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Chapter 1
Beginning in the Middle of Things

The history of thought is also the history of its successive
closures—and that is what renders ineliminable a critical
attitude with regard to thinkers of other times. But it is also true
that, among the forms thus created, some possess a mysterious
and marvelous permanence. And the truth of thought is this
movement itself in and through which the already created
permanent part finds itself differently placed and illuminated by
the new creation of which it has need in order not to sink into
the silence of the simply ideal. (Castoriadis 1997, 336)

1.1 Constellations of Questions About Imagination

We begin with four constellations of questions about imagination.

(1) Since the emergence of European Romanticism at the end of the eighteenth
and the beginning of the nineteenth century, both popular and philosophical under-
standing have associated imagination with creativity. Creativity came to be under-
stood as good for the individual human being and for the arts; more recently, it has
come to be perceived as essential for social, economic, and scientific progress. But
most religious and philosophical traditions, going back to Greek, Roman, and
Jewish antiquity, have been suspicious of imagination as harboring not just falsity
but even delusion and evil. Are these traditions reconcilable with the modern con-
ception of imagination? Is imagination a solution to our conception of ourselves and
our world, or is it a source of the difficulty of conceiving them?

(2) There was already a decisive break in the conception of imagination before
Romanticism. In Greek antiquity, Aristotle, the first to give a careful delineation of
the power of imagination as part of a complex theory of human and animal psychol-
ogy, had claimed that for human beings there is no thinking without phantasms, or,
as we would say, no thinking without images. That is, there would be no intelligent
human activity, productivity, or morality without imagining. What is more, this
applied to scientific knowing as well. In Western thought, this basic notion was

D.L. Sepper, Understanding Imagination: The Reason of Images, Studies in History 1
and Philosophy of Science 33, DOI 10.1007/978-94-007-6507-8_1,
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2 1 Beginning in the Middle of Things

widely, though variously, accepted for nearly 2,000 years. Yet, since the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, modern science has come to be understood as methodical
rationality taking control of factual experience. As such, it has seemed not to need
imagination. Imagination may well be used as a tool for conceiving new possibilities,
but it must quickly give way to rational analysis and testing. In the final reckoning,
science is indifferent to how and why theoretical and experimental innovations
come about; only results count. Imagination is something for artists and for children,
not for the sober rationality of adults.

How, why, and exactly when did this conceptual break occur? More importantly:
was the break justified? Is imagination as irrelevant and accidental to knowledge as
this modern scheme makes it appear?

(3) Are the first and second sets of questions related? Is the contemporary emphasis
on imagination’s creativity perhaps the consequence of the earlier split between its
scientific/cognitive and its artistic/aesthetic functions? More generally, does the
modern emphasis on creativity distort our understanding of imagination—so that,
for example, it has become nearly impossible to recognize how and why it is essen-
tial to both science and art, as well as to all other kinds of thoughtful human action?

(4) Do historical shifts in the conception of imagination correspond to larger
changes, for example to a change in the conception of what it is to be a human being
and what human flourishing is about? Aristotle may have established the basic
framework for imagination more than 2,000 years ago, but does what philosophers
think about imagination make any real difference today? More generally, does what
people think about imagination make a difference to its role in their lives?

e sfe sfe sfe sk sk sk stk ke sie st st st sfesfesoskoskok

We can summarize the concerns expressed above in the following four questions:
Where does our idea of imagination come from? Is imagination the name of any-
thing real? How can we arrive at an understanding of what it is? Will it, does it,
make a difference to who or what we are?

There are answers to these questions. This book intends to track them down by a
kind of philosophical archeology. The answers, or at least their elements, have been
available for a very long time. But the tradition that ought to have handed them
down to us has been repeatedly interrupted and obscured. The tradition has, again
and again, been occluded and occulted. The time has come to recover it.

1.2 The Occluded-Occulted Tradition of Intelligent Imagining

How can there be intelligent imagining or imaginative intelligence when intelligence
and imagination may be fundamentally at odds with one another? Intelligence is about
the real, whereas imagination is irrealizing, fictive, untrue. Imagination serves not just
the hopes of humanity but also its fears and superstitions. In the dark (says Shakespeare)
it is what makes us take a bush for a bear; in credulous society (says Spinoza) it
produces fabulous tales of gods and demons. Knowledge, by contrast, is disciplined
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intelligence. If it is not exactly necessary to banish imagination from the hard, logi-
cally driven work of understanding the world, it is important to keep it under control.

But what about when the real is defective or wrong? The real can be changed—
and isn’t it imagination that lets us see beyond the limits of the merely real?
Moreover, what about when intelligence and reason try to control imagination by
playing the tyrant? In their claim to rule and measure all things, they have often tried
to suppress imaginative powers as unruly. In Western thought this starts with Plato
(ca. 428-347 B.C.E.), most strikingly in his dialogue the Republic, which banishes
all influences that do not measure up to austere reason’s demands. Two thousand
years later, the (at least perceived) tyranny of reason was behind Romanticism’s
furious repudiation of Enlightenment. More recently, it was behind the political
rebellions that swept through the West in May 1968 after a student uprising in
France against the stupidities of bureaucratic reason. It echoes in a favorite slogan
of the day: “L’imagination au pouvoir!”, “Put imagination in power!” Imagination
by its nature rebels against restraint, and when fully engaged it is creative. If it is
unreal, it is because the object aimed at does not yet exist. Imagination anticipates
the new, the not—yet. Real-and-rational standards cannot lead us into the future
because they follow the guide of what is established and even sclerotic. In a world
that more and more depends on the ability to innovate, whether in politics, in busi-
ness, in science, or in everyday life, imagination must take the lead. It is rationality
that must learn how to follow. Yet, in the long run, it is not clear at all that imagina-
tion can live up to the hopes it inspires. It often loses its way in dreams; dreams of
the new can become rigid; their force can peter out in the face of real problems.

These conflicting, and sometimes schizophrenic, conceptions about imagination
are widespread, even popular, but that does not make any of them true. They are all
notionally weak and historically underinformed stereotypes. Yet even the learned
and historically informed think in these terms—that is, when they think about the
questions at all. In the West, both philosophers and scientists have for more than a
century deliberately turned their backs on imagination; and, when reason seems to
need defending, they trot out a shabby theory of the nobility of enlightened reason
and the irrationality of its opponents. This is in part a reaction against the Romantic
elevation of imagination above all other human powers. The Romantic hypereleva-
tion of imagination was itself a reaction against an eighteenth-century tendency to
entrust truth exclusively to the rationality of science and to confine imagination to
the fictions of children and art. It is not just a pun to say that the effective history of
imagination has for the past several centuries been reactionary.

Thinking that is reactionary always comes at a cost. It starts with an act of rejec-
tion, yet more often than not it remains committed to the logical framework that it
apparently rejects. Reject the tyrant reason and elevate imagination, or reject irrealist
imagination and restore sober rationality: both options assume that in human psychol-
ogy there is a fundamental division, a dichotomy, between opposed powers. Instead of
questioning the framework, most people simply declare allegiances or negate the for-
merly posited in order to affirm the formerly denied—which leaves the framework
intact. The recent history of imagination cannot be understood without some clearer
sense of framework questions—of the framework within which imagination and rea-
son take their place and relate to one another—and how the framework came to be.
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Broad generalizations about the past are tempting to make but hard to justify.
Yet the temptation to oversimplification is raised to a higher power when it comes
to imagination. In a history of matter theory or politics or cooking we may have to
make significant mental adjustments for period and place, but we can ordinarily see
that things, explanations, and practices separated by large stretches of time have
recognizably common themes and family resemblances. These commonalities are
sufficient to assure us that, despite all differences, we are still dealing with the same
kind of thing. With imagination, it often seems that there is no agreement at all
about its most basic phenomena and features. It is a long way, for instance, from
Thomas Hobbes’s (1588—1679) notion that images are vibrations in the nerves to
the early nineteenth-century, post-Kantian claim that they are the creative product of
the Absolute. Even whether the various words thinkers have used to name the phe-
nomenon all have the same meaning is more than a little uncertain. At first glance,
what Plato called eikasia, what Aristotle named phantasia, what the Latin middle
ages parsed as various forms of both phantasia and imaginatio, what we divide into
imagination, fantasy, and creativity seem to be basically the same thing—but just a
little investigation opens questions and even chasms. The more widely we cast our
intellectual nets, encompassing more authors, more centuries, more disciplines and
fields, the likelier that the diverse conceptions of imagination will simply bewilder
us. We might easily conclude that today’s confusions have their source in confusions
that began long ago; we might come to agree with those who say that the past’s
understanding of psychological matters is hopeless. The best course, then, would be
to leave the past behind and start over again, this time more scientifically.

This conclusion is fundamentally wrong, and the recommended new scientific
course disastrously misdirected. The critical side of this book will show why.

e sfe sfe sfe sk sk sk stk sie st sfe st sfesfeseoskoskok

Thirty years ago I began teaching in a philosophy program that educates students
in (chiefly) Western philosophical traditions going back to the pre-Socratic philoso-
phers of ancient Greece. [ was by training and interests a philosopher and historian
of the physical sciences who liked to keep an eye on larger contemporary questions,
so I worried a little that the wide-ranging and backward-looking teaching the pro-
gram demanded would impair the kinds of engagement my research required.
Nevertheless, because I myself had had a decent liberal arts education, I understood
its virtues. It had cultivated in me habits of thinking and inquiry suspicious of pos-
ing questions too narrowly or looking to a single time or place or discipline for
definitive answers. I did not yet know to put it this way, but that education had pro-
vided me with the ability to think the modes, indeed the matrix, of natural and
human existence in many different, concretely imaginative ways. Moreover, having
recently become a parent, I began to feel a stronger sense of obligation to the future.
Even though I might have preferred teaching courses geared to my special research
concerns, I understood the need to cultivate and orient the minds and hearts of the
next generation with regard to more basic things. And, after all was said and done,
I loved thinking about classic questions and reading and thinking my way through
the writings of great philosophers. So I threw myself into the task with enthusiasm.
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This teaching put my research into new perspective. In my scholarly work I had
been searching for connections between aesthetics and science, with the imagina-
tion an obvious point of focus. As I read and taught more widely and more his-
torically I came to see that there had been a decisive break in the conception of
imagination in the early modern period, that is, at some point in the seventeenth or
eighteenth centuries, and thus well before the Romantic reaction. The prehistory of
this break stretched back to ancient Greek antiquity. Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.),
who had attempted a careful explanation of imaginative power (phantasia) as part
of a complex theory of human and animal psychology, went so far as to claim that
for human beings there is no thinking without phantasms, or, as we would approxi-
mate, no mental activity without imagining. Because of Aristotle’s long-lasting
influence on philosophy and science, the claim had many important conceptual and
historical consequences. Taken strictly, it meant that there could be no intelligent
human activity—that is, any human activity that depends on thinking—without
imagining. Without imagination there could be no complex pursuit of future goals,
no moral or ethical action, no artistic or technical making, no asking meaningful
questions, no scientific inquiry or knowledge, no intelligent mental activity what-
soever. Despite the old saw that no two philosophers agree about anything basic,
something very close to Aristotle’s notion was widely accepted for 2,000 years by
Persian-, Arabic-, Hebrew-, and Latin-speaking philosophers. Yet ever since the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, modern science has typically been under-
stood as a rational activity that can do without imagination. The rational ban
extended even to its innovative powers—though, to be sure, creativity was not an
aspect of imagination that premodern philosophers, not even philosophers of art,
had much acknowledged or valued.

So what happened? What decisively changed the attitude to imagination in
the modern period? I thought these and other questions could be answered by
perhaps 6 months of concerted historical and scholarly reading. I was laughably
wrong.

I first learned how wrong from an unlikely source. If you think that something
has gone awry with modern intellectual history you are very likely to make René
Descartes (1596—-1650) a chief villain. As the “father of modern rationalism” he is
a very plausible villain when it comes to the decline of imagination. Early in his
central philosophical work, the Meditations, he seems to abandon it as a source of
truth (along with sensation and memory) and quickly advances instead by means of
pure intellectual intuition to the certainty of the existence of the thinking ego and
then to the being of God. To be human is to be res cogitans, thinking being; only
accidentally do human beings imagine.

When I began looking into the writings of his youth, however, I found that the
power of imagination was at the heart of his philosophizing, his mathematics, and
his physics. He expressly called for its methodical use, and he deliberately and
intensively cultivated his own imaginative talents. What we take to be one of his
greatest accomplishments, analytic geometry—an invention that almost immedi-
ately produced an explosive development of rigorously analytic mathematics and
science unlike anything that had been seen before—grew out of his practice of exact
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imagining. To us this may seem very strange, insofar as we are inclined to think of
mathematics, especially mathematical analysis, as preeminently rational. Perhaps
this was just another case in which a scientific advance was produced by something
irrational or irrelevant that later development properly left behind. Yet even today,
mathematicians and scientists working at the frontiers of their disciplines will be
offended by the suggestion that their work is not imaginative. Are mathematics and
sciences imaginative, or are they rational? By what right, and using what capacities,
does one answer?

Let me not, however, give the misimpression that this book is simply about
mathematical and scientific imagining and what has happened to it over the ages.
Nor that it is just about old things, about what a few dead Western (and not-so-
Western) people have thought imagination to be. It is about what imagination is.
But my research has convinced me that we cannot really get at what imagination is
unless we understand why we, today, think about it as we do, typically in ways that
obscure its nature rather than illuminate it. Even expert philosophical and psycho-
logical research is affected by basic inadequacies in conceptualizing imagination
and imaginative phenomena. This is part of our historical and philosophical heri-
tage. Yet that does not mean that the only reason for pursuing the history of imagi-
nation is to clear out old ideas and theories littering our conceptual closet. If we
have inherited from the past much that deadens our minds, that is not to say that
there is no living inheritance from those who have thought before us. Our best cur-
rent ideas often turn out to be reinventions of wheels that were far more perfect
than the ones we manage to produce.

In pursuing my research I have learned to see imagining (my own and that of
others) through the eyes of the past and have thereby come to understand many
things about it. Here are just a few. Imagination is both familiar and elusive. It is
not always easily distinguishable from sensation, memory, and intellect. It is
intertwined with feeling and desire, and it can scarcely be understood without
situating it in the entire “economy” of human cognitive and sensitive powers.
It provides the element in which, as human beings, we live, even more fundamen-
tally than fish live in water. Efforts to confine it to just a part of life (e.g., child-
hood, the arts, fantasy) fatally misconceive it. It is also fatal to conceive it as
simply “having images in mind.” If it is a source of creativity, that is because it is
also the power of familiarity that provides the backgrounds against which our
ordinary experience takes place. Backgrounds are elusive by their nature, how-
ever, because as soon as we turn our attention to them they lose their background
character and become foreground. Backgrounds are, moreover, constantly chang-
ing: not just from epoch to epoch or person to person but even for a single per-
son—over time, to be sure, but that time is sometimes just the passing of a
moment. Against different backgrounds things appear to change—and sometimes
it is not just a matter of appearance. If the relationship between object and back-
ground is changeable and often delicate, and if it is in this kind of situation that
imagination excels, then perhaps it is inevitable that the more we try to bring it
into sharp focus the more easily it slips away. Perhaps it is not surprising that not
just today but for the past 2,000 years and more thinkers have almost always mis-
taken imagination for something else.
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Almost always. What I have learned from reading and teaching the greatest' of the
philosophers of imagination is that many of them—Iet us mention here only Plato,
Aristotle, Descartes, and Kant—are largely exempt from this criticism. But this claim
needs immediate qualification. What these figures have to teach about imagination is
not simply what encyclopedias and other reference works or even monographs assert
as their respective “doctrines.” They have in fact given us more than we have managed
to see. It is as though we (a “we” that includes most commentators, historians, philoso-
phers, and scientists over more than two millennia) have stared at their words with
merely partial comprehension, then cobbled together some approximation, some simu-
lacrum. Our accounts of what these originating thinkers wrote say at least as much
about us as about them, as much about how we want imagination to be as what they
thought it is. The situation is by nature ripe for confusion: about imagination, about
what distinguishes it from rationality and other powers, about the nature of mind and
soul, about ourselves. It should be no surprise that, as a result, studies of imagination
almost always lose track of what it is—occasionally from the very first words.

Contemporary cognitive and neurobiological research has made relatively little
progress in understanding imagination, especially when we compare it (for exam-
ple) to research about vision and memory. One of the most elementary reasons is
that the common scientific as well as popular and philosophical conceptions of
imagination are dominated by an inappropriate model that misconceives imagining
from the start. This misconceived model—which models imagining on the mental
envisioning of an absent object>—is deeply rooted in the past. By itself, that fact
alone justifies our looking backward, investigating historically. Even if it turns out
that past philosophies of imagination are the nightmare from which we are trying to
awake, it would be best to wake from those dreams with real awareness and face the
consequences squarely.

But, as with most things, it is in the details that one finds both the devil and the
divine. There is no doubt that the model of imagining as holding in mind a visual
image is based in a theory of mind that arose centuries, even millennia, ago. But not
all past thinkers have conceived things according to this model and its stereotypes.
For example, if you look to what Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, and Kant wrote about
imagining and try to place those conceptions within the context of their understand-
ings of human psychology as a whole, and then locate that psychology within the

'In ultimate matters of the human spirit, the concept of greatness is essential. Although that is a
subject for another day (as is also the discussion of spirit—I, too, have read Derrida!), one can
make the case briefly. Greatness in philosophizing does not necessarily imply social power, moral-
ity, or even evident truth, but it does mean that someone has tried to think up to the level demanded
by the phenomena in question and has to some ample and therefore inspiring extent succeeded.

I do not mean to be simply dismissive of scholarly work. About every subject and author there are
many good and even excellent studies, and even lesser ones have merits from which one can learn.
Imagination is more difficult than most subjects, however, and in the indispensable authors it is
necessary (as I will show) to understand what they say about imagination against the background
of their highest philosophical ambitions. The best and most stimulating of the encyclopedic sources
is without doubt Brann 1991.

3 As will become clear, this kind of imagining is too limited and atypical to serve as a paradigm.
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larger framework of their overall philosophical concerns, you find that they do not
adhere to the stereotype. Even where they seem to accept or even ground it, the
“acceptance” is hedged round with so many qualifications and caveats that the
model turns into something else entirely.

What is perhaps even more surprising, given the usual portrayals of how much
philosophers disagree, is the existence of remarkable parallels and continuities
between what Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and a small number of other thinkers
have understood about the imagination—even if the later thinkers were not fully
aware of the earlier traces they were following. To a surprising degree, these thinkers
share a set of topics, themes, and orientations—a conceptual topology, to introduce a
term that I shall develop more fully in the rest of the book. Despite many conspicuous
differences between their accounts, these thinkers can be seen as working within and
developing a common tradition. Yet basic features of this topology disappear in the
works of their followers and even more in the secondhand accounts of later interpret-
ers. To give just one example, albeit one that will be of core interest throughout this
book: almost all the thinkers I will treat held a conception of imagination as a matrix
or topographical power; that is, as involving naturally and artificially articulated
fields, backgrounds, and foregrounds within which images emerge, are formed, and
are determinately placed, and in the context of which the mind can engage in imagina-
tive movement, in imaginative work and play. Such fields and grounds, such places of
imagining, become routinized and familiarized in habits of mind, for good and for ill.
These matrixes and topographies are also subject to being improved and reconfig-
ured—more often for good than for ill, or so one hopes. Imagination is therefore the
power human beings have of situating and reworking the appearances of things
against, or among, different backgrounds, foregrounds, frameworks, and fields.

Within the conceptual topology of matrixes, human imagination comes to appear
as more about making and remaking, contextualizing and recontextualizing appear-
ances than about envisioning and fixing them in mind. The foregrounds and back-
grounds of imaginative contextualization and recontextualization are, in turn, the
element of thought’s mobility, flexibility, and amplitude.* Without sensation there
could be no such matrixes and topographies, and thus no starting place, for imagin-
ing; without the matrixes of imagination there could be no effective reason. They
establish the fundamental characteristics of human imagining and mental activity;
in particular they are the ground for both intelligence and creativity. But in the his-
tory of imagination, expert theorizing and subsequent popular opinion have almost
always preferred models that overlook this. And the fact that critics and historians
have almost always focused on theories and models means that they have been blind
to the conceptual topology that underlies them and maintains unities where the crit-
ics and historians notice only differences. As a result, our theories and our practices
of imagination have become arbitrary, unfocused, and placeless, and our conception
of rationality has become ungrounded.’

*This sentence may be taken as the positive leitmotif of the book.

>This sentence may be taken as the critical leitmotif of the book. An example of unfocused,
ungrounded reason is the notion that rationality can be purely procedural. There are no processes
of mind and soul more rigorously and logically procedural than psychological compulsions.
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There is at least one corollary that ought to be drawn here, right at the outset.
Too exclusive an attention to any single power inevitably distorts our conception
of it, and confusion about one power extends itself into confusions about others.
If we, if our philosophical and psychological traditions, have repeatedly mistaken
imagination, that means that we have inevitably made mistakes about sensation,
memory, and reason as well. The most successful attempts to understand imagina-
tion have been those that do not isolate it or explain it as though it were a module,
routine, or procedure separate from other human psychological powers.® Human
imagination cannot be properly conceived apart from sense perception, from mem-
ory, and from rationality—nor even from pain, pleasure, aversion, and desire.
Imagination is understood most clearly and amply when it is seen as integrating
other human powers, as the matrix of the entire economy of the psyche. To use a
metaphor that will gradually take on greater concreteness and urgency: imagination
provides a place where the psychic powers co-operate in locating the possibilities
and the faces that the world presents. Imagination is the human power that textures
and contextualizes what we experience. It is the contextual and contextural matrix
of experience.

The last sentences sound very much like definitions, albeit definitions with word-
play and new usages. At the beginning of Chap. 2, I will give a very complicated
definition of imagination, the immediate point of which will be ironic: lengthy,
accurate definitions rarely do much good for readers, especially at the outset of
inquiry. If I were asked to give a quick-and-dirty definition, however, something that
might help a reader begin to concentrate his or her attention, I would suggest this:
imagination, or rather typically human imagination, is the cultivation and rational
placing of images; it is reason’s work with emergent images.

Definition invites questions, of course. For example: Does this quick-and-dirty
definition intend to reduce imagination to a form of reason? (No.) Does it allow for
some other kind of imagining than rational imagining? (Yes—there is animal imagi-
nation, though we must immediately remind ourselves that human beings are ani-
mals and that animal imagining may well observe some kinds of ratios and thus be,
in a sense, rational.) How can imagination be defined as rationally placing images
without explaining how we get images in the first place? (Perhaps animal imagina-
tion is elemental, emergent imaging; human beings would then have this and some-
thing more, or at least a different inflection of the elemental-emergent.)

Definitions settle very little, and the questions and contentions they raise are too
complicated to resolve in parentheses. My parenthetical reflections are only sugges-
tive anticipations of what is to come. The rest of this book, I hope, will provide
ample evidence that these anticipations have real substance, and in surprising ways.
If our histories of imagination have tended to obscure as well as illuminate the past,
we might expect that there are certain traditions and conceptual topologies of imagi-
nation that have been lost from view, and in that sense they might be called lost or
concealed or occulted traditions. It is even possible that some have been so well

°It is this conceptual isolation of psychological powers from one another, rather than the concept
of psychological powers per se, that is the principal source of the disrepute of so-called faculty

psychology.
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concealed that they are scarcely evident even to people who work within them: the
invisible heart of our most familiar conceptions of imagination.

Statements like these have more than a whiff of paradox, because they suggest
that there are unconscious traditions full of gaps. But then how can they be tradi-
tions? It would seem that it is of the essence of tradition to be deliberately handed
on from past to future. If we now try, by looking and arguing backward, to see the
past as offering an unconscious and “gappy” tradition, wouldn’t we be trying to cre-
ate a tradition artificially? Wouldn’t it be an act of dishonesty to treat a series of
loosely connected historical episodes as a real tradition? Yet there is an important
sense in which traditions by their nature have to be constituted by looking back-
wards, and in that sense antichronologically. The originator of a tradition is usually
too busy doing his or her work to worry about establishing a tradition. It is only
those who come later who feel the authority of the origin and become concerned
about faithfulness to it. Without that active concern for faithfulness to the past, their
work would be merely habitual, not traditional.

Whether we today still have a sensibility for such distinctions and concerns is
doubtful. To use an old rhetorical trope: if we stand on the shoulders of those who
came before us, we nevertheless tend to imagine that it is we who are the giants. We
may be postromantics rather than romantics, but we still believe in the romantic
myth that genius—our genius—has direct access to the truth of the world, with no
more than accidental reference to the past.

But things are never that way. Everything we say, think, and do is adumbrated in
what has come before us; and in the very languages we speak we are unconscious
heirs to millennia of conceiving and speaking the world we inhabit. We live in
matrixes of the past and the present that are largely products of the imagination of
those who came before us. Insofar as we take over these matrixes, we reproduce
their possibilities, at least until the tides of change swallow or transform them. This
is another of the occulted grounds of imagination: that human imagination is com-
munal as well as individual, that it is both creative and routine, that innovation is
correlative to what is established. What I call conceptual topology is meant to cap-
ture the character of imaginative matrixes as both current and historical grounds and
backgrounds of our living (and not just of our thinking). They are the places of our
thinking, acting, working, and behaving. In this sense “conceptual topology” is no
mere conceit but a concept that helps us articulate the peculiar character of imagin-
ing and its ground. Conceptual topologies are communal matrixes,” yet they can
function only by investing the minds and hearts of individuals. It is by the marking,
habituation, and regeneration of such matrixes that we set the course of our lives and
hand over future possibilities to new generations.

This means that the stakes of imagination are very high. If we do not properly
understand imagining, we fail to understand our world, our individuality and
community, our knowing, our acting, ourselves. Such failure is no small thing.

"This is true even of the rare cases when a new matrix or topography is invented by an individual.
It is almost invariably produced against the background of already existing topologies, and there-
fore even what is new in it is shareable or actually shared in action, work, and speaking.
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If a thinker from a century, or four centuries, or two millennia ago provides us with
resources to find our way in these difficult matters, then we must not be so proud of
our real accomplishments that we end up neglecting what can supplement our short-
comings and perhaps lead to ampler satisfactions.

Despite the historical trappings—or, as I hope will gradually become evident, pre-
cisely by means of the historical investigation—the principal aim of this book is to
clarify what imagination is by helping readers understand the phenomenon of imagin-
ing. I use the singular “phenomenon” deliberately: although I will be considering
many different kinds of phenomena and many theories and claims about them, I am
persuaded that there is an elemental, core phenomenon present in every more compli-
cated form of imagining. Of course something elemental is not necessarily simple.
There is sufficient structure in the core phenomenon of imagining to justify seeing it
as complex: a complexity to which is due most of the historical varieties and elabora-
tions of imagination that have contributed to its elusiveness and our confusions.

More than new hypotheses about imagination, we need to understand imagining as
it is experienced, with all its territories and regions. How can we judge whether a
hypothesis is a good match with the phenomena, whether it is a good map of the ter-
ritory, if we do not have a serious and extensive familiarity with what the hypothesis
is about? It is, of course, possible to argue that precisely having a decent hypothesis
and background theory can make one’s encounter with the relevant phenomena much
more productive. To see what is in front of one’s eyes, it helps to have a map. Butin a
territory as much traveled as imagination has been, over millennia rather than a few
centuries, it is hard to avoid the well-traveled routes, which in some cases would be
better named routines or even ruts—conceptual and theoretical ruts, as well as practi-
cal ones. Against one’s better knowledge one finds oneself, over and over again,
thinking, saying, and doing things not because they are most apt but because they are
the things that people have thought, said, and done before. Even very ambitious theo-
retical works that have the stated intention of overthrowing the past are offenders.

Recognizing that one is in a rut, or at least a routine, does not guarantee that one
knows how to get out of it, or whether one should try; after all, truth may in some sense
involve routines, if not exactly ruts. Moreover, “overthrowing” the past in a dramatic act
of rejection is unlikely to be successful. Philosophers and scientists are often motivated
by the desire to be done with the falsities of the past, to turn their back on what has
failed, to strike out in new and revolutionary ways. Revolutions, alas, have an inevitable
tendency to bring us back to where we started. That is not a counsel of despair, however.
There is something right, well oriented, in the will to see and do things differently,
whenever we notice something wrong in how they were seen and done before.

Whenever people have made the persistent attempt to look at and to describe
faithfully what they see and do, it is very likely that they got a great deal right. There
is little doubt that some things they said are simply wrong and therefore ought to
be rejected. But in most cases (beyond the simplest) it is not easy for those who come
later to give a clear and full accounting of why something earlier is wrong and ought
to be rejected. With most things, when we see some reason to think they are wrong
we just turn away. It is like abandoning a residence that no longer works as a home.
The residence is not totally worthless but rather inconvenient, unsuitable, badly situ-
ated. Often it is only after moving to a new place that we can see clearly what was
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wrong with the old one. If we are honest, we can also see that there were certain
virtues in the old place that are missing from the new. We come around to a fuller,
juster, more adequate sense of things. Perhaps, then, it is important to take the topos
or theme of revolution more seriously than we ordinarily do. A revolution takes us
completely around what we orbit. This gives us a chance to see things from not just
one angle but from many, from all. Revolutionary knowing in the sense I am raising
here aims at amplitude, at leaving nothing essential out. The attitude of rejection, on
the other hand—call it rejectionism—is an offense against knowledge.

This is one reason to undertake the apparently unoriginal work of explaining what
others have said and thought. Yet to explain imagination in Aristotle or Kant or mod-
ern linguistic philosophy is no mean undertaking, and surveying imagination in
many lands, in many fields, over many centuries is in some senses more ambitious
than to profess a new theory. It can also be more productive and even original, insofar
as it shows us something of the ground or territory on which good, relevant theories
can be built today. Philosophical historiography can set standards for whether new
theories, contemporary or ancient, are ample enough to cover all the phenomena—
and whether the supposedly new theories are so novel after all. The flip side of assum-
ing that the past is irrelevant to the truth of things is antiquarianism—which is why
so much philosophical and intellectual history gets written in abstraction from
whether past accounts are true and makes a fetish of presenting thinkers in so detailed
a historical context that the questions of our own age are muted to inaudibility.

This is not to dismiss, much less to condemn, love for what is old. It is rather to
point out something that is often overlooked by the pride we take in what we con-
sider our best knowledge: that in trying to know more about X, Y, and Z, we usually
ignore or even forget A through W. In many circumstances this is harmless; but in
some cases it squeezes the life and truth from our knowledge. This is as much the
case in the natural and social sciences as it is in the humanities. It is a genuine para-
dox whose consequences we live every day: we have to ignore many things (which
means “not know them”) in order to know others. Often we act as though, eventu-
ally, we will be able to make up for our present ignorance, whether deliberate or
accidental: we will one day know enough to act always in full knowledge of what
we are doing. But that assumption transgresses a fundamental truth that is almost as
old as philosophy, and certainly as old as the philosophizing of Socrates of Athens:
no matter how much we know, we never have enough knowledge to know exactly
what to do next, or how to do it. Knowledge is never enough.®
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8By associating our best knowledge with pride I am not trying to diminish the modern sciences,
which certainly embody some of the amplest and most accurate knowing human beings have
achieved. It is instead to remark the ambition inherent in all claims to knowledge, and to intimate
that the more strongly we assert claims, the less likely they are to be adequately supported by what
we can show. More than knowledge—more even than the desire for knowledge—is at issue. In Chap. 4
we shall return to this theme, in the philosophically familiar form of the Socrates who knows that
he does not know, and see that this Socratic trope in fact comes to a head where reason has to work
with, place, and delimit images.
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There will be plenty of history, theory, and description in the following pages,
but all of it aims to clarify imagination, to bring to better focus what it is, what it is
about, and what concepts most usefully and amply address and express its character.
But none of that will mean anything if the reader does not also deepen his or her
experience of imagining. Imagining is a practice. Neither history, nor theory, nor
phenomenal description can be an end in itself. The most precious thing we can
discover from past writers is hints of what they knew of the practices. From those
we can begin to glimpse the full nature and scope of the actual imagining they tried
to conceive in their theories.

Through years of teaching I have gradually learned that old texts from great
minds can stir us out of inveterate ways of seeing, thinking, and speaking. The great
minds have often founded schools, or had schools founded in their names, but no
school really “contains” them. Unlike the followers who bind themselves to the
conventions of a school or a master, the true masters’ writings have a freshness
always waiting to be rediscovered. But finding what is fresh requires working hard
to follow the intersecting lines of their thinking, beyond the routines of schools and
our own contemporary conventions. If a philosophical text is itself a net of words,
a matrix, when it is most amply thought it is also most concretely conceived and
imagined. The texts are, as it were, woven around the things they treat. And that
saves them from being only text—or, rather, it opens up a way of understanding the
nature of text and texture that will bring us closer to the experience of the things the
thinkers thought.

It is possible, even certain, that thinkers other than those I have chosen to
discuss in this book would have served as well. But if you are going to choose a
handful of thinkers who most decisively shaped our conceptions of imagination,
I do not see how you can avoid making four of them Plato, Aristotle, Descartes,
and Kant. That they revealed far more about imagination than we ordinarily take
them to have said makes them interesting as well as historically important—
with the reminder that “interesting” means, etymologically, being among things,
being in the very middle of what we are concerned with. My hope is that, by
reactivating their thinking about imagination in a sufficiently ample way, we can
gain a greater amplitude and freshness to our own thought. If the past cannot
displace present thinking, it can nevertheless supplement and complement it—
which means to supply what is lacking for the sake of bringing it nearer to
completion. If sometimes my history-writing appears a little too detailed, that
will be balanced by moments where it seems (especially to scholars) too sketchy,
speculative, cavalier, or just mistaken. The only way to take another’s thinking
seriously is to try to think it for oneself, with all the perils that implies. In the
face of a thinking that is both detailed and ample, one’s own almost always falls
short, even fails. Nevertheless, even one’s failures can be suggestive if they are
able to give indications of where the original thinking was headed as one’s own
gives out. And an awareness that a thinker was headed somewhere is itself
already an act of philosophical imagination, a recognition that philosophizing is
not just uttering and logically testing propositions but also orienting and placing
our thoughts.
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The theorizing I do here is almost all historically contextualized. There will be
occasional moments where one or another historical concern comes to the fore,
but my steady aim is to explain the conceptual topology of imagination as such.
Here I will anticipate what that means by remarking that a conceptual topology is
more basic than a hypothesis or even a theory. A topology can, and typically does,
give rise to many different theories, even conflicting ones, in a single field of
concern. In the first instance the field is an interplay between the basic topological
concepts that mark the field of concern; the conceptual marking is the topology’s
way of placing phenomena in the field so that they appear as intrinsic to it, and
with respect to which we locate the things of the field and our relationships to
them. A phenomenal field with conceptual marking is a matrix or topography. The
phenomena are understood when they are properly placed and show themselves as
properly and adequately placed. At the core of every theoretical tradition, of any
kind, there is such a matrix or topography; at the core of the different matrixes is
the conceptual topology.

But that explains “conceptual topology of imagination” only as an objective
genitive.” The aim of this study is not to apply extrinsic notions to imagination but
to show the networking of concepts that are intrinsic to it. “Conceptual topology of
imagination” is more essentially a subjective than an objective genitive. The human
mind operates in its most fundamental senses by way of one or another conceptual
topology, as the mind or its possessor finds, intensively grasps (con—cipere, according
to etymology), and evolves the structures of a field of appearance. The very possi-
bility of our having something like a marked field of concern is grounded in imagi-
nation. Thus there are likely no conceptual topologies without imagination, and no
significant imagining without such topologies. If, then, the historical chapters show
that there is in essence a common conceptual topology of images and imagination
that has evolved from thinker to thinker, and if the features I gather from the history
provide a large and ample sense of the phenomenal and conceptual scope that any
minimally successful theory of imagination as appropriately topological must have,
then I will consider that to be tradition and theory enough, for this book at least.

In the course of the exegesis of texts and what they are about I shall frequently
undertake phenomenal description and redescription of acts of imagining, begin-
ning with Chap. 2. If this book were an attempt at a structural account of imagina-
tion, say in the manner of twentieth-century, Husserlian phenomenology, it would
have to be considerably longer. Perhaps in a more logical world I should have
addressed this kind of phenomenological task first. But in a more logical world,
philosophers and psychologists would long ago have already done such work.
If, through the history, the reader sees how much has been forfeited by misconceiv-
ing imagination, this book will have served an important purpose. Yet even under
the regime of Aristotle’s motto, that there is no thinking without images,

°That is, it takes the grammatical object of the preposition “of”” (imagination) as our object of
study. But if we take imagination as the subject, as the possessor and practitioner of a conceptual
topology (the subjective genitive), we view it as intrinsically occupying the conceptual topology
that is proper to it.
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imagination is something more and something other than a merely cognitive function.
Treating it as though it should be cognitive is not only to misunderstand it but also
to turn it into something other than what it is. If, by contrast, we recognize that
imagination achieves its essential nature as soon as it commences, quite apart from
our epistemological hopes and demands, and that it achieves this nature by the
placement of appearances with respect to foregrounds and backgrounds, the phe-
nomenon of imagining begins to take on a radically different character that has
largely escaped almost everyone’s philosophic and psychological ken. Chapter 3
will capitalize on these insights by developing the mutually reinforcing notions of
matrix/topography and conceptual topology; it will show how they can help us
conceive and recognize the pervasiveness of imagining in all kinds of theoretical,
technical, artistic, and practical activities. This awareness, in turn, readies us for the
ambitions of the more intensively historical parts of the investigation in the chapters
that follow. As we shall see, the characteristics that a brief practice of actual imagin-
ing reveals are for the most part already identifiable in the classic philosophers of
imagination. If we have overlooked them, the fault is ours.

The history in Chaps. 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8 will enable us to see that a basic conceptual
topology of imagination has governed the entire history of imagination in Western
thought, not excluding the present. Yet the line of thinking I trace and the full con-
ceptual topology on which it draws are far richer and subtler than any of the specific
theories that have been built upon it. If philosophy and psychology have, over the
past century and more, been suspicious of older traditions, that suspicion has come
at a high cost. It has led philosophers and psychologists to abandon traditional con-
cepts and to ignore and overlook the conceptual topology to which they are still
beholden. It has also deprived them of familiarity with basic facts and phenomena
of imagining, facts and phenomena that were part of daily experience for those of
past eras who were proficient in it. Philosophers and psychologists nevertheless (or
perhaps one should say “therefore”) have made unconscious use of and reference to
imagination’s topologizing, matrix power in the very attempt to suppress it. We
might hope that the future science and philosophy toward which Chap. 9 points will
cease ignoring these things and become more amply aware of what they are doing.
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Chapter 2
Locating Emergent Appearance

There are two common, inveterate, even insidious misunderstandings of imagination.
The more recent one identifies it with creativity. In a culture and civilization that not
only prizes innovation theoretically but also rewards it practically, it is not surpris-
ing that the emergence of what is unprecedented would be valued highly. In such a
culture, “imagination” is the answer to the question “what enables us to make some-
thing new?” Insofar as the answer is routine, it is more label than understanding. We
do and make new things; whatever allows us to do this, we believe, must be the
principle and origin of creativity. But suppose that what allows us to innovate is also
the basis of routines and habits? What if the very power that allows us to innovate
in desirable ways is exactly the same one that allows us to fall into ruts, and even to
be destructively ingenious? Questions like these are unsettling, since culturally we
have so much invested in imagination. We cannot easily respond to them because
our culture has misplaced the resources required for an answer.

The second inveterate and insidious misunderstanding will probably not even
strike the reader as problematic. For almost as long as anyone has thought about
imagination in an organized way—in Western civilization for almost 2,500 years—
the prototypical model of the imaginative act has been visualizing an absent object.
“Imagine a friend,” “imagine Jean-Paul,” “imagine the Panthéon in Paris,” “imagine
Jean-Paul standing with a friend in front of the Paris Panthéon and counting the
columns”: not smells and textures and sounds come immediately to mind, but
vision, with greater or lesser detail.

What I refer to as insidious is not even, in the first instance, the set of questions
that rapidly come to mind as soon as you follow the injunction to visualize—imagine
and then think about what is happening. Go ahead, imagine an oak tree; then ask
yourself whether you are imagining it or remembering it. Try to remember an oak
tree,' then try to imagine it. What is the difference? If you are remembering the

'Of course it does not matter that it is an oak tree. Other series of questions, too, are possible. For
example, one might begin asking how detailed the remembering—imagining is, whether it includes
leaf shape and bark texture, whether having an oak in mind differs from having a chestnut or a maple.
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tree: are you remembering the tree or are you remembering an event of seeing the
tree? (In the second case your involvement as seer moves into view along with the
tree.) While holding it in mind, is “it” a tree or an image of a tree? To put the last in a
slightly different way: if you are successfully imagining or remembering a tree, is the
successfully imagined tree an imaginary tree, is it a real one that has been somehow
translated “into” your mind, or have you set up some complex reference from a
thought to a thing? Where, when all is said and done, is this tree or imagining?
In your head? In a real space? In an imaginary space? Is this space (of whatever kind
it is) in your mind, somewhere else, many places, or nowhere?

This only starts the questioning about an apparently very ordinary psychic event.
In this and similar cases it is not immediately clear what the right answers are. What
is more frustrating, the answers depend to a large extent on the theory that you hold
about mind and imagination, and strong defenses can be provided for conflicting
accounts. As with all so-called introspective techniques, there is doubt whether
these psychic events are verifiable, repeatable, or even properly describable. No one
else can confirm what has happened or verify the terms used to describe it. The very
act of wondering about what is going on may well change the character of the event.

Now it may be that there are certain things and experiences—imagination per-
haps being one of them—that cannot even be described without implicit or explicit
theory. In the natural sciences this is commonplace with regard to things that lie far
above or below thresholds of perception, like the distribution of galaxies in the uni-
verse or patterns of events at the quantum level. But what is really insidious about
descriptions of imagining is that, with hardly a moment’s reflection, one slips into
and begins addressing psychological, epistemological, and methodological issues
like those raised in the last two paragraphs, without asking whether, how, and why
visualizing an absent object is truly representative of imagining. In the blink of an
eye, one loses sight of one’s aim and gets caught up in the well-developed but rou-
tinized conceptual machinery of formalized theorizing. Might holding an absent
object in mind turn out to be too special a case that, in its specialism, leads us down
unrepresentative paths? A question that one should ask very early on, whether there
is a basic act of imagining and what it looks like, gets overtaken and eclipsed by other,
more complicated concerns.

What are the truly representative phenomena of imagining? It is easy to adduce
phenomena, one after another. Yet without some principles of selection and organi-
zation it would be impossible to say whether they were basic, or representative, or
even, properly speaking, imaginative.

If one has to have a theory in order to describe imagination, it might be appropri-
ate now for me to enunciate basic convictions. For instance: I might claim to know
that human beings cannot think without imagining; that many other kinds of animals,
too, have at least some basic imaginative powers; that in human beings imagination
has as much to do with knowing (thus science) as it does with doing and making
(thus human action and art) or with musing (as in daydreams); that it is the source of
Sfamiliarity as well as of creativity; that it is radically individual but also social and
linguistic; that it is both subjective and objective and thus really neither; that it is
humanly elemental but, for all that, not simply reducible to elements from which
images are sometimes thought to be constructed; that it is psychological but also
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worldly; that it is more evocative and incipient than representational or expressive;
that it includes having images in a rather traditional sense, but only as a very special
case; that it is more about something we are and do than about what we have and
know; and, last but by far not least, that it is the practice of the psychological
emergence, placement, and location of appearance.? I might sum up all these things
in a definition, like this: imagination is a (psychologically) evocative, anticipatory,
abstractional—-concretional activity that follows upon actual perception. It allows the
imaginer to (1) dynamically (re)position herself and incipiently explore, place, vary,
connect, and re—present appearances originating within a field of concern, (2) attend
to and mark the field’s potentials, and (3) exploit those potentials by projecting them
to other fields (possibly new) in abstracted/concreted appearances.

Are you, the reader, better off for “having” this definition, which you can memo-
rize and repeat as a “teaching” or “doctrine”? Can you use it as a criterion for dis-
tinguishing imagination from other activities, or the elemental from the complex?
The definition is long but not overly technical, as definitions go. Most of the terms
are familiar to adult native speakers of English, but the whole is by no means self-
evident. For example, why are there terms in parentheses? How can something be
both abstractional and concretional, and what do those unusual forms of more
familiar words mean exactly? Why are there parentheses in (re)position and a
hyphen in re—present? Why contrast incipience and evocation with representation
(or re—presentation)? The problem is not just that definitions use terms that need
defining or explaining in their own right. It is even more that their meaning is about
nuanced expression within a familiar, articulated setting. To put it more simply: you
need to know your way around things, what you are talking about, and how to use
basic and sophisticated terms about them. The significance of terms is known first
and foremost to those who already work with them in a field where the terms are
appropriately deployed. They are part of the imaginarium concerning the field, part
of the imaginative repertory of those who occupy the field. Dictionaries and even
encyclopedias are of limited help if you do not have this background experience
yourself. They register appropriate uses in general without being able to supply
more than a few indications about the fields in which they are used. More likely,
usages of terms specific to fields of inquiry will not even make it into common refer-
ence works. Since it is ordinarily those not familiar with a relevant field who turn to
dictionaries and encyclopedias for clarification, the entries, when they exist, often
produce more confusion than satisfaction.

The history of imagination is littered with definitions, theories, and practices of
every conceivable kind, for every conceivable purpose. At this historical moment
what is more important than a new theory or even a comprehensive phenomenology
is a clear conception of what the basic phenomena, conditions, and questions are
that ought to be at the heart of any plausible study of the imagination. What must
precede radical comprehensiveness, whether descriptive, theoretical, or some
combination of the two, is something less ambitious—though not, for all that, easy

2Theseus’ description in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream (act 5, scene 1) captures this last
point with perfect tone and emphasis: “And as imagination bodies forth/The forms of things
unknown, the poet's pen/Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing/A local habitation and a name.”
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or unambitious. I think that it is possible at this historical moment to aspire to a
lesser but more manageable kind of comprehensiveness: an indication of what gen-
uine comprehensiveness might look like in the study of imagination and a descrip-
tion of the conceptual and phenomenal elements that would be necessary as part of
a comprehensive undertaking.

Before any real science is possible it is necessary to have a clear (though not
necessarily scientific) grasp of the field one is trying to understand. This typically
involves taking account not just of what the phenomena are but also of what those
who have preceded us have taken them to be. If a breakthrough is necessary, it
is also necessary to know the barrier that needs breaking through. If there is some-
thing malformed or lacking in what people have thought, then in order to measure
the quality of a new or revolutionary idea it is necessary to assess it against the
(in)adequacy of what it tries to overcome.

Too often we are satisfied, in our thumbnail sketches of history, with a parody of
what people thought and did before the great innovation. This degradation in under-
standing history probably begins with the “revolutionary” generation. One thing at
least is true: the immediately following generation (the generation of the disciples)
no longer faces the same situation that the master did. She studied very carefully
what was said and done by predecessors; disciples live in a postmagisterial world,
in which the past is filtered and reconceived by way of the master’s accomplish-
ment. They have not lived with and seen all the things that were part of the master’s
revolutionary tour of the phenomena. By the second generation any living sense of
how those who came before the master experienced and understood things will
probably have died out.

With respect to imagination, we do not live in a postmagisterial era. There is no
universally acknowledged theory holding the field, but only limited and often defective
models. If we expect to make any progress, we need to know where we stand. We must
look to what others have attempted and assess strengths and limitations. Whether these
others are literally alive or dead is irrelevant. Of course we also need to look to the
phenomena: to gain a sense of the totality of what is relevant, to sort the simple from
the complex, and to cast a critical glance even at our own emerging conceptions in view
of what appears. We need to be constantly attentive to how the phenomena speak to us
today, and to recognize the degree to which our experience is shaped by past notions.
The combination of (1)trying to imagine things ourselves with an eye to what is basic,
(2)reconceiving basic notions and phenomena along with previous theories, and
(3) through these efforts developing a sensibility for the elemental relationships between
basic concepts and phenomena that encompass the field of imagining—this combina-
tion is the limited, but by no means simple, goal of the present work.

2.1 Some Practice of Imagining, and Thoughts About It

The default model of imagination considers examples like that of mentally picturing
a tree or other object. Does it make any difference if we substitute a scenario—for
instance, withdrawing money from a cash-dispensing machine? You walk up to the
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machine, remove the cash card from your purse or wallet, slide it in and out of the
card reader, press the appropriate buttons or virtual buttons, take the delivered cash,
put it into your purse or wallet, take the receipt once it prints, and walk away.

Does it make a difference that in this case, as opposed to the case of the tree, you
tend to imagine yourself into the scene in a quite active way?® Being asked to imag-
ine a tree likely induces us to picture it “objectively,” without including ourselves.
The case of the cash withdrawal makes observational passivity far more difficult,
even if we are imagining someone else performing all the fine and gross motor
activities and having all the expectations and intentions that were mentioned.* It is
highly doubtful that the model of “holding a (in this case moving) picture privately
in your mind” even begins to describe it, much less account for it.’

But why rest content with scenarios that ask you to view a familiar object or act,
since there is more to imagining than eye can see? Let us change the imagining’s
kind and simplify. Imagine the smell of cinnamon. Let us repeat the first question
that I brought up with the oak tree: are you remembering or imagining? It is scarcely
credible, on the one hand, that if you have never experienced it before you will be
able to evoke cinnamon’s smell, even if it were described to you by someone with
the narrative powers of Proust. Something like memory is involved—but can it be
pure remembering, without imagining? What would that be? If the aroma you evoke
is not exactly what you experienced before in a specific moment of cooking or din-
ing, that would be an indication that something more, or other, than memory is at
work.® If imagination is a special variety of memory, what would the special circum-
stances be that make that variety of remembering an act of imagination? On the
other hand, some people regard remembering as the derivative action: that it is actu-
ally a special kind of imagining—imagining with a time stamp, so to speak. At the
very least it seems that there are good grounds for differentiating the two, though
exactly how is far from clear.

Let us move on to a slightly expanded exercise. Imagine the aroma of cinnamon
mixed with that of nutmeg. (Stop reading for a minute—the next sentence will wait.
Really imagine. If cinnamon and nutmeg are too elusive, try other smell combina-
tions: apple and pear, strawberry and blueberry, or any other aromas, artificial or

3The imaginative cash withdrawal was described in terms of your doing it. Repeat the exercise by
imagining that a friend does it, then just an anonymous “someone.” Ask yourself where you are in
the latter two situations. There are likely to be surprising differences in your overall experience of
the imagined scenario. Questioning like this is pursued in Husserl 1980.

“This sentence puts the apparently objective description of the previous paragraph in a new light:
no intentions were mentioned there, and fine and gross motor skills were no more than implicit. By
calling specific variants to mind one can begin explicitly imagining the cash withdrawal in new
ways.

3See Sect. 2.3, below, for a discussion of the Bergson—Deleuze—Agamben line of criticism of the
inadequacies of the photographic image for understanding both static and mobile visual
phenomena.

®Notice that this does not necessarily raise the epistemological issue of how you would know the
aroma is or is not the same, nor whether the difference from remembering would be explicable in
terms of a weakening or strengthening (of vividness).
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natural, that work for you....)” Did you succeed in accomplishing this right off?
Did you have to recall separately the aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg, then
alternate “in your imagination” the aroma of cinnamon with the aroma of nutmeg?
Do the individual trials undergo evolution or development, and does your ability
to accomplish them gradually improve? After performing the trials several times, do
you find that you can more quickly call to mind the two smells, individually or
together? Can you evoke now the smell of nutmeg with a trace of cinnamon, or of
cinnamon with a trace of nutmeg? Can you evoke varieties of these aromas that you
are fairly sure you have never in fact encountered before?

Now shift focus a bit. As you try to conceive the smells, have you been visual-
izing cinnamon and nutmeg? If so, is it ground or whole? Have you been envision-
ing any texture, any colors? Has there been in this basically olfactory imagining an
inkling of your taking deep breaths to savor the imagined aromas? In what space or
place have you done this? Whatever you have imagined: are you able, when you try
again, to eliminate some features and add others? Are you, in all this imaginative
work, an impartial witness, or an active participant? Are you, in imagining, in any
particular attitude or frame of mind? For example, is there a different attitude or
frame when you are concentrating solely on the aromas, as opposed to a combina-
tion with, say, color and texture? Do you feel freer in one activity than another; do
you sovereignly survey the play of aromas but struggle to conceive the colors? What
kinds of pleasure or dissatisfaction do you feel? Can you imagine, and imagina-
tively vary, these feelings? Can you make yourself shift among these attitudes,
frames, and feelings?

Last, and back to one of the old standby questions: does it seem to you that in all
these imaginings you were exactly repeating what had already occurred to you in
previous experiences? Even if it starts out as an exact memory, does the repetition
that occurs in imaginative variation turn an original memory event into something
different? Are you simply reassociating preexisting elements, or is something (pos-
sibly) unprecedented happening that makes talk of “preexisting elements” and
“simple reassociation” beggar the reality of the event? How strongly does it have to
“seem to you” that something is the case in imagining for you to have the confi-
dence to pronounce it as actual or true? If you now go to the kitchen, combine some
cinnamon and nutmeg, then discover that your imaginings do not match the real
aroma, does that mean your imagining was a failure? Whether you imagined “cor-
rectly” or not, did your imagining prepare you in some way to appreciate better the
fact you have now “ascertained” at the kitchen counter? There are many more ques-
tions than answers.

"Let me offer a general apology for this kind of authorial importunity. But remember: Books and
articles about imagination lacking evidence of the author’s acquaintance with the power are legion.
One might even rank this as another insidious and inveterate misunderstanding of imagining: that
it can be understood without doing. It is crucial to experience imagination actively in order to
understand it. That you once did some relevant imagining—or dismissing claims because you
recall having once previously thought about them—is not good enough.
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Considering various imagined aromas by no means overturns the visual model of
imagination, nor will it immediately be felt as a challenge to the primacy or repre-
sentativeness of the visual model. If nothing else, habit is strong. On the other hand,
there is a certain simplicity that attends imagining smells that is far more difficult to
achieve with vision, and epistemological questions about their accuracy or exact-
ness, though relevant, seem less urgent. One of the difficulties in researching imagi-
nation is that it is hard for philosophers and scientists to forbear prematurely asking
epistemological questions, questions about the how and the why and the how accu-
rate. They are premature because it is not at all clear that imagination should be
assessed, primarily and for the most part, as though it were a form or anticipation of
knowledge. This is clearer if we turn to fictional objects of imagining.

Suppose that I ask you to imagine as clearly as possible the hero of a favorite
novel or play—say Hamlet. Then I ask you to tell me what color his eyes are, how
many moles he has on his back, or whether he is right- or left-handed. Unless you
have been asked such questions before, your imagining has doubtless not extended
to all of them. (If it has, then think of a feature you have not previously imagined.)
Once you have such a feature in mind, the situation can no longer be simply con-
fused with remembering or prior perceiving; it seems to provide a purer example of
imagining than any of my previous ones. You are not simply recalling something
experienced, even if the result seems explicable as a “cut-and-paste” job (that is, as
a “new” image produced by taking parts of several others you have experienced and
recombining them). Recombination has traditionally been a favorite theory of imag-
inative novelty: the elements are old, only the arrangement is new. Perhaps that is
what happens in imagining Hamlet this way.

It is hard to know, on the face of things, what this Hamlet-imagining proves. Still,
it does certainly establish something that does not hold of sense perception or mem-
ory. In the presence of an actor playing Hamlet I may not have noticed his eye color
before, but I can look again; if [ am counting on memory and realize I did not notice
the eye color, I can go back to the theater or look for photographs of the actor (grant-
ing, of course, that the actor cannot simply be identified with the character he plays).
Even if there is sometimes, or even always, some remembering in the course of this
imagining, it cannot be totally reduced to memory. More exactly: if memory presup-
poses an original that we more or less successfully, even if not perfectly, recall,
imagination rarely has such a clear-cut standard to which it can appeal.

When I try to imagine Hamlet, “pure and simple,” it is my conception of the
character that is at issue. If I do not at first include eye color in my “inward image,”
I cannot expect any new information from just holding that first image unchanged
in mind. This is not to say that I cannot reconceive the image of Hamlet I had a
moment before, now with the desired or plausible iris pigmentation. In seeing and
remembering, the goal is a more or less stable image corresponding to some real
standard. But imagining counts on the situated emergence of images and their flex-
ibility, and accordingly it takes given images as opportunities for variation, diver-
gence, and situational change. Variation and divergence appear as enemies of
accurate remembering, but they may well work to imagining’s advantage. They are
shortcomings only when we aim for a stable or standard object. Yet imagination can
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in fact supply itself with a standard: one act of imagining can serve as a reference
point for successive ones, and imagined objects can often be stabilized for the time
being. It could be that imaginative fictionalism and lability are in many circum-
stances virtues rather than vices. It is conceivable that precisely these characteristics
allow us to adapt imagining, especially in its hypothetical modalities, to perceptual
and cognitive uses. In view of these considerations, it could be that imagination’s
virtues are intrinsically transitional, that they help us along the way to something
else (e.g., an accurate memory of a thing or event reconstructed by stages, or a pro-
gressively elaborated work of art, or a better-focused concept). Whether imagining,
for all and any shortcomings in comparison to other, more complete acts of mind,
has positive virtues of its own would be plausible but still insufficiently determined.

So where do we turn for answers? Imaginative tasks and reflective questions can
be proliferated and complicated endlessly. If this book simply aimed to cultivate the
reader’s imaginative abilities it would need now to follow an appropriate pedagogi-
cal strategy and emphasize working on sequences of particular acts of imagining.
Self-help books cultivating imagination often try to develop in the reader a specific
sense or talent, often for artistic purposes. They proceed from elementary exercises
to complex applications. Such approaches, however suggestive they may be, are too
narrow for the purposes of eliciting very general features of imagining. Yet if wide
experience of imagination in all its forms, developed in many ways and taken in
many directions, is prerequisite for a truly ample understanding of what imagining
is, what it can do, and what its relevant fields or matrixes are, then how can we avoid
undertaking an ever-widening practical phenomenology of imagining—one that
employs each and every aspect of our imaginative capacities?

A more manageable strategy, somewhat closer to the purposes of this book,
would have us turn to a rigorous presentation of the leading phenomena of imagina-
tion, without the intention of practically developing our each and every imaginative
capacity. That strategy might well eventuate in a phenomenological inquiry along
lines pursued by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) or Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980).3
By declining to follow this route I do not intend to minimize or derogate from what
phenomenology can achieve. Many of the questions I have already posed in this
chapter can be enriched by reading even just a little Husserl. The formal phenome-
nology of imagination ought to be continued on every front, not least because its
central aim—to differentiate and identify fundamental features of intentional acts of
consciousness—is consonant with my concern to identify elements of imagining.

Yet, as much as other approaches and schools, phenomenologists have implicitly
(and sometimes explicitly) taken visual imagining and the visual image as paradigmatic.
Thus, against the fullness of their experience, they have tended to fall into

$Husserl apparently intended to produce a study of imagination, but his many reflections on the
topic, beginning quite early in his philosophical career, were occasional and for the most part
unsystematic. Some of his notes over several decades have been gathered by later editors into
Husserl 1980. The kind of phenomenology of imagination most familiar to contemporary scholars
is to be found in Sartre’s two books on imagination, written in the middle and late 1930s, one
historical (Sartre 1936), the other systematic (Sartre 1940). For a more recent phenomenological
approach, see Casey 2000.
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epistemology’s reifying and objectifying tendencies—tendencies that cannot be
overcome simply by suspending the question of the existence of the objects of con-
sciousness. This is especially so for Sartre, for whom the question of the irrealizing
power of imagination, its negative relation to an object, is overriding.’

