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Abstract

In this paper, I discuss the effects of using thought experiments for the purpose of conceptual
clarification of students’ hermeneutical abilities. On the one hand, by providing opportunities
to explore the scope of normatively loaded concepts, thought experiments can effectively help
students to interpret their social and moral reality more adequately, which in some cases might
even help to reduce existing hermeneutical injustices. On the other hand, given their notorious
susceptibility to distorting factors that are philosophically irrelevant, they can also push students
into accepting idiosyncratic intuitions that they don’t really share and thereby further impair
their hermeneutical abilities. After setting out this dilemma in more detail, I will propose
various strategies for facilitating the safe use of thought experiments that instructors can use to
effectively exploit the empowering potential of thought experiments.
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Introduction

In the introduction to Plato’s Republic, Socrates, Cephalus, Polemarchus, and Thrasymachus
discuss the best definition of justice. In response to Cephalus’s definition of justice as speaking
the truth and paying one’s debts, Socrates comes up with the following imaginary situation:

Suppose that a friend when in his right mind has deposited arms with me and he asks for
them when he is not in his right mind, ought I to give them back to him? No one would say
that I ought or that I should be right in doing so, any more than they would say that I ought
always to speak the truth to one who is in his condition. (Plato 1892: 331)

Although philosophy has changed in many ways since Plato wrote this passage, the method that
Socrates employs here in order to criticize Cephalus’s definition of justice is still well known:
Philosophers present specific situations and ask their audience whether the people or objects
described in these situations instantiate some philosophically important property or relation.
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Although the exact philosophical nature and purpose of this so-called ‘method of cases’ is
subject to controversy (see e.g. Machery 2017, ch. 1), its didactical potential has been widely
acknowledged (see e.g. Forg 2019, Matthews 1979). In fact, given how short, accessible, and
illustrative many philosophical thought experiments are, their popularity in philosophy
classrooms shouldn’t come as a surprise — cases like Descartes’s Evil Demon Problem, Singer’s
Drowning Child Argument, Foot’s Trolley Case, and Rawls’s Veil of Ignorance are among the
all-time classics in philosophy textbooks.

At the same time, several worries about the didactical implications of using thought
experiments in philosophy classes have been discussed. For example, it has been argued that
using thought experiments in philosophy classes conveys a problematic view of philosophy as
a quasi-scientific enterprise (Martena 2018: 401), and that thought experiments are too artificial
to offer students any useful guidance in real-world situations (ibid.: 393), and that they reinforce
problematic social stereotypes and assumptions (Lanphier/McKiernan 2020). In this paper, |
would like to open up a new perspective on the didactical risks and merits of thought
experiments within the context of philosophy teaching that has so far been neglected. More
specifically, I would like to discuss the effects of using thought experiments in educational
settings on students’ hermeneutical abilities.

This discussion relies on a specific, but a widely shared and comparatively uncontroversial
conception of the philosophical method outlined above. According to this conception, thought
experiments can effectively be employed as philosophical arguments, because they generate
specific philosophical intuitions. Joachim Horvath and Steffen Koch characterize this
conception as follows:

The method of cases is widely regarded as a key philosophical method, with clear instances
already seen in Plato's early dialogs. Even if there is no wholly uncontroversial
characterization of this method, the basic idea can be put as follows: intuitive verdicts about
particular cases [...] often play a decisive role in supporting or undermining philosophical
theories, depending on how well those theories accommodate the intuitive verdicts in
question. (Horvath/Koch 2021: 2)

This basic methodological conception already allows for a better understanding of what thought
experiments are: In what follows, I will presuppose a rather loose understanding of the term
“thought experiment” that characterizes thought experiments via their function within
philosophical research. According to this understanding, thought experiments are simply the
kind of thing that is used in the method of cases — for example, in his Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy entry on thought experiments, James Robert Brown and Fehige Yiftach write:

[Here is one] of the most common features of what it means to engage in the conduct of
thought experiments: we visualize some situation that we have set up in the imagination; we

' would like to thank the participants of the Géttingen Colloquium for Didactics of Philosophy and two
anonymous reviewers for very helpful comments on earlier versions of this paper.
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let it run or we carry out an operation; we see what happens; finally, we draw a conclusion.
(Brown/Fehige 2022)

One advantage of this functional characterization of thought experiments is that it allows us to
stay neutral concerning several philosophical questions that are — although interesting and
important — ultimately irrelevant to our didactical discussion, like the question of whether
thought experiments have to be counterfactual, whether they have to be physically unrealizable
or how they are best individuated. Against the background of these conceptual and
methodological clarifications, the specific research question that I would like to discuss in this
paper is the following: How can thought experiments be used in educational settings in a way
that effectively improves students’ hermeneutical abilities?

