? 

Humans qua humans rely heavily on our perceptions, including and especially our sense of sight, 

and have learned to trust the images they see. This is not to say that they may not question these 

images – in fact, it would be odd if our 1950’s viewer did not question the reality of what they 

saw – but I do mean to suggest that if the CGI animals ultimately pass this sight-test, then it is 

highly probable that our viewer would eventually concede that they were, in fact, real animals.6 

This is analogous, yet importantly different, to the ways in which the arts and literatures have 

impacted our imaginations and beliefs. Just as an exceptionally descriptive book can modify the 

beliefs of its readers, it is plausible that an exceptional CGI scene can do the same. 

It is plausible that our viewer, after this experience, would have justifiable reason to modify their 

prior beliefs about, and relationships with, animals. If they had been persuaded that animals 

could talk and intellectualize and it was only by some deficiency in their local knowledge that 

prohibited their local animals from speaking and intellectualizing, then it is conceivable that they 

would develop a different moral consideration for animals, different relationships with their pets, 

different relationships with their food, and different stances toward the habitats of animals. 

Proliferation of the imaginary of actual anthropomorphized animals, made-so by perceptual 

realism, would have no slight effect on our viewer. This highly contrived example highlights the 

impact that CGI could have on an uninitiated viewer and shows that under certain circumstances, 

it is possible that CGI can impact the behaviors of its viewers. In modern society, however, we 

are not so gullible. We are not so quick to believe what we see and to modify our relationships 

with the world in light of these images. Or are we? 

It is not sufficient to merely show the possibility of behavior modification following from CGI. 

To defend the claim that this can happen without the conscious recognition of CGI, I need to 

show how CGI has this possibility without being consciously recognized by the viewer. In the 

above example, it is not readily apparent that a modern person would so easily believe the reality 

of anthropomorphized animals – in fact, The Jungle Book (2016), in this case, may be better 

understood as explicitly allowing its viewers to decide whether or not to suspend disbelief, much 

as digitally animated films do. However, what can we make of digitally created humans? 

Digitally created humans do not ask the viewer to suspend disbelief about the viewer’s own 

reality, in the broadest sense, only about the perceptual realism of the digital creation. If CGI 

were to perfectly replicate humans digitally, then it is not obvious that viewers would have any 

                                                             
6 Given our current technology and the conceivable trajectory of holographic imagery and virtual reality, the 

example could be easily buttressed with experiences that allowed our 1950’s viewer to themselves interact with the 

CGI animals, therefore reinforcing the claim that the viewer would concede that they were in fact real animals. 
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capacity to distinguish between the indexical/referentially real actresses and actors and those that 

are only perceptually real. So, can CGI do this? 

Let me begin with an example from my own life. I grew up watching the Star Wars films, and so 

am at least tacitly knowledgeable about the characters and habitats of the fictional universe. 

While watching the latest release of the franchise in the theaters, Rogue One (2016), I remarked 

to my friend that it was odd to see that CGI had come far enough to allow characters whose 

actors had aged and died since first appearing in the films decades earlier to play roles in the 

newest additions. My friend – who was not as knowledgeable about the fictional universe – had 

no idea what I was referring to. I pointed out the character that I had prompted my reaction, and 

my friend could not believe that they were in fact CGI. It was not until after I had shown my 

friend uncontroversial proof that the character had been CGI that they believed that the character 

was not, in fact, real. Unlike the previous example, this is not meant to show how CGI could 

affect our relationships with the world (it is, in fact, unlikely that the knowledge of the CGI 

character had much direct impact on my friend’s beliefs), but only that current CGI has the 

ability to present reality to us in a way that, without reflection, does not elicit disbelief. It is no 

stretch to assert that CGI will only become perceptually more realistic and as it does, the 

computer-graphically simulated situations that are presented to us will become more normalized. 

Just as my friend could not believe that the character was not ‘real’, it will become more and 

more difficult to discern what images are ‘real’. 