The visual overemphasis of phenomenology is rectifiable, especially if its inves-
tigations into imagination were conducted more broadly. This would also be true for
other limitations hitherto. For example, phenomenologists have not always ade-
quately addressed questions of the simplicity and complexity of images and imagin-
ing. They typically begin with fairly ordinary objects and situations corresponding
to real-world situations: imagining mourners at a funeral, an Oxford classroom
where a philosophy professor holds a seminar, or dolphins cavorting in the sea.
Whether and how far these can or should be “analyzed” or “decomposed” takes a
back seat to phenomenologically more typical questions about noesis (the mental
act) and its relationship to the noema or object. The act of imagining is invariably
defined in contrast to sense perception, which implicitly reimports a natural attitude
about the unreality of imagining that ought to have been suspended by the initial
phenomenological “reduction.”

Phenomenologists take imagining to be a conscious act, and as such it is one of
many acts of consciousness. Consciousness is always intentional: it relates the mind
act to an object. At a very high level of abstraction, this first-approximation descrip-
tion is not far removed from conventional empiricism.'® On the other hand, phenom-
enologists do not shun the task of carefully distinguishing the ways in which the
same object presents itself to different intentional acts. Husserl’s famous consider-
ation of the perception of a telephone emphasizes that although sides other than the
one offered to sense are hidden, the phone is nevertheless perceived as having other
sides, and that it is always possible (at least in principle) to turn it around. This con-
trasts with imagining a telephone: what is imagined is an appearance only from the
point of view set in the imagining. An entirely new act of imagining would be
required for something like an “other side” to appear, even if only as an intended
rather than an actually perceived other side—perceived, that is, in imagination.!!

°Sartre’s irrealism does not, however, have to accompany phenomenological work on imagination
per se. It is not, for example, particularly pronounced in Husserl or Merleau-Ponty, and Casey in
fact takes Sartre to task for the one-sidedness that issues from it (see Casey 2000, 2-3). At his most
irrealist, Sartre abandons phenomenology for ideology. There is more than a little irony in the fact
that a professional philosopher who was also a novelist and dramatist produced a theory of imagi-
nation that could scarcely even begin to come to terms with works of literary imagination.

10As reflected, for example, in the claim of many twentieth-century philosophers that imagination
is properly captured as an attitude to an object (in particular, a propositional attitude, for example
“supposing,” to a proposition P), or in the Lockean notion that the understanding takes an experi-
enced idea and compares and contrasts it to others.

"These last sentences suggest that, even in very careful formulations of what differentiates imag-
ining from perceiving, there is more than a hint of the conventional model of imagining as forming
and holding a fixed view. Is the act of imagining a telephone intrinsically isolated from successive
imaginative views conceived as variations on the original one? Is it not conceivable that the original
act of imagining ordinarily or even always intends a subsequent amplification and proliferation of
possibilities?
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In essays and notes published posthumously, however, Husserl engages in far
more complex exercises of imagination than this. In one, he imagines Christ raising
the daughter of Jairus from the grave. Noting the mood that the scene conveys, he
wonders what difference it makes to imagine oneself as a mourner rather than as a
detached spectator of the scene, and further reflects that the scene includes Christ’s
compassion. The passage gives a finely nuanced analysis of the different kinds and
aspects of situation and tone as consciousness shifts its activity from object—and—
scene—imagining to imagining the subjective states of the different participating
subjects.!? Through wondering how imagination takes place, fakes up a position, the
object of imagination becomes less the scene than the resituated consciousness of
the imaginer put in the different places of the mourner and the central actor. The
imaginer’s consciousness appears in a resituated and reconfigured form. The image
as object turns out not to be simply separable from the act of the mind that forms
and holds the object in mental view; the object—image bears within itself imagined
consciousnesses that have imaginative points of view. Note what this phenomenon
implies: that the imagining viewer and the imaginatively viewed are not easily and
simply distinguishable into subject and object. Or, more strongly, that it is not that
the imaginer simply constitutes or coconstitutes the object (as one might typically
say in phenomenological analysis), but rather that the object itself is an imagining
in process, imagining in development, that can even be conceived as incorporating
its own imagining!

Is untangling these things an insuperable problem, for phenomenology or for any
other approach? It is at any rate not easily done. Moreover, there is a deeper diffi-
culty: that phenomenological investigation presupposes imaginative variation as its
basic method. In the first instance that might look like an elementary problem of
reflexivity or recursion, no more problematic than using consciousness to explore
consciousness, and it is immediately reminiscent of the Husserlian theme that con-
sciousness coconstitutes its objects. But this problem cannot be resolved by a theme.
Before recursion can be invoked as a principle, its shifting positions and effects
must be grasped. It appears, in the first instance, that in the case of the mourners at
the funeral there are two kinds of imagining. The first is the “naive” imagining that
forms and holds a picturelike scene or object in consciousness; the second is the
methodical imagining that takes the already-formed object and varies it. Whether
and how they are the same imagining and whether one is more original than the
other have to be established rather than merely postulated.'

Moreover, the introjection into the imagined scene of imagined characters with
some kind of consciousness, even if that consciousness is a “borrowed” aspect of
one’s own, raises the thorny question of whether the methodological division of the

12See Husserl 1980, 464-477. This particular passage provides the jumping-off point for the
profound analyses of Richir 2004; see esp. ch. 1 of Richir’s introduction.

B3Matters are further complicated if one adds to these “ordinary” imaginative functions the tran-
scendental functions found in Kant: that the very having of a spatio-temporal imaginative field,
whether for sensation, imagination, or memory, requires a prior, more primordial, unifying act of
imagining.
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basic phenomenological situation into the two poles of knower and object is adequate
or even suitable for grasping imagination. If in first approximation it looks as though
the imaginer is distinct from the image, a renewed engagement can make it appear
as though the image or the imagined scene already implicitly contains lines of force
for development, and thus that the imaginer in developing the image is following
demands made by the image. Perhaps even Husserlian phenomenology has to be
reconceived or abandoned if one aims to understand these types of phenomena.

2.2 Psychologism, Antipsychologism, and the Persistence
of the Visual Model

Forming and holding a picture privately in one’s mind—the visual model of imagi-
nation (and also memory), as I have named it—has been paradigmatic for over
2,000 years, since Greek antiquity. As we acquaint ourselves with key historical
episodes in the history of imagination, we shall see better how this primacy came
about, and that it was not inevitably central to the thought of some of the founders
of imagination theory. For now, however, let us focus on recent assertions of the
model that will help us understand why taking it for granted is mistaken.

Almost a century ago, the French philosopher Alain made a specific demand of
people who believe that they can easily produce and hold in mind a well-formed
visual image. Assuming that most Parisians and visitors to Paris would be familiar
with the Panthéon (located prominently on the hill of St. Genevieve, on the Left
Bank, not far from the Sorbonne), he asks them to form an image of it. Then he
makes a simple further request: count the columns. “Not only can they not count
them, they cannot even try. Now this operation is the simplest in the world as soon
as they have the real Panthéon before their eyes. What then do they see, when they
imagine the Panthéon? Do they see anything at all?”'¢

The point appears to be this: (most) people would say that they have before their
mental eye a fully formed visual replica of what they are imagining, yet they would
not have anything definite enough in mind to allow them to count columns. If they
have any kind of image, it is not fixed but nebulous and fleeting—too fleeting to
allow counting even to begin.!” There are exceptions: for example, those who are
gifted or cursed with eidetic imagery (photographic memory), who can tell you not
only how many columns there are but describe each individually, down to the marks
and streaks they bear from centuries of use, abuse, and exposure to the elements.
The example of such people appears sufficient to answer positively the question

1* Alain 1926, 338. The passage is part of the second of nine “Notes” appended to the second edition;
titled “Sur les images,” it serves as an appendix to book 1, chapter 3 (“Des Images et des Objets”).
“Alain” was the pseudonym of Emile Chartier (1868—1951), philosopher who taught at the Lycée
Henri—1V (opposite the Panthéon) from 1909.

5Shortly we will take up the rest of this passage from Alain. Note that the present example is
another case in which the relationship between remembering and imagining is unclear.
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whether human beings can have images in the “classic” sense of the visual model.
But most of the rest of us have nothing like a mental photograph to consult, from
which we could describe and count the object’s features. As Alain says a few lines
later, it is probably even false to think that we have any kind of durable image with
definite features.

Already in the middle of the nineteenth century there was developing in Western
scientific and philosophical communities a critique of psychological claims that
relied on nonpublic methods like introspection. Alain’s Panthéon example exhibits
the core problem: asking a person to think, remember, imagine, perceive, etc., and
then to observe and report what has gone on mentally is an inherently problematic
“method.” It is based on a conventional but perhaps quite false way of thinking and
speaking about mind; it may well be the conventions, and not what happens, that
decisively shape the descriptions. Alain is only one in a long series of people who
have volatilized the conception of the fixity of the mind’s seeing and of its objects.
For instance, in the middle of the eighteenth century and in the late nineteenth cen-
tury Hume and Nietzsche, respectively, launched devastating critiques of the given-
ness and fixity of the ego, the I: perhaps there is no one to do the introspecting that
an ego is presumed to do. Even if there is, it is by no means clear that there is an
“interior” where the introspector might look; and if there is such an interior, what is
found there might not have sufficient stability to be located, much less investigated
(this is the substance of Alain’s criticism). And suppose, just for argument’s sake,
that at least a few people do have mental images of a stable kind: is it reasonable to
expect them to have special insight into the nature of those images and how they
come into existence? The worker who washes the car at the end of the manufactur-
ing assembly line sees a finished product, but that does not mean he understands
how it came about. The introspector at the end of the image assembly line is no
better positioned to understand the imagining process in a scientifically justifiable
way. Whether there are facts that one can acquire from asking people to introspect
their mental workings needs to be verified and not just assumed.

The general tendency of this kind of criticism never coalesced into a full-blown
philosophical or psychological movement, but it has since acquired a name: anti-
psychologism.'¢ In its early phases, antipsychologism was directed at claims,
whether tacit or express, that knowledge can be accounted for by the fact that it is
the outcome of natural psychological processes—this claim is the basic contention
of psychologism. “Three plus two equals five” should, according to antipsycholo-
gism, be true because of logic, because of the basic principles of number, because
of the reliability of mathematical structures, and/or because of the derivation of
theorems from axioms—not because it is the answer that the human thought process
factually yields. If psychologism argues that we depend on what people actually
think, antipsychologism counters that this is inadequate. We do not prove mathe-
matical and scientific results by taking polls. Just as someone needs to make sure

1°For the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century psychologism/antipsychologism controversy
in German thought, see Kusch 1995; for a broader historical survey, see Jacquette 2003.
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that a calculator is constructed so it follows mathematical algorithms accurately, so
do researchers need to ascertain that a knowledge claim adheres to rules, principles,
or standards that are objective warrants for the claim.

This concern becomes especially urgent in the wake of evolutionary theory.
According to natural selection, random changes in the organism lead over time to
the emergence of new organs and actions and eventually to new species. The eye
presumably evolved from light-sensitive cells in animal ancestors a very long time
ago. We can be relatively sure, if the gene for that trait was passed on and the cells
eventually further differentiated and organized into the eye, that light-sensitivity
and vision conferred advantages of survival and reproduction. That does not mean
that eyes, much less animal or even human consciousness, evolved in order to reg-
ister things as they are in themselves. Helping us survive and reproduce is not equal
to yielding truth. The naturalness of mental processes does not guarantee the scien-
tific validity of the experiences they give us.

The logic of antipsychologism is ruthless and progressive. Indeed, the earliest anti-
psychologists themselves became the targets of later ones. For example, Gottlob Frege
(1848-1925), one of the founders of modern predicate logic and a grandfather of the
twentieth-century analytic movement in philosophy, was a severe critic of psycholo-
gism. So, too, was Husserl, whose early book on the foundations of arithmetic Frege
actually criticized as too psychologistic. This criticism spurred Husserl to eliminate
psychologism by developing a rigorous methodology for ascertaining and examining
the characteristic intentions and structures of consciousness—the eventual result of
which was the philosophical method and movement known as phenomenology. Yet
both the analytic Frege and the phenomenological Husserl were labeled psychologis-
tic by later criticism, because they still expected to gain insights into how the mind
works in terms of its own states, structures, actions, and intentions.

As doubts increased about traditional accounts of psychological life and the con-
cepts used in them, appeals to private acts of consciousness (like the inward behold-
ing of a visual image) became ever more suspect. The behaviorist movement in
psychology represents one of the severest forms of antipsychologism, whether mili-
tantly denying the existence of psychological acts and entities or moderately taking
them as simply irrelevant to scientific explanation. Traditionally conceived mental
acts like imagination were reconceived as sets of behaviors (including the utterance
of sentences) and dispositions to behaviors that human beings display in appropriate
circumstances. In Anglo-American philosophy there was concomitantly a move-
ment to propositionalize imagination, or, more precisely, to conceive it as a particu-
lar attitude to propositions—for example, supposing or pretending that p, where p is
the proposition stating what is imagined. Although the phenomenological move-
ment resisted behaviorism and the reduction of consciousness to scientifically
explainable material processes, and although its very method is the imaginative
variation of consciousness, phenomenological discussions of imagination were also
affected by antipsychologistic tendencies.

It is important to point out that if antipsychologism has been hostile to the notion
of mental images and has tended to discredit anything resembling a traditional
understanding of imagination, its effects on memory studies have been less thoroughgoing.
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At first glance—mindful, for example, of Alain’s criticisms—it might seem that
memory would be subject to the same problems and criticisms, insofar as one needs
to report what is going on “mentally.” But memory studies can test what people say,
write, or draw against documentary records (and that means recorded in any way
feasible, in an era of ever more powerful recording technologies). Thus the report of
an experimental subject can be reduced to propositions of the form
“I remember that p”’; the p—statement can be checked against the evidence. The
resulting ability to distinguish the accurate and the inaccurate in remembering can
be used to refine theories of, and experiments about, what goes on in the brain (for
example, the sequence of neurological processes that occur when an event is wit-
nessed, and then the corresponding sequence when the subject tries to recall it).
Moreover, to a limited extent, this methodology opens up the possibility of a partial
rehabilitation of the human being’s introspective remembering experiences. With
the help of more accurate theories that give a more definite account of what “going
on in a mind” means, psychologists no longer need to rely solely, and in a com-
pletely uncontrolled way, on experimental subjects’ descriptions (or misdescrip-
tions) of what is going on in their minds.

Something similar may be happening in the study of imagination. To counter
extreme forms of propositionalism and antipsychologistic claims that (visual)
images do not exist, researchers like Roger Shepard and Stephen Kosslyn devised
verifiable experiments that support the existence of traditionally conceived images.
In these experiments researchers typically ask subjects to conceive a single object
or situation as clearly as possible and then to perform imaginative variations,
manipulations, and movements. For example, subjects familiarize themselves with
a statue from photographs, in particular with how it appears from the front, the
sides, and the rear. Then they are set a timed task: say, to start with the clearly
recalled front view of the statue, and once they have done this to bring to mind as
quickly as possible (say) the right-side view. They signal the researcher when the
front view is mentally clear, and the timing begins; then they signal the researcher
again to stop the clock when the right-side view is clear to them.

Many permutations and variations of the statue-rotation experiment, as well as
other mental tasks involving viewing and moving in the space of imagination, have
been tried with large numbers of experimental subjects. What the researchers have
found is that (for example), beginning with the front view, it takes subjects twice as
long to achieve a clear rear view as it does a clear side view. What the subjects typi-
cally report is that, in order to change views, they mentally rotate the imagined statue
at a uniform velocity. The conclusion the researchers draw is that not only do people
actually conceive a visual image, they perform operations on it in a way that reflects
what would happen with real-world objects and situations. Thus the subjects are not
reporting events of two discrete memory snapshots in succession but are remembering
and viewing the object in spatial location where movements, both of the object and the
observer, can take place. The second view of the object is achieved by imagining
walking around the statue or imaginatively rotating it. It is not just having an image
that counts, but also the imaginative location where it is placed, and the possibilities
of variation that the emplacement permits. The researchers go on to argue that these
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results are not consistent with propositional theories of imagining that deny images or
their relevance. These theories have no plausible explanation for why it takes twice as
long to generate the propositional report “I can now clearly see the back of the statue”
in comparison to “I can now clearly see the right side of the statue.”!’

The reader should not conclude from this very schematic account of decades of
research that the matter has been settled. Behaviorists and propositionalists have
undertaken a counterattack; and even if the weight of the evidence seems to favor
the imagists, the matter will not be settled until more definitive results are achieved
or researchers lose interest in the question. One thing that seems likely, however, is
that, as psychological studies of imagination develop more sophisticated techniques,
they will begin to acquire more interesting and theoretically productive results, just
as memory studies have over the last half century.'

2.3 Limits of the Visual Model

There is nonetheless something very odd about this contemporary debate. The exper-
iments performed by Shepard and Kosslyn do not require ultrasophisticated, high-
technology equipment and techniques, nor are they based on any theory that has
emerged only recently. They do, of course, require having reliable timing devices
and ways to record promptly and accurately the signals given by the experimental
subjects. But since it is relative rather than absolute times that are important, even
devices as elementary as the water pipettes Galileo used to measure how long it took
a ball to roll down an inclined plane 400 years ago would be sufficient. Why, then,
did no one think to perform experiments like Shepard’s pathbreaking ones of the
1960s much earlier? In the latter third of the nineteenth century psychology proudly
advanced toward becoming experimental and scientific; why did no scientific psy-
chologists perform experiments like these?

Perhaps in the last analysis there is no accounting for the fact that something did
not happen. Yet notice that Alain’s 1926 challenge to rememberers is implicitly an
experiment: call to mind an image of the Panthéon (which you claim to know

'"See Shepard and Cooper 1982 and Kosslyn 1994. One must not assume that simply reducing
these rotations or circumambulations to a combination of memories (e.g., memories of the photo-
graphic representations of the different statue positions plus memories of rotating or walking
around objects) explains much. The combination is not itself a memory—though whether imagina-
tion inevitably works with or combines memories is certainly open to discussion—and why the
“rules of propositional combination” take precisely twice as long to follow in the circumstances
would still be a mystery.

'¥Nigel Thomas has argued that, because of work like Shepard’s and Kosslyn’s, theories of imagi-
nation more or less aligned with traditional approaches were on the verge of a renascence in the
early 1970s. But there intervened the rapidly evolving successes of the cognitive sciences (mod-
eled on computation) and neurobiology, using the latest in high-technology brain and neuron imag-
ing devices, and attention quickly shifted to mental functions, like vision and memory, that were
technically, experimentally, and conceptually more tractable. See Thomas 1997.
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perfectly well) and count the columns. Being a philosopher, and speaking chiefly to
artists in the book where he gives the example, Alain can be excused for simply
describing what happened when /e tried to do something like this. Yet a clever scien-
tific psychologist might easily have read Alain and said to himself: “Why not set up
experiments to check how accurate people’s remembering and imagining actually
are? Besides asking them to imagine the Panthéon and count its columns, I can ask
for other data as well. They can describe to me what seems to be going on as they try.
Gradually I will be able to refine the experiments and come up with a list of better,
even standardized, questions. I must be sure, besides counting, to ask them to do
other things as well with the image they claim to be seeing, like viewing the
Panthéon from different angles or positions.” If someone had asked these things and
gotten results of virtually any kind, it almost certainly would have spurred others to
devise different and improved experiments—possibly very similar to Shepard’s of
the 1960s. Perhaps by now the issue might have been settled, or at least greatly
advanced, and new phenomena might have been educed, different concepts devel-
oped, and new theories tried. This might have led to efforts to be less casual in our
claims about psychological powers and to examine the traditions of philosophy and
psychology more rigorously, so that a more accurate, if still necessarily imperfect,
account of the workings of mind might have emerged. This, in turn, would likely
have put us in a much more advanced position than we are today, from where it
would have been possible to benefit more fruitfully and rapidly from techniques we
enjoy today of monitoring and imaging regions of the brain and neurons. The most
powerful antipsychologistic tendencies of psychologists and philosophers would
not have been sufficient to stop a fruitful line of inquiry.

Yet the question of whether fixed images exist may be less important to the issue
than the disputing sides think. On the one hand, without realizing it, by concentrat-
ing on whether these imaging events really exist in the mind, they have shifted the
center of gravity of investigation away from the model of holding an image in mind
toward one that highlights the active manipulation and transformation of images.
It may turn out that the fixed (visual) image is something that imagining can indeed
produce, but that such an image is only an aspect of what imagining is about, not the
most central. Imagination may be able to form well-developed, fixed images, but
that would be just the tip of the (imagined) iceberg. The imagination might more
fundamentally be formative and reformative of perceptual appearances, and locative
as well, that is, about positioning images in contexts. The center of gravity of imagi-
nation studies would then need to be shifted to the forming process and to imagina-
tive placement; the finished image would be a derivative concern. Extreme
antipsychologists might still be unwilling to yield ground. But even the friends of
images are not fully aware that they are dealing with the distortive effects of more
than 2,000 years of conventionalized tradition.

Already in his writings of the 1880s, the French philosopher Henri Bergson
(1859-1941) tried to counter these distortions concerning the being and having of
images. After rationalism and empiricism, but especially after Kant, Bergson
argued that philosophy and psychology, whether idealist or realist, operated from
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fundamentally defective presuppositions about consciousness and its objects/con-
tents. Idealist strains of thought portrayed consciousness as actively unifying experi-
ences; realisms and empiricisms, more directly concerned with the fundamental
units of perceptive experience and how we acquired them, either spelled out how the
understanding manipulated them or reduced consciousness and its various levels to
the sorting of these units accomplished by the natural organic powers of the human
animal." In either case, the tacit assumption was that perceptual units of some kind
exist as such, and that the explanatory task was to get from these to their combinations/
unifications, whether by a mechanical, an organic, or an idealist process.

Bergson commenced this line of criticism in his French doctoral thesis, Essay on
the Immediate Givens of Consciousness (which served as the subtitle of the English
translation, Time and Free Will). He extended it in the book that followed, Matter
and Memory. As the introduction of the latter work argues, idealists treat the image
as solely perceptual, realists and empiricists as purely substantial.

These difficulties are due, for the most part, to the conception, now realistic, now idealistic,
which philosophers have of matter. The aim of our first chapter is to show that realism and
idealism both go too far, that it is a mistake to reduce matter to the perception which we
have of it, a mistake also to make of it a thing able to produce in us perceptions, but in itself
of another nature than they. Matter, in our view, is an aggregate of “images.” And by
“image” we mean a certain existence, which is more than that which the idealist calls a
representation, but less than that which the realist calls a thing—an existence placed half-
way between the “thing” and the “representation.” (Bergson 1988 [1896], 9)

In a word, we consider matter before the dissociation which idealism and realism have
brought about between its existence and its appearance. (Bergson 1988 [1896], 10)

Gilles Deleuze, drawing on Bergson for studies of the cinematographic image,
and Giorgio Agamben, appropriating both Bergson and Deleuze in his analyses of
gesture, have argued that the photographic image (which is the contemporary proto-
type of the conventional model) is an abstraction from the living, developing, mobile
world, not the simply given, technically produced equivalent of sense perception.
The still photo, and by extension the perceived image, idea, or impression, is an
artifact of theory. Although Bergson actually despised the cinematographic image,
it was because he interpreted it as an illusion constructed according to the already-
distorted still image of philosophical theory: project (say) 24 still images per second
and get the appearance of motion. Deleuze retrospectively corrected Bergson by
arguing for the primacy of the cinema—image over the still image; the latter is the
greater abstraction, a cross section cut out of the mobile world. Agamben goes even
further by assimilating images to gesture:

It is necessary to extend Deleuze’s argument and show how it relates to the status of the
image in general within modernity. This implies, however, that the mythical rigidity of the

The latter is basically a development of David Hume’s contention, in a famous appendix to the
Treatise of Human Nature (Hume 1739-1740), that he could find nothing corresponding to the I or
ego beyond the experienced sequence of impressions and ideas. Bergson’s early writings preceded
the emergence of phenomenology, but his criticisms clearly apply to it as well, even if the ego is
only a coconstitutor of experience.
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image has been broken and that here, properly speaking, there are no images but only gestures.
Every image, in fact, is animated by an antinomic polarity: on the one hand, images are the
reification and obliteration of a gesture (it is the imago as death mask or as symbol); on the
other hand, they preserve the dynamis intact (as in Muybridge’s snapshots [of animals and
athletes in motion] or in any sports photograph). The former corresponds to the recollection
seized by voluntary memory, while the latter corresponds to the image flashing in the epiph-
any of involuntary memory. And while the former lives in magical isolation, the latter
always refers beyond itself to a whole of which it is a part. Even the Mona Lisa, even Las
Meninas could be seen not as immovable and eternal forms, but as fragments of a gesture
or as stills of a lost film only wherein they would regain their true meaning. (Agamben
2000, 54)%

That is, the “classic” or conventional image is like a cross section taken of a more
robust, more fully dimensioned reality—or even of a more robust and fully dimen-
sioned image (e.g., of a cinematographic image). What the image is depends in part
on how it befalls us, how it is taken, what it is taken for: sometimes as solid, some-
times as fleeting; now as sufficient unto itself, now as pointing to what lies beyond
it; under our control, or something we suffer. These and similar claims are, of
course, not proof of a thesis. But they do provide sufficient motivation for wonder-
ing why the conventional model has been so convincing.

Let us, then, take a harder, quasi-experimental look at the visual model. Suppose
we begin, as Alain did, with the Panthéon. For simplicity’s sake, let us worry only
about the facade. The chief presupposition we and Alain apply is that, if we claim
that we can recall the fagade of the Panthéon, we have previously seen it in person,?'
and that this previous experience has impressed in our psyches an image of the
facade that we are able to call back to consciousness at will.

There is an implicit standard we are following here. The previous visual percep-
tion we had was (to use a term familiar from Descartes) relatively clear and distinct
rather than obscure and confused. We might further specify the kinds of conditions
that favor clear and distinct viewing: full daylight (though perhaps not bright, direct
sunshine, which can dazzle the eye and produce deep shadows obscuring surface
details), clear atmosphere, rested eyes, uncluttered mind, time to tarry over the view-
ing, etc. We could schematize, even quantify this by developing a questionnaire
(with a scale from 1 to 10) that the observer could fill out as he stood in front of
the monument. A few minutes, hours, and/or days later, we could place the former
observer of the Panthéon in a quiet room, instruct him to recall the facade as clearly
and distinctly as possible, and readminister the original questions. But to assure that
he was not relying on propositional or conceptual rather than imagistic memory

“Translation slightly emended. For Deleuze’s investigations of the image, one might begin with
Deleuze 1986. Eadweard Muybridge (1830-1904), a British expatriate to the United States,
invented techniques for the photographic capture of moving subjects (he produced, for instance,
the photographic sequences of running horses that proved there are moments at which all four
hooves are off the ground).

210ne could easily alter this thought experiment to include the previous seeing of images, or con-
trariwise to restrict the kind of “seeing” we have done to the experience of photographic images of
just the facade.
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(for example, that he remembers having counted the portico columns),?> we would
have to add new questions that asked about features evident in original viewing but
not directly pointed to by the first questionnaire.

Perhaps it makes perfect sense to say that there is such a thing as a memory
image, but we have already pointed out several times that philosophical discussions
and psychological experiments leave underexplored the differences between imag-
ining and remembering. One reason is that as soon as memory enters the picture
there is an epistemological shift. The example of viewing a fixed scene highlights
what is stable and reliably given in an experience, and tests of memory look for
whether memory is able to reproduce those stable and reliable givens. The visual
image in the visual model is treated as a definitely determined, stable entity com-
pletely present at every moment. If it falls short of this, it is defective. This is a
perfect situation for raising standard questions of epistemology, but it is doubtful
that they help much in understanding the psychology of imagining. Perhaps the situ-
ation is not even entirely representative of perception and remembering, which,
along the lines indicated in the Bergsonian tradition, is always part of a living situ-
ation. A very old philosophical tradition lays a heavy hand on imagining and twists
it in a familiar direction. Put another way, the tradition turns the phenomenon to
match the kinds of questions and terms the tradition prefers to raise.

Think again about imagining cinnamon and nutmeg, not as objects but as aro-
mas. Some of the kinds of questions that a researcher might ask of experiments
following the visual model can be adapted, but they give different results with rather
different expectations. If I challenge you to count the columns of the Panthéon or to
tell me how many moles there are on a friend’s face and where precisely they are
located, you likely will not be able to do this with any scientific, or perhaps even
everyday, precision (though there are people who can do this quite exactly, and I
suspect that virtually anyone can do something like this occasionally with respect to
some particular thing he or she is very familiar with—even if the person will always
be stumped by many questions we can pose if we the interrogators actually have the
face or its photographic image in view or a battery of questions with verified answers
at hand). Nor will you likely be able, by trying again and again, to come up with a
version of the image that lets you count columns or moles.”® But in the case of

2How many columns are there? The answer depends on where you stand and whether you are
counting all the columns of the fagcade or only the frontmost ones. The Panthéon’s portico has a
front rank of six columns; but there is a second rank of six columns immediately behind the first,
with the column at either end set outside the extreme columns of the first rank and thus, at a suf-
ficient distance, appearing to belong to the first rank. Therefore one might plausibly say six or eight
columns; and this is not to mention two additional ranks of columns behind the second. Few people
would be able to recall the Panthéon with this accuracy of detail! Yet once one is aware of these
complications and marks them—not necessarily in explicit propositions—one can more easily
arrive at accurate remembering and reimagining of the building. Image and proposition are not an
either/or but reinforce one another.

BT say “likely” because prodding by another or even ourselves sometimes helps us remember
details we could not at first recall. Yet we also know from research that memories can be shaped
and even induced in experimental subjects, to produce “false memories.”
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aroma appropriate questioning can easily lead to improved recall. My ability to
evoke the aroma of cinnamon is perhaps at first very approximate, but repeated
attempts improve the quality of the result; and if someone addresses to me questions
appropriate to the phenomenon (“Do you notice the initial tang of the smell, and
then the prolonged finish that makes it smoother?”’) I often can try again and recog-
nize the sense of the inquiry.

As noted earlier, it is (nearly) pointless to ask me to remember a smell I have
never experienced.?* If I have experienced it, and am lucky enough to have a prompt
memory, I can manage in an instant: there it is, the aroma of cinnamon. (In a nod to
David Hume’s distinction between the greater vividness of original impressions and
the lesser one of recalled ideas, this is not always or even usually the fully redolent
and robust aroma of really smelled cinnamon.) But if I am not one of the lucky ones
with prompt memory, I may have to start from scratch. I will have to work at recall-
ing it. It may happen slowly, step by step. Every few moments I will ask myself
whether what I have managed to evoke is really the smell of cinnamon. Gradually it
will articulate and define itself, however partially and fleetingly. But notice: it is not
merely at the moment of full-blown success that I can say that I am forming images;
it is at the very moment of starting to try. Even if I am in process of remembering,
I am already imagining from the very start—imagining successfully, however effort-
ful it is and however much I am falling short of actually remembering cinnamon’s
smell. This kind of imagining is part of the process of remembering and a prerequi-
site for it. At every moment in the work of remembering I am trying to summon
back appearances; thus I am imagining, successfully imagining. I may be imagining
the smell of cinnamon, or of nutmeg, or of one particular instance I had of smelling
a quite extraordinary cinnamon aroma, or an artificial variant of cinnamon, or per-
haps even some exquisite or bland variety of cinnamon that I have not actually
smelled before. The smell may be (almost) as rich as direct perception itself, or it
may have diminished notes and a more transient character. Successful perceiving
and successful remembering require a specific result: but imagining is imagining,
and whether it has hit on what epistemologists demand of perception or memory is
not an index of whether one is doing it well.” The conclusion to be drawn is this: if
we apply epistemological standards and questions to imagining, we end up trying to

**One must beware of categorically ruling out possibilities when the grounds for impossibility are
not clear. If someone has experienced certain smells and noted characteristics that allow him to
align them or place them in series, he might be able to imagine “positions” between or among
them. See Sect. 3.1, below, for the case of the missing Humean blue.

»One might of course object that perhaps I am not managing to imagine cinnamon smell in most
cases but only a simulacrum. Perhaps so: but is success in achieving an exact representation of
something real or remembered the proper criterion of imagining? If to Alain’s request that I recall
the fagade and portico of the Paris Panthéon I responded that I had succeeded but then proceeded
to describe a building that exists nowhere, he (speaking colloquial English) might remark that
I wasn’t remembering the Panthéon at all but only imagining something else, something purely
imaginary—an indication that in ordinary English usage (it works the same in French) we do not
think that imagination has to have arrived at any particular real, fixed, or remembered object in
order to be imagining.
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force imagination into a mold that does not fit. Imagining can very well have
approximate and emergent objects—one might say that this is typical of imagination—
but it does not seem plausible to claim that it has fixed objects per se. It is a power
that may have no proper objects, yet a power that lets appearances emerge and
remodel themselves.

2.4 Elementary and Complex Imagining

In the continuation of the paragraph I quoted at the beginning of Sect. 2.2, the philoso-
pher Alain presents a reflection that is typically omitted when the earlier passage is
quoted.” Right after posing the question, “What then do they see, when they imag-
ine the Panthéon? Do they see anything at all?” he writes:

As for me, when I pose this question to myself, I cannot say that I see nothing that resem-
bles the Panthéon. I form, it seems to me, the image of a column, of a capital, of a section
of wall; but as I can in no way fix these images—as on the contrary the direct view, if one
can say this, immediately places me back in the presence of objects that I have before my
eyes—I cannot say anything about these images, except that it seems to me that I have
perceived them for an instant. But as there is no lack around me of reflections, shadows,
indeterminate contours that I perceive out of the corner of my eye and without thinking
about it, it can well be that I take, from the memory of this chaos of a moment, the illusion
of having evoked, in the time of a lightning flash, the absent parts of the monument that
I name in myself. In all this, I ask only that one challenge oneself, and that one not describe
[things] using discourse beyond what one has seen. (Alain 1926, 338)

Alain thus does not actually deny the existence of a mental or visual image in this
situation of trying to recall the Panthéon and the number of its columns. What he
denies is the existence of a well-formed, stable image whose columns are definite and
countable. He is, in an important sense, making the point that I have made: imagina-
tion in activity is formative and reformative in a way that is often fleeting, almost
constantly in process, and perhaps rarely successful by the standards of epistemology
and its usual objects; it is nevertheless a mental activity with actual (in this case visual)
presentations—flash presentations, as we might call them.?” Alain does not go any
further in trying to develop this insight, but he does acknowledge that there is some-
thing wrong with the way in which we ordinarily talk about these processes and activi-
ties. Perhaps, then, what we need more than antipsychologistic taboos is an effort to
find ways to talk with more truth about images, imagining, and imagination.

It is important to acknowledge that there is nothing wrong with epistemology per
se, when it addresses itself to its proper issues in proper contexts. Once we recog-
nize that imagining is not in the first instance an epistemological situation—perhaps

*Sartre established the conventional truncated usage of Alain’s passage about counting the columns
of the Panthéon; see Sartre 2004 [1940], 38 and 88. For a more recent example, see Bouriau 2003, 10.
Y"Recall that Agamben 2000 refers to an “image flashing in the epiphany of involuntary memory”—
see the last block quote in Sect. 2.3, above.
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not even a cognitive, or perceptual, or memorative one—then we can begin to
develop methods and concepts more appropriate to imaginative phenomena. It is
also important to note that we must for the time being refrain from asserting that
what I have said so far is only the rediscovery of an old truism, that there is repro-
ductive imagination (as in memory) and productive imagination (as in creative art).
That is looking at the phenomenon from a well-established tradition that draws a
dark line of separation where there is really permeability. What the phenomena
looked at anew demand is that we notice how the very act of trying to reproduce or
recall an image requires incipient (productive?) and tentatively situated imagining,
at least until we are satisfied that what we have produced is a good reproduction.

Alain’s description of his own effort to picture the Panthéon suggests something
more: that there is a sense in which the imagination has to actually construct a com-
plex image out of simpler elements. We have to be careful here that we do not
immediately turn suggestions into conclusions—in particular, that there might be
imaginative “atoms” out of which the imagination constructs its appearances. There
might be no atoms (indivisibles) in an absolute sense. What Alain’s example inti-
mates is that in trying to imagine a building our minds might work by combining
elements at a level and with a background appropriate to the object being “con-
structed.” One can also imagine that a stone mason would have somewhat different
elements, and a somewhat different sequence, flash into his constructive conscious-
ness as he tried to bring the Panthéon to mind, and that there would be a difference,
too, in the ways that lithographers or art historians or mineralogists would approach
the same task. It is, of course, possible that Alain was doing nothing more than sug-
gesting the presence of some variety of associationism: that the mind works by
linking and relinking the ideas it experiences to previously experienced ideas, in a
manner contingent upon the individual’s previous experience. But “association” is
too general a concept to give us much purchase on the phenomena, even if we parse
it into the traditional contiguity, resemblance, and cause.

The quotation from Agamben in Sect. 2.3, above, is useful because it calls our
attention to another dimension of the phenomenon of forming images that is not
captured by appeals to associationism. He says that every image “is animated by an
antinomic polarity.” At one pole the image is reified, becomes thinglike and inde-
pendent of context; its involvement in an encompassing gesture or life situation is
obliterated. This is the pole where philosophers and psychologists treat images as
unit inputs or elements of cognition, apply to them epistemological standards of
accuracy, and judge them according to whether they correspond to the truths they
ought to serve. At the other pole, according to Agamben, images “preserve the
dynamis intact.” That is, the power or force alive in the gesture or action that was
imaged is somehow contained in the image. He cites as examples photos made by
Muybridge (e.g., of a galloping horse or a naked man in full stride) or a sports pho-
tographer. In these, in the fraction of a second it takes to produce the photographic
image, something is preserved that shows not just the visible appearance of that
moment but also the action it was part of: a winning kick headed toward the goal, a
horse edging out the favorite by a nose, players piling on to celebrate a championship.
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Agamben analogizes this to imagination’s cousin, memory. The point of the anal-
ogy seems to be this: in voluntary memory we are striving to recall something that
was determinate, and it frustrates us when we do not recover it in an intact, stable,
standardized form; in involuntary memory things flash unbidden into conscious-
ness, often with only tenuous connection to our current situation and what has pre-
ceded it in awareness. Yet this does not necessarily correspond to any comparable
voluntary/involuntary distinction in imagination. Imagining can, of course, be vol-
untary or involuntary—think of the difference between an artist’s planning a mural
versus a poet’s opium-induced hallucinations of Kublai Khan. Rather, what
Agamben is claiming is that in every image, in the appearances of every imagining,
there is evidence of both poles: of the reifying tendency and of the gesture- or
activity-preserving tendency. But that is still too weak a way of putting things.
Every image as image—as part of and related to gesture or action—is animated
both by an impulse that tends to isolate it from the gesture and by another that
presents it in the active, gestural relation. If this is true, then the conventional model
of holding a visual image in mind does not so much emphasize a single pole as cut
down the image at its root, by treating the image as an intrinsically psychological
end or result in isolation both from what has inspired it and from every other image.
A conventionalized, standardized image thus loses its ontological image character.
Our philosophical and psychological theories objectify it by tearing it out of its
originating contexture and resituating it in the abstract spaces of quasiscientific
conception.?®

We ought, however, to forbear being greedy for a theory that can explain imagi-
nation and its constructions and construals along such theoretical lines—although
conjectures that help bring phenomena into focus and better articulate them ought
to be welcome. What seems to be inarguable is that single and/or simple images can
be “incorporated” into more dynamic or complex ones, that what we ordinarily
experience as world objects are, compared to the image they present that can be
recalled in the absence of the object, complex. To put an object together out of its
various images is like building it out of parts, features, and aspects. To put it in a
way that is about as simple as possible for the kinds of perceiving beings we are: as
a prescribed task, imagining a single smell or a single hue of color or a single archi-
tectural capital is far easier and more spontaneously achieved than picturing the
entire Panthéon or a five-course dinner, and imagining two smells or two colors

BThis abstraction—and-resituation is, by the definition I gave in the introductory section of this
chapter, the action of imagination. This is not the last time that a move to the scientific attitude will
prove to be an act of imagination. Here and elsewhere in this book I take “context” in the first
instance to refer to relations of things to one another, whether the things are texts or nontexts.
“Contexture,” by contrast, refers to the textures of a situation—which is to emphasize the qualita-
tive characteristics of the situation, the qualities of the relations of things. The link between the two
terms derives from the root metaphor: that of weaving. Texts weave words together; textures are
the characteristics of both the pattern and the materials of the weave, characteristics that sometimes
reflect a template according to which the weaving takes place. This dual character of text and con-
text joined in contexture gives rise to a greater complexity than is usually betokened by the slogan
“everything is text.”
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together or in quick succession is more difficult than imagining either alone.
Whether imagining aromas outside a restaurant on the Place du Panthéon while
contemplating Alain’s questions is simply an extrapolated form of classic associa-
tionism is, however, a more challenging problem. Consideration of the nature of the
image and its parts cannot, under pain of irrelevance, ignore the ontology of the
image, especially the possibilities that it cannot be understood as purely objective or
subjective and that to remain an image it must somehow retain an intrinsic relation-
ship to its situation.

Perhaps this result, however provisional, seems too slight for the effort so far.
Modern science, at least as it is often conceived, prefers ambitious theories. But
before indulging explanatory ambition, one needs to become familiar with what it is
that the explanation is about. Here, the “needs to” reflects, among other things, an
ethical obligation. That is, one has to become familiar with, habituated to, the
ethos® or place of the phenomena before one acquires the right to speak authorita-
tively about them.

2.5 Listening to Images

Before returning to what we should be looking for in visual imagining, and in order
to provide ourselves with richer resources, let us consider yet another common form
of imagining, that connected with hearing.

Hearing almost immediately presents us with a quandary. What heard things do
we begin with? Spoken language? It is often said that, of the external senses, vision
yields a very high percentage—typically 80-90 %—of the information that we
acquire about the world. If we consider spoken language, however, we would have
to lower that estimate and probably reconceive what we mean by “information’;
then, turning to the written word, we would have to address the question whether it
is primarily visual (in that we follow it with our eyes) or vocal (in that it is or can be
arecord of what is spoken, and in that reading often involves a significant degree of
subvocalization). Language is in any case a complicated phenomenon that appears
to involve far more than sensory images, whether visual or auditory. We started
reflection about visual imagination with objects, like the Panthéon, that turned out
to be too complex a starting point; speech would be an even more complicated start-
ing point for considering audial imagination.*® So let us look for greater simplicity.

Hearing appears to be less objectifying than vision. We can try to put ourselves
into a frame of mind in which we watch the world as though it were a parade of lines
and colors, but it is rare that we can refrain from assigning those features to objects
populating the field of vision: trees, squirrels, clouds, buildings, cars, and so forth.

¥In the first instance, the ancient Greek word eéthos/ethos means “accustomed place” or
“ambience.”

¥TLanguage as imaginative phenomenon is where we conclude this study, however.
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We can, by contrast, close our eyes and just let sounds wash over us as sound
(especially if no one is speaking to us). No doubt our inclination to identify things
is still at work, but sounds appear to give us less information that immediately
allows us to locate things spatially, to outline and configure them, and to identify
them by kind.?!

Suppose we have spent some time learning to filter out our penchant for identifi-
cation so that we might simply listen to the soundscape. We can imagine performing
an analogue of Alain’s Panthéon experiment. We (the interrogators) will prepare a
record—presumably a sound recording—of some stretch of sound and ask ques-
tions of people who have heard it. Of course this will not usually be experimentally
productive, since it would typically mean nothing to the experimental subject if
what we asked about were all the sounds she heard beginning at 10:05 a.m. and end-
ing at 10:10 a.m. in the Place du Panthéon. For one thing, we need first to make sure
we have called the subject’s attention to the moment when we begin recording and
signal the end as well. Yet this still would not be the sonic equivalent of visually
examining an object for 5 minutes. It would instead be like having her watch a silent
video a single time, or like displaying over a 5-minute period a somewhat random
series of visual objects, each for just a moment or two. Unless our goal is to prove
once and for all that human beings are inadequate sense-data recording machines,
we need to come up with a different experiment.*?

The Panthéon is a complex but familiar visual object. What might be a complex
but familiar sonic object? How about a song, or, eliminating lyrics, a short instru-
mental piece that the subject knows well? That seems promising—but what sort of
questions do we ask? Not how many demisemiquavers the song contains, what its
time signature is, what key it is in—although many musicians could immediately
identify the signature, those with perfect pitch the key, and a few all three. Yet if we
demanded a quick answer to any of these we would be unreasonable. With the envi-
sioned Panthéon we gave the person a chance to recall the building, then to count
columns. These questions concerning sound are far more complex, relational matters.
Perhaps asking about the number or kind of instruments playing would be a better
analogue.

Since it seems natural to think of a musical piece or a melody as composed of
notes, let us simplify further the question about counting demisemiquavers, which
are better known as “eighth notes.” So: how many eighth notes does the melody of
the first sixteen measures of the piece we have chosen contain? Even most relatively
untutored persons could be given a short lesson in identifying eighth notes sufficient
for them to count the eighth notes in the relevant sixteen measures, not least because

3etting sound wash over us can even occur with linguistic experience. Although it is almost
impossible to focus on just the sounds being made by someone who is speaking our native tongue,
if we hear a language we are totally unfamiliar with we can attend just to the sound. “Attending just
to the sound,” by the way, is a voluntary imaginative act that coconstitutes the perception.

2 A distressing amount of psychological research (and related philosophizing) tacitly privileges the
notion that our sense organs ought to be (or would be better if they were) accurate data-recording
instruments. This is a peculiar, distortive presupposition, or rather prejudice.
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they can hum or wordlessly sing it, aloud or to themselves. This ability to hum and
sing, and even to improvise—though not necessarily in tune—is one of the most
equally distributed talents in the world. It is also, whether done aloud or to oneself,
one of the commonest ways in which human beings imagine. It allows one to per-
form certain tasks of remembering and imagining far more accurately than is pos-
sible with vision.

Sonic imaginative phenomena have been almost entirely ignored by researchers.
Imagine how different the epistemology of imagination would look if we took
sound as our typical model, or just as an occasional alternative. We can, and do,
quite easily remember many complex sonic presentations, and we can verify this
(if we are not tone deaf or completely hopeless as singers or hummers) to the satis-
faction of the most behavioristic researcher by making appropriate sounds aloud—a
behavior that our imagining/remembering a tune gives rise to. Of course any person
can be faced with a question or task that exceeds his or her abilities. Some people
can indeed count the portico columns of the imagined Panthéon, even if most can-
not. Far more can count the notes in the melody of a favorite song. Counting the
melody notes does not guarantee being able to tell the number of notes played by an
accompanying bass instrument, however, or how many key changes there are. Yet,
just as we have cases of people with photographic visual memory, we have that of
Mozart (1756-1791), who after a single hearing of an unpublished choral piece in
the Sistine Chapel (Allegri’s Miserere) was able to write it down, note for note, with
nearly perfect scoring of all the parts.

Is a melody a simpler entity with respect to hearing than the Panthéon is with
respect to seeing? Suppose, instead of the Panthéon, we asked a person to study for
a time a geometrical diagram, or a schematic elevation of a building (that is, the
architect’s simplified, quasigeometrical, face-on drawing that represents one of the
sides of a building). The success rate of a person trying to reevoke that object and
answering questions about it would likely be considerably higher than for the real,
full-color, three-dimensional, street-surrounded Panthéon as object of recall—
though putting a number to the columns might still require several concentrated
attempts. Perhaps the complexity of this kind of reduced visual image has a certain
parity with that of song and melody. Yet not even “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” is
radically simple, nor perhaps is the Panthéon so complex that it exceeds the capabil-
ity of human beings to picture it by progressive imaginative reevocation.

Even if it is not immediately evident how to reckon comparative complexity
between hearing and seeing, the fact is that in musical imagining the rate of success-
fully recalling a song is far higher than in visual imagination recalling a scene. Any
human being who listens to music has an enormous stock of remembered songs and
tunes. There are of course striking differences in the ability to recall lyrics, harmo-
nies, key changes, and the like, but people typically have a fairly acute sense of
melody and rhythm and of divergences from the performances, voices, and instru-
mentation they are familiar with. In the shower or on demand, people can also at
least begin singing or humming a favorite tune. Success or failure is not determined
by whether the sound has high production values. Moreover, people can easily
improvise variations in rthythm or melody, or even make up a tune they have never
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heard before, with or without lyrics. Productively imagining sound is not just
possible but easy—which should also allow for nicer distinctions between repro-
ductive and productive imagining as well as between imagination and memory. But
Alain did not ask his readers to imagine Clair de lune.

It is right, I think, to emphasize the positive role of behavior in imagining: imagi-
nation is an activity, and the behaviorist view captures that. Moreover, as I shall show
in later chapters, for the founders of imagination it was almost always important in
active imagining to mark, index, or even name some of the appearances, objects,
aspects, and relations that occur in the course of imagining. Rather than blur the
distinction between the conceptual and the imaginative, this will support the notion
of their typical copresence in human imagining.** One learns how to imagine more
powerfully as one learns how to name and conceive, although the original experience
that leads to imagining does not need to be conceptual at all (or at least no more
conceptual than the experience of a newborn infant, or of a philosopher trying to
imagine a blend of nutmeg and cinnamon). In imagination one learns how to mark
and distinguish fields of experience, at least relatively,* so that ultimately the activity
of imagining is not sharply separable from the activity of marking the imagined and
conceiving the imaginable. Our ability to mark increases our ability to produce,
reproduce, and recall, and some degree of marking becomes second nature, no mat-
ter how limited our imaginative talents. But just because we mark an imagined field
does not mean we have, always and instantly, the ability to name (to a researcher—
questioner) everything there is in the imagining and in the imagined field.

Contrary to what behaviorists conceive, however, the preponderance of imagin-
ing is nonpublic. Any theory of imagining that insists on public behavior, including
proposition—uttering, is interested only in the iceberg’s tip, and, methodologically
and systematically, it leads us away from the experience proper. A painter who is
mulling over the shade of green to apply to a tree in a landscape may well engage in
a great deal of publicly accessible motor and speech activity—making paint daubs
of different greens on a spare piece of canvas or on a sketch of the main composi-
tion, and saying to herself, “Let’s try forest green #102 instead of summer verdure
#115”—but she will engage as well in a memorative and imaginative activity not
directly accessible to anyone but herself. For example, as she runs through possibili-
ties she might try to conceive what combining two tints will look like in the propor-
tion 3:2. She might anticipate it exactly, but more likely she will have entertained
one or several possible appearances that turn out to be not quite right.*> Of course

T would not positively say that the marking of an imaginative field of experience absolutely dif-
ferentiates human beings from animals, but instead that this might be a fruitful dimension for
inquiry into ways human beings are like and unlike other animals. An adequate phenomenological
inquiry into this comparative question may, of course, be beyond the capability of merely human
beings.

3*This means, as I suggested before, that any image can be at least temporarily the standard in rela-
tion to which others will be differentiated, marked, or measured.

T have no objection to saying that this is a behavior oriented to prediction or production, but that
is to overlook the fully concrete phenomenon for the sake of capturing just one aspect of it.
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there is no guarantee that anything at all she imagines will be perfectly right; or it
may happen that in one instance she is on the mark for the color’s hue though not
for its brightness, and vice versa with another imagined combination. None of these
private anticipations will be the publicly verifiable one; and although she can explain
to someone afterward some of the things she thought in advance, propositionalizing
does not capture the whole or even most of the parts. No matter how much she says
before or after, there will always be a specific character—one really must say many
specific characters—that will remain undescribed, and that perhaps are (in the current
state of language, culture, and science) undescribable.*

2.6 Can Philosophers Sing?

The behaviorist and propositionalist inadequacy is probably most evident of all in
singing or humming. To avoid the immediate issue of memory and/or imagining, let
us push the scenario clearly to the imaginative side by making the tune we are hum-
ming or wordlessly singing an improvisation on the spot. As usual, it doesn’t matter
whether it is a miserable screeching of scarcely articulate tones or a masterpiece
expertly performed. In one sense this scenario should suit a behaviorist just fine: the
imagining is going on in a public, behavioral fashion. Neither the behaviorist nor the
propositionalist is enchanted by the claim, however, that the singing imaginer might
have first, or even simultaneously, intoned music inwardly.

Consider for a moment the kind of argument that the propositionalist uses about
what is happening when someone says to him that she has been imagining a peace-
ful meadow shaded by live oak trees and cottonwoods with a brook quietly stream-
ing through: “To account for your imagining,” he says, “we do not need to assume
that you have, ‘in private consciousness,’ the picture of the scene you have described.
Imagining, properly speaking, is the disposition to produce statements of the kind
you have just uttered: ‘I am supposing myself to be lying in a meadow, the sun
gleams through openings in the tree cover, I catch a whiff of the thick atmosphere
of cottonwood blossoms, in the nearby widening of the brook the water silently
forms eddies, then makes a burbling sound at a “falls” just 10 cm high, etc.” Your
imagining is not just the utterance of that one compound statement, of course; it is
the set of these statements and more, of everything you might ordinarily associate
with being in such a scene.”

*In an obvious sense I mean, for example, that color saturation was not nameable and thus not
describable until quite recently. What was needed was a theory of color and a practice of color mak-
ing that could break color down into different aspects capable of comparison and even measure. We
have no reason to think that we have reached the point in history that has finally achieved the full
theoretical and practical understanding of color. Comparing the state of color science 100 years
ago to today makes it clear that there was progress to be made; we have every reason to expect
that 100 years from now further, often unpredictable progress will have taken place. Doubtless
we will retrospectively be able to identify antecedents of the new discoveries among today’s art-
ists, scientists, and critics who, in some partial way, will have anticipated the future developments.
That means that some will have already gotten there ahead of science, if only in imagination.
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The propositionalist could go on to make a similar argument about the medium
of sound. “I am imagining a tune” is to be translated into a format like “I suppose
that I am humming the simple melody—score of Y,” where Y is a variation on “Happy
Birthday to You,” one of the further public manifestations of which is actually hum-
ming Y. From the perspective of the imagining and humming woman this probably
seems like an impoverished understanding, more calculated for allowing the propo-
sitionalist to claim he is right than for unfolding the appearances in a manner con-
vincing to the melody—hummer. After hearing the woman say that she first imagined
in private consciousness the song she afterward hummed, and that she really had a
sonic experience of it in private imagining, the philosophical observer might remark,
“Your saying that you imagined the song first is one of those things that you are
disposed to do; that is what imagining is, having the disposition to do and utter certain
things. Also, in this case your utterances include actually ‘uttering’ the song, that is,
humming or singing it.”

The hummer might respond: “It sounds like you are more interested in preserv-
ing the appearance of truth of a theory than in describing the phenomenon. You are
trying to establish a parallel between vision and sound, but it doesn’t work. You are
avoiding a more rigorous analysis that your approach requires. Here’s the sort of
thing you should say: People who believe in private visual imagining think that
there is a sightlike experience going on in their minds even though there are no cor-
responding visible objects present. (Let’s not right now discuss whether the “mirror
neurons” that have excited neuropsychological speculation lately require us to com-
plicate this picture.) What is really happening is that a set of related sentences and
behavior potentials reach a triggering point, ready to burst into the public world. An
example of this behavior, in visual imagining, is saying that you were supposing
yourself to be seeing yourself lying by a brook, etc. If the person were, in addition,
a painter, a corresponding imaginative behavior would be to pick up a brush and to
paint someone lying by a brook. Musical imagining is analogous: when a singer
claims that she is hearing a tune in her mind, what that really amounts to is that she
is at a trigger point for making utterances like ‘I am supposing myself to be hum-
ming a song that has the following melody and chord structure,” which melody and
structure can be written down in musical notation. Or, with just a modicum of talent,
she can begin humming or crooning it.”

Our imaginative female hummer—singer continues: “But there are some real
problems with this approach. The first might sound a bit like a debater’s point, but
it suits the style of your argument. You tell me that imagining really is nothing pri-
vately conscious but rather public utterance and behavior and the ‘disposition’ to
such behavior. You say that I mistakenly assume that I have private experience
before this public behavior, which means that you deny that there is such private
experience—or at least think it is totally irrelevant. But I am not disposed to agree
with such descriptions, and so my imagining includes (according to what you have
said) the possible utterance of statements like ‘I am privately imagining a jazz quar-
tet accompanying my humming.’ I think you can accept, as being within the scope
of your definition and understanding, that imagining is the disposition to bodily and
propositional behaviors, including, at least for people who are not philosophers,
propositions (or would you call them metapropositions?) that say there was a preceding
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or simultaneous private imagining going on that mere propositions about imagining
fail to describe. Nonphilosophers will also be disposed to behavior disagreeing with
your denial of what they think about imagining. They are, for example, likely to say
that you have no imagination.

“There is something less sarcastic to be said, however. All my statements and
many of my behaviors that I currently and publicly utter and exhibit have a back-
ground or context that is invisible to you. Singing (forgive me for now allowing for
the possibility of there being lyrics) brings it out very clearly. All you hear as I sing
is the sounds produced by my vocal cords, lip and tongue positions, etc. What [
‘hear’ as I am singing—remember that I am not just an amateur philosopher but also
a professional musician—is background music: a guitar riff, a drum beat, the
accompaniment of a piano, with some songs even the swell of a symphony orches-
tra. And this is perhaps more strongly the case when I am at the same time actually
singing, out loud, a song I know as opposed to one that I improvise, since with an
existing song I am quite strongly aware of different covers and arrangements. You
may be inclined to deny that I have such background awareness, even if you cannot
deny that I utter statements about it. But what I say in response is that the more you
learn about music—the more experienced you are in composing or performing, the
more you have become acquainted with the timbre of different instruments, the char-
acter of different arrangements, the variety of performance techniques, the ways a
talented singer or instrumentalist can use syncopation, melisma, and other common
techniques—the more you know about such things, the more clearly this awareness
is part of your experience of imagining: of both the completely private experience
and the one that you can share by singing aloud.

“One thing you have overlooked—though it is hardly the only thing—is that
there is no fixed referent in ‘I suppose that X, since the content of that X is precisely
commensurate with the level of your experience of X-like things. In fact, it looks to
me as though this is precisely where you, by casually referring to the totality of what
I might say and do, commit two logical fallacies, begging the question and missing
the point. What that totality is, is exactly what the question ought to be. Don’t you
have something more definite to say than that it is a function of my previous experi-
ence, my dispositions, the network of all associations that I have made (or that make
me!)? Isn’t it possible—necessary, even—that there is a finer-grained character, an
intrinsic and natural structuring of experience, a significant portion of which is
shared or easily shareable?

“You will, of course, be willing to grant that there is something very different
going on with a tone-deaf person who says that he is imagining Beethoven’s ‘Ode
to Joy’ than there is with a conductor or a choir master who is reading through the
score in preparation for a performance. I suppose that you can grant that, at least
roughly speaking, the tone-deaf person is at least as far from displaying the musical
imagination that I have as I am from the conductor, or as the conductor is from
Beethoven. Perhaps you can grant this, as well: that even between the two extremes
of the tone-deaf hummer and Beethoven there is some shared basis that has to do
with matters like uniformities of human hearing, mathematical relationships
between tones of the diatonic scale, the Western tradition of harmony, the acceptance
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over time of some tonal sequences as expected and others as exotic—not to mention
performance traditions and memorable individual performances? But please do not
confuse these things with the ‘social construction of reality’—even though they create
plenty of room for its possibilities.