This paper has three sections. In section 1, I will take a closer look at how philosophical
thought experiments are used in educational settings and how they have the potential to
effectively improve students’ ability to adequately interpret their social and moral reality. I will
argue that, by helping to explore the scope of normatively loaded concepts, thought experiments
can enable students to make sense of specific social experiences they were previously unable
to conceptualize adequately. In cases where this prior inability results from hermeneutical
marginalization, this effect even leads to a desirable decrease in hermeneutical injustice. In
section 2, I will turn to the risks of using thought experiments for the purpose of conceptual
clarification. Here I will argue that because of their susceptibility to distorting factors, thought
experiments don’t just have the potential to clarify, but also to further obscure our conceptual
schemes. Depending on the plausibility of some controversial empirical assumptions about the
structural profile of some of these distorting factors, this might even lead to a problematic
increase in hermeneutical injustice. These considerations accentuate the urgent need for
effective didactical strategies that facilitate the safe use of thought experiments in philosophy
classes. In section 3, I will introduce three specific measures that philosophy teachers can take
to effectively avoid the risks and dangers that have been delineated in section 2. Once these
measures are included, using philosophical thought experiments for the purpose of conceptual
clarification will be a promising way to improve students’ ability to adequately interpret their
social and moral reality.

1. The good news

In educational settings, philosophical thought experiments do not necessarily serve the same
purposes that they do in their original academic context. Most notably, thought experiments in
philosophy classes often serve a variety of pedagogical purposes that are completely irrelevant
within the context of academic philosophy — for example, when they are used to help students
develop certain emotional and social skills like empathy or self-awareness (Engels 2017: 193).
Nevertheless, there are of course also some genuinely philosophical purposes that thought
experiments serve in the philosophy classroom that directly mirror their use in academic
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philosophy.? Many of these purposes have to do with the clarification of concepts: just like
professional philosophers, students use thought experiments to support, reject or modify
definitions of philosophical concepts. In this context, thought experiments often serve as
classical counterexamples. They present either situations where a certain concept intuitively
applies that are excluded by a given definition of this concept, or situations that are respected
by a given definition even though the definiendum intuitively doesn’t apply (Wieland/Endt
2017).

By providing opportunities to test philosophical definitions, thought experiments help
students to explore the scope of normatively loaded concepts like justice, moral wrongness,
consent, identity, and knowledge. Given this, it becomes clear why thought experiments have a
lot of empowering potential. They allow students to critically reflect on the conceptual tools
they have to describe their moral and social reality, and thereby help them to adequately
interpret their respective experiences. For example, take a case where a group of students is
confronted with Frankfurt-style counterexamples to definitions of moral responsibility that
respect the initially plausible principle of alternate possibilities (PAP), according to which a
person is morally responsible for her actions only if she could have done otherwise. For those
students who share the relevant intuition, these counterexamples might have an empowering
effect on them by helping them to make sense of their self-experience as morally responsible
agents living in a world that seems to be completely deterministic.

While in this specific example the empowering effect of the thought experiment is at least
partly explained by the fact that it directly contradicts a widely shared philosophical
preconception and thus enables students who already felt a vague sense of unease at this
preconception to adequately conceptualize and express their concerns, thought experiments can
also have empowering effects without being genuinely subversive in such a way. For example,
take a case where a group of students is confronted with thought experiments that are designed
to establish the moral wrongness of factory farming, such as Alastair Norcross’ chocolate-lover
case (Norcross 2004). In such a case, it wouldn’t seem unrealistic to assume that most students
already explicitly believe that factory farming is in fact morally problematic before being
confronted with the relevant thought experiments. However, performing and discussing these
thought experiments could still have a significant empowering effect by enabling the students
to understand why factory farming is morally problematic and thus justify and defend their pre-
existing beliefs. Given this, it seems that the empowering potential of thought experiments is
not so much grounded in their specific content, but rather in their broader structural purpose:
By providing opportunities to test the applicability of certain conceptual tools, they help
students to critically engage with their moral and social reality.

