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ABSTRACT' 

, ' 

'A satisfactory definition of the imagination 
r, 

• 

" , 

elusive l.n . 

. Western philosophy. ,Two contempor~ry\French thinkers, 
,. f • 

1.. \ 

and Paul Ricoeur, are concerne<! witn establishing a fund 
• 1 , 

of (imagination. For Durand the imagination 1s ~he saure f 'symbollc 

mediations th~t are both therapeutic and theophanic. Hi \ eory 15( , 

grounded in a Platonlst-esoteric tradItion which he suppo ts 'l~y a phUosopJ'1y' 

61 the imaginai (coined an,d artlculate<j by Henry corbi~. a ~.nch: . 
Islamicisd. Ricoeur, in contrast, sees the imagination as a reative 

Q 

cognitive mediator in a dialectic model of 1«lowledge. W thin a critical 
" ' 

/ 

,~ -... ,#! , 

framework th,e imagination functjons 

expression as a catalyst provoki~ .new msights, ànd ways f ,be 
1 

thedries suppC)~ a (5hilosophy th~t rehabilitates the imagina ion' 
, '\( l' \, 

former de~~~~ and suspect', categorizadons, though 'Rico, ur's 

Is more rele,\rant to ~ontemporary phllosOrhiCa! issues. \ 
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RESUME 
\ 

-• t~ 
r Une ~éfinition Sa.tisfal~ante de l'imagination éChétfpe à la t'tion 

phllos,pphique occidentale. Deux penseurs contemporains français, Gilbert 

Durand et Paul Ricoeur, s'attachent à proposer une philosophie 

_fondamentale de' l'imagination. Si on examine leurs essais tour~à touri on 
fi 

trouve des interprétations différentes. L'im4gination, pour Durand~ est la 

sQUrce des médiations symboliques qui sont à lIa fols thérapeutiques et 

th,éophaniques. Sa théorie s'enracine dans une tradition de platonisme 

ésotérique qui s'appuie sur une philosophie de l'imaginaI (un terme' forgé èt 
, ' 

développé par He~ry Corbin, un français islamisiste). Pour ~coeur, a~ 
, , 

'contraire, l'imagination foœtionne c~mme un m..édiatéor cogniti$ dans un 

modèle dialectique. A l'intérieur d'un schème critique l'imagination 

fonctionne à hl limite de' l'expérience et de i~expression comme un 

catalyseur qui fait surgir, de nouvelles façons de comprendre le monde et 

~y vivre. Les deux théories soutiennent une philosophie qui revalorise 
, . 

l~maglnation et la sort des anciennes catégorisations dénigrantes;, mais 

c'est le programme de Ricoeur qui est plus pertinent aux questions 

philosophiques actuelles. 
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Philosophie: though~, 1. on(~ontin~ JeePIY mute<! 
hesit4tion, evert wh'en it is handing out i pompous' 

, dogmatic assertions. Even whlle advanêing, It doubles 
back on itself. Describe ft as one aJ'Idl it shatters 
into pi~ces. -Ought we perhaps to adopt Barrès 
definitlon of the poet and calI the philosopher "a 
madman who propagates his a1ienation?" Indeed, 
when 1 look at myself, ''1 is someone else." The 
doubllng of thought automatically involves a division 
of the person into two. ~ t the edg,e of th~. 
awareness of being alone lS a1ways nostaJgia for being 
two. 

~ 

Gaston Bachelard, 
"Fragment of a Dfary of Man,r 

, t 

l , 
1 

irhai poor delusiveness 15' aU this "higher education of 
~omen." Men have set up a great mill called 
bxaminations, to destroy the imagination. Why should 
women, go through it, circumstance does not dri'ie 
!h!!h? They come out with no repose, no 1 i 
peacefulness, their 'm1nds no longer cjiliet garden~ full 
of secluded paths and umbrage-cirded nook!, but lou 
as chaffering market places. Mrs. Todhunt~r Is a 
great trouble mostly. She has been through the mi 1 

i and has got the noisiest mind 1 know. She 1~ always' 
i denying s~mething. 
1 _, 

W. B. Yeats 
'Letter to Katharine Tynan, April 21, 1889. 

\. 

i 

) . ' 

/ 
, , 

ill 

" 

1 
1 

, ' 

1 

i 
1 

'i 

,; 

" 

. l' <.' --, --~- ",-,-- ----........ ~~_I ... , .'lIIII!Il_ .• :"'i"J.'."IlilliIl!lYlI.iill •.• 1 ...... " .. 171 



. , . , 

/ 
/ 

1 

l, 

\ 

\ 

" \ 

o 

rTABLE OF CO 

Page Number 

ABSTRACT ............ " . " " " " " " " " " " " " " " . .,; " , , " ", • N. , " " " " " 

Q 'RESUME "i".""""".~."...,,""""""""""",, .. ,,""""" """""""" 

, . . "", 
DEQICAT10N "~,, r~' " " " " .. " ';;~ " " , " " " " " " " " " , " "" """.""" 

J .. l' ,"" 
PREF'JI\CE : .•••••• '.~ .•••••• ~ •••••••••••• 

INTROOUCnc,N .•••••••••. ,. ••••••. \ ••••••...•• 

CHAPTER ' ) ,"'-

THE FOUNDA TI NS OF OURANO'S 
'OF IMAGINA ION ••• ',' ......... .. 

Introduction \ 

'Ourand's Models in\ De kting the Role 
of Images and of, th Im~gination, ' 

Ourand's Isotropie Cl , Images 

,purand's Understandi f the Imagination 
' .. 

Ourand's Metaphysies f Imagination 

Durand's Rebutt'al of 

Conclusiôn 

Introduction 
, , 

" 

The Formative Influence of Gaston Bachelard,' 

The Romantic Influence 

Surrealism 

The Corbin Connection 

The" Work of He~ry Corbin 

'Dle blamic 'Philosophie Tra' tion 

Corbin', lnterpretation of the Islami~ 

1v 

i 

11 

i i i 

vii 

7 

" 

I~, 
H 

j' 
~ 

• , . 

\ 

/ 

" , 

-'" -' • ..-c-' ----........ -.i4.tllll.3!11!1, .. II ........ i.III' .. ri!lll!lf.-: .• 

,-



\ ! 

\~~"--~--~-~------~----~------"",,~~ 

" 

(~ 

\ 

1 

\ \Ç1 

, 
\ 
\ 

, {:r 

..l 

" , ,. 

Tradition 

The World of the Active Imagination 
~ 

Durand's Appropriation of Corbin 

m tHE ESOTERIC TRADITION, PLATONtsM AND 
THE IMAGINATION •.•• : .............. ',' ....... , 59 

Introduction 
--

~e Philoso~hia Perennis 

Plato's Theory of Imagery and Inspiration 

Durand's Interpretation of Plato 
\ 

Durand's Hermeneutics 
, 

L'homme traditionnel and la "nouvel1 e science 
~ l'homme~ 

Prisca Theologia-"The Ancient Theology" 

The Magical Connection 

The, Renaissance Appropriàtion oi thè' TIleurgic 
Elemei;tt of the ."Ancient fh~logy" 

The "Oeve1opment" of Imagination and its 
. Appropriation by Durand 

1)\e Mystical, CQnrreCtÏon 

"The Tradition" and "le nouvel esprit 
anthropologiQÙe" 

~us~on . fi; 

IV DU~AND'S FINAL PHILO~PHICAL ORIENT A nON 
'TOWARQS THE IMAGINA nON ••••••....•.•• • • 92 

, '" Introcluctioh 
, <Yo 

. The ScQpe and Te ms of Reference Inherent in 
Durand's Use of e Term "Imagination" 
1 

Th Philosophic~ Ques 
t e intellectus agens 
t Imagination 

on and the Problem of 
d its Relationshlp , 
\ 

Avi enna and the ImaginatioFt-, 
< \ 

- . The 'AJim al-Mithil 

\ ! 

---~ -_.~J.\ -:; . v 

-"'---
1 • 

i~ 

... 

• 

,,;' 
/' 

-." 

. , 



) 

0, \. 

'V 

\ 
\ 
\ 

-. 
\ 

The '~al-Mithâl and \1;.he I-nte11ectus 
Agens \ 

The Contemporary Situation\ 
, ' . '\ 

The Problem _' \ 
\ 

(' . 

THE UNDERSTANDING OF ~AGINAnON IN PAUL 
RICOEUR .... III ••••••• , •• ., .' ••••••••••••••••••••• 

Introduction 
• 1 r 1" 

Existential Phenomenology: the Legacy of 
Marcel and Husserl ' , 

Hermeneutid: The Legacy of qüthey and 
Schlelermacher \ 

. 'Ir' 

The Transc~lidentaJ Imagination:'\ 'tKant and 
Heidegger ' ' 

The Linguistic Tum 
, -

The Ontological Imagination 1 -
1 

Conclusion 

, CONCLUSION 

~PPENDICES, 

....................... f' ••••••••••••••••••••• 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 'j' •••••••••••••••• , ••• 

NOTES.. ...•••••.• • • . • . ... ~. • .•...• ,.., .~.. . . . . • • • . . . • • • . . . . . • . 
........ ;. ....... 

BIBLIOGRA~tfY ......... , .•••••.• ••.•••.••••••.••••••• , •••• 

\ :.. 

'. i 

vi 

1 J , 

- L.--·.:::. .... ------·- -- -.. - '-

116 

.., 

146 

156 

158 

180 

" '-. 

.. 

' .. 

. 
1 .. 1 wU PiIIW '{. 



~\.--

o 
--

\ 
,.~ J ... 

'/ 
\ 

PREF;\CE 
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\ 
,d'The t~o "questions that have 'anlmated th~ investig~tion' What is 

-imagination~ Ho~ do the various Western Philàsophical syste s account , , 

for it?, came to consciousness during my M.A. research. At that time 1 , ' 

was studying myth anCf symbol fr~m an interdi~ci~llnary perspect"ve-the 

nameslof Mircea Eliade, C. G. Jung and Northrop Frye come lm ediately 
. , 

to my mind-and could not flnd any phiJosophical principle, apart' om 

phenomenologicaJ method, that wouJd sustain such an approâch. 

The. next year 1 fortuitously participated in a séminar at the -

University of Chicago, en~tled "Ima;s~ and Imagination," condu~t~ \~ 
E1de and Paul Ricoeur. lt is- -"fa the-:latter of these schoJars that 1 ~m 
particularly indebted for raising issues and examiJ')ing relevant texts in a 

way that has helped me refine my own study of imagination. 1 must also 

-thank him for the interest and support that he has offered on thgse-
- , /-'-""' 

f .___.------

occasions when ou; paths have crossed. ----- ---------------
It is Dean Joseph C. McLeUand, Faculty of Religious Studies, McGill 

University, whom 1 must thank for that combination of benevolent tutelage 

and critical acumen which has marked his direction of the thesis itself. 

1 must also exténd my appreciation to th/taff at le Centre de 

"Recherche sur l'Imaginaire, Chambéry, France, habitat of Gilbert DuraJ'}d, 

for allowin~ generous accesf to their facilities during the academic 
~ ~ 

\ year 1978-79 when 1 was in residence there. -----------~---' 

,1 salute Richard Cooper, fell<}w student, exacting editor and agent 

provocateur of the first order, 'whose combination of skills heJped this 

thesis over the hurdles of literacy and coherency. 
\ 

Professor Katherine lioung consented to read the final draft. -I am 
--- ---- --------..- ./" • 
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indebted to her for her carefuJ reading of the text and. the critical 
1 

suggestions she offered. 

To Avri~ Bray 1 offer ":,Y sinçerest thanks. Her skill and patience in '" 
/ c· 

dealing with my neophytlc ignorance. in aIl that has to do with .' 
\ 

\Vord-processing and computer out-puts made the final phase of thesis ' 

production as painless as possible. My thanks are also due to Kerry ara! 

who assisted in thi~ endeavoùr. The staff of the Computi~g Centre, /- / 

p~cularly Nicola Richards and Frank Pettinicchio, ~rovid~ inval~able 
technical assistance for which 1 am especially grateful. 

Without the supp t and encouragement of my friends and family this 
" . 

task would have been 'In many different ways, often unknown 

ev en to themselves, ey have provided sustenance and for this 1 thank 

• them aU. 

Finally, 1 would ,like to acknowledge with gratitude the D~toral 

Fellowships grantecf by the Canada Council for 'Humanities and S~laJ 
Sciences during th~ academic years 1977-1981,' , \ 

ln quoting words and phrases from Durahd 1 have encountered \:ertain 
, r 

perplexities., These are due to Durand's idiosyncratic use of quot~tio 

marks and emphatic underlining.'· 1 have etldeavoured to rèmain donsi tent . .. 
" 

in that when 1 qlfote an explanatory word or phrase 1 have underIlned 't 

and empJoyed the same punctuation ,marks as Durand. When, however, 1 

quote il phrase that is incorporated in my own s~ntence structure, 1 llse 

, .. '~' quotations marks only. 

ln conclusion 1 wish th~t 1 could attribute whatever errors are 
~ ~ 

contained herein to those super~or, ~f highly predisposed skills of the 

" computer. Apart from certain stylisiic problems due to the equip~el)~; at 

: our' disposai, (e.g., the Inability to raise foot-noté numbers; to a110t el1ipsls 

marks to the initial space in a quotation; or to divide words, which '!eads 
'Î 
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to unnecessarUy large gaps at line-endings), 1 must bear the brunt of any 

other deficiences in style or content. 

1 hope that ~his thesis CM contribute in SÇ)me measure to the ongoing 

. interdisciplinary, dialogue towards the philosophlcal rehabilltation of 

imagination ~ weIl as to discussion concemlng .thod with reference to 

myth and symbol . . It is the probJems and deficiencies in both these areàs 

that provided the impetu!S for this research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

l'. 

A ~ti~factory definition of the imagin\ltion and ..of; Ït5 function<S) has 
- r" 

proved elusive in the Western philosophical tradition. The mainstream 
, 

development, with its emphasis on rationality and certainty, has regarded 

the imagi~tion at best with caution, if not with contempt. Pascal 

succinctly illustrates such' an attitude: 

If the greatest philosopher in the world find himself upon 
a plank wider than necessary, but hanging over a precipice, 
ms imagination will prevail, though his reason convince him< 
of his safety. (1) 

Apart' from such cursory defamation,s, there has been scant 

acknowledgement given to the place of imagination within a philosophical 

system. Subsequently there is little awareness, let alone analysis, of the 

amblguities Involved w~en the imagination is mentioned within a conceptual 

• framewor~,. For ex~mple, in Plato's theory of knowledge image-making was 

relegated to the realm of artlsts, Sophists and other sources of distraction 
, 

from the rational pursuit of !he True and the Good. Tliere wa5 a basic 

lâck pf distinction between such "false im~ge5" and those images which 
, 

Plato himself _ employed to describe those conditions or évents that ~luded 

rational' description. (2) With,in their respective systems both Aristotle and 

Kant deemed images as dependent on prior sensation. Yet, although he 

states that the image is part of ali thought, AristotJe, apart from- one or 
, 

two other ambiguous references, gives no systematic treatment of the 

place' and role of imagination. (3) 

Kant's treatment, -while somewhat more receptive to imagination, 1s 

aIso hesitant. T.here would appear to be two distinct functions on the part 

1 
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of imaginatio,n. One is that reproductive mechanism, similar tq Aristotle's 

in its dependency on,'prior perceptionythàt is 'a synthetic function of 
~ 

thought. Th~ oth~r, which featured pro~inently in the first edition of the 

first Critique,. allowed for an essentially productive and creative ordering 

of the manifold of experience. In the second" edition, however,' Kant tended 

to downplay thls element. (4) Nevertheless in this awareness of a 

potentially creative ability on the part of imagination Kant had touched a 

sensitive nerve that was to find a quickening of respons~ in the Romantic 

Movement. This development also en1a~ed on Kant's nebulous treatment of 
'" 

imagination in the third Critigue and its analysis of genius and taste. 

Here it was implied that artistic creations are symbolic forms, 

endeavouring ~o express through structures supplied by imagination, those 

experiences that escape the conceptual categories. (5) Kant, however, did 

not eJaborate these insights at length. Thus it 1s possible to conc1ude that 
, '. 

none of the above-mentioned phil~~ophic luminaries understood or referred 

to the imagination in a consistent or generally accepted frame of 

reference. 

The notion of the creative imagination was whoJeheartedly adopted by, 

the Romantic Movement of· the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as one 

of its canons. Influenced by the German thinkers Herder and Schellir:'g, the 

movement reached its culmination in the work of the EngHsh poets 

Coleridge and Wordsworth. Unfortunately the resultant depictions of 

imagination lad< philosophie clarity and have resulted in two contending 
c' 

views that have, at times, ~so merged together, ad ding _to-the confusion. 

One attI~ude, resulting froni Coleridge's depiction of the "primary 

im4gination," sees th~ imagination as a type of awareness that aHows one 

to merge with the "impress" of an, ?bje~ and so arrive at a loosely 

defined pantheistlc mystical state. This orientation h~ allied itsel1 with 

<, 
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-" 1 
an essentially Platonist monistlc world-vlèw and will be !srudled,in detail in 

thé thesiso. The oth~r attitude, tAat of the "secondary imagination," focuses 

on the creative impo.lse of the artisto (6) This insight has slnce been 

retined by such neo:.1<antian philosophers as Ernst. Cassire~ and SlJZaJ1ne 

Langer. The ~tter refers to a type of "presentational immediacy" of 

intUitions in ~rt that belongs to the imagination and that allows the artist 
1 

to conceive .lof original forms which have neither been experienced nor 
( : 
[' 

created previously. (7) Langer's treatment of this theory of creative 
~ 

imagination has so f~r confined itself to aesthetic theory without reviewing 

1 

traditional philosophie depictions of the imagination in Don-aesthetic 

settings. 

It would therefore appear that on the eontemporary· scene in 

phllosophy there 15 a, pIe thora of ideas as t~ the constitution and 

performance of imagination that remalns divorced from any systematic. 

philosophie al presentation. These various approaches aU help to reinforee 

that sceptical and denigrating tone that informs most official philosophie 

pronouneements on the imagination. 

The situation, however, has not gone unnoticed. At the present time 

there are two Frepch thinkers, Gilbert Durand and Paul Ricoeur, who are 

concerned wittl pr6viding the beginnings of a fundamental philosophy of 

imagination. In thelr respective theories the workings ~f the imagination 

are acknowledged as something more than an arbitrary flight oi fancy or a 

reproductive mech~sm dependant on perception. " 

1 havè éhosen to investigate the work of these two particular figures • 

because they are representative of diverse philosophie trends. Yet both are 
. 

eoncerned with the rehabilitation of the imagination as weIl as with th'è \ 

formulation' of a phllosophy of imagination. 

The work of Durand situ'ates itself within a Platonlst-esoteric 
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tt'adition that has always operat~ as an und'ercurrent in Western philosophy 

and usually occurs within a generalized variant of transcendental idealism. 

In its less exotic forms it 15 a viable option and finds eontemporary 

expression not only in the legacy of the Romantic Moverhent but also in 

the work of such thlnkers as Owen ,Sarfield and the poet Kathleen Raine. 

In this setting the imagination has come to have a special prestige: "the 

royal road of the imagination." Nevertheless sueh' an attitude towards the 

imagination was eertainly not an acceptable position in the original 
.. 

Platonic works wher~ it has its philosophie roots. This later reversa! of the 

Platonic censure of image-making Was a development of fldiddle Platonic 
\ . 

ami Ne~platonic emendations which eombined with""the via imaginativa of 

Renaissance magie to produce an entirely ne,:" hybrid-the creative 

jmagination. 
.~~' (-'" ~ '. Cf 

Durancrs work 15 basically a-hj5toricaf~; whiçh is one of 'the drawbacks 
( '-l'1~ 3' 

1 -

'of hls approach, as it fails' to take into .,1<:count aU the historical 

influences, especialfy those of the Renaissance, that contributed to the - , 

formation of a concept of creati~~ imagination. Admittedly ~he supporters 
-' , \..... ;...~~ 

of such a theory, particularly sfnce ,'tlr~ ·time of Descartes, have been in a 

minority; yet this appreciation of a creative imagination does have a 

tradition in Western philosophy that Durand falls to unearth. He looks 
. 

instead to Henry Corbin, a twentieth-century French Islamicist, to provide 

hlm with a philosophy of imagination that draws lts sustenance from 
.-

Avicenna and other I!lamie 1deaHsts and mystics. Whether such a grafting 

ultimately succeeds will be examined in the thesis. Durand's work, 

whatever the final assessment, 1s immensely provocative. He has amassed a 

vast array of symbolic material from many fields of study and he has been 

the first ta attempt to present many dispat'ate flements and thinkers 

Withln a comprehensive philosophical system. In this 'connection, it ls ' 

,1 
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.< Durand's work and the questions it raises that have forged the wa.y towards 
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the articulation of a philosophy oi imagination. Here im'gination 1s 

regarded not only as a creative activity, but as the locus of a form of 

transcendent intervention. 

The work of Paul Ricoeur, in comparison, is still in its formative 
1.. 

stages. He has not yet arrived at ,any final pronouncem~ts a~- i'~gards 'à 

philosophy of imagination. Yet his work cannot be"'considered as tentative. 
-.... 1 ~ t# 

or" cursory. Throughout ~is 'projected philosoe!,lic in~E~on of aspects of 

human willing ~hd acting, in spite of various "detours," his programme has, \ 

presented evid~nce of a steadily developing insight lnto the nature of 
, 

imagination. In that this theory has not yet been published, the coverage 
. ; 

of Ricoeur in this thesis is not as extensive as that of Durand. 

Nevertheless it is possible to delineate the basic outlines of Ricoeur's 
: 

philosophy of imagination from the indication,s he has. given in his ~ready 

published books and articles. It is al~o possible to assess it critically. 

In contrast to Durand, Ricoeur belongs to a post-critical Kantian 

philosophic orientation. Ricoeur is attempting to present a dialectical . 
model of knowledge where the imagination functions as a cognitive 

mediator between metaphoric language and speculative discourse. 
, ' 

Imagination in this instance 1S the catalyst in a dynamlc ~ct of knowing. 

In conjunction with Rieoeur's notion of particip~tioh and thè resultant 

"redescription of reality," imagination is also found at the crucial poInt in 

the development of Ricoeur's ~hought from epistemology and ontology. 

Both of th~se philosophie ventures can be set ln an intellectual 

climate ~hat, because of develop~ents both .1n hermeneutlc theory and in 

the understanding of constructs o~ knowledge (in' science as weIl as 
• 1 

philosophy and theologyl. retlect3 la wUllngn ... to review lts tradltional 

..... ~Istrust of \the Imagination. ~1s iesls ,will examine in detaU the relevant 
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'. work of both Durand éUld Ricoeur. In,_th~concluslon the evaluation of 
1 

their work wnt be pla~ed within the wider context of current philosophie 
~ " 

scholarship as 1t 1nteracts with this changing attitude towards imagination. 

The ~hesis comprises !ive chapters and a conclusion. Chapter . One 
. 

, "~':'" "1i§1 
surveys the pre-philosophicat princip les at work in Durand'5 accumu!ation 

... '-'( ..t" • • • 
f, "::.I!"\.:'> and organization of images and symbols. Chapter Two' evaluates the 

... ' 

-, 
J!' 

philosophical influences on Durand, principally Corbin, in the formation of 

his phlloSOPhy of imagination. Chapt~r Three investigates the history 01' 

the concept of the' imagination particularly with reference to the esoteric 

tl,radition and the element 'of creativity. <:hapte~ Four assesses Duran<fs 

position from a phÜosophi~, standpoint, in the light of the manner by which 

other philosophical'" systems have attempted. to ac;count ,for "images." 
, 

Chapter Five is both a thematic review of Ricoeur's basic ideas on , 

j 

imagination and a pro tempore evaluation. (~inal scrutiny must await the~ ") 

"-., 

appearance of Ricoeur's fully-developed philosophy of imagination.) 

My concluding remarks will focus on the essentiàlly revolutionary , 

change of perspective towards imagination that both Durand's and Ricoeur's 

lheories demande Imagination can no longer be defined ~ a mere anciUary 

function of knowledge or a useless distraction, but as an essential part of 
< 

our knowing and ~eing. This thesis, in providing al) organized survey, 

analysis and appreciation of these movements i'n contemporary philosophy 

which support a rehabilitation of the imagination, makes 1t5 contribution as . , 

a preliminary step~ towards the clarification of these insights in a, fully 

developed philosophlcal system. The work of Durand and Ricoeur provided 

both th~ stimulus and essential subject matter for this Întegrative. ".. ..... 

endeavour. 
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CHAPTER 1 

, " 

~THE' FOUNDA TIONS OF OURAND'S PHILOSOPHY OF IMAGINATION 

Introdugtion 
\ 

Gilbert Durand, a contemporary Frlnch scholar, has spent the last 

twenty years deeply involved in the study of imagination. At present~'~f;:" 
, ~ 

c ", ' 

Oir~or of the Centre de Recherche sur l'Imaginaire at Chambéry wh'ich 

he co-founded in 1967, he was previousJy Professor of Humanities ând ; 

Social Sciences ~t Grenoble University where he was also Professor of 

Philosop~y (1947-56). Durand's wide learning has enabled him to approach 

hl, subject from several perspectives and, as a result, his 'work i, 

essentially interdisciplinary. This ~s illustrated t/y~.hiS understanding of the 
~ 'J J --~",. ! 

im~ginatio~ "L'Imaginaire m'est apP~U'a1~, au carrefour de toUtes "les 

sciences anthropologiques de notre temps, comme le dénominateur 

commun ••• de toute l'activité humaine." (1) His first majo? !ork, Les_ 

~ Structures ~thropologi~es ~e l'Imaginaire, (2) (hereaft,t referred to as 

-Les Structures) was an attempt to substantiate this daim. His second 

work
l 

Le Décor mythique de l~ Chartreuse de Parme, (3) was an attempt 

'. ta il1~strate the method of Il'Iythocritical ana1ysi~ that he delineated in ill 

Structures. His Jater works, J'Imaginati0e symbolique (4) an?' Science ~ 

l'Homme !! TradItion: !:! "nouvel esprit anthropologique," (') are 

philosophically oriented, both in historical justification and contemporary 
J 

defence of his position. Figures mythiques ~ visages de l'oeuvre, (6) and 

L'Ame tigrée, (n the last works ta be published, mark a retum to the 
. , 
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rrlythocritical method. This approach, however, 1s here broadened in' scope 

to ~ecome a. mythoanalysis which attempts to decipher not only the e 

distinctive mythlc motifs of a particular work, but aIso the mythic 
J 

, complex of a particular epoch, i.e.. Romanticism, and so arrive at a 
", 

\-~ , mrthqclOlogte. 

~) , It is in the Introduction of the next to Iast Înentioned work .tJ;\at 

, < 

Durand acknowledges the thinkers who hav,p inspired and guide<! him in his 

quest. This guidance has not been of a patemalistic nature but rather the 

sharèd convictions of similarly motlvated scholars. These comrades-in-a'rms 

" are Gaston Bachelard, C.G. Jung, Henry ~orbfn and Mircea EHade, the 

latter three of whom Durand encountered at the an nuaI meetings of the 

Eranos CircJe in Ascona, Switzerland. As Durand observes of' the work of 

his fellow participants: "Toutes sont animées par la conviction platonicienne 

en un réalisme primordial de ,'vif)'lage et une valeur kérygmatic du my-the." 

(8) It is in connection with his visits to the Eranos Circ1e that Dul1and has 

published many articles in the Eranos Yearbooks Si. ce 1?64, as weIl as 

others of slgniIicance in les Cahiers internatlonau 'de Symbolisme since 

1962. It would be impossible to give a detailed analysis of aU Durand's 

worl<s. 1 have chosen, within the limits ,of this thesis, to concentrate on 

certain selected articles as well as those aspects of his major works that 

illus~rate the development of his thought as he .... moves towards the 
.// 

'/ articulation 01 a phllosophy of imagination. 
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Durand's Models 10 Depicting the Role 
f 

of Images and of the ImaginatiolJ 

In the 'openlng sent~nce' of ~ Structures Durand states that Western, 

and particularly French, philosophy has undervaluèd the imagination. To •• 
support th1s contention,' he offers as representative detractions Pascal's 

well-known qualification: "ma1'tresse d'erreur ~ ~ fausseté," (9) and the 
Il> 

equally condescending estimation, supported by Alain, that imaginative 

productions, e.g., myths, belong to the infancy of intelllgence. (10) Durand 
, 

15 aware that two other twentieth century scholars, Henri Bergson and 
l', t 

Jean-Paul Sartre, aIso have been conscious of this unfavourable attitude 

and each has sought a corrective approach. These attempts, which, will be 

considered briefly later in this chapte~ -do--I\ot, however, obtain Durand's 

approval. 
1 
1 

/ ' 

----~ '\ 
Durand believes that the c~n~mp~ràry devaluatiOn\~ theymaglnati~n 

results from a confusion of the word with the image. His ~distlnction 
" 

between these two entities woùld distinguish between the ,word as a 
" 

conventional sign, which as a semiotic unit is superficially interchangeable, 
f 

(lI) i.e., as a simple conveyor of meaning, and the word as a symbolic 

referent. He defines his position accordingly: 

L'analogon que constitue l'image n'est jamais un signe 
arbitrairement choisi,' mais·' est toujours intri$sèquement 
'motivé,: c'est-l-dire est toujours symbole. (12) 

The image, in relation to this latter symbolic 'sepse, has deep roots 

whlch reach below the surface meaning and find tf1,emselves grounded in 

fundamental, dynamic driv~ and configurations. These, Durand attests., 

have an lntrinsic, spontaneous ability to express themselves in images of a 

radical nature that preCHe and underlle verbal articulation. Indeed, if one 

follows through Durand's development, aIl representatlons of audio-visual 

9 
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significance appear dependent upon prior awarene~ \ affective-dynamic 
.+-

level. Durand calIs this level of interaction "le plan lOcUtoire" (3) (i.e., 

"verbal" in the sense' of a vocally expressive dimension). He uses as an 

illustration of this type of èommunication the cry or shout. These are 

instances of elementary symbolic expressions of meaning. D,urand also ci~ 

"the language" of a young child, grasping for words and making 

unintelligible sounds, as another example of this mode of communication. 