“The problem I see is this: if you cannot grant all these things, I am afraid that it
really does reveal more about the poverty of your conceptions than any problem
with my musical abilities or my imagining—or with anyone else’s, either.”

2.7 Simple Imagining and Beyond

The imagined singer’s words are polemical, but they are hardly unfair to the style of
philosophizing at issue. Philosophers and other researchers easily fall into the habit
of denying what does not fit their concepts and methods. Like a referee whose mere
word determines that something is out of bounds, they order conceptual play to stop
and direct everyone back to the playing field—or rather their preferred playing field.
This often amounts to a kind of local nihilism: what is out of bounds simply is not;
it does not exist, at least as far as their theory is concerned. The problem is that even
today we do not have a clear sense of where the playing field of imagination is,
much less its boundaries, so that it is premature, in fact presumptuous, to have
someone telling us in advance what it is or is not. If harsh words and polemical
attitudes risk heightening tensions and worsening conflict, they also sometimes
serve the need to push back against existing prejudices. This is far from argumenta-
tive violence or terrorism. Sometimes pushing back simply clears the field of things
that obstruct what is there to be seen.

Pushing back is not per se a nihilism or a counternihilism, as simply denying all
behaviorist and propositionalist claims would be. Denial risks losing track of
important lines of inquiry. For example, it is important to entertain the notion that
one cannot grasp the specific densities and places of imagination or its most perfect
forms without affirming its shared, public character. Doubtless a poet trying to
complete a stanza might experience flitting rhythms, phrases, and rhymes analo-
gous to the flitting, nascent picturing Alain described in his efforts to bring the
Panthéon to mind. Putting some of the possibilities on a sheet of paper or on a
computer screen is not only direct evidence of the imagining, it is usually neces-
sary for stabilizing the imagination and for making progress toward the goal, the
finished verse. Not for nothing did Schelling, one of the founding influences on the
early Romantic movement in both Germany and England, argue that the completed
work of art is the culmination and apotheosis of the historical work of imagining.
The accomplished work, in turn, becomes a starting point for new thought and new
imagining.’’

"He made it the culmination of the externalization of thought itself. See in particular Schelling
1978 [1800], pt. 6.
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As I have already said, however, we must beware of becoming prematurely
overambitious. In philosophy’s and psychology’s attempts to conceptualize imagi-
nation, there has almost always been an astonishing carelessness about laying a firm
foundation in basic events, phenomena, and acts. Even I have so far done hardly
more than mention the question of what is basic in imagining and how we might
identify it. Trying to recall the facade of the Panthéon, evoking the aroma of nutmeg,
and humming a tune seem all to be fairly simple acts, but they are susceptible of
further analysis and foundation that might identify a deeper stratum of imagining or
of sense perception (as with Kant, for example, who claimed that imagination in its
transcendental use synthesizes the unity of the manifold of sensibility—the space—
time continuum, more or less—before, and as a basis for, any further, more particu-
lar acts of imagining). And before tackling the issue of works of art, it would be
worthwhile to locate at least a few intermediate steps between the simplest and the
most complex forms of imaging and imagining.

What this chapter has been implicitly proposing is a clearing of phenomenal and
conceptual space for the sake of recommencing the study of imagination. “Clearing”
does not mean abolishing or forgetting, and recommencing is by its nature starting
again in the middle of a process where there have already been other beginnings.
It might seem natural now to recommence with a full-blown study of imaginative
phenomena attended by a highly articulated conceptual framework. But that would
be to presume that we have already gotten a clear sense of the field of imagining,
whereas all we have done is to recognize obstacles and offer a highly selective pre-
sentation of phenomena that help point out but certainly not exhaust things that have
largely been overlooked.

The selection of phenomena has shown, for example, that our sense of what
some simple kinds of imagining do varies according to its basic sense modality.
Visual, olfactory, and sonic imagining display different kinds of features, a few of
which we have only begun to elucidate. Many people regard as problematic, if not
false, the long-traditional division of external senses into five types. Even so, we
would still need, for relative comprehensiveness, to incorporate taste and touch,
which are no less complex than the other three traditional kinds, each in its particu-
lar way, but even more neglected than they. We have not arrived at any clear crite-
rion of simplicity, yet it seems evident that some kinds of imagining are more
complicated than others and that greater or lesser simplicity is correlated with the
cognitive success or failure, respectively, of imaginative acts. Imagining/remembering
the Panthéon is relatively complex, and the traditional assumption that we accom-
plish it by summoning up or gradually developing a photographlike image stored in
memory greatly distorts what typically happens. Yet we have much readier success
in accomplishing another complex imaginative phenomenon, recalling a tune or
song, and that makes typical criticisms of imagination based on visual epistemo-
logical standards seem shabby. On the other hand, imagining a yellow midway
between orange and green seems like something that most sighted, noncolorblind
people could accomplish, and that means that they would be able to imaginatively
envision (at least) something like a flashed “patch of yellow.” Imagination can be
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trained and improved, especially as we practice imagining a particular kind of thing
or quality (the smell of cinnamon—nutmeg) or learn to recognize features or charac-
teristics that a thing or quality has that can be varied in the imagination.

In some sense the work of imagination cannot begin at all if we do not have rel-
evant previous experience, so that we cannot dismiss the possibility that imagina-
tion is considerably or even fundamentally dependent on memory. Yet we have also
recognized imagination’s ability to vary the features of a thing or to make appear-
ance emerge in a way that cannot possibly depend on memory alone. We have seen
that imagination sometimes works by a kind of recursion: we try to picture the
Panthéon, we fail, then we pick up from the point where we failed and come closer
to success. But it is partial rather than pure recursion, because often the input in the
second phase involves far more (say, changing the context) than feeding back into
the system the output of the first phase. Recognizing that we did not achieve what
was wanted at first, we bring in other elements, other memories, other imaginative
results, other situations that we recognize have been left out or were tacitly but
unacknowledgedly present in the first attempt.

These are interesting, even tantalizing results, but where do they lead? Here I need
to correct a misimpression that my representation of the current state of imagination
studies may encourage: that the dead weight of older and newer philosophical tradi-
tions oppresses us, and that all we need to do to overcome it is to assert our freedom
to experience things afresh, here and now. Imagine, and do it with all your might!
Look, don’t think! If that were the solution, then the best immediate course would
be to resort to a wide-ranging, prephilosophical portrayal of imagining in all forms.
That would be to presume that we already have an everyday, working conception of
imagination at our disposal—for example, that we have at least a rough-and-ready
understanding of its boundaries vis-a-vis sensation, memory, rationality, feeling,
and desire. But that is precisely what we lack.

So where can we look for help, if even many experts are captivated by a false
image of imagining, and this false image has roots deep in the past? After placing
its false roots in the past, it may strike us as merely paradoxical to say that we need
to inquire historically. Can truth arise from falsity?*® There have been so many
conflicting conceptions of imagination that turning to history might sound like a
counsel of despair. Yet it seems to me that there are different ways of approaching
the past, and that there are resources there that allow us to find conceptions and roots
of conceptions that have been insufficiently explored—even in, or especially in,
many of the thinkers who are considered to be figures and founders of mainstream
traditions. I have of course implicitly indicated this already, for example with the
question whether Alain’s words might not have been taken differently and more
amply than they were, and whether the kind of research Shepard and Kosslyn under-
took beginning in the 1960s might not have been done half a century earlier.

331t should go without saying that the word false here is more likely to mean something like mis-
leading, partial, or insufficient, rather than “assigned zero probability” or “designated F.”
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The alternative way I am recommending, once we begin traveling it, can open
our eyes to elements and phenomena that have passed beneath notice almost from
the inception of organized thought about imagination. One might even decide that
these elements and phenomena ground a kind of concealed or even missing tradi-
tion, a tradition manqué, one with gaps and unexploited possibilities that later thinkers
might have resurrected and filled out (and perhaps actually did, in some cases). The
majority of the rest of this book is devoted, then, to researching the missing parts of
this occluded-and-occulted tradition, not simply for the sake of antiquarian correctness
but even more for the purpose of finding imagination and a way in and through it.

Yet we must delay the expressly historiographic mode for the space of one more
chapter. Past thinking about imagination is endlessly fascinating, all the more so in
those thinkers who decisively shaped Western conceptions. Without a guiding clue,
it will be the easiest thing in the world to get lost in the labyrinth, and the deeper
commonalities throughout history will be overwhelmed by conventional common-
places as well as conspicuous but misleading differences. I have already said several
times that the theme of position, location, or situation has been almost universally
neglected—in that sense one cannot even say it is misunderstood—but that, once
noticed, shows itself everywhere and requires a reradicalization of imagination.

I say re—radicalization for two reasons. One is that imagination is the psycho-
logical power that in Western philosophical and scientific tradition has most often
been inverted or repudiated, from rationalist abolitions to romantic apotheoses.
In this first sense I am suggesting that we need, once again, to overturn our concep-
tion of imagination, to re-radicalize it. Yet I mean the word in a more basic sense as
well. To re-radicalize imagination is to locate again its roots.* We need to find
the ground from which it emerges; if we are overturning anything in a useful way,
it should be as a plow turns soil to make it productive. To speak a bit less figura-
tively: we must place imagination, we must find the location in which it exists and
operates, and we must articulate what allows the place or places of imagination to
be cultivated. To speak a little Greek, we need to develop our interest in imagina-
tion’s topos or topoi, its place or places, into an account of the logic and structure of
the place of imagination, into a topology of imagination.

The notion of placing or locating imagination bears another sense. As I will
explain in the next chapter, a (conceptual) topology is related to the ancient Greek
philosopher Aristotle’s notion of topics. The term topics—which is also the title of
a now little-read work traditionally grouped among the logical writings of Aristotle,
collectively known as the Organon—refers to a set of interrelated concepts used in
investigations that is largely definitive of the proper approach to whatever subject
matter is in question; it has to be used by anyone who presumes to be talking about
the subject in an intelligent way. In such a sense, if imagination is the subject matter,
then there must be a set of topoi or concepts that define and differentiate imagina-
tion and its characteristics from everything else. One thing this book aims at, corre-
spondingly, is to elucidate such a set of concepts for imagination.

¥Latin radix, root, is of course the root of “radical.”
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There is another and deeper sense in which we need to speak of the place of
imagination, however. If all this book aimed at were a set of topics of the kind just
described, we could approach the thinkers whom we will be engaging opportunisti-
cally, seizing upon attention-grabbing things scattered here and there in their writ-
ings. That will not suffice. We have to dig deeply enough to see as an archaeologist
would, whose principal interest was not curiosities but the way of life of those who
made and used the things we find. Often enough that will require us to examine
prehistories and orienting questions that may not at first seem of relevance. Yet
without that kind of work, we will simply fail to see what is most deeply held in
common by the thinkers we examine. As much as possible we need not just to
understand a thinker’s concepts but also to see them in place and at work in imagin-
ing, with all typical and proper objects, forms, motions, acts, and places.

And that leads to this final introductory observation. Only after we have sought
the conceptual topology of imagination, and only after we have put its places/topoi
into action, can we see the most decisive and fundamental sense in which imagina-
tion is a matter of place. Shakespeare’s King Theseus was right: to put it in a for-
mula, imagining is the very act of placement and location of transient things (“airy
nothings”), of giving place, habitation, and name to things and their characters.
Imagination is thus the placement and re—placement of thinking. It is active and
gestural; it indicates beyond itself and its already-formed images as it reshapes their
appearance.

At this point of the investigation, such claims are elusive at best. Their implica-
tions, even their basic meanings, remain to be seen. But the implications and mean-
ings can be seen only by those who are willing to engage imagination where it is to
be found. In the next chapter, then, we will continue to tease out some of the basics
of imagination with an opportunistic mixture of phenomena, history, and analysis.
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Chapter 3

Locating Imagination: The Inceptive Field
Productivity and Differential Topology

of Imagining (Plus What It Means

to Play a Game)

You speak to me of an invisible planetary system where
electrons orbit around a nucleus. You explain this world to me
with an image. So I recognize that you have arrived at poetry.
(Camus 1942, 35)

Chapter 2’s examples and discussion have made clear that the generic definition of
imagination as forming and holding an image in mind captures very little of what is
involved in imagining. Even taking it as just a first approximation requires us to
pay closer attention to the formation of the image—that is, the activity that takes
us from not having to actually having an image—and the manner of holding the
image in mind.

The philosopher Alain’s description of what happens when he tries to imagine the
facade of the Panthéon—the flitting, flashing quasiglimpses of visual fragments—
might suggest, however, that there is little more to say about the uncertain phenom-
enon of formation. As for holding an image in mind, it might seem that, once there
is some kind of well-formed image there, holding on to it explains itself or requires
little more than short-term memory.

These are inadequate responses. If we rest satisfied with them we are likely
to pass the nature of imagination right by. Even if imagination goes no further
in formation than a flitting and flashing appearance, it is already something, and that
something and its specific character need to be accounted for. As far as holding on
to the image is concerned, it is not clear that it should be interpreted as memory.

For example, consider a worm—presumably without vision, hearing, or smell—
that is able to turn away from a food source for a few seconds without, however,
losing track of it. In terms of what is evolutionarily plausible, this short-term ability
would seem to be a necessary antecedent for the emergence of something like memory.
It is not immediately evident that it requires memory, however, especially insofar as
almost any physically and physiologically plausible account of perception requires
the at least momentary perseverance of awareness of an appearance. If conceptually
all we need is some way of articulating the short-term persistence of sense images,
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it might be better to explain image perseverance as perception prolonged rather
than as memory. In fact, again considering evolutionary plausibility, appearance
perseverance would seem to be prerequisite for memory—so that, at least from the
perspective of evolutionary physiology and psychology, image—appearance and
its elements, in some at least primitive form, must precede memory. And that
would already go some way toward answering the old question whether memory is
to be accounted a form of imagination, or vice versa.’

If we are concerned about developing, even just ad hoc, a vocabulary of nicely
made distinctions, it is important to distinguish original appearance formation from
image perseverance. It might be necessary, looking to the worm in search of food,
to suggest that what it experiences in the first instance is not an image of food but
an original appearance of what for the worm is food. Or is this a distinction without
a difference? What speaks in favor of it is the temporal process: first there is the
worm in proximity to food but not aware of it; next comes the moment of appearance
(of the food to the worm, or however else we should formulate the statement); then
comes (possibly) some kind of perseverance of the appearance even as the object or
the worm retreats. It is traditional to call imagination the power of entertaining
the appearance (of an object) in the object’s absence, so there is a certain logic to
calling this last phase an imagined image.

But then the question arises whether one can make an absolute distinction between
original appearance and perseverant appearance/image. Either choice brings with it
certain inconveniences and certain possible distortions of the phenomenon and an
ambiguity in concepts. The issue might be resolved if there were an absolutely
definite instant of appearance, an instant that had no buildup and no duration. If that
were true, however, there would be no such thing as perseverant appearance
(because at every passing moment previous appearances would be displaced
by the instantly appearing presence of the moment), and therefore no such thing
as an image. Moreover, it is not at all clear than any organism could have forms
of sensation or perception of such absolute instantaneity. Since each instant—
appearance would have to be immediately and peremptorily displaced by a new
instant—appearance, whether the new could have any dependence on the old seems
unlikely. Unless there were no time (other instants) between the two, there would
also be an arithmetical infinity of other definable instants between them. Would
each moment have a completed appearance that could be distinguished from all
others, or would this infinitely rapid succession amount to a blur or even a blank?
This may be speculative perceptual theory, but the alternatives suggest that some-
thing like a gradual but quick process of appearance formation and duration makes
better sense of the temporal nature of what appears to animate beings.

In many circumstances it would be harmless to use “image” to denominate the
appearance at any stage in the process, although it could be deleterious or at least

'Tam not saying that this can be resolved by armchair helminthology, without actual investigations
of invertebrate physiology. Only the phenomena of memory, articulated and correlated with neuro-
logical processes and locations, can give us real purchase on strategies for answering. But drawing
evolutionary boundaries based in psychology is always difficult, especially in animals taxonomi-
cally remote from homo sapiens sapiens.
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ambiguous if the term were inappropriately absolutized. This kind of distinction
is at the basis, for example, of Kant’s differentiating the transcendental and the
empirical functions of imagination: the latter are largely reproductive and thus
image-based and memorative, whereas the former are not at all about individual
images but instead about the conditions and basic constitution of the entire field of
appearance prerequisite for any particular perceptual, imaginative, or memorative
image. We might further illustrate the need for carefully distinguishing images from
other types of appearance by citing an argument about the inappropriateness of
extending the optical sense of “image” to colloquial uses. Following the practice of
optics, we say, for example, that mirrors and lenses produce images. Thus, when
we are standing in front of our bathroom mirror, we say that we are seeing our
image in the mirror. The claim has been made, however, that we should say instead
that we see ourselves in or by means of the mirror—that is, we are seeing an object,
not an image, nor even by means of an image.’

On the other hand, as soon as we draw out the circumstances of this kind of
situation we almost inevitably feel the need to start talking about an image. We do
this, for example, when there is some distortion induced by the mirror or even just
the switching of right and left: it is not the object that is distorted but the look, or the
appearance, or the image of the object. Something similar happens if we tack up on
the mirror a photo of ourselves and begin comparing how we appear in the photo
and in the mirror: we are comparing them as images. Our technical ingenuity
only multiplies the possibilities. If there were invented a replacement for mirrors
that consisted of a high-definition screen (with right-left switched as in a mirror), it
would seem simply farfetched to insist that we were seeing ourselves by means of
the device and not seeing an image constituted by pixels.

These different descriptions of what is happening allow us to make a valuable
distinction. Sometimes one walks into an unfamiliar room that appears to be quite
large, only to notice that what one is seeing at the other end of the room is a reflec-
tion of oneself: that is, one of the walls is mirrored. It makes sense, in the first
moment, to say that we see people down there; in a second moment, that we see
ourselves and our own motions mirrored; in a third moment, that we see the images
of things (including ourselves) in the room. These distinctions are valuable. They
are successive “takes” or “captures” of a phenomenon and may indicate some kind
of shift in perspective on the objects. As such they are not nothing—and we should
give them up only if there is an overriding, true reason.

3.1 Hume’s Blue

The question whether sensation plus memory exhaustively accounts for all the dis-
tinctions we need to make about images and imagination arises in a classic and rather
puzzling passage from David Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding

2For example, Hyman 2006, 124.



56 3 Locating Imagination: The Inceptive Field Productivity...

(Hume 1748, ch. 2, par. 8).> Hume had no qualms about reducing imagination to
remembered sensation. For him our mental life originates in sensation, which gives
us what he calls impressions; these impressions, when they are recalled to the mind,
he calls ideas. They display the same appearances that the impressions did origi-
nally, only with less “force and vivacity.” Hume’s ideas are thus images, according
to the long tradition of understanding images as the appearances of real-world
objects without the presence of those objects to the senses.

In the second chapter of the Enquiry Hume mentions the one phenomenon he is
aware of that contradicts his thesis that all ideas are remembered impressions. He
asks the reader to suppose a person who has, over the course of 30 years, seen
every shade of blue except one. If these were arrayed in a sequence from darkest to
lightest, this person would, Hume claims, notice the gap where the unseen blue
fits. The question quickly turns to whether something more positive might appear to
the person as well:

Now I ask, whether it be possible for him, from his own imagination, to supply this
deficiency, and raise up to himself the idea of that particular shade, though it had never been
conveyed to him by his senses? I believe there are few but will be of opinion that he can:
and this may serve as a proof that the simple ideas are not always, in every instance, derived
from the correspondent impressions; though this instance is so singular, that it is scarcely
worth our observing, and does not merit that for it alone we should alter our general maxim.

Hume’s discussions of imagination are extraordinarily subtle and rich, so if here
I must sharply criticize him for incoherence that must not be taken as disparagement.
He acknowledges the perception of the missing blue as an instance of imagination,
thus not simply passive or receptive the way that an original impression on the
senses would be. By dismissing the case as an anomaly not worth further reflection,
he fumbled away a chance to break through to a deeper and more original stratum
of imagination.

The very way in which he sets up the case of the missing blue is ingenious,
though it clearly has a prehistory. Most notably, it is an adaptation of Isaac Newton’s
conception of the spectrum of colors produced by refracting a beam of sunlight
(Newton 1704). In Newton’s spectrum, each color has its distinctive place. Hume does
not mention Newton—perhaps for good reason, since the continuity of the Newtonian
spectrum can easily be turned against Hume’s treatment of the case of the miss-
ing blue as an exception. Suppose, for example, that the experimental subject had
considerably less than 30 years of experience, so that there were many more gaps
in the array of blues. By a similar argument, wouldn’t she be able to supply by her
own imagination hues for each and every gap? That would make the imagination
potentially far more active and productive than Hume says, and far less dependent
on previous experience. The less experience the experimental subject had, the more

3The argument occurs even earlier, in the Treatise of Human Nature (Hume 1739-1740, bk. 1,
pt. 1, sect. 1, par. 10). The essential identity of the two arguments shows that Hume found no reason
to reconsider it in the interval between the works. Hume (1711-1776) was a leading participant in
the Scottish enlightenment and the major proponent of modern skeptical empiricism.
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room there would be for this production of new hues. Hume’s missing-blue argument
would of course hold for all other colors of the spectrum as well, and analogous
arguments would apply to luminosity, color intensity, saturation, matteness, and
the like.*

The argument could easily be extended to visible qualities not connected with
color: for instance, we may have actually seen line segments and sticks and other
things of an extraordinary number of specific lengths, but there will always be an
infinite number of lengths that we have not experienced but can imagine. We can
imagine these either by interpolation (as in the case of the missing blue) or by
extrapolation (by imagining something longer or shorter than anything we have
actually experienced, or, in the case of color, by imagining a shade of blue a little
lighter or darker or more or less saturated than the ones at either end of a sequenced
array). Similar arguments could be developed for the senses other than vision. Tone
and music, for example: for any two tones that we distinguish, we can imagine and
produce an intermediate tone by sharping the lower one or flatting the higher; for
any volume of sound, we can imagine and produce a little more or a little less; for
the timbre of a voice, we can imagine a timbre that is a little more or less “breathy,”
or “reedy,” or “percussive,”’ etc. More generally, for any quality of any sense, insofar
as the quality admits of contrarieties (dark versus light, low versus high, smooth
versus rough, etc.) we can easily conceive a similar ability to produce possibilities
with a little more or less of the quality of interest. As we proliferate other examples
of Hume’s “singular instance” we begin to suspect that it is not the exception but the
rule. Interpolating or extrapolating differentially resemblant instances, to give this
phenomenon a name, does not depend on having actually experienced the exact
color or tone or aroma or flavor or tactile quality before. One needs only enough
experience to see gaps in experience. Imagination would thus not be reproductive
only; it could actually produce a new idea, one that does not directly correspond
to any previous impression.

Note that examples like the production of the new shade of blue (or, harking back
to the previous chapter, an aroma midway between cinnamon and nutmeg) cannot
be explained by the most traditional theory of productive imagination, that it works
by dividing and recombining images that we have already acquired. Making the
sequence or series that allows the missing quality to appear is, indeed, a synthesis of

“Hume appears to disagree with Newton’s claim that the number of hues is limitless. If Newton
were right, between any two shades of blue there would be an infinite number of intermediates.
This does not invalidate the initial portion of Hume’s argument; it requires only that he say we are
capable of “supplying from our imaginations” at least one specific hue between two others. But, if
Newton’s claim were literally true, it would also virtually ensure that, no matter how many shades
of blue we had encountered over 30 years, there would be an infinite number more that we had not.
The exception to Hume’s general rule would loom even larger, then, because between every two
adjacent colors we could always add more, without limit. That is, the imagination would be
infinitely more productive of new colors than actual experience. Similar conclusions might be
drawn concerning other color qualities. But more recent physiological and physical considerations
support the notion that between any two hues there can be only a finite number of discriminable
intermediates; see, for example, Raman 1968, ch. 8.
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phenomena based on some degree of preceding analysis and recognition (the analysis
by which we recognize the relative lightness and darkness of colors, for example).
But unlike the sphinx, obtained by grafting a human head onto a lion’s body, the
new phenomenon or appearance is not derived by a simply mechanical process.
Although it sounds exaggerated to call imagination’s supplying the missing blue
creativity—the variation from the originals already given by experience is very
minor—it is nevertheless an innovation.

Hume acknowledges that imagination’s ability to produce previously unexperi-
enced resemblant instances contradicts and thus threatens to undermine his thesis
about the nature of human experience, and ultimately of human knowledge.
Committed as he is to a strong version of empiricist epistemology—that what we
know and think is radically dependent on what we have experienced—it is not
surprising that he rejects its significance. Yet surely it is puzzling that a thinker of
his acuity and his instinct for detecting inconsistency did not dedicate a little more
reflection to the phenomenon. If a phenomenon appears to be at odds with a well-
established result or an earnestly desired goal we expect at least some reasoning
about why we have the right to set it aside—especially with a thinker who is so
ready elsewhere to invoke the principle that a single exception disconfirms a rule.
A philosopher more than anyone, even a skeptical one, is bound by standards of
consistency that forbid him to remain indifferent to apparent contradictions, no
matter how unlikely they seem. At least some plausible redescription of the excep-
tion seems to be in order. Since Hume in the Enquiry was trying to establish the
truth of a very strong version of empiricism, we wonder even more about his almost
flippant dismissal of merely imagined blue.

Of course a researcher cannot allow himself to be diverted from his goals by
every apparent obstacle; otherwise his path would be constantly shifting. If every
theory is born refuted, as some philosophers of science say, then even opponents of
a theory probably ought to have the good grace to allow it time to counter problems
and objections one by one. But this cuts two ways. Imagination’s production of
differentially resemblant instances may be at odds with radically empiricist episte-
mology, but it could well be a centrally important phenomenon for imagination
studies and psychology.

3.2 From Resemblant Production to Schematized
Activity in Fields

Let us try to tease further meaning from the production of differentially resemblant
instances by reflecting a bit more on Hume’s blue.

If someone simply posed the question, Can we actively imagine a shade of blue
we have never experienced before, we would immediately face the problem of
deciding how to verify our response. If asked whether we had ever experienced
a pink and indigo zebra (presuming that we have had some encounters with zebras,
with pink, and with indigo), we would probably answer “No” with confidence, both
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because we rely on personal memory and on our knowledge of zebras (viz., that
they are white and black). Our answer might also be reinforced by imaginatively
producing, through the recombination of elements we have experienced in other
circumstances, a schematic zebra form with pink and indigo stripes. If we were
asked on the other hand if we had ever seen a pink and gray zebra, and were first
reminded that pink could include a white slightly tinged with pink and most blacks
can as easily be called dark grays, we might pause, especially if our thoughts were
augmented by the consideration that pinkish flesh might show through white fur and
that the contrast of light with dark might make gray appear black (perhaps even with
an indigo cast!). We might have to confess, then, that we were not sure about the
pink and gray (or even the pink and indigo) zebra; and since most of us do not
have eidetic memory images of our experience, we might have to confess further
that we will never remember accurately enough to correct this uncertainty. Still, a
few of us, our memories stirred by the reminder of pink flesh through white fur
and the contrast of light fur with dark, might actually claim to remember seeing that
very phenomenon.

Answering the question about our experience of differently colored zebras in
effect works by progressive delimitation. We limit our focus to zebras and recall that
we have seen a few—for those who live in North America, probably in zoos, and
also in photographic and televised images—and further rack our brains to see
whether we can recall the demanded indigo, pink, and gray. We might count all the
more on the accuracy of our memory precisely insofar as a case of pink and indigo
would be extraordinary and pink and gray counter to expectation. But if we are
asked instead to think about all our experiences of blue (not just blue zebras), and
all possible shadings of blue, and all the years of experience we have had of blue
in nature, in social life, with pictures, magazines, and books, in museums, with
crayons, paints, and other colorants, we would have to proliferate and expand the
range of evidence virtually without limit. Unless we had perfect memories and
some knowledge of how to organize all the data, we would be forced to confess that
we cannot recall every shade we have encountered. Even if someone presented us
with a shade we have factually never encountered before we might very well not
know we had not.> Such weaknesses of experience and memory make Hume’s
claims about the missing blue even stranger and more puzzling. He might easily
have made an argument for the improbability of imagining a new shade, along the
lines of this paragraph: at even a very young age we have seen so many hues that
determining whether we have seen a particular one is impossible. Instead, he used
his orderly scheme for presenting colors to lend greater plausibility to the notion
that there are exceptions to his empiricist rule. Whatever the oddities of Hume’s
treatment of the missing blue and the reasons for it, his idea of setting up an array

I am leaving untouched for now the possibility that the “mental searches” of memory described in
this section might be imagination-driven—that is, that we in some sense have to begin to imagine
a possibility before we can interrogate our memories whether we have actually experienced it.
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for organizing sense experience is ingenious and can be exploited further, for
example to discuss whether it might lead to other devices for probing our experi-
ence, our memories, and our imagining power.°

So let us focus more closely on arrays. I mentioned earlier that Hume’s array
is an adaptation of the Newtonian color spectrum. This spectrum displays the so-
called ROYGBIV colors (red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet) stretched
out in an elongated narrow oval. Newton gave many portrayals of it in his book, and
for analytic and theoretical purposes he produced variants of it. For example, he
produced a color circle by, in effect, bending the elongated spectrum until the
red extreme and the violet extreme just touched. Hume’s array, by contrast, is not
continuous but discrete, like color-matching systems employing chips of color laid
out in a series of minutely progressive steps (so that the blues, for example, range
from greenish blues to blues with a violet tinge).” Both discrete and continuous
arrays and displays have been standardized and are used for technical and scientific
color matching and description. They can be either two- or three-dimensional
(for instance, in the color sphere devised by the German Romantic painter Philipp
Otto Runge ca. 1810). The two-dimensional standard color space of the CIE
chromaticity diagram is an updated and modernized version of them.?

I want to ask three questions about such arrays: Are they products of imagination?
Are they natural or artificial? Does the answer to either of the first two questions
affect the answer to the other?

Perhaps the first thing to say is that, if we have needed so far to talk of sensation,
perception, memory, and imagination, making such arrays requires us to talk of
intellect, understanding, or reason as well, even if at this point it is unclear how
we might precisely distinguish all these terms. One might be inclined to give a
combined answer to the first two questions of the previous paragraph by saying that
the array of colors is an intellectual artifact or model that systematizes our sense
experience. We might say, then, that the array is a result of imagination, if imagina-
tion is the product of intellect working on accumulated sensation. This might be
explicated further in a quite empirical way that is still open to novelty. We could say
that the power of understanding (to use a term for intellect preferred by Locke and
Hume) sorts our color experiences into gross resemblant classes (blue, green,

®An objective array heightens rather than eliminates our awareness of the limits of subjective
memory. It does, however, allow us, for any specific hue we can recall, to place it in the series of
colors, and to do this in a way that would typically match series produced by others.

’Is this the sequence that Hume had in mind? Or was he talking about all shades of a single hue
varied by adding or taking away white light, that is, by progressing from a pale, slightly blue-
tinged white to an intensely saturated blue? The principle that we can imaginatively produce an
intermediate would not seem to be affected by which of these he intended.

8CIE stands for the Commission Internationale de 1’Eclairage, in English the International
Commission on Illumination. The original CIE chromaticity diagram was published in 1931. It is
based on an averaging of the experience of very large numbers of observers with “normal” color
vision. The space of color is usually conceived in three dimensions, but in the CIE diagram it is
reduced to two-dimensional representation by the appropriate selection of a parameter for luminance
(brightness) and then deriving two parametric equations involving the three color stimulus values
(called “tristimulus values”). See Hardin 1988.
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yellow, and other main colors), then refines the gross classes according to more
specific qualities displayed by class members (e.g., the various shades of each of
the main colors). Next, the understanding takes its experience of the lesser and the
greater (recognized most definitively in the experience of mathematical quantity)
and applies that to the ordering of the different colors according to their lightness
and darkness. At the end we would have, really or virtually, an immense array of
color images organized in patterned ways. It could be helpful in imagining color
reproductively, but it obviously could also be used to help us imagine and produce
missing blues, aquas, greens, chartreuses, etc. It is no mere “cut-and-paste” array. The
old sensory experience serves as content that is organized according to an intelligent
scheme productive of both old and new. Natural sensation is combined by art and
understanding into an image-producing device.

In this framework it could equally well be argued that the entire process is natural.
Just as in the case above, each of the individual experiences, even if experimentally
contrived, occurs by a natural physical and physiological process (of light trans-
mission and neural physiology), and the color arrays we make summarize the visible
color relations that natural seeing displays. Blues naturally look darker than yellows,
whitish blues are brighter than indigo, and so forth. Perhaps everything is natural—
psychological up to the point of producing the physical array of artifacts, of color
specimens in the form, say, of color tiles. That is artifice. Alternatively, one might
want to draw the line separating the natural from the artificial somewhere after the
initial unmethodical acquisition of the sense experiences and before the analysis
according to concepts like blue and light/dark and their organization of experiences
into orderly series. Thus the imagined array, not just the physical instantiation of it,
would be on the side of the artifacts. What the understanding produces by acting on
the input of the senses would count as artifactual. This likely would ultimately
force us to say that all our ideas (processed and organized remnants of impres-
sions, as opposed to first impressions) are artifactual, insofar as the understanding is
involved in classifying/associating them and in calling ideas back to mind from
memory in standardized forms.

These considerations are as much about the ontology of images and the imagina-
tion as they are about epistemology, since they are not yet concerned with truth
and falsity. Whether any of the possibilities and tentative conclusions suggested in
the previous paragraphs are true is uncertain. What begins to be clear, however,
is that at least with human beings (that is, setting aside the issue of animal imagination)
it might not be possible to talk about the functioning of imagination without taking
into account an at least partial or occasional dependency on understanding, intellect,
or reason. The production of color arrays, color circles, color solids, and the like
yields images or representations that call upon and utilize what has been given
sensorially (thus it is about having an appearance without the presence of the
original object), but those arrays are organized rationally according to concepts of
greater or lesser abstractness.’

“Blue” would be minimally abstract, although it is certainly abstract by virtue of its equal applicability
to teal, azure, cerulean, navy, etc. “Color” is yet more abstract, and “sensory data” more abstract than
“color.” “Sequence” is another abstraction, though not part of the series blue—color—sensory data.
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This attempted boundary drawing with respect to some kind of “space” between
sensation and intellection (for the time being within the presuppositional framework
of early modern empiricism) makes the traditional decision to situate imagination as
a power between sensation and reason concretely comprehensible. Yet it leaves
quite vague what specifically distinguishes reason, imagination, and sensation. Is all
reasoning in terms of, in the presence of, or with respect to images to be called
imagining? In that case only purely conceptual reasoning, or pure conceptual
reasoning with respect to concepts that have no attachment to anything sensory or
imaginative, would be nonimaginative. Not even mathematics, at least insofar as it
uses spaces, figures, and arrays—and perhaps even when it uses signs and symbols—
would count as nonimaginative reasoning. These reflections also strongly motivate
another traditional theme regarding imagination, that it makes images and idea
complexes. What it makes is literally fictional—the word etymologically suggests
being fashioned, formed, or molded in order to become a kind of show or display—
but the fictional does not have to be false. A sculptor can produce a statue that
resembles its subject to a tee and another that does not, yet we might judge that the
less resemblant one nevertheless reveals something characteristic of the artist’s
subject that a more “accurate” representation might not (as with the art of caricature).
A physicist can devise a figurative model of a theory (say a planetary model of the
atom) that is quite literally false but that nevertheless, despite some clearly false
implications, turns out to be theoretically and experimentally productive.

As the example of Hume’s blue shows, imagination does not need to reproduce
a perception, whether attenuated or unattenuated. It deals in the similar rather than
the identical. Insofar as it is related to reproduction it is often less about cloning an
original than it is about presenting some sensible character or form of the original in
a different medium—often simplified, with lesser concreteness than the original, or
presented in more or at least differently complex combinations. The colors we see
presented simultaneously in viewing a landscape are many and complex; so are the
colors we see or imagine presented in color arrays or schemas, like Hume’s blues or
Newton’s color circle. These latter are nonnatural presentations, in the sense that
they do not display themselves in humanly unassisted nature. They are complex in
that they bring together many different colors; they are conceptualized in that they
present those colors in a configuration that aims at categorical comprehensiveness
(all shades of blue or all possible color hues). All these factors suggest a strong,
perhaps inevitable connection of understanding to imagination in human beings.
And if this is not ground enough for further confusions, it takes only a little reflection
to see that the more conceptually trained the imagination is, the more readily and
variously it can assist the discriminatory power of sense perception. We would
ordinarily expect that someone who has acquired a vast experience and knowledge
of light and colors would concomitantly develop a more acute sense perception of
them. What has been articulately imagined and conceived would direct (or provide
parameters for) what is perceived.

Almost plain contrary to what conventional wisdom holds, our consideration of
arrays shows that imagination is powerfully elicited and assisted by abstraction.
What is imagined very concretely and systematically can, in turn, assist both further
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abstraction (a first-approximation array of hues might suggest new arrays for
brightnesses or saturations) and subsequent concretion (when, for example, an
inventor plans a series of color-coded products or an artist incorporates techniques
and themes based on the abstract schemes).

If we associate the “power” of the imagination with the vividness and clarity
of its presentations, we will see that, whatever its natural state in an individual
(one might easily grant that different people have different native abilities to evoke
different kinds of images), the imagination is made more capable when it is assisted
by acute sensory powers, a prompt memory, and basic conceptual (including figura-
tive) schemes. Indeed, conceptual schemes that lend themselves to figuration of
prominent features of what is imaginable (like the continuous variation of hue
presented by a spectrum or a color circle) might increase the promptness of imagin-
ing them and reinforce the adequacy of one’s grasp of them as interrelated. It is
easy to talk about “all possible hues,” but without a schema to organize hues in a
comprehensive presentation the reference of that phrase is vague. Schematized
imagination might be to a certain degree possible for higher animals; it certainly has
a great deal to do with the nature of human intelligence.

One might look back again to Alain’s portrayal of image memory’s inability to
count the columns of the Panthéon. If we accept that images are attenuated sense
impressions, and memory is measured by faithfulness to the standard of the original
impression, it is still possible that the inability to count the columns is a problem
more of remembering than of imagining. Descartes, who prided himself on the
flexibility of his geometrical imagination, confessed that it was difficult for him to
clearly imagine a polygon with many more sides than a pentagon.' Most people
who have received elementary education in geometry would, I think, be able to
imagine and count the sides of a square, a pentagon, or even a hexagon. With the
universal standardization of road signs, they are also likely to be able to imagine
very easily the octagonal shape of a stop sign. But a heptagon (seven-sided) is quite
another thing.!' They might also be able to imagine a Panthéon-like structure with
a portico having six columns in the outermost rank in a way that allows for a count.
A much broader portico would likely be beyond their capability of stabilizing the
appearances sufficiently to count (since counting requires that we not lose our place
in a series). But an architect asked to perform the same task, though endowed with
an imagination no more agile than average, might be able to count the columns
insofar as he is accustomed to mentally schematizing buildings according to their
plans, elevations, and sections. His inveterate practice of moving quickly from
real views to simplified elevations and plans and back could make it relatively easy
for him to count columns using a combination of reproductive and productive
imagination.

10See the conversation with Burman (Descartes 1964—1976, 5: 162—163). Descartes notes that we
can “imagine a triangle, a pentagon, and similar things, not so however a chiliagon, etc.”

T have little doubt that, if a heptagonal roadsign were introduced and universally used, most people
would acquire an ease in imagining heptagons. The imagination is trainable and extendable.
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Medieval philosophers called the kind of contact we have with what we are presently,
actively sensing intuitive; concepts applied immediately to these intuitive appear-
ances were first-intentional; and concepts that applied to the concepts that applied
to the intuitions were called second-intentional."> Second-intentional schemas
applied to first intentions, just like first intentions applied to real things, provide
an expansive and secure structure for both memory and imagination. Memory is
always judged ultimately by accuracy. What we have rightly classified according to
different first- and second-intentional schemes we are more likely to remember cor-
rectly, all the more so if there are many differentiating links in a familiar structure.
Imagination, if it is less a matter of accuracy than of an emergent, quasisensory
appearance to consciousness, might well be more flexible precisely insofar as it can
follow the guidelines of different conceptual schemes or arrays, and the imagination
might well be bolder where the schemes allow for a greater distance—a greater
abstraction—from the original circumstances of concrete sense perception. If too
many available possibilities might work to inhibit imagination, a schema helping to
guide the re—presentation of possibilities, even if it were as simple as an organized
array of shades of blue, might be useful, especially at moments when appearance
was incipient—that is, at the moment when one begins to imagine something.

Thus, contrary to a cultural commonplace that conceives intellect and imagina-
tion as hostile powers, intellect and abstraction make imagination prompter and
more agile. Imagination by its nature has an abstractive mode that can disentangle
features of interest from a morass of complications and thereby assist the intellect,
and intellect can indicate benchmarks in the imaginative phenomena and pathways
that connect them to one another.

3.3 Imagination as a Release in/of/from the Conditions
of Perception

If we are seeking the elements and basic phenomena of imagination we need to
avoid getting lost in the details of complex acts of imagining, yet the basics of
imagination need to be capable of development into more complex psychological
phenomena. It is conceivable, for example, that one kind of brain phenomenon is
responsible for the incipience of images or the elements of images, and another, at
a higher level of processing, for the organization and combination of these image
elements.!® Still, this does not rule out some kind of unity of functions that would

"2Thus a genus like rodent is second-intentional, because it applies immediately to various species
concepts (rat, hamster, squirrel) and only through those to the instances of those animals.
The species names, on the other hand, are first-intentional. On first and second intention, see
Knudsen 1982, esp. 492-493.

3At this point of the discussion there is no justification for invoking the “faculty psychology”
taboo. These functions do not have to be exercised by a single faculty or a single, discrete brain
organ or module.
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bear the mark of what was elemental in incipient appearance and thus justify the
continued use of a term like “imagination” to describe them. That is, imagination
might by its very nature, in higher animals at least, exist as a multileveled power
based on elements or elemental functions of appearance. Speaking of different
kinds or aspects—Ilike pure sensory imagination, mathematical imagination, con-
cretive imagination, and abstractive imagination—makes sense in terms of elements
and functions. It might also account for some of the historical confusion over under-
standing imagination and its (dis)unities.

One conceptual need we have at the outset is a positive concept or principle that
could substitute for the questionable premise that images are formed (and to be
judged) according to whether they are rigorously faithful to an experiential original.
We have already suggested that Alain’s “phenomenology”—the flash appearances
he witnessed in trying to imagine the Panthéon, and our own attempts to imagine
visual, auditory, and aromatic images—highlight the incipience or onset of imagining
as approximative, a process that approaches a more definite appearance by repeated
efforts. This would be compatible both with a relative lack of organization in
imagining when it is not strongly directed by intentional, cognitive purposes (as in
dreams, daydreams, and hallucinations) and with the often slow emergence of
images conformable to directive intentions (for example, when we are asked to
imagine the aroma of cinnamon or to picture the Panthéon). The unguided kind of
imagining does not seem measurable at all by cognitive standards of exactness and
accuracy, and even the guided form cannot be measured solely by such standards.
To be sure, if we did everything we could to imagine the aroma of cinnamon and
then were given a jar of it freshly ground, we might be disappointed by what we had
accomplished. But imagination “fails” here only in a relative sense, that is, if we are
comparing it to something else. It is not clear at all that such comparison is the ultimate
and authoritative one that reveals the definitive nature of imagination. It seems
rather to be just another example of foisting cognitive standards on imagining.'*

Being presented a jar of freshly ground cinnamon might also lead in a quite
different direction and allow us to contest Hume’s quantitative claim that the (imag-
ined) ideas have less force and vivacity than sense. After taking a sniff, we might
look at the person who hands it to us and say that it is inferior stuff not suited even
to an immature palate. We connoisseurs, after all, have imagined a cinnamon purer
not just than the one we were given but purer than any we have ever encountered.
If we were also chemists, this imaginative insight might induce us to pursue a new
line of research and lead eventually to an improved analysis of the active com-
pounds in cinnamon or the distillation of purer aromatic essences. If we were
chefs, it might spur us to imagine new, perhaps previously inconceivable recipes
insofar as any cinnamon we have used till now would have been overwhelmed
by the other ingredients. That is, success in imagining is not to be measured simply
or intrinsically by conformity to a single empirical or theoretical standard, and the

4By now it should also be obvious that the intense attention to images we have been describing,
though it clearly invokes what we habitually call reason or intellect, has a claim to be called imagina-
tion—in fact the distinctive kind of imagining that human beings do not share with other animals.
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aim of imagining one thing is often to incorporate it into more complex imaginings
and corresponding implementations. Intense attention to imagining can even
drive out attention to sensation and focus on aspects of the presentations that are
not pronounced in sensation—the quasimathematical imagining of shapes is an
obvious example, and even the kinds of imaginative categories of wine appreciation
developed by oenophiles.

In the twentieth century there were two notable attempts to conceptualize the
flexible, labile, incipient aspect of imagining, one relatively well known and devel-
oped in the context of specifically poetic imagining, the other less well known but also
more general in scope, and with an unrecognized connection to a classical conception
of imagination. The first is found in the work of Gaston Bachelard (1884—-1962), the
second in the posthumously published writings of Walter Benjamin (1892—1940).

For Bachelard, the poetic image is variational. What this means is explained in
the introduction to The Poetics of Space (first published, in French, in 1958). There
he asks how a new and unique poetic image manages to communicate transsubjec-
tively a meaning that can be understood and felt by a range of individuals who have
widely different experiences and education. Because of the image’s kind (poetic),
its typical novelty, and the various preparation of the audience, the image does not
evoke a cognitive standard that has been accurately acquired. He argues that only
phenomenology, which he explains as a “consideration of the onset of the image in
an individual consciousness,” “can help us to restore the subjectivity of images
and to measure their fullness, their strength, and their transsubjectivity.” “The sub-
jectivities and transsubjectivities,” he says, “cannot be determined once and for
all, for the poetic image is essentially variational, and not, as in the case of the
concept, constitutive” (Bachelard 1994 [1958], xix; emphases in original).

This suggests among other things that, unlike the concept, which fixes a meaning
and delimits the meaning’s range, a poetic image sets off in people to whom it is
communicated a set of variations. The concept is constitutive and limitative; the
image is productive and proliferative. The Poetics of Space examines the variational
possibilities connected with typical, or rather archetypal, spatial images; what it
argues is that there is a network of symbolic and expressive connections that derives
from a level of experience—of up-and-down, home, place, furnishings, and the
like—that is universally shared by human beings. This network is not reducible to the
factual associations of a person’s experience as an individual human being, that is, as
someone who has had a unique and unreproducible concatenation of life events, nor
to a mere function of social construction or cultural assimilation. One can probably
set aside most of the speculative features of Bachelard’s analysis and still retain his
basic notion that there is something about images—I see no reason to limit it to
images produced and used in poetry and art’>—that is intrinsically a variation or
differentiation of the familiar (what I have called “differentially resemblant’).

SBachelard of course uses the term poetry broadly, in essence synonymous with ancient Greek
poiesis, “making.” If every act of imagination is poetic in the described sense, then “poetic image”
would not in any significant way differ from “image.”
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What this means appears more definitely from Walter Benjamin’s posthumously
published reflections about imagination from the mid-1920s (see Benjamin 2004,
280-282). If Bachelard is interested chiefly in what poetically communicative
images convey, Benjamin looks instead to how images come about in the first
place, what sets them going or moving as images rather than as percepts or
concepts. Beginning with the very traditional thought that imagination is originated
by and dependent on sensation, Benjamin introduces a twist: imagination com-
mences not with the preservation of the perceptual original but with its deformation
or unforming, its Entstaltung. This German word and the related verb entstalten
imply a process that distorts or de—forms a thing.

Entstaltung is doubtless intended to put us in mind of the term Gestalt, which
was central to the then-ascendant Austro-German psychological movement known
as the Gestalt school. Reacting against empiricist theories that understood sense
perception as building complexes out of sense data, Gestalt psychologists defended
the notion that sense perception intrinsically and originally involves the recognition
of patterns, forms, and configurations. What Benjamin appears to be suggesting
against this background is that, even if perception is a matter of grasping a pattern
or a form, we cannot talk of imagination until somehow that form is released from
the precise circumstances of any given perception and the specific fixity of the appear-
ance. This release is a release of an actual form into a loosened form potentiality
that is open to realization in affine, variational, and differential possibilities. It is
a release from perceptual conditions into perceptual and imaginative possibilities.'®

Theories of imagination that conceive images as duplicates of originals distin-
guish between simple and complex ideas. The distinction is difficult to maintain,
however. It cannot be that all simple ideas are originally received in and as a single
totalized idea, that is, an idea completely occupying our consciousness. If that were
the case, then our experience of red, blue, green, and the like, indeed of every shade
of those colors, ought each and severally to have come to us originally in total form.
For a moment at least our entire experiential field should have been a shade of blue
and nothing else, at another time a shade of green, etc. If that is not what happens—
and experiencing colors in this way requires extraordinary circumstances—that
means that we rarely, perhaps even never, experience an idea of color as simple.
Any particular shade is always part of a visual field in which other colors appear at
the same time (not to mention the further admixture of qualities like brightness,
luminance, saturation, etc., provided by vision and nonvisual qualities provided by
other senses). So if we want to conceive red or a particular shade of red as a simple
idea, we must have experienced it before, and we must have analyzed or detached
or abstracted it from all other colors and all other sensible qualities with which it
was intertwined. Simple ideas are thus experienced as simple not in the purity of

18If, for example, we have some kind of configurative impulse that allows us to perceive a triangle
from perceptual cues—for instance, from three marked points not on a straight line—any Gestalt
response has to have an intrinsic flexibility allowing it to follow these impulses in the most various
circumstances. Thus Benjamin’s reflection is an elaboration, not a critique, of the presuppositions
of Gestalt theory.
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perception untouched by “higher mind” but only in and after an act of higher mind.
Quite apart from any strengths and weaknesses in the various attempts by empiri-
cists and rationalists to make sense of this,'” one can argue, as consequence, that
color imagination proper cannot even begin until this red and all other colors we
experience are loosened or detached—one might even say “abstracted”—from their
original occurrence and repositioned among the possibilities upon which they seem
to naturally open (which shortly we shall explicate in terms of a field). That is
because the mind must have already taken control of the perceptual form as sepa-
rable from perception. Thus, if in the perception of red we see a particular red,
something must have already taken place in addition to make the perceived form
subject to recognition and possible variation as red. If release and loosening from
perception take place, then the possibilities of imagination in larger and more
encompassing senses of mental activity can emerge.

3.4 The Repositioning of Imagination and the Problem
of Reifying Consciousness

Later, when we examine Aristotle’s basic definition of imagination as a motion that
originates in sensation—a definition that is more than any other at the foundation of
Western theories of imagination and yet rarely made explicit—we will see that
Benjamin’s notion amounts to a modern elaboration of it. A form is a form not in
exactitude but within a range of variations on that form, as the locus where a form-
ing/deforming/reforming power takes place. Perception in accordance with forms,
and an imagination based on them, can work only if form is understood as intrinsi-
cally differential. What the first moment that separates perception from imagination
requires is (to use the example of looking at a square plate) neither the perfect geo-
metric square nor the most perfect possible ceramic square, but rather a differen-
tially approximating shape or shaping tendency. We see natural and artificial things
as square not insofar as they are perfectly square but insofar as they do not deviate
far from squarish form. If perception works by drawing what is sensed toward
normalized forms, imagination begins in the range of deviations surrounding
the normal. Whether perception provides the standard for mature human experience,
or imagination, or something else, is an open question.

But this suggests the need for a reassessment of what the prerequisites of imagi-
nation are, particularly what the ontology of images requires. There is a tendency,
encouraged by developments going back to the seventeenth century, to treat ideas of
all kinds as well-defined units in consciousness.!® Images in particular have been

"Locke never provides a clear justification for calling an idea simple. Eighteenth-century rationalism,
for example in the school of Wolff, simply accepted Locke’s distinction of simple and complex.
This was unfortunate, for rationalism, empiricism, psychology, and epistemology.

18] am expressing this thought in a way calculated to raise possible qualms. I do not agree with
Sartre that the great originators of modern rationalism and empiricism all thought this way.
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treated as discrete units of experience, and in certain radical versions of empiricism
each image can be considered as in principle independent of all others. Whether a
person associates two shades of blue with one another, then, depends chiefly on the
particularized events of his life history. The resemblance between two ideas (to
invoke one of the fundamental principles of association employed by this tradition)
would then turn out to be not an intrinsic property of the pair but an imposed (or
at least imputed) quality. Thus it is conceivable that someone might associate the
redness—experience of red mammals with one another but might simply not notice
the resemblance to one another of different red flowers (or might “naturally” articu-
late the redness experience in the two cases differently). This person would not have
a “normal” experience of color.!” Such a scenario is far more credible in the setting
of epistemology, especially in the context of radical skepticism, than it is in the
settings of anthropology, psychology, or physiology. In these latter settings it seems
more natural to presume that, in seeing something red or blue, people are not simply
experiencing a discrete unit of mental experience but rather are in the presence of
particular determinations of the more generally determinable field of color vision.
That is, as members of the species homo sapiens sapiens, people are born with vision
that, if they are not afflicted with severe forms of color blindness, by its nature
presents a field that can in whole or in part be determined to every possible color,
and that in imagination these various possibilities (and the concepts pertaining to
them) can be applied more or less indifferently to any and every kind of colorable
object. Any particular experience of color is naturally, from the beginning, a poten-
tiality of this field. The fact that a human being “associates” red with orange, with
yellow, with green, with blue, with indigo, with violet, all under the rubric “color,”
is a function of the fact that each of these (and countless others) is a possible deter-
mination of the color field. (We shall forego adding that this might well derive from
the physics of photons, the electrochemistry of different types of retinal cells, and
other facts of physics and physiology.) Acts of perception focus on the particular,
momentary determinations of the general determinability of this field. Imagination
and memory can occur in animals that have the possibility of the field’s being
reactivated nonperceptually, without the perceptual presence of the object. In the
first instance this encourages the expectation that perception, imagination, and
memory will be interrelated by the appearance—possibilities they share, especially
those that are close to one another in one or several qualities, like hue, brightness,
saturation, intensity, shininess, and the like.

Understood in this way, the basic act of imagination takes what is perceived—for
the moment we bracket the question of how liberally we should conceive the what-
ness of this “what”—detaches it from the intricate circumstances of perception, and
in this abstractive and simplified detachment releases it to a new positioning with
respect to differential possibilities. Imagination is an abstractive positioning for

¥The word is in ironic quotation marks because, on the basis of radically empiricistic principles,
it is not clear where the norm should be drawn from—though in immediate context I am invoking
the reader’s average, everyday experience.
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differentially inceptive productivity and reproductivity. One thus has to beware of
conceiving imagination in a way that attaches it too strongly to an original act (of
perception) on the one hand or to a past or prospective thing.?® Insofar as imagining
is inceptive even before it can be representative, conceptive, or conceptual, past acts
and their objects are important less for their specific attachments than for the range
of the possibilities of appearance opened around and between what has been expe-
rienced. Inception is local: that is, it takes a specific place within an opened field of
the possible. The possibilities are differential: that is, they vary features apparent in
what has been experienced. This variability is an expression of the differential
topology of imagination, of the emplaced differential logic of the topics of imagin-
ing. Here, the topics, the conceptualized positions in an appearance—field, are quite
specific to the kind of imagining being done: for example, chromatic in the case of
visual imagining, odorific in the case of aromatic imagining, humanlike in imagin-
ing drama. Previously experienced things are to imagination no more than templates
and models to be modified in appropriate aspects. In fact, as we shall see later, a
fundamental moment in the original event of imagination is its modeling character.

In this context it becomes evident that there is a powerful advantage to Benjamin’s
Enstaltung, because it clarifies (and to a certain degree resolves) an issue that has
been only tacit till now—quite apart from the fact that it identifies the fundamental
phenomenon of imagination! The powerful clarifying moment in Entstaltung, de—
formation, is this: In the history of imagination theory there is ambiguity about
whether the fundamental object of imagining is objects, or attributes and qualities of
objects, because there was a similar ambiguity about perception. Empiricist theories
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries usually left this ambiguity tacit; more
recently the ambiguity has often been interpreted in a way that shifts the ambiguity
to lower levels of perceptual function.?’ Benjamin’s notion cuts through this
ambiguity: whatever is susceptible of de—formation at any level, whether it is thing-
like, or substancelike, or qualitylike, or otherwise variable in some way of likeness,
is properly an object for imagining. The imagining begins as soon as an experience
is loosened from its perceptual context.

When investigators present their experimental subjects with imaginative tasks,
the tasks are usually couched in terms dealing with objects or object-like things:
“Imagine a sculpture placed in frontal or side view, imagine the Panthéon, imagine
a pink-and-indigo zebra, imagine a grassy riverbank on a summer’s day!” This begs
the question about what truly are the first or fundamental objects of imagination and

2Empiricism of any kind attaches imagination to a past act (e.g., Hume’s original impression) or
the thing the past act experiences. Sartre’s phenomenological analysis, on the other hand, attaches
it strongly to the present act of mind directed to a nonexistent intentional object. These are two
extreme examples of philosophers’ reifying and overdetermining images and thus misplacing
imagination.

2 For instance, in theories assuming that sense perception begins with sense data—say, a flash
of color corresponding to each retinal receptor, like pixels of color—the natural, original object of
vision seems to be a basic unit of the color quality that, alongside all the other data perceptions,
is then synthesized into macroscopic experience.
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what elements are most basic to the act of imagining. Most of the examples I offered
in Chap. 2 focused on sense qualities (the smell of cinnamon) and emergent virtual
objects (a song)—virtual (and emergent) in the sense that the object is processual
and not properly present as a whole. Arguments from the perspective of evolution-
ary biology, in a third possibility, might emphasize the advantage to organisms of
being able to imagine certain kinds of events (so that objects and qualities of objects
might then be construed as derivatives of event imagination).

It is easier to raise such interpretative questions and possibilities, of course, than
to resolve them. The nature and the inflection of the object, or objects, of imagina-
tion are, to be sure, fundamental matters that any credible theory of imagination
must address. For the moment I want to emphasize that, once we have managed to
imagine something—however literally or figuratively that “thing” be taken—it is
easy to vary the imagining by holding certain characteristics constant and altering
others (like the color of a zebra’s striping, the hue of a pixel, the orientation of a
sculpture, the emotional coloration of a dramatic scenario, or what happens next
in the scenario). One might take a squirrel shape as given and imaginatively vary
the coloration, or take the coloration pattern as fixed and project it onto different
species of squirrels, other rodentia, or other mammals that do not ordinarily display
the pattern.

This suggests once again that imagination has a variational complexity and
engages in a multilevel inceptive modeling, even with supposedly stable objects.
There is incipient imagining when we try to formulate an image in the first place,
with the flashing of appearances in search of focus that Alain described; there is the
stable holding in mind of the result of flash imagining if and when it reaches a
relatively fully formed image??; there is the variation that we can apply to aspects
of this fully formed image (e.g., holding one aspect fixed and varying the others);
then there is the incorporation or the projection of these results into even more
complex forms, as with works of art and engineering or with everyday practice.

If imagination does not begin in the incipience of the modeling of appearance,
then it is not clear where imagination can begin. Nor would it be clear where we
could postulate a stop to imagination without taking appearance modeling into
account. Imagination can stop only where the incipient modeling of appearance
stops. This of course is not to identify where it actually stops except in a formal or
definitional sense. And that is not even to broach the more fundamental question
of what it means for imagination to “stop” or “end.” It is in the next chapter that
we shall broach the question, in a more historical mode, and begin to witness the
complexities of psychological life that it opens.