To be sure, many viewers would recognize the digitally created humans in Rogue One (2016) as 

artificial and fantastical, regardless of any previous knowledge about the fictional universe or the 

current health of the replicated actors. This does not mean that these viewers are not ever 

deceived, though. Modern cinema makes rampant use of CGI that is not limited to fictional 

creatures, fantastic worlds, and replicated actresses and actors. Modern cinema uses a non-trivial 

amount of CGI for much more mundane – albeit effective – tasks, such as creating groups of 

people instead of using large numbers of extras, constructing historically (in)accurate settings 

and backgrounds, modifying weather patterns, and so on. As our technology – digital tools, 

computing power, mature replication techniques, etc. – increases, rendering CGI more 

perceptually real, it is prima facie plausible that digital renderings will become less and less 

notable and, by virtue of this, more able to pass without the conscious recognition of the viewer. 

I do not presume that these brief arguments exhaust the possibilities and/or obstacles that CGI 

faces in actualizing fantastical worlds. I do suggest, however, that these examples minimally 

show the possibility that CGI can go unnoticed, removing the ability to consciously reflect on the 

ways that digital images may impact our personal imaginaries. Furthermore, it is possible that 

CGI, unrecognized or not and operating through our imaginaries, has the ability to impact the 

behaviors of its viewers in their own worlds.  

If CGI was completely relegated to cinema, modern society may not need to worry. It is possible 

that we could foster norms for watching cinema that sufficiently detached the images we saw – 

perceptually real or otherwise – from impacting our behaviors. This is implausible for at least 

two reasons. First, it is implausible that given the trajectory of our society and the role of visual 

media in entertainment and advertising that we can be sure to completely relegate CGI to cinema 
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(or some other disbelief-suspending medium). Second, it is equally implausible that we, qua 

humans, are capable of detaching our imaginary-formation processes from these visual stimuli 

without just removing the visual stimuli from our experiences, at least insofar as the visual 

stimuli are as prevalent as they currently are. Thus, consideration of the impacts of actualizing 

our imagination through CGI is not in vain, trivial, or otherwise vacuous. The texture of human 

reality is as such that it is influenced by our imaginations and our imaginations are able to, as 

shown, be formed and guided by CGI. It should be noted that it is also possible that society loses 

wholesale faith in visual media, perhaps normalizing an inherent distrust of its facticity or 

reflection of human reality. Although this is possible, the fundamental changes to modern society 

that would be required of it do not seem plausible, at least not in the near future.  

IV 

As described, CGI allows us to imagine what different worlds look like in ways that allow us to 

suspend disbelief. There are two striking, albeit metaphorical, dimensions of the impacts that this 

has on CGI viewers, although I do not presume that this exhausts the possibilities of CGI’s 

impacts. First, CGI allows the viewer’s imagination to stretch horizontally, meaning that they are 

able to more easily and descriptively imagine their actions – and the consequences thereof – in 

imagined worlds relative to their own beliefs. Second, CGI allows the viewer’s imagination to 

stretch, unsurprisingly, vertically. This is the ability to imagine increasingly more imaginative 

and fantastic scenarios due to the available mental resources that are freed by the work being 

done by CGI.  

Before detailing the horizontal and vertical stretches of the imagination helped by CGI, it is 

worth considering how the imagination, our perception, and our bodily behaviors are related. Put 

another way, why should we believe that our imaginations, stretched or not, matter? To briefly 

answer this, I turn to Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s relationship between perception and the 

imagination and Heidegger’s concepts of present-at-hand and ready-to-hand. Crudely, the 

perceptual realism of CGI has allowed our imaginative faculties to more easily allow imaginaries 

to be developed by CGI and to be put into use, in no trivial way, in developing our personal 

worlds and our embodiment in these worlds. Our embodiment within our personal worlds are 

crucial to our actions in the world, thus forming the foundation for us to begin understanding 

(through Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty) how CGI actualizes our imaginations.  