This empowering potential of thought experiments is all the more important in cases where
the students’ inability to interpret or explain their moral and social experiences constitutes an
instance of hermeneutical injustice. Hermeneutical injustice is a special form of epistemic
injustice that puts specific groups of people at an unfair disadvantage with respect to their ability

2 For a helpful classification of different philosophical functions that thought experiments can fulfill in didactical
contexts see e.g. Klaiber 2018. Although his taxonomy is ultimately meant as a classification of different forms of
example cases, it can also easily be applied to different forms of thought experiments.
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to make sense of their social experiences. More specifically, hermeneutical injustice is defined
as “the injustice of having some significant area of one’s social experience obscured from
collective understanding owing to persistent and wide-ranging hermeneutical marginalization”
(Fricker 2007: 154). For example, in the above case where students are confronted with
Frankfurt-style counterexamples to the principle of alternate possibilities, their prior inability
to adequately interpret their self-experiences as morally responsible agents does not amount to
such forms of injustice. While their experiences might indeed be obscured from collective
understanding — as already said, it seems plausible that the collective hermeneutical resource
operates in accordance with the principle of alternate possibilities, and thus excludes persons
who could not have done otherwise from the circle of morally responsible agents (Robb 2020,
section 2.2) — the reason for this is clearly not that persons who could not have done otherwise
are hermeneutically marginalized based on some problematic distribution of social power. If
anything, the above example is a case of what Fricker calls epistemic bad luck.’

However, there are plausibly also a lot of realistic scenarios where using thought
experiments for the purpose of conceptual clarification will help students to make sense of
social experiences that are obscured from collective understanding due to genuine
hermeneutical marginalization. For example, take a case where students who discuss
philosophical questions of consent are confronted with counterexamples to narrow conceptions
of the Performative View of Consent. According to these conceptions, consent occurs when an
agent behaves in a way that conventionally counts as an act token of consent, no matter whether
she believes she is consenting or not (see e.g. Wertheimer 2003: 144; Healey 2015: 354).
Discussing some of the widely accepted counterexamples to these conceptions (Schniiriger
2018) might help some (especially female) students who have had negative sexual experiences
to adequately interpret these experiences by conceptualizing them as non-consensual. What’s
more, such students’ prior inability to conceptualize their experiences as non-consensual is
plausibly not the result of sheer epistemic bad luck. In fact, the very definition of hermeneutical
injustice was originally developed against the background of various examples of women’s
inability to adequately conceptualize experiences of sexual harassment due to persistent and
wide-ranging hermeneutical marginalization (Fricker 2007, ch. 7). In light of this, it seems safe
to say that providing female students with the conceptual resources to adequately interpret
negative sexual experiences as non-consensual is not just empowering, but a genuine act of
epistemic justice.

3 Fricker uses several examples to illustrate the difference between cases of epistemic bad luck and genuine
instances of hermeneutical injustice (for the following, see Fricker 2007, ch. 7). As an example of the former, she
describes a situation where a person suffers from a unique medical condition that impacts her social behavior and
that is not yet medically explored. As a result, the condition remains undiagnosed, so that the person is unable to
adequately conceptualize her respective experiences. Fricker contrasts this situation with a case where a woman
experiences sexual harassment at a time where the concept of sexual harassment is still not publicly available. In
this case, the woman’s inability to adequately conceptualize her experiences is not just a form of epistemic bad
luck, but a genuine instance of hermeneutical injustice. According to Fricker, the crucial difference between these
two cases is that in the latter case, women’s inability to adequately conceptualize experiences of sexual harassment
is grounded in unequal hermeneutical participation: Due to sexist distributions of social power, women were
prevented from participating on equal terms with men in those practices by which collective social meanings are
generated, such as academia, law and journalism — and as a direct result of this marginalization, the concept of
sexual harassment wasn’t part of the collective hermeneutical resources which people can use to describe and
interpret their social experiences.
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Another example would be a case where students are confronted with counterexamples to
traditional definitions of woman and man, according to which these words are to be defined in
terms of biological sex — i.e. woman as ,,adult female human” and man as ,,adult male human”
(Bogardus 2020). Discussing some prominent counterexamples to these definitions (see e.g.
Corvino 2000: 174; Bettcher 2009: 103) might help students who don’t (fully) identify with
their biological sex to adequately interpret their experiences by conceptualizing them against
the background of a distinction between sex and gender. And again, such students’ prior
inability to adequately interpret their experiences is plausibly the result of unfair hermeneutical
marginalization: Given the amount of widespread and deeply rooted transphobia we are still
facing today, it seems plausible to assume that people who don’t identify with their biological
sex have been systematically excluded from participating on equal terms in practices by which
collective social meanings are generated. Given this, providing such people with the conceptual
tools that they need to adequately interpret their social experiences will again be a genuine act
of epistemic justice.