He does not wish, however, to argue in this instance for any ontogenetic 
~ 

or phylogenetic primacy of this aspect of mean1ng. It 1s the essential 

presence of th!s dimension, regardless of age or physical maturity, that 

Durand wishes to establish. Nevertheless from the perspective of 

developm~ntal psychology it has a chrqnological pre~edence over verbal 

utterances. This is because the image, ,as a preverbal conveyor of 

meaning, is fundamental1y related to this expressive dimension with 1ts ., . , / 
affective and physiological components. Symbolic expression, which 1s in 

tum depe~dent upon the image or a complex of images, is poslted then by 

Durand as a multi-faceted l'neans of depicting meaning that cannot be 

expressed ln llnguistic forrnulati'o"ns. This basic state of awarene~ ând 

communication leads inevitably to the conclusion that thought itself and 

ling1:1i,stic expressions are image-based: 

C'est .ce "sens" des métaphores, ce grand sémantisme de 
l'imaginaire qui est la matrice originelle à partir de 
laquelle toute pensée rationalisée et son cort~ge 
sémiologique se déploie. (14) 

. Durand, in first seeking 10 show the ubiquity of image-based symbol 

and metaphor that will provide the basis of an empirical study of the 
• 

manifestations of human imaginajlon, has already adopted an understanding 
/ 

of human thought that would be unacceptable to th-: Enllghtenment /// 

tradition. 8ut his intention in the' first part of Les Structu/es is not to 

10 
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refute the rationalists. It is rather to lay the ground work for his 
f 

classification or archétypologie of. symbolic expressions, avoiding any 

metaphysic:al preconceptions: 
~. 

~e voulant pas sacrifier aux préconceptions métaphysiques, 
n~s somines obligé de partir d'une enqu@~e p~agmatique 
qu'il ne faudrait pas confondre ~vec: la methode analogique. (15) . 
It is essential for Durand's pragmatic approach in this regard that he 

place- his work within the broadly based le trajet anthropologique which 

incorpora tes aH the sciences which study the human spec:ies. Such·a 

broadly based understanding allows Durand to draw on many mode!s and 

methods that have been used in studying homo sapiens without having to 

acknowledge a consistent philosophical frame of ref~rence. 

The-lfirst of the models that Durand adopts with1n the scope of th1s 

method olt converg~nce 15 that of the biologiC~"Junctionallsm of the 
----~------- -:: ~ 

Russian, Betcherev. This ""ode! permits himto situate the motivational 
u 

forces of his image-based modes-of-being within basic: physiological drives. 

In other word5, the drive to affective-psychologic:al expression in symbol is 

not goal-oriented, but the result' of certain dynamic: physiological, processes. 

Betcherev, following Vedenski, posits three dominant reflexes of th~ central 

nervous system which co-ordinates sensory-motor activity. These are ., . 
nam~ respectively the posturale (balance), digestive (nutrition) an~ 

copulative (sex) dominants. (16) Such a system reinforces th~ essentially 
i 

functionaJ model of the imagination that Durand pr~sents in the first part 

of the book, and it helps hlm to" tie severa! strands of thought together. 

To do this he relates the Betcherev domiriants to Piaget's theory of 

-----------assimilation and accommodationa.1td--le-.symbol functionnel; to the - ac:: __ 
J --. __ ~ 

topographical field-theory of Lewin; as well as to- -the dYnàmic··.mQ<lt't~ of 
, ...... _- --._-. 

,. w 

1 

the !! symbole moteur of Bachelard. These cao be all termed "operationaJ .~-.. ~ _____ 
1 . , 

1 
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models" and Durand sees them all supporting 

which functions within mediation between 
1 

~'rtPirn:a~~iFnm~a~tif,· o~n:\) and social and cultural demands 
~- r {\ 

'. 

-.4..- \ -----

(accommodation). For Durand this model of mediati~n on the part of the, 

imagination results in the formation of what he terms generically images 

motrices (dynamic images), (17) as a means of avoiding confusion with the 

terminology- of the other thinkers, though the reference is to the same_.---------------

entity. It 1s these essentially dynamic symbolic expresfïon;- ~hat Durand 

intends to cl~ify a~cording to certain categories in ~ Structures. 

This systematization, however, 1s not updertaken until Durand has 

posited another model of the ,i~agination to '-interact with that a!r~ady 

delineated above. Before introducing ~his mode!, he observes the state of 

confusion in the terminology that is used to depict products of the 

imagination, and he avers that he will endeavour both to be consistent in 

his termino!ogy and to use the minimum number of terms necessary. 50 it 

is that the image motrièe is subsumed under a more generic term, schème • 
• 

which he ackowledges as a composite borrowing from Sartre, Burloud a.nd 
- , 

Revault d'Allonnes, (18) and the Jungian theory of archetype. ''te scheme 

est une généralisatidn dynamique et affective dé j'image, il constitue la 

facticitéet la non-substantivité générale de l'imagi~aire." (19) Su~h a . , 

schème is not to be confused with Kant's use of this term where 
~b 

imagination is the agent that organize5 the schemata to supply the 

manifold of. experience with ! priori categories and 50 arrive at concepts. , , 
Dur~d wouJd see the imagination mediating b~ means of the schèmes to 

, ' 

supply exprem'(e forms to the basic dominant reflexes. 
~---

There has b~;aSi~~e of emphasis, however,. in this model, 

----------for when Durand describes the dominant reflexes,-they are now referred to . 
as les gestes inconscients de la sensori-motricité. (20) This echoes Sartre's 

- .;ua -
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definition of sch~me as as "le prêsehti~lcateur" (21) of unconscious drives 
1 • , 

and actions. This model, in acknowledging the ~nconscious as the source 

of images, rests on entirely different assumptions from ,the biologically 

grounded theory of B~tcherev, ""or the ~ûnctional ~odels of Piaget and 

Lewin. The schèmes, then, are gene"ralized dynamic 'categories that are 

linked to their uncopscious source by their specifie expressions as 

- irchetypes. In this mode! the emphasis is on incarnate expressions, rather 
, 

than theoretical formulations • 
. 

\ 
\ 

\ 

It, is Durand's employment of the word "archetype" that is particularly 

striking in this connection. For the archetype is an essentia! component in 

C.G. Jung's system of symbolic Interpretation. Jung, Durand ackowledges, - -
. . 

borrowed this term from Jacob Burckhardt, and used it as synonymous with 

such other ter ms as: "l'image primordiale," "l'-irnage originelle," "le 
l' ~ -

prototype", "l'engramn\e:'. (22) Both Durand and Jung' understand the 

arche type not as an original image (as in original s1n), but as a type of 

, pat1erning of fundamental experience , rooted in lnst1nctual and affective 

forces, whose meanin$ flnds expressions in ieonic rather than verbal forma 

The archetypal symbol functions as the "substantification" of these 

'tendencies, giving them a particul,ar forma and image. 

The arche type performs in two ways within the Junglan framework. 'ft 

serves as an intermediary between purelY' subjective content (assumed as 
, -. \ 

furnished by the unconscious) and the impact of cul~urally determined 

forces. Secondly, it serves as a preliminary stage on the way to ideation: 

~ stade préllmlhaire, la ~ matrieelle ~ l'idée. (23) Here, once again 

the imagination, às a force ln the formati,9n of arche'type~ operates as a 

mediator. The three mode!s, the biologic~, the schematic and the' 

arche~al, .Jc·J~bine together to provide ~a ._cq~Plex system of forces a:nd 

--pressures: physical; psychological, environmental and unconscious, that 
.' 
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i:nterweave to provide Durand with his conception of the mediating role of 

imagin~tion. And it is on this basis that Durand builds ~his- c1assificatory 

$ystem. 

Durand's Isotropic Classification of Images 

1 have elected to omit a detailed content analysis of Durand's division . 
• 

into the tripartite w~ys of being, thinking, acting and the symbols that are 

appropria te to each of thesé "subdivisions. This analysis comprj~s Book II 

of Les Structures. Such an evaluation is intricate; subjective, and its 

anthropologica1ly-based categories beyond the sc ope of the thesis. (24) 

NevertheJess it i5 appropriate to consider the organization of Durand's 
" 

compJex system of divisions. To the isomorphic convergence of certain 
'l>. 

schèmes and of arcnetypes as expressed in myths and imaginative '-.t 
\ 

productions, there is added anotner corresponding classification of basic 

units that Durand names structures: 

Le substantif de structure, adjoint a des épith~te$ à 
suffixes empruntés a J'étymologie du mot "forme" et Q.Ue, 
faute de mieux, nous utiliserons métaphoriquement, 
signifiera, simplement deux choses: premièrement que' ces 
"formes"- sont 'dynamiques ••• c'est-~-dire servant 
commodément ~ la classification mais pouvant servir, 
puisCJ1.!e transformables, à modifier le champ imaginaire. 
DeuxièfTlent ••• ces "modeles" ne sont pas quan;titatifs mais 
symptomatiques •••• (2.5) . 

, 
Ïhe interrelationship of the schemes, archetypes and structures 1s 

.. 
complex and difficult to comprehen~~.", ,rywould appear that the schèmes 

are dynamic tendencies which find exp~essi9n in archetypal syrribols, but 
1 

aIso in three modes of reflective awareneis ca1led structut'es and 
! 

respective1y entitled: schizomorphe (hété,fogéné1s'ànte), 'synthétique 
... . / ~ 

JégÜilibrante) and mystique (homogénéisan'te). These structures, in that 
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they abstractly reflect for Durand those three dominant r.eflex drives of 

the organism posited by Betcherev, become the three basic categories of , 

classification of the schèmes and archetypes • .'These structures are 

themselves finally subdivided into two major categories that Durand terms 

régimes: régime ~ and régime nocturne. This division refers to two 

basic tendencies of operation an~ organization in a11 thought and behavior. 

As such, they tend to be antagonistic. They have been observed and 

recorded by other thinkers in diverse studies( as the opposition of 

linear/cyc1ic, analytic/synthetic, focus/field, apol1onian/dionysian modes. At 

this stage Durand expands on their implications only frC?m a structural 

perspective. In later works, however, he will return to their symbolic 

,import in terms of his theory of imagination, and this development wiN be 
t'.--..:-

assessed in that context. 

li would appear that this typological enterprise of Durard belongs to 

a branch of study named in France la symbolique générale or la science 

des~ymboles (26) or, according to Durand, la symbolologie (27). As Réné . 
Alleau defines it, tie discipline is essentially interdisciplinary. It involves 

the attempts to co-ordinate the symbolic data from the diverse fields of 

history of religions, ethnology, depth-psychology, the history of art, literary 

criticism and linguistics. The intention is that of providing a coherent, if 

not unifie d, perspective of the relationships that exist among these 
, 

respeètive methods of study, their classifactory systems and their 

underlying presupposltio";s ir;l dea1ing with symbolic mate rial. As AJleau 

observes, the state of the discipline i5 " ••• encore confuse et embryonnai re. " 
" . . 

(28) The ordering of such a vast panopoly of symbols, without assumingo 

~, ' 

sorne normative stànce, would appear a virtual impossibility. Alleaû himself 

admits that' in any classificatory system there is a root concept at work 

which assumes that a certain princlple is responsible for the prOduction of 

, . 
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raw data and hence influences the resultant analysis of this material. 

It is interesting to determine Durand's adoption of the Jungian 

soncept of archetype in this regard. Durand states explicitJy that in 

undertaking this study he intends to avoid studiously " ••• toute présupposition 

)ntologique, tout d~-psychologisme que du culturalisme." (29) He also 

observes that stich a stance will allow him, after he has presented his 

study in the second section of the book, to advance a metaphysics of the 

imagination, based on his findings, in the third section ot Les Structures. 

Durand is aware that the Jungian postulate of the arche type does no~ rest 

ultimately in its groundin$ in the persona! unconscious, but has a certain 

collective, transcultural dimension that tends to develop spiritual overtones. 

Durand refuses to enter into an~ metaphysical speculations a~ to the 

ultimate source of' the archetypes' in the initial part of the book. 

Nonetheless he is content to adopt the position, at this introductory stage' 

of the study, that liis sch~mes and arche types iml>ly a type of 

transformational ef:fect, which is supported by the Jungian theory of 

individuation. It is this understanding that aHows Durand to state the 
, . 

differences of this structured system from that of Lévi-Strauss. 

Durand would see the fundamental properties that Lévi-Strauss 

articula tes in his schemas of mythic formulas as mere semiological 

abstractions that remain static and quantitat;a.eJn contrast to this he fee!s 

that his groupings do not belong to such a mathematical format, but that 

ln their dynamism, they are at once diagnostic and therapeutic. Both 

Lévi-Strauss an~ Dur,and have sought out cross-cultural subj~ct matter for 

their ,respective classifications. fWhereas Lévi-Strauss' aim in structuring 
, 

his material is to arrive at logical patterns common to myths and tales, 

Durand wishes to find the common element (l! forme commune) (30) that 
J 

connects his heterogeneous collection of symbols. This sUfficlently vàgue 
: 
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formula, linked together with 'a medical anal~gy underlylng his previous 

observation, imply that a pr~scriptive, rather than a purely objec;tive study, 

provides the motivation for Durand's programme. It must be observed, 

howèver, that in this initial stage of his research, though extremely 

ec1ectic in his adoption of certain theorles amd models, Durand remains 

consistent with his intended pragmatic approach. It is in Book 1I1 of Les 
<> -----

Structures that his approach wiH change. Here, having acknowledged that 

the preceding study, devoid of ontologicaf ·presuppositions, has effected ~ 

convergence suprem.e (31) of all imagery, Durand notes its merely 

preparatory nature in the light of his overall purpose: 

••• d'aborder la thê'orie du sens su~rême de la fonction 
symbolique et d'écrire notre troisieme livre sur la 
métaphysique de l'imaginati0l'l' (32) 

This study of the pre-metaphysical stage of his work has served to 

i1lus~rate the complexity 'of his structural model and the diverse influences, 

biological, functional and archetypalj that have informed it. 

/ 

Durand's Understanding of the Imagination 

1 

It ;is in Book m, the conduding section of Les Structures, after he 

has presented his c1assificatory system and contents, that Durand finally 
1 

, formulates what for him constiWtes the essential feature of the 
! 

imagination and its functions. riS,' he bellevès, is demonstrated by hls 

Phet.menotOgiCal tyPology to Ide the intrinsic human ability to perceive and 

\ hen e experience, as it were, all entities th~ough the lens of a second 

. perspective. Images and symbols are the basls of this "filter" or ,rfocus." 

They can therefore be said to establish a world-view which, in and of 

itself, fumishes meaning that, Durand alleges, has unlversal application • 

. . 
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This can be interpreted ln' two ways.' In one sensé, Durand would say that 

1 

this universality of symbolic representations has be~n established from his 

study as characteristic of the human species. At the same time, in another 

sense, this imaginative function is an ~ priori component of, a11 

understanding. It is these two aspects together that allow Durand to 

outline the ideas that would comprise a phi1Ç1sophy of the imagination that 
-

he would caU, after Novalis, "~fantastique transcendantale" (a 

transcendental fantasy function-where fantasy means image-making, not 

whimsy). (33) This model recaIls Kant's transcendental imagination, but it .. 
would seem that Durand has appropriated Novalis' curious term speciflcally 

to differentlate his own conception of the workings of the imagination 

from that of Kant. 

In Kant, the transcendentaI imagination operates between sense 

perception and understanding supplying schema ta in the first Critigue, and 

symbols in the third Critique. The symbols of the third Critique present 
j 

the aesthetic ideas which are beyond reason and cannot be captured in 

concepts. For Durand, the "fantastique transcendantale" organizes its 

categories according to the different structures of the typology-schèmes 
..,. 

generally, archetypal symbols particu1arly-to give meaning to the ,unformed 

imaginative material, which he poslts ls an essential part of a human 

being. Durand holds that these imaginative formations of image, symbo~, 

provide meaning in a manner analogous to the Kantian schematization in 

the formation of concepts and symbols. (.34) Thé contents of, the rê!J)ective , / 

processes. howeve~. are entlr~IY dU!erent. Kant was cof~ed with 

inteUectual understanding and aest~etic appreciation whUe purand 

emphasizes hyanityls inherent propensity fo.r: image-_f~tm~tlOn and 

appropriation. Durand conclu des thàt in this respect sYl11bolic images are 
, : . 

not inferior to conceptual expression but are of equal value. This 
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precludes their dismissal as fanciful aberrations or a~ ,l!, ~ ~ déficit 

pragmatique. (3') Imagination is thus an intrinsic part not only, Of~nowing, ~,'~ 

but also of belng, and in· this conn~cpon it 1. the eVident ~rOVid~ by hl; 

study that substantiates its role and identity as la marqUe d'une vocation - = ____ ~=;.;;;.;..o. 

1 
1 

ontologique. (36) In this way, Durandaffirms that ~he imagination as la 

fonction fantastique (.37) performs not: simply heuristicaJly, as. a creative 

activity that giv'es meaning to reality, but therapeutically. ln this guise it 
1 

can transform the nature of reality (!!a monde) 1tself. (38) 
\ 

Durand's ics of Ima ination 

This move, from an oPl.tological position, is 

further developed in 'Ourand's later appro riation of the imaginative domain 

as the common ground of mystics, poets, \visionaries, depth psychologists. 

He even extends the boundaries of the te~itory to include all those 

philosophers and seekers (such as a1chemists) who expressed their ideas as 

to the nature of life and its psychological processes in symbolic imagery. 

The underlying assumption here 1s that the rational operations of the mind 

and its definition of truth cannot grqsp the profundlty and complexity of 
1 

that which Durand posits as the "ultimate reality"; if, 'lndeed, "rationa,Usm" 
.... ,. t~ 

~ - " 1 

(39) accepts.: it5 existence. Durand holds that it is possible, by 
• 

imagination, to ,participate in that dimension which Kant postulated as 

beyond conceptualization:the noumena. This understanding assigns a 

metaphysical fynction' to t~e imagination, which entails' a. differen\J 

definition of truth from that established by the logical-scientific formulas. \ 

From such an understanding Durand proceeds to the attestation that 

such an element in human nature, which supports not only the construction, 
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but the personal appropriation of meaning, is characteristie of a; "spiritual" , 

dimension: 

Car la véritable liberté et la dignité de la vocatj.on 
ontologique des persoMes ne reposent que $ur c~tte 
spon,tanéité spirituelle et cette expression èréatrtcè.. qui 
constitue le ehamp de l'imaginaire. (40) 

! 

ThiS term "spiritual" could at tint be taken to mean simply an 

essentially dynamic (i.e., spirited) aspect of the creative mind at work. 
, 

Durand, however, 15 not content with Such a dep~ction, for he elsewhere 

states: 

\ Ainsi l'àube de toute création de l'esorit humain, tant 
_ théorique que pratique, est gouveméê p~r la fonction ,:jj 
, fantastique.. Non seulement cette fonCtion~antastique nous il 
\apparatt comme universelle dans son extens on i travers 
l~espèce humaine, mais entore dans sa" corn réhension: elle 
est à la racine de tous le's processus de la conscience, elle . 
se révele comme la marque originaire de l' sprit',(41) 

Such a conclusion, which is of a metaphysic:al nature, carries with it 
, 

imp~cations that cannot be deduced from the data p~ented in Durand's 

typology, however, exhaustive it is. Nor can it be supported by Durand's 

obse~vations of the three primary quallties of the image as: occularité 

(visuaHzation), profondeur (psychie dep~h) ar/d ubiguité (all-perv~iveness, 
unaffected by time-space qualifications). (42) This metaphysical leap is not 

justified by the empirical data, nor by the anthropologieally grounded li 

arch 010 le transeendentale. The use of the words esprit, Esprit, J 

, .. .. ~i"; . .! 

spiritue~, de l'âm'e, (43) become' vir'tually"interchangeable in th~ last S'ecti6'n 
• 'I!I 0 

of Les 'Struetur~s, and Durand d~s nothlng to clarify his ambiguous us~ge 

of these words by placing them in a consistent philosophie framework. 

The only ~atement, ind1cative of a philosophie point of reference, is the , . 
co~parison ol\DUrand's own understanding of la fonction fantastigue with 

Avicenna's use of the intellectus agens: 

Aussi rien ne nous semble plus proche de cette fonction 
fantastique que la vieille notion avicennienne d'intellect 

. àgent .... (44) 
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But he chooses not to devèlop the idea further in this book. (The , 

question ,of thls usage of the intellectus agens will be treated in Chapter 

li.) Yet it is difflcult not to associat~ thls postulate of ,primordiale 

fonction ~ l'Esprit, rectrice .2!:! savoir ~ l'espèce humaine ~ entière, 

principe spécifique d'universalité de vocation transcendaye (45) with a 

simUar concept found in Jung that i5 just as ambiguously defined. 

In Jung, the "transc~ndental function" would appear to be the agent 

at work in the constellation and appropriation of archetypal symbol5 as a 

person attempts ta understand hi5/her own psychic process of individuation. 

For Jung "individuation" was used as a ter,:" to describe the end-product of 

a therapeutic élnalysis that involved conscious "negotiation" with particuJar 

dream images. Individuation per ~ cannot be regarded as a 'normative 

state, i.e., maturity, but rather ~ the realization of a full psychic identity 

or "wholeness" whiFh Jung p05ited as potentiaJ within all human beings. 

Durand is not concemed with persona! individuation; rather he 15 concerned 

withthe restoration of bal~nce that can be brought to the Western 

rationalist bias by a re-evalua!i0n and emphasis on imaginative ~roductions. 

Yet, as was observed earlier, he adopted Jung's ~p'ptanding of the 

archetypal symboJ and its therapeutic implications in /a generalized theory. 

These arche types were pre5en"t~ as bioJogically grounded, affectlvely 

reJated symbolic translations of spontaneous ~~~{ty on the part of what 
",It •. l 

Jung re~$ to las psyche, and Durand, the ima8ination. And it 15 this 
«, 

specifie activity to whlch both Jung aod Durand refer with the 

interchangeable adjectives spirituel, de l'Srne. This appears to be the 

ground for the virtually imp~rceptible switch to a Platonist usage of 

L'Esprit and L'Etre, specifical).y· in the work of D4}and, though 1t is not , 
)" , 

absent elther 10 Jung. 

; 
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Jung's archetypes had a distinct relationship to the PlatoNc Ideas: 

They are ideas ante-rem, form-determinants,.. basic Unes 
engraven a priori, assigning a definite fOrmation to the 
stuff of e;cperience; 50 th~t we may regard them as . 
images (as Plato also conceived them),. as schemata as it 
were, or inherited function-posslbillties. ••• This explains why 
even phantasy, the freest activity of the mind, can never 
roam in the infinite ••• but remains bound to the preformed 1 

possibilities, ..• the primordial images 2!: archetypg. (46) 

Jung attested that his analytical psychology, as an empirical science, 

re~arded the image of God as the symbolic expression of a certain 

psycholbgtCal state. The "soul," which he admits as an ambiguous and 

variously-interpreted concept, is also regarded as the "personification of 

unconscious contents." (f4.7) From an empirical standpoint this lead~ to the 

conclusion: "God, therefore, is essentia1ly the same as the soul, in so far 

as it is regarded as the personification of unconscious contents." (f4.8) God 

and the soul, however, are not to be absolùt~l>, identified, as there is a 

distinct relationship between them: 

But the soul never forgO-:s its middle station. Hence 1ts ) 
daim to be regarded as a functlon between the conSciOUS"\ __ .J 
subject and these (to the subject) inaccessible depths of ( 
the uncollscious. The -determining force (God) which 
operates from the~é depths is reflected by th~ soul, i.e. 1t 
creates symbo!s and images, and 1s itself only an image. 
Through these images it tran5veys the forces of the 
unconsclous into the consciou5; 50 that it i5 both receiver 
and transmitter, a perceptive organ, in fact, for 
unconscious contents. What it perceives are symbols. But 
symbols are shaped energies, or forces, i.e., determining 
ideas whose spiritual value 1s just as great as their 
affective power. (49) 

"This description of the sou! by Jung 1s remarkabJy similar to Durand's 

depiction of the imagination. Were both Jung and Durand content to 

remain at the level of empirical study, as they both make claims to do, --, ·such descriptions, though problematical ln terminology, would fit into a 

three-tlered modeJ of human consdousne~, where the imagination (or soul) 

performs a medlating function between the other two levels of conscious 

22 
, 

- .. - .-- -- - ,- .. -·1'--·-~-,-. " "':" 

• 1 1 _. 

1 
1 

'" 

j.rr 

1 ~ 
) 
i 



- ------- - ---- --------:..._--------_. ---:----------

and unconscious. But just as Jung in a later work states: 

For 1t }sJnot' that "God" 15 a myth, but that myth 15 the 
revelation of' a divine lIfe in man. It is not we who 
invent myth, rather it speaks to us as a Word of God. 
The Word of God cornes to us, and we have no way of 
distingaishing whether and to what extent it 1s diff~rent 
from God. (50) .( 

50 Durand, at the end of L'Imagination symbolique, can âffirm: 

••• c'est que le symbole, -dans son dynamisme instauratif ~ 
la quête du sens, constitue le modèle m~me de la 
médiation de l'Eternel dans le temporel. (51) 

Durand's trajet anthropologique has th~ogical implications; 'or 

perhaps i t would be more precise to observe tha t there is an anagogie 

element underlying the phiJosophieal position that informs Jung's and 

Durand's alleged empirical studies. Whether this stems from a personal 

bellef system or from the fact that their tripartite analyses of symboliè 

consciousness faIls easily under a Platonist schema that requires only the 

capital1zation of certain letters, 1t is difficult to assess. As observed, 

both Jung and Durand never explicitly define their position in this regard. 

This leaves the reader in an ambivalent state of m1nd as to the intent of 

Durand's employment of the words spirituel, de l~me, Esprit, Eternel. 

Whereas the earlier empirically based studies of both thinkers would 
" 

virtually imply that man himself/herself is the source of images and 
~,,' ,.. 

~ symbols, their respective later works posit that such images and symbols 

'are, if not revelations pet !!t at least theophanic in design. Such a 

:I metap~ysicaI outlook, with its morustic flavour, has c~tai'1 in-built 

qualifications which then aHow for the rebuttaI of other theories of the 

imaginatlon-notably those of Sartre and Bergson. Such a philosophical 

system aIso implies a self-referenaial conception of truth, as opposed to 

logical and propositionaI formuJf1s of proof. 
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Durands Rebuttal of ~ 
, - -----

,~e adoption of this metaphysical position by Dl:'rand enables him to 

refute other theories that have recently dealt with the imagination. 
'\' 

Durand's assessment of Sartre's theory of the imagination is based on 

Sartre's early two works on that topirg. (52) There is no reference to 

Sartre's ~ater works where there is 4uite a àifferent, attitude towards 

both the unconscious _and the imagination. ('3) The latter was th en 

regarded by Sartre, not as a signé dégradé, but in ~fmanner somewhat 

akin to Husserl's idea of the sui generis nature of imaginative 

intentionality. (54) In Les Structures, however, Durand regards Sartre as 

having a limited and truncated view of the imagination, which 1s, indeed, 

consistent with Sartre's earlier formulations. 

For Sartre the imagination, while constitutlng an essentially creative 
1 

and necessary psychological function, did not involve its subject with 

reality, but only with fantasy. Ultimately, in that this evasion constituted 

a nihilizing act, it could be regarded only as an instance of "bad faith." 

(55) Durand could not accept this evaluation, which both devalues and 

works against any rehabUitation of the imagination as either creative 

and/or therapeutic. Ourand's perceptive analysis observes that Sartre's 

phenomenological study, L'Imaginaire, was effectively a study of 
1 

"Conscience-de-l'image-chez-Jean-Paul-Sartre." (56) It 1s to be regretted, 

however, that Durand did not address hlmseU' to those later thoughts of 

Sartre on that topie, where he came to understand th; imagining 

consc1ousness not as a n~gating one, but as a free and creative 

intentionallty, referring to new possibilities of thought and action~ 

The work"of Henri Bergson, however, provides an altogether different 

attitude towards the image: Bergson, deeply influenced by the work qf 
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Plotinus, sought to redress the metaphysical distrust that had been the 

Kantian legacy to the Western tradition. 'Bergson's basic _undertaking in hls 

philosophicaI works was tor;store the notion that by intuition, one can 

have a direct apprehenslon of le réel (matter). fhilosophy consists in 

placing "~ •• oneself, by an effort of intuition, in the concrete flowlng ~of 

. ,. 