In Phenomenology and Perception,7 Merleau-Ponty details the way that our perception relates to 

our embodiment in the world. Perception, in this sense and as Steeves (2001) interprets Merleau-

Ponty, “is the most basic contact of the body with the world and forms a medium through which 

meaning is discovered or intended” (p. 374). According to Merleau-Ponty, perception is not 

merely the physical sensory input of our world on our body; perception is a rich notion that 

constructs the human body in the world or, in Merleau-Ponty’s words, “the living 

communication with the world that makes it present to us as the familiar place of our life…the 

perceived object and the perceiving subject owe their thickness to sensing” (Merleau-Ponty, p 

55). Human embodiment is constituted by its sensory relationships to the world, an “object 

                                                             
7 See Merleau-Ponty (2002); For this essay, I am appealing to Donald A. Landes translations and interpretations. 
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sensitive to all others, which resonates for all sounds, vibrates for all colors” (ibid., p. 249). The 

human body responding to perceptual information is not insignificant to the point of this paper. If 

CGI can portray sufficient perceptual realism, then the human body will respond accordingly. 

The human body is “sensitive” to the exterior world, and these senses – perceptions – are 

necessary for the body to act in the world. In other words, our perceptions construct our 

possibilities for action in the world. The ability for CGI to model the external world in 

perceptually real ways should not be overlooked in an account of the relationship between 

perception and embodiment.  

Furthermore, James B. Steeves (2001) argues that Merleau-Ponty had integrated a philosophy of 

imagination into his conceptions of perception and embodiment in the form of “the ‘virtual 

body’, an imaginative dimension of embodied existence” (p. 376). Aside from the physical, 

habitual body, the virtual and creative body is: 

“the body as a potentiality for action and as the ability to transform the actual world into 

a world of possibility…developing abstract or complex movements [and] also creating 

tools and machines to facilitate our goals. The virtual body allows us to extend our 

habitual behavior beyond the actual situation to the limitless realm of the imaginary” 

(Steeves 2001, p. 377) 

The virtual body provides opportunities for the habitual (physical) body to act in the world, apart 

from the ways in which it has learned to act by physical interaction constrained and constructed 

by sensory modalities. By “transforming the actual world into a world of possibility”, the virtual 

body provides a bridge between the imaginary and our behaviors while highlighting the role of 

the imagination in constructing possibilities. How then does the virtual body discriminate which 

imaginaries will influence the ‘world of possibility’? It is not difficult to reflect on imaginative 

scenarios that could never come to pass, thus we are either forced to accept that all imaginaries – 

regardless of their nearness to possibility – help to construct a “world of possibility” or we need 

a way to identify those imaginaries that are salient to possibility construction.  

Heidegger’s distinction between ‘present-at-hand’ and ‘ready-to-hand’ provides a heuristic with 

which to view the relationship between CGI and our imaginations that illuminates the ability for 

some digital images to construct efficacious imaginaries while others do not. As described 

above, there are digital images that do not suspend disbelief without the viewer’s conscious 

decision to do so (e.g. digital animation), but it is not clear that the virtual body has the faculties 

to make this conscious decision.8 If CGI is able to impact the imaginary sans conscious decision-

making, then we need to understand how the virtual body discerns between those visual inputs 

that construct imaginaries-as-possibilities and those that don’t. The present-at-hand/ready-to-