2. The bad news

Given the above considerations, it seems that using thought experiments for the purpose of
conceptual clarification in philosophy classes is not just philosophically enlightening, but also
pedagogically and morally beneficial. By providing opportunities to explore the scope of
normatively loaded concepts, thought experiments enable students to interpret their social and
moral reality more adequately, which in some cases might even help to reduce existing
hermeneutical injustices. But at the same time, using thought experiments in philosophy classes
also comes with a certain risk: In order to adequately interpret their social and moral reality,
students need conceptual tools that are suited to adequately represent their personal experiences.
And while thought experiments can be of great help in developing such conceptual tools, they
also come with some notorious flaws and limitations. To see why it will be helpful to start by
examining the role that thought experiments play within the context of conceptual clarification
in a little more detail.

As already mentioned above, thought experiments are often used as counterexamples to
candidate definitions of philosophical concepts. Counterexamples work by generating specific
intuitions about the applicability of a given concept in a given situation, which then serve as a
simple test for any definition of this concept. That is, a successful definition is a definition that
picks out all and only those cases in which the defined concept intuitively applies. However,
one well-known problem in that context is that our intuitive verdicts about hypothetical
scenarios seem to be sensitive to various kinds of contextual factors that are philosophically
irrelevant, such as order of presentation (see e.g. Liao et al. 2012), affective content (see e.g.
Nichols/Knobe 2007) or incidental emotions (see e.g. Cameron et al. 2013). Furthermore, this
is not just a problem for lay people — there is robust empirical evidence that professional
philosophers are no more resistant to these irrelevant factors than ordinary people
(Schwitzgebel/Cushmann 2012, 2015; Lohr 2019; Wiegmann/Horvath/Meyer 2020). In light of
such findings, it looks like thought experiments don’t just have the potential to clarify, but also
to further obscure our conceptual schemes. More specifically, the worry is that students might
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easily be pushed into accepting idiosyncratic intuitions that they don’t really share and thereby
adopt a conceptual scheme that doesn’t map onto their own conceptual intuitions and that is
therefore inapt to adequately represent their personal experiences. To successfully avoid such
further obscuration, students need to acquire skills and competences that are necessary to apply
the method of cases in a critical and reflective way in order to freely discover which intuitions
they really have.

While the acquirement of such skills and competences is already desirable on purely
pedagogical grounds and should thus be an important didactical desideratum in its own right, it
could also have important political implications. This becomes clear once we realize that our
conceptual intuitions might not only be affected by contextual factors, but also by systematic
factors. And in fact, there is a growing body of empirical literature suggesting that intuitive
verdicts about hypothetical scenarios are systematically affected by personality traits like
extraversion and introversion (Feltz/Cokely 2019; Schulz/Cokely/Feltz 2011). Furthermore,
there are studies suggesting significant differences in intuitions between participants with
higher and lower socioeconomic statuses, and between participants from different cultural
backgrounds (Weinberg et al. 2001; Nichols et al. 2003), as well as gender differences
(Starmans/Friedman 2009) in relation to famous epistemological thought experiments. Similar
studies suggest cultural differences (Abarbanell/Hauser 2010; Curtin et al. 2020) and gender
differences (for an overview see Buckwalter/Stich 2013) in intuitions on ethical thought
experiments, as well as cultural differences in intuitions about thought experiments concerning
the compatibility of determinism and moral responsibility (Hannikainen et al. 2019) or free will
(Bernitinas et al. 2021), and about certain thought experiments that have been developed within
the philosophy of language (Machery et al. 2004; Machery/Olivola/de Blanc 2009;
Machery/Sytsma/Deutsch 2015).

To be clear, these studies are subject to the ongoing controversy. Especially some of the
findings on cultural differences and many of the findings on gender differences have not
replicated (see e.g. Kim/Yuan 2015; Seyedsayamdost 2015; Adleberg/Thompson/Nahmias
2015). Furthermore, there are also studies that indicate high levels of cross-cultural uniformity
in intuitive judgements (Machery et al. 2015). Given this, it would be clearly premature to
simply presuppose that a person’s gender or cultural and socioeconomic background
significantly influences her intuitive judgements. However, against the background of our
discussion of hermeneutical injustice in section 1, it becomes clear that if it turned out that such
distorting influences do in fact exist, then this would directly point to an additional problem
that has hitherto been neglected. To see this, one just has to envision the fact that the
overwhelming majority of thought experiments that are standardly used in philosophy classes
have been developed by philosophers who are WEIRD —i.e. by people from Western, Educated,
Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic societies. Moreover, most canonical philosophers are
male.