~-----dur.a!lon." ('7') 

----~ 

" 

() 

As well as thls centraI cancer", however, Bergson aIso studied Jbe . 

nature of fiction ëU1d myth-making (la fabulation), whose function he 

believed was essentially " .... a defensiv:e reaction of nature against the 

representation by intelligence of ~e inevitability of death." (58) In thls 

regard Durand is certainly' in accord with Bergson: 

t'est à Bergson que revient le mérite d'avoir de façon 
explicite établi le raIe biologique de l'imagInation, de ce ;!~. ~ 
qu'il appelle la fonct1m fabulatrice. ('9) 

Both see the role of imagination as a vital, instinctua.1 force that 1s both 

creative and affirmative of life. 

Bergsôrrs principle undertaking, however, was a criticism of Kant's 

theory of knowledge whieh was founded within a Newtoni,an physical 

uni verse. This system had repercussions in the scientific and philosophie 

definitions of Bergson's era, where "time" was treated as stadc moments. 

r' r 

-Bergson attempted to understand time as la ~ (pure duration). },uch an 

approach viewed time as a continuity that was beyond any subjectlobject 

categorizatio~. This permitted a functit'lal rather than structural 

convergence where la durée, in the sense of a timeless instant, was the 

concentration of images from past and present that thus_provided the focus 

and impetus for an ifttuitive act. This direct insight into the nature of 
, / 

things was metaphysical in content, but was not td be construed as 
1 

confirmation, of any absolute princip le. 
, 

Durand, however, cannot accept Bergson's thesis, referring to ~ .. 
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intuition vague (60) in one rebuttal where he observes that 0 lard 
.--------.' 

'and Jung e"plored this demain with greater pre<?sio( in their studies of la 
~..,._.r J 

poétique (poetic 'reverie) and of, oneiric, crr~S-cultural symbols re,pectj,vely. 

The basis of Durand's objection would appear to be that in Bergson's theory 

it ls the "coalescence" of images that provides the ground for an intuition, 
~ ~ 
whlch ls itsèlf--an il'\sight independent of images.' On a metaphysical level 

Durand cannot accept this, for in this regard he has accepted the Jungian 

framework. Here image as symbcl;~ on an isomorphic arcbetypa! 

--------------- ---------prillciple of Interpretation, provides both the grouna vehicle for 

clarification of one's psychic processes, (61) and for illumination 0 

persona! truth. There.is no intuition into the nature of reality ltself., 

There ls, in addition, another ground of di5agreement. Bergson has 

posited la durée as essentially a-temporal and a-spatial. Durand, however, 

wants to establish psychic spac~ as the sole ! priori form of la fonction 
- . 

fantastique and 50 cannot but rêject Bergson's model. For Durand teels 

that even in Bergson's conception of la durée ~here i5 an emphasls on 

tltne, at the expense of space, whieh functions as obviously as the Kantian 

category of time, though the understanding of the concept 15 dissimilar; 

-1 
••• mais il n'en ,est pas moins paradoxalement vrai que chez 

Kant comme chez Bergson le temps possède une plus-value 
psycholgique que l'espace. "Donnee immédiate" ou 
"conditIon .! priori de la généralité des phénomènes" 
minimisent l'espace au profit de l'intuition de la 

, tempol'a.1~té. (62) 
-

Time cannot be a generaUy accepted-~ priori 0:( psychic phen~mena, for 

the symbol, the focus of Durand's work till now, always escapes te~poral 

confinement in the sense of a statie finality. In' this context the oasis of ' 
, 

DuranO's opposition ls that he also wisht:d to maIn tain the importance of ., 
the concrete in contrast to Bergson's Idealisme At the same ,time, on the 

psyehological leve1, he wants to ground hls -epistenfology of the image in ~ 
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"spatial" dimension t~at is, the !. priori cond1tiorl' of sy,:"bolic meaning. ln 

itself this is a symbolic space which overcomes' the antinQmies of tlme and 

distance, yet throu~h symbolic expression by a humari 'agency it maintains 

a céncrete connection. Durand neatly, summarizes his diff~rences from 

Bergson: 

... il n'y a <f1intuition que des images, au sein de l'espace, 
lieu de notre imagination. " C'est pour ~ette raison 
profonde que l'imaginati,pn humaine ést modelée par le 
développement de la vision, puis de l'audition et du 
langage, tous moyens d'appréhension et d'assimilation "à 
distance." C'est dans cette réduction euphémique du 
dIstance ment que sont contenues les qualités de l'espace. (63) 

( 

Space, then, as a postulate- works for Durand on" bot~ psychological 

and metaphysical l~vels, for finally l'êspace imaginaire (6l1.) moves beyond 

. the bou~~~ 3)f simple perceptive' images and constructs. In. its ultimate - - . 
meaning ~a~ [)'urand it becomes an affirmation' of life 'itself. TO delinea-,:e 

this proce~ Durand on~e again employs the model of Kantian . 
.: - , 

1 • ' 

schematizaltion, but again it is given a different emphasis and operation, 
\ ' , 

for. ir;nagimltive space and its schematization are not confined t,o empirical 

ordering. 
• < 

In this connection Durand ac1<nowledges that h-: agrees with BergSOn'~ 

assessment of la fabulati0!l as not constituting a flight from life, but a 

confirmation and support-system of life's values;' its source not being feàr, 
• ) °1 

but affirmation ln the face of fear. tndeed Durand carries this' even 
\. 

furthe~ as he hOl~S that la fonctic:>n 'fantastique .is essentially unl~ fonction 

euphémlqu~. (6-.5f Durand Iiere employs the word --euphemistlc~ -its 

etymological sense, for imagination fina1ly 1s neither the flight from life 
\ 

: b'y: fantasy or repression (as Sartre initially alleges~, nor the denlal of lifié 
, 0 .. ~ 

b>: a disembodied intuition, but is the expression ot a fr~edom o( _spirit in 1 

,tfle face of ,mortality: \ / 

.1: /' 

• 
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.••• J'imagination dans toutes ses manifestations: religieuses 
et mythiques, littéraires et esthétiQ!:les, ce pouvoir 
réellement métaphysique de dresser ses oeuvres contre "la 
pourriture" de la Mort et du Destin. ( 66) "~' " 

or . 

In this saIutary ex~tation of imagination Durand unde~stands l'espace 

imaginaire as providing room to, move creatively and in 50 doing to negate 

the merely temporal and 'spatial categories of existence, and t~eir 

implications of 1 death. 
Ü' ' 

L'espace devient la forme! priori du pouvoir e~phéf'!'lique 
de la pensée, il est le l~eu des figurations puisqu'il est le 
symbole opératoire du distancement, martriséi (67) --

The mechanism of Ourand's schématism~ transcen~antale 1s in fact 

predisposed towards a transcendent dimension. L'espace imaginaire is a 
\ ' \ 

!ranscendental category and the '! priori condition of the euphemistic 

function. The ontological affirmation of life itself established by this 

creative dynàmics flnds expression in images' and symbols. These images 

and symbols are not timeless instifits but at once D~h a means of access 

to and the expression of a dimension that, for Durand, escapes flnite 

encapsuJation. Though concrete in specifie personal expressions" and 

manifestations, and thus rooted hi -the life process of individuals, images 
L<! 

are the stuff of life and imagination is the Hfe-force. In this sense 

Durand can posit a1l thinking' (image-based) as life affirming: 
, 0 

Mais ce schématisme, bien loin d'~tre selon la 
définition kantienne une "détermination ! pr~ori au temps" 
est au contraire ùne détermination ! priori e l'anti-destin , 
de l'euphém'isme qui va teinter, dans son ensemble toutes 

les démarches de formalisation de ,la pensée. (68) ') 

50 it is that 'ltim~h for Durand cannot be consideretf as a formàl 
'. 

abstraction, but rather as a vital predisposition that works through 

image-formation to negate any fixed conceptual organization. The' 

underlying assu,m~tion on Ourand's part is that intelligence flnds its 

,~ llveliest and life-supporting expressions through image rather than ~,oncepts, 

28 

.. 

1 

~ 

i , 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

.. 

\' 

, . 



,-

() 

-------------- -_._-_. _. ---

which he views as the ground of static and life-denyi~g systems. 

-, 

Conclusion 

In his defence and presentation of the workings of imagination in 

Book III Durand has given evidence of a shift of perspective in his thought",:: 

Whereas in Book 1 tf'lere was the assumption of the Jungian môdel with 

l ts unconscious and instinctual source of images and symbols" here Oerand 

treats the nature of creative thought itself. This emphasis provides an 

introduction to Durand's treatment of the symbolic nature of all thought 

and of the root of language. Durand beHeves that a11 language formation 

is essentially based on image and metaphor and that words are intrinsically 

creative on their initial usage. Today, through repetition and tradition, 

. language has degenerated into an exchange of simple one-dimen~ional signs 

. or units of meanings. Durand believes it is the poets who have 'retained 
" 

the pristine creative quality of word-making in their images and metaphors. 

This final shift, which allows his understanding of imagination to embrace 

the essential creativity of aU language, leads Durand to conclude his work 

Les Structures with a paean to poets-affirming" however, that aIl symbols 

. and, metaphors are part of l'euphémisme fantastigue, (69) an Integral part 
( 

" 

of beiryg 'human. In admitting and recognizing this aspect of human nature: 

, 
\ 

Car la véritable liberté et la dignité de la vocation 
ontologique des personnes ne repos,ent que sur cette 
spontanéité et cette expression créatrice qui constiJue le 
champ de l'imaginaire. (70) . 

Durand caUs for a reconstruction of the educational ptbcess, asking. 

that as much emph'asis be placed on a pedagogy of the imagination as is 

on the cult of reason. This 1s part of a project w~.ich hè entitles 
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variously l'humanisme plénier, (71) or l'humanisme planétaire, (72) whicn 

would study the cult~ra1 inheritance of the humanities: l'arch é typologie, la . 

mythQlogie, la ~tylistigue, !! rhétorique et Jes beaux-arts (73) in order to 

balance the rational and scientif1c bias predominant in the contemporary 

culture. Durand's grandiose vision 15 merely sketched here. He believes 

that his study in Les Structures is simply a preliminary step towards such 

a 'therf.peutic undertaking. The intention of the book has thus been 

multifaceted, but its different aspects can be incorporated under the 

aU-inclusive aim of a rehabilitation of the imagination. The inchoate state 

of such an interdisciplinary endeavour' allows Durand to justify the 

" employment of such diverse and apparently inconsistent mode!s and theories 

of the imagination. The metaphor which informs Durand's thesis would 

appear to ~e the vitality of aIl imaginative constructions ("mensonges 

vitaux"), (74) as opposed to the morbidity and mortality of strictly Jogiéal 

formulations of truth (les vérités mortelles) (75): 
;' 

Et plutcSt que de généraliser abusivement des vérités et des 
méthodes que ne sont strictement valables qu'au terme 
~une ;1goureuse psychanalys~ opjective inapplicable. à un 
sujet 'pensant, ••• mieux vaut ~ssayer d'ê!-pprocher par des 
méthodes adéquates ce fait insolite, objectivement 
absurde •••• (76) 

Such observations provide a broadJy based foundational construct from 

which Durand will essay to develop "Je nouvel esprit anthropologique" in his 

later works. In Les Structures Durand has established a base for a study 
, --- . 

of the imagination that could be profitably pursued along a number of 

different routes. Theoretically, the iJ;Tlagiriation has been advancl[!d as the 

medlating function in a dynamic model of polarity; as the restorative 

balance in a biological and psycho-soc1al functional mode~; as the creative 

function ln a metaphoric (poetic) psychoJogical theory; as the theophanic 

agent (through archetypes and symboJs) in a metaphysical theory of 
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knowledge. In aU.of the above Durand observes the imagination as the 
, 

virtual locus of the Hfe force, providing a euphemistic world-view, ,that by 

way of images 1s at once heurlstic and therapeutic.
1 

Modes of discoursé" 

from the psychological, philosophical and phenomenologial categories .. 

interact indistinguishably. It is virtually impossible to define Ourand's 

fundamentâl phllosqphic position in Les Structures. A t the time of writing 

this bookJ he had not yet been introduced to the work of Henry Corbin. 

(77) The studies of this man were to affect profoundly Durand's'exposition 
, . 

of a philosophy of imagination. The only Indication as to the future 

direction of Ourand's philosophical' development can be gleaned from the 
o • 

already noted unsubstantia~ed statement comparing la fonction fantastique, 
p 

"cette primordiale fonction ~ l'Esprit," with the intellect agent of 

A.vicenna: .. 

Aussi rien ne nous semble plus proche de cette fonction 
fantastique que la vieille 'hotion avicennienne 'intellect 
agent, rectrice du savoir de l'espèce 'humaine out enti re, 
principe spécifique d'universalite et de vocation 
transcendante. (78) 

(A.s _~ready noted, the usage of this term will be addressed at length 

in a philosophical analysls in Chapter i'our~i. 

1 , 

• 
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CHAeTER fi 

THE INFLUENCES SHAPING DUBAND'~ PHtLOSOPHY OF IMAGINATION ' 

Introduction 

~~ 

The work of Henry Corbin has been pivotal in the development of 

Durand's philoso~hic understanding of the imagination. In encountering 

Corbin's thought, particularly as it is expressed in L'imagination créatrice 
1 

s!!n! le soufisme d'Ibn 'ArabI (1) and Avicenna !!:l2 the Visionary Recital, 

(2) Durand found his philoSOphiCa! vindication: "What 1 had always 

suspected." (3) His works and articles from 1964 onwards show the 

profound influence of Corbin's study of Islamic thinkers, particularly those 

of Iran, and of his assertion that the 'alam-al mithiI (called variously 

mundus imaginalis or monde imaginal}-the intermediary world of images, _ 1 

dreams, and visions-establishes a world as real as that of empiri~ally 

verifiable data: 
1 

'alâm-al mithaI, monde de l'Image, munqus imaginalis: un 
monde aussi rèel ontologiquement que le monde des sens et 
le monde de l'intellect, un monde qui requiert une faculté 
de perception qui lui soit propre,. faculté ayant une 
fonction cognitive, une valeur noétique, aussi réelles de 
plein droit que celles de la perception sensible ou de 
l'intuition intellectualle. (4) 

Such an. understanding, wh en transposed to Western culture, allows Durand 

to tie together many diverse strands that had stimulated his own Interest 

in the imagination. ~ese motivations are particularly polyglot, comprising 

romantlc poets and s~eallsts; depth psychologists (the influence of C.G. 
~ 

Jung has aIready been tre~ted); 'and more particularly the poetic .. 
explorations oi hls teacher, Gaston Bachelard. Once he had read Corbin's 

4' 
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work, however, a11 of these influences are filtered, as it w~re through, the 
, 

s;tructure and terminology' of Corbin's th.is. Befbre, however, a' study is 

made of Corbin's ideas and his profound effect on Durand, the impact of 
~ l 

earlier encounters needs to be assessed. 

The Formative Influence of Gaston Bachelard 

The major cause of Durand's favourable predisposition towards the 

imagination was undoubtedly' the w'ork of his teacher at the SorbQnne, 

Gaston Bachelard. As Durand observes: 

L'immense mérite de Bachelard c'est d'avoir d'abord éu le 
courage-lui, Professeur de Philosophie des Sciences à la 
Sorbonne-d'affirmer, au savoir scientifique et à 
l'imagination poétique un droit égal à la vie de l'e$prït. (.5) 

The development of Bachelard's own 'views on imagination indicate an 

unusual shüt of attitude. His stated purpose in ~a psYchanalyse ~ feu (6) 

had been the purification of objective knowledge from the residue .of 

subjective m.emories and musings that hinder scientific investigations.' 

C~t . ..unawares in his own. method, he began by ·examining each of the 

~.~ /~ ;tements of fire, earth, air, water, and subjecting .them to his process of 

"psychoanalysis." Curiously each book became .itself a poétic exploration of 

the topic at hand. Bachelard became conscious of a process or power that 

had been liberated within him which he termed the "immediate dynamics" 
J 

of an image. The elements of this "immediate dynamics," esp~iany its 

attendant qualifications of surprise and gratuitousness, .provided the initial 

inspiration for. Durand's own investigations • 

• , The two basic Inslght$ of Bachelard's theory of th~ imagination 

stemmIng from his" "immediate dynami~ were the biologleal nature of the 
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imaginative impulse and the transformative (creative) function it brought to 

sense perception. This transformation was not to' be confused with mere 

fantasy, the difference being provided by the "conscious filter" of the 

poetic J11ind, which organlzed the experience. Bachelard's excursions into . 
poetic association were also not to be identified with inspiration as in the 

poetlc craft itself. His peculiar extravagance was confined to poetic - , . 
reverie: ''1 am a dreamer ôf words, ,of written words." (7) The process 

.. ' ....... ·'r'........ ..~l10....,t " 

foUowed the thematlc d~velopmëni of ~emories evoked by a particular 

word or topic that presented': itself while reading, e.g., childhooq, fire. His 
, -

work can best be understood as a "phenomenology" of poetic consdousness, 

and his definition of the unde~_lying method of his project, .where he was 

both reader and "reverizer," was that of a tensive awareness. "Reading 

Mways at the summit of images, stretched towards the desire to surpass 

the summits \'Vill give the reader well-defined exercises in phenomenolo~y." 

(8) His studies were adverse to any analyticàl thought or to any reductive , 

formulas of scienpfic psychology and of psychoanalysis. This attempt ta 

remain faithful ta capturing the creative consciousness at work had to 

observe Bachelard's own tenets of the dynamic, expansive, future-oriented 

nature of the experience: "The phenomenology. of perception itseJf must 

stand aside for the phenomenology of the· creative imagination." (9) 

Bachelard visualized the image as 1t emerged 1nto consclousness as a ,direct , . 
o 

_~ ___ product of the heart, soul, and being of man, apprehended in his actua11ty. 

Such a theory ultimately affIrmed the "imagining being" as partakin~ ln a 

ful1ness of exper-ience, or a plentitude of being. This :'phenomenologicaJ 

coMCiousness" provided at once the medIum and the meSSàge of 1ts own 

self-awareness and potentiallty. It 'confirmed imagination as a principle of 

growth by: 

••• establishing a phenomenalogy of the imaginary where 
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.Jh'é' imagination Is restored to its proper, aU-important 
place as the principle of direct stimulation of psychic 
becoming. (10) . . • . 
Bachelard's vocabulary may seem fluid and Imprecise in the light of 

contemporary anaylsis, both' trom a philosophie and a psychological 

perspective. Yet it was not his intention, ev en at the time of writing, to 

defend his insights withln the thought-systems of that time. His great 

merlt, as Durand acknowledges, was to establish the function of 

imagination as constituting an autonomous, autochthonous' realm of 

self-awareness, which was itself a form of knowledge. Bachelard, however, 

was unwil1ing to develop his theory further t~an tha t. Indeed, though he 
• 

had contributed to thè rehabUitation of the imagination, he saw poetic , 

consciousness as remaining di~~fi Irom r~tional thought: 

Perhaps h 15 even a gc::J Id~~ to stir up rivalry 
between conceptual and imaginativè activity. In any case, 
o!,e will encounter nothlng but disappointments if he 
intends to make them coopera te. (11) , 

He confirmed thls inslght later in the same book: 

Dreaming reveries and thinking thoughts are certainly two 
disciplines which are hard to reconcile. At the end of a 
jostled culture, 1 believe more and more that they are th~ 
disciplines of two different lives. (12) 

Nevertheless, the merlt of his approach was that imaginative consciousness 

wu not regarded as subservient to rational consciousness. Their separation 

lnto distinct modes of thinklng wu not the establishment of two polarities 

following the Hegellan dlalectlc. model, but rather the acknowledgement of 

a deslred and fruitful complementarity. His ideal figure was the philosopher 
" 

or scientist who also knew how "to we1come the warmth of a fireplace." 
; 

Wlthin his approach, however, reveries and rational investigations, though 
. 

no longer inimical, remained distinct areas of knowIedge. For Bachelard 

reverie enriched reallty, whlle science attempted to unravel i,ts truths. 

Durand, of course, has dtlflculty with ihls conclusion, evaluating 
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-Bachelard as maintaining a reverence for the positivistic frame of mind 

and actually dichotomi:ing consciousness into two distinct and ultlmately 

. oppose<! positions: les deux !!!! opposés ~ l'activité intellectuelle: la 

science !U la poésie. (13):,..He evaluates his mentor's contributions: 

.•• c'est Gaston Bachelard qui devait instituer 
épistémologiquement le statut de la poéltique face et 
contradictoirement au statut de l'esprit scientifique. (14) 

Durand obviously cannot rest content witf:! such a division, for in ,-

undertaking his own symbolic archétypologie he fe~1s that poe tic 

/--------consciousness, l'imagination créatrice, as he now begins to cal! lt, must be 
/ 

supported by somethlng more than a mere acknqwfedgemenf of Tts' status 

as a couAterpoise to the rational: 

Un humanisme véritable ne doit-il pas prendre' en charge 
tout ce qui platt universellement sans concept et bien plus: 
tout ce qui vaut universeUement sans raison? Une des 
convictions qui se dégage de notre enqu@te c'est qu'il 'faut 
réviser lorsqu'il s'agit de compréhension anthropologique, 

. nos définitions sectaires de la vérité. (15) 

Ob jectifying consciousness can no longer be regarded as providing the norm' 

" wlth its speciallzed . formulalc definltions of. truth. Neither can a simple 
1 

phenomenology of the imagining consciousness either balance or build an 

opposing truth. The answer for Durand lies in Corbin's understanding of 

the roundus imaginalis, (16) an intermediary and independent mode of 

consciousnéss, the existence of which upholds his preliminary speculations 

. in .!:!! Structures: 

Une autre modalité c!e l'~tre est ri~~Jée par-delà le moi 
,transcendanta~ par-deJA le moi brise- par l'existence, 
p8:r,..delà le monde phénoménal: ,c',est la modalité du 
"Mundus imaginalis" ce gigantesque filet tissé des raves et 
des désirs de l'espÎke et o~ viennent se prendre, malgré 
elles, les petites réalités quotidiennes. (17) 

The dreams and desires of humankir'ld, poetically formulated ln visions, are 
,/ 

accepted in Corbin's philosophie framework as b~longing to an. intermediary 

dimension, neither matter nor spirit, that in a Platonist system is, regarde<! 
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as the realm of the souJ. This will provide the basis of Durand's 

philosophic unders~anding of the imaginal "truth" as it is to be related to 

imagination. Bachelard's "phenomenological" vindicatlon of the 

imagination's autonomous activity, ""hile providing Durand with the stimulus 

he needed to further investigate imagin~ phenoniena, remained on a 

psycholog1cal level. Thus it did not contribute to the revising of Western 
-

metaphysical categories of the imagination, which Durand has come to 

appreciate as essential to, his work. 

The R.omant1c Influence 

. Besides Jung and Bachela~d, the other major influence on Durand has 

been the Romantic movement and its twentieth century off-shoot,-
, 

surreallsrn. This amorphous movement was first articuJated by the Gertflan 

philosopher! Herder, Fichte and Schelllng who all lived approxirnately in " 

the late eighteenth and early nlneteenth centuries. The basic ideologYt as 

expressed especially by the poets HolderUn and Novalis, 1s a form of 

absolute idealism whereby through syrnbolic percèption one has dIrect 

<- - access to reality itself, i.e., the world of the noumena., which Kant had 

poslted as beyood any mode of knowledge. For Kant symbolic 

appreciation; as well as conceptual knowledge, was confined to the wortd, 

of phenomena. In expresslng itself the Romantic idiom veered uncertalnJy 

between rnonJstic and pantheistic modes of incorporating the noumena. 

There was also a modifIed version where Nat1,Jre symbolized a 

transcendental reallty, though it couJd not be id,entifled with it. The 

iJ1tagination was accepted as the supreme agency of poeticl.spiritual 
, 

perception; the two modes'being uncflfferentlated. Durand singles out 
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Coleridge, (1772-1834) the EngHsh Romantic poet, as the person who 

emphasized the creative role' of imagination: 

••• et que Coleridge dissocie l'imagination créatrice, ... de la 
simple servante reproductrice de la perception, de la 
simple retombée de la fantaisie [fancY} ... (18) , 

" In the Biographia Literària Coleridge. did indeed ~ttempt to come to 

an understanding of both the creative poetie process 'which he termed the 

"secondary imagination" and the productive imagination of Kant, to whieh 

he gave the name "primary imagination." (19) B;o~th were to be distinguished 
, 

from mere fancy, or arbitrary musings. In another part of his work he 
/ 

also. attempted to show how this "seconda:ry imagination" ~nables a eoet to 
---

'be in touch with appearances that are beyond ordinary perception. (20) 

:rhe Platonic overtones of this model were derived from Coleridge's reading 

of Cudworth and the Carilbridg~ Platonists. In yet another instance he 

speaks of imagination as the power that helps "idealize and unify 

experience"; (21) the combining power that seeks out what is of universal 

signüicance in particul4'robservations: Here the "secondary imagination" 

app~ars more aldn to the Kantian productive imagination, the task of 

which is to impose order on the manifold of experience. Yet in neither of 
,,-'" . 

these understandings does Coleridge Intimate tnat imagination leads to any 
. ~. 

grasp of truth that is apart fr~m rational consdousness. Coleridge's 

, philosophie theorizing is somewhat ambivalent and lacks .coherency. There 

1$ something of an attempt to Platoruze Kant for whieh he did not posseS! 

the necessary philosophie acumen. (22) (If indeed such a manoeuvre is 

possIble.> Above ail, ~owever, Coleridge aIso wished to main tain hi! 

ailegiance to orthodox Christian bellefs and not. lapse into momstic or 

pantheistlc world views. Nevertheless, he acknowledged the creative role 

of the imagination both ln lite and poetry. And it is this 
, . 

acknowledgement that attracts Durand's attention. 
-~. 

'-
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It must be observed, however, that Coleridge's lack of philosophie 

precision 1s a particular faIling of most members of the Romantic 

~ovement. Its insistence on the primacy of the faculty of imagination' ~s . .,:.,,"-, 

matc:hed-b}t Gtn_.equally nebWous understandlng of its actual role and ...2::-7.-"'7",-
- ~ ~I 71.--·· 

definition. As a resuIt, the emphasis on. a transcendent or transcendentâl 

element depends upon the persona! proc11vltles of the individual thinker. 

':'\4",ourand, nevertheless, wishes to daim this wide-ranging legaèy as part of 
\, . 

his programme, as it supports the creative role of the imagination and 

encourages the exploration of image and symbol. Within Durancfs system, -the movement is placed in a Platon!st context, and regarded as havÜ'lg 

certain truth cl ai ms: , 

Avec la poétique romantique, l'exploration de l'imaginaire 
devient connaissance d'un domaine réel et cette 
connaissance d'un "sur-naturalisme" est par là m~me 
révélatioh. Et c'est là que réside Ie/éoeur d~ cette 
immense révolution romantique; par-delà les positivismes 
et le formalisme aristotélicien "réminiscence" platonicienne 
reprerd signification: la théologie, devenu théosophie, 
s'intériorise dans l'exploration poétique elle-même. (23) 

The Platonic theory of remin15cënce is no t, however, to ~e inserted 
t, 

w~tJûn 1t5 tradltiona! Gree!< mind-set .but allowed to span the Western 

Platonist heritage where symbollc thought and the philosophia perennis ha~e 

. combined to provide",:-the e50terlc hybrld of theosophy. For Durand 

theosophy, as ~eU as Romantlclsm, ls dependent upon the imagination for 

access to the monde profond. , 

r 

" Surreallsm 

To thb' complexlty of Influences Durand then adds the fi~aJ. 

contrlbutlng members who focused on the rôle of imagination : the early 
~ Q , , ' 
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tWentieth century French iconoclasts, the suri'ealists. lnitially viewed aS a 

1 

movement that was at once an attempt to subvert and- to provlde an 
F 

> • 

"escape-valve" for the "over-rationalized" French mind, surrealism in time 

ceased to be reactive only and came to have an identity of its OWO. This 

identity depended upon the adop't;ion of a world-view that admitted the 
. 

dislocation of dream and unconsci~us Imagery, and 'r7fused the accepted 

spatial categories, sequen-qaI chronology and norms of conduct. At the 

same tlme it portrayed telescopic vision, magical occurrences, and 

outrageous images designed to jolt accepted conventions. Such a , \ 

development denied the', primacy of 'loglcal and linear thought. This 

lconoclasm, though it functioned within a !"odel of diagrammatic polarity 

with reference to scientific ratlonaHsm, Is regarded by bt.tràn~ as a 

continuation of the Romantic insurgencies on benalf, of imagination: 

.,. ." 

Cette décisIve exploration allait se prolonger dans 
toute la poétique contemporaine, et, bien entendu, à 
travers ces héritiers du romantisme que furent les 
surréalistes. (24) 

The Corbin Connection 

Durand then sets this amalgam of influences-3ung, Bachelard, 

RomanticLSm and iU contemporary heirs-against ~he ,background th~t· he 

has adopted to provide lU rationale, "~ spiritualité concrète," the world 

. of creative imagination: 

Et tout comme romantiques, surréalistes, psychologues 
des profondeurs redéoouvrent dans la genèse de l'image 
l'expérience d'une spiritualité co~ète, les penseurs shrités 
ou soufis déploient une théorie de l'Imagination créatrice 
d'une ampleur, d'une précision et d'une profondeur, jamais 
atteInte en Occident. (2') 

The philosoprucaJ opus of Henry Corbin will provide a coherent 
- 1 
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system, which can both integrate ~~e multifaceted -influences "that-~ave 

informed Durancf1s devE!Iopment, , and allow him suffi~ient spac~ to 

pursue further his own investigations. The influenc.e of Bachelard and Jung 

had prompted Durand to expl~re the .world of the symbol from a 
.. 

perspective that had been largely untreated in the Western tradition. 
C):J l." 