2“Relatively” is an essential rather than an approximative qualification whenever the medium of
imaginative realization is different from the medium of its original. There is no degree of detail in
a pencil sketch that fully realizes the pictured object’s substance; and sometimes a few strokes
manage to capture and highlight features of interest better than perfect ontological replication in
the same fleshly matter could.
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3.5 Fields

A claim that I repeat throughout this book is that the occluded-and-occulted tradi-
tion understands imagination as fundamentally about place and placement. In this
and the previous chapter I have no more than implicitly begun to invoke that tradi-
tion by talking of fields. The express presentation of the occluded tradition will
begin in the next chapter.

Although the term field has already proved itself to be suggestive, it is little more
than a sound until what it designates comes more precisely into view. To begin with
etymology: the word field derives from Middle and Old English feld; it is cognate
with German Feld and Dutch veld. These all ultimately derive from the postulated
Indo-European *pelt— and its base *pele—, *pla—, with the meaning “flat and broad.”
In this way, field is etymologically kin to English plane and Latin planus, and to the
ancient Greek and modern English words for the flat of the hand, palame and palm.*

Many philosophers are skeptical of the usefulness of etymology, but in this case
at least the modern word retains the force of its history. The first entry in dictionar-
ies of the English language will define “field” something like this: a wide stretch of
open land, a plain. Not counting subheadings, the dictionary that I have on my office
desk gives 16 definitions for the term. Most include the notion of some sort of
expanse, something spread out before a potential onlooker, whether on land or sea
or air, whether literal or figurative. Although in the first instance “field” suggests the
expanse itself, not infrequently the issue is the kind of thing that the field contains
or what happens in the field (minefield, field of vision, field of play).

As used colloquially, the word almost invariably suggests a contrast with what
surrounds it. If you were walking through a woods and suddenly came upon an open
grassy space, you would in part experience it negatively as a place that was not filled
with trees and thus open—even though the field as I have described it is not totally
open (it is bounded and covered with grass). If the field you came upon were
filled with soybeans, you would probably designate it in light of that fact: it would
be a soybean field. The captain of a cargo ship coming upon waters filled with kelp,
with sharks, or with contact mines would likely report them as a “field of seaweed,”
a “field of sharks,” and a “minefield,” respectively. In these cases there is both a
contrast with the unencumbered sea surrounding the area and also attention to the
salient kind of thing or phenomenon that occupies it.

There is also a mathematical usage of the word “field,” which I emphasize
because it will gradually take on thematic importance. In somewhat loose terms, a
mathematical field is a set of elements upon which are defined two mathematical
operations, with each operation combining two elements (regardless of the order,
i.e., the operation is commutative) to yield a third element of the set, and with
special rules assuring the consistent, systematic character of the two operations,

ZSee the etymologies of these words in the Oxford English Dictionary.
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taken both individually and together.* An example: the rational numbers—numbers
of the form m/n where m and n are (positive or negative) whole numbers and n#0—
constitute a field under the ordinary arithmetic operations addition and multiplica-
tion. To explicate: For any two rational numbers r and r,, r +r, and r r, are rational
numbers as well, and the operations are commutative because the order of the
operation does not affect the result: r +r,=r,+r and r r,=r,r,. Both addition and
multiplication have an identity operator: for addition it is 0, since r+0 is always
equal to r, and similarly 1 is the identity operator for multiplication, since 17 always
equals r. Furthermore, for any rational number , there is another number (its inverse)
that, when combined with it by the operation, yields the identity operator: for
addition —r is the inverse of r (since they add to 0, the identity operator for addition),
and 1/r is the multiplicative inverse for r (they multiply to yield the multiplication
identity operator 1; the only exception, which is covered by the formal definition,
occurs when =0, since 1/r is undefined in that case).”

As is often the case with higher forms of mathematics, the immediate benefit
you gain by redescribing in an abstract way something you already know in more
concrete terms is a sense of alienation from your previous experience. Yet it is
precisely the more general redescription that allows a mathematician to see and
prove the existence of relations that do not depend on the specific circumstances of
the familiar (the basic arithmetic of addition and multiplication, in this case—one
might say that for the mathematician basic arithmetic undergoes a Benjaminian
de—formation and at that moment opens into the imaginative universe of higher
mathematics). To the mathematician these relations and the manner in which they
are expressed appear just as real as ordinary numbers, addition, and multiplication
do for the average person with a solid elementary school education.’® And there
almost always follows a further benefit that satisfies even the most pragmatically

**Here is a stricter definition: a field is “a set for which two operations, called addition and multi-
plication, are defined and have the properties: (i) the set is a commutative group with addition as
the group operation; (ii) multiplication is commutative and the set, with the identity (0) of the
additive group omitted, is a group with multiplication as the group operation; (iii) a(b+c)=ab+ac
for all a, b, and c in the set.” S.v. “field” in James and James 1959. A group, in turn, is a set over a
binary, associative—i.e., (a+b)+c=a+ (b+c)—operation such that one of the elements in the set
is an identity operator and, for each element of the set, there is an inverse element. It is possible to
have noncommutative groups. It should be emphasized that the “addition” and “multiplication” of
the group are not, in general, the addition and multiplication of ordinary arithmetic.

2This field of the rational numbers is infinite, but finite sets can be the domains of fields as well.

2Unpacking the implications of this sentence is key to understanding the nature of imagination. It
is not just that professional mathematicians are well aware that their subject requires intense and
subtle imaginative gifts that tend to be hidden from the rest of us (and even from many scientists
who think of mathematics as something that is rationally-mechanically “applied” to other things).
It is even more that imagination always has the dual character exhibited in mathematics: it is a
way of conceiving abstractively what is more concrete, and it is also capable of taking on a more
concrete character of its own. In the introduction to Chap. 1, I defined imagination (in part) as
both abstractional and concretional; pointing to the imaginative character of mathematics is a first
gesture toward explicating what that means. It goes almost without saying that “abstract” and
“concrete” are, and thus ought to be grasped as, correlative, not absolute, terms.
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minded people: that the more abstract mathematical conceptions and associated
theorems allow us to see other categories of things in unexpected ways, and the
resulting conceptual applications of the mathematical theory to other kinds of things
often lead to new scientific results and practical applications.

In its most general, colloquial sense a field is a relatively open place contrasted
with what surrounds it, with attention drawn to what does or might fill the field’s
openness. The mathematical definition of field concretely?’ develops some implica-
tions of colloquial “field,” but as it were with reverse emphasis. It lets the specific
internal structure and characteristics of that expanse or open place of the elements—
plus—operations emerge into appearance. That is, the notion of mathematical field
begins with a large number of individuals (abstract elements, often numbers) and
then defines networks of relationship among them—a totalizing articulation of the
place they occupy and the relations between them—by means of the operations.
Any operation or sequence of operations performed on elements of the set produce
other elements of the set. Of course the set as an abstract object is de jure conceived
as given and complete—the set of all rational numbers, the set of all points on a line
segment, the two-dimensional cartesian plane, the set of complex numbers with
real coefficients—but de facto applying the operations generates new elements from
old ones, at least in the sense that before the actual operational combination the
mathematician probably has never focused on the specific individuals of the set that
are the result of such operations.?® In either case, the set thereby becomes less a
congeries or heap and more a well-formed expanse of interrelated elements that
spread out in increasingly articulated detail before the surveying gaze of the inter-
ested mathematician.? The field she surveys is not just the elements or the elements
and operations but the resultant articulated “structure.”

2This word is not intended ironically, even if to most people the definition seems anything but
concrete!

BKant’s claim that “7+5=12" is a synthetic rather than an analytic truth rests on this distinction.
That there is something unprecedented in the mathematician’s experience is clearer when we add
together very large, randomly selected numbers we have never dealt with before.

What is at issue here is easy enough to conceive more concretely by thinking of how a child
learns about fractions over time. Perhaps the younger child is introduced to them in terms of
“pieces” (if a pie is divided into eight equal pieces and you are given three...); next she learns to
form the mathematical representation using a stroke mark between two whole numbers (3/8) and
is told that this is in effect a form of division; then she learns how to treat such representations
as belonging to a set, the rational numbers, the elements of which she learns to add, subtract,
multiply, and divide; and after achieving a certain mastery of these operations, she begins to
understand fractions and all the arithmetic operations on them as a unified field of mathematical
activity, learns alternative representations as equivalent (for example, decimal fractions), and
grasps the set of fractions as, first, an extension of the concept of whole numbers and the division
operation, and, second, a subset of the real numbers, which are not expressible as such fractions.
Thus the student progressively acquires a sense of being at home in an ever-expanding field of
numbers and operations, and fractions become part of the standard furnishings of her mind.
That all this field-expansive knowledge is at least as much imaginative as it is conceptual is one of
the themes of this book.
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The mathematical notion of a field, being as specifically articulated as it is,
provides some hints that will be helpful for understanding imagination and its
occluded tradition. In the first instance the exactness of operations and the possibility
of their almost limitless recursion and repetition is not of crucial importance to my
metaphorical use of the term, nor do I wish to mandate that every time one sees
the word “field” applied to some phenomena, one must imagine there to be strictly
defined correlates of two operations on those phenomena.*® In a looser sense, the
usage suggests that there might be definable relations between elements or charac-
teristics of appearances, and that there are ways of moving from one imaginable
position to others, whether continuously or by steps.*! For example, if we take our
set to be colored illuminants, the set of all light sources, it would be very plausible
to imagine hue addition to be defined as the hue achieved by projecting two illuminants
onto the same portion of a screen. Alternatively but not equivalently (that is, being
based on reflectance rather than direct illumination), one might take standardized
pigments and define addition as the result of mixing two of them. Similarly one
could, from a conception of the brightness of lights or pigments, define brightness
addition. It is important here to realize that whether lights or pigments under the
operations “hue addition” and “brightness addition” constitute a field is not settled by
the fact that we use the word “addition” for both operations; they might as easily be
called “operation 1 and “operation 2.” The names of the operations are irrelevant:
the sole issue is whether the operations are grouplike. Our ability to arrange stan-
dardized illuminants and pigments spatially in color disks or color solids is in fact
largely based on mathematical group- and field-like behaviors of the properties of
the illuminants and pigments. By extension—or by Wittgensteinian family resem-
blance—one can develop a fairly clear, though no longer mathematically distinct or
rigorous, concept of field. Some virtual expanse or set must be surveyable and at
least analyzable in part, and some of the discriminated elements must be capable of
complex combination, relation, or variation in ways that articulate field structure.

3.6 Imaginative Topology and Topographies

The notion of fopics has been part of rhetorical theory since Greek antiquity. The
word means “having to do with place,” from the Greek word for place, topos.
Aristotle was one of the first to use the term in a technical way; and one of the works

¥That is, I will not insist that the phenomena constitute a group in the strict sense, despite the
fact that a mathematical field always implies two mathematical groups, the set over the “additive”
operation and the same set, with the exclusion of addition’s identity operator, over the “multiplication”
operation. What matters for the analogy is that there are structured, operational relationships that
can be analogized to fields and groups.

3In this sense, an even better mathematical model might be to replace group operations with func-
tions. But that is a complication for another day.
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that was included in the so-called Organon® goes by that title, Topics. Playing on its
lexical meaning (“tool” or “instrument’), one might say that the Organon presents
the conceptual tool kit needed by anyone interested in serious inquiry. The works of
the Organon other than the Topics treat the basic kinds and categories of being
and their expressibility in language; syllogistic logic and a corresponding theory of
logical explanation according to causes; and argumentative fallacies that have the
deceptive appearance of correctness. The Topics presents the art of dialectical
reasoning and questioning based on commonplaces—that is, on commonly accepted
concepts and principles that are the conventional “location” of discussions concern-
ing any given subject matter. Aristotle does not define topos in the Topics, but in the
Rhetoric he says that he calls “the same thing element and topos; for an element
or a topos is a heading under which many enthymemes fall” (1403a18-19).%
An enthymeme for Aristotle is a rhetorical form of syllogism, an argument form
following the logic of likelihood or probable opinion. More specifically, Aristotle
explores in the Topics the kinds of dialectical argument** that the basic forms
and categories of being and logic make plausible, and thus these forms (and the
argumentative strategies based on them) can be used to guide the formulation of
propositions and questions in any organized inquiry.

There is, by extension, a more particularized conception of topics. For Aristotle
the investigation of any subject matter requires that one bring along all the basic
tools of logic and first philosophy (a.k.a. “metaphysics”) as well as the results of any
other relevant, superordinate investigation. For example, one brings the concepts
and results not just of logic but also of the general theory of nature to studies of
particular natural things, including animals, plants, or souls—since Aristotle under-
stands soul as the natural principle distinguishing living things from the inanimate.
But although these superordinate concepts may be necessary for the more specific
investigation, they are not sufficient. Every subject needs to develop its own vocabu-
lary, concepts, and schemas, and these are developed not by logical deduction
from superordinate truths but rather inductively from experience and dialectically
from the attempts of those who have, literally, tried to come to terms with the

3This is a title given by later commentators to a group of writings that treat of formal (scientific)
and informal reasoning. It includes Aristotle’s works Categories, On Interpretation, Prior
Analytics, Posterior Analytics, Topics, and On Sophistical Refutations, often with the inclusion of
the Rhetoric, not least because it develops themes of the Topics.

3Enthymemes are usually interpreted as arguments without fully articulated logical form, in par-
ticular without all premisses of the argument being explicit. The page—column-line numbers I use
for Aristotle’s works are Bekker numbers, a standard format of page marking indicated in the
margins of nearly all modern editions of those works. A. I. Bekker was the editor of the Prussian
Academy of Sciences nineteenth-century edition of Aristotle’s writings. “1403a18-19” means
lines 18 to 19 of the first column (a) of p. 1403.

*That is, where there is the possibility of uncertainty, either actually (for instance, when one is
inquiring into what one does not yet know) or formally (when, no matter how certain one may be
of one’s own theory, there exist alternatives that need to be debated). Dialectic in Aristotle is the
process by which we take different accounts given of a subject matter and argue out the logical
consequences and conflicts.
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subject matter. They are the conceptual forms of our specific experience of the field
of inquiry we have undertaken to explore. With specialized studies that are confined
to experts the relevant experience and formulations take place only for a select
group; in matters that interest everyone, for example ethics, even the man or woman
in the street can be, even needs to be, consulted. The topics that result provide a set
of concepts and protoconcepts that anyone entering into the investigative field needs
to know, because they are the means and instruments with which any sensible claims
about the field have to be made.

Topology, then, would amount to a kind of “metatopical” investigation, a logos
of the fopoi—that is, an account of topics. A topology deriving from Aristotelian
topics can be conceived as a form of self-consciousness about accounts of things
insofar as they are developed from concepts and principles that bring those things to
logical terms in basic ways. But such an understanding does not go far enough,
especially when one takes into account a further Aristotelian inspiration. Termino-
logically this inspiration derives from a suggestion implicit in the mathematical use
of “topology”: that even before we develop theories to account for a subject matter,
we need to have something more at our disposal than a well-defined set of elements
and a well-developed language referring to and relating them. We need, in addition,
a sense of the place or space or field of the phenomena, one that certainly is corre-
lated with the terms we develop to speak about them but that is not simply and
totally reducible to a terminology applied in the first instance to elements of a set.
When a ship’s captain looks out upon a sargasso sea, he is regarding a field, and not
just a set of neatly isolable entities gathered into a set. The field can indeed be sub-
jected to analysis into parts, but it is more than their collection or sum. The phenom-
enon of a sargasso sea is not comprehended by examining one or two specimens of
Sargassum seaweed in an aquarium and then saying “millions,” or even by assigning
each plant the designation s, with i successively taking all whole number values
from O to some very large n, and putting all the letters, separated by commas,
between two curved braces{so, S, 8, ..., 8 _, S} as representation of the set.
It requires someone’s firsthand experience of vast stretches of Sargassum seaweed
in the ocean, and then the associated ability to imagine it. The field terminology
and the subsequent symbolic representations emerge as a consequence of the
experience of the phenomenal space or field. The resulting concepts and schemas
are notional articulations of the space of the phenomena.

Put in this very generalized formulation, any conceptual articulation, any set of
conceptual topics, could be called a topology just by considering the relational artic-
ulations against the background of the matrix they are embedded in. That certainly
would serve many theoretical purposes and would in fact bear a strong affinity to
Aristotle’s conception of topics (as well as a weak theory of how one goes about
producing “models” of phenomena). In the Topics he advises that one can frame
questions and propositions in a specific inquiry by, for example, recalling that any
substance can be characterized in terms of its attributes, and attributes can be
divided into the essential, the proper, and the accidental; that a thing can be
looked upon as an instance of a species, and as thereby having a relationship to a
superordinate genus (in fact many superordinate genera); and that, since a species
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is the determination of a genus by differentiation, one can inquire into the subject
matter by addressing differences and similarities that allow one to place related
things into the differentiated network of species and genera. The inquirer does not
know in advance precisely how these conceptual relations will apply to his subject
matter, but that they will apply he does know. This means that he knows in advance
that he will be able to place the subject of inquiry into a network of conceptual
identities and distinctions and thus will be able to establish conceptually mediated
relations to other things. The subject of inquiry, whether it is a kind or a thing, can
be situated in a virtual space constituted by this conceptual network.?

This kind of topic networking matrix might all by itself justify using the term
“conceptual topology.” This quasi-Aristotelian topical usage would emphasize
developing an inquiry according to relationships of substantiality and accidentality
(substance, quantity, quality, passivity, activity, place, time, etc., called predica-
ments by the medieval theorists) or of species, genus, difference, sameness, and the
like (predicables, in medieval parlance). A less Aristotelian but more general and
abstract notion would use ‘“conceptual topology” whenever there is merely some
logical or mathematical relationship among terms, without giving any privilege to
the substance—accidents logic of Aristotle. It could be formulated according to the
canons of a more mathematical-symbolic logic or according to the structures of
the most abstract varieties of mathematics.*

It is nevertheless also possible to conceive “conceptual topology” in more con-
cretely developed ways. In studying a subject matter one often elicits a network of
relationships that do not immediately fall into an already established logical pattern.
When geometry was first conceived as a science, the reasoning about it abided
by logical rules, yet the relationships that are treated in plane geometry had to be
developed in terms of lines, angles, polygons, circles, etc. Those entities and struc-
tures were not exhibitable simply as, or in terms of, numbers and logical laws. In
such a case, the relationships that hold between the various concepts one develops
display a particularity not (yet) duplicated by any other actual subject matter.
The representations of it are, for the time being at least, sui generis. It is, at the
moment of initiation, a structure with one known instance. Over time the field and
its structures may come to be seen as a “purely conceptual?” model. It might happen,
as it often does in mathematics, that the structure turns out to be discoverable in

This is not a reductive network, of course. A reductive network—for example, a biological one that
claimed plants and animals were nothing more than devices to preserve a genotype, or a chemical one
that said genetic expression is nothing other than the functioning of valence bonding—might
nevertheless be conceived as a kind of variation on the network I have described, with the limita-
tion that this type of reduction aims to grasp things not as a differentiation of the genus but rather
as nothing but the genus.

*Logical and mathematical formulation does not imply that these things are beyond imagination,
however, as should be clear already and shall become clearer as the book goes on.

$"Here and in related locutions over the next few pages, these quotation marks are of the type
known as ironic. My point is that the purely conceptual, the pure abstraction, is never absolutely
pure. To put it differently, these pure rational phenomena have to be understood as formed in an
imaginative field.
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other fields of investigation or that it can be applied to many different kinds of thing
and situation besides the original one. A similar argument can be made about fields
and field structures discovered in nature, in culture, and in fantasy.*®

This is the level at which one can speak of elucidating potentially or actually
isomorphic and near-isomorphic structures—that is, structures having the same
form, although in order to see the sameness one often has to first make separate
abstractions from two or more actual situations that appear to be of quite different
kinds. Any electrical circuit exhibits an electricity-flow structure that can be modeled
by binary logic (‘1 for “circuit on” and “0” for “circuit off”’). Even if there were just
one actual kind of electrical circuitry (say, copper wire), one could describe its struc-
ture using this binary model. If one also were the operator of a set of pipes and valves
regulating the flow of liquid nitrogen, one might discover that the system is isomor-
phic under nitrogen flow to a copper-wire electrical circuit under electron flow,
despite all the many differences between electricity and wires on the one hand and
pipes and liquids on the other. The same diagram of lines and nodes can be used to
represent wires and switches in the one case and pipes and valves in the other (ignor-
ing or abstracting from, for example, the problems caused by the very low tempera-
tures of liquid nitrogen or the shock potential of the electrical circuit). As long as a
model is sufficiently abstract, one is inclined to say not that the model and the object
share the same structure but that the model expresses the structure of the object.

Since human beings are finite and have to take relatively small steps in their
theoretical innovations, almost every structure that is understood as a form capable
of realization in many actual instances was originally conceived as the (at the time
unique) structure of a particular subject matter, or, if it was devised “purely theoreti-
cally,” without reference to any actual situation, as a “purely abstract” mathematical
structure. Although our philosophical tradition tends to think of such abstractions
as rational, they are actually imaginative (for the time being we can think of them as
rational imagining, what reason does with images). Subsequently, once the con-
ceptual expression of the form has taken on a sufficient consistency and familiarity,
it can be used as a model for many different isomorphic phenomena.

A further usage of “conceptual topology,” the importance of which will become
more prominent in the course of this book, appeals to the notion of being isomor-
phic or same-structured but with a more dynamic notion of structure. A model for
this usage is the mathematical field of topology. Historically topology appears as a
generalization of geometry without a metric (that is, without a fixed measuring
stick) and the objects in the space as plastic (that is, as capable of being manipulated
and reshaped without actually cutting or breaking their fundamental shapes).*

¥For example, Lévi-Strauss’s analysis of the generative logic of kinship can be, and was, extended
to the shapes of storytelling and then to social structures.

¥The plasticity is of course closely related to the lack of a metric. If a measuring stick were con-
stantly to stretch or contract unpredictably along its length, we could not rely on it for fixing distances
between objects. Nevertheless, we could still use it to display certain properties of continuity and
coherence, since the markings on the stick would maintain the same order with respect to one another
even as the stick stretched or contracted. Topology studies precisely such matters and properties.
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In geometry, congruence is an isomorphism that depends on the metric, on the
measuring devices. Two triangles, for example, are congruent if they have three
respective sides equal in measured length and the three respective measured angles
equal. Traditionally one way of showing their congruence is to superimpose one
triangle on the other to show that they match. Of course this means that one implicitly
accepts that triangles are discrete objects within a two-dimensional plane, and that
they are freely movable in the plane (can be imagined as moving) without any sig-
nificant deformation—that is, all lengths and angles are unaffected by moving them.

More rigorous geometrical versions of superposition require exactly specifying
the permissible movements or transformations (translations and rotations). Suppose
that we have a cartesian plane with its mutually perpendicular x— and y—axes, and
that we have in different parts of the plane two congruent triangles. One might
define a set of permissible transformations that would superimpose triangle ABC
onto triangle DEF by three successive movements: (1)sliding ABC parallel to the
x—axis so that its midpoint (say, the center of gravity)* is directly above or below the
midpoint of DEF, (2) sliding it parallel to the y—axis so that its midpoint is superim-
posed on the midpoint of DEF, and then (3) rotating ABC around that midpoint until
the three sides are perfectly superimposed. These rules are not sufficient for estab-
lishing congruence, however, when the congruent triangles are mirror images of one
another. We have to add one more transformation: (4) if necessary, one may start by
rotating one of the triangles out of and back into the plane, with the axis being (for
example) one of the triangle’s sides. This is equivalent to picking up a triangle off a
floor, turning it over, and setting it back down.*!

Congruence is a geometrical equivalence of form based on exactly matching
parts—exactly matching in measurement. Topological equivalences can be illus-
trated without worrying about angle and length measurements and allowing for
various kinds of plastic deformation. For example, I could define the topological
equivalence of all triangles if I defined transformations that allowed me to stretch
or contract their sides (I thereby would also be changing the angles formed by
those sides). It would be as though the sides of the triangle were made of rubber
bands. I could similarly claim that all closed plane figures (not just straight-sided
figures like triangles, rectangles, pentagons, etc., but figures with curved sides as
well) are topologically equivalent if I defined transformations that allow me to
curve, straighten, or kink and unkink sides (which would permit me, for example,
to turn pointed angles into gentle curves, or gentle curves into sharp kinks).

“There are different kinds of midpoint that could be defined. I am assuming here that it is the
midpoint determined by the intersection of the triangle’s angle bisectors, which yields the
so-called “center of gravity” of the triangle.

4 An easily imaginable example: take an equilateral triangle (all sides equal), then from one of the
vertices drop a perpendicular to the side opposite. This divides the equilateral triangle (which is
also equiangular, with each angle 60°) into two congruent triangles, each with angles of 30°, 60°,
and 90° and with corresponding sides equal in length. The only way to make them match point for
point is to flip one of them over, by rotating or lifting it out of the plane, or “folding” the two halves
of the triangle upon one another along the dropped perpendicular.
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In three-dimensional space topologists often use elementary examples like these: a
dinner plate is topologically equivalent to a wine goblet, and a cup with a handle is
equivalent to a donut. The first can be shown by gradually deforming and reshaping
the “notional matter” in the plate without producing breaks, cuts, or holes to
produce the wine goblet. (Think of gradually massaging soft clay shaped as a plate
into a bowl, then massaging some of the matter in the bowl toward the bottom and
gradually elongating and reshaping it into base and stem—all without poking a hole
in the clay or cutting out pieces.) Similarly one can flatten out the bowl part of a cup
with handle, then gradually work that flattened clay toward and into the handle
(which is a hole) to make the whole mass into a donut. Again, slightly more techni-
cally, one can say that if there are certain well-defined operations or transformations
that can be performed on a mathematical object—operations that correspond to
the intuitive idea of “massaging conceptual matter or clay”—then if one such object
can be continuously transformed into another, the two are topologically equivalent.

On the one hand, the example of the relationship between congruence in plane or
solid geometry and isomorphism in spatial topology illustrates the not insignificant
consideration that “higher” or “more abstract” levels of mathematics do not abolish
the use of imagination; they instead make those uses more rigorous and delimit
them more precisely. This is not to dispute that from a formalist standpoint the
imaginative model is merely a way station on a track headed toward a purely for-
mulaic and rational presentation of the essence of the mathematical system in
arbitrarily chosen symbols.*> Even if a purer formalism is achieved, however, there
is the question of whether mathematics learners and even mathematics researchers
themselves do not still have to resort to various kinds of imaginative models
and devices while actually “doing” mathematics. Or, more fundamentally, whether
the very act of “emplacing” some more concretely presented form one has discov-
ered into an abstract symbolic structure is not itself an act of imagining, with the
symbols, rules, and sequencing employed in their combination being the matter
of the field. Where there is matter, there is always possible variability of form and
de—formation.

On the other hand, the geometric and topological examples also provide us with
a different model of field, an analog or holistic one, as opposed to the more digi-
talized and discrete models corresponding to the algebraic/set-theoretical notion of
a set of elements with “addition” and “multiplication” operations. One of the chief
virtues of the “stretchable” topological model of topological space is that it is easily
and directly imaginable. In any case, an imagined object can undergo modifications,
variations, and alterations. The zebra can become pink and indigo, its tail can be
lengthened or shortened, the proportion of leg length to overall body height can be
altered, a horn can emerge in the middle of its skull to make it a zebracorn, etc.

42 As I shall show later, however, it is highly problematic to assert without further argument (and
an indispensable amount of historical investigation) that symbolic formulas are purely rational,
without any admixture of or dependence on imagination. In fact the real genius of mathematics is
that, in the long run, what was abstract becomes the element or field of mathematical imagining for
a future generation.
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If one of the inconveniences I mentioned earlier as associated with the set-
theoretical conception of field is that it presumes the set is well defined in advance
of constructing it, with a geometrical or topological conception one often need
worry only about the immediate vicinity of the object of concern. We do not need to
conceive of the whole of euclidean or cartesian space or the completeness and
adequacy of transformation rules in order to rotate triangles, nor do we have to
bother about the infinite reaches of topological space as we remold a plate into a
goblet. All we need is just enough space to rotate and translate triangles or to draw
out the plate—matter into an elongated stem. There are actually subfields of geometry
and topology, called differential geometry and differential topology, respectively,
that study what we can learn about more remote spaces surrounding an object
(in particular, of a curve or curved surface) by examining features in the object’s
immediate vicinity. So, for example, given certain initial assumptions about the
nature of space and of curves in the space, one can draw conclusions from variations
in a small region of a curve about how the larger curve it is part of should look.

If a little bit of knowledge—that is, insufficient knowledge—can be dangerous,
nevertheless it can also serve as a warrant that future research in the direction
indicated by that little bit might be of assistance in developing a more articulate
conception of what we are studying. The better articulation does not actually require
that our hopes or surmises pan out as expected, since we learn even from failures
when those failures are worked out in both concrete and abstracted detail. For the
moment, the notion of imagination as structured something like a differential
geometry or topology indicates to us a slightly more informed way to advance the
insights of Bachelard and Benjamin. Because imagination begins in the incipience
of appearance and reappearance, and because a fully developed image requires for-
mation in considerable depth, that incipience of appearance would avoid mere
chaos if it came with directions of formation. If we think of a formed image as
capable of deformation, we can track the formative and deformative processes more
particularly as we think of specific respects in which it can be deformed and
reformed and conceive them as providing a tendency of change or a direction for
differentiation. One might think here precisely of a fundamental insight of differen-
tial calculus: if you start at a point on a curve, and you draw lines from that point to
many other points on the curve in the immediate vicinity of that point, you can
approximate the line that is perfectly tangent to the curve at the point you started
with. What is more, this process of approximation can tell you a great deal about the
larger curve that all these points are part of, because the tangent to the curve is an
indicator of the rate of change of curvature in that vicinity. It tells you where to look
for the “next” points on the curve. To extend the analogy: the more we familiarize
ourselves with relatively small reformations and deformations of something
imagined, the more we are likely to find out about the larger place and processes
of imagining itself.

A final point concerns occasionally useful distinctions involving the terms topology
and ropography (and their adjectival and adverbial forms). Topology is the most
encompassing usage. As it is used to designate fields or spaces, it can reflect different
levels of articulation. In the first, most general designative sense, fopology refers to
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all fields and places that have a differentiated feel for a denizen or inhabitant (to be
distinguished from an outside observer). A landscape may not have many landmarks,
much less be highly conceptualized, but someone traversing, even for the first time,
quickly acquires a feel for its formations and conformations. In this sense, topology
simply indicates that there is a real or virtual field or space within which denizens
recognize a “lay of the land.” In more specialized usage fopology refers to more
highly articulated fields and spaces. Conceptualized topology (or conceptual topology)
would thus be used of a field that has been elaborately marked out. A topography
then could indicate a field or space that has been represented or written up according
to the conceptual articulations of the conceptualized topology. Theories as we ordi-
narily understand them are topographies. A single conceptual topology can give rise
to multiple topographies, i.e., multiple conceptualized representations. To summarize
this using the example of music: The realm of music and sound is, for human beings,
a basic topological place, a topology. At least a few features of it are universal,
like higher and lower pitch, more rapid or slower beat, etc. As soon as people begin
familiarizing themselves with it and marking it in more detail, it turns into a conceptual/
conceptualized topology. Each culture, over broad geographical areas and considered
over long swaths of time, cultivates its basic conceptual topology of musical experi-
ence. The more particularized ways of traversing the conceptual topology produce
topographies. In this sense we can say that peoples East and West came to inhabit
the common human topology of sound differently—in different conceptual
topologies—and that each such conceptual topology has been diversified historically
in many different topographies.

3.7 Placing the Topological Dynamics of Imagination

Before we turn to the historical reconstruction of the occluded tradition of the placement
of imaginative appearance, it will be useful to broaden somewhat our experience
and conception of common ways—and organized arrays—in which imagination
presents itself.

One of the commonest forms of imagining in contemporary culture is game
playing. After Wittgenstein’s devastation of the notion that we can come up with a
definition of “game” or even a listing of necessary or sufficient conditions for using
the word, one can hardly claim that the examples and variations I will cite can stand
for all. Nevertheless, I think that they will be suggestive and even comprehensively
instructive.

Readers who have played games of solitaire (I am thinking specifically of varieties
employing a standard, four-suit deck of fifty-two playing cards), whether using
actual cards on a physical surface or virtual cards in a computer desktop window,
know that in the first place you have to learn the basic rules, such as how you set up
the starting array, which cards can be moved from one pile to another or to home,
the use of the “buffer” where cards can be temporarily stored, etc. The first games
you play usually involve little more than making moves almost randomly. In this
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way you start to acquire a sensibility for the game. The next stage involves learning
basic tactics and recognizing how well a game is going. At this second stage you
likely develop (or hear of) certain rules of thumb (for instance, “don’t take home too
many cards of a single suit prematurely” or “make sure that at least one seven can
be moved”). As one becomes more experienced in the game it becomes possible to
recognize a beginning strategy from a quick visual scan of the starting array and to
anticipate what will happen several moves in advance. Even early on in this third
stage one can begin to develop a style of play. By style I mean an approach not
specified by the rules but that is identifiable to those who are expert players.*

At some point between the second and third stages, the game, in particular the
array, takes on the character of a matrix, in which one is aware of the parts and
the individual moves in relation to the whole game; the game begins to feel familiar.
(“Matrix” suggests more than “field” that the array of things and features is seg-
mented, discontinuous rather than continuous.) Before that point it makes a limited
kind of sense to think that playing the game is chiefly a matter of following rules;
beyond it, the rules slip into the background of awareness; they are called back into
central focus only as needed. The game has become something more and other than
rule—following.*

For example, pick up a copy of Hoyle’s Rules of Games and actually read the
rules for several card games, both those you know and those you don’t. In the first
instance what you find is that the games you know are hardly recognizable from the
rules, and that with those you don’t it is a struggle to grasp how play goes. The more
complex a game, the more the rules merely distinguish illegitimate from legitimate
moves and set parameters and limits to the game. With games involving elaborate or
coordinated physical action this is even truer. The rules of tennis specify that to
begin play the server toss and strike the ball, and although they limit where the
server can stand they say nothing about the height of the toss, whether the ball is to
be struck one-handed or two, overhand, underhand, or sidehand, gently or hard, flat
or with spin. The rules indicate when a point shall be declared won, but they are
totally silent about the manner of play that will lead to winning (apart from where
the ball must fall and how many times it can bounce before it is struck). Even less
do they say anything about how game play will evolve over the decades, as players
become faster, stronger, and (because they benefit from past examples) more savvy.
Rules set up the space of play and the basic moves and acts within it. The rest is left
to prevailing practices (performance practices, perhaps a social form of imagination)
and individual imagination.

“3This paragraph is a simplified adaptation of Dreyfus’s discussion of the stages of learning to
drive a car, which he uses to illustrate levels of progress in advancing toward mastery (Dreyfus
identifies seven stages in the first edition, six in the second). See Dreyfus 2008, ch. 2.

#“This is not to say that one doesn’t follow rules any more, much less violates them. Rather, they
become second nature, to the point that one can attend to higher levels of structure because one no
longer needs to focus on the basics. This is the most familiar experience in the world—which does
not mean that it is sufficiently appreciated.
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Imagination enters into every practice of a complex game. There is a remark of
Wittgenstein’s that says one cannot see something and imagine it at the same time,
but playing a game appears to refute it.*> Players imaginatively perceive the game
actions and space; if they do not, they are doing something other than playing the
game. “Objectively” speaking, the court is a grass or clay or concrete or asphaltic
surface with chalked or painted lines and a fence made of netting. To a topographer
plotting the earth’s surface in this locale, all that counts for little; he charts indiffer-
ently the area within drawn boundaries and areas without. To a worm, what counts
is not being struck by the ball, stepped on, or painted. But to players there is a world
of difference between what is outside the markings and what is within.*® An expert
player preparing to volley at the net will usually see from the ball’s speed and spin
that she should not offer at it because it is headed out of bounds just a few inches
beyond the end line, almost 40 ft behind her. She has developed such a refined
“sense of the court” that almost every time she will be right.

Someone draws lines on the ground or floor, and people begin acting as though the
drawn lines are real and constitute a distinct and highly structured place for the activi-
ties of a game. Players of soccer, football, volleyball, hockey, etc., develop an instinct
for their position on a field or court, so that while performing at the highest speed and
intensity they rarely take play out of bounds accidentally. They place their foot a hair’s
breadth on this side of a line and make the winning score; if they place it two hairs’
breadths further on, their team loses. The best players rarely make a mistake in this.

Consider a basketball player at the very highest level of performance, say an
outstanding NBA point guard.*” When his team secures possession of the ball at the
end of the court where they have been defending the basket, he is the player to
whom the ball is usually thrown so that he can advance it by dribbling (repeatedly
bouncing) the ball toward the basket at the other end of the court, where his team
will try to score.*® A point guard needs many skills. Since he has the ball in his con-
trol more often than any of his four teammates, he must be the most sure-handed of

4See Wittgenstein 1967, §621, pp. 109 and 109e: “Wiihrend ich einen Gegenstand sehe, kann ich
ihn mir nicht vorstellen,” “While I am looking at an object I cannot imagine it.” The translation of
vorstellen by “imagine” is not entirely unproblematic.

“Note that distinguishing various ways of experiencing the space complicates defending

Wittgenstein’s claim. Each agent perceives the place under a different set of abstract—and—concrete
parameters.

“To accommodate those unfamiliar with the game, I will have to overdescribe. For those who hate
sports and games of all kinds, I leave it to them to imaginatively construct an equivalent alternative.

“For our purposes here it is probably sufficient to point out that the court is 94 ft long and 50 ft wide,
that, at both ends of the court’s long axis, baskets (hoops with netting open at the bottom) are attached
to the front of a vertically oriented board, with the hoop at a height of 10 ft from the floor, that at the
beginning of every quarter each team is assigned a basket and scores points by “shooting” the ball so
it falls through that basket (while the other team tries to prevent it), and that when the scoring chance
for one team ends, because the team scores or loses possession of the ball, the other team moves
(usually very quickly) toward the other basket to make its own scoring tries. Since in basketball
walking or running while holding the ball is a rules violation, a player on offense has to move the
ball either by bouncing it with just one hand (*“dribbling”) or by throwing it to a teammate.
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players. He has to be a skilled dribbler, not just forward but also backward, between
his legs, and behind his back. He is often one of the most agile players on the team
(and therefore is ordinarily one of the shortest). He has to be able to control the ball
with finesse, stop on a dime, change direction quickly, accelerate with explosiveness
past defenders, feign movements and actions, keep track of the positioning and
movement of his teammates and his opponents, and pass the ball quickly and accu-
rately when he sees one of his men open, whether he lobs it in a looping arc over the
heads of opponents or rifles it through a momentary gap in the array of defenders.
Just as important as these natural and acquired physical skills, he must have a clear
understanding of the team’s designed plays and the likely variants that will develop
because of the other team’s defensive plan. Often he must improvise.

Coaches say that a good point guard has to be able to “see the floor.” They don’t
mean that he has visual acuity of 20/20 with good peripheral vision, although those
are undoubtedly desirable attributes. An even more important aspect of “seeing the
court” is having a projective sense of what is happening and where everyone is, with
emphasis more on what is about to happen than on what is currently visible. He not
only sees the people in front of him, that is, takes in their current positions and the
directed motions of the other nine players relative to the lines and circles marked on
the floor, he also perceives the situation “in view of” schemes from the team play-
book, the established habits and tendencies of his teammates and his opponents, and
his highly developed talent for envisioning (forevisioning) the action. There is very
little that is propositional about these actions and powers, there is little “supposing
that” going on.* What the point guard does is certainly not purely rational, purely
sensory, or purely a mix of the rational and the sensory. By their nature his activities
require a highly articulated sense of the place and space of the game. The space of
a point guard’s game is not the space of the geometer, the physicist, or the engineer/
architect; it is not the space of the plaza in front of city hall or that of one’s living
room. It is not even the space in the arena that, on the day following, will be an ice
hockey rink or the orchestra pit for a concert, once the work crews have carted away
the basketball floor and flooded the refrigerated subflooring area or replaced it with
a stage. It is a space immediately present to his perception as memoratively and
imaginatively saturated with an articulation by rules, court markings, playbook
strategies, player talents, and the kinds of sudden opportunity that are constantly
emerging in the course of the game’s situation and that have to be seized as sud-
denly as they emerge. An analysis that neatly separates all this into categories of
what is perceived, what is remembered, what is imagined, what is conceptualized,
and what is desired is a philosopher’s illusion.

# And even if one can say, for example, that the point guard is supposing that the power forward is
about to make a spin move toward the basket (and so the pass will lead to a score if he is right or be
intercepted if he is wrong in the supposition), that runs the risk of portraying (or parodying) the
event as essentially cognitive and predictive when it is instead a dynamic situation of engaged activ-
ity. It is, moreover, quite simply wrong to say that the point guard is supposing that this side of a
painted mark on the floor is in bounds and on or beyond it out of bounds, or that he is supposing that
the players in differently colored uniforms are his opponents. Being in bounds or out of bounds is
real, even if imaginatively real, as is also being an opponent—at least once you are in the game.
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Games range from the very simple (tic—tac—toe) to the extraordinarily complex.
They occupy or are played in physical space (even when that space is, in the first
instance, a computer or television screen), and yet the physical space is not a place
for the game unless it has been structured by the rules and possible moves. The
place of the game is not simply superimposed on reality, it is an intentional rearticu-
lation of real things and real space, and it is this intentional rearticulation that is
perceived and felt by the players, and even to some significant degree by spectators.
For the time of the game—and in fact in the time, the peculiar temporality, imposed
by the game—it is the place that participants inhabit.

At this level of analysis it is not at all clear that it makes sense to talk of “objective”
versus “subjective” space and place, and even referring to the reality of a game as
“intersubjective” reflects more the effort to preserve the universal applicability of the
subject—object dichotomy than genuinely trying to come to terms with the game
space. What a complex game displays more than anything else is imaginative depth,
density, intensity, and directionality. There are many different levels, many cross
sections of the situation within which imagination takes place perceptively, memo-
ratively, projectively, and even analytically.® At a very basic level the basketball
players are inhabiting the place defined by markings on a floor and backboards and
hoops elevated at the opposite ends of the demarcated space. They have an acute,
elaborately drilled sensibility for their positions in the game space without having to
pay explicit attention to their bodies (“Am I moving my right wrist properly as I take
a shot?”) or to the markings on and around the court of play. The point guard I have
talked about is constantly anticipating the movements of his teammates. For him far
more than other players, he is considering more than a living version of arrowed Xs
and Os on a chart. He sees the emerging sudden turns and creative improvisations he
knows his teammates are capable of and exploits the possibilities they offer. At the
same time he has an acquired sensibility for the urgency of play, both as it is imposed
by the course of the game (is it the middle of the first period or the last moments of
the game?) and by the rules that require the offense to advance the ball to their end
of the court within 8 s and to shoot within 24 s of taking possession of the ball. As
we shall see, this is comparable to the many levels of the imaginative cross-sectioning
of “ordinary reality” that occurs in both practical action and artistic making.

3.8 From Basketball Practice to the Biplanarity of Imagining

There is a simplification of playing basketball that, in its simplicity, should help
refocus the concerns of this and the previous chapter. The simplification requires
even less knowledge of basketball than the preceding, although perhaps rather more
of child and adolescent psychology.

SCoaches will often tell players not to overthink a situation. But that is not the same as not thinking
ever and at all. Once their experience of the game becomes habitual, it also becomes more easily
imaginable—both in advance and in action.



88 3 Locating Imagination: The Inceptive Field Productivity...

Consider a solitary boy or girl, perhaps 12 years old, engaging in the activity
known as shooting baskets on a schoolyard playground. Imagine, for the sake of
concreteness, that the basketball backboard is fan-shaped and white, but also
heavily weathered and showing a few dents (it is chipped, painted metal). The
rim is a rusting orange set a couple of inches lower or higher than the standard
height of 10 ft and a little bent from too many would-be star players grabbing on
to it when they try to dunk the ball. The “netting” of rusted chain links has a few
gaps, and the backboard is supported by a scarred aluminum pole with a three-
foot offset (so that anyone rushing toward the basket will not immediately collide
with the pole).

We observers are watching from a bench across the playground as the shooter
does layups, one- and two-handed set shots, one- and two-handed jump shots, hook
shots right- and left-handed. She rebounds or retrieves her missed shots and shoots
again, and when close to the basket simply tries with one hand to catch—and—
deflect the ball back toward the rim in a single motion with fingers spread wide.
Every few minutes she stops, walks with the ball to a spot directly in front of the
basket about 13 ft distant, studiedly bounces the ball five times with her right hand,
five times with her left, five more with the right, then steadies the ball in front of
her and pushes a shot toward the basket—something she sometimes does a single
time, sometimes twice or even three times in a row. She will toss the ball away
from herself and run hard to retrieve it. If the ball is approaching the edge of the
paved playing surface she sometimes reaches far over to grab the ball, then reverses
direction so suddenly that it seems she is trying to avoid an obstacle we cannot see;
at other times she flings the ball backward over her head onto the court as her body
goes flying in the opposite direction off the pavement. Occasionally she goes to
the circle painted at the foul line, throws the ball straight up in the air, then jumps
and slaps at it. She finishes a half hour of this kind of play by taking several
long, looping shots, until finally one swishes (or rather clinks) through the netting,
after which she prances around with both arms raised over her head and an exultant
look on her face.

I have been describing actions whose significance is clear to those who know
basketball and 12-year-olds, and doubtless it is sufficiently evident to anyone who
has witnessed something similar. The girl is not simply practicing basketball, she is
“playing” a game of basketball with teammates, opponents, and a crowd cheering
(or booing) their performance. Perhaps it is the championship game of the National
Collegiate Athletic Association Women’s Basketball Tournament, and the shot that
she followed with arm-raising exultation was a successful three-point shot with the
clock running down to zero that won the championship for her team. A harmless
fantasy that no sober observer will confuse with the actual play of the best women’s
collegiate basketball players!

Many kinds of condescension may be justifiable, but theoretical condescension
is not. This is a most remarkable activity, one found nowhere else in the animal
kingdom. Even if it were no more than a practice session, one could cite it as
something that only human beings can do and that at least sometimes requires
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active imagining.’! You can of course mindlessly practice jump shots, but if you
are trying to use the practice to increase the height of your jump, with the aim of
learning to avoid the outstretched hand of a taller defender trying to block the shot,
it helps if you visualize such a defender as clearly as possible—sometimes as right-
handed, sometimes as left-handed.

“Mindless” jump-shooting in fact usefully demonstrates a feature of the more
complex game activities that it serves. The creation of the game and the play within
it require the basic instituting imagination (including the institution of the rules
and the field or court of play) of those who invented the game.>> Players adapt
themselves to the basic institution in learning to play the game, and while playing
they practically imagine within various secondary institutions (like the team’s
playbook or the prevailing styles of play in the team’s league). But then they can
take another step, by which they (and their coaches) abstract elements and skills that
can be developed by prescinding®® from the game situation. They run various drills
to practice some small feature, including shooting jump shots one after another
from any and every point near the basket. That is, if one can say that the original
institution of the game begins by taking a space and restructuring it for the purposes
of the game, the creation of drills takes the game and its space, detaches a few
features of it, and then creates an activity that, for the sake and the time of the drill,
takes on an absolute character. The game imagines ordinary space and time as the
place and time of play; practice presupposes the game and imagines one of its features
apart from the game. In the course of the practice players often perform actions that,
as part of an actual game, would be ruled out of bounds or contrary to the rules.

This is not the last time that we shall see this characteristic of imagination: that
it begins by looking upon an original situation in a particular way, proceeds to leave
behind the original situation while taking for granted certain aspects of the space
and time of the original and of operations performed there, and then takes this new
sense of a privileged space and time as a new original situation and restructures it
once again, with the relationships of the first-order imagination being set aside or at
least deemphasized for the sake of privileging a second order of imagining. What
was initially taken as part of a larger field comes to be taken—imagined—for its
own sake, and this part in its turn becomes the encompassing field for the partial
activity. There is no reason in principle why this cannot be repeated indefinitely: a
second partialization can be devised from the first partialization of the originally
imagined whole, and a third from the second. One needs to note as well that this
movement does not always have to be “away” from the original lived world, or
always have to be partialized-abstracted. One can define within a field a subfield

SIKittens wrestling with one another or batting and chasing toys may be acquiring skills that will
be useful in hunting, but they are not practicing, because practice has express intention toward the
ultimate activity.

2] am freely adapting the notion of the instituting imagination from Castoriadis 1987 [1975].
3“Prescind” will take on a thematic role in Sect. 5.13. For the time being it can be considered a form of
abstraction in which a part or feature of something is treated as though it existed apart from the whole.
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that can be temporarily inhabited for its own sake, after which one fits it back into
the original field. This creates a backward and forward movement, a “rolling” back
and forth of imagined fields. The point of drills (second-order “games”) in sports is
to reincorporate what they teach into the first-order games. But sometimes they
become games in themselves or come to be incorporated into new games that are
related to but not simply part of the original one.>* If partialization is a kind of
abstraction, this contrary movement is a kind of concretion.

A grasp of these shifts of focus and plane that are characteristic of imagining, as we
shall see in the next several chapters, are to be found as a constituting element in the
occluded tradition, all the way back to the fourth century B.C.E. The psychological
basis is the human ability to see something and its setting in terms of another thing and
its setting. In Descartes’s Imagination 1 showed how Descartes understood this as the
foundational characteristic of imaginative consciousness. I named this characteristic
biplanarity.> For example, one can be totally absorbed in the world as it is ordinarily
experienced in sensation—although what this means is arguable—but we can also
reconceive it by explicitly focusing on the world as presenting us with appearances,
and when we do that we mentally accomplish a certain dissociation of world and
world image, each of which henceforth (that is, for the time being) constitutes a field
or plane. In the first instance we look upon the world through the medium of images,
so that there is a kind of transparency— or template—character to the image field.® We
can draw on an analogy with telescopes and microscopes, in which there is an optical
plane for the object (the object plane), and another for the plane of the image
(the image plane). Just as we can be totally absorbed in the world, we can focus upon
the images in the image plane as though the image plane constituted a closed world
(artists and mathematicians are particularly familiar with this phenomenon). A rever-
sal of perspective is possible: rather than seeing the physical world through the tem-
plate of images—for example, seeing it in terms of geometrical figures and solids in
motion in Euclidean space—we can see what was originally the object plane as the
medium in which is realized possible instances or exemplars of what was formerly
conceived as an image plane. This is what happens, for example, when we take the
laws of physics and their interactional possibilities as fundamental and then conceive
manipulating things in the existing world as a special case of those laws. As we shall
see in the next chapter, the ontological, epistemological, and psychological prototype
for this conception was in fact and in principle invented by Plato.

The biplanarity of imagining produces a situation of multiply differential (and
often cross-sectioning) placement. Consider: we can view the original field as

* An example of the former would be a passing drill that tests how many times two players, running
up and down the court at full speed, can make legal passes to one another without dropping the
ball; of the latter, the game of horse, in which competitors have to make shots identical to the ones
their opponents have just made—often with fanciful conditions attached—in order to avoid incurring
the letters H-O—R—S—E and becoming the (losing) “horse.”

3See Sepper 1996, 49-58.

*That imagination has a template character is one of the principal conclusions Brann draws from
the study undertaken in her magnificent compendium; see Brann 1991, 773-786.
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autonomous; we can view it as object plane through the medium of the image field
or plane; we can view the plane of images as autonomous and become absorbed in
its possible forms and transformations; we can view the image plane through
the medium of what was originally the object plane. Moreover, as the example of
developing topology from geometry shows, one image plane (the geometric) can
become an object plane for another image plane (the topological one); and then one
can use the second image plane to view the original object plane, with or without the
first image plane as an intermediary. One is limited only by the permutations. It is
no accident that such imagining also implies an ability of the viewer to change
points of view, thus also a certain mobility and detachment from the world and
the other planes. In fact the point of view can be shifted to wholly within a plane,
above it (to another plane), and between planes (in analogies, for example).%’
The practical situation of playing games suggests a further possibility: that the
viewer can become absorbed into the complex of planes that the game implies
almost as much as the player is, and the player can in some sense become a viewer.
The player who knows the game best can become analytically and even aesthetically
absorbed into the differential synthesis or unification of all these planes and spaces.’
Coaches and educated nonplaying viewers can also be drawn into this complex
experience, whether for the sake of strategy, teaching, critical evaluation, or aesthetic
appreciation.

3.9 From the Biplanarity of Imagining to the Practice of Art

The work of imagination ranges from the simple evocation of a hummed tune, an
enticing aroma, or a shade of blue, through the play and practice of children and
adults, to the artistic works of chefs, musicians, painters, and poets and the theoriz-
ing work of scientists and mathematicians. How universal or even all-encompassing
this imaginative work is remains to be seen. This and the preceding chapter, in an
effort to clear the field of imagination of some obstructing prejudices and to reorient
our attention, have concentrated on relatively “homely” and plain examples of
imagining like humming and singing, or playing and practicing basketball. Even
though they have included quite abstract moments, like the elaboration of mathe-
matical concepts of field and topological space and the psychological concept of
biplanar imagining, they have tried to avoid theoretical commitments that are not
well illustrated in the examples.

57As T shall point out later in discussing Descartes, this framework provides a more exact under-
standing of what constitutes the ego. Descartes’s ego is mobile; insofar as it is conceived as a fixed
foundation, it is misconceived.

8] say “differential unification” because an inhabitable space is always differentiated according to
myriad principles and is not the uniform, infinitely extendable space of Euclid or Descartes.
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Until now I have largely avoided discussing art, except in passing. This has been
deliberate, in large part because Romanticism too exclusively modeled imagination on
the arts. The irony of the Romantic position is that, in trying to make imagination more
fundamental and all-encompassing (the reasons for which need to be understood
culturally and historically), it effectively distorted our understanding of imagination
by conceiving it as creative pure and simple and setting it in opposition to rationality.*
A conception of imagination as a differential field phenomenon, however, is likely
to be more faithful to the process of making art than is hyperbolically creative
imagination.

First, let us adapt some of our results in this chapter for artistic purposes. Hume’s
missing-blue argument can be applied to any sensory qualities and characteristics
that admit of being placed in a series or array. As I noted in Sect. 3.2, Hume’s
sequence of blues was a step toward heuristic, technical, and scientific versions of
color arrays in two and three dimensions that schematize practical and theoretical
knowledge of color. Since they are historical inventions, it is obvious that modern
color solids and circles have not been essential to artistic education and practice,
always and everywhere. That is not to say that artists do not need devices like them
that schematize or summarize knowledge of a material or an element of art-making;
these devices can be both propositional (perhaps as rules of thumb) and array- or
image-oriented. Over time artists acquire an immense amount of practical
knowledge associated with their work and familiarity, or at least acquaintance, with
different techniques and skills. When apprenticeship in an artist’s studio was still
commonplace in art education, the apprentices were gradually and sequentially
introduced to the work of cleaning and preparing the studio, handling materials,
preparing and deploying instruments, and executing tasks required by the genres of
art and related techniques they needed to learn. Not every apprentice, or even every
master, will be equally skilled in each aspect or phase—one will be a better drafts-
man, another superior at preparing pigments, a third at underpainting with gesso, a
fourth at rendering colors opaque or translucent, etc.

This learning is not just a question of the ability to use materials and instruments,
however. A much more sophisticated grasp of what is at issue can be developed
from considering the situation of a contemporary artist who is commissioned to
paint a Madonna and Child. With Internet access she could print color images of
scores or even hundreds of paintings in the genre and tack them up on the walls of
her studio. In doing the initial planning she might carefully take notes about each
image. She would doubtless post subsets of the images in shifting series to study
variations in one or another feature they shared (for instance, paintings in which the
background was deeper or shallower, more or less filled with objects, featuring
landscapes or interiors, executed in warmer or cooler colors, and so forth). In the
course of this series making she might discover a previously unused blue (for the

¥This sentence greatly oversimplifies the historical reality of Romanticism. One could begin to
provide nuance beginning with Coleridge’s differentiation of fancy and imagination; see chapter
13 of the first volume of Coleridge 1907 [1817], esp.1:202. But Coleridge’s conceptions are one
thing, the cultural commonplaces of the broader society’s beliefs quite another. The popularly
effective romanticisms of European cultures have been blunt intellectual instruments.
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Virgin’s cloak) or other types of gaps and spaces that would allow her to interpolate
or extrapolate previously un- or under-developed possibilities. From one image
series or several taken together she might find clues that would lead to an unprece-
dented composition, or at least to a novel treatment. Alternatively, she might take an
image or set of images as whole, for instance as establishing parameters for a series
of variations. Similarly for a sculptor commissioned to produce a heroic statue, or a
musician hired to compose a song. The fact is that one of the commonest human
traits is the ability to recognize, projectively and interpolatively, from a finite expe-
rience other possibilities of similar kind and to position them relative to one another.
What makes this projection and interpolation possible in a productive way is that the
existing phenomena activate a “sense” for the relevant field in which they are
marked positions and for ways in which the field elements can be varied.

Not every feature of the processes of making works of art is susceptible to being
sequenced in an explicit array, yet for every feature there will be characteristics
subject to variation, the mastery of which is part of acquiring the art of painting.
Although applying gesso to canvas to make it whiter and more uniform in shade and
texture hardly suggests anything comparable to a color circle or a mixing chart, an
artist will learn that he gets somewhat different results, at least occasionally important
to the overall success of the work, by applying it with a brush that is wider or
narrower, that has bristles longer, shorter, coarser, finer, or more or less even in length;
or by using faster or slower brush strokes, a thicker or thinner gesso, more or fewer
layers, and so forth. If there are different liquids that can be used as a solvent for the
gesso or gesso—equivalent, the knowledge of their effects will perhaps be more dis-
crete than continuous (diluted with water, a mineral spirit, albumen, etc.)—except
when the different solvents can be mixed with one another at will. This would
put us in a situation comparable to that of the person thinking about mixtures and
intermediates with respect to the aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg. Every action of
the artist and the appearances it produces can, like an individual experience of a hue,
be subjected to some variation if it is seen as an instance in a field.

Any individual master artist will have wide experience; the cumulative knowledge
and experience of a studio or a generational cohort will be much larger. The readier
the networks and forms of communication and the more abundant the formalization
and schematization of knowledge have become, the more accessible and effective
this knowledge will be as a kind of publicly shared imagination.®® Over time these
networks and schemas will change, and even if there is general progress, some tech-
nical knowledge and practices will be lost. For example, with the introduction
of commercially prepared oil-based pigments in the early nineteenth century, the
general level of artists’ skill in mixing pigments from scratch declined. But this was
compensated by greater consistency in the product and the introduction of new
and more brilliant hues producible only by industrial techniques; and the porta-
bility of tubes of color made painting outdoors or outside the studio more feasible.*!
Every time a new invention, expedient, or device is created, it takes its place in the

A publicly shared imagination or system of images is known as an imaginary (French imaginaire).
ISee, for example, Townsend 1993, 41.
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field of practices and undergoes adaptive variations that are likely to lead, eventually,
to new imaginative fields or subfields.®

By the same token, one can establish a scale of notes to mark out the tones pro-
duced by singing; one can develop, further, a notation that expresses the complex
simultaneous and successive making of multiple sounds on one, then several staffs;
and thus the making of music that was once done only spontaneously can be expressed
in a repeatable, symbolic format. The format is abstract, yet it also has concreteness
and is imaginable. At some point in human evolution or human history someone
recognized the melodiousness of voice; that person or someone else noticed the
repeatability and variation of notes; someone remarked the octave, someone the fifth;
another noticed that marked tones could be arrayed between and beyond these. The
octave divided into 12 semitones was divided further; if Westerners do not typically
do this, some other cultures do, and these articulations are at least possible even in
the tonal fields of those to whom quarter tones are unfamiliar. They may sound
strange, but they are implicit (if remotely) in the topological or topographic field, and
the common way of marking the field can already suggest alternatives and diver-
gences. At a yet more abstract level—but not so abstract that just about anyone who
is not tone-deaf can distinguish—we can hear and have a sensibility for major and
minor keys, and for the differences and expressive possibilities of compositions
structured by key changes. At another level, more abstract but still accessible to per-
ception, especially for experts, we might hear the expressive differences between
scales, so that a composition in C major transposed to D major sounds different.
More abstract and complex would be the ability to hear the expressive possibilities,
both abstract and concrete, between rondeaux, rondelles, and canzoni. Even more
radically, one might take ordered arrays of the entire diatonic scale to serve as the
structural principle of compositions, as with the twelve-tone method.