While the prevalence of these demographic features within the philosophical tradition and
the philosophical community will be problematic on many different levels, it might also have
profound implications for the widespread use of thought experiments in educational contexts.
More specifically, the worry is that if these demographic features turned out to have distorting
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effects on our intuitive verdicts about hypothetical scenarios, then using thought experiments
for the purpose of conceptual clarification in philosophy classes — while theoretically having
the potential to mitigate hermeneutical injustices — might actually cause and reinforce certain
forms of hermeneutical injustice: Students who are constantly confronted with thought
experiments that are specifically designed to pump conceptual intuitions that they don’t share
will likely start to distrust their own intuitions and adopt a conceptual scheme that isn’t suited
to adequately represent their personal experiences, which will significantly impair their ability
to make sense of their social reality. What’s more, in the case of female and non-WEIRD
students, this impairment would not simply be the result of epistemic bad luck. To see why one
only needs to consider the reasons behind the remarkable prevalence of WEIRD male authors
within academic philosophy and within school curricula. In fact, this prevalence is plausibly
caused by unfair power relations that have prevented women and non-WEIRD people from
participating on equal terms with WEIRD men in academic activities (Fricker 2007: 152). So,
it seems that if this prevalence really led to a structural impairment of female and non-WEIRD
students’ ability to adequately interpret their social reality, then this would be a direct result of
persistent and wide-ranging hermeneutical marginalization of female and non-WEIRD
philosophers.

In light of the above considerations, it seems that the widespread use of thought experiments
in philosophy classes is not just easily affected by contextual factors that are philosophically
irrelevant, but might even be an additional source of hermeneutical injustice. Given the
significance of its political and moral implications, teachers need to be aware of this possibility.
However, given the provisional and controversial nature of the underlying empirical literature,
I will not rely on this assumption in what follows. For as we have seen, even if the distorting
influences on our intuitive verdicts aren’t structural, they are still philosophically irrelevant.
Given this, we have good pedagogical reasons to enable students to apply the method of cases
in a critical and reflective way and to provide them with opportunities to freely discover their
personal conceptual intuitions. In order to do this, we need specific didactical strategies that
help us to reap the pedagogical benefits of thought experiments while at the same time avoiding
the risks and dangers that have been delineated in this section.

3. How to safely use thought experiments in the philosophy classroom

By providing opportunities to explore the scope of normatively loaded concepts, thought
experiments can effectively help students to interpret their social and moral reality more
adequately. Herein lies their empowering potential. At the same time, given their notorious
susceptibility to distorting factors that are philosophically irrelevant, thought experiments also
have the potential to impair students’ hermeneutical abilities by pushing them into accepting
idiosyncratic intuitions that they don’t really share. Herein lies their destructive potential.

In light of these results from section 1 and 2, philosophy teachers need to be provided with
concrete didactical strategies to exploit the empowering potential of thought experiments while
at the same time avoiding the risks and dangers associated with their usage. At this point, one
obvious suggestion is that teachers should simply make their students aware of all the different
ways in which their intuitive responses to thought experiments can be influenced and distorted
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by philosophically irrelevant influences. And while this might indeed be an important first step,
it seems that we still have good reasons to come up with further supplementary strategies. Most
importantly, psychologically distorting influences are well-known for their recalcitrance:
Making people aware of implicit and unconscious factors that impact their judgements doesn’t
always reduce their distorting effects — in fact, it sometimes even exacerbates them (Balg 2021:
16). Given this, it seems advisable to look for alternatives. In what follows, I would like to
introduce three different measures to facilitate the safe use of thought experiments in the
philosophy classroom. This list is in no way meant to be exhaustive; in fact, given the
tentativeness of the empirical literature discussed in the last section and given how little
attention this literature has received within didactical contexts, it seems that we would first need
a clearer picture of the structure and scope of the underlying problem in order to come up with
more sophisticated and better-directed strategies. However, in the absence of such empirical
details, the following measures are an important step towards a just and fruitful use of thought
experiments in the philosophy classroom.

3.1 Bracketing the author’s performance
What are the different ways in which students might be pushed into accepting idiosyncratic
intuitions that they don’t really share? In order to answer this question, it will be helpful to start
by examining some structural details of how thought experiments can be used in philosophy
classes. Some authors have argued for a distinction between a narrow and a broad meaning of
the term ‘thought experiment’ in didactical contexts (see e.g. Engels 2017: 189). According to
its narrow meaning, the term ‘thought experiment’ only refers to the performance of a thought
experiment, i.e. the realization and verbalization of intuitions on the basis of a given description
of a specific situation. According to its broad meaning, the term ‘thought experiment’ also refers
to the set-up of a thought experiment, i.e. the description of the situation and the instructions
which specify the conceptual target of the thought experiment.