Classlcal thought, ln Durand's opinion, in dividing reality into matter and -
. 

form, had reduc~ the soul to an appendage' of matter •. The spiritual 

dimension was treated according to the modâlities of objective experience: . 

the ~ cogitans being reduced to the ~ e~tensa. Durand. believes that 

Corbin's work has resuscitated the secularized phantom, t~e_ soul,. in the . . ~ ... .. 

form of the creative imagination. Once such a system is :aècepted: the 
f 

whoiesale.J·.e~abi1itation of the imagination can be undert~en. The 
.' --- - -------

evaluation of such a venture must however be postponed tUl a more. '", 

-----..thorough investigation of Corbin's work is pursued. 

, 

., 

- -~ --- ...... -------------~ 
The Wock of Henry Corbin 

Henry Corbin, who died in October 1978, was a French scholar, who 

spent much time in Iran, both teaching and studying the works of Islamie 

mystics and visionaries, particularly Shi'as and ~afls~ of the tenth, till 

sixteenth centuries. His work served to bring certain aspects of Islamie 
. ( 

o 

thought to the attention of Western scholarship, though his interpretations , . -

have been debated by contemporary Islamic thinkers. Probably the Most . 

vital contribution to Durand's thought was the usage of the ward' 

"l'imaginal" derived from the Latin, imaginaliS': 

De m~me que le mot latin o~go nous a donné en français 
les dérivés "originaire, origin , ori&inel,'" je crois que le 
mot imago peut nous donner, à cSte des l'imaginaire et par 
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dérivation régullere, le terme imaginai. Nous aurons ainsi 
monde imafnal, intermédiaré"entre le monde sensible et le 
monde inte ligible. (26) . ,~"_:.. 

ln the same a~c1e Corbin provlded a 'rationale for. the cornage of 

this term: 'J' 
.- 1 

f. ~~ ~ ':... 

~,JI ~~ 

J'en' ai proposé la thématisation latine, mundus imaginalis, 
parce que nous sommes en ,devoir d'éviter ' ,toute confusion, 
d'une part entre ce qui est ici objet de la perception 
imaginative ou imaginante ~t d'autre part ce que nous 
appelons couramment imagitiaire. Cela., parce que 
-l'attitude courante est d'opposer le ré~! à l'imaginaire 
comme à l'irréel, l'utopique, comme eUe est cfe confondre 
le symbole avec l'a11égorie, ••• tandis que l'apparition d'une 
Image ayant vertu de symbole est un phénomene-premier 
(Urphaenomen)" inconditionnel et irréductible, l'apparition 

'fi> 

" de quelque chose qui ne peut se manifester 4utrement 'au 
monde où nous sommes. (21) • 

This rnundus imaginaÜs is the world of L'Imagination créatrice wh1ch 
, 

supplies Durand with the needed base to ground the theory he had espoused 

in ~ Structures. Imagination takes its place as the most important of 

the faculties, ·with, its own criteria of truth: 

L'Imagination est bien montrée et experimentée comme la 
"reine des facuItés," et l'exploration de la vision non 
perceptive, rave, raverie, épiphanies symboliques, peut n0US 
faire ~tteindre, nous "figurer" un plan de vérité auquel 
n'acc~ent ni les cheminements de la raison, ni le~pacts 
·utilitaristes des perceptions sensibles. (28) 

A rèading of the major work by Henry Corbin, En ~ !ran1en (29) 
ù 

• ,".. reveals a quest that 1s philosophie in lntent and ,at the sqme time a . 
o 

spiritual odyssey. Corbin's persona! involvement in his investigation~ has 

enabled him to produce an original synthesis 01 complex and ~ften 

confllctlng strands of knowledge~ Unfortunately, however, this synthetic 
1 

vision, brllllant as·olt may be, lays itself open to charges of bias in: certain 
~ r 1 

of lts presuppositlonss and conclusions. In a perceptive article, Ha'mid 
1 f:. 

AJgar assesses the Corbin corpus posthumously as a, type of spiritual 

colonization, while a11o~ing that it may have been undertaken lrom the 
, 

.bëst of intentions. (30) The thread that llnks aU of Corbin's thought 1s his 
, , 
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-..~~~e of the intermediate unI verse of the imaginal-dre ms, 
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. 
vislons,revelations--as an ontologically real world with ~xtensi n and 

dimension of a different order -from tryat of physicàl reality. In Arabie 

this is the 'alàm-81 mithâI,- which Clorbin translates as mundUSliméginallS. 

Though this term can aIso be used to refer to the w~rld of P atonie Ideas, 

Corbin 1s careful to Indicate the distinction made by Arab th1 kers on th1s 

point: j 
Car c'est le m~me mot qui sert à désigner en arabe les 
Idées platoniciennes •••• Seulement, lorsque le terme vise 1 s 
Idées platon1cjennes~ (11 est presque toujours accompagné Ide 
cette qualification précise: mothol (pluriel de mithil) 
aflitüniya nûrâriïya, les "archétypes ,platoniciens de 
lumiere." Lorsque le terme vise le monde du huitième 
climat, il désigne techniquement" d'une part, les 
Itnase.s-archétye.es des choses individuelles et 
smgulières; ... Ol) , < 

It is worth noting t~at al"lother Islamie scholar man, who 

does not subscribe to Corbin's Interpretation, has written on t 
, 

concepts, (32) e1(plalning them philosophically, withou.t resort 0 a theory of 

archetypal imaginatiçn., translating 'alàm-al mithaJ. as the Re 

Nevertheless, once Corbin has established his view of the i 
1 

uses it as 'the basis of an intricate studf, of certain Islamie hlnkers' and 
l • 

visionaries. This study cu1minates ln the expression of an e oteric monistic 

worJd .. view that Corbin names "Oriental philosophy." The i gredients of, 
1 

1 

this construct are adopted aIso ~y Durand, who emphasizes different facets 

depending on the context of his investigation. 

Corbin, as distinct from Durand, did not intend to present a 

generallzed th~ for the re~ita1lzation and rehabilitation of the 

imagination in the West. NevertheJess he shared Durand's opposition to 

se.ientific rationalism and historicism, both of which options exc1ude 

• 

"imagina!" productlons from consideration. His studies ftowever were .' 
1 

conflnecl to the Islamlc worJd, particularly Iran, where he believed that he 

, ' , -
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had "discovered" a tradition that· gave exp~ssion to and vaiorlZed the 

mundus imaginalis. 

~ , 
The !S1amie Philosophie Tradition 

t 

It was <luite in keeping with orthodox Musllm doctrine to hold a 

bellef in angels, visions and dreams since the Qur'an sanctioned both the 

angelic appear"ances ta Muha!'l1mad and the Revelation that was gIven t~ 

him by this medium. Sinee the time of Muhammad, however, Islamic 

,"" 

thinkers had made contact with Greek phiJosophicai systems, both those of . , 

Aristotle and Plato, and they endeavoured ta develop epistemological 

theories to support this received tradition. 

The gradua! infiltration of Islamic sources by Greek philosophy has 

beën traced and anaiyzed I;?Y'- contemporary scholarship, (:33) though there 
-:~~... -.~ 1 

stiU remalns much research to be done, particularly on the preHminary 

stages. It is wise to observe 'cautiously that the Greek-Hellenistic 

tradition, including the w,?~ks of Plato and AristÇ>tle, as it was absorbed 

Into the mainstream of Islamlc' thought was corrupted by accidents of 
1 r. • 
Jl ! 

translation, wrongful ~ttribution etc. As we1l as this, thëre were 

o~er extraneou\ infl~nces 'on the works in their extensive journey through 
'- ~-'" 

the schoo1s at Alexandria, Antioch,' Oamascus, Baghdad, e.g., HeUenistic, " >, 

\ . 
gnostic eJements. Perhaps the most remar~able of these _ inadvertent errors 

was the general acceptance of Porphyry's translation and commentary on -

extracts trom Plotinus' Enneads as .the wotk of Aristotle. This ''Theology 

of AristotJe," admitted as the w'ork of "the Greek sage, ft affirmed the - , . . , . 
existence of an ''Intelligible Reaim" that Plotinus had experienced, and 

.. provided philosophÎc arguments to support _ his cJaim. Another faIse " 

attribution to Aristotle was ·th~ Liber de· Causis of Proclus. Such mistaken --
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authorities, together with certain Neoplatonlc commentaries on Aristotle, 

helped to popularize a highly spiritualized Interpretation of his w9rk. 

It was to this aspect of Islamie thought that Corbin was especially 

attracted. An emanationlst structure of the world allowed for an 

intermediary realm of images, usually angels, that has its own ontological 
. 

status. The works of lamblichus and Proclus provided further complex 

sub-di~isions of these ange1ic orders. These works of "Neoplatonic 

embroidery" were renqered in Islam by visionary tales and dream sequences 

as wel1 as by direct translations of abstract formulations. 

'Corbin's Interpretation of the Islamic Tradition 

\ \ 
~ 

In his attempt to formuJate an "Oriental ~o_sophy" that 

acknowledges the imagination, Corbin conce~trated on the work of three 

thinkers: ' Avicenna (980-1037 A.D.), 5uhrawardi (d;119~ A.D.) and MoHa 

~adrà (d.1640 ~~D.). Each ~f the thre~ntribut~d an import~nt 
component to Corbin's construct. A vicenQ~ born in Boukhara, North-East 

Iran of that time, sought ta establish a coherent philosophieal system on 

an Aristotelian-Neoplatonist base thât would s~t1sty \the rigorous demands 
-

.. of both philosophy and thete1igious tradition. 50 1t 1s that in his work 
- ~ 

Kitâb al-Najat-f3tJ,1 he defines the subject of imagination from a 

psychologic~ perspective. that is basically ,an emendation of Aris,totle's 

treatment of it in De Anima. Wh en he portrays, however, the world of 
~ , 

the imagination in hi! later vis10nary tales bearing such titles as the 

" Recital of .!;l!n ibn Ya~an, the Recital of the Bire, ~he Recital of 

Salaman and AbsaI, (3.5) his work demonstrates the adoption of the 
~ 

hlerarchically ordered emanations of Plotin us. ' The Imagination hete 1$ the 

1 

l' 
! 
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intermediary world between the heavenly Pleroma and the earthJy 
~. \ , of' 

domain-the locus of angelic visitations, visionary inspirations and dreams. 

Thus the imagination, taken ln the works of Avlcenna as, a whole,' pedorms 

a dual function: psychologlcally it is' the fUter and organi~er of empirlcally 

based perceptions; spiritually it is the receptor of "heavenly-based 
-. 

pérceptions." This ambivalence 1s' not resolved, and it remains a'Jténsion at 
~ .j J J 

the core of Avlcenna's work which scholars interpret differently, depending 

on their f\ristotelian, Plotinian or orthodox Islatnic disposition. (36) 
-

For those Interpreters, such as Corbin, who are not seeking the 

vindication of a philosophie position, but rather materi,al to sl!pport an 

esoteric theory, A vic~nna's la tet: works provide sufficie,nt evidence •. 

Corbin's tre~trrient, however, was unysually selectlve'rlneglecting entirely to • 

mention Avice~a's earlie~ epistemologlcal study of i~agination which 

Avicenn~ .never repudiated. Corbin chose to focus Jn the angellc 
1 
1 

messengers and guides of Àv;icenna's visions, find1ng Ihere, an essentiaJ 

element of his "Oriental philosophy." The subtle angeUc bodies, thelr 

gradations consistent with the spiritual state of the seeker, define one 

. aspect of the mundùs imaginaI!s. 

Corbin's emphasis on the esoteric elements was also supported by the , ..; 

work of Suhrawardï. The lifelong study of Suhrawarcfi was the backboné 
o 

and i~spiration of Corbin's who!e enterprise. Suhrawardi 1s often referred 

to as, shaykh al-ishrag, the master of the phllosophy of illumination. He _ 

wrote prolifically hi bath Persian and Arabie, his major ideas expressed , 
'" 

didactically in four tomes that comprise the I;Hkmat al-ishra!t (The 

Phllosophy of Illumination). He also wrote symbolic narratives of • spiritual 
lit. 

journeys e.g., 'Agl-i surk (The Red 'InteJlect), Awaz-i par-i JibrTI (The ~ 

of Gabriel's Wing), Lughat-i mùran (The Language of Ants). (37) The roots 

of Suhrawardi's thoughts trai1 in different directions, drawing sustenance 
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from sources as diverse aS f Peripatetic philosophy, Neoplatonlc, 

emanationism (Avicenna's legacy included), Hellenlstic syncretism ,and 

remnants of ancient oriental religions. In regard to the latter, Sahrawardl 

regarded himself as the betleficiary and teacher in an unbroken line of 

esoteric lore, especially spiritual initiation, that descended irom the 

anci~nt religion of Iran, Zoroastrianism. Such an, ec1ectic compound was 

definitely of a theosophical nature and undoubte~ly drew the wrath of 

Islamic orthodoxy; hence Suhrawardi's execution as a heretic. 
" 

."~ , 

It Is difficult to portr~y exactly Suhraward1's oWn ideas of the nature 
c 

of the "Oriental philosophy," a term originally used by Avicenna. 
~ <. 

-
Ostensibly something of~.'a hybrid of Neoplatonism and Zoroastrianism, it 

~ • 
was further expanded by Corbin. Corbin believed tha t SuhrawardI's 

conception of "Oriental philosophy" had already been prefigured in the work 

of Avicenna. It is truè thM. in the Letter !2 al-Kiyâ Avicenna had 
"t ........ ·· .~ 

referred to hls division, of schOlars into two groups: the Occidentals 

(Maghribiyyün) ahd the Orientals (MashrkJiyyûn>. In a detalled study of the 

text S. Pinès (J8) argues that in 'aIl probabillty the occidentals were the 

philosophers of the Peripatetic school at Baghdad, if not a specifie 

philosopher,' whose positions Avicenna opposed, and that "oriental" referred 

to philosophers such as Avicenna, who actually came from geographieal 

, "" ~egionS furth:~ eas; ~ Corbin, however, chose to lnterpret the word Ori~nt 

, ~~--sen~/that Pinès admits is possible, though by no means, 

established by the Letter of Avicenna. < 

.' 

Corbin enlarged thè terms of reference: 

••• we must no longer speak of "Oriental Sages" except in 
terms of an "Oriental Wisdom" (Qikmat mashrigiya); ... it is -
not enough to ,be Orient'at in the geograpfiicâl and political 
sense of the word in order, .!:.2 ipso, to pur sue an "Oriental 
philosophy." There is here perhaps a relationship that we 
must bear in mind if we would discern the intention of an 
"Oriental wisdom" in ·Avicenna. (39) 
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Corbin then elected to interpret the Orient in a symboUc rather than 

geographic sense, accepting A vicenna's mystical journeys as voyages to the 

Orient of Enlightenment, where the wo~ds "oriental" and "occidéntal" are 

now changed to Ishr~fyy~n and Mashsh;'~n respectively. This is because 

Suhraward! had expanded the basic motif of spiritual pilgrimage to 

incorpora te a cosmology where the Orient became 'identified with the 

Absolute Light (Ishrag). Reality is here posited as a single continuum of 

Light, the gradations of angels being of the same essence. The Orient, as 

the realm of Light, beC9riies both the goal of the mystic quest and the 

symbol of illumination. 

The opposition implled by thls complex symbol can be diversely 

,interpret~d. ThJe 15 the Zoroastrian dichotomy of the powers of light 

v,ersus the powers of darkness; the "rivaIry" between the wisdom of the 

esoterk· tradition and the tenets of orthQdox Islam; the divergence of the 

"phllosophy of the heart" (illumination) and the "phllosophy of the head" 

(Iogic). Corbin at various times alludes to aIl the above elements of the 

positive pole of Light either singly, or collectively, in his understanding of 

the "Oriental philosophy" with its spiritual implications, and Durand follows 

suit. 

Followlng SuhrawardI's footsteps Corbin believed that he had 

uncovered a trall of Ishraqiyyün-i iran (Iranian Illuminationists), whlch can 

be traced through Mullà ~adrâ in the seventeenth century down until today. 

This picture, however,js not as clear-cut as Corbin indicates. (e.g., It is 

true that Mulla ~adra was influenced by the work of Suhrawardi, but there 

were other forces that also impinged on his work, e.g., Ibn 'Arabi and the 

.,' ~ Hellenizing mutakallim of th~ Razi school, e.g., al-Tüsi.) 

Together with his teacher, Mir Damad (d. 1630, Mulla ~ad;a (d.1640) 

15 regarded as an outstandlng figure of ~e "School of Isfahan." Once 

'~. 

.... _---._._----~_._-,....- .. ,- .--"" 
~ ______ ":.r'_~ 'I" 

"' 



{) 

û 

v 

ag he is a problematical figure., whose work consists of orthodox 

phiJosophical and theologicaJ expositions as weIl as elabora te visionary 

descriptions, e.g., the Four Spiritual Voyages, comprising the Asfar. (40) 

Corbin saw him well withln the tradition he named "avicennisme' 

.::: sohrawardien," and 'emphasized the illuministic angelic components of his 

work at the expense of his detailed philosophical discussions. This narrow 
t , 

focus accentuated the beHefs that surround the doctrine of the hidden 

J Imam of the Shi'ite branch of Islam. This branch found itself wielding 

polltical power in Iran trom the 16th century only as the Safavid Empire. 

Thus Corbin's thesis llnking the Shi'ite sect qf ,Islam, which he regarded as 

lts sole repository of esoteric knowledget with an unbroken i1luminationist 

tradition 'stretching back to Zoroastrianlsm, is somewhat tenuolJs. 

It '~ this Shï'ite belief in the Imam as the spiritual heir of the 

, Prophet and as the inheritor ot an "interior" doctrine, that Corbin wished 

to incorpora te in his "Oriental philosophy." The idea of the "FeIlôwship of 

th~ Hidden Iman" has as its premise (batln), a hidden wlsdom which 1s 

revealed to certain inltiates, and which Corbin translated as gnosis. This 

secret gnosis is Iinked to a bellef in an eschatological "Awaited-for Imam." 

Corbin believed this dual awareness has been expressly articulated in Mulla 

~adra's metaphysics of th'e'. Imamate. Corbin's Interpretation of ~adra's 

detailed philosophy of existence (which afflrmed existence as reaJ), as a 

philosophy of metamorphosis, allowed him to expound his understanding of 

a vision of presen~e/Presence which could be aligned ta his "Oriental 

philosophy." 

The secret of the Imam is therefore tha t of: the 
Witnesser-Witnessed, of the Contemplator-Contemplated in 
short, the very sense of the Theophany without which man 
would have no positive conception of God. (41) 

This esoteric interpretation of the hidden Imam and of the gnostic 
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undertones in Mulla ~adra's works 15 ad~to the angelology-illuminist 

compound already drawn from -the-WÔ;k of Avicenn!l and Suhrawardî. And 

it 1s th!S eornplex that Durand will also incorpora te into his work-the 

" ' 

illumination and espedally gnosis-without the Islamie , 

Tout symbolisme est donc une sorte de gnose, c'est-~-dir, 
un procédé de médiation par une concrete et expérimentale 
connaissance •••• Mais cette gnose, parce que concrète et 

-expérimentale aura toujours le penchant à figurer l'ange 
dans des médiateurs personnels au second degré ••• de la voie, 
symbolique:la reconduction du concret ~ son sens " 
illuminant. (42) 

It is natural to assume that Corbin's potent mixture of esoteric 

beliefs and' theories has ,been subjected to rigorous critiçism by Isla mie 

,scholars. ,The evaluation of the respective merits 10f both sides would 

iovoive research that 1s beyond the scope of this thesis. Yet ft cannot be 

< ,f1enied that despite certain generauzations and inaccuracies Corbin has put 
<1 

1 his flnger on..a genuine c1imate of thought. While such an entity need not 

,be assigned the presumptuous titJe "Oriental philpsophy," or portrayed as , , 
'the backdrop of a Pan-Iranian Islamic tradition, it nevertheless featured as 

,.--, l, ~ '" J 

a pervasive current in the thought of the figures mentioned. This is the 

view of a spiritual imaginative capacity and imaginative activity, a faëulty 

of the soul in a Neoplatonic world-view, that has i'tS..own ooetie funetion. 

~n Corbin's expanded vision, it is described as foll~ws: 

This, in the last analysis, was the great aspiration of the 
philosophy of Ishraft as Oriental philosophy: to perceive aU 
things ••• in their Orient ..•• It is this aspiration that ,leads to 
the constitution, as an intermediary universe having its 
own existence, of the world of symbol or of archetypal 
Images 'alam-al mithaJ •••• It is the world of the Imaginable, 
that of the Angel-Souls who move the heavens and who 
are endowed not with sensible organs but with pure Active 
lmagination. (4-3) 
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The World of the Active Imagination 

The world of the Soul, of an Active Imagination, has much' in common 

with the traditional philosophical category of the active intellect 

(inteUectUs agens). Whereas in Western philosophy this term has remained 

a phllosophicaJ concept and 1s defined with referenee to specifie 

J?SYChCllogicaLfunctlons in different theories~ in the Islamic tradition it 

finds itself depicted in both theoretical and fictional models. In Corbin's 

Interpretation, this Is especiaUy evidentJnÂhe emphasis given to the 1, 

"placement" of the imagInation; the locus, to be exact, which does ~not 
" 

daim total affiliation with either the material"or- spiritual world, though it 

partakes of both. This designation helps to c1arify the nature of the i! 

priori category of space that Durand endeavoured to establish in Les 

Structures. (44) To clarlfy his understanding of the world of the 

-imagination Corbin referred to a word he believed was coined by 

Suhrawardi, for it cannot befound 'in an}':Yersian{ dictionary. (4.5) The w~ 
is Na-Koja-Abad which litera1ly translated means "utopia." Corbin was not 

• 
content with this rende ring and sought to provide a format that would 

convey the geographical settings and b~ings of the visi6nary world to he as 

intelligible and real as those provided by the senses in time and space. 

/.t to do this it was necessary first to aceept a world view that admits 

/ ~~iritUal reality and manifestations. T~iS is what Corbin believed the ' 

Islamic tradition had done, but specifically with reference to the 

intermediate state of visions, dreams, angelic visitations, i.e., hierophanie$ 

" of a nature that cannot be identified with the Absolute, yet proceed from 
\ 

It. This is the system t~at t~e Neoplatonic division jnto body, soul and 

spirit both accommç<tates an!1 substantiates: 

••• une schéma qui articule trois univers, ou plutôt trois 

.51 
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C'atégories-'d'univers. le monde physique sensible, 
englobant aussi bien notre monde terrestre que l'univers 
sidéraI •••• c'est le monde sensible., le monde du phénomène 
(molk). Il yale monde suprasensible de l'Ame ou des 
Anges-Ames, le Malakùt, dans lequel se trouvent les Cités 
mystiques •••. Il y a l'univers des pures Intelligences 
archangé tiques. A ces trois univers correspondant trois 
Qrganes de connaissance: les sens, l'imagination, l'intellect, 
triade à laquelle correspond la triade d'anthropologie: 
corps, âme, esprit •••• (46) 

Corbin, however, added, a further refinement, attempting thereby to 
... ~ - -

dissociate himself from the Western empirical categor,ies of spaee and time 

which cannot operate in the world of the iinagination. This is that the , 
'. 

world of imagin,ation, of visions and dreams, can be understood only by an 

aet of comprehension that is itself cbterminus with that world. In othe' 
" 1 

words "imaginative thinking" and "imaginative being" coincide. In this 
j 

seJ;1se~he- visionary world has its own spati~l and temporal categories. In 

ltself these categories are difficult to define, for, according to Corbin, 

thoug they are not of themselves dependent on elther spiritual 'Or material 

states, they use the language, i.e., images of one state, the material, to 

translate and transmute another state: ~he inner, spiritual awareness. These 

visions-événements are symbols that of themselves: 

••• s'accomplit toute progression dans l'espace spirituel, ou 
plU'tôt cette transmutation est elle-même ce qui spatiallse 
cet espace, ce qui fait qu'il y ait là-même de l'espace, des 
proximités, des distances et des lointains. (47) 

This intermediary realm which spatializes its own space in the act of 

"percep?on"/transmutation cannot ,be tied down to a topogr~phieaI location 

ln the physièal world, though it utilizes 1ts vocabulary. It is at once a 

symboUc world whose sense of space (and time) is unbounded and 1nfinlte. 
-_..-' li 

As Corbin relates: 

C'est pourquoi l'on" ne peut dire où est situé le lieu 
spirituel; il n'est pas situé, il estplutôt ce qui situe, il 
est situatif. Son ubi est un ubique. (48) 

In terms of the traditional philosophical distinction between matter and 
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form, in Ple world of Imagination there is Image and Form~ To explaln 

the manner of "perception" and the location of the image, ~he analogy of l" 

the mirror is often used by tl\e visionaries: 

La comparaison à laquelle recourent régulièrement nos 
auteurs, est le mode d'apparition et de subsistance des 
Imàges "en suspens" dans le miroir. La substance matérielle 
du miroir, métal ou minéral, n'est pas la substance de 
l'image, une substance dont l'image serait un accident. Ellè 
est simplement le "lieu de son apparition." Et l'on fut 
ainsi conduit à une théorie générale des lieux et formes 
épiphaniques, ••• si charactéristique dé jà de la "théosophie 
orientale" de Sohraward!. (49) 

Corbin's programme was t~' establish t~e é!-ctive imagination as the' 

mlrror par exellence, "the epiphanic place for Images from the archetypal 

world." Eruarging his scope beyond the Islamic world, Corbin alluded to 

the fact that other thinkers, e.g., Platonists and theosophists ilT the 

Western tradition, have aIso endeavoured to describe t~is world of 

imagination and imagrnal perception. He quoted the expression spissitudo 

splritualis; (50) coined by the Cambridge Platonlst, Henry More, as an' 

• attempt to expr,ess the "immaterial materiality" intermediary world. He 

also quo'ted an extract from the theosophical thinker Swedenborg as 

anoth~r attempt to come to grips with the same problem. The conclusion 

of this 'extract runs accordingly: 

, 

C'est ce que j'ai vu, souvent et j'en ai été surpris. D'après 
cela il est de nouveau évident que la distance, et par 
conséquent les espaces, sont absolument selon les etats 
intérieurs chez les Anges, et que, parce qu'il en est ainsi, 
la n,ature et l'idée de l'espace ne peuvent entrer dans leur 
pensée, quoiqu~ chez eux il y ait des espaces tout comme 
dans le monde. (.51) . 

It 1s indeed difficult to find philosoph1cal terminology adequate to descrlbe 

the' cognitive function of imagination and lu 'manner of extension where 

the basic duallsm inherent in the Western tradition divides reality into . 

subject and object, mind and matter. 

Within the Western tradition, slnce the tlme of Aqulnas and especlally 
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of, Descartes, those thinkers who have tried to vindicate a Platonist 
1 

~ world-Vie~ in ether than the traditional '~erminOlogy havè found thém"lves 

at a 10ss, 1 and have usually ended up ln" erudite s:(mbolic schematlzations.· 
, 1 • , 

In turningl to Islamic philosophy Corbin has sought a frame of re1erence 
, 1 • ~ 

that respècted imaginai reallties and placed themill, a coherent context. 

Nevertheless, as with the Idea of space, he' had to grapple with traditional 

notions ln arder to expr~ss ~dequate1y his idc:as. (The Énlightenment -

ttadition would questi.0n whether he has done 50.) In the end he found _/ 

himself in fellowship' with other Western thinkers, Platonists and 

theosophists, who. do not subscribe to the esoteric IslamIe tradition (i.e., as 

adhe~ents of ISlam), "yet ln their symbology and abstractions they are tryin~ 

to put into wards experlences of such a nature that they require a simUar 

spiritual frame of reference. For this the realist Ari5toteUan-Thomist 
, \ 

tradition does not supply a suitable vehicJe; here, the imagination 15 

dependent solely,sn perception for expression. Only the Platonist tradition, 

as modifled by Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism, allows for emanations ' 

from the Absolute that can accommodate in, their multt-layered structure an 
. " 

intermedlary realm. But this monistic universe is difficuIt to reconcile with 

" that of the Creator God of the Judaeo-Christian .. Islamic world-view. So It 

is that in the Western tracUtion Corbin's quest put! him ln the compar(y of 
J 

other esoterlc seetcers, a 5trange' fràternity that spans the spectrum from 

"'the Knlghts T emplar to Swedenborg. 