Almost any sighted human being can recognize the scale of hues that Hume
remarked; it requires training in notation to look at a set of staffs with graphic marks
and simultaneously hear the music, but many people can do this. They have not
acquired just a greater quantity of discrete ideas and their associations. They have
cultivated new fields of imagination as such, as whole fields; they have learned to
mark out special positions in the field; they have come to recognize significant and
repeatable relations between the marked positions and learned to isolate (or section
out) subfields; and sometimes they learn how to relate the various fields to one
another in a new entity or new field, as the person who discovered how to use key
changes in a single composition did, and as composers who learned how to exploit
the techniques of twelve-tone music in a harmonic setting did. This innovative inter-
play of fields is not limited to the arts: as we shall see, Descartes learned to relate
the newly developing field of algebra to the established field of geometry and thus
invented analytic geometry.

©20ne day an artist incorporates a plastic object into a collage. A second learns how to mold plastic
to acquire greater control over the pieces added to the collage, a third starts molding plastic to serve
as the ground of the entire collage, and finally someone begins producing large molded pieces as
the whole work.
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It seems to me that, if the secret of human creativity is associated with imagination,
as many people think, the creative imagination, whether it is practical, artistic/techni-
cal, or scientific/cognitive, is rarely a matter of a flash of genius, or at least not a flash
that comes out of nowhere. The beginning practitioner must acquaint herself with all
the elements of the practice, art, or science, the elements of the fields in which those
elements operate and interact. A painter learns to synthesize the experience of colors
into a color circle or a color sphere, to explore the mixing and luminosity of different
pigments, to work with the surface effects of different pigment-bearing media like oil
and tempera. Then she must work out a comprehensive practice of achieving diverse
effects of spatial articulation by drawing different kinds of lines, by using different
densities of shadow, by adjusting color and its opacity, by varying the texture and layer-
ing of the different paints and other media. Acquiring mastery in an art and preparing
creative inspiration is in large part a matter of learning, and occasionally discovering,
the different fields constituted by the literal or virtual spaces in which relevant differ-
ences take place and recognizing ways of interrelating and correlating the fields and
the effects. The more expressly developed is the artist’s sense of these topographies,
the greater the possibility there is of genuine mastery in her art. A similar argument can
be made for how a research scientist becomes familiar with experimental equipment
and techniques, practices from different scientific and mathematical disciplines, theo-
ries from different fields, etc., and finally projects them into an experiment or a
theoretical possibility that has not been marked before. In fact the artist and the scien-
tist learn not simply to “‘sit back and imagine,” they learn to imagine as they work, to fill
out the space with the new possibilities they encounter, and to mark specific locations
as rich in possibilities. Every realized possibility, every sketch drawn, every variation
made present, can become a point of reference, a new mark in the field from which, by
manipulation and differentiation, new possibilities of the field might be discovered.

The field, note well, is not something merely “psychological” and ““subjective,”
nor is it simply “objective.” Rather, it is a situation, an emplacement where objects
are experienced, and the sense of the emplacement, of the field that is recognized,
can be experienced by others as well, at least if they have the talent, the time, and
the diligence to come to know it. The field is a place that gives rise to more possibili-
ties than any single individual can exploit, and thus it creates the possibility of
developing different topographies and different styles of inhabiting and traversing
the field and relating it to others. The fact that the technique of varying small planes
of color developed by Cézanne in his late work can be mimicked but never perfectly
reproduced is evidence both of the real basis of these imaginative fields and the
unique ways in which they can be inhabited.®

®These considerations suggest a path to understanding even feeling, emotion, and passion as
differential responses to fields of experience—perhaps these psychological phenomena themselves
can be seen as a topographical field or virtual space. Today an attempt to do this might begin with
a work like Damasio 2003, especially if supplemented by a direct encounter with Spinoza and
Descartes on affect. Spinoza, inspired by but radicalizing Descartes, defines passions/emotions as
“the affections of the body by which the body’s power of activity is increased or diminished,
assisted or checked, together with the ideas of these affections.” But previously he defines the ideas
of bodily affections as the work of imagination. Thus emotions turn out to be the activity-increasing
or activity-diminishing affections of the body that accompany imagination.
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All these examples help make evident that there is a basic relationship between
tradition and innovation, between routine and creativity. Not every variation is truly
innovative, nor is what is routine necessarily unimaginative. One cannot look at a
work of art, determine the quantity and intensity of innovations with respect to each
possible field or cross section of a field that enters into it, and designate as “most
creative” or “most a work of genius” the one that has the highest score. A work of
art, to be successful, has to achieve some significant degree of unity. Most features
of a work of genius, from the underpainting to the disposition of figures to the
harmonization of colors, will not be precedent-shattering variations or innovations.
In many respects it is precisely the fact that the artist has a secure repertory of
standard techniques and materials to call upon in fairly conventional ways that
allows him not just to practice his art but also to reach rare moments of beauty and
sublimity. Thus I am not suggesting a metric for determining whether a piece of art
is good or great, but rather making clear that the actions of the artist, both standard
and innovative, are typically explicable as field variations on exempla. They are
interpolations in or extrapolations from an organized sensibility, a sensibility for the
multifarious relationships of standard techniques and expedients to the appearances
and the expressiveness those appearances can produce. This is to conceive the
process of artistic production as a networked series of an enormous number of
moments of imaginative reproduction, variation, and innovation—the elaborate
work of placing incipient appearances.

3.10 Transition: Reversing the Occlusion
and Occultation of Tradition

We have already come rather far in beginning to reassess what imagination is. We
have already glanced at a few authors and episodes in the history of imagination,
some as warnings, others as encouragement. For the next five chapters we will move
into a more emphatically historical mode. The aim is not to provide a survey. I have
claimed in this chapter that there is a deep but largely inapparent conceptual topol-
ogy that has governed and continues to govern our experience of and theorizing
about imagination. What I have been able to say positively about imagination till
now is a result of my having discovered that topology’s history. Following the
thread that leads through it has clarified for me not just our mistakes and omissions
but also resources that can lead us beyond them. Exploiting them will allow us to
recognize and cultivate the true breadth, depth, and importance of the fundamental
questions concerning imagination.

In Chap. 1, I noted an irony of the modern sciences, a deep paradox built into how
they are structured, is that they most fruitfully commence when they discover what
they can safely set aside and ignore. The astronomical revolution of the sixteenth
century required setting aside a good part of the evidence of the senses, for example
the part that saw the stargazer as motionless. Ancient optics had been predicated on
explanations of how the eye could see things by means of light; seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century optics set aside any deeper investigation of the seeing eye in
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order to investigate, and to theorize more intensively about, the light and the paths
it takes. Until the late eighteenth century, chemists tried to explain the sensory
qualities of the materials they worked with; the revolution introduced by Lavoisier
and others required setting this aside and focusing instead on quantification and the
relations of matter to matter. In the laboratory, experiments are abstracted from their
natural settings and their circumstances are simplified as much as possible; every-
thing extraneous—or apparently extraneous—is stripped away for the sake of ana-
lyzable results. When reliable results are achieved, they are then projected back as
explanations of natural occurrences and projected ahead into future experiments.
Thus do the sciences construct the differential fields of theory and experiment, by
setting things aside and learning how to creatively ignore what obstructs progress.

There is, of course, the expectation that ultimately much of what is set aside will
be recuperated, and often enough this happens. The tendency of knowing is, by its
very nature, universalizing, and the more fundamental the things being investigated
the stronger this tendency grows. All living things are cellular, so eventually microbi-
ologists hope to explain something about every living thing, and perhaps everything
about every living thing. Everything material is matter and energy, matter—energy,
so physics discovers truths about everything that is matter—energy and hopes
eventually to explain everything about matter and energy and, if everything is
matter—energy, to explain everything about everything. There is common to all
these expectations the logic of analysis: we can take any thing or phenomenon and
break it down into parts; some of those parts can be set aside as we focus on others;
later, we will extend our investigations to those things we set aside and unify them
with what we have already discovered.

The paradox fully emerges when we reemphasize that progress in knowledge
requires deliberately neglecting things. In order to know, we must selectively and
judiciously ignore. Our best science is built on deliberate and systematic ignorance.
I do not say this in order to unsettle our confidence in the sciences. It is important to
emphasize, as we reemphasize the deliberate ignorance of the sciences, that we really
have no choice. It is a consequence of our finitude: that we are here rather than there,
now rather than then, that our attention has been drawn in one direction rather than
in others, that the state of science is precisely what it has historically come to be.

There is no simple way of compensating for one-sidedness. We sometimes try to
invoke “everyday life” or the “lifeworld” in order to remind ourselves that our vari-
ous one-sidednesses are part of something larger. But it is the easiest thing in the
world to show that one does not eliminate one-sidedness and partiality simply by
summing many together. Just a little travel will make clear that each society takes
many things for granted, and if we traverse time and space through wide reading we
recognize that although we always share commonalities with people far removed
from us, many things about their worlds are alien to ours.** Especially in response

%If we think of the mortality rate in the past, the rigidity of social structure, and the overwhelming
proportion of people engaged in agriculture, we can begin to see how different the life world would
have been in the past. One does not have to be a professional anthropologist to recognize this—
though it helps!
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to the more ambitious claims of scientists, we may hear voices reminding us that
they leave out passion, emotion, feeling, faith, imagination, and a host of other
things. But these, too, can end up being little more than partialisms. If the problem
we are addressing is one-sidedness, then substituting partialism for partialism is no
answer. Quite apart from the tradition of defining the human being as a rational
animal or wisely knowing human being (homo sapiens), one can also make the
pragmatic rejoinder to critics of science that we will gain little by setting aside
knowledge in favor of any of these other things. We need knowledge of many
different kinds, depths, and extents in everyday life, and we almost always find that
even a little more knowledge is better than less.%

The deep philosophical past of the West is to us both familiar and strange. It is
near to us in the sense that it shaped the prehistory of our intellectual concerns and
methods; it is distant in that we often feel that we had to liberate ourselves from its
various provincialisms. This past is our heritage, but it is also a “different country.”
Our present is sometimes visible in it, although as if reflected in a distorting mirror.

History, and even more narrowly the history of concepts and theories, cannot
immediately answer our most pressing questions. Studying the past can neverthe-
less provide a dimension of depth and resonance to our world. This happens most
effectively when we try to find the common things beyond the strangeness—which,
when it succeeds, can often make the strange more familiar. Achieving this requires
that we reactivate thoughts, many of which have became ossified—sedimented, in
the language of Husserl—in the course of centuries and millennia.

It is useful to remind ourselves of a meaning that resonates in the words historia
and histor: witness. Witness is testimony of what one has seen, giving an account of
what the world has shown. The histores, and the historiae they narrate, are, within
the bounds of this book, the people who have witnessed the place of imagination,
traversed it and felt out its character, and given it names and marked out its forms.
Our goal is to take up the resources they have left us and to rethink them, singly and
together, to the point where we might discover the possibilities of an occluded-
occulted tradition we have foregone and lost track of.

But summarizing too broadly, too much in advance, is trivializing. Actually
investigating something familiarizes us with its peculiarities and its place; a sum-
mary attempted without that familiarity is precisely a reification of knowledge apart
from place, utopianism. The historical narrative would thereby be deprived of both
narrativity and historicity! It is not self-defeating, however, to remark in advance
that the concerns of this and the last chapter will constantly be reinforced and
extended by the historical sensibility we acquire as we find well-articulated alterna-
tives to our present conceptions and theories. We will see that the things we think
and say about imagination and images is almost always derivative of what was better
thought out in the past.

%Considering the different approaches and one-sidednesses of the sciences leads quite naturally to
understanding what science does, fundamentally, as establishing rigorously constituted imagina-
tive planes and spaces. This is not the last occasion on which I shall point to this fact, which could
easily be taken up in the philosophy of science.
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The imagination we will find in Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, and Kant (and a few
others) will have mobility and multidimensionality. The notion of imagining as
based on and accomplished through placement (in and through sensation, reason,
and other psychological powers) will be recurrent, a leitmotif. We will see that even
when their theories differ, they for the most part share a conceptual topology in
which the individual theories all take their place and get their sense. These thinkers
will repeatedly suggest and sometimes outright argue that images and imagining are
the true element of human being—although an element we can imagine even
transcending, to the point that we can think about and conceive the very limits of
imagining. And they will face, though not always straightforwardly, an insistent
question that addresses imagination’s heart and that has become the unacknowl-
edged background to all our thinking, our science, our practice: whether and to what
degree we must consider language, logos, and logic as themselves fundamentally
imaginative forms. By and large they will say that imagination is inextricably woven
together with them.

This hardly means that the thinkers I treat in the following chapters speak with
one voice. As should be evident from this chapter, sharing a conceptual topology
does not mean articulating identical or even consistent theories. It does mean,
however, that each thinker has theories that illuminate the same field and articulate
it in resemblant, if not isomorphic, ways. Despite the limitations of each, there is
an amplitude to their investigations and their concerns that puts into question the
adequacy of our own. Moreover, by the end of our historical investigation we will
begin to see that, despite their differences, these thinkers have worked within a
common topology of imagination—of imagination and reason—that still prevails.
Although it has also been home to the distorted and one-sided theories that litter
our past and present, in its ampler forms this conceptual topology still offers the
potential of a future, productive development.

It is not possible, however, to recognize the common topology of these thinkers
by taking a cursory glance at their writings, as most surveys do. It would remain
largely invisible if all we tried were to cherry-pick just the “relevant” sections of
their writings. Each of our major authors has passages and works where imagination
is featured. It is not so much in these individual passages, however, as instead in the
manifold filiations of their thought, in tacit indications and connections, that their
understanding of it is revealed. This is a virtue of their thinking rather than a defect.
If imagination could be grasped by summarizing a few pages of their writings we
would have long since arrived at a better and fuller understanding, both of these
thinkers’ “doctrines” and of imagination itself. That is not how great philosophical
thought works. The greatest is measured, if it can be measured at all, by an articulated
amplitude that strives to leave nothing important out.

The inconvenience this poses to both me as author and you as reader is not small.
It means that the limits of the presentation cannot be narrowly drawn. It is often
necessary to look beyond imagination, and not just to other psychological powers
like sensation and reason—this part is indispensable in any case, no matter how
much it goes against the still prevalent antipsychologistic temper of our philo-
sophical age—but to epistemology, to ethics, to physics and philosophy of nature,
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to metaphysics and ontology. This is all the more necessary insofar as the
antipsychologistic temper has encouraged interpretations that slight the psycho-
logical element of our authors’ thought—an element that they regarded, quite
precisely, as having epistemological, ethical, natural, and ontological consequences
and roots. As a result, my presentations will argue the need for basic revisions in
how we interpret not just the imagination theory and psychology of these thinkers
but even their work as a whole. If, however, most histories of philosophy of the past
century and longer have neglected the element and even the fact of psychology, it
should not be surprising that a re—placement of imagination in a re—placed psy-
chology might require a major shift in our conception of our philosophical history.
By the time we have reached the final chapter of this study, we will see that, if it is
not true that our illustrious predecessors anticipated everything about imagination
and its reasons, they nevertheless knew a great deal more about it than we have
managed to conceive.
So let us begin the work of rediscovery.
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Chapter 4
Plato and the Ontological Placement of Images

Histories of imagination, and of psychology in general, usually begin in earnest
with Aristotle (384-322 B.C.E.). His On the Soul—Peri psuchés in the original
Greek, De anima in the Latin rendering—is the founding work of scientific and
philosophical approaches to psychology. In it imagination (phantasia in Greek) is
defined and located with respect to other powers in a way that has figured ever since
in psychological tradition. On the Soul provided the conceptual template, the
thought schema, for psychology, a template that even today has consequence and
effect.

Aristotle was a student of Plato (ca. 428-347 B.C.E.); he entered the Academy
in Athens at about the age of 18 and remained there until shortly after Plato’s death.
It is not surprising that Aristotle’s theory of imagination was influenced by his
master’s discussions. What precisely he learned at the Academy is a matter of
conjecture, however, not least because Plato wrote in dialogue form. Because the
dialogues, fictional reports of conversations, rarely attempt to present straightfor-
ward doctrinal truth, arriving at their “teachings” requires no little interpretative
work. Imagination and images come up in the dialogues not infrequently, though
often not in the vocabulary that became standard later on. If they do not present a
single, unified doctrine, they nevertheless lay down an understanding of images and
imagination as enabling human beings to “see” the ultimate intelligible things,
known as ideas or forms, through the “shadows” they “cast” in the things of the
visible world.

Even before Plato began to develop a framework and a vocabulary for these phe-
nomena, before there was any explicit concept of imagination or a word for it, there
had emerged in early Greek thought a concept—perhaps one should say a protocon-
cept—of “image” and a context for conceiving it, in what we might call the emerg-
ing problematics of imagination. Imagination understood as a human power or
activity arose in Greek thought as part of the effort to understand images, what they
are, and where they take effect. This effort occurred within the context of trying to
understand how human beings experience the things of the world. The basic concepts
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and vocabulary for such matters had to be gradually, and not always consistently,
worked out as a part of theories about nature, natural things, and natural events.

Section 4.1 will sketch a history of how a theory of images was first developed.
Initially, the terms “image” and “imagination” will not be thematic. They will be
implicit and foreshadowed in the background, before they emerge as topics in their
own right. The account will also highlight theorists’ imaginative use of metaphors
and analogies—at first almost haphazard, then more systematic—for which I use
the term “thought—scheme,” although “image—scheme” is as appropriate. One thing
we shall see almost from the beginning is the progress of abstractness in these
schemes. Whether this progress (and abstraction as the process that achieves it)
implies that images eventually give way to purely rational ideas will become more
explicitly a theme as our investigation advances.

4.1 Pre-Platonic Philosophy and the Emergence
of the Image—Bearer

The question of the image preceded the question of imagination in the history of
Greek philosophy, and the image itself emerged as a philosophical concept from
reflection on what carried or bore appearance from a thing to a perceiver. The image
was first conceived as a result of the appearance—bearer’s action. The appearance—
bearer was understood as flowing or detaching itself from the thing whose image it
carried. The appearance—bearer, in its turn, derived from early Greek philosophizing
about physical bodies and physical actions (where fa phusika are “the things of
nature”). The being or ontology of the appearance—bearer was understood within
the context of early philosophers’ conceptions of nature and its operations. The
nature-based ontology of the appearance—bearer preceded both the ontology of the
image and the psychologization of the process of imagination.

When around 600 B.C.E. Thales of Miletus said (as we are told)' that everything
is water, he appears to have wanted to indicate that the most basic element in nature
was not just inert material but something capable of taking on different states and
appearances. It seems likely that he had in mind what we call the phases of water:
liquid, solid, or vapor. He certainly noticed that the bodies of all living things,
though usually solid and dry to the touch, contain liquids, which suggested that
liquid animated them. The different things and their appearances in nature would
thus be due to the transformations and combinations of a fundamental liquid, water,

'None of Thales’ writings survives; what he and other early philosophers wrote and thought is
recorded at second hand in the doxographic tradition, that is, in the accounts of later writers report-
ing about them—usually centuries later. For no philosopher preceding Plato do we have any fully
intact works. The authoritative collection of the fragments reporting their words and stories about
them can be found in Diels and Kranz 1974 [1903]; a usable selection with English translation and
commentary is Kirk and Raven 1957.
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in different modes. The ordinary water we encounter and drink every day was only
one form of this fundamental water, and not its purest.

This physiological materialism—an account (logos) of matter as basic to nature
(phusis)—differs from the somewhat later atomism. Thales and the other early
physiologues (phusiologoi) of Greece did not typically assert the existence of ele-
mentary units or particles of the primary substances they postulated. There is no
evidence that Thales thought there were ultimate particles of water. Water and the
other postulated primary substances like air and fire were conceived as continuous
rather than particulate.

There is a subtle but important difference to which this gives rise. In atomism,
what we experience, macroscopically as we say, is due to the actions of micro-
scopic, indivisible particles that combine and separate. What we see, the phainom-
ena, conceal to some extent these true and real microscopic actions. Thales and the
other Ionians, by contrast, conceived matter as a continuum, and its changes had as
much an ideal and phenomenal as a material character. Water is as much the variety
of its appearances as it is a common, unitary, underlying thing. Thales apparently
did not name or explain how water takes on its variety of appearances, however.

When Anaximenes, also from Miletus, designated air rather than water as the
primal element, he was probably trying to outdo his predecessor while following the
same basic thought—scheme.? He argued that air produced the variety of phenomena
by becoming either denser or rarer, processes he called condensation and rarefac-
tion.> Perhaps it seemed more plausible to him that the prime element would be
more airlike than waterlike, since phenomenologically atmospheric air surrounds us
but is ordinarily invisible, colorless, and odorless and offers no resistance to motion
through it. One can imagine air, more easily than water, extending indefinitely
beyond the earth—and this is imagining, especially at a time when the experience
of flight was limited to birds and insects. The thought—scheme thus gained greater
elaboration and definition and became more easily universalized. If the processes
of condensation and rarefaction were hardly more than metaphors on the way to
analogy, they nevertheless suggested the possibility of further application and
development. Anaximenes’ theory better corresponded than Thales’ to the universal
dynamism of nature that is reflected in all the physiologues’ theories.

Not even the ancient atomists conceived their “elements” (the “indivisibles,” atomoi)
passively. They introduced them in the first instance as the invisible causes of all the
variety of visible things and events. Atoms moved, turned, oriented themselves
to one another, joined, separated, etc. By contrast, we today, unless we are well
schooled in the dynamism of the quantum realm, are inclined to picture elements as
more or less static structures consisting of protons, neutrons, and electrons, and

*Tradition sees Anaximenes either as a younger contemporary of Thales or as belonging to the next
generation.

3Condensation and rarefaction do not have necessarily atomistic implications. If matter is continu-
ous rather than divided into units, rarefaction would be like stretching out a volume of matter in
three dimensions, condensation the opposite.
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molecules as static arrays of atoms. Perhaps this suggests something like a typical
social, cultural, or civilizational imaginary.*

If Thales made water the primal element, and Anaximenes air, earth had no
takers—perhaps because it is so static. Anaximander, another resident of Miletus
who is traditionally placed chronologically between his fellow townsmen, chose
the more expressly abstract course of designating the unlimited (apeiron) as that
from which everything else came and to which it returned. He is the earliest Greek
philosopher whose words are preserved, in a sentence quoted by Simplicius of
Cilicia (ca. 490-560 C.E.), a mathematician and commentator who flourished
more than a 1,000 years later. Simplicius embedded the quotation in a description
of Anaximander’s understanding of the unlimited:

...some other unlimited nature, from which come into being all the heavens and the worlds
in them. And the source of coming—to—be for existing things is that into which destruction,
too, happens, “according to necessity; for they pay penalty and retribution to each other
for their injustice according to the assessment of Time,” as he describes it in these rather
poetical terms.>

The words given in quotation marks are believed to be Anaximander’s. The
clause can be seen as making fully explicit what was tacit in his predecessors: what
is has to have a nature flexible enough to give rise to al/l appearing being, and what
appears does so by determinations added to or taken away from whatever already is.
The logic underlying all determination is that determination is external with respect
to what is, and determinations, whether they are added or removed, transform what
already is into something else. What underlies the constant re— and de—determination
exists as the limitlessly determinable yet intrinsically undetermined. It is an
unlimited whole that is constantly, but just temporarily, delimited this way or that.
The emergence of anything arrives at the expense of something else, which is re— or
de—determined out of its previously determined existence. Change occurs by the
re—determining of what is already present; this gives rise to something new. The
new displaces the old, and in that sense the new does injustice to the old by doing
away with it, by destroying it. The fundamental principle of order in this process is
time. As process it is governed by the justice of giving and taking away. More
clearly than his predecessors, Anaximander develops the Ionian thought—-scheme to
portray the cosmos in its fotality as constantly, intrinsically dynamic, and the dynamism
as governed (using the analogy of justice) by something like the necessity of law.

The conceptual movement from Thales’ water hypothesis, to Anaximenes’
conception of expanding and contracting air, to Anaximander’s process of justice-
governed determination and redetermination of the otherwise undetermined
“stuff” of nature illustrates how an explanatory thought—scheme develops. The
development moves in the direction of greater amplitude of explanation, greater

4“Imaginary” used in this sense indicates a way—even a system—of imagining (including a large
store of interrelated images) that is characteristic either of an author or of a social group. It is also
a name for a kind of conceptual topology.

>Quoted from Kirk and Raven 1957, 117, substituting “unlimited” for apeiron.



4.1 Pre-Platonic Philosophy and the Emergence of the Image—Bearer 107

detail of explication, and increasing abstraction of basic terms. But the fact of
abstraction should not mislead us. Clearly the scheme is strongly imaginative to
begin with, but it does not through abstraction lose its imaginative character. The
governing images became less simple, more dynamic, and more subtle and specula-
tive; through use they became more familiar, and precisely as such they appear to be
more concepts than images.

Describing the thought—scheme in this way immediately begs for some articula-
tion of the difference between imagination and abstraction, since Anaximander in
particular appears to provide an abstract conception of the Ionian thought—scheme
precisely by using the metaphor of political justice, extended or projected from the
city to the cosmos and to some degree fused with cosmic order. The basic compo-
nents of the scheme are placed against the largest conceivable background, and both
the scheme and the background get more expressly developed. A measure of the
success of a scheme—in fact of its existence as scheme rather than simply as
hypothesis—is its potential for fruitful development. The more universal the claim
implicit in the scheme, the more that later thinkers will find gaps and incomplete-
ness in its previous forms. A recognized gap is a gap that quickly gets filled, in one
form or another: Thales’ theory as it has come down to us scarcely raises the issue
of what happens to water to make it appear different in different circumstances,
whereas Anaximenes’ theory makes the processes of condensation and rarefaction
basic to the nature of the fundamental element and invokes large principles
(Friendship and Strife) to explain why the processes happen. Then Anaximander
relativizes the need for naming the element specifically (it becomes the unlimited)
and conceives the principles, according to an analogy with the political realm, as
united in a system that requires what is taken away to be subsequently compensated
for—a principle of conservation of cosmic justice.

What tends to be overlooked by claims that explanation becomes progressively
more abstract over time is that greater abstractness imposes the need for a greater
and more diverse flexibility in the concrete deployment of abstractions. This ongo-
ing development is not simply deductive, nor is it primarily inductive or even abduc-
tive. It is, however, extremely common, and by most understandings of imagination
must count as imaginative.

Another Ionian, Heraclitus of Ephesus (ca. 535-475 B.C.E.), took the scheme in
a new direction by making a link to a realm that had not originally been part of the
Tonian thought—scheme. At first glance, however, it looks as though his philosophy
is a throwback to Thales and Anaximenes, since he proposed fire as the primary
element. Several hundred fragments of his writing are preserved, so despite their
fragmentary character taken individually it is possible to acquire a much more
specific sense of his style of thinking than for his predecessors. He seems to have
had in mind as much fire’s symbolic value—the flickering flame, always changing
but always the same, maintaining itself by consuming what it burns—as its physical
character. Like Anaximander with his notion of the unlimited, he also made more
explicit than Thales and Anaximenes that the primacy of the primary element has
more to do with its intrinsic way of acting on and changing things and appearances
than with its specific kind or external principles that affect it.
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More fraught with the possibility of future development was Heraclitus’ conception
of human experience. Heraclitus argued (at considerable length in the existing frag-
ments) that the lawful ways of nature can be recognized and known by human
beings who are sufficiently attentive to what is happening around them. He in fact
took this thought a step further, in a direction that deeply influenced later philosophy
and science, by declaring that this power of recognizing and knowing is shared by
all human beings. Human beings are not just one kind of natural thing among count-
less other kinds but also cosmically oriented beings: beings aware of the cosmos as
a wholeness ordered and organized by the cosmos’s governing principle: logos.

Previously, the Ionian thought-scheme had implicitly assumed that human
beings—or at least some human beings, notably Thales, Anaximenes, and
Anaximander—were capable of recognizing and speaking deep truths about nature.
Heraclitus made this assumption thematic. In the later doxographic tradition we are
told that he held a hereditary political office in Ephesus, but that disgust with the
ignorance and venality of people led him to abdicate and abandon the life of the
polis. Whatever the truth of this story, it appears to conform roughly to what
Heraclitus’ fragments say about the typical ways of human being. They say that
people prefer their own private ways of understanding, but that it is possible for
them to abandon those conceptions in favor of the logos.® The logos is not materially
visible but governs and patterns all visible changes and is the same for everyone. In
this sense Heraclitus was the first to expressly set the question of human existence,
knowledge, and nature in the context of the ways and means of physical nature. He
strongly argued that human beings can see through the striking surface appearances
of things to underlying and overarching unities and patterns.

What he meant is not, in the first instance, very complicated. An example is the
very simple fragment “The way up is the same as the way down.”” If there is a path
that winds up a hill, it is also a path that winds down the hill. If we consider that
many experiential encounters involve things that we judge only according to the
narrow limits of our immediate concerns, and that the very same things show them-
selves differently to others in different settings, we perhaps get an inkling that there
are all sorts of unities, and aspects to unities, to which we are ordinarily oblivious,
because we see them only from our private perspectives. Still, it hardly takes any
great exertion of conception or imagination to see that, whether we take the path up
or down, it is the same path—and every person can naturally become aware of
myriad such unities. There is a patterning principle or principles at the foundation
of both physical nature and human experience. In human beings the principles need
to be developed into a fuller awareness—though most people stop short of the com-
mon logos and prefer staying with their own. At least that is what Heraclitus says.
As we shall see momentarily, without this conceptual topography (another name for

¢Logos eventually came to have as part of its ordinary meanings “mathematical ratio” and “reason,”
but in Heraclitus’ era it still had the primary sense of “speech,” “words combined into an account.”
Not until very late in antiquity could it be used to mean “individual word.”

"Diels and Kranz 1974 [1903], B60.
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a thought scheme, emphasizing its extensiveness), Plato’s philosophizing would
scarcely have been possible.

It was commonplace in later antiquity to consider Heraclitus one-sidedly as the
philosopher of constantly changing reality, like the flickering flame. In this form he
was contrasted to the slightly later Parmenides (born ca. 510 B.C.E.), who in his
philosophical poem “On Nature” characterized being as incapable of change; if it
changed, being would have to move from what is to what is not, and vice versa; thus
being would turn into nonbeing, nonbeing into being.® Yet Heraclitus’ understand-
ing of logos, which governs everything that is and is known and that therefore is the
principle according to which what is can truthfully communicate itself to human
beings, is not a world apart from another basic Parmenidean contention, that there
is a common character to being and knowing.’ Both Heraclitus and Parmenides
thought that the vast majority of human beings talk about and even see things other
than they are. For Heraclitus, human beings prefer their own, their “private” logos.
For Parmenides, human beings constantly posit a divergence between being and
thinking by trying to traverse “the impossible way,” the way of not-being. The way
of not-being treats things as constantly coming into being and passing out of being.
That is, it assumes that being comes from and returns to nothingness, that being is
constantly being created and annihilated. This way of presenting and describing
things collapses as soon as one starts speaking and thinking in a way commensurate
with being—which, by the same token, turns from the way that treats nonbeing as
though it exists.

Parmenides appears to represent a decisive turn in ancient Greek philosophy,
away from the accounts of nature that the Ionians had nurtured and toward one of
the most radical of rationalisms that Western philosophy—a tradition that has had no
shortage of rationalisms—has witnessed. It is so radical, especially in its common
interpretations, that it has always had about it an air of absurd rigor. Whether
Parmenides himself was guilty of absurdities is arguable, especially if one takes into
account the second part of “On Nature.” In the second part he gives an extended
example of how we might explain the appearances of change in nature without vio-
lating his prohibition against following the way of nonbeing. It is far more fragmentary
than the first part, however, so it may well be that we lack the key for interpreting it.
The Italian philosopher Emanuele Severino, who has gone as far as anyone since

81t is important to resist the facile interpretation that Parmenides exaggerated the significance of a
merely apparent contradiction of terms, since that is to underestimate from the outset the status
both of terms or words and of contradiction. The verbal contradiction needs to be thought through
rather than swept aside.

*“Knowing and being are the same” is a common translation of Fragment 3 of “On Nature.” Kirk
and Raven 1957 renders it (in continuity with Fragment 2, but noted as independent), “the same
thing can be thought as can be,” but they also remark that very literally construing the syntax would
produce “the same thing exists for thinking and for being.” Two alternatives that sound more alien
in English are “knowing and being are with respect to the same” and “the same is for knowing and
for being.” Notice, then, that the most literal rendering and other plausible alternatives to the sim-
pler and more familiar “knowing and being are the same” do not assert any simple identity between
knowing and being. The more-literal translations are more easily assimilated to Heraclitus’ position.
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Greek antiquity toward developing a rigorously consequent account of Parmenidean
thought, argues that it is not incompatible with positions that are ordinarily believed
to conflict with it: in particular, he argues that a multiplicity of beings is possible for
Parmenides, and that the appearance of change is neither a refutation of Parmenides
nor contradictory of being—which by its nature must be and cannot not be.!°
Many accounts of the history of philosophy take Parmenides as a turning point
that, to use the rhyming German expression, establishes a radical split between Sein
und Schein, being and appearance. If so it would be an important turning point as
well for the possibilities of a well-developed theory of images and imagination. On
the other hand, it is possible that the Sein/Schein split is an (over)interpretation of a
more subtle point of Parmenides’ claims. One might put it this way: with respect to
what is, there is no right to treat it as though it is not—perhaps not even as though
one thing is less or more than another with respect to being (and so the lesser might
be discounted and the greater exalted). One of the problems of making sense of the
far more fragmentary second part of “On Nature” is that, given the typical interpre-
tation of Parmenides as opposed to change and multiplicity, his proposed style of
explanation of natural events seems to accept both. But if his physical theory
ascribes being equally to the various elements of the theory of the second part, then
a good deal of the paradox is lifted. Treating being as superior to appearance would
then amount to a fundamental violation of his central tenet. Anyone who discounts
appearance as less real than something else is trying to mix nonbeing with being.
What appears, is. It is not opposed to being, or even reduced in its being status
because it is supposedly an effect of a cause (causes are usually ascribed greater
reality than effects, even if only implicitly: this, too, amounts to nihilism).
Appearance, even the appearance of change, must not be presented by feckless
human beings as though it were simply unreal, but attributed its proper being instead.
The words of Parmenides had a profound influence on the history of what even-
tually came to be called philosophy. Atomists like Democritus (ca. 460-370 B.C.E.)
and Epicurus (341-270 B.C.E.) accepted the radically contradictory character of
being and nonbeing. They presented their atoms as what really is, the fundamental,
unchangeable beings without which there is nothing; and their empty space corre-
sponded to the nothing—the no-thing, so to speak—which is not any being at
all but “is” still necessary for the things composed of atoms to disassemble and
re—form by motion of the atoms. That this is a compromise of Parmenidean prin-
ciples or even self-contradictory is not the point, but rather that the atomists felt

10 At least one aspect of Parmenides’ position can be easily interpreted as consistent with common
sense: “being” is something that is not subject to degree. What is, is, and to treat it otherwise is the
foundation of nihilism. So, for example, an extreme reductionism that denies reality to appear-
ances insofar as they are “really” something else is nihilistic, insofar as it denies being to appear-
ance. This greatly expands the ranks of the traditions of nihilism! Severino argues that Western
thought has been and continues to be thoroughgoingly nihilistic precisely because everyone agrees
that change is real and requires some kind of annihilation—of form, quality, orientation, position,
or the like—and the emergence of something else that did not exist beforehand. See especially
Severino 1982, 19-61, an essay that first appeared in 1964.
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sufficiently bound by Parmenides’ stricture that they organized the fundamental
pattern of their thought in a manner that conceded the stricture’s basic correctness.
The compromise effectively “reduced” appearance to the positions and behaviors of
atoms. Atoms were being; the space in which they moved was a no—thing that was
necessary for the atoms to take up different positions. The boldness of atomism was
precisely that it affirmed the stark dichotomy of being and nonbeing (while not,
strictly speaking, granting being to the no—thing of space) in a way that accommo-
dated the constant appearance of change.

The sophistic movement, by contrast, was affected more by the logic or way of
reasoning of the Parmenidean dichotomy. Parmenides’ followers—best known
were Zeno (born ca. 490 B.C.E.) and Melissus (born ca. 480 B.C.E.)—supported
and developed their master’s thought by exploiting the logic of reduction to absur-
dity. The ordinary appearances and events that seem to militate against Parmenides’
affirmation of the unicity of being were shown to be contradictory. Achilles appears
to overtake the tortoise when it is given a head start in a footrace, but this is impos-
sible, since when Achilles reaches the tortoise’s starting point the tortoise will have
already moved ahead, and similarly for Achilles’ catching up to that point. Achilles
would have to go on forever and ever, always trying to make up the new distance
that had opened up between them. What appears and what reason shows stand in
contradiction: paradox.

Insofar as the sophistic movement was predicated on a mastery of logic and
rhetoric, which allowed experts in sophistic to weaken strong arguments and
strengthen weak arguments, it developed and exploited the argumentative power of
the logic of contradiction, which to this day is the foundation of Western logic. If
Parmenides in particular called attention to the problem of the ontological or meta-
physical falsity we incur when we illegitimately talk about what is as though it were
not, those who developed the art of argumentation gradually created a logic that
appeared to be autonomous, that is, to have and retain its validity apart from any
particular application of its terms to any conceivable world. The logic of speech
thereby becomes autonomous. Some representations of things in speech are simply
impossible by virtue of the very (logical) structure of speech representation, and
this appears to mean that logical truth (and all logical truths) transcend being,
appearance, and representation. Thinking, regarded as speechlike, is not the same as
being but superior to it, and logical thinking consigns certain lesser forms of think-
ing (like the perception of change) to nothingness.!!

If this looks like one of the ultimate forms of ancient rationalism, it is neverthe-
less important to see that the force of the argumentation depends on seeing impos-
sibility in a given situation, that is, in seeing a logical schema and its violation in the
thought—image of a situation. A logical schema taken in this way is a representation
or image of an aspect of the situation. “Achilles can overtake the tortoise” is evi-
denced by sense experience, “It is not the case that Achilles can overtake the tortoise”

"Taken in this strong sense, this ancient rationalism claiming descent from Parmenides violates his
basic stricture, because it understands mind as sovereign over being rather than coordinated with it.
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by the schematic analysis of the situation according to an indefinite division of time
and the race course. The force of the impossibility comes from the recognition of
the incompatibility of the two different representations of the situation. Later, logic-
chopping forms of sophistic rationalism focused more on the linguistic or rhetorical
forms of contradiction than on the exhibition/showing of conflicts between appear-
ance and logical schema.

Both Heraclitus’ logos and Parmenides’ being—knowing unity prescribe how
human beings might see things aright and speak more truthfully than they ordinarily
do. They left obscure, however, how the benighted might advance to this level of
thinking, seeing, and speaking. Although these philosophers were not concerned
with images and imagination in any specific sense, it iS not a misrepresentation to
say that they saw the typical problem of human experience as false portrayal or
representation: representation of the world in a way that cannot stand up to more
stable aspects of the world, its parts, and its processes. Although false accounts,
false logoi, are the major part of the problem, logoi are not intrinsically false, since
a true account of things is possible for one who takes due care. The physiologues of
Miletus had placed natural things and events at the heart of their thinking, and the
accounts they gave had those things and events as their direct objects; Heraclitus
and Parmenides changed the focus, the direct object of philosophizing, to the ways
of thinking about things and the ways of speaking in accordance with that thinking.
They thus created a new level or layer to reality. Henceforth, naiveté about speaking
and thinking would no longer be acceptable or even possible. This is the true
moment of philosophy’s birth. It is the birth, in particular, of the theme of relations
between various levels of being and knowing, which was crucial to Platonic thought
and became a basic element in all later theories of imagination.

It may seem like an abuse of language to assert that, in ancient Greek philoso-
phy, questions of images and imagination first arose as a question of the nature and
function of logoi, accounts of things. Certainly it required further conceptual
development and refinement to progress to images as such. The image per se
became a matter of thematic concern a little later, precisely as some thinkers tried
to conceive how the things of the world communicate themselves and their pres-
ence to the senses and sense organs. In the first instance this is a development of
the physiological schema of understanding: how natural things give rise to the
variety of appearances.

The leading example is the image-bearing particle introduced by Empedocles of
Agrigentum (ca. 495-435 B.C.E.) and his followers. Empedocles proposed that the
four basic kinds of matter—earth, water, air, and fire—combined and separated in
accordance with opposing principles that, like Anaximenes, he called Friendship
and Strife. The mythical or figurative language should not conceal to us the inten-
tion to give an intelligible account of the cosmos and of how human beings experi-
ence it. Matter that, to begin with, comes in four basic forms is combined and
separated by virtue of attractions and repulsions. But Empedocles also thought that
the kinds of matter in things were strongly associated with the qualities that we
perceive to be in them. This led him to a theory stating in general that we perceive
by virtue of material particles that detach themselves from things and travel to our
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sense organs. The name he gave this kind of particle was aporroe (plural aporroai),
effluence or effluvium.'? These effluences are physical but also very tiny and rarefied;
moreover, they are not just tiny chunks of matter but bearers of the configuration of
the whole thing they are part of. That is, they are tiny representatives of the whole
thing, and because of this they can convey its appearance to the sense organ."

Empedocles’ effluences are a physical answer to a question that has both a physical
and a psychic aspect: how do we see, or otherwise sense, and ultimately understand
things as they are? The primary things to be seen and understood are the things of
the natural world. Tiny components of this realm carry the representation or appear-
ance or semblance—we would say the image—of the object from which they come to
the sense organs of the perceiver. Physical reality is not just a static or inert physical
arrangement, it is a physically dynamic environment in which objects are constantly
emitting images of themselves. It is these that enable a human being (and presum-
ably animals as well) to experience things in the world as they are.

Physical/natural things are involved in processes by which they communicate
themselves integrally. In sensation the terminal point of the process is a sensitive
being, like the human being to whom the things show or reveal or otherwise indicate
themselves. The process by which they show themselves does not, however, directly
show itself in turn. To recognize and understand that process, one must have the
key—in Empedocles’ case, the theory of the four kinds of matter subject to the
conflicting forces of love and strife, and of the effluences that bear the thing’s image.
This or something like it counts as one of the earliest schemas for how human
beings and animals can sense and perceive the things of the world. His predecessors
had recognized that this perception took place but had not offered a physical theory
of how.

But that is not yet all the way to a thought—scheme that has a place for theories
of imagination. Without any clear distinction of imagining from other acts of mind,
it is probably anachronistic to treat the effluences simply as an element of a basic
schema for imagining. It is, in itself and as part of Empedocles’ matter theory, a
forerunner or adumbrator of questions that would /ead to a later, full-blown concep-
tion of images and imaging processes (including imagination).

The crucial contribution of Empedocles’ theory to the future of imagination is
the explicit emergence of an imaging event. In the first instance, as we have just
seen, the image is presented as the result of the physics of the world, a natural event
undergirded by natural elements. Although one has to be careful about simply
asserting inevitabilities, it seems to me nevertheless true to say that it was virtually

12 Another image-bearing particle, the eidolon, was introduced a century and a half later, in the
atomism of Epicurus. In Homer’s Iliad the word is used of the soul of Patrokolos when he appears
to Achilles in book 23. Similarly, in book 4 of the Odyssey it is used of the dream figure of Iphthime
when she appears to her sister Penelopé. The eidolon is not the person but a phantom—double of the
person. We will see the term play an important role in Plato’s Sophist (Sect. 4.4, below).
SEmpedocles conceived macroscopic things as proportioned mixtures of the elements. The efflu-
ences were conceived not as indivisibles (i.e., atoms) but as tiny replicas that bear in themselves
the same proportions of the elements as the macroscopic thing that emits them.
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inevitable—if there was going to be continued reflection on the kinds of questions
to which Empedocles’ effluences were a response—that the physical and psycho-
logical consequences of image— or semblance—recognition would be developed
further. The effluence is the bearer of the eidos, the typical look or appearance of the
thing. It is thus an image—bearer and image—producer, before imagination was dis-
tinguished from other sensitive and perceptive powers. Such a distinction occurred
in the course of the following hundred years or so, as a schema for theories of imagi-
nation formed and then solidified itself, especially in the work of the greatest of the
ancient Greek philosophers, Plato and Aristotle. Perhaps their particular elabora-
tions of the image process were not inevitable. That it happened was nevertheless
decisive for the future of imagination.

4.2 Image-Bearers, Figures, and Images in Plato’s Meno

Unlike earlier thinkers, Plato’s works are by and large preserved. Accounting for
what he thought is accordingly far less dependent on speculation that extrapolates
from hearsay or fragmentary records than for the pre-Platonic thinkers. But since
most of his writing is in dialogue form, presenting what he thought about any par-
ticular subject has its own special difficulties. In a dialogue we are witnesses to a
conversation. Often we will not know with certainty what the author thinks about
the credibility of any particular statement or passage, or what functions a statement
has in context. In addition, the Platonic dialogues often have something of the nature
of drama about them, so the conflict of personages and situation works alongside
conflicts of argument. The more fully the dialogue participants are delineated, the
more the author can take advantage of the particulars of character and shifts in focus
to advance or modulate our understanding of what is said and what it is about. Just
as in conversations of everyday life, progress can be highly contingent. What is said
can be due to the mood of the moment or even to happenstance rather than to logical
necessity. And sometimes the Platonic dialogues can surprise us by what is not said
when we think it should have been.

The governing principle of the following interpretations of Plato is goal-oriented:
to gain a sense of the role that Plato played in developing the original schemas and
topologies for understanding imagination. There is little doubt that Plato decisively
shaped the schemas, and even more that he was the first to offer a theory simultane-
ously comprehensive of both the being of images and the psychology of imagining.
The “thumbnail Plato” of basic reference works, of course, is someone who deni-
grated images as at best faintly resemblant of reality, who claimed that the realm of
matter and sense was deficient in reality, that what truly exists is ideal, and that only
the philosopher can access true reality. That this thumbnail version is at best a pale
image of the reality of Plato will emerge as we look more closely at how images and
imagination figure in the dialogues.

A place to begin is Plato’s brief treatment of Empedoclean effluences in the dia-
logue Meno, in which his favorite protagonist, Socrates, engages in discussion with
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Meno, a visitor to Athens from the remote Greek province Thessaly. The nominal
subject of the dialogue is how virtue is acquired, in particular whether it can be
taught. Socrates insists on an orderly inquiry, so before trying to answer whether
virtue is teachable he suggests understanding what virtue is. But Meno has a prob-
lem: whenever he is asked to give an account of virtue or anything else he instead
provides a listing of things of that kind. To show what it means to understand a kind
as such, Socrates suggests considering the question of what color is. Meno recog-
nizes that listing colors is not a satisfactory answer. Socrates knows that Meno is a
follower of the sophist Gorgias, and that Gorgias taught an Empedoclean-style theory
of effluences, so he proposes an answer like one Gorgias might give (Meno, 76C-E).'*
Objects emit effluences. The effluences enter (or are blocked from entering) the
organs of sensation because of their shapes and the shapes of channels that conduct
the effluences to the various sense organs. Touch particles will pass into the organ
of touch, but not into the organ of hearing or sight, and particles of sound and vision
each pass into their respective organs but not into the organ of the other or into the
organ of touch. These various particles convey, from the thing to us, the qualities
we perceive. Thus, the effluent particles that are of the right shape to be admitted to
the eye give rise to colors. As Plato’s Socrates summarizes the notion, to Meno’s
enthusiastic agreement, “color is an effluence from shapes which fits the sight and
is perceived” (76D). Whether this is an exact rendering of Empedocles’ theory is
not so important as that Socrates’ hypothesis is a very plausible development of the
imaginative schema originated by Empedocles.

Although he has produced a credible account of the Gorgian-Empedoclean
hypothesis, Socrates is not as enthusiastic as Meno. Socrates grants that it is supe-
rior to a mere listing of colors. Meno, he says, likes the idea because he has heard it
before from the mouth of Gorgias, and because it is simple. You can define what
each sense perceives in a similar way—sensible quality X of object Y is produced
by an effluence fromY that is commensurate with the pores of the organs dedicated
to hearing—touch—taste—smell (pick one), and it is perceived as a quality of hear-
ing—touch—taste—smell (pick the same one again). But that simple adaptability of the
definition to each and every sense suggests that the definition says very little, or
perhaps nothing at all. We might elaborate: we do not see or have any particular
evidence for effluent particles, much less for different particles for each kind of
sensible quality, nor do we see or understand the channels in the organs, nor do we
have any understanding about what the particles do once they get into the organs or
how all the various qualities they would bear are produced and differentiated. The
reason we talk about particles, effluences, and channels in the first place is that
(1) we see, hear, touch, etc., things, and (2) we think that these phenomena must be
associated with a physical process. But our “knowledge” and “experience” of that
process is entirely hypothetical. That lack of evidence does not, however, prevent

1Citations of the Meno and other dialogues of Plato will use the standard Stephanus page and sec-
tion references. Translations will be drawn from Plato 1997 for the Meno and the Sophist, and
Plato 1968 for the Republic. 1 will occasionally make slight emendations.
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people like Empedocles, Gorgias, and Meno from hypothesizing it as true, or
further developing the effluence schema, for instance along the lines of Socrates’
interpretation.'

Socrates says that he really prefers a different way of defining things: determin-
ing what the common element is in all the instances of that kind of thing, then to
define the thing in question fo be that common element or fo be closely associated
with it. The whole discussion of color began because Meno asked him how virtue is
acquired; Socrates responded that they should first define virtue before determining
how it is acquired; Meno then tried to explain what virtue is by offering assorted
examples—the virtue of old men, of women, of children, of leaders, etc.—to which
Socrates responded by urging him to think of what all these have in common and
suggesting he use shape and color as analogies. Socrates wants not lists but an
account of what they all have in common that makes them shapes or colors. He even
says that he would accept as answer something that was always connected with
color, for example that it appears to be in the surface of objects. Socrates thus thinks
that the discrimination and correlation of appearances is a legitimate path to knowl-
edge. But Meno prefers the physically complex, hypothetical way of explaining
instead, which requires him to talk about a whole series of things (particles, pores,
sense-organ channels, etc.) he knows little about—not even that they exist.

Coming as we do at the opposite end of a tradition, we may have some difficulty
understanding Meno’s almost childish inability to adapt himself to Socrates’
request.'® It is worth taking a moment to conceive it adequately. For the moment we
can express the situation in terms of abstraction, concreteness, and analogy.

Meno has no difficulty identifying things that fall under familiar terms like
shape, color, and virtue. Thus he can use these terms as appropriate labels. As soon
as you ask him why “color” is an appropriate label for the things he calls white or
black he is nonplussed. If we call “color” an abstraction, at least in comparison to
the more concrete terms “white” or “red,” it looks as though his preference is to deal
with the concrete and to exemplify the abstract by its concrete forms.!” He has the
same inclination in the dialogue with “virtue” and individual virtues, and with
“shape” and individual shapes.

It would be untrue to say simply that Meno is incapable of exercising abstraction.
Besides the fact that he has no trouble noticing similarities and differences between

'5This observation holds just as much of light waves or photons as it does of effluences. That is not
to criticize light waves or photons, but to point out that the structure of attempted explanation is
similar. Centuries of research, observation and experiment, and theoretical differentiation have in
fact made the contemporary understanding of physical processes, vision, and the like much more
strongly supported than the effluence theory ever was or could have been.

1A resurrected Socrates might similarly object, for example, to those who want to account for
thinking in terms of ion cascades across synaptic gaps in neural networks, without first talking
about what makes thinking distinctive or about what all kinds of thinking have in common.

'7One obvious difference between “color” and “red” is that at some level the only way to define red
is to give samples. Concreteness and abstraction are of course relative. “Fruit” is more concrete
than “food,” while bananas, apples, and mangoes are more concrete than “fruit.”
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objects sufficient to identify and discriminate between them, his “natural element”
(so to speak) is arguments about things. He shows a penchant for recalling what
others have said about things and seems eager to add whatever Socrates has to say
about virtue and its teachability to his memory bank. As has often been remarked,
it is undoubtedly indicative of Meno’s character that his name is a slightly distorted
form of the Greek stem mne— used in words having to do with memory. But the way
he remembers arguments is mechanical, more like association than understanding.
Rather than attend to what Socrates asks him and look at things from the question’s
perspective, he searches his memory for some at least tenuously related account that
he has heard before. Meno is like the clever student who always has something to
say because he can easily remember what he has heard or read before. Whether he
really understands is another matter.

The relationship between memory and understanding is of course one of the
principal themes of the Meno, if for no other reason than the slaveboy’s geometry
lesson halfway through the dialogue. The geometry lesson is quite literally a dem-
onstration of the use of images in the approach to understanding. It is perhaps the
earliest preserved discussion at length of one of the crucial questions about imagina-
tion: what is its role in relation to the human powers that lead to knowledge?

Just before the geometry lesson begins, Socrates is forced to change tack by
Meno’s persistent inability to inquire methodically. Meno appears to have learned
nothing from the preceding thought exercises. As soon as Socrates gives him free
rein, he repeats the question that started the dialogue, whether virtue is teachable,
etc., nearly verbatim. When Socrates demurs, Meno says that, just as others had
warned would happen, Socrates has put him in a state of perplexity: like a torpedo
fish, Socrates has stunned him. Socrates points out that they are now exchanging
images of one another, but that the image is defective in an important point: presum-
ably a torpedo fish stuns others but not itself, whereas if he produces perplexity in
others it is only because he himself is perplexed.

Meno raises an objection that threatens to stymie any further discussion: Why
search for anything at all? You want me to search for something I don’t know, but if
I don’t know it how do you expect me to recognize it when it appears? And if I know
something well enough that I would recognize it if it turned up, why would I search
for it? Socrates counters by saying that Meno is using a debater’s trick, a ploy to
maneuver himself out of difficulty.

It is precisely at this moment that Socrates changes approach. It must seem to
him that Meno has tired of the demand that he think for himself about the questions
Socrates asks. The clever student wants to know what will be on the test so that he
can prepare to regurgitate; Meno wants to hear answers that sound good and that
he might use in the future. But Socrates, besides being a master of all the tricks of
argumentation, is also a master practical psychologist and sees through Meno’s
ruse. So he begins speaking vaguely of a secret knowledge that priests and priest-
esses have shared with him—and, as quick as that, Meno is hooked, he simply has
to know the secret. With due allowance for all of Meno’s other limitations, from
that point onward he remains genuinely engaged in inquiry, to the very end of the
dialogue.



118 4 Plato and the Ontological Placement of Images

Socrates’ professed secret is this: knowledge is a form of memory, knowledge is
something that we recall. When we come to know something, we are really being
reminded of it; everything we can know is, in some sense, already in our soul. This
means that everything we know ultimately comes from a previous life. As he sum-
marizes the moral of the story, once the intervening geometry lesson is over: “if the
truth about reality is always in our soul, the soul would be immortal so that you
should always confidently try to seek out and recollect what you do not know at
present—that is, what you do not recollect” (86A-B). Whether readers are simply
to accept the myth, the lesson, and this summary as true is doubtful, given how
Socrates then concludes the summary:

I do not insist that my argument is right in all other respects, but I would contend at all costs
both in word and deed as far as I could that we will be better men, braver and less idle, if
we believe that one must search for the things one does not know, rather than if we believe
that it is not possible to find out what we do not know and that we must not look for it.
(86B-C)

And immediately they resume their quest for virtue and how it is acquired, using
better method and without debater’s tricks.

What is the “proof” of the secret, priestly myth that precedes this conclusion?
Socrates asks Meno to produce one of his servants. Meno picks a boy who has been
in his household since birth, and who (as we find out a little later) has never studied
geometry, though he clearly knows some arithmetic and simple figures like lines and
squares. Socrates draws a divided square. He then asks question after question, each
time waiting for the boy’s answer. Socrates verifies that the boy understands that
squares have equal sides, that lines like EF and GH (see Fig. 4.1) joining the mid-
points of opposite sides are the same length as the square’s sides, and that if the sides
of the square ABCD are each two units long the area will be four. He then poses the
question to be resolved: what is the length of the line that, when used as the side of a
new square, will produce an area twice that of the original? In other words, given a
square like ABCD or EMHD, how do you find a square with double the area? The boy
answers swiftly: “Obviously, Socrates, it [=the side] will be twice the length” (82E).

Socrates pauses to direct a comment to Meno. “You see, Meno, that I am not
teaching the boy anything, but all I do is question him. And now he thinks he knows
the length of the line on which an eight foot figure [i.e., an eight-square-unit figure;
the original square is four square units, two by two] is based. Do you agree?”” Meno
does. Socrates then continues the questioning, and proceeds to use and re—use, to
re—evoke and modify, the figures he draws. He draws a square that is two by two,
then doubles the length of one of the sides to make a four-by-four square that he
superimposes on the two-by-two (in Fig. 4.1, if EMHD were the original two unit
by two unit square, then ABCD would be the superimposed four-by-four square).
When he asks how large the new square is, the boy easily sees that it is four times
as large, sixteen square units.

Socrates urges him to try again. The boy suggests taking a length halfway
between two and four, three. Socrates produces a new figure (Fig. 4.2) and has the
boy attend to its various dimensions. What the boy has proposed, in essence is that
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Fig. 4.1 The first figure for A G B
the slaveboy’s square-
doubling attempt in the Meno

E M F
D C
H
Fig. 4.2 The second figure
for the slaveboy’s attempt at
doubling a square L
J K
E M N
D
H |

the square JKID is the solution to the problem. The square JKID, with side three
units long, is presented as divided into four parts: square EMHD (the original
two-by-two square), square LKNM, and two rectangles, JLME and MNIH. The
area of the original square EMHD is four, LKNM is one, and JLME and MNIH
(being two-by-one rectangles) are each two. So the total area of the square with side
three is nine, which is too large by one square unit. At this point the boy announces
that he no longer has any idea how to proceed. Socrates points out the similarity to
Meno’s reaction when /e did not know how to proceed further in the inquiry about
virtue. The boy’s perplexity is real, and now he truly wants to know the answer.
Thus the boy is well prepared for the swift denouement that follows. Socrates
starts again with the original square, EMHD, adds equal squares to it above and at
one side (Fig. 4.3), and then encloses the “step” space of the resulting figure
(Fig. 4.4), in effect adding yet another equal square to turn the stairstep figure into
a large, four by four square. That is, he has in effect created Fig. 4.1 once more. He
proceeds to draw the four lines EG, GF, FH, and HE (Fig. 4.5) and tells the boy that
these lines are called diagonals (of the four smaller squares). The boy sees that the
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Fig. 4.3 First stage of the
final figure for the slaveboy’s
attempt

Fig. 4.4 Second stage of the
final figure for the slaveboy’s
attempt

Fig. 4.5 Last stage of the
final figure, leading to the
slaveboy’s answer
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triangular spaces EGM, GFM, FHM, and HEM are equal to one another; that each
is one half the area of one of the four squares that make up the large square; and,
finally, that the total area of the square created by the diagonals, EGFH, therefore
has to be twice that of the original square EMDH. The problem has been solved.
The desired line, the one that is the side of the square twice the area of the original
square, is the diagonal of the original square.