                                                             
8 Although it is prima facie plausible that the virtual body lacks the agency and/or neural structures necessary for 
complex decision-making, including the sorting of incoming perceptive information into a ‘salient for imaginary 
construction’ and a ‘not salient for imaginary construction’ distinction, I concede that it is possible. If it is the case 
that the virtual body is able to consciously sort the atomic units of imaginary construction, then I must consider the 
case where it consciously disregards CGI in any form. Perhaps my argument that CGI can construct realities that 
are not consciously recognized is sufficient to sidestep this worry. In either case, it is worth considering the 
implications as I’ve stipulated and given the argument as I’ve set it up. 
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hand distinction as developed by Heidegger suggests that a tool’s efficacy (broadly construed) is 

dependent on the relation that the user of that tool has to the tool. For example, a carpenter is 

extremely effective with their hammer as their relationship with the tool is analogous to that of 

their own body. The hammer is, in a very real way, an extension of the carpenter’s body. In 

contrast, a person who has never used a hammer will not likely be as proficient without 

equivalent experience with the hammer. The inexperienced person will clumsily wield the 

hammer at a minimum and be completely inefficacious with it at a maximum. The carpenter in 

this example possesses the hammer as ready-to-hand which may be better seen as a naturalized 

extension of their own faculties. It is not the hammer that drives the nail – it is the carpenter that 

drives the nail. The inexperienced person possesses the hammer as present-at-hand. In this case, 

it is not the person driving the nail – it is the hammer that drives the nail. 

Similarly, I claim that the proliferation of CGI has allowed perceptually real digital images to 

become more salient for constructing imaginaries, roughly akin to being ready-to-hand for the 

virtual body rather than the relatively ‘clumsy’ present-at-hand of digital images that only 

prompt a conscious suspension of disbelief.9 As we have both more and richer experiences with 

perceptual realism in CGI, our imaginative faculties are able to more readily suspend disbelief, 

analogous to the carpenter being able to more readily drive nails. Perceptually real CGI thus 

becomes an extension of our imaginative faculties in a way that allows the virtual body to 

include the perceptually real image in the range of imaginaries salient to possibility construction.  

In summary, the proliferation of perceptually real CGI presents these images as ready-to-hand 

for our imaginative faculties, allowing our virtual bodies to recognize them as salient to 

possibility construction. Virtual bodies, in turn, construct a “world of possibility” that presents 

opportunities for our habitual, physical body to enact. Action – here, akin to behavior – is 

constrained by these possibilities and those that are recognized by our perception. Finally, and 

acting dynamically throughout the process, our perceptive faculties help to reify perceptually real 

digital images into our personal worlds through our habitual bodies’ responses to sensory inputs. 

CGI, thus, stands to impact our imaginaries which in turn impacts our behaviors in the world. 

Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger’s phenomenologies lay the groundwork to understand the 

relationships between CGI, our imaginations, our bodies, and our behaviors. I now turn back to 

the ways in which CGI actually impacts our imaginations, seen here as the horizontal and 

vertical stretching of our imaginations.  

First, to reiterate, the stretching of the imagination horizontally means that CGI provides the 

possibility for us to more easily and descriptively imagine our actions – and the consequences 

thereof – in imagined worlds relative to our own beliefs. For example, in the recent film The 

Revenant, the lead character is brutally attacked by a grizzly bear. The bear is digitally simulated, 

painted in over stunt workers that were pushing and pulling the actor in the landscape. The bear 

is not a referent to an index, but it is astoundingly perceptually real; a simple internet search 

returns hundreds of articles considering the reality of the CGI bear attack scene. This scene 

                                                             
9 I do not mean to suggest that the Heideggarian notions of ready-to-hand and present-at-hand are perfectly 
suited to explain the distinction I aim to support, only that they provide a way to view the efficacy of tools that is 
heuristically helpful for my purposes. Future work would do well to develop this claim. 
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allows viewers to graphically imagine a bear attack in a way that, until CGI, was unlikely to be 

simulated without actually being attacked by a bear.10  

This was done intentionally. The visual effects production supervisor, while describing the 

methods used to construct the scene, recalls early discussions with the director: 

“[the scene] was all about movement and planning and choreography, but always [came] 

back to how an actual bear attack would unfold…this was not a monster: it’s in its 

natural habitat and just behaving as a normal animal would…[the director] wanted the 

attack to be sudden and wanted us to feel close to the action and immersed in every 

detail” (Desowitz, 2016, my italics).  