To illustrate this distinction, consider Judith Jarvis Thomson’s famous Violinist Case. In her
paper ‘A Defense of Abortion’, Thomson starts by describing a specific situation:

You wake up in the morning and find yourself back to back in bed with an unconscious
violinist. A famous unconscious violinist. He has been found to have a fatal kidney
ailment, and the Society of Music Lovers has canvassed all the available medical records
and found that you alone have the right blood type to help. They have therefore
kidnapped you, and last night the violinist's circulatory system was plugged into yours,
so that your kidneys can be used to extract poisons from his blood as well as your own.
The director of the hospital now tells you, ‘Look, we're sorry the Society of Music
Lovers did this to you — we would never have permitted it if we had known. But still,
they did it, and the violinist now is plugged into you. To unplug you would be to kill
him. But never mind, it's only for nine months. By then he will have recovered from his
ailment, and can safely be unplugged from you. (Thomson 1971: 48)
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Having described this situation, Thomson goes on to specify the conceptual target of her
thought experiment:

Is it morally incumbent on you to accede to this situation? No doubt it would be very nice
of you if you did, a great kindness. But do you /ave to accede to it? (ibid.: 49)

These two passages constitute the sez-up of Thomson’s thought experiment — in the broad sense
of ‘thought experiment’, this set-up already is the whole thought experiment. Having set the
stage in this way, Thomson continues by presenting her intuitions about the described situation:

What if it were not nine months, but nine years? Or longer still? What if the director of the
hospital says, ‘Tough luck, I agree, but you've now got to stay in bed, with the violinist
plugged into you, for the rest of your life. Because remember this. All persons have a right
to life, and violinists are persons. Granted you have a right to decide what happens in and to
your body, but a person's right to life outweighs your right to decide what happens in and to
your body. So you cannot ever be unplugged from him.” I imagine you would regard this as
outrageous, which suggests that something really is wrong with that plausible-sounding
argument [ mentioned a moment ago. (ibid.: 49)

In this passage, Thomson performs her experiment. In the narrow sense of the term, it is only
this performance that properly deserves to be called a ‘thought experiment’. However, the
important point for our purpose is that Thomson performs her thought experiment in a specific
way: While it should be clear that Thomson is only stating her own intuitions, she
simultaneously insinuates that all of her readers will share these intuitions. Instead of writing
“I regard this as outrageous”, she explicitly addresses her readers and makes clear that she
expects them to assess the described situation in the same way that she does.

This way of performing a thought experiment is fairly common among canonical authors.
Philosophers often more or less explicitly assume that their audience will share their personal
intuitions and that their performances of thought experiments will be generally accepted.* In
light of the empirical findings discussed in the previous section, this is a rather problematic
thing to do. Instead of presenting their personal conceptual intuitions as universally valid
insights, philosophers should invite their readers to perform the relevant thought experiments
by themselves. Otherwise, they risk imposing on them conceptual schemes that do not match
their readers’ personal intuitions, which would likely impair their readers’ hermeneutical
abilities. Accordingly, teachers of philosophy should always encourage their students to
perform thought experiments on their own. Moreover, they should give them the opportunity

4 Note that this is not necessarily a psychological assumption about any conscious motives and intentions of
particular philosophers, but rather a structural assumption about the dialectical mechanics of philosophical
discourse. Given how philosophical debates traditionally take place, authors are expected to present and defend
their philosophical positions as universally valid insights that should be generally accepted. Against the
background of such a dynamic, thought experiments can only provide successful argumentative support if they
generate intuitions that are shared by the majority of their readers. Given this, it becomes clear why traditional
philosophical discourse already operates under the implicit assumption that conceptual intuitions can — and should
be — universally shared.
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to do so before they are confronted with the author’s own performance. In fact, in light of the
above considerations, this additional requirement is crucial: While many of the pedagogical
benefits of letting students perform thought experiments on their own are already widely
appreciated, the distinction between set-up and performance is usually neglected in this context.
In practice, students are often confronted with text passages that contain the complete thought
experiment, i.e. its set-up and its performance by the author.

However, before being confronted with the author’s own performance, students should have
the chance to explore their personal conceptual intuitions as independently as possible. To make
this possible, teachers of philosophy need to carefully separate a thought experiment’s set-up
from its performance. In some cases, it won’t even be necessary to discuss the author’s own
performance of the thought experiment - starting with the original set-up, students can simply
rely on their personal intuitions as a basis for further discussion. On the other hand, presenting
and discussing the author’s own performance will often help students to better understand the
dialectical purpose of a thought experiment and thus put them in a better position to critically
deal with it. Accordingly, the idea behind the proposed strategy is not to simply exclude author
performances from didactical contexts, but rather to carefully separate them from the mere set-
ups. Distinguishing between thought experiments in the broader sense and thought experiments
in the narrow sense in this way gives students the freedom to rely on their own intuitions when
developing the conceptual tools that they need to adequately conceptualize their social
experiences.