4.3 The Use and Abuse of Images

As a proof of the theses that all knowledge is recollective and that therefore the soul
must be immortal and have preexisted this life, the slaveboy’s geometry lesson
leaves much to be desired—and Socrates’ concluding concession that he would not
insist the argument is right in all respects seems to acknowledge this. Even as a
geometric proof according to the standards of Plato’s day, it would need greater
punctiliousness. For example, although it is easy enough to prove that the quadrilat-
eral figure formed by the four diagonals in Fig. 4.5 is a perfect square, it is only
assumed to be so by the three interlocutors.

As an object lesson in the role of images and figuration in acquiring and perfect-
ing mathematical knowledge, however, the lesson is spectacular. The development
of image and imagination in the Meno is tacit but rich. In several important senses,
Plato is showing how the inquiring mind works and establishing a place for images
in its functioning. Image and imagination are not incidental to the Meno inquiry,
they are essential.

If Meno has a problem with memory, it is because he is slavishly dependent on
recall. Recall is a basic mechanism of memory but has little cognitive value without
establishing the relevance of what is recalled. It does not necessarily reactivate or
repeat past understanding, much less give birth to new understanding. Meno’s way
of recall is largely verbal and associative. He has great difficulty proceeding from an
initial use of terms to a new perspective on them. His access to things thus largely
stops with labeling, at least when that labeling appears to be successful. What
Socrates’ anamnésis, remembering or recollection, aims at, by contrast, is to traverse
what has been grasped earlier, and entrusted to words, in new ways and contexts.

Recollection requires, first of all, that the inquirer amplify his sense of the place-
ment of what he is calling to mind. Meno wants verbal answers before he has
acquainted himself with the things and contexts they are about. He recalls texts and
speeches (logoi) but does not appreciate the textures of thinking all around an object
of inquiry; his understanding of words puts a remembered word or text next to
another remembered word or text, but this falls short of becoming a context. Thus
he proves to be blind, deaf, and unfeeling not just toward the textures of things
but also to the feel of their contexts, places, and environments. The feel for these
contexts or places can be called, by analogy, contextures. Without a sensibility for
texture and contexture, Meno often falls dumb—that is, he is incapable of expressing
in words the sense of the places and the contexts of things.
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The “doctrine” of imagination of the Meno is most directly evident in the
slaveboy’s geometry lesson. Whether, and to what degree, geometrical figures are
properly called images is a question that must be carefully answered. (But it is our
problem, not Plato’s.) Nevertheless, at first glance they seem to qualify as a kind of
simplified image, especially if we take seriously the criterion that Alain emphasized
in wondering whether and how we image Paris’s Panthéon. If there is anything at all
for which we can adequately summon a visual image, things like line segments,
circles, triangles, and rectangles seem to be leading candidates. We may be embar-
rassed by the question of the Panthéon’s color or the number of columns at the front
plane of the facade, but not by the number of sides of a square, its color, or the
angles at the vertices. Most people would probably contend that they can, for a
moment at least, clearly conceive the shape of a square—even if they do not really
require having a square image in mind to tell us how many sides it has. That they do
succeed in this is further evidenced by contrast with geometrical objects that most
people would not claim to be able to conceive clearly—for example, to imagine
very clearly a thirteen-sided polygon.'

Socrates does not ask the slaveboy to conceive squares mentally, of course; he
draws them. Let us assume for discussion’s sake that he draws them in the dirt or
sand, though doing it on paper or on a display screen would serve equally well. First
question: is drawing a square an act of imagination, at least as far as our use of the
word is concerned? One conventionalized account of how drawing happens would
say that first Socrates mentally conceives or imagines a square privately, then in a
second, public act he draws it in the sand according to the mental pattern. In a third
act, he recognizes or verifies that the sand drawing conforms to the mental figure (or
not, if he draws very badly). A perhaps equally conventionalized class of criticisms
of this kind of description would say that it is extravagant in invoking so many sepa-
rate mental acts. A behaviorist would try to reduce the extravagance by speaking
chiefly of behaviors, dispositions, and propositions uttered; other critics might
speak in terms of brain—region inputs and outputs and associated motor activity.

Unfortunately, almost any alternative description of the process of drawing fig-
ures will be saturated just as heavily with our concerns and preconceptions as with
those of Socrates and Plato. If all that were left to do is recite verbatim the text of
the dialogue, we would be following the example of Meno, who knows how to
speak the words he has heard but not how to explain them. Plato’s Socrates may not
have concerns and concepts identical to our own, but he clearly believes that some-
thing new in one’s experience can emerge by thinking recollectively about what one
has already experienced. If there is something to focus on, and that thing can be
worked and developed, one can gain familiarity with the “territory” it occupies and
learn how to survey its major features.

'8The point is relative rather than absolute: if I claim I can imagine an equilateral triangle, a square,
a pentagon, a hexagon, and an octagon quite clearly, but disclaim the ability with a heptagon, a
nonagon, a decagon, etc., it means that I am not simply making extravagant claims but also imply-
ing that I have a way of discriminating success from failure.
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Platonic imagination in the slaveboy’s lesson begins with Socrates’ action of
drawing with a purpose. The slaveboy would not be able to answer any questions
at all without looking at and talking about a figure (so much for any notion that he
has direct or immediate access to so-called Platonic ideas!). Of course Socrates’
overriding purpose has nothing in particular to do with geometry, but rather with
demonstrating the truth of the claim that knowledge is recollective. Socrates has
also already made the claim that all things are akin. “As the whole of nature is
akin, and the soul has learned everything, nothing prevents a man, after recalling
one thing only—a process human beings call learning—discovering everything
else for himself, if he is brave and does not tire of the search, for searching and
learning are, as a whole, recollection” (§1C-D). One thing naturally leads to
another—at least as long as you are resolutely in the mood or mode of inquiry.
Once you draw a figure and begin asking questions about it, you will learn unex-
pected things. Of course mathematics as a formal, propositional undertaking
exhibits this character as well. Propositions already established will in turn help
establish others as well, with no limit to the number of new true propositions that
can be discovered.

Whatever status the act of drawing and what precedes it might have, Socrates
counts, in the first instance, on a commonplace human ability that is at the root of
Platonic imagination: we can look at one thing and, through it, see another. A literal-
ist who comes upon the inquiring trio of Meno, Socrates, and the boy might wonder
why they are fussing over ridges in the sand. There are indeed ridges in the sand.
They are there because Socrates conceived the need for illustration, and he has
asked the boy to look at the markings in the sand in order to see a (geometric)
square. I put parentheses around “geometric” because, according to Meno, the boy
does not know geometry as such. He knows how to apply the word “square” to cer-
tain things he sees, he may realize that the sides of the square are equal, he may
dimly recognize that if the angles are not of the right kind the figure is not a square:
but he does not know much about what a square is, about its internal relations, or
about its relations to other things. In his knowledge of geometry, he is like—is an
image of7—Meno with respect to Meno’s knowledge of virtue. Meno, however, has
on many occasions spoken fine-sounding words about virtue (see 80B). It is not
likely that the boy has ever given lectures about squares.

There is something paradoxical about Plato’s imagination. It counts on an odd
power human beings have: they can look at something and, at a glance, take or con-
ceive it as something else. Ridges in sand are taken to be line segments that, seen
together, constitute a square. There is a medium, a substrate—the sand, as represen-
tative of the geometric plane—which is capable of almost limitless, significant
formation. This is the root of Platonic imagination, its ground and basis, perhaps its
ground bass. This pun has a serious intention. In a musical composition, the ground
bass is a repeating sequence of notes in the bass register, above which melodies and
harmonies come and go and play off of. The interest of the composition is almost
always in the other voices and registers, but the ground bass is present throughout,
providing the entire composition with a foundation and unity. Without it, the
relationship of the voices to one another would be weakened.
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It is important to notice that taking something as other than it first appears brings
with it certain corollaries. The first is that this looks like an act of falsification. Here
are ridges in the sand, chalk on a board, glowing pixels on a screen—but there is
Socrates calling it “square.” One can heighten the paradox by adding more content
to the scenario. In a different context, warfare, Socrates might produce ridges in the
sand and call them the encampment of the Athenian army that has to be defended
against Spartan attack. Of course if we dismiss this kind of act as simple false-
hood—ridges in sand are not a military encampment—we deprive ourselves of one
of the chief instruments we have for conceiving our world, taking possession of it,
and inhabiting it. We also have to wonder whether we can make any statement at all,
or have any intelligent conception, without this ability. Even when we say “There
are ridges in the sand that we will now take to represent a geometric square,” our
attempt at precision will not quash every hint of comparative thinking, allusion,
metaphor, and analogy. Is a ridge in sand really a ridge, if the paradigm case is a
mountain ridge? The very attempt at precision presupposes that, in the first instance,
we take or conceive things in a partial way, under a certain aspect. There is no guar-
antee that any number of precise specifications will change that. Exactness is rarely
as exact as we hope. Imagination may help us arrive at exactness, but exactness is
not a fundamental desideratum of imagining. Focused attention, however, is such a
desideratum.

The second corollary is closely related to what the first has suggested: that there
is a kind of motion in imagining. The mind does not rest in what is before it, but by
a movement “joins” one grasp of a thing to another. Perhaps imagination’s specific
character is to be quite explicit about there being a difference between levels or
frameworks. I know that this is sand, but I take it as being part of another level, as
part of geometry; I take it as belonging to a different frame, that of the geometrical
plane, even though it is “really” just a patch of dirt in the agora. In saying the move-
ment “joins” the grasp of a thing to another, I put scare quotes around joins because
the act should not in the first instance be interpreted as a form of voluntary or even
involuntary association. Perhaps a better term—at least more consistent with
Plato—is that the mind is directed toward something beyond the immediate object.
Of course the question-and-answer method of Socrates strongly encourages the
mind’s being carried in the direction of the current tendency of inquiry. But Socrates
is surely right that a question alone does not force or even provide an answer: it is
in the first instance an invitation to think or see for oneself the object against a back-
ground the previous discussion has prepared, to re—collect it thus.

Thus asking the slaveboy to see a square in the ridges of sand is only the first act
of Platonic imagination in the Meno. The second act, or rather the second register, is
to act upon and treat this figure in the sand as though it were a square in “geometric
space.” The boy does not yet have any clear sense of such a realm, but nevertheless
he is able to take his first, halting steps in that space. He will not turn into a full-
fledged geometer overnight; in his duties as slave he may never think geometrically
again. Nevertheless, he is now closer to being a geometer than when the day began.

Till now I have kept silent about a small but significant misrepresentation I have
made of the geometry lesson. The squares and other figures are described in the
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Greek text, but Socrates never uses an economical symbolic designation of points,
lines, or figures (that is, there are no As, Bs, Cs or their Greek alphabetical equiva-
lents). Although Socrates’ approach is “mathematically equivalent” to using figures
labeled with letters (which is already an ancient practice), it is perhaps not imagina-
tively equivalent.

Let me explain briefly what I mean. Anyone who has undertaken much mathe-
matics knows, tacitly at least, that there are different styles of mathematical thinking.
To some degree the styles correspond to major divisions and subdivisions of the
field (for example, geometric and algebraic/analytic), yet even within a division or
subdiscipline one can find different styles. Geometric thinking tends to take place in
and thus to favor a continuum; arithmetic and algebra, bound to the manipulation
and functional processing of individually specified quantities “plugged into” equa-
tions, tend to favor the discrete. This does not mean that there can be no crossover—
quite the opposite! The geometric continuum can be divided by points, lines, and
planes; an equation can be conceived as describing a continuous process (especially
if there is a time factor) or simultaneity. One mathematician may be inclined to look
at his subject matter in search of processes, another in search of structures. Styles
can be communicated and shared, so they are not irreducibly subjective. They can
also be complex, composed of multiple style strands. An experienced mathemati-
cian can often recognize in another a distinctive style that is melded from different
approaches and schools of thought.

Styles can be mimicked in part but never simply reproduced whole. They doubtless
have some natural basis in the human capacities for thought, imagination, and percep-
tion, but they must also be historical. A “euclidean” or a “cartesian” style of doing
geometry is distinctive, and even if we sometimes misidentify a moment of origina-
tion (perhaps Euclid and Descartes simply built on the practice of a contemporary we
have neglected) there is such an origin. Think of style, then, as the way of engagement
with the field. The slaveboy cannot be said to have a style of doing geometry, since he
has hardly done any geometry at all, and at first he is little more than a witness to what
Socrates presents to him and at most a judge of the aspects of the figures to which
Socrates’ questions draw attention. A style is exhibited chiefly in how one juxtaposes
or moves from theme to theme, item to item, object to object, question to question.

Whether Socrates has a style of geometrizing is a more complex question.'” The
style of his questions and his way of proceeding suggest that he could approach

There are further questions, such as whether each person has a unique style of doing things (not
generally, I would say), or whether style is flexible and occasional (almost certainly—especially
among those who are the greatest masters of style). Deeper reflection on these matters might fruit-
fully commence with a reconsideration of Heidegger’s understanding of attunement (Stimmung,
often subjectivistically translated as “mood”) as a mode of being found in place (Befindlichkeit,
ordinarily subjectivistically translated as “state of mind” or “disposition”). See section 29 of
Heidegger 1927. To my knowledge the most sophisticated conception of styles and their role in
(scientific) experience and knowing is J. W. von Goethe’s theory of Vorstellungsarten, ways of
(re)presenting things, which he developed while writing histories of different sciences he actually
practiced himself; see Fink 1991, 115-125.
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geometry problems in a more technical way than he does here, but that he is
accommodating himself to the geometrical naiveté of the boy. He is counting on the
boy having had enough experience to notice regularities in shapes and to use names
for a few basic kinds—with a 3-year-old this conversation would probably not be
feasible.” If he would resume the questioning again with the same boy on another
day, he could count on what they had talked about in the presence of Meno and build
toward a more rigorous approach. A master can adopt different styles to different
purposes at different times.

Socrates himself suggests this, when he points out to Meno at the end of the
demonstration that we cannot say that the boy at that moment fully understands the
square-doubling problem and its solution. We can nevertheless be confident that he
has followed closely enough and displayed sufficient interest that, if he chooses to
try again tomorrow, he will be better able to negotiate it than he did today, even
though he may forget many details of today’s proof. This in fact seems to be the
upshot of the geometry lesson as Socrates’ “demonstration” of the recollection the-
ory of knowledge. The path to knowledge is not just about seeing truths but also
about the character of the inquirer and of his way of negotiating the path (this last is
another, more articulate name for the style of a method). Whether, for Plato, truth is
univocal, whether the path to it is unique, and whether there is just one kind of
inquiring character are all arguable—in fact, I would say, all doubtful. At any rate,
the way to truth and the aspects of truth that are most salient will vary according to
one’s previous inquiries and experience.

Nevertheless, the example of the slaveboy allows some tentative conclusions
about how imagination is involved in the pursuit of (geometrical) knowledge.
Though some may believe that in a pure mathematics of ideal relations one
achieves knowing by intellect alone, the slaveboy needs to think from and about
figures. In the first place, he needs to be able to see ridges in the sand as standing
for not just ridges, not just this particular square here that is not anywhere else, but
as “the” square two units on a side. He has to be able to see it as capable of being
modified (by new lines), as decomposable (into four smaller squares each one unit
on a side), as constructible (out of those same four smaller squares); now the
square in the sand is a two-unit square, but in beginning another proof it could
serve as a one-unit square, or a four-unit square, or even just a square of some
kind, with arbitrary dimension. He has to focus sometimes on one of the sides of
the square, sometimes on all the sides, sometimes on the area the sides enclose. He
has to see line lengths and areas as equal or unequal to one another, and if unequal
he has to conceive the proportion. He has to see each line as divisible, and any
point of the division as a possible source of new lines. He has to look upon the
sides of the original square as extendable, and those extensions as being joined to
produce new squares—or triangles—and see the relationship between the wholes
and the parts. To make this geometrizing productive, he has to learn how to pro-
ceed from one thing to another in an orderly way (for instance, to gather together

This is not to say that no geometrical conversation at all would be possible, however.
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the four central triangles of Fig. 4.5 one by one until he sees them as forming a
square that has the desired area).

If imagining is having a single image clearly before the mind then all this activity
is a sequence of discrete imaginings, and this sequentializing activity would prob-
ably need a new name (perhaps imagination,, or hyperimagination). If, on the other
hand, imagining intrinsically involves incipiently seeing something as more or other
than what is immediately presented, then the “mental motion” leading up to the
registering of a single image, as well as the “mental motion” leading away from it
to the next one, is also part of ordinary imagining, even “part” of the image. Since
the Meno does not treat imagination and images as the primary focus of its inquiry,
Plato says nothing directly about this.

Yet before we leave the dialogue behind, it is important to notice at least one
other point. The geometry lesson with its explicit deployment and consideration of
image—figures is itself an example of inquiry, and it is presented by Socrates as a
kind of representation or image of the process of recollection. More precisely, it is
presented not just as an example of recollection but as a demonstration of it—the
distinction residing in the fact that the lesson is the thing in question (recollection)
and at the same time shows what it is, shows its imitable and imageable character in
an imitable way. The geometry lesson as a whole thus takes on the character of a
Platonic image: something that we can see but that participates in and stands for, and
allows us to see, something else as well. It has its own look, and also the look of
something else. The lesson itself also occurs in the form of a logos, an account in
words; and that logos images certain truths of geometry. Which raises yet another
question: are all logoi images? Does language, do words, work by way of imaging?

4.4 Speech as Image, Reason as Imaginative, and the Platonic
Ontology of Imaging

In two dialogues usually attributed to his mature literary production, Plato directly
addresses images and imagination. The dialogue Sophist, which one scholar has
called “the drama of original and image,”*! concentrates on the character of images;

2'Rosen 1983. As so often happens with Plato, details and basic circumstances of the dialogue sug-
gest or reinforce themes that occur in it. The leader of the dialogue is from Elea, the city of
Parmenides, who claimed that being and thinking are one; and although the stranger from Elea
seems to be a practitioner of Parmenidean reasoning, he also grants that they must “kill” the doc-
trine of “father Parmenides” in its most literal and radical form. One of the consequences of this
parricide is that images can be ascribed reality. Other details also strongly corroborate a more than
incidental importance of the theme “image and original”: there are two men present named
Socrates (one a young man, the other the old philosopher); Socrates the elder tells the Stranger that
when he was young he was present at a dialogue with the old Parmenides; and when Socrates the
elder urges the Stranger to ask questions of the young Theaetetus, the latter says if he needs help
he will call on his friend Socrates the younger, since (emphasizing how alike they are) “he’s my
age and exercises with me and he’s used to sharing lots of tasks with me.”
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and the Republic, one of the two longest of the dialogues and ostensibly about
justice, presents a framework that places images with respect to other kinds of thing
and imagination with respect to other powers of soul. Even if careful interpretation
cannot achieve from these dialogues a fully explicit Platonic theory of images and
imagination, it is nevertheless possible to see that the dialogues articulate the basic
phenomena and concepts of imagination in a way that was decisive for the future.

In the Sophist, Socrates is present, but the inquiry is led by a foreigner from Elea,
the home city of Parmenides. The Stranger, as he is called, hopes to arrive at an
understanding of what a sophist is through the application of diairesis—the method
of division, which at every step of inquiry classes the thing being pursued as belong-
ing to a category or to its opposite.?? A puzzle that the group constantly faces in the
course of the inquiry is that the sophist and the philosopher are similar and thus hard
to distinguish.

The Stranger introduces the method of division by asking for a definition of
“fisherman”—or, more precisely, “angler”; they are practicing the method with
“something trivial and [will] try to use it as a pattern for the more important issue”
(218D). Beginning with the question of whether the angler has an art or not, they
narrow their focus step by step and conclude the following: the angler is a man with
an art; the art is not mimetic or productive but acquisitive; the acquisition is a form
of coercion rather than a voluntary exchange; it is a coercion that is secret and hid-
den (called hunting) rather than open (fighting); it is a hunting of living rather than
lifeless things; a hunting of swimming animals rather than of land animals; of ani-
mals that swim in the water (the kind of hunting called fishing) rather than of those
that swim in the air (birds); the kind of fishing that strikes rather than encloses; the
kind of striking that takes place in daylight, using sharp hooked objects (barbs),
rather than at night; and, finally, not the kind of striking with barbed instruments
that takes place from above (called “spearing”) but rather what occurs from below
by means of a hook (“angling”).?* Definition proper is then just the result of gather-
ing in order all the terms that were positively identified with the thing or activity in
question. Diairesis produces definition, and it breaks definition into a (long) series
of steps, each of which asks a binary, either—or question that appears to have a defi-
nite and clearly correct answer. Not least important: the definition is an image—logos
of the thing defined.

The inquiry into the sophist then takes a shortcut: the Stranger remarks that the
sophist seems to be a kind of hunter of land animals, so they begin the pursuit of the

22The method is not always applied in a precise way. In particular, it is not always clear that the
division of the field into two is exhaustive. But in essence it is a binary method based on dichoto-
mous contraries, and thus it has an at least superficial relationship to the binary logic on which
computer algorithms are based.

The divisions leading to the definition begin at 219A and end at 221C. The last step is more
complicated than one might expect: the kind of day—fishing in question is “done with a hook, not
to just any part of the fish’s body but always to the prey’s head and mouth, and pulls it upward from
below with rods or reeds” (220E-221A). This suggests that, at least at the end, they are rushing to
judgment. But just at the end?
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sophist by borrowing the binary scheme they used for the angler, from the point
where it splits hunters into hunters of swimming animals and hunters of land ani-
mals; they make new divisions as needed. The result is that sophists are hunters of
the tame land animal called “man.” They return to yet other points of dichotomy in
the angler division, and correspondingly the Stranger leads the group to a total of six
distinct definitions of what a sophist is.>* This leads the Stranger’s principal inter-
locutor, Theaetetus, to exclaim that “the sophist has appeared in lots of different
ways. So I'm confused about what expression or assertion could convey the truth
about what he really is” (231B-C); to which the Stranger responds that confusion is
the right reaction. Even the sophist they are hunting down would be confused. The
sophist seems able to escape being pinned down by any of the accounts or logoi
given of him.

What the Stranger does then is to drop the example of angling in order to discuss
this new result: that the sophist evades definition and seems to be many different
things. Getting Theaetetus to agree that no one can know everything—although the
sophist seems to have something to say about everything and knows how to contra-
dict everything that someone might say—they conclude that the sophist has
“appeared as having a kind of belief~knowledge about everything, but [does] not
[have] the truth” (233C). To “exhibit [the sophist] more clearly” the Stranger offers
what he calls a new pattern or paradigm (paradeigma in Greek). Immediately he
produces new confusion in Theaetetus by mentioning those who claim they can, by
a single kind of expertise (techne), make and do everything. (The Stranger is implic-
itly calling attention to precisely the point where their original divisions had begun,
with the division of arts into the productive-mimetic and the acquisitive.) If earlier
Theaetetus had balked at the notion of someone’s knowing everything, now he won-
ders what it would mean to make everything and suggests the Stranger is making a
joke or playing a game. The Stranger responds by asking the rhetorical question
whether there is a game that involves more expertise and charm than the kind (eidos)
that is imitative or mimetic. The person who plays this game says “he can make all
things by means of a single kind of expertise.” “By being expert at drawing he pro-
duces imitations that have the same names as beings....[W]hen he shows his draw-
ings from far away he’ll be able to fool the more mindless young children into
thinking he can actually produce anything he wants to” (234B). Similarly there is an
art of words “that someone can use to trick young people when they stand even

*They provide a summary of their six attempts as follows (231D-E): the sophist is (1) “a hired
hunter of rich young men,” (2) “a wholesaler of learning about the soul,” (3) “a retailer of the same
things,” (4) “a seller of his own learning,” (5) “an athlete in verbal combat, distinguished by his
expertise in debating,” and (6) someone who “cleanses the soul of beliefs that interfere with learn-
ing.” The last definition corresponds to the longest discussion, which borrows least from the exam-
ple of the angler; it begins with the isolation of a kind of art (which is the point where the angler
definition began) that they had not previously considered, the art of dividing or discriminating
things into different kinds—Iike combing, carding, and sifting. The Stranger does not call attention
to the sudden appearance of a tripartition of the original starting point, nor to the fact that this new
kind of art would include the method of division itself!
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farther away from the truth about thing.” He would put “words in their ears, and by
showing them spoken images (eidola legomena) of everything” he would “make
them believe that the words are true and that the person who’s speaking to them is
the wisest person there is” (234C). The sophist is, therefore, “a cheat who imitates
beings” (234E).

The Stranger then suggests that they undertake a fresh application of the method
of division to understand the art or expertise of mimesis. Formerly it had been
included under the art of production, which was opposed to the art of acquisition.
Now he gives mimetic art an alternative name, the image-making art, eidolopoiiken
technen (235B), the art of making eidola. This is a diminutive of eidos: form,
kind, typical appearance (from which meaning Plato extrapolated his theory of
ideas). He divides this image-making art into two kinds (eidé), only the first
of which (he says) he can make out immediately.> To give just the name: the first
kind is the making of eikones (singular eikon), in an art he calls fechné eikastike.
He calls the second kind the making of phantasmata (singular phantasma), by
means of the phantastic art, techné phantastike. Thus the icon is contrasted with the
phantasm (or simulacrum), the eikastic or icon-making art with the phantastic or
phantasm-making art.?

The icon is a true likeness. The Stranger points out that the icon is produced
when the imitation follows “the proportions of length, breadth, and depth of his
model, and also by keeping to the appropriate colors of its parts” (235D-E). The
phantasm, by contrast, in one way or another diverges from the proportions of the
original. The example used by the Stranger is monumental sculptures of gods and
heroes that have (for instance) disproportionately large heads: they violate the pro-
portion in the original object, even if it is for the reason that otherwise the heads
would appear disproportionately small to the typical viewer at ground level. This
example means, of course, that the Stranger perfectly understands that viewing
involves perspective.

Theaetetus and the Stranger are too quick to moralize against the proportion-
altering phantasm production as a kind of deception, however, because they do not

The Stranger described the sophist at 234C as having the art of making spoken eidola, so the
question now is which of the two subkinds the sophist immerses himself in. Note that although the
method of division is an improvement over Meno’s listing of instances to understand a kind or
eidos, it is perhaps not all that much of an improvement. One begins with something grasped in an
approximate way—an angler or a sophist—and then tries to determine into which of two contrary
classes the thing fits. The classes are themselves understood only approximatively and so add to
the ambiguities.

2“Jcon” and “phantasm” have the virtue of being cognate to the original Greek words. “Icon” is a
relatively unproblematic rendering. “Phantasm” has a more complex history; after Aristotle it
became the generic term for what English names “image.” “Phantom” is a possible cognate render-
ing that would suggest more strongly the inadequacy of the phantasma to that which it images—it
is, for example, used in Allan Bloom’s translation of the Republic—but it has its own problematic
associations. Below I will use “phantastic art” for techne phantastike; for phantasma 1 will use
either “phantasm” or “simulacrum,” a Latin word that conveys the pejorative sense of a likeness’s
falling short of what it tries to resemble.
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adequately discuss the nature (rather than just the kinds) of mimetic production.?”
The first issue is that the distortion of proportion in the case they discuss, monumen-
tal statuary, has a solid reason. The distortion, which in a quite literal sense is a
disproportion, nevertheless is introduced to make the overall impression more simi-
lar to the original than it would if the proportions were strictly iconic. An iconic
image of the original would look less like the original than the phantasm does.
Distortion can sometimes serve truth, and accuracy can be misleading. This sug-
gests that a deeper investigation of images than they offer is needed.

The second issue is how far the iconic production of images can be taken. Unless
the icon preserves the same proportions as the original in every respect, it will
diverge from the original. Thus it will be a phantasm instead. A two-dimensional
image of a three-dimensional object, say a photo or painting representing a statue,
may exactly preserve the original’s proportions of height and width and colors, but
it distorts the third dimension. Even a three-dimensional hologram would distort the
original statue’s proportions in certain respects—you can pass your hand through
it—and if the hologram is not the same size as the original the proportions of the
thing to its surroundings are altered.?® A life-sized statue of marble and an otherwise
identical statue of bronze would each diverge from the original living, fleshly human
body that both portrayed in different ways, textures, and colors.

Color, the one nonmathematical quality the Stranger mentions in describing the
iconic image, produces its own problems. If you reduce one spatial dimension by
half, in order to maintain the original proportions you would have to reduce all other
dimensions by the same fraction. But what does it mean to reduce the color dimen-
sion by half? Presumably we would expect the colors used to be identical, whether
we were dealing with a statue twice life size or half.?? The color in flesh is produced
by melanin (as we know), and flesh has a certain degree of depth and even translu-
cency; but a pigment used to paint a marble statue would be made of some other
inorganic or organic material and be opaque. If we consider all such inevitable
divergences in proportions between original and eidolon, we realize that there is
something defective in the Stranger’s distinction between eidola that are icons and
those that are phantasms/simulacra, and thus also between the eikastic art and the
phantastic art. In a strict sense, the only way to eikastically mimic an original is to

*This shortcoming is partially reversed near the end of the dialogue, beginning approximately at
263D, as an extension of the discussion of the true and the false.

2Technically this might not violate the stricture if one distinguished between external and internal
proportions, with only the latter counting as proportions of the thing. But then there would be
internal problems to be reckoned with: for example, if a sculpture reduces an object’s height,
width, and depth by half, the surface area is reduced by three quarters, and the volume (and weight)
by seven eighths. Some strictly determinable proportionality holds for each characteristic, but not
the same proportion for each and every one.

®There might, however, be certain perceptual color effects produced by having a larger or smaller
expanse to work with, so an artist might have to vary the colors somewhat in a smaller statue to
produce the same effects as in a larger one. That would, of course, mean that the image was a simu-
lacrum rather than an icon.
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produce an exact duplicate, a clone. But even here there would be a difference,
because one would be the original, the other the artifact. Furthermore, since the
Stranger treats speeches (logoi) as eidola, and since speeches cannot have height
and width and depth and color, how is it possible at all for words to be an icon?
Mustn’t they all be phantasms/simulacra?

To summarize and refocus: a perfect icon preserves all proportions of the origi-
nal, so eikastic art is primarily oriented to re—presenting the original’s fotal state,
whereas in the simulacrum there are changes to the original’s proportions in order
to preserve the appearance of the original that would be distorted by accurately
preserving the proportions. The phantastic art is thus more concerned with the
resemblant appearance of the image to the thing than with the thing itself. This way
of formulating the distinction allows a sharpening of the question. If an icon appears
less like the original because eikastic art refuses to change any proportions, is that
a defect or a superiority? Wouldn’t an accurate reproduction in that respect be
misleading, that is, false? And is the Stranger overlooking the possibility that
perspective, viewing from a standpoint, might exclude the possibility of perfectly
maintaining all proportions? Put radically: is there not a being of appearance, to
which one should also strive to maintain a proportion?

Such problems and questions, individually or taken together, do not amount to a
“refutation” of the Stranger’s distinction. A refutation in real argumentation does
not necessarily work the way it does in pure logic, with the definitive rejection of
what has shown itself to be untrue. The problem, to give a name to it, might be
called the imprecision of truth and untruth. This imprecision derives from the fact
that we typically judge something, formulate a true proposition about it, by looking
at it against a backdrop that discussion has put in place. This is precisely the issue
that the apparent precision of the method of division raises but that makes the search
for the sophist’s nature more elusive. Is the sophist a hunter or not? That question
demands a simple yes or no answer, but we are judging an impression of something
in its typical field of operation (the sophist in the agora) against the background of
something else in its own field (the hunter on land). The method appeals to analogy
and metaphor.

In the schematic world of binary logic, truth and falsity are sharply delimited and
mutually exclusive in a perfectly dichotomous way, but elsewhere it is rarely so. In
fact, except in its proper, perfectly abstracted realm, logic is better at calling atten-
tion to real and imaginative places where there is an issue to be considered further,
rather than at deciding matters definitively. Often one can say of a statement that it
is true, as far as it goes; and of a false statement that nevertheless there is still some-
thing to be said for its basic idea. The scientific hypothesis of Nils Bohr that the
electron—proton system in the hydrogen atom is like the moon—earth system was in
some senses true but in others false. If a friend we have failed calls us an Iago or a
Judas it may be unfair, but there is nevertheless something in the charge’s tendency
that, despite our being offended, we cannot entirely deny. As long as the clarity
of what we say and think is less than perfect—whatever “perfect” might mean
here—this situation holds. Improving clarity depends crucially on living with the
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distinctions for a while, in order to make them familiar and place them accurately.
To make explicit for the first time the connection with our Chap. 3 discussions:
propositions in Plato cannot typically be answered with a logical yes or no; instead,
a proposition is an invitation to affirm or deny that the topology of what is used as an
image in its field corresponds well to the topology of the original object of concern
in its field.

The distinction between icon and simulacrum is thus not as clear as it first
seemed. Proportion in the discussion of the Sophist is a mathematical notion.*
Taken as holding between real things (including artifacts) and their images, it can-
not be strictly and perfectly maintained. Yet it seems plausible that some revision
or modification of the underlying notion might make it viable for distinguishing
between good and bad images. Maintaining proportion, in some shape or form,
seems to tend in the right direction, as far as it goes. The real difficulty is determin-
ing how far that is. It is not just a question of static being but also of dynamic
appearance. It is when one reaches a point like this that we need to remind our-
selves that the Platonic dialogues rarely have a strictly dogmatic purpose. They are
in the first instance invitations to think about things in an ample way, as well as to
think about how we think about them, with the goal of discovering clues and con-
cepts that go some way toward meeting the phenomena. In the last analysis it is up
to us to make our images and word—images well, thus to see the advantages and
disadvantages of envisioning things through our definitions and our prototypical
examples.*!

Later in the Sophist the Stranger does something more with these clues and con-
cepts about imagination by returning to the eikastic and phantastic arts at the end, in
the context of discussing the true and the false in speech and thought (and, of course,
all still within the context of trying to understand what a sophist is). Things are more
complicated than earlier, however, precisely because all the themes, including those
that were only tacit before, are now explicitly woven together. The Stranger gives in
these passages the earliest extant definition of imagination in Greek thought, a defi-
nition that brings together things that had hitherto (in the dialogue and in the philo-
sophical tradition) been kept distinct. It is also a definition that Plato’s student

3In the 235D discussion of the icon as maintaining proportions the word is not logos or analogia
but summetria, which means due proportion in the sense of having a common measure.

3I'This seems to be one of the key lessons of the Sophist. The method of division works well enough
for defining things that are already clearly apprehended, but for objects that are more vaguely
conceived it can be much harder to know what distinctions to make. Moreover, often enough the
interlocutors discover that a division that seemed clear-cut is not. In the initial division of arts into
the productive and the acquisitive, for example, mimésis (later renamed eidolon— or image—mak-
ing) is included as a part of production, but later it becomes either a third kind of art coordinate
with production and acquisition or superordinate to production. It is worth recalling here that, in
the middle of the dialogue, the interlocutors see that the most abstract divisions of all (like being
and not-being, motion and rest, sameness and difference) interparticipate with one another in
complex ways that have to be determined by special and insistent inquiry. This interparticipation
is a way both of seeming and being.
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Aristotle expressly took issue with in On the Soul: that what appears in imagination
is a mixture of sensation and opinion. It is a summixis of aisthesis and doxa.*

At 264C the Stranger reminds Theaetetus that earlier they did not know to which
of the two varieties of image making, eikastic or phantastic, the art of the sophist
belongs, because they became sidetracked by the question of whether there can be
any falsity at all. The problem was that something’s being false seemed to imply a
kind of nonbeing in the false, in violation of Parmenides’ injunction. They solved
the problem by resorting to “parricide”: they had to kill the strict doctrine of father
Parmenides, although a weakened version would be retained. To say that something
was not beautiful, for example, was not to assert nonbeing in the nonbeautiful thing
but to ascribe to the thing something different from the beautiful. Thus what is beau-
tiful, what is not beautiful, and the beings to which beauty and nonbeauty are attributed
all involve being or existence. More generally, appearance involves being, existence,
and difference. The mind looks to the thing and finds beauty or some other quality
in it similar to other things, and finds also that it is different from things that are not
beautiful (and, contrariwise, of a thing that is not beautiful, the mind recognizes that
other things have beauty, but this thing does not). And a thing that is beautiful in one
respect (say, in graceful arrangement and proportion of body) may be different from
beauty in another (say, in color). Instead of a strictly “Parmenidean” cosmos of
unitary and identical being, then, things are arranged so that they are mixtures or
blends of one and many, of sameness and difference, of lasting and transient, even
of being and nonbeing—not to mention the mixtures of more particular attributes
like good, beautiful, true, just, and even more mundane qualities like the white and
the nonwhite or the proportional and the nonproportional. The examination of
things requires exemplars that have to be compared to other exemplars. Examined
in this way, a way that is memorative and imaginative, the absolute conceptual dif-
ferences and dichotomies that the interlocutors sought earlier in the dialogue cannot
be sustained.

These conclusions have decisive consequences for the understanding of images
and their relationship to things, and by extension of the sophist, insofar as he is
portrayed as a maker of images in speech, and thus also for understanding how
subtle the differences can be between a sophist and a philosopher, who in many
respects resemble one another. Things themselves, not just the images or appear-
ances of those things, are subject to similar uncertainties. Things have proportions
and participate in qualities. Although what is, is—as Parmenides insists—the being
of what is, when it is assayed or assessed in particular respects, has a more and a less
about it and its various appearances. A political action may be just but less just than
another action and more so than a third; it may fall short of having all the ideal
characteristics or proportions of an ideally just action but still deserve to be called

32264A-B. Technically, it is a definition of appearance rather than imagination: “So since there is
true and false speech, and...thinking appeared to be the soul’s dialogue with itself, opinion the
conclusion of thinking, and what we call appearing [phainetai] the mixing together of sense per-
ception and opinion, it follows that since these are all akin to speech, some of them must some-
times be false.”
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just. A man’s nose may be slightly crooked, but we can still call him handsome
(he is handsome in general, but not in this particular). Perhaps, in a statue we make
of him, we even feel justified in slightly “correcting” the imperfection, leaving only
enough so that viewers immediately recognize who it is.

It should perhaps be less surprising, then, that our accounts (logoi) as well as our
other forms of representation are subject to similar kinds of mixtures. If we make a
very fine oil portrait of the handsome man with the crooked nose, it will present
only some of the (visible) characteristics of the living human being. We will not be
overscrupulous in rendering every blemish or pore, for example. Moreover, some of
the ways in which the image falls short of the original can be due to limitations in
the medium we use and the techniques we apply. The translucency of the skin in his
nose may be impossible to reproduce using any available paint, and the strokes of
the brush may leave the texture of the flesh obscure. The third dimension of space
will only be suggested, and the aspect of time’s passage will be entirely missing.*®

What this suggests about images, then, is multiple. First, an image, insofar as it
is, is something and not nothing. But its being is not brute and isolated being. As
image, it is an image of something: thus it stands in relation to that something, and
in a far closer relation to that something than most things do. The image is an image
precisely insofar as it is a portrayal of something else. As a portrayal it is not a clone
of the original—but not even clones are identical to what they clone. All images are
imperfect in comparison to the original, both because nothing other than the original
thing itself can “contain” its whole being and because the similarity of image to
original holds only up to a certain point, to a certain degree, and only in a few
respects. This is in part due to the nature of derivation (the derived thing is always
in a kind of subordination to the original) and also to the characteristics of the
medium in which the image or representation is realized.

But there is more. The image’s being is not exhausted by being in a medium
(a photograph as paper and ink), not even with the addition of its representing an
original thing (the man with the crooked nose). An image has qualities due to its
medium. A camera aperture can distort dimensions in a photo, and too much or too
little light can affect the color. The pixelation by which a digital camera produces an
image will introduce bizarre artifacts in extreme light conditions. Every image has
relationships of more and less not just with respect to the original but also with
respect to the medium, and thus with respect to other images made in that medium.
A particular photographic image will have properties and qualities that another
photographic image made in different circumstances will share, others that it will
not—and sometimes the present image is made the way it is precisely by following
or avoiding what happened with another image. Moreover, the photo’s representa-
tional value can be altered in manifold ways by including or excluding other
objects in the field of the photo, by altering the depth of field, or by changing the

$This is not to say that there is no temporal aspect possible in the “static” medium of painting.
Consider the dynamism of painting of the European Baroque, or, more subtly, the ravages of time
or the weight of the impending future apparent in portraits by Goya.
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background, middle ground, or foreground. The plane of the medium and the manner
of presenting it encompass a constellation of axes along which variations can be
introduced.

An image turns out to be a far more complicated thing than it at first seems:
complicated, and also complicating, because it adds so many relationships to that of
“simply” being. Simple being is not so simple, of course. Being things, too, quite
apart from any attempt to represent or image them, have about them the more and
the less, the similar and the different, with respect to other things and in particular
aspects. They participate in many forms that might not be at first apparent and in
ways that are in tension with other forms of participation. Perhaps they even partici-
pate in various degrees of the representable and the unrepresentable. This has come
a very long way from Empedocles’ image-bearing particles and the Meno’s ques-
tion of whether and how such effluences bear the image of the physical thing from
which they flow. The Sophist is relatively indifferent to such questions. Rather than
physics or a psychology of imagination, its focal interest is the being of images. This
is because even if in the last analysis our concern is the being or existence of things,
images too have a certain being, and the being of things shows itself precisely
through how the things show themselves: through the self-imaging that we call their
appearances.

In our treatment of the Republic we shall further consider the ontology of images.
The only additional matter to detain us here is the alteration the Stranger makes to the
method of division at the end of the Sophist. What the pursuit of the question of the
relationship of image to original has revealed is that things cannot always be put
simply into a single dichotomous classification in an unambiguous way. Pursuing the
sophist and his nature reveals that there are many different and sometimes conflicting
appearances that lead to placing him differently in the network of divisions (for
instance, he was a retailer of the opinions of others, then a wholesaler of them, then
a retailer of his own opinions). The method of division can be useless or, worse,
misleading if the person doing the division is not attentive to context and circum-
stance or if he absolutizes a feature that turns out to be relative. At the end of the
dialogue the Stranger therefore produces a revised format for division. The original
method had taken a thing, asked whether it was A or non—A, put it in the appropriate
half, then divided that half into B and non—-B and asked which of those it was, all the
while ignoring the half of the A/non—A branch that was not followed. The new
method in principle follows out the successive division of all paths in the network,
even those irrelevant to the object of interest. It thus turns into a pursuit of the way in
which the world comprehensively presents all the variety of things, rather than sim-
ply of a single path through the network that ignores all other possible paths.

Understandably the Stranger and his dialogue partners do not carry out this more
comprehensive division very far. What the method gains in amplitude it begins to
lose in unwieldiness. But the context in which the revised method comes up is itself
revealing: it returns to where all the divisions started, the arts, by attempting the
accurate division of arts into the eikastic and the phantastic. It turns out that,
because the gods make things that more or less resemble ideal forms (presumably
they are responsible in some way for the production of the handsome man with the



4.5 The Multilevel Look of Things in the Republic 137

crooked nose), there must be a divine art of imitation. Part of it is eikastic, part
phantastic; and similarly for human beings. Thus the pursuit of the question of
human imitation and the kind and character of human-made images cannot be ade-
quately undertaken without taking into account the non— or extra—human as well.
To determine similarity comprehensively, one must first discriminate all paths
along which two things might be similar. It makes sense to distinguish between less
and more accurate representations of an original in a medium, but even the best
(most eikastic) representation will, in certain respects, be imperfect (and thus phan-
tastic as well). Moreover, if the gods themselves imitate not only in perfect propor-
tion but also with divergences from perfect proportion, it becomes much clearer
that there is nothing illegitimate per se in the phantastic as opposed to the eikastic.
If the gods make simulacra, can phantastic, simulacral image making be simply and
always wrong?

4.5 The Multilevel Look of Things in the Republic

What does all this imply? Some answers are provided by the second-longest and
perhaps most famous of the Platonic dialogues, Republic, which is said to be a dia-
logue about justice. As it turns out, that representation is misleading, not least
because it is just as much and as fundamentally about the ontology of imaging, and,
in a different turn for Plato’s thinking, the psychology of imaging. As such, the
lessons to be drawn from it are quite different from what the conventional “Platonist”
wisdom says. Not coincidentally, even if Plato intended Platonist “doctrines” about
images and imagination and they turn out to be wrong, he nevertheless established
a way of thinking about imagining that has pervaded Western, and not just Western,
approaches ever since. The Republic is one of a handful of truly indispensable
works in the history of Western thinking about images and their being, about imagi-
nation and its place in mind and soul.

If you search the Republic for passages in which image—words are discussed
systematically, you will get the impression that images and imagination do not
count for much. If, on the other hand, you notice how many images Plato and Plato’s
Socrates use, if you examine their functions, and if you compare those with what the
characters say about images and image making, you begin to get the feeling that
there is much more to imagination than first meets the eye.

To put it as simply as possible: at the very heart of Plato’s thinking is the notion
that the cosmos is by its nature a place and process of imaging. It is by tracing out
this cosmic process that human beings come to truth. The most revealing sign of
imaging’s centrality is, of course, Plato’s use of the terms idea and eidos. “Idea,”
a simple transliteration of the Greek word into the Roman alphabet, is the feminine
form of a noun that also has a masculine form, eidos. The latter provides the stem in
eidolon, a term we have seen used as the generic “image” of “image making” in the
Sophist. Plato used idea and eidos as more or less interchangeable, with a certain
preference for the former.
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Idea, eidos indicates the look of something, the thing’s ordinary or conven-
tional appearance that we notice and recognize whenever the thing shows. The
phenomenon is so basic that even so simple an explanation seems too complicated.
What allows us—or for that matter what allows an infant at an early stage of devel-
opment—to see a cat as a cat? It is the idea or eidos, the look or shape or form or
ordinary appearance that cats have. We may not be able to describe it in so many
words, but sure enough we are able, when we see a cat we have not seen before, to
grasp immediately that it is a cat. What is more, we can do exactly the same thing
for dogs, squirrels, pigeons, horses. Even if very early in its development a human
baby cannot discriminate all these from one another, it quickly acquires the ability
to accomplish this with very few mistakes, and over time the ability becomes only
surer and more sophisticated. Even without the ability to articulate the distinctions
in words, the child can tell a cat from a dog, a Persian from a Siamese, a domesticated
shorthair from an ocelot, a Bengal from a saber-toothed tiger. In some sense human
beings never stop progressing along this path of both common and specialized
knowledge, whether it is about cats, sports trading cards, automobile fuel-injection
systems, or subatomic particles. It culminates in the effortless familiarity with the
things in their world possessed by experts and consummate amateurs (that is, those
who love the knowledge for its own sake).

It is tempting to conceive this commonplace ability in an overintellectualized
form. If it is intellectual, it is intellect at work in everyday life. It pervades human
experience, language, and rationality. Although, as is often said, we cannot get into
the subjective state of mind of dogs, cats, bats, and bears, it does not seem very
plausible from their behaviors that they have anything approaching the general
scope and depth of the human ability to see a thing not just as A, but also as B, and
thereby to put A and B into relationship with one another. For human beings the
discrimination of thing from thing and kind from kind easily lends itself to systema-
ticity, and the scope and depth of discriminations already made enters into, or even
simply colors, the ongoing, active discrimination of things from one another. It is
not just anthropomorphism that makes us doubt that, when a dog sees another dog,
it registers the dog equivalent of “Airedale,” or when it sees a cat, it comes into pos-
session of the same type of felis felis cat—look, the cat—eidos, that a human does, or
a prey— or enemy—look—much less a proposition, express or in terms of behavior,
that relates the two.

These may be hard matters to decide definitively. But it seems likely that, even
on the threshold of language acquisition, a human infant has a surer grasp of the
eide or looks of a wider variety of things than does a chimp that has had hand—
signaling or symbol-indicating or even vocalizing language taught it for years.**
We should, on the one hand, avoid immediately identifying this ability with reason
or intellect; we may not, on the other, want to sharply distinguish this “perceptual
categorizing” from intellectual concepts. Such perceptual abilities seem to be an

**These matters cannot be settled from the philosopher’s reading and viewing chair, of course, but
from that chair it can be easier to hit upon relevant questions and concepts with dispassion than
from other, more partisan places.
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essential prerequisite for subsequently making articulate the abstract distinctions
that are the pride of rational human being. But something analogous to them seems
to be part of the psychic armamentarium of many animals.

As we have already seen for Plato, issues like these are inextricably linked with
the mimetic power, the eikastic and phantastic powers, of human beings—powers
that we encompass with the term “imagination.” Not only the sophist and the phi-
losopher but the ordinary human being are constantly using language to portray
things of the world, not just their color or their height, breadth, and depth (a very
basic sense of imagining), but their being in all other respects as well—even their
being, pure and simple. Human beings as such take the looks of things and render
them in many ways and respects.

Plato, or perhaps Socrates, took the Greek term for the look of a thing and raised
it to a higher power. The Ideas, also called Forms, and usually capitalized in English
translation to mark their status,* are an extension of the ordinary looks of things
that ordinary human beings ordinarily notice. Although there is reason to assert that,
for Plato, the Ideas are apprehended by a “higher” power than that of sense percep-
tion or imagination, we shall see momentarily that it would be a mistake to think
that Plato’s intellect functions autonomously, independent of, and without any
important relation to images and imagination. The fact that the Western tradition
has constructed and reinforced a conception of radically autonomous intellect or
rationality—to no small degree encouraged in this by interpreting Plato—does not
mean that this is how Plato understood things.

The entire Platonic corpus is predicated on educating the human ability to appre-
ciate the looks of things. The Republic goes as far as any in providing a comprehen-
sive scheme for understanding the implications of this look—taking and —making.
It articulates the cosmic structuring powers that produce images and the human
powers implied therein. It is less important—and not just for those interested in
imagination—that Plato developed out of these concerns a theory of ideas that was
subsequently further elaborated, and parodied (not least in thumbnail sketches of
Plato’s philosophy), than that this theory tried to make comprehensive sense of the
manifold interconnections of things and the human experience of them. Aristotle’s
criticism to the contrary notwithstanding—that his predecessors, Plato included,
had failed to give an accurate account of the nature and kinds of thinking and
perceiving (see esp. On the Soul, 427a17-b17)*—it is only on the basis of some-
thing like the Republic’s account of the different levels of apprehendable things and
the human capacities required to grasp them that Aristotle’s psychology became
possible. Aristotle claimed that there is no thinking without images, yet this would
have made no sense without the Platonic background® to support its plausibility.

3 A practice that extends to the individual Ideas, for instance the Good, the Beautiful, the True: a
practice that I shall in general not follow after this paragraph.

36 Aristotle’s writings are cited here using the Bekker page—column—line numbers.

7By “Platonic background” I do not mean the “definition” of imagination as “sense perception
with opinion,” but rather the conceptual topology of an ontologically grounded human psychology
against which such a definition makes sense.
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That the Republic is about justice is true, as far as it goes. Considering the ground
that the dialogue traverses, however—from the heaven of ideas to Hades and back—
that does not go very far at all. Although our present interest is motivated by a
concern for images and imagination, it is still necessary to make certain global
claims about the dialogue. One is that in the first of the ten books the dialogue part-
ners seek to define justice, but that the definitions given beggar its reality and pos-
sibilities, so that beginning in the second book the dialogue takes a sharp turn that
forces Socrates to portray justice ever more comprehensively and in ever more com-
prehensive context—to make an ever more detailed image of justice—right up to the
end of the dialogue.

In the first book a question comes up: what good does wealth serve? The person
to whom Socrates addresses it—Cephalus, a rich man, a resident foreigner in
Athens, and the father of one of the group of young men who have brought Socrates
to Cephalus’ house—says that wealth allows him to compensate for wrongs he has
done. This leads to a first definition of justice, giving each his due and telling the
truth—though the second part is quickly dropped and never expressly returns.
Socrates quickly comes up with an example showing that the “giving each his
due” part fails: if a friend who lent you a knife demands it back in order to commit
violence, both friendship and justice appear to demand that you withhold it from him.

After Cephalus takes his leave to offer sacrifices to the gods, his son Polemarchus
proposes a new definition: that justice is doing good to one’s friends and harm to
one’s enemies. It is formulated to respond to part of the objection to the first defini-
tion, and, just as much as Cephalus’ attempt, it reveals something about the con-
cerns of the person proposing it. The young Polemarchus spends his days running
with other young men he likes and doing all the things they think are good for them,
whereas the ageing, soon-to-die Cephalus seems to be worried about what will
happen in the afterlife. Polemarchus’ definition falls short, precisely insofar as it is
hard to know who your real friends and real enemies are. When Socrates argues
further that it makes no sense to do harm to anyone at all—because harm makes the
person worse, and do you really want to live among people who have been made
worse?—the young sophist Thrasymachus denounces him as an idealistic fool and
puts forward a new claim: that justice is whatever serves the strong, that might
makes right. After a long analysis that occupies nearly the entire second half of
book I, Thrasymachus, seeing that he is about to lose the argument, declares himself
indifferent to the impending conclusion. Socrates seems to take this as a challenge
and in short order turns loss into humiliation. Thrasymachus, supposedly an expert
in making arguments, is forced to admit that he really understands nothing at all of
his argument; and he blushes. Having thus “tamed” the savage theory of
Thrasymachus, Socrates declares in quick summary that justice makes the human
being good by giving good order to the soul, which in turn produces good actions.
But he also concedes that their discussion (like other Socratic dialogues) has shown
that even after much questioning and discussion they do not really understand what
justice is, and he gets ready to leave.

But the young men won’t put up with this. They insist that, this time at least,
Socrates will have to stand and deliver: he will not be allowed to confess ignorance
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and then run off. He will have to stay and tell them about justice. They explain why
this is important. Although parents and other adults praise justice, they value it more
for what it leads to (especially good reputation) than for its own sake. They advise
being just because it is profitable. What is worse, merely seeming just appears to be
good enough, whether or not one is truly just. This is obviously an ethical version of
the traditional problem of being versus appearance, and thus a question for which
the categories of the Sophist come into play. It is not simply that a just act may
appear unjust, and vice versa, but that one can, with deliberate expertise, “stage”
words and events in ways that make something appear as what it is not (like the
phantastic art of producing simulacra the Sophist described).

But things are even more complicated than the young men realize. What they
understand is that their parents speak about justice in a way that presents it as differ-
ent from what the children see with their own eyes. What glimmers in their con-
sciousness is this: if citizens are concerned about reputation—not what they are, but
how they seem to others—they will need something like the sophist’s art in order to
make whatever leads to wealth, power, or pleasure appear just. You thereby end up
trying to deceive people by making things appear other than they are. What the
young men clearly understand is that, given these confusions of reality and appear-
ance, it may be impossible to know whether it is justice that motivates words and
actions. This leads them to make an extraordinary, and perhaps unreasonable or
even impossible, demand of Socrates. They want him to prove not only that justice
is preferable to injustice, but that it would be so even if the world were arranged
topsy-turvy, where real acts of justice would be considered unjust and disvalued or
even punished by society, and acts of injustice would appear just and be rewarded.
That is, in the world they hypothesize*—one that they will have to portray and
imagine more concretely in what follows—the just always has the look of injustice,
and vice versa.

If it is clear enough that the question of eikastic and phantastic images and imita-
tions is intertwined with their demand, the problem of images and image making
now arises almost immediately from another direction. Perhaps, Socrates suggests,
the problem they face is that, if they are looking for justice in the individual human
being, in the human being’s soul, this is a “small” place where it is hard to find and
make out what it is. Suppose, he goes on, there were a message written in tiny script
somewhere, so small that it was almost impossible to read, but that there were
another place where it was written very large. Obviously, if they wanted to under-
stand the message, they would read it first in large format. So, he explains, if they
looked for and found justice in a larger place, like a city, they could in turn use that
knowledge to see it much more easily in the human soul. The young men agree, and
accordingly, in multiple waves over the next several books, Socrates and his friends
set out to portray a city in words (that is, in logoi), where they hope to find the image

¥The significance of such hypothesizing, which is both an intellectual and an imaginative act, will
become evident in book VII, in the last phase of explaining the nature of the good by using the sun,
a geometrical line, and a cave allegory as images of the good.
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of justice writ large.* Portraying things in words is, for Socrates as much as for the
Eleatic Stranger, mimetic, and either mimetic in the proportionally accurate eikastic
way or in the proportion-distorting phantastic way; or, since we found reason to
question whether this distinction is as clear as it at first seems, portraying things in
words raises questions of accuracy and proportion just as much as portraying things
in paint or marble or bronze.

4.6 The Paradoxes of Imaging

One of the many ironies noted of the Republic is that, in the course of agreeing on
what and how children should be taught, the young friends of Socrates agree to ethi-
cal and epistemological standards and rules governing artistic portrayal that, if
applied to the Republic itself, would require its being banned from their ideal city.
For example, at 392D Socrates points out the difference between narrative and
mimesis in giving accounts of what people do and say. Basically the distinction is
that between producing third-person indirect narrative (where we say “A said that
X,” with X expressing the content, though not necessarily the exact words, of what
A said) and the direct rendering of the person’s words (where we say, “A said, ‘X,””
with X being an exact quotation). The objection to direct quotation is moral: that it
requires the person doing the quoting to “play the part” of, imitate, the person
speaking. Given that the character of some people is problematic, even evil, this
means that the person who uses direct quotation is imitating a morally problematic
person and thus perhaps becoming more like that person. Indirect quotation, by
contrast, establishes a certain distance between words and character. We might say

¥ A “polis in words” or “in speech” is how they refer to the city they are designing at several points
in the dialogue, especially when the question arises of whether such a city could ever be realized.
It is Socrates who calls the phases of the argument “waves.” After sketching out the structure and
education system of their ideal city, they have to revise the plan when they address the status of
women and children in the city (the second wave), and again when they ask to what degree the city
must be based on knowledge rather than opinion (which leads to the third wave, in which the kings
must be philosophers). But there are, implicitly, smaller waves as well: for instance, in the second
book they conceive first an idyllic community of herders and farmers, which is rejected by these
urban youth as too unexciting. That leads very quickly to an “overheated” city, very much like
Athens, with the eager pursuit of international commerce to feed refined appetites for commodities
and pleasures. That leads in turn to what later they call the actual first wave, a city divided into those
who produce things, those who police the citizenry, and those who govern. This is a city that, at least
according to the end of the third book, is based on a “noble” lie: on the claim that roles in life must
be assigned to citizens according to their genetic natures (according to whether bronze, silver, or
gold flows in their blood, making them eligible for, respectively, productive occupations, the mili-
tary/police force, or leadership/guardianship). Unfortunately, whether they notice or not, the very
problem that led them to demand that Socrates justify justice returns in the “ideal” city: the triumph
of what might be merely apparent justice over real justice. The rest of the dialogue is proof that
Plato’s Socrates does not fail to notice the irony of this development, and gives the lie to interpreta-
tions that he advocates the tyranny of knowledge or pseudoknowledge.
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that it objectivizes the person’s words, whereas, by subjectivizing a person’s words,
direct quotation makes the moral danger more intimate.** After a fairly lengthy dis-
cussion of the different characters of those who imitate others, the group acknowl-
edges that it is appropriate for a good man to imitate other good men but not bad
ones (396C). Even though the mixed style of a little bit of mimesis added to some
indirect narrative is judged to be pleasing, especially “to boys and their teachers,
and to the great mob, too” (397D), they decide that, in the city they are designing,
it will be best to allow only poetry that is nonimitative narration.