The fact that modern CGI has the ability to create a scene that is perceptually real and focused on 

constructing the feeling that the viewer is “close to the action and immersed in every detail” 

allows the viewer to suspend disbelief and viscerally experience the scene in ways that are rarely 

available (excepting the few that survive bear attacks). This further allows viewers to imagine 

how they would act and feel in the situation and with respect to the incidental considerations 

surrounding a bear attack in the middle of winter (e.g. the frigid cold evidenced by the bear’s 

steamy breath). As perceptually realistic scenes like this become more common, viewers are 

more able to reflect on their actions in a vast array of scenarios that were previously intangible. 

Furthermore, it is not inconceivable that some viewers change their behavior in regard to these 

digitally constructed scenes. Perhaps some opt to forgo wilderness experiences in light of a 

newfound fear of potential attacks or the thrill may prompt them to seek out similar – yet safely 

controlled – experiences that, previously, had never occurred to them. Scenes such as these allow 

the ready-to-handedness of CGI to impact our imaginaries and operate on our anxieties in a 

multitude of ways by presenting artificial versions of an index/referent reality that allow the 

viewer to imagine new possibilities. These impacts are not far-fetched; recent research in anxiety 

disorders suggests that the use of virtual reality enables patients “to really ‘live’ the [fear-

inducing] experience in a more vivid and realistic manner than they could do through their own 

imagination” and by virtue of this exposure, fearful situations “begin to elicit less and less fear 

and anxiety for the person” (Gorini & Riva 2008, 217). These instances are examples of what I 

label horizontal stretching – the ability of the imagination to construct imaginaries from the 

artificially lived experiences generated by CGI, presuming sufficient perceptual realism.  

The second striking impact on CGI viewers is, again reiterating, the stretching of the imagination 

vertically. By vertical stretching, I mean that CGI provides the possibility to imagine 

increasingly more imaginative and fantastic scenarios due to the available mental resources that 

are freed by the work being done by CGI. The use of CGI in modern cinema is not merely 

entertaining – it is doing very real work for its viewers. The detail provided by CGI in 

constructing perceptually real agents and environments is work that is no longer required of the 

viewer’s mental faculties. As an arbitrary illustration of this, let us assume that there is a finite 

amount of mental resources necessary for a viewer to imagine a fantastic scenario to a sufficient 

                                                             
10 It is true that there are other ways to imagine a bear attack besides CGI such as through books or other 
retellings. I contend that CGI provides an importantly different engagement with the scenario that other modes 
cannot given a different set of perceptual characteristics (e.g. visual, auditory). 
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degree so as to suspend disbelief. The perceptual realism of CGI reduces the amount of mental 

resources a viewer must expend in order to suspend disbelief as what was previously required for 

sufficiency is now being provided by the digitally constructed details. For example, if we are 

shown a pre-CGI scene of an extraterrestrial landscape – far from what we would expect on 

Earth – that is limited to index/referent realism, and then asked to imagine how we would behave 

in the environment, we are required to devote a significant portion of our mental resources to 

imagining the characteristics of the new-landscape that would mold or otherwise drive our 

behaviors. The ingenuity of our responses will likely be influenced by the amount of information 

we are given by the created landscape; in other words, the perceptual details that are constructed 

into the landscape will constrain the ingenuity – i.e. the imaginativeness – of our responses. The 

more we are asked to imagine, and by corollary, suspend disbelief, the less imaginative faculties 

we have available to put to work imagining our behavior in the landscape.  