Durand's Appr2Prlation of Corbin 
, ' 

, '------- -ft 15 ttûs w.orld-view witiltu complex ramifications that Durand hu'-. 
, t' -

unhesltantiy accepted, as 15 evident from his use _o~ Corbin's ter~~Jology 
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and frame of, reference beginning in L'Imagination' sy;mboligue.- Durand, 

however, does no~ explicitly support a world-viev.; where visions are 

ac;~epted, as in Islam, but eoncentrates on the symbol, the produet of the 

imagina! experience, that within this Platonist system becomes the medium 

and the message' of Transcendent meaning: 

••• le symbole appàratt bien comme débouchant par toutes~_ 
ses fonctions sur une épiphanie de l'Esprit et de la valeur, 
sur une hiérophanie. ('2) 

Indeed it is .the '5ymbol that i5 to serve as the point of intersection of .. 
Durand's functional-archetypal mode! as expressed in ~ Structures and the 

philosophIe theory of L'Imagination symbollgue. In fact it 1s the lynch-pin 

of Durand's oeuvre. In L'I~aglnation symboligue Durand refines the 

sti-u~raJ mode! he had presented in Les Structures.' There, as earHer 

obs~rved, he percelved that his groupings of- archetypes and symbols, the 

tripartite lsotrophie division of schèmes, structures and arche types that 

resulted from hls trajet anthropologique could be subdivided into two major 

divlsions-réglme nocturne and régime diurne. These dialectically oPPosed 

ways of being and thinking interaet ln a tensive manner that a symbo! ean 

hold ln balance. This dynamic mode! of polarity is envisaged by'Durand as 

a stabilising and cohesive influence on psyeho-physiological and 

soclo-cu!tural levels. The symbolic imagination emerges in this strat~y as 

an agent of equilibrium amongst: 

••• des données symboliques bi-;polaires, défini~nt à 
travers toute l'anthropologie, tant ~sychologique q.ue 
culturelle et sociale, un vaste systeme d'équilibre 
antagoniste, dans lequel l'imagination symbolique apparatt 
comme syst~me des "forces de cohésion" antagonistes. U3) 

In an article written shortly alter this book, however, Durand 

observes: 

••• nous nous sommes aperçu que ce que nous appelions 

f 



"'-'--

;f' 
. l , 
-1--

'c t(J 

. , 
", 

1 

1 
1 

f 
f t • 

10 > ,. 

• 

-" 

- " 

., 

'e 

> ' 

. 
" .. . "struetures" et que nous etions tenter d'appeler des 1960 

"r'simes" !l'étaient rien d'a~e que l:épiphanie de l'Image, 
l'1magin~re et ses granqes regionSt ou se trouvent 
indI~lublement è8'njoints dans leur visée significative les 
formes et les contenus. U4) 

He actmôwledges that his objective, functional analysls, la tentative 
• 1 ... -

sémiolos1qu~ plus exactement 'symptomatoloidgue, C,,) where he 

attempted tp apply an extrlnslc system of classification, and where symbols 

wer.e merely synthemes, has been replaced by an ap~recïation of another . ' 

"dimension inherent in symbols., Thls ct,ange Is due to his reading of 

Corbin: . 
l 

( I ••• les images, se ,substituait peu à .. peu une méthode de 
~ pê?étique qui réalisait la structUrë comme une originale 

région avec ses paysages et ses cllmats, d'un terrain bien 
singularisé qui avait déjA été .exploré 

••• par Ibn 'Arabj, Sohraw;.rdi, Molla $adra et la plupart 
des gr~ds spirituels, spécialement dans les gnoses 
orientales. ••• ('6) , . 
In this sense the syrhbol is the ageflt of petsona! enlightenm~t, of 

èonta~ wi:th ,the Absplute. What had been mere method ana mode! in !::!! 
,r' 

~y.~ u ~ 

~tructures ~as become ,a' metaphysics of se{t-approptiatIoô by ~e tirne of 
( 

writ.mg L'Imagination symbolique: 

L'Ima.Jinal est le lieu des individuations, les structures sont 
.1es re.gions de ces individuations selon 'les Orients 
impératifs de l'Etre. (~~) 

This 'Symbolic loi Ua tim Is grounded for Durand in a philosophie 

understanding that equates the imagination .Jith the funct10n of the 
,> 

,lnteUectus agens' ~tJ"ls presented in the work of Avicenna as' oppesed to 
• -', • - 1. 

-

. its formulation in the AristoteUan-Scholastic tradi~on. In the latter the 
" , 

intellectus agens 15 regarded as the power possessed by eàch sou! and ~y 

which a being comes c10sest to the angels.'It con tains primary, 
" ' 

-" pre-existent princip les but it Is dependent on the facu1~ of per~~~on f~r 
*" , ...... l 

activation. Durand feels this Is pure psychologism and opts rather for a 
,J ' " " 

Platonist system which sees the intellectus agens as Intelligence médiatrice 
, ' .. 
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whleh recelves Images from the Absolute, whlch are eonveyed to the 

intellectuS' possibilis that o then interacts wlth reallty. ln the PlàtO(ÛSt_~ 

structure whieh he adopts" the medium' iS always a symbol: 

Logos et Sophia phllonienne, procession et Hypostases 
plotiniennes, diacosmos de Jamblique, "séries" et hénades 
de Proclu.s, Angelos Christo! des gnostiques. •• s'é lèvent en 
faux contre toute tentative de réduire le Platonisme à un 
simple dualisme: le probleme, certes, est posé en termes 
d~stes, la solution est donnée en termes de triades, 
d'intérmédiares ou du moins de dualitude aècordée. U8) 

r 

- . 

This emphasis on' the Ange du Plérome celeste, "Ange de connaissance" 

gnostique, et "de'!! révélation," 15 as an agent of hiérohistolre. Durand, 

influenced by Corbin, in an effort to redress the I)istorist and rationalist 

bias of the West, has focuse<:f.t.attention on: 

••• le 'Monde de l'Intermédlare, le monde de la transcription 
et de l'apparition: elles Des ~mes) sont l'Imaginai. ('9) 

This a-historical and non-rational emphasls has led Durand to set up a 
, ~ 

polarization whére the Imagination, identified with the soul of Platonic . . 
phllosophy and the intellectus agens of A vieenna, 1s the source. of a 

• personallzed relationship with the Absolute. It i5 at once a moni~t1c and 

gnostie world-vlew, and as such 1s Inevitably expanded by Durand to 

inc1ude aU who have adopted a similar stance with1n a individualized 

symbotic system. These symbolists-mystics, alchemists, 

hFrmetlsts-compr,ise an "hon~ur .. roll" of opposi~ion to the prevaillng . - ' 

Western emphasis' on a mind-body, subject-objec::t scheme of knowledge. (60) 

(This expansion will be explored in the following Chapter.) Durand SéeS 
\ 

thls ~ as one that ~ both gnostique et docétiste: 

enttmdant par "gnostique" le remplisse ment concret et 
significatif de la structure par les images symboliques, e~ 
par "docétiste" le refus de privilégier une situation 
historique (ic~ j\1déo- chrétienne) au -dé~j.ment de la 
"pensée sauvage" de l'h~man1té toute enti~re. (61) 

The b~c insight of Durand t~Us far has been 

,~ 
j 

the Umit&\_ of the 

" ~ 

o 

,- 0 

- --;- -------'" .----------------,-----~-

1 

~ 

:," 
1 



iD 
j , 

1 
ï 
1 , , 
! 

o 

'" 

-- d 
' \ f 

" 
i 
\' 
1 

/ ) 
Cartes1an and Scholastic models of knowledge which posit external physicaJ 

abjects as the sole 'daU:-base of \, conscious refj.;ctions, and hence of 

statements" of truth. As an heir of the Romantic tradition, Durand wishes 

to rehabllitate the data of the proce$S of Imag~nation-images-according t~ 

~...perspect1ve where they are not dependent on sense percepti'on. Durand 
~ 

sees-imaglnation as a slngularized autonomous, autochthonous process rather 

thân an internai "f;.nity" along the Unes of the sensus c.ommunis. Such a 

process is' posit,ed, as biologically grounded, soda11y influenced (by cultural _ 

norms ètc.), yet opèn to a transcendent dimension that at once informs 

and ~infuses" It5 content~ this system, at once pérsonalistic and essentfally 

non-rational, runs a risk :of reinforcing the polarization, it seeks to correct. 

Removed from the moori gs of a traditibnal faith, structure, i.e., Islam, 

PlatoNc 'Christianlty, this world-vlew posits it5 'own solipsistic truth(s) 

which inevitably c1~ wlt the propositional trutt\s of West,m rationalisme 
• l "" 
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CHAPTER m 

THE ESOTERIC TRAOmON, PLATONISM 

ANO THE IMAGINA nON 

Introduction 

Durand's insistence on the gnostique and docétiste- emphasis of his -

work, together with it5 immanenti5t and mediatorial flavour, leads him to 

develdp the éoncept of a phUosophia perennise As he states in the first 
J 

chapter of his work. Science de l'Homme et Tradition: le "Nouvel esprit 

anthropologique," (1) such an understanding depends upon his "redefinition" 
1 

of anthropology which he will no longer treat under the aegp; of the \ 

progressivist myth. of the Western scientific world-view. (In this instance 

the observation should be made that Durand is not referring solely to the 

blatant nineteenth century endorsement of this position, but the similarly 

- based positivistic ideology that underlies the scientific -models still 

employed in contemporary human sciences.) Durand believes that 

p_~ychoana1ysis, psychologically-based ethnologicai studies, as weIl as his 

own symbolic survey reaffirm the observation of Lévi-Strauss that: "Les 

hommes ont touj~urs pensé aussi bien." (2) This notion is expanded by 

Durand to suppo~t the the~is that for his purposes, thinking includes " .•• les 

~êmes désirs, les m~mes structures affectives, les m~mes images qui se 

répercutent dans l'espace comme dans le temps d'un bout à l'autre de 

l'humanité." (3) Durand would attest that such manifestations support a 
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synchroriic as weil as a diachronie philosophieal understanding not only of 

symbolic forms but also of the producer him/herself of those forms. This 15 

the basis of Durand's philosophie al anthropology, which will have as its 

focus, -l'homme traditionnel. Such a staOA:e is not a repudiation of the 

historical, evolutionary model, but in Durand's estimation the needed 

corrective to its universal adoption and application as thè prevailing 

diachronie 'Western f'nind-set. 

Durand aIso asserts, however, that the option of l'homme traditionnel 

has been de~ignated as a djstortion, an aberration, in terms of ~his 

genera1ly accepted rationalist and scientific model. It is this world of 

l'homme traditionnel, a nexus- of a symbo1i~ and metaphysical outlook 

without a mind/body duality, that Durand wishes to recuperate with his 

philosophia perennise (4) Here, as Durand would have 1t, the wo~ld of ~ 1s 

not opposed to the world of~. Durand attributes the "occultation" of 

l'homme traditionnel and 1ts emergence in various esoteric doctrines as the 

result of certain /lmetaphysical catastrophes" in the history of Western 

philosophy. These unfortunate happenings he summarizes as: 1. Thé 

temporal hegemony of the Catholic Church as established in the thirteenth 

century ancj the adoption of Aquinas' theology as i ts standard. This 

reinforced Aristotelian physics and A verroeist logic at the expense of the 

philosophy of Avicenna which had al10wed a direct relationship with the 

transcendent. 2. The "objectivism" that resulted from the s1xteenth century 

reform movements. Ranging from the Cartesian ta the Galilean revolution 

in outlook, these changes reinforced the dualistic relation of mind and the 

physical world. 3. The nineteenth century hypostatization of histo~y. (5) 

These allegations, while evidence of a switch from a predominantly 

participatory ta an anal y tic mode of interaction with an Absolute on the 
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part of the Western intellectual elite, cannot alone sustam the charge of 

wholesale iconoclasm with which Durand credits them. (From a historical 

perspective also, Durand's presentation of these issues needs further 

investigation and debate th an this thesis, allows.) 

. Ourand's basic hypothesis 1s that there exists and has existed an 

irreconcilable difference between what he views as the position of the 

official pa~ty-line of the Western phllosophical tradition, basically an 

unmediated empirieal model, and the "underground" tradition of l'homme 

traditionnel. Ta substantiate his daim of l'homme traditionnel Durand 

undertakes an investigation in his work Science de l'Homme ~ Tradition of 

those methods of study, as weIl as their adherents, that would constitute a 

philosophia perennis. In these areas the symbol has retained the integrity 

of a revelation. Such a thesis seems somewhat ingenuous and un tenable at 

first glance~ and at times Durand's unsubstantiated polemic is discouraging, 

but further independent research has unearthed a body of knowledge and a 

specifie philosophie position that has been a genuine undercurrent in 

Western thought. The historical studies of D.P. Walker and Francis Yates 

have done much to elucidate this tradition that Walker terms "the anci~nt 

theology": theologia prisèa. Its combined Ingredients of esoteric symbology, 

sympathetie magie, and a Platonist hypostatic philosophy have found 

various expressions in situations as diverse as the second to third century 

A.D. Revelations of Hermes Trismegistus and Paracelsus' sixteenth century 

A.D. medieal/ alchemical corpus. 

From the Renaissance onwards this complex was associated with a 

definite favouring of the imagination, bath as the central agency of 

transcendent communications, and the means of effective creative power in 

this world. In the first instance it became identified with the "soul," and 
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in the second with "inspiration"-that creative madness of the Greeks. 

Both of these deveJopments were pecuJiar ta the Renaissance and reflect 

at once the inherent confliet of the spiritual and humanist claims that 

were its legacy. Till this Ume the Platonism that formed the backbone of 

the "ancient theology" had not singled out the imagination as inherently 

creative, but once the Renaissance made the association, it became an 

essential component of this mixture. With his established commitment te 

imagination as he has absorbed it from Corbin's studies, Durand detects a 

marked similarity between the Islamic "Oriental philosophy" and this 

Renaissance heritage, though he does not ad~.~,rt to its historical basis. He 

merely accepts It as supportive of the synchronie ideal of l'homme 

traditionnel, and incorpora tes both these elements in his vision of the 

phUosophi~ lerenniS that he delineates in Science de l'Homme et Tradition. 

Duran \5 honour-roll of members of his "an ti-tradition" of Western 

philosophy, (6) comprising a1chemists, visionaries, mystics, hermetists, 

philosophers and Romantic poets, seems on a superficial level an exercise 

~ in subjective bias and a synchronie dis regard for historical facts and 

complex developments. There i5) in fact, ,a specifie phenomenon at issue 

that needs further investigation. This, for want of a better term at this 

stage, could"be labelled" as the ",Dionysian eleme-nt" of Western thought. 

Specifically this refers' to the less emphasized element of the Hellenic 

heritage, that side of the Greek ten:tperament that found expression in the 

mysteries, with its ,initiatory purifications and maenadie enthusiasm. This 

spirit never died but became Incorporated finally in the Orphica, Chaldean 

Oracl~s and Hermetica of the second and third centuries A.D. ,-
It is this 

" "jrrational" gene in our inheritance that D.P. Walker investigates as an 

integral part of the "ancient theology." Durand, with his 'synchronie 

'1 
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approach, and unaware of Walker's work, has focused s~,lely on what could,r 

be termed later manifestations of this tradition. Informed by Corbin's' 

analysis, he feels that it is the imagination in it5 imaginai capacity ~hat 

would explain these appearances, and so supports their inclusion in his 

philosophia perennise For Durand, it is the same elements of gnosis, 

illumination, and symbolic mediation which inform Corbin's "Oriental 

philosophy" that sustain his philosophia perennise The historical studies of 

D.P. Walker provide an effective foil to Durand's a-histarical 

Interpretation, providing a rationale that upholds Durand's insights and 

rescues them from seemingly esoteric self-indulgence. 

The Philosophia Perennis 

This term has had something of a chequered career and has been 

invoked by different thinkers to support their particular appropriation of a 

facet of the Western philosophical heritage. According to the Renaissance 

scholar P.O. Kristeller, the term appears to have been coined by Augustine 

Steuchus, a Cathalic theologian of the sixteenth century who wrote a book ,;0. 

De Perenni philosophia (1542), with reference spedfically ta the Platonist 

tradition. (7) This tradition was then believed to date back to the time of 

Hermes and Zoroaster, who were regarded as contemporaries of Moses. 

Kristeller himself is prepared to accord the term the sa me point of 

reference, but his historicaI studies would trace the roots of the Platonist 

tradition to Parmenides and Pythagoras. In another perspective, Jacques 

Maritain justifies his attribution of the term to the Thamist tradition. He 

states that it expresses the eternal and naturaI instinct for knowledge that 
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found its justification in the truth formulations of the Aristotle-Aquinas 

connection. (8) Finally, Aldous Huxley employed the same phrase as the 

title of a book, The Perennial Philosophy, (9) which was virtual1y a survey 

of East-West non-dualist language used by philosophers and mystics with 

reference to an Absolute. It was grounded in a more·or-Iess Platonlst 

humanism which stressed self-transcendence rather than Transcendence in a 

personalist sense. Durand is not quite as selective as the above writers in 

his appropriation of the ter m, for there is evidence of both Kristeller's and 

Hux!ey's understanding of the expression in his application of the phraset 

without any obvious definition of its meaning. ~ 

Durand's lack of precision results from his virtual dependence on 

Corbin's delineation of the imagination and his own identification of this 

,model with the Avicennan. notion of the inteUectus agens. (0) This, of 
1 

itself, presents a philosophical problem (which will be.discussed ln the 
, 

fol1owing chapter); nevertheless it provides Durand with the ground to link 

that intermediary world of dream, vision and illumination with the Platonic 

càtegory of soul, psyche. In this generalized schema the Avicennan 

intellectus agen5 of the psychological studie5 is identified with the 

"imaginal" medium of spiritual communications of Avicenna's visionary 

talès, which i5 in turn identified with the Platonic soul. The basis, then, 

of Durand's philosophia perennis is founded in Corbin's "Oriental 

\ . philosophyt" which as we have seen, revolves round his concept of the 

"imaginai": 

Nulle philosophie religieuse ne donne, plus que la 
philosophie islamIque l'image d'une Philosophia perennise Et 
c'est cette pérennité originale de l'Islam que nous dévoile 
magistralement Poeuvre d'Henry Corbin .... (ll) 

Essential to this philosophia perennis 1s the work of the intellectus agens 

in its above noted identification: 
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il s'agit de l'Ange de la Connaissance qui, ppur l'Islam et 
Avicenne est aussi celui de la Révélation et se confond 
avec l'Intellectus Agens .... ( 12) 

The work of this "agency" is of a ,spiritual nature: 

Là, Da psychologie islamique] décidément, "l'imagination 
est la reine des facultés," bien plus, le monde imaginaire 
est la procédure, le moyen essentiel du passage du " 
psychique au pneumatique~ C'est à cet "imaginaire" 
constitutif de la psychologie et instauratif de l'ontologie 
<Jci fonde la théosophie et toute l'axiologie que Corbin a 
eté obligé ••• d'utiliser pour cette fonction fondamentale et 
ce domaine privilégié, le terme d'imaginaI. (13) 

This "metapsychology," however, does not regard the imagination as a mere 

passive recipient of revelatory communications; it is essentially creativ.e: 

" Le Mundus [ma~Una1is et cette pointe pneumatique de la 
psyché qui s'y applique, deviennent l'expérimentation même 
de la "mise en être" créatrice. (14) 

For Corbin this perspective fits within the confines of the Islamic visionary 

orientation which, as has been observed, is heavily indebted to Platonism. 

Durand's application of this system, however, advances into territory 

untouched by Corbin and has initially the marks ?f a sleigbt-of-hand: 

Dans une extraordinaire synthèse, l'on retrouve intégrées 
l'intériorisation de l'histoIre prophétique et l'intériorisation 
au sein de l'imaginaI de. toutes les autres "facultés" de 
l'âme. (15) 

1 

this. wider world-view, incorporating the other "abiHties" of the soul 

constitutes for Durand the philosophia perennls, which 15 the home-territory 

of the l'homme traditionnel: 

Quant ~ la p5x:chologie pneumatique de l'Islam, elle nous 
révèle le modele parfait de cette structure; elle repose 
tout entière sur l'extraordinaire valorisation de la notion de 
symboIe-c'est-à-dire se fonde sur la fonction imaginale, 
sur la réalité du Mundus Imaginalis, comme lieu des 
existentiations créatrices--dans laquelle c'est du 
dénivellement entre le sens et son expression symbolique 
que natt ~ la fois la hiérarchie absolue entre le monde 
d'en bas de l'~me, OÙ perceptions, sensations, raisonnements 
et jugements ne s'ordonnement que par rapport au monde 
d'en haut qu'est le Malaküt, le réservoir des modèles 
imaginaires qui constitue la nature véritable humaine, 
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celles de l'Homme Parfait, c'ést-~~re 'de l'Anthropos 
'céleste où tout est ordonné "selon rbrdre d'Archétype; (16) 

. This reveals a subtle shift from the Islamic world-view and terminology to 

a more broadly-based theosophicaI position that aUows inclusion of 
... • 1 ~ 

vocabulaty such as f'Homme. Parfait, l'~nthropos, l'Ordre d'Archétype from 
, .......... 

fellow-tr~vellers' who have adapted the same Platonist model t? contain 

their designs. This also al10ws the incorporation of poets, wher for Durand 

lartake in the Creative Act of world-making .too, but within a 'Specifie 

Platonist context: " 

Autrement dIt, la perception du monde, les objectivations 
de la conscience, ne prennent un sens qu'~ travers 
l'encha1nement "subjectif" de l'Imaginai, mais ce dernier à 
son tour-véritable "médiateur," ••• véritable moyen terme 
entre la création matérielle et l'Acte Créateur-ne se 
comprend fonctionellement que si on le réfère à la 
Créativité PrimordiaTe, la création n'étant qu'une 
théophanie, ••• c'est-à-dire une imagination divine créatrice. (17) 

In another. place Durand makes this link more specifie: 

••• chez Platon, il y 'a une Intelligence médiatrice, qui n'est 
rH l'idée formelle ni le sensible, mais qui est donatrice des 
formes au sensible comme à la partie passive et attentive 
de l'Sme, qui dans le monde du symbole instaure 
l'indIviduation d'un appel ~ l'~tre, constitue une convocation 
de l'~me et une épiphanie de l'être à l'Impératif. Le 
symbole, et cet ensemble symbolique qu'est le mythe 
platonicien, est déjà chez Platon méme le lieu d'élection 
des épiphanies de l'invisible, le domaine intermédiare qui 
est le royaume des grands Intert:nédlares, des Médiateurs. 
(18) 

Durand's 1hterpretat10n of Plato in thls sense 1s dependent on a 

.. , 

.--J concept of symbol that identifies it with the Ideas as they are received 

( i ... 

into consciousness, but not with their eternal Forms, which are 1mmutable 

rather than creative and epiphanic. This version of creatlvity, specificaIly 

in its inclusion of poetic creation, would seem to account for inspiration in 

a way that is in consistent with the pristine Platonic theory. Nevertheless, 

it 1s in keeping with the later developed Renaissance-Platonlst interpretation. 
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Plato'! Theory of Imagea and Inspiration_ 

Plato did not develop a consistent philosophical system. Instead his 

work can be viewed as a' mixture of logie (the Socratic method) and .. 
,) . 

loosely related dialogues that explore ontological, epistemological and 

, cosmologieal questions. These dialogues are often iUustrated by a torm of _ 

"highér myth" when he tries to portray the immutable truths of human 
. 

existence (e.g., Republic, Phaedrus, Timaeus) as opposed to the early Greek 

myths. of Homer, or the "likely stories" (eil<oi mythoi) of approximate , . 
descriptions of the physieaI world. (I9) In Plato's theory of Khowledge, 

while he is not consistent in his terminology, the concept of anamnésis 

(recollection) would seem to account for the assignation of meaning, where' 

. .an object of knowledge, eil<on, (20) is but a shadow (image) of its real 

Form. This Form exists eternally in the transcendent world of Ideas. The 

artist, in imitating the eil<on, produces an eidoion (image) (21) that is but 

a third-hand copy, and 50 markedly inferior. Besides this, there is al 50 

phantasia (appearance), (22) that combination of perception and judgement 

which results wh en the object of -perception is indistinct. This latter usage 

is different from Àristotle's, and hence A vicenna's, use of the same word, 

which became identified with the faculty of imagination. Phantasma 

(semblance) aIso appears to be the equivalent of eidolon, and it is possibly 

a combination of these two meanings that is at the root of the eventual 

identification of the imagination and fantasy. (23) 

Though Plato did not develop his theory extensively, it 1s obvious that 
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- all images are in some way inferior. Their second and third hand removal 

from th~ world of Forms, whose ultimate Reallty sée ms beyond description, 
, 

~endered them suspect. In this' original sense they cannot be equat~d with 

Durancf1s theory of image (symboO as revelation. 

It Is Plato's awareness, however, of the divine madness (inspiration) of 

the' poets, and his own use of "higher myths" that bears ex'amination. 
J 

Though fascinated by the workings of what we would term "the 

unconscious," Plato does not seem to have resolved the problem of the 
'~ 

"divine madness j
, of prophets, seers and poets. He would, however, 

distinguish this state of possession from the mere manufacture of Imagery 
, 

J' as ~ffected by everyday a-rtists and craftsmàn who produce eidola. The 
,À 

former condition remained a problem, but Plato nowhere elucidated the 
• 0 

situation and it remalns an fnigmatic feature of Plato's work that is 
• J 

variously interpreted by later commentators. Under the influence of his 

Platonist theory of interpretation, it appears that Durand can quite happily 

r.econcile a11 instances of "poetic" imagery, whether inspire(f or pedestrian. 
!'I 

This interpretation is not supported by PlatQ's position, however imprecise 

it may appear. 

Various authors have drawn attention to Plato's own seemingly 

contradictory employme~t of myth and imagery in his attempts to portray 

the human situation, the nature of the cosmos etc. (24) Today, rather than 

rnyt~ or symbol, these descriptions would be regarded as "heuristic 

fictions."- (2.5) They are indlcators or efforts to depict an entity that defles 

conceptual expression. Strictly speaking, though mediatorial, such devices 

cannot be equated with divine inspiration, nor anamnesis, nor mir'nesis. 

They, constitute, in fact, a blind-spot in the Platonic repertoire that are 

absorbed into the Plotinian system and hence "spirituallzed", as the 

~ 
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Platonlc and Plotinian, Demulrge are regarded as equivalents i~ 

theological setting. This later incorporation, oiten regarded as the 

inevitable outcome of the Platonic direction, or attributed to the 
1 

- a1l-enc~mpassing nature of a H~llenistic spiritualizing tendency, laid the 

groundwork for Durand's interpretation of Plato. 

, .. 
Durar(d's Interpretation of' Plate 

/' , - J 

The,buis of Ourand's interpretation is thlidentÙica~on anamnësis' 

and ,the 'creative imagination: 
- , 

••• cett~ faculté d'intuition imaginative, de cette faculté 
réellement '!poétique" puisqu'eUe confond dans Pacte 
d'amour ou dans la vision ima$inative l'acte créateur et la 
"reminiscence" (anamnësis) creaturelle. (26) 

Durand attempts ta qualify th1s simplistic generalization by a' distinction 

~tween such ,crass artists as are banned from the Republic, the already 

~oted producer's of eidola, and those "infused" with knowledge by 

anamnésis., This ~nterpretation equates eikcmes wi~~ spiritual r,;velations: 

Platon exclut absolument de la Réeubligye les "imitateurs,'; 
c'est- _~-dire peintres et poetes pseudo--realistes, qui ne . 
font que singer l'apparence la plus superficielle des choses 
et mystifient en les donnant pour les choses elles-mêmes. 
La mimësis est mystification, l'anamnësis est itinéraire 
mythique, "realization symbolique.ri (27) , 

This is a somewhat tenuous appropriation of the notion of anamnësis, for 1t 

becomes a comprehensive term, embracing all forms of knowledge including , 

Plata" own use of "higher mythsrt as well as the enigmatic area (in Plato's 
e • _ • 

own system) of inspfred knowledge. Such a comment also points to a lack 
o 

of consistency in Ourand's o,wn work, for he himself nowhere disting'uishes 
u 

between pseudo-realist and true poets or painters. The implication of 

, " 
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.Durand's, work, however, poin~' to scientists and rationalists as the 

j
' <-.) "imitators." Anamnësis serve!; Durand to incorporate aU mediated forms' of 

,[. .' knowÎedge, in a theory of knowledge that virtua1ly identifies th~ conceptual 
i ' 
1 wlth the mythologica1: 

"' Il Cette "réminiscence," pouvoir médiateur qui transçande par 

l 
l'évidence qu1elle accorde les vertus du raisonnemtfpt 

. 'CfiéÜrétique, ne s'épanouit-elle pas dans le domaine mythique 
qui permet à Platon de voir et faire voir, d'initier ' 

~ __________________ ~J~'i~e?_(28~)~ __ , 
t 

J 
J 

/
", 

u 

This understanding of anamnesis is tnèn expanded to inc1ude al1 
. 

instances of figurative language employed by Plato: 

C~fte médiation des impératifs de L'Etre apparatt'IE 
multiples façons dal)s le déploiement de la médiation 
platonicienne. (29) 

the Instances of this mediation that Durand specifically cites are: "ce 

'fameux daimon, sorte d'ange personnel" (Apology 31d, Phaedrus 2.52c); "la 

pluralité des dieux du panthfon grec ••• orientée •.. à dttribu~r, à chaque à~ 

, 1 

p 

'1 

"JI 

.. ' 

, () . , 
~ . 

j 

l, 
., 

, 

individuellemel1t, un dieu modèle et donateur des formes" (Phaedrus); le 

Démiurge d,.. Timée "qui ••• agit exactement comme donateur des formes," 

(Timée- 2~a). ()Q) This expansion fails to discriminate between Plato's use 

of epistemolégical, logical and "mythical" languages and thus "reduces" 
1 

. anamnësis to an equivalent of Ouran':l's own concept of sy~bolic knowledge{. 
, • ,f _----

Con't;inuing his reactio~ against the spirit of sëientific rationalism ~tTat 

he feels pervades modern thought, Durand mar~halls his defence behind
l 

the 
, /~--

intellectû~ agens (A vicennrariFty)' and places anamn~sis under such a 
,~ .. 

heading: '\ 
\~ 

C'est également la doctrine de la réminiscence, si mal 
comprise "par nos modernes psychologismes, qui réduisent si 

. facilement l'anamnësis à la simple mé moire, alors qu'elle 
est un pouvoir poétique et noétique, une puissance d..(!~ 

co récurrence au réel oui préface la théorie acceptée a t 
contrecoeur et œfigurêe par les péripatéticiens-de 
l'IntelleCt agent. (31) 
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It wouJcf appear that Durand is attributing to Plato two positions that the 

vario~ PlatoNe theories in themselves do. not support. The tirst is this 

virtual' identification of anamnesis with the creative role of the intellectus 

agens as it is eonceived in Avicenna's philosophy. If such a comparative 

leap could be taken at aIl, the Platonist idea of WorJd-SouJ would be far 

more consistent with Avicenna's intellectus agens. The second position 1s 

~aken with regard to all for ms of Platonic mediati6n, interpreting thenLa$ 

symbolic reve .. Jations, including Plato's own use of ;'heuristic fictions. fi __ ,-'-----1_ 

Durand's. argument 1s based on' his alleged discernment in' Plata of certàin 

prefigurations that are justified by the later Neoplatonic emendations. 