Plato’s dialogues, insofar as they all predominantly employ the technique of
direct mimetic rendering, violate this stricture. Plato presents the dialogues as
though they were being spoken, here and now. This would be Plato’s problem, of
course, not Socrates’, since the former is the one who “wrote down” the dialogues;
the participants in the dialogue have no reason to note this, though readers of the
printed dialogue do. Socrates does, however, occasionally himself use mimetic ren-
dering in the Republic, for example in book X (618D), where a herald in the afterlife
explains the process of reincarnation to the assembled souls. Presumably such a
character is morally unproblematic and so not a danger. Of course Socrates and his
friends do not live in the city they are designing in words, so they are not bound by
its rules. Yet the irony goes a little deeper, if for no other reason than that the opening
lines of the Republic establish that the work as a whole is a mimetic performance by
Socrates: it begins with Socrates saying, “I went down to the Piraeus yesterday with
Glaucon, son of Ariston, to pray to the goddess,” and continues throughout as
Socrates’ mimesis of the entire conversation through the ten books of the dialogue,
with occasional description of the circumstances of the conversation—the mixed
style, as they call it, though with a preponderance of the forbidden direct rather than
indirect narrative.

We must avoid dismissing this as just an oddity, not least because Socrates most
intimately connects imitation with the question of justice. The ultimate reason they
disallow the imitative style and the mixed style is that they made a decision very
early in the construction of the city in words that quickly became the fundamental
principle underlying the city’s structure. When they were still at the level of con-
structing a primitive community of herders and farmers in book II, Socrates asked
his audience whether (a) each person ought to produce and secure all basic needs or
(b) productive activity ought to be specialized. That is, should I make my shoes and
clothes, build and fix my shelter, raise and prepare my food, etc., or should I do just
the single one of these activities that I am best and most productive at and then
share or trade for the other necessities with fellow citizens, who likewise specialize
their activities? The young men opt for specialization, without any reflection other

“This is a traditional moral objection to acting in stage plays. One way to call into question the
distinction between the kinds of narrative would be to show that it does not really reduce the
risk, since even direct narration invokes a certain distance from the original and indirect narra-
tive involves a degree of mimesis. This is in any case a problem intrinsic to images and imaging:
how close does the appearance of an image of something bring us to the real thing the image
brings to mind?
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than that it seems more efficient.* Over and over again they refer back to this
specialization of activity, each person keeping to his own, ever more narrowly defined
work. The specific consideration when they discuss poetic mimesis is whether one
person can adequately imitate all other people, or only those similar to him. When
Socrates reminds them that each person has been trained to keep to and practice just
one activity, they settle on the latter as the correct answer, and that negatively settles
the fate of the purely mimetic style and the mixed style, too. He points out explicitly
that the guardians, those who are in charge of and make decisions for the city,

must give up all other crafts and very precisely be craftsmen of the city’s freedom and
practice nothing other than what tends to it—they also mustn’t do or imitate anything else.
And if they do imitate, they must imitate what’s appropriate to them from childhood: men
who are courageous, moderate, holy, free, and everything of the sort; and what is slavish, or
anything else shameful, they must neither do nor be clever at imitating, so that they won’t
get a taste for the being from its imitation. (395B-C)

Once you have admitted any imitation at all into the city, however, you introduce a
train of consequences. As the education of those who govern continues, for example,
it becomes clear that they must know both justice and injustice in order to distin-
guish the two.*> However they acquire their knowledge of injustice—one is tempted
to say that precisely here fictional representations have an important role to play—
the rulers need to be able to make accurate word images of such things.

When, in book IV, Socrates and his friends have just finished the first wave of the
construction of the city in speech, they look for justice along with the three other
cardinal virtues, wisdom, courage, and moderation. The method Socrates introduces
then is rather odd: he suggests finding the other three virtues first, so that justice will
be “what is left,” as though that were an unambiguously defined notion (see 428A).
When, after identifying the other three, their first attempts to figure out what is left
founder, Socrates so to speak slaps himself on the forehead and says in embarrassed
astonishment that all along it has been there staring them in the face: that justice is
precisely what they settled upon as the first organizing principle of the community,

#10f course it is more efficient to have each person do what he or she is best at. But the ethical and
political problem they fail to consider is that if we specialize too much we may disproportion our-
selves by developing only one talent, to the neglect of others essential to good, just human being.
The problem had already emerged in book I, when Socrates asked whether shepherds look after
their own interests or the interests of their sheep. Socrates said they must do both; they have to
acquire two arts, not just one. But in the second book they promptly forget this, and it is fateful
(one might even say fatal) for their undertaking. It is the consequences of this unanalyzed step,
which Socrates implicitly criticizes throughout, that has misled some commentators to portray
Plato and his master as advocates of totalitarianism.

2 At 409B-E Socrates discusses the need for judges to acquire knowledge of badness in others; at
484C—-485B he says that the true guardians must have both knowledge of things and experience of
them, and that the lover of wisdom prefers holding on even to knowledge of contemptible things.
This is an extension of a theme that receives its first lengthy development beginning at 437A, that
knowledge extends to contraries or opposites: that is, one knows the good and the bad, the just and
the unjust, by the same standard. And that theme is ultimately subsumed in the thesis that what is,
as well as what is known, “rolls around between opposites.”
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that people should specialize their activities and do just one thing. Thus justice is
doing your own work and not meddling in the work of others (432D-433A). Reading
retrospectively, it was justice itself that dictated banishing imitation from the city,
except in the restricted sense that you were allowed to imitate what you are like.

It certainly is astonishing that they so accidentally stumbled upon the nature of
justice with virtually the very first constructive step they took in book II.
Astonishing—and deeply false, since almost every further step they take after this
astonishing discovery at the end of book IV undermines the adequacy of this con-
ception of justice’s nature, although no one in the dialogue ever expressly points
this out. Perhaps they ought to have recognized the problem already in the earlier
books when they insisted that each person should do only one activity. It is well and
good that the shoemaker not try to bake bread and the baker to fix shoes, but if a fire
breaks out in the baker’s shop and threatens the whole block, do they all simply
keep working at their jobs, because it is the job of firemen to put out fires, not theirs?
No one protested that guardians, if they are to be good guardians, need to assign the
tasks to others in a reasonable way, which would require their becoming acquainted
with jobs other than their own; moreover, that in contravention of the definition of
justice the guardians must meddle in absolutely everything in this city. Later, in
book VII, when they come to the highest education and training of the guardians, no
one objects to the fact that the guardians need to acquire expertise in many different
subject matters, nor that they will spend 15 years after their education doing an
apprenticeship in all the low- and mid-level jobs of administration and policing that
the city requires. When in book IV they define moderation as each person harmo-
nizing with all others—Socrates explicitly uses the model of each person singing his
part in the chorale of society—no one points out that this can be done well only if
each person is aware of and responsive to the parts sung by others. In book V
(462C), when Socrates compares the best governed city to the human being who,
when his finger is wounded, finds that the entire community “is aware of the fact,
and all of it is in pain as a whole along with the afflicted part,” no one points out that
this suggests all people of every class must have similar cognitive and affective
awareness. Nor, when at 469C they begin to discuss the enslavement of enemies
captured in war and distinguish between Greeks (who will be treated as friends) and
barbarians, does anyone remark that they are conceiving human beings as part of
larger communities beyond their particular city, and that the principle of such an
enlarged sense of belonging cannot be that of specialized activity.

One could go on identifying similar contradictions and tensions, almost indefi-
nitely. I will add just two more, from the final book, book X. One, from 619B-E,
nearly at the conclusion of the dialogue (which ends with 621D), undermines the
thesis that Plato was the original, approving architect of totalitarianism. In the after-
life, a soul preparing for reincarnation that came from an orderly city—presumably
like the “ideal” one they constructed in words—makes the worst possible choice for
his next life, a life of tyranny, which will result (after he dies in that life) not just in
a 1,000 years of disciplining punishment but in eternal perdition. The soul makes
this mistake because it “participated in virtue by habit, without philosophy.” If in the
“best” city only the guardian class learns how to philosophize, the city will make
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most of its citizens unfit for choosing a new life. Many will ultimately come to a bad
end, in Hades, because of their inability to discriminate the just from the unjust.
Clearly the gods’ notion of justice—and Socrates describes the judges in the
afterlife as true judges (thus truth makes another surreptitious return in defining
justice after being forgotten in book I)—is in conflict with the notion of justice in
the “best” city they have described in words.

The second episode from book X that I want to emphasize occurs at the begin-
ning. It illuminates further the problem produced by the conventionalization of
virtue and the good, a conventionalization that culminates in inadequate education
about justice and the good. It quite precisely involves the question of imitation.
Socrates and his dialogue partners attempt to make the most decisive possible
distinction between philosophy and art, in particular between philosophy and
poetry. The judgment that they make is, not surprisingly, in philosophy’s favor, yet
the terms in which it is made, the different kinds of image making of philosophy
and poetry, undermine the legitimacy of the argument both philosophically and
poetically.

The basic strategy of the argument is to determine the “distance” of poetry and
of philosophy from truth. Poetry is described as imitating real-world objects (like
the heroes of the Trojan war). Real-world objects are, unfortunately, highly unstable.
Craftsmen, at least the best, operate differently. A bed maker does not merely
imitate an existing bed, he realizes in matter a pattern or form that has more durabil-
ity than any real bed. The philosopher looks more deeply yet into the fixed and
unchanging, and what he produces, logoi, are in accordance with even more durable
patterns, ones that deserve to be called eternal—and thus the human being who
attends to such things is as close to the eternal as it is possible for a human being to
be.** Socrates determines that the poet is much further from reality than the philoso-
pher, because his portrayals are of things several “levels” below that with which the
philosopher is concerned.

In a moment we shall come to the basis for the pseudomathematical theory of
levels that supports this calculation. For now it is important to notice that what the
philosopher does and what the poet does are both considered a kind of mimesis,
image making. One thing Socrates does not consider is whether he has character-
ized poetry rightly by calling it a mimesis of real things. Although one can probably
argue that most of the characters and events of Greek epic, lyric, and drama were
regarded as having really existed—and thus that, compared to later fictional art,
there is a dearth of merely imagined or made-up characters—it seems obtuse to
characterize the works of Homer, Hesiod, Sappho, Aeschylus, and Sophocles as
merely mimetic. Poets could argue that even if they occasionally abstract truths
from particulars (something that the philosopher almost always tries to do), truth, if

“This prepares the way for the second of the three major episodes of book X: between (1) the
competition for truth of philosophy and poetry and (3) the story of what happens in the afterlife
(the myth of Er) comes (2) the “proof” that the human soul is likely to be immortal because it can,
through philosophizing, consort with what is eternal.
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it is to mean anything at all, cannot mean only abstract eternal truths. The truth that
the poet deals with is more concrete than that of the philosophers—a truth of local
habitation and local naming. Moreover, it is rare that a poet simply imitates an
already existing person. Poetic characters can be a mixture, drawn partly from life
and partly from possibilities of human being that may have been realized nowhere
but that can still perform a function just as clarifying as philosophy’s—and, for the
average or even the highly educated reader, even more clarifying, because the imag-
ined people are concretely presented in circumstances familiar to the audience
rather than among the abstractions of philosophy.

It is in fact easy, in a mixed group of philosophy and literature professors, to
descend into turf-defending vituperation when discussing book X. But there is a
deeper criticism to be made of the conclusion that philosophy triumphs over poetry.
It is a deepening of the earlier criticism that the Republic violates the rules that it
lays down for poets. The dialogues of Plato are more strictly mimetic pieces than
even the most traditional of epics or lyrics (dramas are, of course, strictly mimetic).
A Platonic dialogue is a “picture” of several real people engaged in a conversation
and all its circumstances: for instance, an account of what happened to Socrates and
his young friend Glaucon as they were walking together back to town after having
seen Athens’ officials and priests welcome the new goddess Bendis, when the two
were accosted by a larger group including Polemarchus and Adeimantus (the brother
of Glaucon, and also of a fellow named Plato who does not make a direct appear-
ance in the dialogue), and all of them then proceeded to Polemarchus’ house, where
his father Cephalus was about to make sacrifice to the gods, etc., in a parade of
(irrelevant?) concrete detail.

There is more. In the book X argument about the deficiencies of poetry we find
an argument reminiscent of the Sophist. In the latter dialogue the Eleatic Stranger
characterized the sophist as claiming to possess the art of imitating everything. The
Stranger then provided an image—analogy for what this meant: the visual artist’s
ability to portray everything visible. In book X of the Republic Socrates presents
poetry’s claim to portray the world as the equivalent of holding up a mirror to the
world (just as the painter does, though he uses the medium of paint). The mirroring
that poetry engages in is a mimesis that reproduces in another place, in words rather
than on the surface of the mirror, the look of all the things in the world. It is image
making on a grand scale, just like the image making of the sophist. In the Sophist
the Stranger frequently called attention to the difficulty they were having in distin-
guishing the sophist from the philosopher. By contrast, Socrates and his friends in
the Republic accept that the philosopher’s art is much different from the poet’s (and
the sophist’s). But they are as ready as sophists and poets to make images in words
of everything and anything, both within and without the world (e.g., the realm of the
ideas and the myth of Er). Their narratives are filled with seemingly irrelevant
touches about real and fictional things, for example in their description of caves and
the afterlife.

Plato was certainly not oblivious to this. The Republic is not just a portrayal of a
conversation. With its characters, actions, and discussion it attempts to construct the
image of a world that is very much like that of Athens ca. 400 B.C.E. Its personages
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are at least as concrete as those in a Greek drama, and if what those personages talk
about is often more abstract than what is talked about in drama, we nevertheless see
their personalities and characters through their speeches. There are proud characters
who are brought down by their pride (Thrasymachus, for example), and persons of
modest station who play small but significant roles in the drama (the slave who
stops Glaucon and Socrates in the first scene). The young men who follow Socrates
have different kinds and degrees of intelligence, spirit, sensitivity, and education.
Many of them have been alienated from their parents and from what their city
teaches them to value and so are in search of something more worthy of pursuit. We
hear of other real and fictional characters who engage in remarkable exploits (like
the shepherd of book I who finds the miraculous ring of Gyges, which allows its
holder to become invisible and thereafter to seduce the queen and overthrow the
king), those who live in a strange world unlike Athens (the denizens of the cave of
book VII who are chained to benches and stare at a wall that seems to be their whole
world), and others who even get to experience heaven and hell (Er in the concluding
myth of Er, who being left for dead on a battlefield is allowed by the gods to see the
afterlife so he can bring back an account of it to the world of the living). And poets
would probably be inclined to urge upon Plato and Plato’s usual defenders that the
moral and even philosophical lessons of the dialogues are all the clearer for being
presented in vivid, poetic form. Thus maybe the philosopher is a kind of poet—
though not necessarily a good one—writing in unpoetic genres. At the very least,
the principles Socrates and his friends use to differentiate philosophers from poets
are neither clear nor convincing.*

4.7 The Ontology of Images and the Psychology
of Scenario-Imagining

We are ready to turn to the heart of Plato’s conception of images, imaging, and
imagining. The heart of those concerns is to be found in the discussion of the good,
which comes in the middle of an account of the personality and training of the philo-
sophical character—the character of the person who will rule the ideal city. This
discussion of the good presents a framework according to which the West has ever
since conceived, understood, and misunderstood imagination.

Book V (at 449C) begins the second wave of city design with a question about
the status of women and children—the so-called community of women and children.

4 At 484C-D Socrates parenthetically mentions painters, “looking off...toward what is truest, and
ever referring to it and contemplating it as precisely as possible.” So much for the notion that poets
and artists must be several times further away from the truth than philosophers! By this comment
(and similar ones throughout) I am not ridiculing Plato for inconsistencies but pointing out how
this master philosopher—artist constantly challenges us to subtle reading and thinking. An inconsis-
tency may seem like a grave philosophical sin; but, as Aristotle knew, it is more fundamentally an
invitation to think about different respects in which the conflicting statements might agree.
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Women and children are not the property of the men but of the city as a whole; more
exactly, men, women, and children are all property of the city. Later, book V also
starts the third wave with these words:

“Unless,” [Socrates] said, “the philosophers rule as kings or those now called kings and
chiefs genuinely and adequately philosophize, and political power and philosophy coincide
in the same place, while the many natures now making their way to either apart from the
other are by necessity excluded, there is no rest from ills for the cities, my dear Glaucon,
nor I think for human kind, nor will the regime we have now described in speech ever come
forth from nature, insofar as possible, and see the light of the sun. This is what for so long
was causing my hesitation to speak: seeing how very paradoxical it would be to say. For it
is hard to see that in no other city would there be private or public happiness.” (473C-E)

From this point late in book V up to the middle of book VI Socrates discusses the
traits of character of those who are capable of being philosophers. Those traits are
based in love, a love that wants every kind and part of what it loves. The philosopher
loves learning of all kinds and “is willing to taste every kind of learning with gusto,
and...approaches learning with delight, and is insatiable” (475C). Of course this
avidity seems to violate the principles of moderation and justice set for the city.
There is no limit to the philosopher’s desire for knowing, and he wants to “meddle”
in every kind of knowing rather than stick with just one kind that is proper to him-
self. Moreover, such a person so loves truth and hates lies that it becomes quite
unclear how he would respond to the “noble lies” told to maintain social harmony,
or to the initial “nondecision” in book I that eliminates truthtelling from the defini-
tion of justice.

Book V concludes with a prolonged discussion of knowledge, ignorance, and
opinion (which lies between the two), in which it is argued that what is opinable
participates in both being and nonbeing. Opinable things “roll around somewhere
between not-being and being” (479D) and are not “addressed by these names [like
big, little, light, heavy] any more than by the opposites of these names” (479B). This
is, of course, reminiscent of the Eleatic Stranger’s revision of the Parmenidean doc-
trine in the Sophist, though without the fundamental qualification he made: that
although being and not-being are opposed, things nevertheless participate in both in
various, differentiated ways. The philosophical character among human beings is
the one who has a sensibility for the difference between the opinable and the know-
able, and thus between the problematic “understanding” of the unstable and the
lasting understanding of what does not change. This establishes the claim of the
philosopher to rule. The first half of book VI discusses other characteristics of the
philosophic natures beyond their love of all learning. They have no taste for false-
hood, they are moderate because their prime concern is the pleasures of the soul
rather than of the body, they are great-souled and recognize that human life is noth-
ing great, they do not fear death and thus are courageous, they are not attracted to
vices and thus are just, they are tame and measured spirits rather than wild ones,
they are quick in learning, they have good memories, and they are musical and
graceful (that is, filled with the gifts of the Muses).

After this multiplication of good qualities Adeimantus raises a problem. He and
others similar to him often have trouble knowing how to answer Socrates’ questions
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and wonder whether they are not being slowly led in the wrong direction. Lots of
people who engage in philosophy look quite strange, even vicious, and they end up
useless to the city. Socrates agrees, and then says something very pertinent to our
immediate concern: “‘the question you are asking needs an answer given through an
image.” To which Adeimantus responds, probably with affectionate irony: “And
you, in particular, I suppose, aren’t used to speaking through images.” The word
they use is eikon: if it means what it means in the Sophist, it indicates a veridical
image that maintains the proportions of the original.

The image Socrates offers as a response to Adeimantus portrays the city as
resembling a ship on which the owner, taller and stronger than anyone else on the
ship, knows little about piloting it and is nearsighted and a bit deaf to boot. He is
pestered by the sailors, each of whom has his own notions of sailing and wants the
owner to turn command over to him. They conspire to do away with those who get
in their way; eventually they “enchain” the owner, take over the ship, and feast on
its supplies. They praise as the true pilot the one who knows how to seize command
and do not believe that you can both take command and also spend time acquiring
all the arts needed to pilot the ship. In the meantime the true pilot studies the sea-
sons, the stars and the heavens, the wind and the weather—and is dismissed by the
others as a useless stargazer.

For our purposes, perhaps even more important than the allegory itself is what
Socrates says about images before he tells the story of the ship owner, in response
to Adeimantus’ friendly taunt.

“All right,” I said. “Are you making fun of me after having involved me in an argument so
hard to prove? At all events, listen to the image so you may see still more how greedy I am
for images. So hard is the condition suffered by the most decent men with respect to the
cities that there is no single other condition like it, but I must make my image and apology
on their behalf by bringing it together from many sources—as the painters paint goatstags
and such things by making mixtures.” (487E—488A)

And when he is done with presenting the complex, artificial image of the ship own-
er’s peril he tells Adeimantus, who obviously grasps the meaning of the image, to
“teach the image to that man who wonders at the philosophers’ not being honored
in the cities, and try to persuade him that it would be far more to be wondered at if
they were honored” (489A—-B).

Note that the images we are talking about here are not like the “snapshot” images
of empiricist psychology; they are complex and dynamic. We are not asked merely
to imagine a ship, or a ship owner, or a sailor, but all of them together, interacting in
a developing scene—one might thus call the kind of image Socrates and his friends
are talking about a scenario. The scenario—image is woven together out of elements
that all show their typical figures, the eidos of each, but taken together what the
whole scenario exhibits is an eidos that is far more than the sum of its parts. The
scenario is deployed in a particular way that suits the purposes of the narrator; but
as a scenario, the image also has a certain lability or flexibility, in that the deploy-
ment can be modulated, varied, extended, or even made to take alternative paths of
development, more or less plausible. Moreover, the use of the image is not finished
with the conception of the scenario in action and its possibilities of development.
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For, after all, Socrates introduces this and other scenario—images in order to induce
his audience to see something more or even something else. He expects them to
recognize a form, a structure, a sameness that can be seen elsewhere—in this case,
in the government of cities.* This is the kind of case in which the imaginary logos
turns out to be at the same time a logos about something else: a logos in a scenario
that applies, to some degree point for point, to another scenario in another field of
concern. This means it is, literally and figuratively, analogia, analogy—which in the
first instance in Greek means an extended proportion (one of the meanings of logos
is “fraction” or “simple proportion”)*—in which we say that, as A is to B in
circumstances or field M, so is C to D in circumstances or field N.

We can think of both logos and analogia in relation to conception and projection.
In the first instance it seems that the most basic kind of logos, a simple proposition
relating terms A and B, is a representation of a recognition that is more or less pas-
sively received. One must not, however, put entirely out of mind that uttering “A is B”
or “A is doing B” adds an element of positive activity and projection to the receptive
one. If reception is always joined to at least a certain degree of activity of the receptive
mind, whether affirming/positing or negating, it would be easier to understand the
imaginative moment as involving a shift in the balance between reaction and activity.

Suppose I see, in late spring, that a tree in my neighborhood is dropping its
leaves. The degree to which I even take cognizance of this depends on circum-
stances. If the tree comes into view while I am driving home from work elated or
depressed by the day’s events, it will be one of innumerable things in my field of
vision that are at best marginally registered. If I am on a walk through the neighbor-
hood T am more likely to notice it with attention, perhaps to the point that I say
something about it later to my wife. If I have recently been pruning my own trees it

“One might argue that Socrates’ use of scenario—images is itself developmental, moving from
metaphor and allegory to analogy (for the audience at least), from an inexplicit but felt similarity
to a more clarified and articulate elaboration.

“The connection between logos used to mean speech on the one hand and proportion on the other
is more intimate than first appears. The basis of speech is a relation between things that is expressed
in statements like “S is P”: to predicate one thing (the predicate, P) of another thing (the subject, S)
is to express this relation. The mathematical logos or ratio is conceived similarly. A ratio is a pro-
portion between two (whole) numbers, two line segments, two surface areas, or two other like
things. Whereas we think of the ratio of a to b (where a and b are any numbers) as just another
number, ancient Greeks conceived it as essentially a relation between two things of the same kind.
If ais aline length and b a line length, “a:b” stands for the logos or proportion of those two lengths.
Two areas, ¢ and d, can similarly be related in the logos “c:d.” But a line length cannot be put
directly into proportion with an area except by way of an extended proportion or analogia. If line
a is half the length of line b and area c half the area d, we can express this in the analogia a:b::c:d;
and by rules of manipulating proportions one can say that a:c::b:d. We mimic this algebraically by
saying that if a/b=c/d then we can multiply each side of the equation by the fraction b/c to get
alc=b/d. The difference is that we think of all these fractions as being the same kind of thing,
numbers, so that no reconciliation of kinds is necessary. For the Greek understanding, however, a
line length compared to an area is not a kind but a relation between (different) kinds; it has no
absolute value, but can only be reexpressed by other, analogical relations between the kinds.
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might set off sympathetic concern, or selfish concern insofar as it could be the first
visible sign of a tree virus, or impartial, arborological interest in what might be
causing the fall. In all these cases there has been a shift from receptivity to wonder
and active concern. The shift will become more pronounced if a few days later I
notice other trees with a similar problem and decide to investigate. In none of these
cases is it quite right to affirm that the image or scenario—image has been simply
translated into a proposition, a set of propositions, or even a set of propositions with
attitudes. In all cases (except the scarcely registered seeing—while—driving) there is
a placement of the scene into a context with concerns and a marking or inflecting of
the context and concerns with terms, statements, and questions. The image takes up
a place among others in a field of possible and variable relationships, and what I say
and think about it marks ways I have of reiterated or renewed access to the field.

The point, at the moment, is not whether these all correspond to our contempo-
rary sense of what imagining is, but rather that all of these elements are at work in
the Socratic/Platonic notion of making an image by using many eikones. There is, as
the first moment of imagining, the deployment by the imaginer of something that
was implicit in noticing something, noticing that A is B or A is doing B. The things
of the world show themselves to us by giving us their looks, both static (the bushy
tail of a squirrel) and dynamic (the typical ways in which a squirrel flicks its tail).
Things and activities are recognized not as isolated from the parts of the world they
occupy, except perhaps when we maximally deploy our abstracting and objectiviz-
ing capacity (to derive the notion of the squirrel species or to focus on a single squirrel
in abstraction from every external relationship). That means that already in seeing
squirrels—at least as part of the world of doxa, opinion,*” where things roll around,
constantly shifting between being and nonbeing (479D)—part of our recognizing
their look is already to grasp, as much in anticipation as in articulated form, some of
the immediately possible modifications and variations of squirrel appearances. The
squirrel sitting under the red oak holding an acorn is one that we recognize as capa-
ble of nibbling the acorn in the next moment, of putting it down and digging a hole
for it, of hopping with it to the base of the tree or running with it up to the top
branches, of discarding it—or of screeching at a philosophical type who, caught up
in wonder at possibilities of the scene, is blocking access to his acorn hiding places.
In an important sense all these thoughts lead to others that are related, are akin. It is
not necessary, at least in the first or even the second instance in accounting for this
work of the human mind, to invoke a knowledge of squirrel essences.

The squirrel scene is relatively simple, and yet it is capable of almost limitless
variation and complication, and it can be intertwined with other scenes (the red—
oak—scene, a curious—cat—scene, a German—shepherd—scene), limited only, as we
say, by one’s imagination. Very little, and according to some theories virtually none,
of this would be part of a newborn infant’s experience, yet many aspects of it will in
short order become part of that infant’s world and indissolubly entwined in the

40r rather of seeming: as Arendt was fond of pointing out, doxa belongs in the realm of the dokei
moi, “it seems to me” (Arendt 1978, 77).
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infant’s future experiences. The scene is part of my grasp of the squirrel’s being
present. A major and indispensable part of the scene is itself present: its being
located in a place, its being in the midst of a few crucial items, its being engaged in
at least one of its postures or possibilities of action. Also part of this scene is the
ambiguity of its boundaries, in part due to my abilities (e.g., to look right or left or
up or down, to focus on the tail or the teeth), in part due to what the squirrel can
immediately do to change its posture or activity, in part because the scene of the
squirrel is already entwined with other scenes and things I have at least marginally
noticed (e.g., holding an acorn that dropped from the oak, sitting at the edge of the
tree’s shadow) that themselves are capable of imaginative alteration and new place-
ment. This is the peculiar presence of things subject to change: we can always be
surprised by what happens next, but we are never surprised that something relevant
happens next, because that is already implicated in the presence of the thing, and we
already anticipatively recognize aspects of things that might happen and the new
“places” where new aspects might lead. So the development of the scene into a
scenario (a complex of scenes) is inevitable and expected, though the exact course
of development is not, insofar as it is guided by multiple interests and possible
emplacements. We must recall, however, that in the first instance an “interest” is less
a subjective stance than a way of “being between” or “being among” the things of
the world.

Part of the presence of the thing with its typifying looks is its dynamic situation.
Presence is already projective beyond the limits of the present. In the first instance
the look of a thing leads us to treat it not as forever fixed but as active and reactive
in a field that includes it. If we call the thing an object, we can indicate the relevant
field or fields in which it is involved as the thing’s objective field. Human beings
grasp things as having characteristics or being in basic ways, and as acting in basic
ways, and this natural progression, this “ringing of changes” on what has presented
itself, brings into view a stage, a field of play, a typified place or field opened up by
the initial interest. Once this stage is seen, the interest and concerns can shift to the
stage itself, to the scene as a whole: not just to relations of things within the field,
but to the relations that the field itself enables and that offer points of focus for com-
parison to other fields and the things that occupy them.

Imagining may ordinarily begin as oriented to objects and their actions, but it
does not end there. Not all imagining is object-oriented. In one sense this should
be obvious, if we reflect for a moment on the finite openness of human experience.
Human beings (and probably many animals as well) are aware of things as situ-
ated. Any animal like the human which can take the look of a thing in at least
partial detachment from “immediate” consciousness can perceive and operate in
the light of that situatedness’s developmental possibilities. Any animal, like the
human, which can further detach the look by deploying a particular feature in
mediate awareness has a capacity essential for imagining some of the possibilities
of development. By incorporating multiple aspects in covariation, this capacity
might be extended and complicated to the point of, say, presenting a story about
shipboard quarrels of sailors and ship owners over who should captain the ship.
The tendencies revealed in such imagining might—if the capabilities of the animal
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could grasp a much more complex look of the scenario itself, detach it, and further
project it—be used to picture things even remoter from ordinary experience (for
example, power relations in cities) or even to present an aspect of the world that is
ordinarily invisible, perhaps a world that is invisible to the eye per se.

This is what book X’s myth of Er does. It is a more radically developed and
concretized scenario than that of the shipboard quarrel, but it is nevertheless the
same in kind. If the shipboard quarrel is intended to reveal to the dialogue partners
something that they at least implicitly know about what happens in cities, so that
they see it as an analogy, the myth of Er situates its characters and events in a world
that they do not know, and that nobody knows (except Er—but he is fictional). That
nobody knows it and that it is a fiction do not mean that it is unintelligible. It is a
kind of possible world—some such scenarios might in fact be likelihoods, though
unexperienceable ones (because unliveable, except in fantasy)—with the kind of
complexity, depth, and intertwinement that makes the world we live in a world. It is
a world of sufficient complexity that we can imagine ourselves as being in it or
something like it. That means not simply that we can imagine ourselves as physi-
cally situated in a space—time with gods, souls, rewards, and punishments, but as
acting and reacting in it from the basis of our acquaintance with our ordinary situa-
tions in our everyday world. On the basis of our being able to detach ourselves to
some degree from the particularities of situation, we adapt ourselves to the projec-
tively or fictionally developed features of the imagined world.

4.8 The Grand Image-Sequence of the Republic:
From the Good Itself to the Dialectical Education
of the Philosopher

Is a theory of image—scenarios present as such—explicitly, and not just as a kind of
necessary presupposition or plausible extrapolation—in the Republic itself?

The answer must be no if by “explicit” is meant a set of statements flagged as
such by Plato or Plato’s Socrates. If “theory”” means propositionally expressed doc-
trines requiring allegiance because they have withstood the dissolvent power of
dialectic, then there are scarcely any at all in Plato’s writings. But if a theory is a
way of looking upon things, highlighting some, and attending to as many of them
together as is possible, then there certainly is a theory of imaging and imagining in
the Republic.*® 1t is revealed by the grand image sequence that stretches from the
middle of book VI to the end of book VII, and includes two of the most familiar

“The Greek word theoria seems to have arisen within such a network of concerns. In the classical
period and long thereafter theoria was conceived as a kind of intelligible viewing. Any proposi-
tional network of the kind we typically call theory thus presupposes, from the Greek perspective,
a field or fields opened by the concerned consideration, and the consideration is itself the aborigi-
nal theory. The notion of conceptual topology enables us to gain a more articulate and focused
grasp of the backgrounds and foregrounds that are intrinsic not just to ancient theory but also to
theory in the modern sense of the term.
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image episodes in the Platonic corpus, the analogy of the divided line and the
allegory of the cave. What I wrote of squirrels and analogy in concluding the previ-
ous section was in effect a commentary in advance on this extended sequence.

Commentators have noted that the Republic is marked by multiple ascending and
descending movements.* That is certainly true of the sequence of books VI and VIIL.
Two of those movements are largely responsible for the conventional interpretation
that, for Plato, images are the least real kind of thing and imagination the least reli-
able and most misleading of human apprehensive powers. The interpretation goes
something like this: On the divided line, imagination is assigned to the lowest part
of the line corresponding to the human power of seeing shadows and reflections™;
and in the allegory of the cave the prisoners who are chained there take the shadows
projected on the cave wall as the real world. On the divided line, reason as under-
standing (dianoia at first, later rebaptized noesis, at 533E) is placed at the top; it
apprehends the ideas or ultimate forms of things. In the cave allegory, this level is
achieved by first being freed from the chains that keep one staring at the wall of
shadows, then looking around the cave, and finally ascending out into the open
where one experiences the real world and sees the overarching heavens and the all-
illuminating sun. Unfortunately for the philosophers raised in the ideal city, how-
ever, they must descend again. They must return to the cave to govern it in accordance
with the ideal truths discovered outside. They are obligated by justice to return to
the cave and govern the city. Their ascent to the ideas was made possible by the
philosophical education with which the best city, the city in words, provided them.
The city demands in return that those who have benefited from this educational cur-
riculum employ their abilities for the good of the city. As they grow old, the philoso-
phers will be allowed to devote ever more of their time to philosophizing, though
they will still need to offer the city occasional services.”!

It does not take much of an ironic sensibility to notice that Socrates thereby cre-
ates a city that makes the world safe for philosophers, since they get to rule it! It
requires a more subtle irony to notice that Socrates’ explanation of the education
undermines the foundations on which the city in words was previously constructed,

“For a discussion of the significance of these movements, see Wood 1987.

SSocrates initially says nothing about how the line should be oriented, although near the end of
book VI he and Glaucon refer to the section with the forms as “above,” though without any discus-
sion of why things should be pictured this way. In the imaginary of Western thinking, imagination
must be lowest, and the forms highest: it is the configuration commensurate with the elevated
dignity of reason.

3I'The education outlined in books II and III occupied eligible young men (and ultimately young
women) until the beginning of military service, around age 20. The higher education that is
described in the last half of book VII takes place in six stages, with 2 years devoted to each of the
lesser studies (arithmetic, plane geometry, solid geometry, astronomy, and harmony) and 5 years
to the culminating dialectics. That takes them to age 35, when they begin 15 years of community
service in administrative and policing responsibilities. At age 50 those who have proved them-
selves most worthy become true guardians of the city. From that point onward their governing
responsibilities are no longer continuous; when their wisdom and decision-making ability is not
needed, they spend their time as they wish—presumably in the contemplation of the very highest
things, the ideas or forms.
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in particular the principle that each person should keep as much as possible to one
kind of work and activity and cultivate only knowledge and images that are appro-
priate to it. For example, Socrates indicates that the higher studies undertaken are
useful not just to the governors but also to the defenders and to the craftsmen and
producers of the city. That is, the inferior classes would perform their jobs better by
knowing things that are not included in the education (as described in books II and III)
to which they are limited. By the very terms according to which justice in this city
has been defined, that means that the city is unjust: it denies them an education that
would let them practice their trades as well as possible. But it should also have long
since begun to dawn on the reader that the city is organized in a way that potentially
leads to great harm for its people.>

One of the most pervasive of historical ironies is that although throughout books
VI and VII there is a cascade of images (that is, scenario—images), these two books
are typically believed to offer one of the most fundamental portrayals of Platonic
idealism, and of idealism pure and simple. It is also taken as evidence of Platonic
rationalism: that apprehending these transcendent ideas is the highest activity and
capacity of human beings, and that this apprehending is done by pure intellection or
rationality. The irony here is that, however many passages there may be in the
Platonic corpus tending toward such conclusions, only when removed from the dia-
lectical and imaginative economy in which they function do they support this dis-
torting, short-circuited portrayal of Plato’s thought. At the very least, if there are
such transcendent ideas, they are portrayed by Plato in a way that shows them
always working by a process of involvement in mediums other than the ideal. The
only way for human beings to approach the ideal is through recognizing the multiple
levels of being in which the ideal images itself.

Socrates, invoking the difficulty of the task his young friends have set him,
begins to explain the curriculum of studies that will turn the philosopher candidate,
who possesses all the capacities that a philosopher needs, into an actual philosopher.
The previous account of education has been defective; it has failed to “come to the
end of the greatest and most fitting study” (504D). The young men

have many times heard that the idea of the good is the greatest study and that it’s by availing
oneself of it along with just things and the rest that they become useful and beneficial. And
now you know pretty certainly that I’'m going to say this and, besides this, that we don’t
have sufficient knowledge of it. And, if we don’t know it and should have ever so much
knowledge of the rest without this, you know that it’s no profit to us, just as there would be
none in possessing something in the absence of the good.>* (505A)

2See 619B-D, discussed in Sect. 4.6, above. I reiterate: those who take the city in words as Plato’s
definitive vision of the best kind of city need to think more about irony as a virtue and about
whether Plato understands philosophizing as they do.

3Thus, once again, a “just” or “good” city that denies any of its citizens the best possible knowl-
edge of the just and the good would be in truth an unjust and evil city. I hope the reader has already
drawn a further conclusion: that Plato plays these ironic games precisely because he is letting
Socrates carry out the early demand of the young men, that he prove the superiority of justice to
injustice even in a city where people think that what is unjust is just and vice versa. The city in
words they have devised is precisely that city.
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Most people think the good is pleasure, while the more refined think it is
prudence, but neither group is able to give an account of why and how. Yet

this [good] is what every soul pursues and for the sake of which it does everything. The soul
divines that it is something but is at a loss about it and unable to get a sufficient grasp of just
what it is, or to have a stable trust [pistis] such as it has about the rest. And because this is
so, the soul loses any profit there might have been in the rest. Will we say that even those
best men in the city, into whose hands we put everything, must be thus in the dark about a
thing of this kind and importance? (505D-506A)

Thus it appears that the good is not quite like any other thing, and that guardians,
auxiliaries, and craftsmen—producers alike will get no true good from life if they are
devoid of knowledge about it. It is a knowing that is no mere specialization. Anyone
denied access to it will suffer harm.

Not for the first time in the dialogue the young men pose a question that post-
pones completion of an impending task. Adeimantus asks whether the good is
knowledge or pleasure or something else, to which Socrates replies ironically that
Adeimantus will not be satisfied with anyone’s opinion (doxa) about the good—
except for Socrates’! In words that resonate with the concerns of the entire dialogue,
Adeimantus says that it does not seem just for Socrates to talk about other people’s
opinions (dogmata) but not about his own, when he has spent so much time “dealing
with these things™* (506B). Socrates points out that opinions without knowledge
are shameful and ugly, or at best blind; perhaps it would be better to hear “bright and
fair” things from others.

At this moment Glaucon (whose name means “bright” or “shining”) breaks in to
say, as at the beginning of book II, that they will not let go of him now, he will have
to stand and deliver. He adds: “it will satisfy us even if you go through the good just
as you went through justice, moderation and the rest” (506D). (Socrates had shown
them justice by contrasting it with moderation, wisdom, and courage.) Socrates
insists that he does not have the power to give an account of the good itself; he asks
for indulgence but also makes a concession. If they will permit him to set aside what
the good itself is, he will be “willing to tell what looks like a child of the good and
most similar to it,” or, expanding the metaphors because of Glaucon’s reply that at
some other time Socrates can “pay what’s due on the father’s narrative,” he will now
give them the interest and the child rather than the principal and the father
(506E-507A). By proliferating metaphors and images Socrates is communicating
something about what he has already been doing and intends to do further. He
reminds them that they have frequently in the past agreed that there are many things
of every kind (beautiful things, good things, etc.) that they distinguish both in being
and in speech, and that they “assert that there is a beautiful itself, a good itself, and
so on for all the things that we then set down as many. Now, again, we refer them to
one idea of each as though the idea were one; and we address it as that which really
is....And, moreover, we say that the former [i.e., the many things called by the

*#0r “occupied with these things.” The word is a past participle used as a noun, pragmateuomenon.
It implies not just thinking about these things but also dealing with them in all aspects of living.
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idea’s name] are seen but not intellected, while the ideas are intellected but not
seen” (507B). Then he proceeds to explain, well into book VII (at least through the
allegory of the cave) everything—including the ideas—as the offspring of the good;
and his mode of explanation is the production of a series of images, each of which
illustrates the others. He offers a cascade—one is tempted almost to say a riot—of
images, each generated from what precedes.

First, Socrates presents the good as figured by the sun, which both gives rise to
all (living) things and produces the light that shows them for what they are. At 509D
Socrates proceeds to draw out consequences from this image according to the anal-
ogy between (a) how the sun rules over the flourishing of physical things and their
visibility and (b) how the good rules over the realms of beings of all kinds and their
fundamental way of appearing (their truth). To illustrate what he is saying, he intro-
duces a line segment (without at first mentioning an orientation) that he divides into
two parts, according to a proportion that is not specified; then he divides each of the
two parts again, using the same proportion as for the first division. He proceeds to
clarify what he is after by explaining that each segment represents a different level
or realm of beings, and that to each of these levels there corresponds a power of the
human soul that allows us to know the things of that level. The first cut of the line,
into two parts, separates the intelligible realm from the visible realm. The second set
of cuts divides the intelligible part into a realm of the ideas and a realm of things
belonging to “geometry and reckoning and such subjects” (510C; one can conve-
niently call these “mathematical things”); in the visible part there are, first, the
things of the natural world and the artifacts made by human beings, and, second, the
images (eikones) that derive from the natural and artificial objects as their shadows,
reflections, and the like. He gives names to the human powers that apprehend and
work with the things of these different levels: corresponding to the forms of things
in the intelligible realm is noesis (intellection); to the mathematical things dianoia
(discursive thinking); to the things of the natural world pistis (trust); and to the
images eikasia (image—perception).>

The divided line further articulates and distinguishes, using a mathematical
image, what is produced—and—shown by the good. The image of the sun portrayed

3Bloom translates pistis as “trust,” but translators typically use “belief” instead. That too much
intellectualizes the relationship to the things and artifacts of the world unless we qualify it as
“belief that things are as they show themselves.” “Trust” is the first English equivalent given in the
standard Greek—English dictionary of Liddell-Scott, and it nicely expresses our basic relationship
with the things of the world: we trust that they will behave in the way that such things do. For
example, I trust that the chair that appears before me will support my weight and not collapse, or
prove to be a phantom, when I sit on it. As for eikasia: in the Sophist the techneé eikastike is the art
of icon making, the making of images (eikones) proportional to the originals, and could be ren-
dered as imagination in that icon-making sense; here in the Republic, it is nature that produces
shadows and images in proportion to the original object, and we have the power (called eikasia) to
see those things—shadows, reflections, painted images—not simply as realities but as realities
imaging other realities from which they derive. It is a perceiving that allows us to see both the thing
that the image is (a shadow, a reflection, a painting) and its reference to something that exists else-
where, in another format or plane.
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the good as giver of life/being and giver of light/perceivability; the line expands on
this duality, enumerating four basic kinds of thing the good produces and four basic
human capacities for grasping them. Perceiving is mobile and complex; seeing
something on one level is to begin to see its proportional relationship to things on
other levels, either directly (the shadow as cast by a tree) or mediately (the shadow
as bearing mathematical and even ideal relationships). The complexity and mobility
of perception is correlative to the complexity and mobility of the expressions of the
good, which are signified by the entire cascade of images presented in book VI; it is
an intrinsic part of what Socrates is trying to convey about the nature of the good
and the being and possibility it originates. This is where book VI concludes.

At the beginning of book VII, Socrates goes on to illustrate the significance of
the line with a complex, dynamic scenario—image known as the allegory of the cave.
People are chained in a cave to a long bench; they cannot turn their heads but always
look toward the cave wall, where images are constantly appearing. It is these images
that are reality, as far as they are concerned. They cannot see one another, or their
own bodies, except as shadows projected on the wall. When they speak, their voices
echo, so the sounds they hear seem to come from the wall. In the allegory it turns
out that the shadows on the wall come from a large projector fire set behind them;
unidentified “image makers” carry objects, cut-outs, or stereotypes to cast the shad-
ows, and these images and the names that the image makers call out constitute the
“reality” that the chained inhabitants “know.”

The allegory goes on to describe what happens when one of the chained bench-
sitters is freed, by an otherwise unidentified person. The first thing the freedman
does is look around, but he is immediately blinded by the bright projector fire. His
instinct is to turn back toward the wall to avoid pain, but with the urging of the
unidentified liberator the freedman’s eyes eventually become accommodated to
the firelight. He comes to understand that what until now he had taken as real was
a projected image made by others. Then the liberator begins drawing the freed-
man upward, along a steep path past the fire and toward the mouth of the cave.
When the freedman reaches the mouth and comes into the open, he is blinded
once more, this time by the light of day. Once again, with encouragement, persis-
tence, and the accommodation of vision he will gradually be able to discern
things. First he will look toward dimly lit places, like shadows, images, and reflec-
tions; then attend to the flora, the fauna, the clouds, and the sky. Finally, he will
be able to glance at the sun itself. He will conclude that the things he had taken
for reality in the cave were very pale shadows of the better and more real things
he has found in the open world.

Socrates makes clear to his friends that such a person would not envy the life of
those in the cave. If offered the choice of living as a slave who gained rewards by
cleverly figuring out the empirical sequences of images cast on the cave wall or
instead as someone who had discovered the outer world, he would choose the latter.
Socrates immediately adds: if such a person returned to the cave he would appear to
the others to be in a laughable state, especially while his eyes were readjusting to the
darkness. The strange stories he would tell—that what they see is a reality that
reflects other, more basic realities—might incline them to do away with him.
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Socrates concludes with the following interpretation of the cascade of images in
books VI and VII:

“Well, then, my dear Glaucon,” [Socrates] said, “this image as a whole must be connected
with what was said before. Liken the domain revealed through sight to the prison home, and
the light of the fire in it to the sun’s power; and, in applying the going up and the seeing of
what’s above to the soul’s journey up to the intelligible place, you’ll not mistake my expec-
tation, since you desire to hear it. A god doubtless knows if it happens to be true. At all
events, this is the way the phenomena look to me: in the knowable the last thing to be seen,
and that with considerable effort, is the idea of the good; but once seen, it must be con-
cluded that this is in fact the cause of all that is right and fair in everything—in the visible
it gave birth to light and its sovereign; in the intelligible, itself sovereign, it provided truth
and intelligence—and that the man who is going to act prudently in private or in public
must see it.” (517A-C)

The irony of the long account (logos) of the good is that, although the good is the
most intelligible thing, Socrates has to present it to his friends exclusively in terms
of images: images that first attempt to portray the nature or most important aspects
of the good, then images to illustrate the previous images, and finally word—images
(logoi) to recast the significance of the visual images. In fact the visual images are
always conveyed by words, further compounding the involvement of logos and
image. He concludes by telling them they must connect the images as a whole to the
images that came before. Someone might suggest that, with a more learned or philo-
sophical group, he might have used a more rational approach. But Socrates almost
always uses stories and humble images, so that is unlikely. Perhaps Plato, especially
in the private lessons at the Academy, provided a more rational account (perhaps an
esoteric account revealed only to his closest students). But there are reasons to
doubt even this, and at any rate there is no direct evidence for the claim of esoteri-
cism—though it does flatter a millennia-old idea of the privilege of philosophers.>®

A closer look at the divided line can help elucidate the real role of images and
their relationship to rationality. First, we will consider the images and the image-
perceiving power it portrays; second, the significance of the proportional division of
the line; and, finally, the dynamics of reality and mind that the line reveals.

Socrates gives two examples of the eikones that are on the fourth part of the line:
reflections in shiny surfaces, and shadows. Reflections and shadows are of physical
objects, which are placed on the adjoining, third part of the line. Although the phys-
ics of reflections and shadows was perhaps still somewhat uncertain, Plato and his
Socrates understand this production of images to be regular and proportionate to the
dimensions of the original object. Taller trees cast longer shadows than shorter ones,
whatever the position of the light source. If you know the height of a control object
and the length of its shadow and at the same time measure the shadow of a second
object, you can easily calculate the height of that second object. The color and clarity
of an object reflected in water or polished silver may be less bright than the object
is when perceived by direct viewing, but the qualities in the reflection stand in

S Because the more abstract an account is, the more intellectually sophisticated the audience must
be. We will see in a moment, however, that the philosopher’s education sketched out in book VII
does not move to ever greater abstractness but rather toward an ever more comprehensive
concreteness.
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determinate proportion to those of the original. Just as in the Sophist, good imaging
is vitally related to preserving proportions.

That concerns the production of shadows and reflections in nature. How do
human beings apprehend images? “Through vision” is not a satisfactory answer.
There are many animals that can “see” something, but only a few can take that
appearance as an image. Mirrors are used by psychologists and animal ethologists
to show the difference. Primates and elephants are capable of using mirror images
in ways that humans do; for instance, elephants will notice a mark researchers apply
to their foreheads and rub at it. Cats, on the other hand, will claw at the “cat on the
other side of the mirror” until they lose interest; they do not seem to grasp that what
they see is themselves. So, beyond vision, human beings (and any other animals
capable of perceiving images) must be able to see not just that something appears in
the mirror but also that the appearance images an original thing. This awareness of
the relation to an image is evidence that the mind is “in two places” or planes at the
same time: in the plane of physical things and in the plane of images. One has in
mind the original thing while looking upon, or through, the image. The image is, no
doubt, a reduced or aspectual being in comparison to the original, but that does not
mean that it has no being at all. In terms of the discussion of the Sophist, it is like
the physical object a mixture of being and nonbeing—one presumes with a higher
proportion of nonbeing than the original.

It is the proportionalities established in the divided line that emphasize (and also
mirror or image) both the ontological and the psychological proportionalities in
imaging. It is difficult to know precisely how to interpret the proportion used to divide
the line, not only because no specific proportion is named but also because we do not
even know which division is larger than the others. Socrates, as noted before, says that
the line should be divided in a certain proportion, and then the two parts divided again
in that same proportion. Interpretatively it seems to be important to know that some
proportion holds, but it is not crucial to know it exactly. Socrates does not point out a
mathematical consequence of the method of division he uses: that the interior two
parts will be equal, no matter what proportion is chosen. Since mathematics played
an important role in Plato’s Academy, which was probably the world’s leading center
of mathematical research in the fourth century B.C.E., it seems unlikely that Plato
would have been unaware of this. There is not merely a proportion between the two
middle parts of the divided line but an equality, and that strongly suggests that there
must be some essential equality of the things they stand for—the mathematical things
and the physical things—with respect to both their being and their being known.*’

S"The next section will address what this equality might mean. In much of the older literature it is
interpreted as something Plato must unfortunately have overlooked—"unfortunately” because the
equality subverts the symbolic representation of increasing reality and clarity (of vision and under-
standing) as one moves from the visible to the intelligible realm. For a brief (chiefly negative)
discussion of these claims, see Pomeroy 1971. Pomeroy believes that the division of the line is
according to the Golden Section; that would intriguingly relate the length of the whole line to all
the parts. If the proportion were golden, the whole length of the line would be to its longer part as
the longer part is to the shorter; put arithmetically, if A and B are the lengths of the parts after the
first division, with A larger than B, (A+B)/A=A/B. There is no specific evidence in the dialogue
to justify the correctness of this specific interpretation, however.
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Whatever the significance of the equality, Socrates emphasizes that definite
proportions hold between the different parts of the line. Proportionality in one direc-
tion (for example, from thing to shadow of the thing) implies proportionality in the other
direction (from shadow of the thing to thing—the inverse proportion). Moreover,
Socrates points out that physical things can be represented by mathematicals (physi-
cal things have a geometrical shape, for example), and that the mathematicals can
be represented by things and by drawings (like Socrates’ tracings in the sand in the
Meno). The proportions in the line stand for the fact that one can move from the
visible to the intelligible parts of the line and back again with some sureness. Thus
one can think of a physical thing and draw a representation—image of its physical
cross section (from the third to the fourth section of the line)*®; one can use the
drawn figure as a representative of a mathematical figure and, from one’s knowl-
edge of mathematical relations, arrive at conclusions about the drawing (from the
fourth section to the second and back again), and then apply the conclusions from
the drawing to the physical object (from the fourth to the third). Moreover, when
Socrates explains the correlations in the line he also explicitly remarks that one will
use the mathematicals as representing what is on the first section of the line, ideas:

Consider also how the intelligible section should be cut....[I]n one part of it a soul, using as
images the things that were previously imitated, is compelled to investigate on the basis of
hypotheses and makes its way not to a beginning but to an end; while in the other part it
makes its way to a beginning that is free from hypotheses; starting out from hypothesis and
without the images used in the other part,”® by means of ideas themselves it makes its
inquiry through them. (510B)

The line, far from being static, is thus to be interpreted dynamically, insofar as
the mind moves from the things of one part of the line to the others and back. The
power of eikasia, image—perception, is most fully itself not when, like a cat or a very
young infant, we stare at the thing in a mirror unaware that it is us, but when we see
the image and at the same time see through or by means of it the thing it images. As
I remarked earlier, this means that our mind is in two places, on two levels, at the
same time. Of course Socrates himself suggests through the allegory of the cave that
most people take things simply at face value: the slaves chained to their seats take
images as fully real. Nevertheless, at least some of them, and perhaps all, possess a
capacity for seeing the relationship of the images to their causes. But first they must
be released from their chains and turn around. Those who never escape the cave
may nevertheless have at least a nagging suspicion that what shows itself on the wall
is not all there is. Those who have seen the process of image production but have not
left the cave will likely either join the image makers, or become political radicals
who try to overthrow the image makers, or turn cynical. Those who have left the
cave and returned will know that there are several levels of real being beyond that of
the images—but by the same token they may be less successful denizens of the cave.

#The ideas are the first section, the mathematicals the second, physical objects the third, images
the fourth.

¥Whether this qualification implies that at the highest level reasoning transcends all imaging will
be discussed below.
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The allegory of the cave is a complex image, a scenario—image, implementing the
scheme of the mathematical image of the line, which itself embodies a dynamic
interpretative scenario. The cave is also, more expressly, a scenario—image of the
(political) life of a city. One question, not unimportant but that we cannot address
here, is whether it is an image of all cities, of all cities except the ideal city, or only
of this ideal city, the one designed in speech. What at any rate becomes evident from
the cascade of images of books VI and VII is that the images closer to the good are
simpler yet more generative than those further from the good. Any thing that images
another, whether the imaging moves closer to or further away from the good, images
in the “matter” of its appropriate level. Geometrical figures imaging physical things
are adapted to (Euclidean) two- or three-dimensional space rather than to the phys-
ics of earth, air, fire, and water (not to mention hydrogen, oxygen, lithium, and four
fundamental forces). The adaptation to the different material substrates produces
certain material differences (and distortions). The overall narrative itself—the nar-
rative cascade of images of the good—makes the point that each earlier image elab-
orates itself in the different element of the image that follows. In general it looks as
though this process is attended by a progressive adaptation and systematization that
is at least as much about the articulations of the previous image that are possible in
the substrate of the imaging matter as it is about the things being imaged. The line
does not have any explicit politics, but the cave does, and in fact it is an image
articulated in order to reflect the proportions of the line as they might be expressed
in the political realm—even though caves are no more political than lines.

If every metaphor quickly starts to limp, the same is true for images and analo-
gies. At some point they begin to fail to convey information about the original or,
worse, begin to distort it. We are back at the problem of the icon and the simula-
crum. Just as at the end of the Sophist it appears that the gods themselves make
images, not always perfectly iconic, it now begins to dawn in the Republic that the
good itself images itself in ways that are only partially iconic: some proportions
hold in the process, but others do not. Every icon is a simulacrum in certain respects,
and every simulacrum has the appearance of being, in some respect, an icon.
Wherever there is appearance, the work of making similarities and distinctions in
and through images never ends.

This is not, however, to fall into the usual interpretation of the divided line, the
allegory of the cave, and the rest of the cascade of images, as though they prove the
inferiority of the material realm to the spiritual realm or the nonbeing or minimal
being of matter and, worse, of images. The fact is that there are ontological and
cognitive relationships between all parts of the line, thus between all parts of “real-
ity”” and all cognitive powers. Certainly part of this is expressed in an old standby of
Platonism and neo-Platonism: everything that is gets its being ultimately from the
most intelligible of things, the ideas. Although both political life and geological
caves seem far from the good itself, the goodness, being, and value they have comes
to them, invests them, insofar as they reflect or participate in the forming power of
the intelligible. Through the dimness of the realms of the changeable and the
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illusory—that is, the realms of physical things and their images—one can discern
the traces of the ideas.

Even this partial rehabilitation of matter and images is still too bound up with the
desire to correct conventional interpretations of Plato, however. The cascade of
images and the individual images themselves (even that of the cave, if taken in the
right way) suggest something rather different and more radical. When Socrates dis-
claims the ability to explain the good directly yet is willing to take the path of image
explication, the images he uses to justify this alternative way present the good as
productive: it is like parents whose children resemble them, like financial principal
put to work in order to earn interest. He expressly compares the good to the sun
because the sun both gives rise to things (in their being) and illuminates them (to let
them be revealed and known). The good, he says, is beyond being, which makes
sense if it is what gives rise to all beings but cannot be properly understood simply
as one among them. It may mean further that the good is responsible for everything
that is possible as well as everything that is. One could argue that this is a near corol-
lary of being productive, since one would not expect that what is productive pro-
duces everything that might be produced. Leibniz, for example, says that God
creates the best possible world, not every possible world, though each possible
world is conceivable precisely as possibly real. In this sense, the source of the good,
or rather of the best, would be much richer than, thus beyond, being.

The process by which the good of the Republic is productive should be called
ontological imaging. This makes a certain sense even in more conventional interpre-
tations of Plato. But unlike them, the Republic goes a step back beyond the forms,
or rather tries to conceive, through the process of ontological imaging, how the good
can be the unifying source of everything real and possible. Socrates mentions that
he has talked before about the idea of the good, and since the idea of the good would
appear simply to be one of the forms, thus on the first part of the divided line, we are
strongly tempted to understand it that way. In a limited sense that is right—the good
as the idea of all ideas, so to speak—but that would also be to forget that the entire
line and its interrelations, and not just its first part or the extreme of the first part,
images the good (or, rather, images the sun, which is itself already an image of the
good). The good produces images “all the way down” (to speak according to an
up—down orientation). The cosmos is and works as an imaging machine. Thus to
take images in Plato’s understanding of them as ontologically deficient is not only
not justified by the Republic, it would contradict, deeply and fundamentally, what
the narrative shows and says, what it images in speech.