If, on the other hand, we are shown a perceptually realistic and highly detailed digital scene of an 

extraterrestrial landscape that is equally far from what we would expect on Earth, analogous to 

the previous landscape described above, then our accounts of our behaviors will be very 

different. The CGI is doing work that we were previously required to do. The CGI is presenting a 

reality that does not require us to devote imaginative faculties to sufficiently filling-in-the-gaps 

in order that we truly suspend disbelief – the CGI does this for us. In this way, we are able to 

devote our imaginative faculties to imagining increasingly more imaginative scenarios. We are 

able to piggy back our imaginations on an imaginative world that is sufficiently realistic so as not 

to elicit disbelief. This is what I label vertical stretching – the ability to imagine realities beyond 

the imagined realities that are actualized in CGI. These new imaginative realities are able to 

supply an ever-increasing diverse set of scenarios that have the (ever-increasing) potential to 

mold and guide our behaviors, a la the examples above. 

In summary, the ability for perceptually real CGI to construct scenarios that prompt an easier 

suspension of disbelief from its viewers allows the viewer’s imaginations to metaphorically 

stretch horizontally and vertically. Horizontal stretching amounts to the ability of the imagination 

to construct imaginaries from the artificially lived experiences generated by CGI. Vertical 

stretching amounts to the ability of the imagination to construct imaginaries from increasingly 

imaginative scenarios that are made possible by the work being done by perceptually realistic 

CGI. Thus far, I have shown how our imaginations can be impacted by perceptually realistic CGI 

and through a brief consideration of the relationship between the perception, the imagination, 

and the habitual/virtual body, how our imaginations come to impact our behavior in our worlds. I 

now turn my attention toward these behavioral impacts, devoting the remainder of this paper to 

understanding how proliferous CGI can structure our social actions.  

V 

As described, CGI has the ability to influence the construction of our individual and social 

imaginaries. Given that substantial literature has been devoted to understanding the ways in 

which these imaginaries guide and otherwise influence individual and social behavior, it is worth 

briefly considering some plausible consequences to the stretching of our imaginations by CGI. It 

is important to note, as mentioned above, that I do not offer this account as an exhaustive 
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account. It is possible – and quite probable – that CGI has further impacts on our imaginations 

beyond the stretching I have described here or, at least, it has more nuanced impacts that I have 

not considered. Following from this, the ways in which our social worlds are impacted by CGI 

will not be complete. In light of this and in order to broadly illustrate these influences, I narrowly 

focus on two specific cases that are closely aligned with the horizontal and vertical stretching. 

The first case aligning with horizontal stretching is focused on the influence of CGI on the 

individual and how this stretching influences the individual to act in society. The second case 

aligns with vertical stretching and is focused on macro-level social behaviors and how they 

influence the direction that society, as a whole, progresses.  

The horizontal stretching of the imagination by CGI allows people to experience scenarios 

through visual film media that they may otherwise not be able to. Although this experience is not 

‘real’ in the sense that it is not as if the viewer is actually experiencing the scenario (we would 

not willingly partake in many bear attacks), it is ‘real’ enough, perceptually, to allow the viewer 

to construct an imaginary of their behavior as if they had experienced it. As recognized in the 

bear attack example above, these imagined behaviors provide (or constrain) possibilities of 

action on the landscape. In the case of the bear attack, it is conceivable that the perceptually 

realistic and visceral digital scene constructs a sufficiently frightening imaginary of wild spaces 

and, by virtue of this, prevents persons from interacting with these spaces. Christopher Neff 

(2015), in describing the Jaws effect, explicitly recognizes the connection between the visual 

depiction of shark attacks on film and policymaking regarding shark attacks as the “perceived 

frequency of certain affect-laden” and “highly emotional events [shark attacks]” that “appear to 

occur” (116) allows a situation to be framed as a policy problem and, in turn, demand a policy 

response. The ability of perceptually realistic CGI to render an “affect-laden” and “highly 

emotional” animal attack to a large audience has the potential to motivate a policy response that 

would otherwise be untenable. Similary, Kathryn Yusoff and Jennifer Gabrys (2011) explore the 

link between imagination and climate change, recognizing that the ways we imagine ourselves in 

the world have direct impacts on the ways in which we license certain paradigms to take hold 

and guide the understanding of a problem (climate change) and what strategies/solutions are apt 

for such an understanding. These are merely examples, but I want to be explicit: I am not being 

hyperbolic about this potential impact. If CGI was relegated to the obviously fantastical and 

deployed minimally, we may be able to relegate its impacts to less pervasive aspects of our lives. 