3.2 Removing other manipulating factors

Performing their own thought experiments is not the only way in which philosophers can —
intentionally or unintentionally - push their audience into accepting their conceptual intuitions.
For example, many authors explicitly state the dialectical purpose of their thought experiments
before setting up the actual experiment. And often enough, they do this with a considerable
amount of confidence. For instance, just before setting up his famous counterexamples to the
traditional JTB account of knowledge, Edmund Gettier writes:

I shall now present two cases in which the conditions stated in [... the JTB account] are true
for some proposition, though it is at the same time false that the person in question knows
that proposition. (Gettier 1963: 121)

By making this remark, Gettier already primes his audience to accept his subsequent
performance of the relevant thought experiments. What’s more, even in cases where the author
doesn’t make such an introductory remark, the reader is still often in a position to anticipate the
dialectical purpose of the thought experiments that are presented to him. The reason for this is
that thought experiments are always developed by specific authors in a specific philosophical
context. For example, take a reader who knows Peter Singer to be a notorious proponent of
utilitarianism and a committed supporter of the effective altruism movement. If this reader
encounters Singer’s Drowning Child Case for the first time and she knows that this thought
experiment has been developed by Peter Singer, she will — even without having access to
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Singer’s actual performance of the experiment — already have a pretty good understanding of
what this thought experiment is supposed to show.

Given this, philosophy instructors should try to reduce as many manipulating factors as
possible when teaching thought experiments. Ideally, when performing thought experiments,
students should have as little information as possible about what the relevant thought
experiments are supposed to show. Only if students don’t know which intuitions they are
supposed to have, are they in a position to freely discover which intuitions they really have. But
what can philosophy instructors do to reduce manipulating factors? First of all, when teaching
thought experiments, they should start by presenting the bare set-up of a thought experiment,
leaving out not only the author’s own performance of the experiment but also any other
introductory or interpretative remarks that could push the students in a certain direction. Again,
this does not mean that there is no place for the authors’ personal interpretations of their own
thought experiments in philosophy classes. However, these interpretations should only be
discussed after the students have first had the chance to explore their own intuitions.

Furthermore, it also seems advisable not to reveal the authors’ identities before the students’
performance of their thought experiments. In some cases, it will actually be best to let the
students perform certain thought experiments before they even know anything about the
philosophical context of these experiments. In fact, one promising strategy would be to start a
given unit by first presenting all the thought experiments that will be discussed in this unit at
the outset, and let the students perform these thought experiments before they even know what
the topic of the unit will be. Later on, when particular thought experiments are examined in
more detail, the students can then recall their initial intuitions and use these as a basis for further
discussion. Finally, it is also important to keep in mind that the students’ performance of a given
thought experiment will not only be influenced by the author’s own performance, but also by
the performances of their classmates. To mitigate this influence, it might be a good idea to let
students perform thought experiments anonymously — for example, by using digital tools that
enable anonymized classroom polling.

Obviously, identifying and properly handling all these different factors at the same time is a
challenging and complex task. Accordingly, teachers shouldn’t have to cope with it on their
own. To support them in their didactical efforts, didactics experts and textbook publishers need
to provide appropriate concepts and teaching materials that effectively take the above
considerations into account. Given this, the proposed strategy shouldn’t primarily — or at least
exclusively — be regarded as a desideratum for pedagogical practice, but also for didactical
research.

3.3 Designing variations

The basic idea behind the above considerations is to create an environment in which students
can perform thought experiments without constantly being influenced by external factors that
might push them to accept conceptual intuitions that they don’t really share. However, it might
turn out that the problem runs even deeper. To manipulate their readers’ intuitions, authors can
do much more than just present and perform their thought experiments in specific ways that
favor their own intuitions. In fact, it seems that one of the most effective strategies for
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establishing certain conceptual intuitions with thought experiments is to insert philosophically
irrelevant factors directly into the set-up of the thought experiment. For example, consider one
of Peter Unger’s infamous variations of Judith Jarvis Thomson’s Fat Man-version of the
Trolley Case:

By sheer accident, an empty trolley, nobody aboard, is starting to roll down a certain
track. Now, if you do nothing about the situation, your first option, then, in a couple of
minutes, it will run over and kill six innocents who, through no fault of their own, are
trapped down the line. (So, on your first option, you’ll let the six die.) Regarding their
plight, you have three other options: On your second option, if you push a remote
control button, you’ll change the position of a switch-track, switch A, and, before it gets
to the six, the trolley will go onto another line, on the left-hand side of switch A’s fork.
On that line, three other innocents are trapped and, if you change switch A, the trolley
will roll over them. (So, on your second option, you’ll save six lives and you’ll take
three.) On your third option, you’ll flip a remote control toggle and change the position
of another switch, switch B. Then, a very light trolley that’s rolling along another track,
the Feed Track, will shift onto B’s lower fork. As two pretty heavy people are trapped
in this light trolley, after going down this lower fork the vehicle won’t only collide with
the onrushing empty trolley, but, owing to the combined weight of its unwilling
passengers, the collision will derail the first trolley and both trolleys will go into an
uninhabited area. Still, the two trapped passengers will die in the collision. On the other
hand, if you don’t change switch B, the lightweight trolley will go along B’s upper fork
and, then, it will bypass the empty trolley, and its two passengers won’t die soon. (So,
on your third option, you’ll save six lives and you’ll take two.) Finally, you have a fourth
option: Further up the track, near where the trolley’s starting to move, there’s a path
crossing the main track and, on it, there’s a very heavy man on roller skates. If you turn
a remote control dial, you’ll start up the skates, you’ll send him in front of the trolley,
and he’ll be a trolley-stopper. But, the man will be crushed to death by the trolley he
then stops. (So, on your fourth option, you’ll save six lives and you’ll take one.) On
reflection, you choose this fourth option and, in consequence, the six are prevented from
dying. (Unger 1996: 90)

Obviously, the only differences between the above case and Johnson’s original case are that in
the above case (i) the agent has more options to choose from, and (ii) the agent kills the heavy
man in a way that is less direct — instead of pushing him off a bridge, she manipulates his roller
skates. Most people will find these differences philosophically irrelevant. However, while in
the original case most people have the intuition that it would be morally wrong to kill the heavy
man in order to save six innocent people, most people respond to the above case by saying that
it is permissible to do so (ibid.). Given this, it seems that authors can already design the details
of their thought experiments’ set-ups in specific ways so as to make sure that their readers
accept the ‘right’ kind of intuition (for a concrete illustration of this strategy, see e.g.
Gendler/Hawthorne 2005). This dynamic is a further threat to students’ hermeneutical abilities.
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What can philosophy instructors do to mitigate this risk? Clearly, the above strategies are of
little help in this context. The problem is not that the students’ performances of thought
experiments are influenced by external factors, but rather that many philosophical thought
experiments are already set up in ways that suggest specific performances. To tackle this
problem, instructors need to enable students to critically reflect on and challenge the specific
set-ups of canonical thought experiments. One obvious way of doing this is to present different
variations of the original setup that suggest different performances. For example, when
discussing Thomson’s version of the Trolley Case, it will be helpful to complement the original
thought experiment with one of Unger’s variations. By comparing their respective
performances of the different variations, students will become increasingly aware of the
manipulating effects of philosophically irrelevant details, and thus develop a more critical
attitude towards the specific ways in which authors set up their thought experiments.

At the same time, the variations that are required for this approach are often not readily
available. Given this, students should learn to independently develop new variations of thought
experiments by themselves. Designing and performing their own variations will effectively
enable them to test the validity of their performances, and to expose philosophically irrelevant
factors that tacitly influence these performances. Although many students will initially find it
rather challenging to systematically design their own philosophical thought experiments,
instructors can rely here on well-established support strategies that have been developed in the
didactical literature (see e.g. Engels 2017: 192ff.; Wieland/Endt 2017). In fact, letting students
design their own thought experiments is already a popular didactical tool in philosophy classes,
with well-known merits that a lot of teachers appreciate. However, in light of the above
considerations, it seems that this tool is not just didactically, but also morally beneficial. It
doesn’t just promote students’ creativity and imagination but also improves their ability to
adequately interpret their social and moral reality, which in some cases even constitutes an
effective measure against serious forms of educational injustice.

Conclusion

With respect to the important educational goal of improving students’ hermeneutical abilities,
using thought experiments for the purpose of conceptual clarification is both a blessing and a
curse. On the one hand, by providing opportunities to explore the scope of normatively loaded
concepts, thought experiments can effectively help students to interpret their social and moral
reality more adequately, which in some cases might even help to reduce existing hermeneutical
injustices. On the other hand, given their notorious susceptibility to distorting factors that are
philosophically irrelevant, they can also push students into accepting idiosyncratic intuitions
that they don’t really share and thereby further impair their hermeneutical abilities.

In this paper, I have proposed three different strategies for effectively exploiting the
empowering potential of thought experiments. These strategies enable students to
independently explore their personal conceptual intuitions and to critically challenge the
specific and often tendentious ways in which authors present and perform their thought
experiments. A successful implementation of these strategies will be an important first step
towards a safe and fruitful use of thought experiments in the philosophy classroom.
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