C'est encore, dans le Ph~dre! (246d/e 247) modèle de tout 
le néo-platonisme, la procession astrale et pneumatique qui 
sert de symbole à la médiation. (32) \ 

Durand attempts to reread and reinterpret Plato in the light of a 

Renaissance Platonist theory of imagination, which sees the symb61 as the 

pivot of any act of knowledge that is inherently creative. In so doing 
. 

Durand is aware that he is stretchlng the Platonic categories (of whatever 

nature), and he attempts ta justify such a move: 

Depuis le Souverain Bien, "au-delà l'Etre en dignité et en 
puissance," jusqu'à l'homme, les intermédiaires se 
multiplient dans la perspective platonicienne, Dieux et 
anges emplumés constituant les épiphanies de l'être ~ 
l'impératif tout autant que les donateurs des formes et des 
significations de ces formes. Certes, il peut parattre 
insolite de vouloir ainsi' sortir le prince des philosophes des 
interprétations purement épistémologiques et dialectiques 
dans lesquelles l'ont enfermé les philosophes de l'Occident. 
Toutefois, le néo-platonisme aussi bien que les gnoses 
orientales répondent pour notre interpr;,étation de Platon. 
(33) 

Such manipulation is both suspect and somewhat su~jective. 

1 
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\ Durand's Hermeneut~cs 
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Q Durand's ration~e for such a symbolic reinterpretation of Plato 
, 
\ 

1erives from his particular brand of hermeneutics. Elsewhere he states 

t~at hls theory of hermeneutics is, as 1s that of Corbin, to "disc1ose the 

e~ence" of the symbol involved. It is not to be confused, however, wlth 

the eidetic approach of Husserl. Being markedly a-historical, Durand's 

approach tends to impose on the texts(s) an ~ posteriori strategy of "''''''--.. 

Interpretation that' reads the data s~lely from its own viewpoint. This is 

distihct from a hermeneutical approach that seeks to understand what the, 

text itself dlsc10ses or what the aut~or himself intended. 
\ ' 
\ 

Autrerr\ènt dit, ce que l'herméneutique symbolique apporte, 
et ce sur quoi elle fonde sa quête, c'est cette verticalité 
intérieure, cette transcendance dans et par l'horizontalité 
de la lettre et du fil du discours. (34) 

Durand breaks the hermeneutic circle by making ,the hermeneutic process 

itseIf 'become a symbollc quest. ,..,The hermeneut does not merely affirm a 

subjective element, but sees it as essentiaJ ta the process. 50 it is that 

Durand is involved in his own hermeneutical circle, but instead of 

, functioning at an anal y tic level of consciousness, he operates at the 

symbolic level. As a result,. Durand's investigations merely confirm his 

position, because each investigation is predisposed towards a partic~lar 

understa'nding of the data that in turn reinforces the theory. Within thls 

framework, the imagina'Cion virtually cardes the role of reinterpreting 

itself. SymboUc Interpretation understands aU mediation 

symboUcally-imagination interprets what it has produced. Symbolic 

hermeneutics, thus understood, constitute for Durand the ground of creative 

discovery and revelation: 

Ce milieu qui n'est ni matériel ni formel, mais qui est 
"sensible au coeur" et configuratif, qui n'a rien, a voir avec 
le pur contour sémiologique non plus qu'avec le "sens . 
propre" de ,la perception .sensible, est le lieu spéculatif ••• où 
notre pensée a directement accès, où elle dialogue avec 
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, 1\ '" • 'les autres pensees de meme nature, ou la RevelatIon ne 
fait qu'un avec la Connaissance. Le monde de 
l'herm~neutique ne fait qu'un avec le monde de l'Im~ginal: -/ 
en termes aristotéliciens nous dirions que ce milieu. 
intermediai re est le "lieu propre" des sciences de l'âme, ,de--' 
l'angélologie certes, mais aussi de l'anthropologie. (35) 

This hermeneutical circ1e of the symbolic approach at once reveals a being 

~ to him/herself and undergirds Durand's whole enterprise of the 

re-establishment of the l'homme traditionnel. Such an approach constitutes 

the new anthropology. 

L'homme traditionnel and la "nouvelle 

science de l'homme" 

Durand's philosophical anthropology, or science de l'homme, has then 

two central tenets. One 1s that the subject under consideration will always 

be viewed as l'homme traditionnel and he/she will be studied by a symbolic 

hermeneut as a participant-investigator'~ In both instances the symbol 

retains its revelatory force. As this orientation has tended to find itself on 

the fringes of traditional religion, particularly since the Renaissance, the 
4' ' 

impression fostered, and emphasized by Durand, is that it is restricted to 
! 

fsoteric çults •. These are generally of theosophical né\ture, such as those 

alluded to by Huxley's philosophia perennis. While this element is 

undoubtedly a part of the vast Platonist neritage, it cannot provide the 
~ 

sole viable opposition, as Durand's polemic against twentieth century 

scientific secularism would indlcate. 

The work of Plato leit many unanswered questions, including one of 
. 

\ marked interest for present purposes: the source and role of "divine 
1 

l\adneSSIl and its relation to poe tic inspiration. How this aspect came to be 
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equated philosophically with the imagination is a long and intricate story. 

Corbin's resolution, as derived from Islamic thinkers, refers specifically to 

dreams and visions. Durand's adaptation of these categories to Western 

philosophy simplifies a process where discrimination and historical precision 

are needed. Durand has eleéted to concentrate on a morphological overview 

which risks distortion rather than to undertake a detailed philosophical and 

historical st'Jdy. The unfortunate result might be that the unresolved 

problem at the heart of Western philosophical tradition, the place and 

function of the imagination, which Durand has perceived, would be 
1 

dismissed. This appears an inevitable reaction to Durand's hermeneutic 

which tends to perpetuate the situation rather th an diffuse it or treat it" 

cQnstrcCi:Ïvely. The latter may yet prove an impossible task. This aim, 

however, can be served better by a historical investigation of the tradition 

which stretches' back to an aspect of Greèk philosophy which Walker caUs 

"ancient the'Jlogy." 

Prisca Theologia"':' The "Ancient Theology" 

In his work The Continuity of the Platonic Tradition, R. Klibansky 

wams against oversimpHfying the medieval Platonic heritage by labeUing it 

either as Platonism or as Neoplatonism. As he sees it, different systems of 

thought are intricately mixed: 

••• we flnd a kind of Platonism which is neither the 
doctrine of Plato nor that of Plotinus or Proc1us, but, 
based on Hellenistic thought, nourished by religious 
experience, Christian, Jewish or Islamic, of later centuries, 
and intimately fused with teachings from Stoic and other 
philosophies, is, in fine, something new and individual, 
difficult to bring under a simple heading. (36) 

i 

.. - .. -_ ..... _-_ ..... / .... 74 
\ \ 

--------"----... ,-", " 



, , 
!. 

This continuity and complexlty is equally evident in Renaissance 

Platonisme Since' the time of Klibansky's admonition, however, scholars 

have undertaken painstaking research into the phenomenon of Renaissance 

Platonism, which has led to a re-evaluation oi the whoI~ situation. For 

Renaissance Platonism differs from medieval Platonism in one essential 

respect; to the above complex were added certain second' and third 

century treatises. These had a strongly magical component that had a 

revolutionary impact, the reverberations oi which are still being felt. The 

change in scholarly awareness' of thls phenomenon is due principally to the 

work of su ch scholars as D.P. Walker, P.O. Kristeller, Charles Trinkaus and 

Frances Yates. Walker is accredited with c:oining the term theologia 

prisca (the an cie nt theology) to refer to n ... a certain tradition of Christian 

apoIogetic theology which rests on misdated texts." (37) These texts, 

supposedl~ ancient foreshadowings of Christian truths, were variously 

attributed to Zoroaster, Hermes, Orpheus, to name the! most pronünent. 

They were virtually unknown in Europe tiIJ the fifteenth century, except 

fO' the Aesclepius, a part of the Hermetica, which Augustine treated in 

the City oi God. Their extreme antiquity was aiso generaIIy accepted till 

in 161L~, Henry Casaubon's critical study dated the Hermetlca as written 

between 100-300 A.D. So the ancient wisdom texts not only of Egypt, but 

also those of Persia, Greece, and Israel, were immediately suspect. But ln 

the century or 50 that their authenticity was accepte~ their potent 

mixture of magic, mysticism and Platonist symbology had an Irreversible 
\ 

effect on Western thought. \ ' 

, , 
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The Magical Connection 

It is beyond the sc ope of the thesis to undertake a detaiJed exegesis 

of each of the -W:0rks of the "ancient theology." [t is aIso' dangerous to 

attempt a general analysis of ,the climate of thought that produced such 

treatises. Yet there are certain common elements, specifically in regard 

to magical practices, which can be observed and are particularly,pertinent 

to the matter at hand, because, as Waiker 'notes, it was this magical 

strand and its connection with the imagination that was of greatest , 

'importance in the Renaissance. 

WaJker provides a succinct 0verview of the period fromre third, to 

the fifth centuries A.D., wh en there was a marked increase in the 

fascination with mystical cuIts, astrology and magic: 

Many and vaiious kinds of religion interwove with each 
other: Christian, Gnostic, Manichaean, Hermetic, Orphie, 
neo-Pythagorean; in these the emphasis tended to be on 
astrological or magical practlces, on theurgy, as opposed to 
theology, on works and ceremonies, rather than reason or 
thought. The Neoplat'onists were more and more drawn 
into this >rellgious and magical' world •••• PIotinus was still 
primarily a philosopher ln our sense of the ward; but, 
though he disapproved of magie, he plainly believed in it, 
and he was one of the starting points for Ficino's Orphie 
magic. (38). ' 

\ 

An extremely good survey, of 'the basic principles of these theurgie 

practiees is given by 1;.R. Dodds in an Appendix to his work The Greeks 

~md the Irrational. (39) As regards their impiementation within a specifie 

cult, Hans Lewy provides a detaHed analysis in Chaldaean Oracles and 

Theurgy. (f./.Q) Though sorne of the reconstruction involves a certain amount 

of speculation, excerpts trom a lost work of Porphyry: On the Philosophy 

of the Oracles, inserted by Eusebius in his Praeparatio Evangelica, provide 

sufficient support for the theory a,dvanced. (Dodds also notes as the basis 

of his studya vast lost commentary by Proclus on the Oracles, fram which 

a number of Byzantine\ texts by Psellus appear to have been derived. 
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. These, Dodds records, have been coIiected and commented on by J. Bidez.) 

(41) The actual texts, original1y attribut~d to Zoroaster of ancient Persia, 

are now ackn?wledged as written by a certain Julian, surnamed "the 

Chaldaen" and his. son Julian, "The Theufgist." The latter lived in Rome in 
{' "' .. , 

the second half of the second century A.D. 

The basis of the system was a form of 'sympathetic magic whereby 

the Platonic Ideas in the World of Forms were replaced by certain 

symbola. These "symbols" were in turn identified with different powers, 

which were responsible for the maintenance of the universe. A soul could 
1 

be reawakened to the knowledge of these "symbols" by initiatory rites 

where certain sympathetic magical connections were made. These 

"symbols" or p~wers were variously identified as personified qualities, e.g., 

Justice, or as angels, formulae, images. There was a self-perpetuating 

motion to the procedure that was in keeping with the Neoplatonic 

emanational universe: 

Thereby the spiritual organism which guarantees the arder 
of the uni verse becomes the medium of magical action 
and, on the other hand, the spiritual substance of the sou1 
becomes the magic potency of the Theurgists. The soul 
with the help of the "symbols" thinks the nqetic, unites 
itself with the cosmic power and accomplishes by means of 
it the theurgical action. (lJ.Z) 

In the system there was indeed a connection with the Worid Soul of 

Plotin us which pervaded the universe and was responsible for the 

harmonious interdependence of its members. 

This sympathetic connection of the "members" of the 
cosmic organism shows itself in the course of the stars, in 
the activity of the demons, in prophecy, in magic and aiso 
in the efficacity 19~ prayer, which of itself progresses 
towardS" its goal by virtue of the natural connection of aU 
psychiè: powers contained in the universe. (43) 

It 1s worth noting, however, that Plotinus himself confined the ope ratio s 

of this system to the sensible world, as he regarded the noetic world a 
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immune to any physical or mag1cai influences. 

Dodds, in his analysis of the procedures that involved the use of 

"symbols," sees nothing new in this aspect; both the invocation.of gods and 

goddesses by naming certain sympathetic trees or animaIs, and the 

manufacture. of imitative statuettes were standard fare of' Graeco-Egyptian 
....... 

religio-magic cuits. What i5 new 15 their accommodation" with astrologicai 

and alchemlcal variations, to an anima~ed Platonist cosmology. 

The Renaissance Appropriation of the 

Theurgie Element of the "Ancient Theology" 

Marsilio Ficino (l433-1499) saw himself as both a Christian and a 

.~ Platonist. In fact, he saw the1r interpenetration as an essential part of 

the divine plan, and.".tbus in his role as restorer of the Platonic tradition 

hé was operating as an instrument oI Providence. (44) In attempting to 

aIlgn himself wlth what he percei~ed as the ancient lineage of Platonisrry;" 
, 

however, Ficino adopted unquestio~ingly those apocryphal second, thlrd and 

fourth century treatises wit'h thei~ pronQunced magical bias. (45) In th{'. , 

Theologia Platonica he attested t~e1r antiquity by pronouncing his own 

genealogy of wisdom, placing in order: (1) Zoroaster, (2) Mercurius 

Trismegistu5 (Hermes/Thoth), {3} Orpheusf (4) Aglaophemu5, (5) PythagoraS, 

(6) Plato. (46) In 14-63 he completed the translation of the Corpus \ 

fI Herme~icum (postponing the <70mpletion of his translations of Plato undl 

the following years). The Corpus', together with the Chaldean Oracles and' 

the 'Orphie Hymns, profoundly affected his own philosophical writings, 

because ln his synthetic works he believed that' the revered authors of the 

"ancient theology" were not simply theologi, but Magi. 
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This concept of rxtagus is somewhat complex, having both theoretical 

and practical implications. As attested by their writings the "ancient 

theologians" were Magi be,cause of their incorporation of magical practices 

~ithin a philosophical framework. This interpretation was not 
" . 

problematical. At the same time, however, in the Corpus Hermeticum 

there was a version of an Egyptian Genesis which told the tale of the 

creation and faH of a divine man, who himself had divine creative power: 
1 

Man as Magus. When Fieino himself began to dabble in incantations and 

talismans, 'he saw himself as working safely within a Christian-Platonlc 

framework. The seed had nevertheless been sown of purely humanist 

understanding of the Magus, which Pico della Mirandola (14;63-1494), 
r 

Fidno's pupfl and contemporary, expressed in his Oration on the Dignity of 

Man. In this work God addresses Adam (the magnum miraculum): 

Constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own 
free will, in whose hand we have placed thee, though shalt 
ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature. Thou shalt 
have the power to degenerate into the lower for ms of life, 
whlch are brutish. Thou shaIt have the power, out of thy 
soul's judgment, to be born into the higher for ms, which 
are divine. (47) 

\ 

This, statement has been variously interpreted, the quibble being 

whether or not Piço meant to vindicate human freedom quite sa absolutely. 

Nevertheless it is evidence of a strain of thought that henceforth will 

find expression in increasingly secularly oriented credos. 

As aIl the authorities cited, Kris'teller, Yates and Walker, are wont to 

express: the richness and complexity of sixteenth century Platonism renders 

its analysis extremely difficult. A delicate examination of its intricate 

patterns of ideas reveals the potential source of many later 

developments-monistic or dualist, pantheist or deist, Christian or humanist 

as weIl as those Stoic, Nèoplatonic and Gnostic impulses:-that have since 
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existed in strange and wonderful mixtures. And it would indeed seem that 

it is this potent Platonist conglomerate that Durand visualizes as the 

contents of his philosophia perennise It is the place and role of magic, 

however, that is of utmost' importance in this instance, for it is through 

Ficino's elaboration of his own magico/philosophical system that the 

concept of the imag~nation was tirst used with reference to an innate 

human creative ability. 

D.P. Walker, in his work Spiritual and Demonic Magic, (48~ has 

undertaken an investigation of Ficino's spiritual magic. Though it was 

predominantly Neoplatonic in its underlying metaphysical structure, this 

"" magical system depended largely on a formula of macrocosmiclr;nicrocosmic 

correspond~nces. The macr'ocosmic divisions were astrologically base d, as 

Ficino, by omitting spirits and demons from his repertoire, was avoiding 

entanglements with black magic and heresy. In this scheme of planetary 

influences, the ~ imaginativa featured as "the fundamental and central 

force," (49) i.e., as the medium of the magical connection. It must be 

observ~d, however, that this usage was confined to Ficino's magical 

treatises, specifically De Vita coelitus comparanda, (50) as 0l?posed to his 

epistemological works, e.g., Platonic Theology, (51) where his usage of the 

conéept imagination did not differ trom establlshed Neop~atonic ~ategorie~. 

While it was not inltially accorded the status of an independent faculty, in 

subsequent magical and philosophical works the imagination ascended from 

its comparatively low-berth in the philosophical hierarchy; It became a 

vehic1e of power and discovery, and finally the agency for divine 

communication. These subtle changes were reflected in the literature, but 

they have never been recognized philosophically. Their expressions 

appeared naturally as if they were part of the received ,tradition, without 

\ 
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any indicatio!i of th'eir novel usage. (Such general acceptance is also taken 

for granted on the part of the majority of contemporary commentators, 

most of whom are operating from a sympathetïc position.) A philosophié:a1 

surv~ __ o.L this development of the concept of imagination from the 

Renaissance to Kant awaits scholarly attention. Although Walker and 

Yates document the situation historically, they do not analyze its 

philosophical implications .. 

'The "Oevélopment" of Imagination , 

and its Appropriation by Durand 

Frances Yates, in her wbrk Giordano Bruno' and the Hermetic 

Traditil:m, (52) has illustrated this evolution in the understanding of 

imagination with reference to one particular thinker. Giordano Bruno , 

(1548~1600), together with Corneliu~ ~grippa 04-87-1535) and Theophrastus 

Paracelsus (14-93-154-1), can be regarded as magician-philosophers in the' Une 
1 

of Renaissance Magi descending from Fi~ino, whose Christian orthodoxy and 

magical practices both becarrie increasingly suspect. The shift in emphasis 

reflected in their work 1s from the traditionaJ theurgic relationship, where .. 

the Magus was a hi~rophant, to an increasingly self-referential system, 

where the Magus himself becomes the source of power. In practical 

application Yates. analyzes this as an amalgamation of the classical art of 

mem,?ry and the Hermetic experience of mirroring the uni verse in the 

mind. (53) In Bruno this system of mnemonic harmonies culminated in: 

••• a magical. and religious technique for training the 
imagination as the instrument for reaching the divine and 
obtaining divine p~~ers, linking through the imagination 
with angels, demons, the effigies of stars and inner 
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"statues" of gods and goddesses ln contact with celestial 
things. (.5~) 

-It was Bruno who tir st made the link in. his work De imaginum 

compositione, (55) between this inner imaginative power .and the "divine 

mad"ess" or ~ (as Br~no caUs it) of creative activity. This for Bruno 

constituted the essence of philosophy: 

True philosophy is music, poetry or painting; true painting 
15 poetry, music and philosophy; true poetry or music 1s 
divine sophia and painting. (56) . 

This creative aesthetics of the imagination was also intimately' relatecf to 

_ Bruno's conception of the Magus: 

Why, 1 say, do 50 few understand and apprehend the 
internaI power? •••• He who in himself sees aU things, is aU 
things. (57) 

\ Gone are the fabrications by which Ficino attempted to incorporate . 
/ 

the "ancient theology" within a Platonist-Cl1ristian framework. By the 

time of Bruno, an original vision of reality had taken shape~ where there 

were no longer any gestures towards a Christian apologetic. Bruno' 

envisaged himself as prophet and leader of a new movement, because by 

persona! odysseys through the sphere he had obtained the Powers and 'J 

become divine. He was at once the Magus and Man the Miraculum. His 

fate at the stake was thereby sealed. 

This enlargement of the scope of imagination has had two 

consequences. On the one hand, it has led to are-examina tion of the 
, 

Plotinian schema, a ~rocess still of inte~est today. (58) In this connection 

clues are sought in /the Plotinian terminology of the intermediary world of c( 
• ) 1 

soul for a philosophical precedent of this Renaissance reformulatlon of the 
,. 

the conce~.t of imagination. The other consequence has become part of 

the scenario of Western philosophical thought. !ts expression varies, 

however, depending on the theory established to account for human 

---____ ... ""'<!t,&~ \.l. 
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creativity. The movement that 1s m6st pertinent for this thesi5 i5 that 

which maintains a11 the esoteric trappings of the "ancient theology." In 

• this development magic is now incorporated under the heading of 
) 

imagination, and it essentially divorces itself from the orthodox Christian 

world-view. The emphasis is on humanity's innate creative potential. It 1s 

related both to the search for gnosis and illumination that has al ways been 

a part of the "ancient theology" and that creative inspiration in art, music 

and poetry which has always presented a problem to philosophers. It 1s 

this syncretic and theosophical current that has ever since woven its way 
r, 

in and out of ,the Western main5tream, and 'it is thi5 mélange that Durand 

adopts as comprising his philosophia perenniSe 

It 1s in this sense that Walker's "ancient theology" 1s one element of 

Durand's synthesis. Durand does not seek out i ts historical antecedents, 

but is content to name those who have honoured the imagination, in 

whatever guise. This 15 why the Renaissance excursion has been essential, 

for not only Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, but Cornelius Agrippa, 

- Giordano Bruno and Paracelsus figure prominently in Durand's honour-roll. 

The seeming disparity of this complex network of connections warranted 
<;- \ 

decipherment. The only clue given by Durand was their common 

involvement with the imagination. 

An interesting detail to observe 1s tha~ since the Renaissance the 

tradition has sprouted what can be classe<! as both s,cular and spiritual 

'off-shoots. They both tend to majntaln a monistic framework. The 
,\ 

former movement, however, virtually posits man as the centre of the 

, . 

cosmos, whereas the latter retains the traditional Platonist system, thoùgh 
t, 

the vocabuJary varies with different esoteric sub-groups. Durand includes . 
b~lopments within his world-view; it is as if the 
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fotrIagina tion, either sacred or secular, has beeome the sole arbiter of 

membership' within 'his vèl"sion 0.1 the philosophia perennise This accounts 

for Durand's inclusion of such other diverse elements as Rosicrucians and 
1 

Freemasons, as weIl as aIchemists and astrologers, Swedenborg, Fritjuof 

• Schuon, Réné Guénon and Rudolf Steiner, among the coterie of the elect. 
) 

Imagination now accounts for aU creative strivings, from the mysterious 

. Dionysian stirrings of the early Greek religious quest to that later, but not 

wholly unrelated phenomenon of the Imagination as the royal 'road of 

creativity that resulted from Romantie Idealism. 

The Mystic'a.l Connection 

Another feature of Durand's system untreated so far is the admission 

of certain mystics and holy men into his select company. Most of these 
, , 

belong to what Durand ter ms: le Moyen Age: LAverroes! (59) and they 

indu de Hugh of St. Victor, John Scot Erigena, Honorius Augustdunensis, I~ 
" Bernard of Clairvaux and John of Salisbury. It would appear that what 

appeals to Durand in this context, is the marked Platonic element in most 

of the above mentioned authors. Such an indiscriminate eategorization 

needs further qualification, but apart from a reference to their usage of 

'"la symbolique romanél'dans une figuration non occultée de l'homme," (60) 

Durand 1s content to Incorporate them "synchronically," i.e., according to 

his hermeneutic, as thinkers who respected l'homme tradl tionnel. T.heir 
, 
\ 

link to the imagination wouJd be solely through Ithe 
/ 

wtüch Durand Chas already "re-interpreted." / 
l' 

d 

Platpnic element, 

Another set of mystics comprises Nicholas of Cusa and the Rhenlsh 

\ 
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~ystics, Eckhart, Tauler and Suso. It has been observed that the ideas of 

both Eckhart (b. ca. 1260) and Nicholas' of Cusa (d. 1~64), to na me the 

most prominent, escape traditional systematization. Yet, there is a 
oK 

marked Platonic influence in both cases, larg:l~ filtered through the work 

of Dionysius the Areopagite. Once again an apocryphal figure, probably 
~ 

from Syria and the fourth ce~tury A.D., Dionysius nonetheless presented 

hlmself as the sole succ~ss of St. Paul's A thenian excursion. He betrayed 

himself, however, in referrmg to Ignatius of Antloch (d. 117 A.D.). The 

Dlonysian influence, and its connection with an apophatic understanding of 

the Absolute, which is central to this approach fits essentlally wi thin a 

Neoplatonic emanatlonal model. The only qifference is that the ultimate 

"experience" ,is imageless, the path of access littered with discarded images 

and symbols. Th!s is distinct from the increasingly luxuriant lmagery of 

the vlsionary path. The purgative way has indeed been connected with and 

has fostered negative "imagery," yet in the final act of "unknowing," aH 

contradiction virtually negates itself. 

Durand has no trouble including the mystics of both the via negativa 

and the via affirmativa within his topographieal category of l'homme 

traditionnel in his philosophia perennise Both types are on a symbolic 

quest for gnosis and illumination, and the hierophanlc language that 

disc10ses the nature of this tJltlmate Reality, whiJe negative in one case 

and positive in another, fits within Dourand's synchronie Interpretative 

schema. The fundamental question that remains, however, is Durand's own 

understanding of the constitutIon of Ultimate Reality. His synthetic vision 

incorpora tes both sacred and secular symbolic systems. His emphasis on 

esoteric, mystic and theosophical doctrines points towards an inherently 

spiritual interpretation whereby gnosis is something that is revealed to 
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as weB as of humanistically incHned aJchemists and hermeticists points, 

however, to a tension within Durand's own vision. It is not the tension of 

immanence or transcendence, but 'rather, tha't of the assignation of Man or 

Cod as the axis mundi. 

.J 
"The Tradition" anJ "le nouvel esprit anthropologique" 

While initially Durand's work may appear somewhat novel and 

ec1ectlc, partiéularly If viewed from the perspective of the synchronie . 
fusion that cOmprises 'ra nuuvelle anthropologle or. dS 1 t 15 other.wlse called 

la SCIence de l'homme, It is essentially the rest,atement of an old inslght. 

For ~ nouvelle anthropologie, though 1 t i5 to be made up of aIl the 

"sciences" that deal with humanity, operates u~ the agency of a 

symboJic hermeneuties which in fact seeks only to articulate l'homme 

traditionnel. The world of l'homme traditionnel is, to aH intents and 

purposes, lived out a"gainst the backdrop of Durand's understanding of 

philosophia perennis. Durand's appropriation of the philosophia perennis, 

has, as it has been observed, elements of both Kristeller's and Huxley's 

definition Of that term. KristelJer rerouted the Renaissance Platonist 

source of the tradition from the pseudonymous Orpheus, Zoroaster and 

Hermes to Parmenides and Pythagoras. The latter two were obvious 

his~orical influences on that aspect of Plato's work that became 

incorpor:lted into the philosophia, perennis. KristeUer would not insist on a 

rigor.ous and purist reading of Plato as essential to the tradition; lndeed 

he sees it as a fundamental inteUectuai current in Western clvilization that 

will surface and find reforrnulation contmuously: 
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For, PlatonlsrTl, rt' regarded not as the litera! repetltion of 
Plat\>'s theories !tJt as ",constant adaptation and 
amaJga,ma tion of his basic motives according to the insight 
and èonvics.ioÎ'ls of each new thinker, wHI continue to be 
restated ~ revived in the future in many ditferent ways 
as it ha,s, I?)en in the pasto (61) h 

Huxley, instead of acknowledging a type of proce~ model as 

Kristeller does, seeks instead to ground hls interpretatlon as a vision of 
\ , 

timeless wisdom. In this sense his monistlc world-view has much in 

common with tha! of H4Ston Smith's recent Forgotten Truth:The Primordial 

Tradition. (62) Huxley and Huston Smith both advocate a Platonist 

humanlsm that emphasizes a fo~m of self-transcendence, rather than an 

absorption 1nto the ChriSitlan Absolute, which characterized the Renaissance 

mterpretation. The humamst streak, clrcumventing th!s Chnstlanized 

Platonism, returns deliberately to the supposedly anClent symbols and 

systems of the second, third and fourth centuries A.D., drawing parallels 
\ 

with the language of mystlcs and visionaries from Hindu, Islamlc and 

Buddhist as well as Chnstian sources. 