However and as I’ve argued, the proliferation of perceptually realistic CGI resists the conscious 

choice to suspend disbelief (or not), and thus it may be that the aggregation of minor impacts on 

the imaginary due to horizontal stretching are able to substantially influence the ways that our 

individual worlds prompt (or resist) action.  

This example of the impacts of the digital scene from The Revenant on viewer’s experiences 

toward wild spaces is narrow, yet can be formulaic for similar consequences. Generally, and as 

argued above, any perceptually real digital image that allows the suspension of disbelief helps 

the viewer to construct an imaginary that either encourages or constrains their possibilities for 

action. The ability for horizontal stretching to allow viewers to imagine their role in untenable 

scenarios can impact the way that they imagine their respective positions in society, influence 

their preferences for certain qualities of lives, and constrain their actions in certain environments, 
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to name a few. These possibilities of action (or, conversely, inaction), however minor, stand to 

aggregate into efficacious behaviors that structure possibilities in the world. Simply, the 

horizontal stretching of the imagination by CGI has the ability to “transform the actual world 

into a world of possibility” (Steeves 2001, 377). The obvious question then becomes, which 

possibility? 

The vertical stretching of the imagination has similar implications to those just described in 

reference to horizontal stretching, diverging importantly by the constitution of the constructed 

imaginary. With the case of horizontal stretching, the possibilities being considered are 

constrained by the viewer’s own worlds. If a viewer of the bear attack had never seen bears – or, 

for that matter, large mammals – then the impacts on their imaginary may be significantly less 

than the viewer that had intimate knowledge of bears. The viewer with no knowledge of bears 

but with knowledge of CGI may consciously choose to suspend disbelief or not, much the same 

as the viewer of fantastic digital animation scenarios. For example, it is not readily apparent that 

the dinosaurs in Jurassic Park (1993), although perceptually real, will non-consciously construct 

an efficacious imaginary about how a person acts in the world. Horizontal stretching operates on 

the viewer’s current worlds, knowledges, and imaginaries, of which living dinosaurs are not a 

part of.  

I contend, though, that although Jurassic Park may not operate through the horizontal stretching 

of the imagination, it does operate through the vertical stretching of the imagination. Contrary to 

the constraints of horizontal stretching, vertical stretching allows the viewer to imagine different 

worlds, knowledges, and imaginaries. The conscious Jurassic Park viewer recognizes that the 

dinosaurs are not referentially real, although they are perceptually so, and thus does not imagine 

that the film’s scenarios are possibilities in the viewer’s own local worlds. However, the 

perceptual realism and details provided by CGI allow the viewer to suspend disbelief regarding 

the possibility of dinosaurs in future worlds. Put differently, although the viewer may not 

develop frightening imaginaries that prompt the avoidance of wild spaces (such as the bear attack 

example), Jurassic Park allows the viewer to imagine possible worlds that are not (yet) 

actualized. A more critical impact of vertical stretching is the ability for perceptually real CGI to 

construct and/or reinforce racial histories and ethnographies that can serve to underwrite 

contemporary social behavior. Citing The Revenant, again, we may ask ourselves how the 