There is one last point I wish to make to illustrate this claim and thus to revise
and deepen our understanding of the proper relationship between Platonic imaging
and intellection. The point arises from examining the curriculum for educating the
philosopher, which Socrates draws up in the second half of book VII, after he has
explained the allegory of the cave and the image cascade of books VI and VII. The
philosopher candidates will first study number; we can call it arithmetic, but we
should probably think of it more as number theory than as learning how to add,
subtract, multiply, divide, etc. (though doubtless the study does not exclude these
things). Second comes plane geometry, the science of two-dimensional figures.
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Next comes stereometry (three-dimensional or solid geometry)—though for a few
moments Socrates and his friends make the misstep of leaping over it, directly from
plane geometry to the fourth study, astronomy. Astronomy is the study of the dispo-
sition and motion of all the bodies in the physical universe, the study of the good
ordering of things in the cosmos. The fifth study is one that perhaps seems to us
oddest or most out of place: harmonia, harmony. In a sense it does break the series,
or rather point to the fact that from numbers and the two geometries one can proceed
in different directions regarding motion. Socrates says that

motion presents itself not in one form but several, as I suppose. Perhaps whoever is wise
will be able to tell them all, but those that are evident even to us are two....In addition to
astronomy...there is its antistrophe....It is probable...that as the eyes are fixed on astron-
omy, so the ears are fixed on harmonic movement, and these two kinds of knowledge are in
a way akin, as the Pythagoreans say and we, Glaucon, agree....[Those who study harmony
in the proper way] do the same thing the astronomers do. They seek the numbers in these
heard accords and don’t rise to problems, to the consideration of which numbers are con-
cordant and which not, and why in each case....And I suppose...that if the inquiry into all
the things we have gone through arrives at their community and relationship with one
another, and draws conclusions as to how they are akin to one another, then the concern
with them contributes something to what we want, and is not a labor without profit, but
otherwise it is. (530C-531D)

From one perspective it looks as though Socrates might easily have introduced
harmony immediately after arithmetic, as harmony is about the numbers governing
accords. If initially skipping over solid geometry was a misstep in the middle of the
curriculum, perhaps harmony should have come earlier in a natural progression. Yet
from another perspective the introduction of harmony after astronomy is justified
because harmony, as the harmony of the cosmos, presupposes spatial motion, which
in turn presupposes the geometry of space; and of course the numbers discovered in
harmony must first be studied in the arithmetic of units and measures. In that sense,
harmony integrates all four disciplines that precede it. After harmony comes the
final stage of the philosopher’s education, dialectic. Each of the previous five disci-
plines is assumed to take two years; dialectic will take five. After it is done those
who have completed the curriculum, aged 35, will be “called back into the cave” to
do service work for the city for 15 years, until the age of 50.

The philosopher candidates will learn frue dialectic, something different from
the argumentative dialectic of the sophists. In describing it Socrates continues to use
the imagery of poetry and song that he began when he referred to harmony as the
antistrophe of astronomy. Glaucon remarks that determining the work of the preced-
ing five disciplines and their community and relationship is a very big job. Socrates
responds:

“Do you mean the prelude or what?” I said. “Or don’t we know that all of this [the five
preceding disciplines] is a prelude to the song itself which must be learned? For surely it’s
not your opinion that the men who are clever at these things are dialecticians.”

“No, by Zeus,” he said, “with the exception of a very few whom I have encountered.”

“But,” I said, “was it ever your opinion that men who are unable to give an account and
receive one will ever know anything of what we say they must know?”’

“To this question too,” he said, “the answer is no.”
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“Glaucon,” I said, “isn’t this at last the song itself that dialectic performs? It is in the
realm of the intelligible, but it is imitated by the power of sight. We said that sight at last
tries to look at the animals themselves and at stars themselves and then finally at the sun
itself. So, also, when a man tries by discussion—by means of argument without the use of
any of the senses—to attain to each thing itself that is and doesn’t give up before he grasps
by intellection itself that which is good itself, he comes to the very end of the intelligible
realm just as that other man was then at the end of the visible.” (531D-532B)

A curious thing about this passage is the sudden shift in its last paragraph from
the imagery of music and song back to the imagery of sight. Perhaps one should
respond with an intellectual shoulder shrug: even before Socrates and Plato there
was a strong tendency to privilege vision as the best sensory analogue to knowing,
a tendency present even in the origin of many of the Greek words for knowing. But
this shift makes all the more surprising the evocation through harmony of the need
to accommodate the sense of hearing. Can one analogically hear, perhaps even feel,
the presence of the good and its working? Is hearing closer to dialectic than is
vision? Are the dialectical accounts that the true philosophers give a kind of song?
Earlier, in book IV, singing was used (in explaining the virtue moderation) as the
image—model of the complex unity of the city, where each performs his part in
harmony with everyone else. Extending that image analogically suggests that the
good itself is what unifies and harmonizes—by means of multileveled, ontological
imaging—everything in the cosmos, not excluding human beings per se or even the
dialectical human beings who recognize and express this unity. The problem with
the visual model of knowing is that it puts the seer at a distance from the seen object;
the advantage of the musical model is that it presents the dialectical knower himself/
herself/itself as part of the harmonization. A singer in a choral group has a part to
sing, but she is a better singer of her own part the more clearly she hears the other
voices and grasps the harmonization. This represents an engaged participation rather
than the isolation of an envisioned object over against the envisioning subject.

Whether or not Plato’s or Socrates’ conception of seeing is engaged or distant is
certainly arguable. For the ancient Greeks, the analogy of seeing to knowing did not
necessarily imply a subject—object dichotomy. There is no isolation of the subject or
the object, nor any implicit postulation of a view from nowhere, the kind of “objec-
tivity” that puts the subject in a nonperspectival state of knowing. The Greek viewer
shares the same place as other viewers in the world of the object. Moreover, the
Greek visual model by no means excludes the model of hearing. Heraclitus’ appeal
to the logos as what humans hold in common, for instance, privileges the modality
of hearing meaning or hearing—and-speaking meaning rather than seeing it. As we
shall see momentarily, however, Socrates implies in this discussion that there is a
kind of mismatch between intellectual seeing and saying, and raises the question
whether seeing through the medium of an image—even a logos—image—is, in this
special case, less desirable than seeing it direct.

In the book VII exchange with Glaucon we have quoted from, Socrates affirms
that the final stage of the philosopher’s journey is the true dialectic rather than the
dialectic of the sophist. All the preceding effort expended in the journey he calls the
“activity of the arts,” beginning with “the release from the bonds and the turning



4.9 Singing and Hearing the logos 167

around from the shadows to the image—stereotypes [eidola]®® and the light,” through
the climb out of the cave, to the struggle there to look at everything from the “divine
appearances [phantasmata theia] in water and at shadows of beings and not merely,
as before, the shadows of image—stereotypes [eidolon] cast by a light that, when
judged in comparison with the sun, also is like a shadow.” All this effort “has the
power to release and leads what is best in the soul up to the contemplation of what
is best in the things that are, just as previously what is clearest in the body was led
to the contemplation of what is brightest in the region of the bodily and the visible”
(532C-D). When Glaucon asks for a fuller account of the character of dialectic and
its forms, Socrates responds with these words:

“You will no longer be able to follow, my dear Glaucon,” I said, “although there wouldn’t
be any lack of eagerness on my part. But you would no longer be seeing an image of what
we are saying, but rather the truth itself, at least as it looks to me. Whether it is really so or
not can no longer be properly insisted on. But that there is some such thing to see must be
insisted on. Isn’t it s0?”

“Of course.”

“And, also, that the power of dialectic alone could reveal it to a man experienced in the
things we just went through, while it is in no other way possible?”

“Yes,” he said, “it’s proper to insist on that too.” (533A)

Socrates reaffirms the benefit to be drawn by going through all the stages of this
ascent that aims to “grasp with respect to everything—about each several thing
itself—what each is,” and he notes that, in comparison with what this dialectic aims
at, everything below can no longer be called knowledge but rather an intermediate
between opinion and knowledge (533D).

This is an astonishing result: Mathematics and even the knowledge of forms—
the intelligible things of the divided line—seem to be reduced to kinds of image, and
knowledge of them to kinds of higher opinion. The distinction between knowing
and opining, grasping intellectually and presenting in an image, is thereby preserved
at this highest, dialectical level at the price of introducing uncertainty into all the
knowledge represented on the divided line, which is turned into a mixture of opinion
and knowing. And this is because all that preceding opinion—knowledge is considered
as an image, an image of the good. So on the verge of the last stage of ascent,
maintaining the distinction between image and original relativizes everything else.
Dialectic aims to see the truth rather than seeing images—or so it seems!

The logic is impeccable insofar as it is governed by the logic of the proportional
participation holding between the different realms or planes of experience. Dialectic

®“The context makes it clear that Socrates has in mind the stereotypes that the image makers of the
cave hold in front of the projector light to cast shadows on the wall. Since we have already tra-
versed the path from the cave to outside the cave, we understand that the image makers’ eidola are
shaped in imitation of things outside the cave, though not necessarily as accurate representations;
they are little ideas, little eide, used to project shadows. Some of the shadows may well maintain
proportions not just to the stereotypes/eidola but also to the originals, so they may be either icons
or simulacra, in the Sophist’s terms. My choice of “imaging stereotypes” for the stereotypes/eidola
is intended to hold open these possibilities and to avoid the derealizing connotations of other
translations.
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is a song (532A) and a journey (532B, 533C) that opens and explores a new realm.
At the beginning of the journey the realm can scarcely be glimpsed, but at the end it
turns out to have its own topology. We are reminded, perhaps, of how in the Sophist
the principles of dichotomous distinction broke down when the questioning turned
to the interparticipation of being, nonbeing, sameness, and difference. Whether we
can maintain the dichotomy between seeing images and seeing realities at the high-
est of highest levels, the good itself, becomes problematic as well.

To pursue this much further would require further amendments to the interpreta-
tion of the divided line—how significant it is hard to tell.%' Perhaps it is not important
to insist on a more accurate description of what they have already considered, says
Socrates. “Then it will be acceptable,” he says,

just as before, to call the first part [of the line] knowledge, the second thought, the third
trust, and the fourth image—perception; and the latter two taken together, opinion, and the
former two, intellection. And opinion has to do with coming into being and intellection with
being; and as being is to coming into being, so is intellection to opinion; and as intellection
is to opinion, so is knowledge to trust and thought to image—perception. But as for the pro-
portion between the things over which these are set and the division into two parts of each—
the opinable and the intelligible—let’s let that go, Glaucon, so as not to run afoul of
arguments many times longer than those that have been gone through. (533E-534A)

The man “who grasps the reason [logos, the proportional reason] for the being
of each thing” will be called dialectical. But to the extent that he is not able to
give an account of something, to himself or another, he will be denied “intelligence
with respect to it.” The oddity of this conclusion is that it contravenes—or oddly
confirms!—what they have just said (at the end of the block quote immediately
above). The man who grasps the true proportion of each thing is the truly dialectical
person; but they have just agreed to abandon further research into the proportion
that governs the line and so have abandoned the way of true dialectic on the very
threshold of the realm of the good, which only the true dialectician knows.

Socrates concludes by bringing up the logos—account of the good itself.%> He asks
whether we can deny that someone “knows the good itself, or any other good,” who
has the ability “to separate out the idea of the good from all other things and distin-
guish it in the argument,” testing it with regard to being rather than opinion. “And if
he somehow lays hold of some image—stereotype [eidolou] of it, you will say that
he does so by opinion and not knowledge, and that, taken in by dreams and slumber-
ing out his present life, before waking up here he goes to Hades and falls finally
asleep there?” (534B-C). After quickly affirming the truth of this, they immediately
return to the changes they will make in their city in speech in order to implement the
philosophical education, from arithmetic to dialectic.

®In the first instance we might have to make the good itself a new “level,” rather than the source
and motive power, of the line. But would that not amount to destroying the very logic of the image—
cascade of the good?

©He does not, however, bring up beauty, although he set it in parallel to the good at 531C. That
evocation and its immediate suppression are, perhaps, a reminder that there are questions of the
nature of appearance that are being left tacit.



4.10 Forming an Equable Icon of the Cosmos 169

This long summary of the philosophical curriculum seems to settle the issue of
its goal, and of the goal of philosophy pure and simple. When all is said and done—
but that moment never comes in the discussion!—knowledge must displace opinion,
and the recognition of ideas in themselves will displace images that are surrogates
for understanding. But even though Socrates and his interlocutors go no further,
there are still two questions to pose, lest we overinterpret ourselves into too strong
an anti-image rationalism. The first is whether, after all the concessions, the distinc-
tion between knowledge and opinion can stand at the highest level when it has been
relativized at all others. The second, which begins the response to the first, is
whether Socrates’ uncertain description of a situation where image and opinion
appear to be overcome, even transcended, does not hint at a truer state of affairs.

4.10 Forming an Equable Icon of the Cosmos

In commencing the discussion of the good in books VI and VII Socrates denied that
he could give a direct account of it, and in the course of the argument he progres-
sively narrowed what can count as knowledge and expanded what counts as opinion
based on making images. Over and over in the dialogue the participants declare
themselves satisfied with results they arrive at, only to decide later—sometimes
almost immediately—that there is a better account of things. What seemed to be
true absolutely comes to be relativized.

Thus it is hard to know what to make of Socrates” words at 533A, where he says
that in the best account of dialectic and its forms we would see “truth itself.” The
tradition of rationalist idealism would read the words as clearly pointing to the
purely intelligible idea of the forms, or the form of the good. Yet the concluding
passage may have remarkably different consequences if we take it literally.
Dialectic is contrasted with all kinds of knowledge discussed earlier; they are all
mixtures of knowledge and opinion. When Socrates tells Glaucon that they must
put aside worrying about the proportion to be used for dividing the intelligible from
the opinable, he is acknowledging that they cannot resolve the matter with the
tools, visual images, and logos—images they have used to this point. Still, one needs
to emphasize that, if there is any (nonzero) proportion at all, the ratio of opinion to
knowledge will be exactly representable in a geometric image. Opinion is, by its
very nature, proportionate to knowledge, thus it is an image of knowledge and
shares in its being. Moreover, one cannot avoid looking at things from the opposite
perspective: the good itself deigns to image itself in fields other than the field of
ideas; thus it images itself even in opinion, doxa, in the “it appears to me” of dokei
moi. So there must thus be some iconic and knowable good in doxa, and not just a
simulacrum of good that is “merely” opinable. Perhaps Socrates’ dismissal of
the image—stereotype that some people make for themselves and others, and are
satisfied with, is not a dismissal of image making per se, but rather of the kind of
image making that distorts things so that they look right only from the very limited
perspective of cave denizens.
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The traditional image of rationality places us on the level of the object of reason
in an unmediated, face-to-face view. That this conception of truth is itself a meta-
phor based on an image—scenario does not appear to trouble easy rationalisms.
Socrates’ accounts of rising to the ultimate knowledge always maintain a distance
between idea and gaze, and the gazer never takes up permanent residence among
ideas but quickly descends from them. Nor do easy rationalisms reckon with the
distance that Socrates (and presumably Plato) sets between transcendent vision and
subsequent accounts of that vision. We need to be constantly reminded that Socrates
treats accounts, logoi, as scenario—images. That must not be dismissed, by a pre-
sumably more logically-knowing generation, as a quirk of the Platonic/Socratic
conception that has been subsequently corrected by our more rigorous approaches.
For Socrates the paradigm of a reliable /logos—account is one that stands up in the
face of all the scenarios of the real and the possible, that is, mindful (mind—full) of
the kinds of things the account is supposedly about. The account without the net-
work of the matters to which it applies would be vacuous; without some person’s
witnessing—and—accounting, there would be no seeing or true account.

Socrates prides himself on a very special knowledge in particular, his knowing
that he does not know. He typically invokes this claim not before but after—
especially afte—having gone through careful argumentation about whatever has
been the subject matter of a dialogue. No matter how thoroughly one has considered
things, no matter how far one’s vision has stretched, there are always more tests to
be applied, more situations to be distinguished, new questions to bring to the account.
Nor should it be surprising that a frequent practice in the dialogues is reminding
(re-minding) oneself of what one has already gone through. The entire Republic, we
pointed out earlier, is a (presumably) exact recital of what happened on the previous
day. The object of the repetition is not to recall the words but to regain the state of
mind and seeing that one achieved previously, with the prospect that one can then
understand better, taking yesterday’s engaged account as part of today’s object of
consideration to produce a further, deeper, and ampler engagement.®

With the sequence of the image cascade of books VI and VII and the partition of
the divided line, Plato’s Socrates gives an articulated account that is acutely sensi-
tive to the multiplicity of standpoints of human practice and cognition. It also, not
coincidentally, constitutes the earliest extant elaboration of the phenomenon of
imaging between multiple fields or planes and the corresponding mental mobility in
and among them that I described in Chap. 3 as a basic characteristic of imaging and
image perceiving. This field— or plane—awareness is elementally and fundamentally
present in Socrates’ explanation of eikasia. It is the ability to take the phenomena of

%This approach is not subject to the objection that it fetishizes knowledge as presence. It is quite
the opposite: a recognition that we cannot know beyond what we have engaged (and not just seen),
that what we bring to mind escapes and becomes impresent almost as quickly as it appears, and that
however deep our engagement with things, there are always further aspects to be considered, some
very remote, some near but inapparent because they have been beneath notice. When considered
Platonically rather than Platonistically, “presence” is not total illumination but chiaroscuro, light—
dark, with atmospheric perspective (the blurring of things at a distance) and an uncertain horizon.
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shadows and reflections as a natural group, to understand that they have special
(physical and mathematical) features because of the kind of phenomena they are
(e.g., reflections by means of light in water or in mirrors), and by the same token to
see through them to something else they put us in mind of on another level of being
(e.g., areflection in the mirror while I am shaving puts me in mind of my children—
they are playing in the bathtub behind me). This pattern of imaging and image taking
also holds beyond the “lowest,” material levels of the world. We learn from the
divided line that we can look at the sand at our feet (on the third, physical level) and
take tracings made in it as drawings (presumably on the fourth level of images) in
order to think about a square (on the second, mathematical level); and, holding this
entire mobile practice of imaging and image taking in mind, we can see it as repre-
senting our ability to recognize unifying intelligibilities (on the first, ideal level)
manifested in exemplars of any type.® Perhaps we can view a painting of an event
in a political revolution as a representation of a new standard of justice (arguably the
painting is on the fourth or icon level, the event takes place on the third, physical
level, although it is present now only in memory, and the concept of justice in view
might be on the first level, that of the forms/ideas).

Even at the moment when he makes his final attempt at a radical distinction
between knowledge and image- or stereotype-making opinion, Socrates’ words
offer an alternative to this dichotomy. The problem with the dichotomy is twofold.
(1) Eidola cobbled together by lazy dreamers are unlikely to be well proportioned
to the things outside the cave. Of course, as I have argued already apropos of the
Sophist, no image can be proportional in every respect to the original it images,
unless the image is the original. One does not, however, evade the question of pro-
portion by contrasting seeing eidola to purely rational viewing. It is precisely in
offering the possibility of such a rational view that Socrates refers explicitly to the
idea, that is, the typical look, of the good. So instead of a simple gaze holding a
simple object with no intermediates, what we see is the look of the good, not the
good itself; moreover, in order to claim knowledge we have to give an account
(logos) of it. That places two things between our gaze and the object! And that is not
even to reiterate that, in the dialogues, accounts are images. The problem of iconic
appearance versus simulacral appearance once again cannot be avoided, and pre-
cisely at the moment when it seems to be overcome.

(2) If there is a difference between the thing and its look, and also between the
look and the account we give of it, the philosopher’s dialectical work is not done,
although for purposes of this-or-that Platonic dialogue it may be over. In the Meno
Socrates used the geometry lesson with Meno’s slave and the attempt to define vir-
tue to assert one of the few things he claims to know: that we will be better for
continuing to search whenever the search has not reached the truth. In the dialogues
recounting his trial, imprisonment, and death, the Apology, the Crito, and the
Phaedo, a constant theme is that (the threat of) death will not deter him from inquiry
and from questioning his fellows. In fact in the Apology he portrays his vision of the

®This is a fairly precise description of what happens in the Meno.
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afterlife as a place where he will ask the others there all the same questions he posed
in Athens! In the Phaedo, the dialogue that quite literally ends with his death, he
continues asking about the possible immortality of the soul to the last moment—but
every time his friends think he has proved it, he immediately pokes a hole in the
argument by showing that something has been left out of account or left uncertain.
They are downcast at the repeated failures, but he maintains his equanimity through-
out. He even, in the middle of the dialogue, encourages them to understand what his
real legacy is: never to despair of trying to give accounts of things, never to give
themselves over to misology, the hatred of logoi, the hatred of making word—icons,
word—images, of things. If he is their role model, then the only way to be faithful to
him is to keep inquiry and imaging—accounts going until they are satisfactory in
every respect—which may be never.

In this perspective, we need to remark that in book VII Socrates portrays those
who hold on to an eidolon, an image—stereotype of the good as lazy: they rest content
with it, it puts them to sleep. He contrasts this behavior with the vigorous activity of
the person who uses intelligence: he separates out the idea of the good from all other
things and distinguishes it in the argument or account, he goes through every test of
being and “comes through all this with the argument still on its feet” (534C). In this
energetic fashion one arrives at an account that maintains, as far as one is able, a
right proportion to the things that need accounting for. One is, in fact, trying to pro-
duce an icon, not a simulacrum, of the idea of the good, a perfect image with no
difference in proportion from the original. But as we have argued, this goal appears
to be, strictly speaking, impossible. Perhaps tomorrow the inquirer will find some-
thing that does not match today’s account or detect a false proportion in what seemed
accurate yesterday. So the inquiry will continue, and if necessary begin all over
again. There is no rest for the intelligent human being who wants the good. The pres-
ence of laziness, not the use of an image or eidolon, is the source of the problem.

Indeed, there seems to be something fundamentally defective about translating
into Plato what is really a more Aristotelian trope: that truth ultimately brings us to
a finality that is a kind of rest. In Aristotle human excellence or virtue is activity, and
the highest and noblest, the purest activity is in accordance with what is highest in
us, our knowing power. The full realization of that power is portrayed, in the final
book X of the Nicomachean Ethics, as the ultimate (human) happiness. Its activity
is theoria, traditionally translated “contemplation.” He describes it as the most god-
like of activities, and says it is (like) thought thinking itself. All other human activi-
ties tend to wear us out, but the contemplation of accomplished truth, our knowledge
of the ultimate cosmic things, is the most restful of all. In this conception the dis-
tance between thinker, thought, and object is annulled; we become, as far as is in our
nature, precisely our thought. Our thinking becomes, as far as is possible, its object,
and thus we become, as far as is possible, cosmic, godlike, and wholly one. In the
long tradition of trying to reconcile the Platonic with the Aristotelian philosophies,
the Platonic-Socratic conception of the culmination of human being has been assim-
ilated to the dream of thought thinking itself. That has been to overlook that Plato’s
Socrates always maintains modest tact when it comes to what is ultimate, and that
even when his words appear to say something like Aristotle does, his practice, as
well as a more careful interpretation of his words, is quite different.



4.11 The Perfect Image of the Cosmos as the Goal of Dialectic 173
4.11 The Perfect Image of the Cosmos as the Goal of Dialectic

If the good itself naturally and necessarily gives rise to all realities and possibilities,
then perhaps when we come close to it we both nearly touch it and at the same time
move away from it emulatively. That is, in the most direct apprehension of the good
we can muster, we would immediately begin imaging it ontologically, in ourselves
(we would be transformed into something more like it by our viewing it) and through
ourselves (we would begin producing further images of it in other media, places,
and levels of being with which we communicate). To apprehend the good itself, to
apprehend the beautiful itself, to apprehend truth itself without such effects would
amount to a falsification of them. There is at such moments a distinction that our
understanding must make, separating image from original, and yet it turns out to be
a distinction that is more notional than real. The original is imaging, thus it is also
imagelike. The original and the image tend to fuse. But this is a special fusion that
is by no means confusion: the image does not become the original. The articulation
of the cosmos into all its levels and aspects remains, and remains active. In this
special fusion we do not become confused about what or where we are; rather, we
see and engage in it in a way commensurate with how far and deeply we have seen,
heard, and engaged.

As with almost everything that appears in the dialogues, one has to wonder
whether what is said represents what Plato/Socrates thinks is true or whether it is
said in order to play a specific role in the context of the dialogue. The answer, in
general, is probably both. Of course then the key is to tease out the degree of each
that seems most likely. Yet even if one does not accept such a principle of interpreta-
tion, the conclusion that the interlocutors draw from the cascade of imaging of
books VI and VII can be extremely frustrating. Socrates seems constantly to be
taking back—or at least qualifying—what he has previously said. For instance, in
his summary of what dialectic accomplishes, we saw that he moves the boundaries,
and thus the definition, of knowledge. Formerly it looked as though knowledge is
what fell into the first, intelligible parts of the line. Now, anything that falls short of
the ability to separate out the good from all other things (and to do this also in logos,
in speech or argument) is not knowledge. Yet the whole movement, from the good
itself in the middle of book VI to the end of book VII, is predicated on not really
being able to lay hold of the good or to encounter it without intermediaries of any
kind, but only to present it in speech— and scenario—images. At the point where we
hope to cross over, to rise above the images, Socrates tells us that we cannot follow
him—>but also alludes again to the possibility that he cannot himself distinguish the
image from the reality in an absolute sense, since he can tell us what the good is
only insofar as it appears to him.%

At 534B, Socrates said that if someone knows how to separate out the good from
all other things and appearances so that even we less accomplished thinkers can

At 533A: “And, if I could, I would show you, no longer an image [icon] of and speaking about
such things, but the very truth, as it seems [phainetai] to me.”
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distinguish it—even if that distinctness is not completely lucid and we thus have to
call it opinion rather than knowledge, at least in some respects—we can scarcely
deny that this person “knows the good itself.” If the person lays hold of an image of
it and rests content with it, that image is probably a simulacrum, an appearance that
approximates the original but importantly deviates from it, and that deviates ever
more from the original insofar as the person keeps dreaming the same dream, pre-
serving the same, unvarying image, repeating the same account, the same formulas
unchanged and without further testing. If the image holds up on the first try, then
again on a second, a third, and a fourth, and if it is never allowed to become a fixed
idea and a dead letter, it is more an icon of the good than a simulacrum. Part of its
iconicity is that the very process of formation makes us better people—makes us
good to a higher degree, and thus makes us be images or ideas of the good—because
it engages us more fully with the amplitude of everything that is owed to the good.*
Truth is no disengaged viewing!

This helps make clearer that we human beings can never be sure whether some-
one who gives us a good-sounding account has taken the final step to the ultimately
knowable. We cannot even be sure, however carefully we have traced the emergence
and limits of our own accounts, that we ourselves have arrived at an image for eter-
nity. It is possible that any dialectical account we or Socrates or Plato can give of the
good is to some degree a simulacrum that we individually dream up or an image—
stereotype that the image makers of our community have instituted and constantly
reinforce.”” But we ourselves are images of the good. If we have learned our lesson,
if we have through our pursuit of the good become more like it, disappointment in
the limited accuracy of our previous examinations of a question will spur us to try
again. If we are lucky we will today see more clearly the images that are nearest to
us in the light of those that are more remote. Our “viewing” is an engagement in
depth that does not necessarily make us a miniature of the cosmos but that preserves
distances precisely insofar as we are engaged with the cosmos in the amplest ways
that we can muster—ways that are nevertheless our own, because they fundamen-
tally constitute us in the likeness of the good. That means that, insofar as we use the
image of viewing, gazing, or regarding to understand this, we have to keep in mind
that all the dimensions of depth, all the tiers on which images present themselves,
are part or aspects of the proper “object” of intelligence. Our best way of being and
knowing must be properly “placed.” Perhaps that is the best that we of the human
kind can attain. If it does not make us like unto gods, it is not nothing, and it would
be a real accomplishment to achieve it. And, not the least important matter in Plato’s
account of ontological imaging, it would be an accomplishment that maintained
proper proportions between us and the world.

Later culture has made the account of books VI and VII of the Republic a para-
digm of Platonist thought, because it is said to show that all reality is derivative

%This combines themes from the Republic, the Sophist, the Phaedo, the Meno, and the Symposium.

] am alluding to Cornelius Castoriadis’s notion of the socially instituted imaginary; see
Castoriadis 1994.
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from the Forms and thus the reality of the material realm is inferior to that of the
ideal. But if, for just a moment, we attend to the prevailing valence of the cascade
and ascent of images of the good, we can argue another possibility that the Platonic
conceptual topology offers. The good by its very nature as good shows itself in
everything else; as such it is behind all the being and relations (including unreal-
ized possibilities) that are established in the different realms of being. Appearance
is a direct result of the kind of being that the good is, or has, or lends, or bestows—
whatever the best term might be, pending future investigations. Being and appear-
ance would then be a correlative mutuality, not a dichotomy. Or, rather, being with
its unrealized as well as realized possibilities is what is correlative with the image-
making power of the good on every level of the divided line. The correlative
human powers of apprehending being—and—possibility on each level would them-
selves be images of the imaging power of the good. To drive this line of interpreta-
tion to its logical extreme: we human beings are what we are precisely insofar as
we are image makers, in every human way of imaging, both active and receptive.
To put it simply: the good is itself, and we are more perfect images of the good
insofar as we make images of the imaging power of the good. The good itself is
self-transcending in images, and we, when we follow it most closely, transcend
ourselves likewise.

Let us take a more modest tack. On the divided line, appearance takes place not
just in the segments of the visible but everywhere along the line. If in the allegory
of the cave we start with the denizens of a dimly lit world who take physically pro-
duced shadows as the only (and thus the ultimate) realities, we discover, by follow-
ing the path Plato’s Socrates indicates as leading out of the cave, that the shadows
on the wall derive their stability and knowability from something/somewhere else
by way of imaging, and that those things in turn derive their stability and knowabil-
ity from a yet higher or deeper realm, etc., until we finally “reach” the good itself.
This is the transcendence in/of everyday life. Like logos in Heraclitus, it belongs to
everyone, though few recognize it. The ontological imaging that derives from the
good itself is not a derogation or loss of being: it is an expression of the dynamic
structure of the entirety of being. This dynamic structure as a whole, in the dyna-
mism of the sequence of images from sun to cave, is itself an image of the good. To
try to see and understand the good, it is not permissible simply to transcend the vis-
ible or escape the cave. The visible realms and the levels of existence in the cave are
themselves expressions of the good, and without them one would have a truncated—
that is, false—conception of the good. Producing the full amplitude and range of
appearances is as much the task of the good as is producing the full range of beings.
In brief, appearance itself is a way of being.

Imaging is everywhere, it is ontological and not just epistemological or gnoseo-
logical. It is the sun that is the source of both being and knowing; each segment of
the divided line corresponds by proportion to each other part of the line; any lower
level in the cave allegory is an image of the next higher one. Consequently, each
thing can be interpreted in light of the others, the lower in terms of the higher, the
higher in terms of the lower. Each thing images others, “above” and “below.” The
ontological character of imaging—that beings as beings precisely image other
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beings, both “higher” and “lower” kinds®*—supports the human cognitive ability to
move in different directions of knowing and seeing.

Of course one can easily argue that all neo-Platonists recognized this, that it is
precisely a development of this theme that led to neo-Platonist theories of emana-
tions and hypostases. But of course the neo-Platonists understood the process as a
descent toward nonbeing, and it was the destiny of the human being to reverse this
as much as possible by reascending toward the unnameable unity. They certainly
did not simply misunderstand Plato. They accepted the conceptual topology of dif-
ferent levels of being he had instituted. Each of these levels defines a place of being,
and the whole constituted by all of them together in their dependence on the good
establishes the total space of being and possibility. This is, in a fairly literal sense of
the word, Plato’s topology of the good and being. Yet the neo-Platonist interpreta-
tion of this topology, in particular their sense of the proper orientation of the human
being within this space, is different from what is found in Plato’s dialogues. The
neo-Platonists were too strongly inclined to ascribe positive value to ascent and
negative value to descent, to understand the cosmic structure as implying hierarchy
even more than processual unity, and that the best place for human beings to reside
would be the highest possible. This does not accord with the preferences of the good
itself, or even of Plato’s Socrates. If the theme of the human being’s need to ascend
appears frequently in the dialogues, so too does that of descent, once one has
reached the heights. The human task is to inhabit many levels and to see a way from
each to the others, but ultimately to return to where we always start from.

The political interpretation of the analogy of the cave makes one wonder why
philosophers who had achieved the vision of the Forms/Ideas would return to the
cave to govern. It is sometimes argued that Plato’s Socrates believes they must be
forced to return. Whether it is even plausible that those who have grasped the cos-
mos as a whole could be forced to do anything contrary to what they judge to be
good is doubtful. (Could Socrates be forced?) They will “return” only if that is what
their comprehensive understanding tells them is right. They could be persuaded, not
forced, by an argument mindful of the totality of obligations. If one goes a step
further and recalls that in the first instance the Republic aims to understand justice
in the human soul, and introduces the city as an image of the soul, the degree to
which the allegory of the cave limps or even fails as a representation of soul becomes
clearer. In real cities, and apparently also in the city of the cave, those who rule have
an interest in obfuscating the real situation of the city insofar as the truth would
threaten their rule, and although their fate is tied to those who toil unaware of the
true relationships of power in the deepest depths of the cave, the toilers will never
be allowed to share power or to determine the socially accepted images and names.
The image makers—or rather stereotype— and simulacrum—makers—do not in the

%8“Lower” and “higher” have to be used with discretion and even irony, since they are too easily
interpreted nihilistically—e.g., “sense perception and imagining are as nothing with respect to
intellection”—and since they apply literally only to the cave rather than to the image of the sun or
of the divided line.
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last analysis worry about the harmony and happiness of the city as a whole; what
they grant to the enchained is merely instrumental and done for expediency’s sake.
If they had any interest in the outside of the cave at all, it would be for the sake of
tools and knowledge that they could promptly use to assure their status.

When the allegory of the cave is taken more directly as an image of the human
soul, however, the significance of the different levels is altered. The problem at the
lowest level of the cave is that the unfortunates chained there do not exercise the
power corresponding to the fourth part of the line, eikdsia or image—perception.
That is, they take the images simply as realities, and not as simultaneously the
images of some other reality. They watch the television set, and what they take to be
true, and how they are supposed to take it, is rendered in high definition on the flat
screen. Their own lives they see according to how they are portrayed in the come-
dies, dramas, and reality shows flashing in front of them. In this respect the line
rather than the cave offers a better portrait of human psychological powers. It also
more clearly points to the fact that, for the individual human being, it is best to have
the human cognitive/experiential powers both work on their respective levels and
interact with one another from level to level.

In learning how to activate our intellectual powers—and this certainly must be
learned in a way that is quite different and more effortful than the exercise of vision
and image—perception—we have to look through, and that implies also beyond, the
topological level that corresponds to our everyday living with others in a social and
physical world where we trust and use things, and where often enough we take as
true the ways in which they are commonly represented. Our aim should not be to
transcend ordinary living by learning to live the life of pure intellect, nor to immerse
ourselves in the “real” world of ordinary, tangible life to the exclusion of recogniz-
ing and thinking about patterns and forms. Our souls’ powers are tiered and interde-
pendent. We need above all to live commensurate with the specific character and
“density of diversity” that these powers lend to our experience.

One can find further evidence for this goal of being able to live in and among the
different levels of being in other dialogues, in particular in the Symposium. As part
of an after-dinner, speech-making game at the house of the playwright Agathon,
Socrates gives as his contribution an account of conversations he had with the priest-
ess Diotima, which included a magnificent speech about how we can ascend to
beauty itself. At the end of Diotima’s description of that ascent, it turns out that the
person who accomplishes this does not stay forever gazing upon pure beauty. “Or
haven’t you remembered,” she said, “that in that life alone, when he looks at beauty
in the only way that beauty can be seen—only then will it become possible for him
to give birth not to images of virtue (because he’s in touch with no images), but to
true virtue (because he is in touch with the true beauty)” (212A). The body’s eye
can see beautiful things, but a higher power is necessary to isolate and thus clearly
see the beauty that appears in and through all beautiful things: and only once one
has accomplished this can one live—here and now—in a way that gives rise to acts
that are beautifully virtuous, and not just an imitation of what one saw in a drama,
or in the historical example of a great man or woman, or in some political or psy-
chological theory of virtues.
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But doesn’t this passage militate against the positivity of images and imaging?
At the moment that Socrates’ retelling turns to the ascent to beauty itself he gives a
warning: he says that Diotima spoke at that moment “like a true sophist.” Is this the
real truth that even sophistry is capable of, or an indication that the account is dis-
torted? Certainly the conclusion she gives is defective as it stands. Her express
words deny the image character of what we will produce at the moment of turning
back to the world, but she should say instead that by beholding beauty itself we will
be transformed so that in our own lives we will give birth to actions through which
that beauty will be visible to others. That is, we and our actions will, at the appropriate
levels, become ontological images of true beauty. What counts at this level is less
the images we make than the images we become. Our virtues will truly be virtues
precisely because they will image forth the beauty of what is highest—where
“highest” is relative to how far we have been able to go.”

In book IX of the Republic we find that the most terrible thing for the tyrant, who
seems to possess all power, is that he cannot cultivate wisdom and virtue but must
devote his whole life to plotting how to retain power once he has gotten it. That is,
he is as much a slave of the cave as anyone else. There is also the example we men-
tioned previously, the myth of Er, the account of the afterlife in book X. A man
raised decently in an orderly regime, choosing his next life not out of any under-
standing of the good but only according to the habits cultivated in his city, selects
the life of a tyrant. This virtually guarantees that, for him, the ordinarily unending
cycle of reincarnation comes to an end, because as a tyrant he will be hurled into the
deepest recesses of Hades, there to be eternally punished. These cautionary exam-
ples make clear that the best destiny of the human being is to exercise a differential
awareness of all the places in which the good images itself, in the real and the pos-
sible, and to acknowledge and inhabit all those places appropriately, each in proper,
proportionate relation to the others.

Yet more than these, the portrayal of the philosophical curriculum in book VII
clarifies how multiple kinds and levels of complex imaging lead one to a deeper
understanding of the image ontology of the good itself. The progression, we recall,
starts with arithmetic, and passing through plane geometry, solid geometry, astron-
omy, and harmony, finally arrives at dialectics, which rises to a grasp of things
without hypothesis. We rise, apparently, to the point where the power of intellection
directly apprehends what is—although we have seen many reasons to doubt that this
vision can ever be totally unmediated by images and beautiful appearance.

This rise to direct intellection represents in the first instance a traditional concep-
tion of what human rationality aims for, the gradual removal of the taint of the mate-
rial realm in favor of the immaterial universal—with the corollary that images and
imagining will simply be left behind. I have already cast doubt on whether this can
truly be the ultimate goal, both because the dialogues always picture a descent fol-
lowing the ascent and because the good itself can be adequately known only in rela-
tion to everything it accomplishes. “Everything that it accomplishes” means, of

%“See note 62, above, on the tacit relationship between the good and beauty.
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course, all of experience, all that is rational and perceivable, all that appears, plus
the entirety of the unrealized possible. And even the ascent from the cave represents
the highest level as a world with different perspectives, not as a realm of pure ideals
and abstractions.

There is something fundamentally defective in the whole notion that the goal is
philosophical abstraction, because it is contrary to the conceptual topology Plato
presents. If we look carefully to the progression of the philosophical curriculum, we
can see that it is not properly describable as ever more abstract, at least not without
a very nuanced understanding of abstraction. Part of the problem here is that abstrac-
tion, a Latinate rendering of the Greek aphairesis, is a concept used by Aristotle
rather than by Plato. As we shall see in the next chapter, even the meaning in
Aristotle is rather different from what it became in later philosophical tradition.

The progression of the curriculum corresponds to an ever more complex and
thoroughgoingly accurate imaging of things in relation to one another, to things as
part of a cosmos. Interpreted according to the logic of the divided line, the first five
disciplines of the philosophical curriculum are mathematical. They require one to
look at physical things, and representations of physical things, in light of their math-
ematical being (that is, things of the third and fourth parts of the line are seen as
exemplifications of second-level things and relationships). One begins simply with
arithmetic, that is, what emerges from the enumerability of things. One then looks
upon things in two-dimensionality, and then in three dimensions. At that stage, one
is in a position to portray the geometrical outline and schemas of enumerable and
delimitable things positioned in the totality of geometric space. With astronomy one
then puts all of these things into motion, and thus studies regularities that are not
revealed in a static view. In moving on to harmony, Socrates points out that these
previous levels have developed the visibility of things, and by turning to the heara-
bility of things through the study of harmony he suggests that the major division of
the line into the intelligible and the visible was somewhat misleading. He further
suggests that there might be other qualities that could be approached similarly.”
Does he mean the other sensible qualities, like touch and taste and aroma? Since he
places harmony on the same level as astronomy, it certainly might be possible to
derive further sciences at that same level that would show how the enumerable
things in motion not only make sound but also exhibit all other basic appearances.
This means that what the philosophical curriculum achieves is an ever more com-
plex, more rationally understood, more fully elaborated representation of the cosmos
in all its multitiered appearances, both sensible and intelligible. It is as though one
ascends not to an ever more vaporous or abstractly ideal vision, but to an ever more
comprehensive, ever more articulated appearance that produces in mind a perfect
image—or rather icon—of the cosmos, viewed not just in its intelligible aspects but
its sensible ones as well, with all aspects presented together. Thus ultimate

At 530C-D, just as he is about to present harmony as the second discipline (besides astronomy)
that studies motion, he says that “motion presents itself not in one form but several, as I suppose.
Perhaps whoever is wise will be able to tell them all, but those that are evident even to us are two.”
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intelligibility is correlated with the ultimate manifoldness of appearance, grasped in
its generative connection with the good itself.

This is an appropriate place to recall that the proportion between the mathematical
section of the line and the section of the real is an equal proportion. In a sense, the
mathematical does not exceed the real at all. Perhaps it is as close to an iconic image
of it as is (humanly) possible. The question to ask, then, is whether Plato or Plato’s
Socrates was really suggesting, when he arrived at dialectic, that suddenly the mind
would turn away from all representation whatsoever, from all concrete intelligibility
of the totality of things, and see only an abstract ideality. The evidence weighs to the
contrary. Dialectic, if it succeeds, will allow us to throw away the crutch of taking for
granted what is and appears. Recall that the good is beyond being. This need not
imply pure abstractness, but rather that we rise to the level of grasping the good in its
nearly limitless productivity. We thus would no longer need the real as a crutch
because, through dialectic, we would see and understand the real as it is, as the mani-
festation of the part of the good that has been realized, and not one of a vast number
of mere theoretical possibilities. That is, to grasp the good through dialectic is to see
in some distinct way everything it does and can give rise to, while maintaining a
careful distinction between the does and the can. And that would be to develop to the
humanly ultimate degree the power of seeing the good imaged in everything that is
and can be, and to be able in light of the good to see what is and what is possible
according to the various aspects that the good nurtures and illuminates. From the
perspective of the multiple sensitive and cognitive powers of the human being the
philosopher could see from any level to any other. He, or she, could move toward the
ideas and away from the ideas, all in accordance with the limitations of the particular
access to things that, as a human being, he or she is given. And he or she could see
through the many ideas (that is, through the basic looks of all kinds of things) the
idea or look of the good, and thus have possession of something that is next to the
good itself, so that the ideas themselves would be a consequence of the good and an
imaging medium through which to move toward it and away from it. To paraphrase
the concluding thoughts of Diotima’s speech in the Symposium, that would be no
mean life for a human being to live. We would be living not in accordance with mere
images; we would be the very kind of imaging that truly is, the imaging of the good,
in the most unified way possible for human beings.

4.12 Conclusion

We have reached a crucial point in our historical narrative of imagination, but it is
not a turning point. It is a point of constitution: the constituting and instituting
(to speak with Castoriadis) moment of the image and the imagination and of their
network of problems. Simultaneously, and precisely as the moment of constitution
of the imagination and its problems, it is the moment of constitution and institution
of the problem of rationality. I say “problem” in a sense at least partially observant of
etymology. A problem is something thrown down before us. From this moment in
the history of Western thought, imagination and rationality in their topological
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relationship confront in tandem anyone who wishes to understand the mind and soul
of the human being. Yet, apart from any other shortcomings in understanding
according to etymology, the sense of being before us, of confronting us, suggests
that the problem is separate or apart from us. If we are confronted with the question
of rationality and imagination, of what they are about, of their relationship to one
another, of what they can in the end accomplish (if anything at all), it is not as an
object that we can take it up. It confronts us in an unusual sense, in that it accompa-
nies us everywhere we are and look. We can “ignore” it in the sense of blocking it
from mind, of refusing to consider it thematically, of dogmatically declaring it
resolved, or blithely ignoring it—but that no more eliminates it than breathing with-
out conscious awareness of air eliminates the atmosphere.

At this point in the inquiry, we face a major obstacle: the prejudice of the learned
with respect to rationality—even the learnedness that calls itself postmodern. When
rationality is discussed by the learned—philosophers, scientists, scholars—it is usu-
ally with a sense of pride and achievement. For centuries, even millennia, we have
assumed that rationality is superior to all other human powers, that its nature is obvi-
ous to the learned, and that once reached it is easy and always assured. We (and not
only we) look back to the ancient Greek philosophers and see the birth in the West of
this ideal. If we do not still share their specific vision of rational life, we nevertheless
continue to dream of escaping the cave that binds us to the all-too-human, of reach-
ing a level and kind of knowledge that raises us up at least to our meta-caves. Perhaps
at the meta-level reason equates with the canons of logic, and the irrational is what-
ever fails to appear with the preferred type of clarity. Or, if we exult in the dream that
there is nothing to guide us but the socially accepted and constructed, we may hope
that another dream will displace the world’s nightmare.

At its Western founding, however, philosophy and its rationality are problematic
rather than thetic, presented indirectly rather than thematically.” That is, rationality
is less set and settled (as reality and as ideal) than it is adumbrated as an encompass-
ing problem, and thus a problem that has to be negotiated by living in the fields of
experience in accordance with a conceptual topology that we gradually work out by
differentiation and distinction. If the history of ancient Greek thought shows a ten-
dency to identify the knowable with the totality of being—whether in Heraclitus’
logos, or Parmenides’ positing of the unity of being and thinking/knowing, or the
Stoics’ later postulation that the cosmos is governed by a rational world—soul—
there is also a tendency to exhibit a restricted interpretation of both knowing and
being. This restrictive tendency has been stronger in the followers of the outstand-
ing thinkers than in those thinkers themselves. As followers they have had less a
first-person experience of that which their master thought and witnessed than a
second-hand experience through his authoritative concepts and propositions. In fol-
lowing words they often turned the master’s distinctions into differences and differ-
ences into dichotomies according to a dogmatic logic. The masters named and
described their experiences and established conceptual topologies; the disciples

IT am not suggesting that any other conception of rationality (e.g., Eastern) is an alternative, nor
even that one can easily or simply categorize thinking by region.
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absolutized the topologies and lost sight of the field whose contours the topology
was meant to track. In particular, with the absolutization of reason, “image” and
“imagination” came to represent something with the taint of the material, the acci-
dental, and the unintelligible, whereas the names “idea,” “concept,” and ‘“rational
understanding” conveyed the universality that transcends all particularity and all
attachment to realms of constant change and transient feeling. The durable, even the
eternal of which we can have no experience, became the proper object of the philo-
sophical pursuit.”

From this rationalistic perspective Plato’s divided line placed the ideas at the
origin of things and made intellect the essential human power. The allegory of the cave
was thought to show that true freedom and life lie beyond the boundaries and ties of
ordinary human existence, and that the goal of the best human being is to escape
from the bonds that hold him (rarely her) to the busy-ness of society and the inertia
of nature. As much as possible this kind of philosopher wants to live in tropes that
only intellect can know and thus resists all attempts to drag him back into the cave.

Things look quite different from the narrative we have traced. Despite the tradi-
tion of translating eikdsia as “imagination,” it is clear that Plato does not intend a
human power of “inwardizing” things deep in the privacy of the mind or soul, nor is
he “psychologizing” the appearances of things according to the categories of mem-
ory, reproductive imagination, and productive imagination. Rather, what he intends
is evident in something as elemental as the human ability to recognize that light
casts shadows as it illuminates objects. We recognize the shadows, reflections, or
images as cast by the illuminated objects, as the icons of the objects, and that is
already eikdsia. Moreover, although there is a tendency in Plato’s texts, and an even
stronger tendency in the traditional interpretations of Plato, to see a radical separa-
tion between the realms of the intelligible and of the visible, the details greatly
complicate this. Socrates introduces the image of the sun and its light in explication
of the good itself, the image of the divided line as an explication of the image of the
sun, the story and image of the cave as an explication of the line, and the philosophi-
cal curriculum as an attempt to reconstitute, reconceive, and articulate as a whole
what happens in the cascade of these images. By establishing connections between
the different segments of the line and by insisting that the parts of the line represent
a strictly observed proportionality, Socrates strongly reinforces the sense that the
being of the line’s different levels image one another and that the human powers of
perception allow us to recognize these relationships between levels.” Call these the

"One of the most bizarre testimonies of this was the decision of Plotinus to postulate in human
psychology a second, rational imagination that duplicates the contents of ordinary imagination
without any trace of materiality. The ascending philosopher thus leaves behind the taint of sense
and matter and retains only their intelligible forms. See Sect. 6.1, below.

3In fact the whole presentation also represents itself: that is, Socrates uses metaphors, analogies,
and images—different levels of representation—to represent the good as representing itself at dif-
ferent levels. Since the explanation-representation shares in the character of the very thing it is
explaining-representing, it is technically a symbol, or, in the sense understood by Orthodox
Christianity, an icon.


http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6507-8_6

References 183

Republic’s doctrines of, respectively, the ontology of the intrinsic imaging of the
good (and being) and the corresponding epistemological psychology of perceiving
each realm in relationship to others. Common interpretations of Plato may claim
that images are the least real things in the cosmos, but the extended imaging power
deriving from the good shows that the cosmos holds itself together by imaging each
kind of thing in other realms, both higher and lower. The good by its very nature is
a productively imaging power. The human power of apprehending one level of
being against the background of others is the fundamental way that the mind works:
by eikastic, imaginative perception in and between places of existence and possi-
bility. Unfortunately, human beings have a tendency to flatten out this experience
into a reduced dimension and to focus on images and things as though they were
ontologically isolated from one another. And thereby they forge chains that keep
them in the cave.

Thus ends the first chapter of the overlooked tradition of occulted imagination: on
the one hand the constitution of both rationality and imagination with the apparent
superordination of the former to the latter; on the other hand, the coconstitution of
imaging and intelligence, with the latter’s dependence on the former for the human
ability to rise—though without reaching total transcendence—to a thinking of every-
thing that is/images. Whether and to what degree this thinking is simply equivalent
to “understanding” itself has to be investigated. At any rate, such thinking and its
concomitant understanding would be products and images of the good. Thinking in
this sense always follows the tracks of imaging, and imaging provides intelligence
with places to think through. There is a Platonic theory of the imaginative powers of
the human soul, but it is subordinate to the ontological, agathological (pertaining to
the good), and kalological (pertaining to beauty) placement of imaging.

This is the topological heritage within which the students of Plato’s Academy
learned to think productively. Among their number was one who took the heritage
seriously enough to explore and amplify it, to whom we owe the basic inwardization
and psychologization of imagination with which we have lived and thought ever
since: a young man from Stagira, son of the physician to King Philip II of Macedon,
the one who went by the name Aristotle.
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Chapter 5
Aristotle’s phantasia: From Animal Sensation
to Understanding Forms of Fields

As a student of the Academy, Aristotle had the opportunity to see and practice
Platonic image—perceiving and —forming at first hand, and undoubtedly also the
opportunity to think and talk about what makes it possible. From his writings we
know, however, that the focus of his interest was different. Plato had concentrated
on the ontology of imaging and the relationships between images on different levels
of being. Correlatively, he named and placed in hierarchy different powers of soul
that allowed human beings to recognize these various imaging relationships and to
produce new ones. He understood, in particular, human speaking, the human pro-
duction of /ogos—accounts, as itself a kind of imaging. Aristotle deemphasized the
ontological considerations; he wanted above all to consider, name, distinguish, and
define more particularly the fact of psychological images and the phenomena of
imagination as an animal and human power. He strove to give a better-articulated
account of imagination’s operation and physical-organic character and thus to place
it more exactly with respect to the other acts and powers of psuche, of mind or soul.
He aimed at, and thereby to a considerable degree achieved, a theory of imagination
in the modern sense of the term. He placed imagination at the heart of the human
powers of sensation and cognition, and what he said about it was foundational for
what others said for nearly 2,000 years. Yet what he expressly wrote about it was
sparse, and the underlying unity of the various passages where he discussed it was
by no means obvious. The nature and meaning of imagination was elusive, and
tantalizing. Those who came later could not help interpreting and overinterpreting
Aristotle’s theory; they inevitably expanded on what he said, adapted it in creative
and even dubious ways, and often distorted it. As a result, there is hardly a more
controversial topic in the entire body of his work.

Although Plato established conceptual and analogical approaches to the soul that
are foundational for later work, Aristotle was the first to present the psychology of
imagination systematically as part of natural science. Most of the major features
attributed to imagination over the centuries have their at least distant origin in his
philosophy. Already in antiquity his psychological writings took on authority among
physicians and philosophers. The conquests of Alexander the Great, whom Aristotle
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tutored, and the consequent spread in the Hellenistic world of his works (and of
Greek culture more generally) helped ensure his durable philosophical and scientific
influence, which extended into the Jewish, Islamic, and Christian middle ages and
beyond. Because it was a late medieval version of his psychology to which early
modern philosophers reacted as they tried to reconceive mind, Aristotle continued
to shape modern theories even after his philosophy had been “rejected.”

5.1 Aristotle’s Physiologically Based Psychology
of Imagination

Aristotle’s psychology presents a theory of the intellectual apprehension of forms
acquired by sense perception. Its aim was rational, but it gave due attention to the
empirical, the physical, and the physiological.' This is reflected in two slogans used
by medieval thinkers that are found, nearly verbatim, in his writings: whatever is in
intellect was originally in sense; and there is no thinking without images (or phan-
tasms, to use the more specifically Aristotelian term). It is especially the latter slogan
that needs to be taken very seriously by any interpreter of Aristotle’s psychology.
Since Aristotle was the inventor of most of the founding topics and tropes of psy-
chology, any serious investigation of its bases needs to grasp (rather than cavalierly
dismiss) how his psychological theory actually works.

We must understand from the outset that applying the term “psychology” to
Aristotle’s writings involves a certain anachronism, even if the word looks genu-
inely Greek.? Analyzed according to the combined word roots, it means the logos
of the psuche, the reasoned word—accounting given of soul. Today we would say
more concisely: theory of soul. But quite apart from the fact that “theory” suggests
a specialized type of account that is narrower than logos, our understanding of
“soul” outside of religious and spiritual contexts tends to be ironic. Some might
argue that almost all our traditional psychological concepts are soul concepts, and thus
more or less tainted by associations with outdated philosophies, untenable theories
formerly believed to be scientific, and with religious belief.

'Labeling Aristotle as “empiricist” or “rationalist” usually says more about what those using these
descriptors want to make of him than about Aristotle himself. There is no contradiction between
Aristotle’s “empiricism” and his “rationalism,” if we leave behind modern acceptations of these
terms. The experience we acquire from sensation is for him the source of everything we remember,
imagine, and know, although the concepts we acquire from experience have a rationality and logic
that we can recognize and elaborate. Our cognition begins with what we experience, and imagina-
tion (phantasia) is the essential mediator between sense and reason.

2The word is a learned sixteenth-century invention not attested in classical Greek or used in clas-
sical or medieval Latin. The Latin form, psychologia, was (perhaps) introduced in Germany ca.
1579 (see the etymology and etymological note under “psychology” in the Oxford English
Dictionary) and became commonplace in the seventeenth century.
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Aristotle is not, however, a thinker who can be dismissed casually, at least not
when he is thinking about basic issues; indeed, in most respects he offers a model of
clear thinking in such circumstances. Psuché was an everyday Greek word shaped
by various religious and popular traditions, but it was also used in more technical
ways by his philosophical predecessors and contemporaries, Plato not least among
them.? Aristotle always felt an obligation to assess what others before him had said
about a subject. Although accurate truth was difficult, approximate truth was avail-
able to any reasonable person who seriously turned his attention to a question. When
a topic was of everyday concern he consulted what common people said. Without
predecessors, we inquirers would always have to begin from zero. We would lack
the insights and concepts predecessors had devised and be condemned to repeat the
very mistakes from which their example can save us.*

For Aristotle, imagination—for which he consistently used the term phantasia—
has to be understood as only one soul power among many. His conception was
not anthropological like our own, not human-centered; it was biological, that is,
centered on the phenomenon of life. As such it was part of physics, the theory or
science of nature (phusis). If someone today knows anything about Aristotle’s
theory of soul, it is likely to be that animals and even plants, not just human beings,
have soul. If this strikes us as faintly ludicrous—whether we are scientists or
common folk—perhaps the reason is that we have lost the fine art of making careful
distinctions while keeping in view different levels of reality and possibility. Claiming
that plants have soul means, in the first instance, thinking that they are alive. There
is nothing naive about Aristotle, though there often is in the judgments of those who
are casually or deliberately ignorant of him.

A general rehabilitation of Aristotle is not our task. Yet just as much as with
Plato in the preceding chapter, to understand how Aristotle shaped the inquiry into
imagination we must take ample account of the context of his thinking. Thinking
and the realities and possibilities thinking pursues are always networked. This is not
a flaw in them or us or the situation but the very essence of how human beings con-
ceive the world and bring it to speech: how we bespeak the world, to coin a phrase.’
One of the hardest things is to be aware of what we are doing when we are engaged
in conceiving and bespeaking things. Plato is among the greatest thinkers precisely

3Peters 1967, 166-176, distinguishes 36 senses in which the word was used in Greek popular,
religious, and philosophical thought. It is by far the longest entry in the book.

4See, for example, how he analogizes the example of the progressive development of lyric poetry
to the history of investigations into truth in Metaphysics 11.1 (993b12-19). I cite Aristotle’s writ-
ings by the chapter or book—and-chapter numbers (Roman numerals for books, Arabic numerals
for chapters) and/or the Bekker page—column—line numbers (thus 993b12-19 is p. 993, column b,
lines 12-19).

SUnder the transitive uses of the verb “bespeak,” the OED notes two. “To speak to, address” is
marked as “chiefly poetic” usage; the other, “to speak of, tell of, be the outward expression of; to
indicate, give evidence of” is last attested in the 1860s. My use tries to meld these two senses: we
address, and thereby express, (things in) the world, and thus we become spokesmen for the world.
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insofar as through his dialogues he constantly calls this phenomenon to our attention
and compels us to think about it. And Aristotle is precisely the thinker who first
gave the West a substantive account of the processes by which the world comes to
awareness and becomes progressively more articulate: a process in which images
and imagination are the fundamental, the central, the inescapable mediators—
indeed the very medium—of experience and, in human beings, of understanding. If
in some respects, even decisive ones, he was wrong, there is nevertheless a great
deal to be learned from this story both about the history of imagination and about
imagination itself.

“There is no thinking without phantasms.” That is the crucial tenet of Aristotle’s
theory of mind (to use a modern term), a tenet that subsequently dominated the
Western (and not only Western) understanding of human psychology and that struc-
tured inquiry well into the early modern period. Phantasms, the objects or products
of phantasia, occur only in animals, by virtue of their sensitive or perceptive pow-
ers.® The tenet thus asserts that, although in human beings there might be something
psychologically unique (viz., the power to think and understand), they are incapable
of exercising this unique ability without the imaginative power they share with other
animals. There is an essential connection between rationality and images, between
intellection and imagination, between being human and being animal.

It is chiefly in the three books of Peri psuches, On the Soul, that Aristotle pro-
vides his theory of this essential connection.” On the Soul is the first treatise in
Western thought that attempts to appr