The resuJt of these endeavours IS a philosophie paradigm that 15 

idealist and monlstie, expressed in esoteric symbols that only gnostlcal1y 

inc1ined initiates may penetra te. [t is advanced as a counterbalance, if 

not the saJvation, of the prevailing real1st-scientific tradition that It 

aUeges as dominating the West. ThiS conglomerate can be variously slated 

as secuJar SCience and/or History, or as the Transcendent Cod of orthodox 

Christiamty. There is usuaUy a heavy apocalyptic thrust ta the philosophy. 

'TIlis can basiciilly be traced to the Inherent duahsrn and dis trust of 

matter that pervade the Platonlst oeuvre or else it bespeaks a deep and 

instinctive human need that the Platonist philosophy expresses most 

adequately. . 1 .. 
Durand's naming of honoure~members of the tradition 15 also an 
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accepted custom. Ficino himseJ!, u noted, inscribed one. D. Hirst, in a 

" book, Hidden Riches, (63) illustrates bow the Renaissanc.e Platonist 
1 

tradition was absorbed into the EngUsh l1terary tradition, and how 

acknowledgme t of this was made: 

The ap earance of this tradition in any kind of literature, . 
is &lwa heralded by reference to a llst of venerable 
authorities which varies llttle trom the age of Ficino to 
the tlme of Richard Clarke [late eighteenth century]. 
Except that the l.lst grows. Those who earUer cited 
Hermes Trismegistus, Zoroaster, and Plotinus, like Pico 
della Mirandola, his muter Ficino, Georgio and Cornelius 
Agrippa, begin themselves to be added ta the list. (64) 

Durand's net is certainly spread wide and he has trapped a heterogeneou$ 

set of specimens. They can, however, virtually all.be accounted for by 
) 

thelr alJegiance to a species of the Platonist system. 

The most troublesome inclusions in Durand's list are the Romantic 

poets and thinkers and the surrealists. Durand would undoubtedly defend 

their incorporation because of their valorization of the imagination. The 

Romantic understanding of t~e imagination, as the source and agency of 

the pœtic vision, finds contemporary expression in the work of the poet, 

'" Kathleen Raine, who sees herself ln the tradition of Engllsh visionary 

poets, incJuding Blake and Yeats: 

In whatever form, under whatever name, ail 
imaginatIve poets have, llke Yeats, halled "the 
superhuman," whether as heavenJy Muse, or as "woman 
wailing for her demon lover"; the intention in a11 cases is 
the same-to evoke the wisdom of the memoria whose 
nature Blake understood so weB: 

'!..J rest not from my great task. 
To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immortaJ 

Eyes 
Of Man inwards into the WorJds of Thought, into 

Eternity 
Ever expanding in the Bosom of God, the Human 

Imagination." (6') 

This interpretation of the Imagination sees it as the personal power 

that puts the pœt in touch with certain universaJ forms that are then 
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embodled in symbols and ir;nages. It 1s envisaged as a spiritual power that 

aHows a poet "to converse with eternal wisdom." (66) The poet, then, 1s 
, 

viewed as a Magus figure and 1s linked with the theosophical branch of the 

philosophia perennis stretching back through the Renaissance, to Hellenistic; 

dmes and to that fa1Ued wisdom of the East whose esoteric symbols haunt 

the tradition. 

Conclusion 

This phase in --ourand's deveJopment, with its splrituallst underpinnings, 

has p~rhaps a more exalted perception of the Imagination than that of the 

Romantic poets. Nevertheless, a basic understanding of the Imagination as 

the source of poetic inspiration and expression 1s accepted by both groups. 

The Renalssance world-view, whieh for the first tlme associated the 

imagination w)th the' creative power of magic, led in time to this 

remarkable and generaUy acknowledged "revisioning" of the the role of 

imagination. Generally situated within an, idealist framework, Imagination 

becomes for Kathleen Raine, as it 'Ïs for Qurand, the equivalent of poetic 

inspiration, that troublesome "divine madness," as well as the source of aIl 

myths and symbols of mediation. Both a power and "faculty of spiritual .. 
perception," it Is used interchangeably iNithirî a loosely formulated Platonist 

1 • 

system as synonymous with the tradltional Platonic understanding of souJ. 
) 

This inevitably presents certain philosophie probJems. For just as it has 

been noted that within the Plotinian appropriation of the Platonie schema, 

the soul can be interpreted ln accordance with an ontologieal dimension, or 

with a realist-psychological bias, Durand's o~n emp{oyment of imagination 
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as soul seems to fluctuate between these two possibilities. At times, as 

wlth Jung, the emphasis talls ~>n the transcendent backdrop of the world of 

the One. At other times the focus of attention seems centred on the 

multiple psychological manifestations of the realm of the soul, without any 

acknowledgement of its" hypostatic connection. In a fine study, Pagan 

Mysteries of the Renaissance, Edgar Wind observes that: "Poetic pluralism 

1s the necessary corollary to the rddical mysticism of the One." (67) 

Kathleen Raine, working within a monlstic setting â'tso echoes this inslght: 

" ... for ail poets are by nature polytheists." (68) Durand appears to take 

full advantage of this obversion. In his earlier works the rnonistic 

philosophy, as espoused by Corbin, takes precedence. Content with a 

geQeralized transcendent background that occasionally takes on a sharper 

focus, Durand concentrates on images and symbols as modes of 

understandiC1g and interpreting, which function as actuaJ revelatJlns of 

RealJty. ln his later work, however, he is obviously. influenced by the 

work df a cO'l1temporary Jungian, James Hlllman. The Jatter's book, 

Revisioning Psychology, (69) sees polytheistic images rather than diq.gnostic 
". 

pathology as more helpful therapeutic devices for the "soul building" of 

analytic work. In his Jatest b?o~ Durand himself has opted for applied . 

imaginative technique, mythocriticism or mythanalyse of Jiterary works and 
• JI. 

worlds, as his own contribution to La nouvelle anthropologi~. In contrast to 

the earIier monistic and transcendent emphasis, Durand here tends towards 

the more pluralist and secular pole of an understanding of imagination. 

The final solution for Durand appears to be tha t if we accept hls 

symboHc hermeneutics and thus oppose imaginative to reflective and 

rational judgments, the option 1$ for the ultimacy of the poetic vision, in 

.. 
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the broadest sense of that term. While wlthln a Platonlst system "thls can 

lead to contemplation of tne Absolute, -Durand's more secular lncHnations , . 
seem flna11y to eschew any ultimate spiritual reference. In his l~test 

works he appears to locate hl! modei in tne context of a humani!me~, 

where the -mediator becornes that ecumen1c go-between Hermes, and the 
~ 

Absolute, a gene-pool~ of polythebtic/pluralistic images that reduce 

metaphysics to mythopoetics. In thls regard, the Imagination appearl as 

that power by whlch Man crea tes Him/Her self ln his/her own image. 

While these .obverse perspectives are not in themselves contradictory,' the1 

point to an ambivalence at the heart of Durand's philosophy, a problem 

that his lnterpretation of imagination intensifies rather than clarifie~._ 

\ 
r 

ft" .. 

91 

. -------~--- ~, 

.. 

" i 

J 



l 

fi 

-"\' 
\ 

" 

\ 

r CHAPTER IV 

DURAND'S FINAL PHILOSOPHICAL , 

ORIENTATION TOWARDS THE lMAGINATION 
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Introduction 

l • 
Though originally attributed to Corbin, Durand's appropriation and 

application of the concept of imagination 1s a composite of many disparate 

strands that weave in and" out of the Western inteUectual tradition. On one 

level his conception of l'homme traditionnel can be appreciated as a 

revalorization of -the shaman figure of Scythla and Thrace, whose identity 

ot poet-seer-prophet has been variously postulated (1) as an 

undifferentiated precursor of thos«! la ter Greek separations into poet, 

philo~?pher~ priest/medium. This differentiation, as 1t slowly crystalliz~d "~ 

through Homer, Hesiod, and the various pre-Socratic philosophers, 

\ emphasized certain traits tha't finally found articulation in Plato. A 

èentral tenet of the tradition was the beHef that certain individuals, 

through a combination of ascetic discipline, innate disposition and social 

approbation of their role, are. the privileged recipients of divine knowledge 

which is usually communicated in a heightened st,,:te of consciousness. As 

the reflective and philosophie tendençy became more manUest in the Greëk 

world .. view, this type of consciousness was more and more refined in the 
~ 

process. Fïnally Plato saw it as the preserve of an elect, suitably trained, . ' , , 
who would become the guardians of hls Republic. Phil,osophy ltse~f was 
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now regarded as a way of liie, an askësis seeking to purify the 'soul in 

order to promote iu union with Truth; a cas~ of "like seeking .1ike". In 

.. this regard Plato's definition of happiness (eudaimonia): to become as like 

God as possible (Theaetetus 176b: "to fly away [to heaven 1 means to 

become Iike G6d, as far as this is. possible;"), has a special .importance. It 

evokes the Platon~J?ajdeja as a com,bination of self.discipllne (askësis) and 

instruction that mirrored the three·fold "way" of the Pythaj6rean academy 

in iu search for tf';lth, righteousness. and goodness. (The later theological 

schoob foUowed suit.) (2) 

In thls context the ecstatic and enthusiastic eJements were 

sublimated, and in the Phaedrus Plato assigns such possessed states to the 

"divine madness" of poets, oracular priests/priestesses, cultic worshippers , 

and lovers. (3) Such types were barred admittance to the Republic. Both 

in his awareness of these manifestations, and in his own use of "higher 

myth" (aIready mentioned in Chapter rour), there remain in Plato's oeuvre 

vestiges of that prephllosophlc emotional and/or inspired disposition which 
• l' 

characterized the mantic medium. Whtle reflective consciousness, which 

culminated in th~ contemplation of the True and the Good, represented the 

Ideal of the Platonlc system, there remained certain areas in Plato's " 

depiction of the psyche that were both incomprehensible and inexplicable, 

except in figurative language. These figurative expressions were absorbed 

into the Platonis~ repertoire where they were oiten interpreted with 

complete disregard of Plato's own understanding of the primacy of the 
\ 

noetic nature of consciousness. The result, as dernonstrated in the last 

chapter, wu somewhat kaleidoscopic. Plato's psyche (souJ), the realm of 

mediation between the mind/spirit and matter/body, became 

indiscriminately incorporated within the Platonist framework to account for 
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any form of mediation, such as the Plotinian emanations; or any manner 

of mediator, such as the figures of poet, prophet, gnostic, magus, 

philosopher, seer. In these contexts psychic ras both psychological and 

spiritual implications. This deveJopment culminated in that Renaissance 

identification of imagination with the soul, as the medium or locus of such 

correspanding or revelatory images as were the mainstay of those 

'" 'esS1:ntially esoteric, if not gn?stic, systems. Such a designation of 

imagination is not Platonic, nor does it find confirmation in any reaUst 

system of phiJasophy. 

~ As the h.l.storrcaJ survey of this understanding in the preceding 
! 

chapter demonstrated, however, such an attribution arose to fuJfill a need 

seemingly unmet by. the current phiJosophical categories. The question thus 
v 

poses Itself: What IS that are a of experience that imagination, conceived in 

this way, de scribes? Of the possible off':'shoots from ttlS question two 

others appear worthy of consideration: How have other philosophical 

systems, i.e.~ other than Platonist, a.ttempted to deal wlth this entity? 

And, as a result of these co'nsiderations: What is the contemporary status 

of the understandlng \t imagination in phiJosophy? Rather than treat each 

_") question chronologlcaJly, thls chapter will address these questions 

thematica1ly and indirectly, as they arise within the specifie issues 

discussed. 
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The Scope and T erms of Reference Inh1!rent 

in Durand's Use of the Term "Imagination" 

It would appear that what Durand wishes to substantiate and to 

account for by his use of the term "imagination" are those no'i;-:orational 

incursions into consciousness and e;xpression that can be commtmicated only 

through images and figurative language. Durand assigns these figurative 

expressions the status of symboi. This sense of "imagination" is indeed 
, 1 

--intimately connected to that domain called the "unconscious". Plato had 

indeed been fascinated by the promptings f~om thls area 'of the psyche, 

though there did not then exist adequate understanding (if there 

does today) to map out th!s territory. Formerly regarded as the province 

of the poet, seer, prophet, and later of a certain type of Platonic 

philosopher and the mystic, the well-spring of these charisms was shrouded 

in mystery that was assumed to have a divine connection. 

Since the Rerralssance however, and 'the growing concern with the 

human element in creative activity, inspiration has ceased to be identifi~d 

solely with a transcendent source. Poetlc consciousness, though still Iinked 

in a mysterious manner with the unconscious, and 50 1nevitably with at 

least a transcendental dimension, has usurped the property of 1ts former 

associa tes. But in so doing i t remains tinged, particldlarly in Durand's 
~. 

appropriation, wlth spiritual nuances. As a result; while the imagination 

cannot be designated specifically as a divine emissary, it becomes instead 
)' 

"th~ divine spark" in man/woman. While indeed this may be merely a shift 

in emphasis that accommodates the modern consciousness,' it does in fact \ 

-"rindlcate precisely that enigmatic area already mentioned ln both Durand 
" J, . 

and Jung, where the frame of reference is never qui te clear-cut. The 
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language used can be interpreted either psychologically, or· th'eologic 
\ 

and it seems that both of the above thinkers wish "imaginatio~" to ca ry 

the force and tension impHcit in the interaction and co-existence of - t ~ 

rnetaphysics, today there is metaconSClOUS'\SS and metapoetics. 

imagin~tion, inserted as th~ mediating ~tivity between the r~alms of 

d .. . h· Pl· '·11· , matter an Spirlt Wlt ln a atonlst structure, 'stl (etams a 
, \ . 

transcendent/immanent ambivalence that can be \xploited according to :. 
~ 

contexte ,50 it is in one context that Durand can posit the philosophy of 

imagination as the corrective to the mind/body du~ism of Cartesian 

rationalism and cohtemporary science (4), while a contemporary English 

Platonist, Owen Barfield, echoes the remark in a more transcendental 

perspective. In an article "Matter, Imagination and Spirit," he states:" ••• it i5 

to Imagination, in the first place, that we must look for the heaJing of 

that Cartesflln sword-thrust between matter and spirit." (.5) 

In this way Durand's use of imagination appears to fil! a need in 
, ~ 

contemporary consciousness. On the one hand it can serve those like 

Barfield who are quite cOntent within the traditi6nal for-mat of a Platonist 

world-view, where, however, imagination i5 now equated with soul. On the 

other hand, it also qm accommodate those, such as Jung who are 

not t.ota1ly at home in this context and lean towards a crypto-Platonist 

adaptation~ Though Durand, Jung and others cannot subscribe to the tenets 

of Platonlc contemplation nor of Christian orthodoxy, they detect ~n the 

unconscious and its symbolic for ms a transcendent sense tl:tat neither 

reallst nor critical philosophies treat adequately. This 15 because Durand 

and Jung and company acknowledge that imaginative constructions have 

equal standing with rational and reflective procedures. It is only within a 

• e 
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Platonist model that they can find a vindlcation of their appreciation of 

this creative and dynéj,mic process. Within a broadly-based Platonist 

understar/ding of tHe imagination, Jung and Durand have the scope to 
. 

explore the hutnan dimensions of creativity without totally ajpndoning the 

ultiniate source 'of these expressions which remain, as for Plato, obscured 

in mystery. 

The Philosophical Question and the 

ProbJem of the intellectus agens and 

its Relationship to Imagination , 

r 

The underlying philosophical question in a11 of these proceedings 

rellolves around the task of explaining the presence in the mind of images 

or "phantasms." The Aristotelian-Thomist1c t employs the concept of 

the ioiellectus agens to aceount for the abstra tion of these "impressions" 

from ,their corresponding sense data. tradition, from Plato 

through Augustine to Durand, opts instead for variations on the theme of 

infused knowledge to describe the same phenomena. This preference posits 

an intermediate world, which can neit~er be identified with sense and 

matter nor with intellect and spirit, as the ground of humani ty's being and 

knowing. In this regard the realist Aristotelian-Thomist theory, which sees 

the intellectus agens as an internai sense or intellectual faculty, chooses 

instead a dyadic epistemology andontology. 50 lt is surprising when 

Durand, in attempting to explain his understanding of imagination, refers to 

Avicenna's ,intellectus agens. 

It is in ~ Structures that Durand first mentions Avicenna's 
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intellectus agen~ 

Aussi rien ne nous semble plus proche,de cette fonction 
fantastique que la vieille notion avicennienne d' intellect 
agent, rectrice du savoir de l'espèce humaine tout entière, 
principe spécifique d'universalite et de vocation 
transcendante. (6) 

At this time, as Durand acknow ledges,. he had not discovered the work of 

Corbin. But even after that encounter he again returns to the notion of 

intellectus agens according to A vicenna. In an article "Tâches de l'Esprit et 

Impératifs de l'Etre," he conceives of the intellectus agens as an inhabitant 

of the mediated world of the Platonist sy~tem, after the reveJatory mode 

of Corbin: 

C'est aussi que l'Intelligence. ~~~e n'est plus du tout 
cette elJtité formelle et psycKiq~ qu'elle devient dans tout 
l'aristotélisme, de Thémistius à Thomas,4' A'quin en passant 
bien entendu par Averroès; elle n'est pas,,Jlon plus 
l'intervention directe de Dieu. chez Alexànd~,e d'Aphrodise 
ou les augustiniens. L'Intellect agent est ici bel et bien un 
intercesseur séparé et individué par rapport à l'intellect 
humain, un Ange du Plérome céleste, Archange de 
l'Humanité, Esprit-Saint, "Ange de la connaissance" 
gnostique et "de la révélation," c'est-à-dire de la 
hiérohistoire. (7) 

ThiS understanding of the intellectus agens is markedly different from that 

of AristotJe and Aquinas and needs further exploration to determine the 

precise sense in w!,ich A vicenna used the terme A short preliminary 

excursion into its use qy Aristotle also seems necessary to establish its 

exact philosophical pedigree, as well as its subsequent adaptations. 

t ln his book De Anima Aristotle firstly explains how imagination in 

the body-soul entelechy is dependent upon sensation. At the same time J'le 

assetts that the soul never thinks without an image (~ Anima III, 7, 

4-.31aI6). Thus the imagination acts as an liaison between sensation and 

thinking. The image, abstracted from sensation, has its own particular 

form, and it is acknowledged as the work of the inteJ1ectus agens to 
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extract from sensations that element of "inteHlgibility" which constitutes 

this image or phantasm. In a much discusse.d passage (De Anima m, " 

430a17-2'), (8) however, Aristotle's own understanding of the intellectus 

agens itself appears somewhat ambiguous. The problem is whether the 

intellectus agens is a universal entity that is common to aU beings, or 

whether it can be considered as a separa te entity peculiar to each 

individual. 
1 

} 
In a perceptive artlcle: "On the Soul: A Philosophical Explomtion of 

the Active Intellect in Averroes, Aristotle and Aquinas," (9) Ruth Reyna 

analyzes how Averroes and Aquinas each interprets the text ln a different 

manner. Averroes would seem to have interpreted the passage according to 

the most app{r~nt meaning, positing the intellective soul as a unit y, an 

impersonal su~nce that is immortal and shared by aU beings. Aquinas, 

however, convinced of the immortality of the individual soul, interpreted 

the text in a manner that emended the Aristotellan implications. Reyna 

acknowledges that while this is "surgery" to bring Aristotle in line with the 

Christian concept of the soul, understood as a compound of Augustinian 

qualifications of incorruptible and immaterial, it i5 not a total distortion of 

Aristotle. (10) 

For Aquinas, then, this imrnortal and personal active intellectual 

prindple, or intellectus agens, bridges the gap between the spiritual and 

_~ the material. In itself it contalns the primary or pre-existent prindples of -

knowledge, but these can be activated only by connection with sensible 

objects, except in the case of their direct apprehension by intuitive 

knowledge, as in mystlcism. In thls formulation Aquinas can be seen 

struggling to balance the immortal and embodied aspects of the soul, as 

weU as trying to accommodate another Augustinian postulate, that of 
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L1luminative knowledge. This latter element was a ?Iatonic bequest, harking 

rCk to his particular model of man's/wornan's innate and luminous 

disposition for knowledge of the True; in Augustine's context, God. WhiJe, 

for Aquinas, the intellectus agens cannot be identlfied with the body or 

the soul, it partakes of the1r unlty. In that it. is closely allied ta the soul, 

it survives the death of the body; then, however, it appears that its 

services, belng dependent on the body, would no longer function or be 

necessary, as the sou! lS now ln contact with Absolute Being, Truth and 

Goodness. 

In this dualist system Aristotle's inteUectus agens ernerges as an 

alternate ta the Platonlc trladic structure of body-soul-spirit to explain the 

presence of mental images .. ThIs exposition has remained a mainstay of the 

realist traditioh, though certam modern commentators, among them W. 

Jaeger and A.E. Taylor, (I1) reject this concept, alleging that it does not, 

fit within Aristotle's psychology, and labeUing it as a mythical segment of 

his thought; a left-over trom his early Platonism. This modlrn tendency ta 

eliminate a knotty element of Aristotle's system, in the interests of logic , 

and consistency, is an attempt ta eradicate those spiritual questions that 

had challenged Aristdtle's own intellect. Whereas his treatrnent of the 

imagination can be regarded from a strictly psychological perspectIve, the 

intel1ectus agens cannot. It points once again to that problem of 

divine/human interaction and its relation to human creativity in thought or 

expression with which virtually every thinker- mentloned previously has 

grappled. It 1s these early articulations of "~ivine madness" and "higher 

rnyth" in Plato, as weIl as the construct of inteJlectus agens ln Aristotle 

that circumscribe the situation and pose tentative solutions. 

Avicenna, in hls usage of the word inteHectus agens, is obviously 
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indebted to ~risto1ie, but his understanding of this term was unwittingly 

influenced by Plotinus' work, a sizeable' portion of whose Enneads was (as 
.' 

already noted ln Chapter Two), attributed ta Aristotle as the tfTheology of 

Aristotle." Plotinus' own philosophy is somewhat ambiguous, if not 

contradictory, containing both Platonic and Peripatetic ideas, often 

promiscuously )uxtaposed. This 15 compounded by a lack of consistency in 

terminology. Plotinu5' work 15 something of an amalgam of Plato and 

AristotJe, and has been described, if somewhat simplistJcaHy, as a mixture 

of Aristotelian psychology and Platonic ontology. Added to this, however, 15 

Plotinus' own solution to the mind/body problem. While hls h1erarchically 

ordered emanations from the One can be viewed as an elaboration of the 

Pla tonie mediation of soul, these processions of Intelligence and the Soul 

allow for more subtJe interrelationships of mind and body. At the same 

time, however, Plotinus employs the Anstotelian psychological explanation 

of imagination in hls treatment of the sou!'s interaction with the world. 

Yet he does not employ the notion of intellectus agens, its function 

seemingJy supplied by the hypostatic nature of the Intelligence. (12) fi 

It 1s such a composite as this ta which AVlcenna 15 heir. LabQuring ta 

relate this monistically ordered universe ta his own monotheistic religious 

tradition, he forges his own theory, synthesizing the elements in a manner 

that is incompatible with hJs Islamic religion. He covers his tracks, 
III 

however, and avoids condemnation and the death of a heretic by hls own 

visionary excursions into the still suspect, but Increasingly popular, route of 

Islamic mysticism. (13) 

c 
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Avicenna and the Imagination 

ln l'lis varlous works Avicenna (960-1037 A.O.) juggJes the dIverse 

formuJa tians that seek to explain the source and role of images. Two 
• 

critical text! for understandlng his presentation of this increasingJy 

complex area are: Les ~ d'Avicenne!!!!: !! "Theologie ,~:Aristote," 
,4 

edited by G. Vadja, (14) and the already dted section of the Kttaè 

al-najat, itself an abridgement of his massive work Kltàb al-shi!à, edited 

and annotated by F. Rahman under the titJe Avicenna', PSl;chology. (1.~) In 

addition to this Corbin has elaborated his own interpretation ~f Avicenna's 

use ot the intellectus agens in his visionary tales in Avicenna ~ the 
_--1 

Visionary Recital. (16) 
, \ 

In the Kltab al-najat, Avicenna presents an intricate exposition of the 

place and role of imagination. In the first place, as a faculty within the 

practicaJ intellect, he descrlbes it ln a manner analogous to Aristotle 

where its activation, withln a body-sôul complex, depends on external 

stimuli. In contrast to AristotJe, however, when it receives its impressions 

of the universal forms from the theoretica! intellect, their source is the 

intellectus agens, functioning as the tenth emanation ~f the Soul from the 

Intelligence. Avicenna's division of this Sou! lnt'? potent!aJ and active 

intellects passes through three gradations whereby the potential iy-ttelligib!es 

from the practical intellect are transformed lnto actuai intelligibles. The 

subtJeties of this metamorphosÏ5 are not the issue at hand, yet the preeess 

itself hu marked implications for a new ,understanding of the imagination: 
~ 

Similarly sorne power emanates from this active intellect 
(intellectus &~en~ and proceeds to the objects of 
imagmaflon w c are potentiaJ intelligibles, and makes 
them actuaJ intellisibles, and the potential intellect 
(praçtical intellectJ an active intellect. (17) 

L,.. 

102 

.-

.... 

1 
~ 

• 



/ 

It i5 nOf 50 much the actuaJ description of the mechanics of the . 
inte~hus agens whieh differs fr,~~_ ~h,at of AristotJe, but iu insertion in 

A.t'cenna's comprehensive setting. Whereas ~ristotJe envi5ioned the soul as 

intimately yet mysteriously related to the Absolute, Avicenna ad?pts 

Plotin us' format and the emanative status of the Soule As one of the Soul's 

sub-divisions, the intellectus agens has an intermedlary nature for .l.vicenna 

that ls absent ln Aristotle's theory. 

It is also through the agency of the intellectus agens tha t A vicenna 

attempts to account for the phenomenon of prophecy ,whlch.is a central 

tenet of Islam: 

Thus there might be a man whose soul has such intense 
purity and 50 firmly linked to the rational prindples that 
he blazes with intuition, i.e., with the receptivity of 
inspiration coming from the active intelligence concernlng 
everything. So the forms of all things contained in the 
active inteHigence are lmprinted on his soul either all at 
once or nearty 50, ••• This is a kind of prophetie inspiration 
indeed its highest form and the one most tittèd to be 
caUed Divine Power; and it !s the highest human Jaculty. (18) 

Elsewhere Avicenna refers to th!s highest human facuJty as a genus 

of inteUectus in habitu, the highest of the three divisions of the 

theoretical intellect, but he does not elaborate fl.lrther. It 15 the manner ln 

which thls communication 15 received and 'expres5ed, however, that 1s of 

particular pertinence: 

It 15 not unllkeJy, indeed, that sorne of the!e action! 
attributed to the "Divine Intelligence" because of their 
powerful and lofty nature overflow into the imagination 
which symbolizes them in sense-imagery and words •••• (1 9) 

Here for the first time a Hnk 1s forged between a psychological 

understandlng of imagination as a faculty of the practic,11 intellect, and ~ 

imagination as the medium of expression of divine communications, where, 

however, it 1s the inteUectus agen! which phiJosoprucaUy opera tes as the 
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go-between. Imagination becornes both the fUter, as it were, of those 

impressions received from the physical world and the "translator" of 

spiritual communications and insight~ received through the intellectus 

agens. This double function irnplies both receptive and active component! 

that have since bec orne the property of the imagination whenever it is 

employed in connection wlth creativity. Yet It does not appear that 

Avicenna himself had any such autonomous creative activity in rnind. He 
c 

would appear, however, to initiate a new synthetic ability on the part of 

imagination, in conjunction with an "internai receptive seose," wahm, the 

fifth faculty, tha t Rahman asserts is A vicenna's particular contribution to 

the history of philosophy. (20) It is This d1scnminatory faculty that is 

incorporated with the alr~ady existing function of image-making and 

indiscrirninately labelled "imagination" by later Islamie and Western 

thinkers. They fail to draw any distinction between 1ts Aristotelian 

p,sychological connotations and those spiritually related image translations 

that are a result of prophetie: inspiration. ') 

While A vicenna can perhaps be faulted for lack of precision in 

aHowing "imagination" to expand its range ~of reference to encompass these 

two distinct operations, he cannot be helti entirely responsible for this 

later development. Both he and his successors had at their disposaI the 

so-ca.lled "Theologi: of Aristotle," and while Avicenna did have d(~ubts about 

its authenticity, he incorporated iu Plotinian spintuality without seeming 

to question the, discrepancy of the absence of the intellectus agens. ln 

this work the soui is posited as a compound of variously termed elements 

(with the aJready noted Plotinian lack of conslstency). The two major 

divisions appear to be those of a hlgher and a lower power tha t E. W. 