Indigenous attack on the fur trading camp in the opening scene portrays both groups and the 

relationship between them. The director, Alejandro González Iñárritu, is explicit about this 

construction and its intended impact, recalling that “Most importantly for me [the director] was 

not only to make this scene a real experience but to submerge people in the emotional experience 

and ask whose point of view was this?” (Kay 2015). Although the scene is mostly live-action, 

events such as a horse being shot point blank and falling over dead and arrows whizzing past the 

viewer’s screen are most assuredly relying on perceptually realistic CGI. The visceral impacts of 

this scene, buttressed by perceptually realistic CGI, allows viewers to imagine an actualized 

historical world constructing a portrayal of Indigenous peoples that can underwrite contemporary 

sociality – a feature of the vertical stretching of the imagination.  
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Comparing the original Godzilla (1954) film with Jurassic Park helps to illuminate the 

possibilities of vertical stretching and how it impacts the imaginary. The two films are 

conceptually similar – large fictional and destructive reptiles are introduced into modern 

scenarios, prodding an evaluation of humanity’s efforts to survive and overcome in the face of 

relentless nature. A key difference between the two, though, is that Jurassic Park is digitally 

rendered with a much greater degree of perceptual realism than Godzilla. In either case, the 

viewers are asked to imagine the scenario to a sufficient degree to suspend disbelief. Viewers of 

Godzilla must put to task their imaginative faculties to sufficiently fill-in-the-gaps that the 

index/referent realism leaves so as to suspend disbelief. It is not apparent that these viewers will 

construct an imaginary regarding the legitimate possibility of the scenario. On the other hand, 

viewers of Jurassic Park are supplied with perceptually real details of the scenarios and are thus 

not asked to tax their imaginative faculties. This allows Jurassic Park viewers to imagine 

increasingly fantastic scenarios: It is not inconceivable that many Jurassic Park viewers have 

reflected on the actual possibility of the resurrection of dinosaurs. The Jurassic Park viewer has 

imaginative faculties available to further imagine the possibilities of dinosaur resurrection. This, 

I suggest, allows the construction of an imaginary that may impact the future direction of social 

action – surely many viewers are introduced to the possibilities of de-extinction through films 

such as Jurassic Park. This de-extinction imaginary is definitively driving some social processes, 

including the de-extinction of mammoths and carrier pigeons; the social implications of these 

imaginaries have been evaluated and should not be understated (Ehrlich & Ehrlich 2014, 

Jørgensen 2013; Sherkow & Greely 2013). Simply, vertical stretching allows us to imagine 

possible futures that, upon the performance of the new imaginaries in society, help to direct the 

future of our worlds.  

I have only briefly and crudely outlined some possibilities of the horizontal and vertical 

stretching of the imagination. In the possibilities as sketched here, I aim to show how the 

construction of our imaginaries through the stretching of our imaginations by CGI can serve to 

guide individual behaviors and social action that helps to influence and guide the development of 

our societies. I do not offer this paper as an exhaustive analysis of either the impacts of CGI on 

the imagination – here seen as the horizontal and vertical stretching – nor the ways that these 

impacts are borne into social behaviors. However, I maintain that CGI does impact our 

imaginations and this impact does bear on social behaviors. The proliferation and improvement 

of CGI, the saturation of digital visual media in modern culture, and the foretold rise of virtual 

reality technology provides impetus for us to consider the ways in which these technologies can 

alter the fabrics of our worlds in ways that are not initially obvious. Just as Browning’s category 

of the sudden suggests that automobiles beget a prolific change in the ways we experience our 

worlds, I suggest that digital visual media can similarly impact our imaginations and the sociality 

that depends on them. Future work would do well to better explicate and define these 

relationships.  

VI 

As argued above, it is unlikely that we, as contemporary humans, will be able to detach ourselves 

from the imagination-actualizing effects of CGI. As graphical technology improves – specifically 
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toward realistic holograms and immersive virtual reality – the impacts of CGI on our behaviors 

will become even more pronounced. I do not presume to cast either a positive or a negative light 

on the changes that CGI can impact. I only mean to describe the ways in which CGI might 

impact and along which dimensions it could impact. If CGI becomes convincing enough to 

motivate a suspension of all disbelief in certain scenarios, then there is a very real possibility that 

it can directly mold our real worlds. In this case, it is not obvious that CGI is any less real than 

our non-CGI world, and by extension it is not obvious that CGI is not actualizing, in no trivial 

sense, what was previously relegated to our imagination. 
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