Warren 1!ranslates as "sensible" and "conceptual imagination." (2 J) This is 

, 
"""-----~~~._-~--_..-__ .... - ...... 
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. indeed evidence of a mod~rn rereading of the Plotinian terminology, as 

'~Plotinus himself refers mere1y to the higher and lower soul. A crucial text 

as it appears in the "Theology of Aristode" i5: "Toute âme possède une 

chose qui dans Je bas rejoint le corps et une autre qui en haut rejoint 

l'intelligence." (22) Avicenna's comment on this text 15 as follows: 

Toute ~me possede deux puissances: l'une est disposée à ce 
que par eUe l'âme perçoive! sa cont1guitê avec le monde 
de "l'intelligence, l'autre remplissant le même office à 
l'égard du monde de la sensation. La première est 
l'intellect hyUque et l'inteUect par habitus, la seconde (qui 
est plus proche de l'ime) est l'intellect [la raison1 
pratique, c'est-à-di~e les sens internes et externes. (23) 

By not delineating carefully the terms and understanding of this bi-modal 

capablllty Avicenna Jeft an opening for the later extrapolation of the two 

"powers" to account for the Artstotelian-Plotinian compound of imagination . , 

bridging the gap between the materiaJ and the spiritual worlds: 

The higher and the lower powers of the soul meet in the 
imaginative faculty which 1s the psychical organ of 
memory and self consciousness. (24) -

It i5 but one synthesizing step from thi! to the Jater Platonist 

identifJcatlon of imagination with soul itself th~t characterizes the work of 

Durand and other contemporary Platonists. 

, 
The 'AJam al-Mithal 

Whatever the spiritual and psychological interrelationships and 

ambigulties in the treatment of the image in Avicenna, it Ls clear that the 

image ItseJf did not have an independent ontologIcal status. This particular 

development, a feature of medieval blamic mysticism, drew heavily on 

A vicenna's concept of the prophetically enlightened being. As this concept 
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was later developed, it asserted that):ertain 5~irituaJ in~viduaJs may 

ascend to the 'Alam al-Mith"àl (~ of Pure Figures), whieh is henceforth 

regarded as the world of visions and prophetie revelati,oru, as well a/the 

site df the resurrection ~f the body and the realization of aU other 

eschatologicaJ predictions. It was f1rst articula ted by Suhrawardi (d. 1191 
, ) 

A.D.) who, as Rahman states, " ... Wa5 the first to announce formally the 

• existence of a new Realm between the spiritual and the Physlcal." (25) 

Within this world imagination undertakes its function as 'the distiller of 

perceptions in a manner analogous to that within the Aristotelian 

psychology, except that here the objeèts of its "perception" are spiritual 

entities. It is not just an intermediary mode or faculty, but an 
\ 

-f 

intermediary world, replete with its own contents, that has been interposed 

between the material and spiritual dimensions. Except tbat one item has 

been added. Individual souls can create new elements in this ti.e., the 

spiritual) world which can fur,ther be projected into the material world. 
~ ) 

SpecificaUy thi! helps to explain miraculo.!Js events. Its ramifications, 

however, do not end here. As Rahman expounds: 

Since, as 'Ne leamt before, imagination takes the place of, 
and becomes sense-perception in, the World of Figures and 
since, according to the hoJders of this doctrine, physieal 
resurrection Is a phenomenon of that world,' it follows that 
Ît) the hereafter phY5icaJ or quasi-physieal reaHtv will 
follow the creative activity of imagination. (26) 

SiJch an unrestricted vista leaves the decoration of the "World of 

Figures" virtua11y at the mercy of those fancif'l$l elaborations that- have , .. ~, 

aroused the dlstrust and distaste of aH reallsts sinee philosophy began 

definlng its term5. Rahman 15 himself aware of such potential 

extra vaganzas: 

Further, once the flood of imagination 1s let loose, the 
World of Figures goes beyond the sp~ifically religlou5 
motivation that historica11y brought it 1nto existence in the 
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first place and deveJops into the poe tic, the mythical and 
the grotesque: It seeks to satisfy the relatively suppressed 
and starved artistie urge. Much of the contents of the 

, 'Alam al-Mithil as it develops later has, therefore, nothing 
toTo with rellgion but indirectly with the theatre. (27) 

The 'Alam a!-Mithàl and the Intelleetus Agens 

In this connection it 1s particular!y ironie that wh en Henry Corbin 

focuses on Avicenna's visionary tales and this thinker's appreciation of the 

imaginal world, it is the two above-mentioned controversial concepts that 

he selects as the principal e!ements of Avicenna's thought. It 1s obvious 

that Corbin's Interpretation of Avicenna is somewhat suspect when, towards 

the beginnlng of the book Avicenna and ~ Visionary Recital, he states: 

But lt is not very often that the philosopher attains such a 
consciousness of his effort that the rational constructions 
in which his thoL\ght was projected finally show him their 
connection with hi! inmost self, 50 that the secret 
motivations of which he himse!f was not yet conscious 
when he projected his system lie revealed. (28) 

Corbin asserts this to support his contention that the visionary tales 

of Avicenna discJose figures and detai15 of a persona! spiritual quest that 

his earller intellectual constructions in the Kitab aJ-Shifa prefigured in an 

abstract fashion. But there is another implication that is central to 

Corbin's interpretation of the Recital of .!;:!!n Ibn L~an, the Recital of 

lbs 8ird and the Recital of Salaman !m! Absal, Avicenna's vÎsionary tales. 

This is the understanding that in these tales the defimtion of the 'alam 
• 

aj .. mithaJ, which was not defined formally tH! Suhraward'I's exposition two 
'0 

• centuries later, \Vas here already intimated (albeit "unconsciously") by 

Avicenna. (29) Avicenna's work, \Vith its complicated accounts of 
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imagination and his own symboUc narratives, is trimmed of its ambiguities 

and inconsistencies in a retrospective effort' to see his work as an 

embryonic statement of a view of imagination that Corbin feeLs Wa! 

burgeoning in the lslamic mind. Rather than view Avicenna's understanding 

of the imaginat.ion as a hybrid of AristoteHan and Neo-Platonic ideas from 
, 

"an historicaJ perspective, Corbin's anticipa tory assignation of the term 

talam al-mithat to Avicenna helps him to account for the understanding of 

the intellectus agens in an ingenious manner. J 

Corbin's exegesi5 of Avicenna's work presupposes an accep~ance, of the 

correlation of spiritual and philosophieal terminology: 

Philosophieal readiness to conceive the UOlverse and 
intelligible essences is henceforth complemented by 
imaginative ability to visualize cancre te figures, to 
encounter "persons." (JO) 

If one aecepts su ch a sy!tem, which is 'essentiaUy Platonist, one accepts 

the obvious concomitant intermediary uni verse of the world of figures, 

'alam al-mithal. 
"-

It is theri that the intel1ectu5 agens finds its specifie 

'" role, that 1s expressed both in symboJic and philosophie language, as an 
l 

inhabitant of this world: 

It i5 the Qntermediate] world of the Imaginabl~, that of 
the Angel-Souls who move the heavens and who are 
endowed not wlth sensible orgaœ but with pure active 
Imagination. (31) 

The inteUectus agens as the tenth emanation of the divine , . 
Intelligence finds itself symbolized as an angelie messenger from the 

Pleroma and thus virtually co-opted as another symbolic inhabitant of the 

Platorust cosmology. It is, however, given special- force as the ageney of 

personal llJumination: 

The figure of the Active Intelligence, which dominates aU 
... this phil~hy (Oriental philosophy], reveals it5 proximity, 

its solicitude. The Angel individuates himself under the 
features of a deflnite person, whose annunciation 
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corresponds to the degree o~ experience of the soul to 
which he announces him5elf: It 15 through the Integration 
of all its powers that the sou:!s it,elf to the 
transconsciou5 and anticipates Wn totaHty. (32) 

Yet It i5 nowhere evident ln Avicen '$ own writing that the Jink wa5 

màde between his philosophie understanding of the inteIJectus agens and 

the angelic companions of his vislonary adventures such as Corbin posits. 

Such a reading 1s plausible, according to the canons of Durand's own 

hermeneutics, and it i5 thi~ that must be kept in mind when understand1ng 

both Corbin's and his disciple's Interpretation of Avicenna's intellectus 

agens. It is no longer the simple tenth emanation -of Intelligence that 

Avicenna proposed in his philosophicaJ works, but rather a symboUc figure, 

a hierophanic guide anq messenger that communicates to us by way of the 

tmagination. It i5 this understand1ng that 1s absorbed into Corbin's 

world-view which has aIready been examined, that of the "Oriental 

philosophy." In this guise the intellectus agens ceases to have the same 

denota,tion as that it has withln ê!f\ Aristotelian-Thomist reaHst system, and 

Durand's intitially puzzling usage of this term 1s thus clar1fied. 

l'he Contemporary Situation 

It may appear that this voyage into esoterica has c10uded the issue 

of the philosophical status of imagination and the area designated by the 

use of that term. But it is apparent in reading the work of Duran~ and , 
that of other contemporary Platonists, such as Barfield, that within this 

tradition the imagination has come to portray that creative element whkh 

15 often couched if' symbolic language. This understanding has divorced 

itself from the reali5t-Arlstotelian meaning of the sense-perception 
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construct, to focus on a productive element in our make-up that, whUe it, 

finds its full est expression ln images, verbal or pictorial, cannot qUite 

delineate its source. Thus within its far-ranging history) as an element "in 

the Islamic tradition, and in the Western, particularly the Renaissance 
, 

understanding, the image and its (ultimate) referent/source have been given 

diverse philosophie and symbolic expliJll1ations.These Include the 

quasi-theogonic manoeuvres of the contemporary polytheistic model of 

"soul-making." (33) 

Throughout the development of this understanding of the imagination, 

however, insofar as thls thesis ha~ been able to sketch i t with reference to, 
;' 

the changes in consciousness that were mlrrored in the language of 

different epochs, there has been evident a tendency, which 1s particularly 

insIstent today. ThIS IS ta grant the imagination its own .independent 

ontological status. In part this movement does not àppear conscious of its 

own motivations, save in the commonly held expectation, from Blake 

through the Romantics to Durand, that imagination constitutes the 

liberating force from aU rigid dGg1]'la'tisms. It ap}:lears to sunimon those 
l , 

resources in each human being th~t militate against convention and forge 

new possibilities of seeing and doing. In t&at this has traditionally required 

"superhuman" effort, and its channels of expressions can be unorthodox, the 
1 

seemingly spiritual nature of its source has been invoked as a safeguard 

against recrimination. "Mad" poets and divine fools can still be 

encountered today as in Plato's tlm~ with just as little social apptobation. 

There 1s something unreashed by the catch-phrase "Liberate imagination," 

(34) which is interpreted by the conservative as dangerous, yet by the 

adventuroU$ as a calI to exploration, if not blessedness. 

This latter tendency, with a11 Its lriterdisciplinary confusion ando' 
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category mîstakes, is il1us~rated neaily in a recent book by Roberts Avens, 

Imagination: A Way Toward Western Nirvana. (:3') Basical1y a superficial 

study of the work of Jung, James HiJlman, Cassirer and Barfield, it aIso 

induiges in East.West comparisons of a somewhat dubious provenance. 

Admitting that the way of imagination "cannot be restricted to any 

coneeptual framework," (36) Avens then adopts a predominantly Romantic 

understanding of imagination: 

••• that characteristically human faculty-some have called 
it the divine power in men-which works towards 
self-transcendence and the reconciliation of spirit and 
world. (37) " 

to explore modes of liberation both Eastern and Western. For Avens 

imagination can be the means of Iiberation, not because it has any 

objective or transcendent referent, but because by seeing through or 

beyond its configurations, one can come ta a recognition of the way the 
j 

human psyche constantly envisions itself. This breakthrough to the 
~ , ~ 

underlying creative flux that is the fundamental principle of the structuring 

of world-views, makes us aware of the imagination's polyvalency or, as 
\ 

Hilh'han would call it, polytheistic tendency. Such a differentiation can be 

compared, in Avens' opinion, to Zen Buddhist and Hindu frameworks where 
. ,-

the experiences of realization, nirvai)a and moksa respectively, indicate a 

similar penetration of the multip(icty and "suchness" of psychic constructs. 

The upshot of Avens' thesis would appear ta be that by giving imagination 

. its due we come to the realization that when we are' imagining, we are 

aware that we are imagining. Avens also ranges himself with those who 
~ 

rail against "the centuries-oId Western alliance of the 

scIentific-technological spirit and rellgion." (38) This essay on imagination 

however, adds nothing new to our understanding .of what imagination is or 
, 

how it funetions. In faet, any ~na1ysis of Avens' thesis, as weIl as the 
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insight into psych1c processes that he advocates, would appear to require a 

sizeable input from that department of rational consciousness for which 
""-

imagination is supposedly the antidote. Yet this relationship is ignored. 

Indeed Avens' thesis indicates the central problem in any 

contemporary attempt to come to grips with the roIe and meaning of 

imagination. The Platonist-Romantics, among whom Durand ls a charter 
~~ [ 

member, see the imagination as a force apart, entirely unrelated to any 

other mental functions. It has a special l'ole te perform, namely the 

realignment of human consciousness, wh1ch has become narrewed by its 

. alleged emphasis on scientific ratienaJism. But it would appear that it must 

perform its reconstructive task in a Vacuu~. Or perhaDs this illusLrates the 

basic difficulty of attempting te justify philosophicall, an experience for 

which there ls as yet no adequate philosophical cons~ruct. It appears, 

however, that in_ this connection a certain anti-rational bias interferes with 

the philosophie justification of imagination. 

In contrast to this poshtion contemporary transcendental Thomism, 

which i5 the heir apparent of the intellectus agens, appears to have 

allowed this concept to fade into the background. (39) It nonetheless 

acknowledges the mysterious raIe of imagination, which it links te the 

unconsclous, in providing images that are unique and original. This 

tradition, however, does not credit imagination with special status. 

Basically all images are "heuristic devices" that, if they are not to 

degenerate into mere "picture-thinking," are to be submitted to the 

superior exigencles of critical and responslble consciousness. 

There th us appear to be two entirely different understandings of the 

word "imagination" current in p~ilosophlcal circ1es. One is the essentially 

reaijst and psychological deplction of imagination as the stage between 
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perception (either external or internal) and reflectlve consciousness. 

Attached to this deflnition are such provisos as that of Bernard Lonergan 

above agalnst "picture-thinking," since the imagination is regarded as a 
, 

preliminary insight rather than a deliberated conclusion. The alternative 

r 

Platonlst conglomerate understanding posits imagination as the source of all 

that is creative, vital and of ultimate meaning for existence. The 

prevailing convictions underlying each definition would appear to be at 

odds. Whereas the Realist-Thomist tradition posits rational consciousness • 

as the principle and superior mode of clarifying meaning from the welter 

of experience, the contemporary Platonist understands imagination as the 

means of negotiating awareness and identity unfettered by rational 

constramts. The two camps appear to be in a state of wary vigilance 

towards each other: one distrusting the vagaries and solipsism of 

imaginative exploration; the other disdamfuJ of the dehumanjzed 

achievements of the rational and scientific mind-set. In this respect the 

situation seems at an impasse. 

The Problem 

From'a philosophical perspective it appears that one arrives at that 
.. 

seemingly irreconcilable confllct between two modes of structuring our 

experience and understanding that have been traditionally labeJled "realism" 

and "ideali5m." However there 15 a development in contemporary 

philo50phy and theology that, rather than focusing on exterpal criteria f9r 

",absolute definitions of truth and "reality," seeks to understand the process 

of consciousness Itself. This enterprise of critical reflection investigates 
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not only the structures of meaning, but the very language of their 

expression. The movement undoubtedly has its roots in Kant, but has been 

fertilized by certain aspects of phenornenology, specifically HusserJ's notion 

of intentionality and the Anglo-Arnerican ordinary language school. These 

strands are merging together in the work of Palll Ricoeur. 

Since hls initial explorations of the human will in Le Volontaire et 

l'involontaire (40) and L'Homme faillible, (4-1) Ricoeur has remained' equally 

fasemated by those spontaneous acts of sabotage, both physical and mental, 

of the human organism, and by those acts of affirmation and spontaneity 

by which the "embodied-cogito" defies these constramts. The overrIding 

intention of al! his projects 1S the articulation of a "poet1cs of the will," 

which has not yet come ta fruition. An understanding of imagmation that 

refleets the tension of the bound/free condition of all human acts and 

thoughts is a central eoncern of this immense undertaking. Beyond any 

subjeet-objeet dichotomy, Ricoeur's quest mirrors one of the central 

problems at the heart of the contemporary philosophieal and theological 

enterprise. Struggling to express insights that at once reflect the 

recognition of the limited nature of any formulation-conceptual or 

figurative-and the co-existent infinite ground that ever eludes, yet 

canstantly provokes a tternpts ta capture it, Ricoeur looks to imagination. 

Imagination begins to emerge as a sui generis mode of intentionality, a 

playful ~nd consdous indulgence in open-ended possibilities of thought, 

word and deed, full y aware of their tentative nature. Imaginative thoughts) 

words and deeds are neither the Romanties' ultimate salvation, nor the 

rationalist's passport ta delusion, but the approxima te mode of media ting 

the middle-ground between mystery and control. This project has since 

become for Ricoeur the expression of a "poetics of existence" rather than 

114 

'\ 

1 

. \ 
! 
1 



"( 

t 

simply a "poetics of the will." 

Ricoeur's self-reflective joumey, and hi5 difficulty in flndlng adequate 

means 'of expression, is symptomatic of the need to maintain a complexity 

of interrelated modes of, being within a,I\ overarching system. In that this 

tendency remains an issue within the philosophical mainstream, it would 

appear that imagtnation could serve as the means by. which diversity can 

be entertained. The alternative, of course, 15 to allow for a pluralistic 

universe, where philosophlcal d1versity 15 unrelated to any comprehensive 

theological enterprise, and imagination, accordingly, will find itseJf 

categorized according to the tenets of various separate world-views. In 

that Ricoeur's monumental effort to wed "poetics" to the structures of 

intentional consciousness and to its expressions through the medium of 

imagination remains an issue of vital concern to many contemporary 

thinkers, it me.rits further examination. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE UNOERSTANDING OF IMAGINATION IN PAUL RICOEUR 

Introduction 

In the traditÏf:lna! systems-whether the broadly based approach of 

realism or of idealism-imagination performed a mediatory funet10n in an 

effectively dependent capaclty. Since the Renaissance and the impact of an 

increasingly humanist emphasis on humanityJs innate potentiaJ, imagination 

has come to be associated with an autonomous creative power that finds 

ell:pression not simply in artistlc endeavours, but modes of thinking and 

being. Th!s comprehensive notion of poetics 1s not a return ta the 

Aristotelian concept of the practical intellect. It is rather an attempt ta 

understand the raIe of both coming ta understand and ta strueture the 

meaning of existence and of one's place in it as a creative task. Such a 

development has shifted attention from predominantly objective and 

classificatorv definitions of meaning and tr~th ta a more subjectively based 

appreciation of the disposition and expressive abilities of the person in 

search of meaning. Consequently logical propositions quantifying the nature 

of truth are no longer absolutely applicable. This is a world-view that is 

awa:-e of those persona! components of bias and relativism, as well as the 

provisional nature of any conclusion. AH constructs of meaning are set 

within an ongoing process of knowledge. The raIe and ~ace of imagination 

within such a process has not yet been full y art1culated. The work of Paul 
{; 

Ricoeur, however, has been oriented from the beglnning towards the 

delineatiQn of a "poetics of will." (l) 
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This monumental project has had to undertake extensive detours in 

recent years as Ricoeur has endeavoured to answer the chaUenges of 

structuralism and ordinary language philosophy. As weH as this, Ricoeur ha! 

been preoccupied with the question of biblical hermeneutics. With his 

,latest book, La mé~aphore vive (2), the end of Ricoeur's quest appears in 

sight. From this work, and several recent articles, there are intImations of 

Ricoeur'! philosophic revaluation of the role of imagination that is 

underscored by his appredation of the function of metaphor. Whlle it is 

too early to substantiate defini~ conclusions on Ricoeur's part, there is 

suffi cie nt material available to assess Ricoeur's programme. The adequacy 

of his ideas cannot be measured a~aJn~L ~--or polemTcsOf the 

traditlonal conceptualizations of imagination, but evaluated in ter ms of the 

philosophie movement since Kant te formulate modes of reflective "JI 

consdousness. Such an enterprise, in fact, cannot be resolved by recourse 
. 
to any absolute standard. 

Influenced by Husserl's phenomenology and Heidegger's philosophy, 

Ricoeur has tried to come to terms with the hermeneutieal CÎrcJe by 

notions of inteUigibility and self-understanding. This critical self-reflecti0"h 

with its movements of participation and distanciation that culminate in 

appropriation, 1s intimately cennected with the word whieh expresses this 

awareness in language, in both written and spoken forms. Such a 

dialectical situation is fraught with tension that Ricoeur has come to 

understand as creative. The possibiHties for new meaning within this . 
situation are virtually limitless. It is this creative potential, particularly as 

evident ln language, that has intrigued Ricoeur. 1 ts repercusslons, however, 

are not confined to the world of the word, but have a_capacity to 

change one's reality or life-world (Lebenswelt, following Husserl). 

J 
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Ricoeur would situate imaginatio~ at the heart of this process. 

Initially it wouId appear that RIcoeur confines imagInatl to that abiUty 
\ 

to sustain tension between oId and new meanings that he (;Ieiine! as the 

mark of metaphor. The thrust of Ricoeur'! work, however, points to, an 

understanding of this tensional capadty as the nucleus of aIl prospective 

revolutlons in life. This results from the new meanings that Ricoeur 

postula te! are born of this dialectieal interaction. Imagination at the level 

'of word, spedficaUy metaphor, holds the tension, yet acts as the eatalytic 

agent for the subsequent changes. In thi! mode! imagination remains in a 

mediatory capacity, but has an autonomous and seemingly generative 

ability. 50 that while it requires material from diverse realms of 

discourse, the imaginative process is independently aetivated. 

Any evaluation of such a philosophy entalls a revision of notions of 

truth. Unlike Durand, Ric~ur is not claiming an ultlmate status of truth 

for his construct of imagination. Nevertheless his relational stance with its 

classlcaJ reaUst overtones and his self-proc1al.med "post-HegeHan Kantism," 

place Ricoeur at the cuttlng-edge of the debate in contemporary 

philosophy. This chapter ~l undertàke an examination of the essential 

elements that have heJped kieoeur to formulate his position. It will abo 

briefly compare his stance with that of GUbert Durand, and then place 

Ricoeur's work and understanding of the imagination in the context of 

contemporary philosophy. This task involves confronting the problem of the 

referentiaJ dimension that besets eplstemological and ontologieal coneems 

today. 

The voyage that Ricoeur has made from eidetics and empirics to the 

hermeneutics of expression in symbol ~nd, metaphor has been variously 

documented. (3) His own encounter and appropriation of the different 
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influences on Western philo50phy since the Kantian "Copernican revolution" 

have produce<f a subtle and complex blend of ideas. It 1s lfifficult to 

pinpoint any specifIe figure that has had a predominant effect on Ricoeur', 

thought. It is therefore hard to locate a point-of-entry into hls system 

apart from that of the obvious chronologie&! development (which has 

already been done). It seems appropriate, however, to undertake a 

thematk focusing on those figures and/or movements that have 

dramatical1y influenced Ricoeur. Throughout his work there is an obvious 

constant and careful attention to the subtle nuances of earlier made 

distinctions. As a resuJt his ideas, while in sorne sense they remain 

familiar, have the capacity to "shake the foundations" as they are 

re~ddressed in the light of a new question. It 1s in this manner that the 

fo~ative influences of Marcel and Husserl on Ricoeur must be assessed. 

Existential Phenomenology: The Legacy of Marcel and Husserl 

Gabriel Marcel was Ricoeur', professor during his years of graduate 

study, and his emphasis on the ~ystery of Being and its incarnate modes 

of hope, trust, commitment" initiall) fascinated Rj coeur. His quest for a 

"reconciled ontology" within an existential base has remained an underlying 

motif in Ricoeur's own investigations. Ricoeur, however, has carried his 
1 

investigations further. Initially he s6ught a more rigoroU!. method fhan 

Marcel's discursive reflections. This led him to Husserl's eidetic 

phenomenology which he employed to explore those areas where there was 

a discrepancy between human endeavour and achievement. Yet throughout 

his la ter developments Ricoeur has a150 remalned faithful to Marcel's 
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exi.!tential commltment of personal involvement in one'! reflections. 

ft was whilê he ,was interned during World War II that Ricoeur 

translated and cQmmented on Husserl's Ideen.! (4). From Husserl he 

adopted that rigorous method which categorized Husserl's approach to 

philosophy and which has aIso become a trademark of Ricoeur's own work. 

In the book that is generaUy regarded as the beginning of Ricoeur's 

programme of ,a delineation otJa "poetlCS of the will." PhilosoP,hie de la 

volonté. J: Le Volontaire et l'involontaire, (.5) Ricoeur employed a method, 

which he termed eidetics, that was infJuenced heavily by HusserJ's 

phenomenoIogicaJ method. He bracl<eted, in accordance with Husserl's 

postula te of epoché, any subjective evaluation of fauit or symbolic 

formulatIons of limitation or transcendence. Ricoeur sought ta describe the 

întentional consciousness as it engages in voluntary movements ot decision, 

action and consent, yet flnds itself inevitably infJuenced by involul'ltary 

aspects, such as bodily drives and emotional needs. His conclusions as ta 

the finite/inflnite paradox within aIl human wlll1ng prevented Ricoeur from 

aligning himself with Husserl's transcendental idealism. The findings also 

caused him to pur sue his resultant empiricaJ studies of the human dialectic 

in L'Homme faillible (6) et La Symbolique du mal, (7) un der the rubrics of 

the Kantian concept of li mit. 

"t'" 

Nevertheless Ricoeur had been intrigued by Husserl's treatment of the 

imagination. Husserl's reflections on this topic are unsystematic and 

intrinsically ambivaJ~nt. At one time he posits imagination as a central, if 

not essentlal, aspect of the phenomenologicaJ method yet on another 

occasion he denies it primary recognition within an epistemo!oglcaJ system. 
l 

Husserl regarded phenomenology as a "rigorous science," the intention of 

which was to formuJate: 
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. .. ! universal conformity 12 laws of structure ~ the Pirt 2! conscious life, a regularlty by virtue of which 
a one truth and actuaHty have, and/are able to have, sense 
for us. (8) 

Through application of the phenomenologicaJ method, whleh abstraeted data 

from the empirical leve!, Husserl's approach aimed at reaching an "eidetic 1 
intuition" of the essence of things. This essence was an ! priori core, 

virtually beyond sense experience, which Husserl named the eidos. Husserl 

defines the eld<?J.. as universals " ... not conditioned by any fact." (9) ,f" 
In Husserl's depiction of this method the exact nature of this eidetic 

insight or intuition remained somewhat nebu!ous, but an act of imagination 

seemed to constitute an essentia! part of th~ procedure. In this context 

Husserl related the imagination to absence rather than presence, and 

according!y to possibdity rather than actuality. Thus removed from "the 

real world," Imagination, by a proeess of free-association within a structure 

of open-en~5t -p()~sjbi1lty, selected the "essentia! possibility," or eidos, of 

an experience: 

Starting from this table-perceptlOn as an example, we vary 
the per~eptual "bject, table, with a completely free 
optional'less •.•• l1erhaps w,e begin by fictively changing the 
shape or ~he cblour of the abject qUlte arbitrarily, keeping 
identical only' its perceptual appea,ring. In other words: 
Abstaining from acceptance of its being existence, we 
change the fact of this perception inta a pure possibillty, 
one among other quite "optional" pure possibilities .... We, 50 

to speak, shift the actual perception into the realm of 
non-actualities, that realm of the as-if (aIs-ob] which 
supplies us with "pure" posslbilities, pure OTë'Verything that 
restricts to this fa~t or to any fact whatever. As regards 
the latter point, we keep the aforesaid possibilities, not as 
restricted even to the co-posited de facto ego, but just as 
a completely free "imaginableness" of phantasy. (10) 

This idea of imagination, however, was itself restricted to the realm 

of non-reality, i.e., fiction or fantasy, aAd thus inevitably remained within 
. 

the suspicious categorizations to which the "rationalist"l'hi~osophical 

tradition had relegated i~. It was this lon~-held prejudice that was probably 
~., .. 
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-responsible for Husserl's final and inconsistent denial of the imagination's 

worth within an epistemological framework. 

This bia.$ is articulated by Husserl in his anaJysis of mental activity, 

where imagination 1s relegated to a position that 1s inferior to that of 

perception. It is named as a mode "presentification" (vergegenwartigen, 

i.e., "to make intuitively present to m1nd"), in a system where perception 

and rational consciousness are accorded epistemoJogicaI priority. (11) These 

seeming contradictions in Husserl's treatment of imagination bespeak the 
~ 

imagination's amblguous status within the Western philosophical tradition; a 

situation that has provoked Rlcoeur's attention. "To my mind a philosophy 

of imagination is badly needed." (2) 

The Husserlian investigations have percipitated certain questions that 

have "teased" Ricoeur's own thought and are evident in hls efforts to 

deHneate a "poetics of the will." At one level the unresolved problem of 

presence/absence in the received theory of the imagination has led Ricoeur 

to articula te a much more coherent theory as regards the potential of 

\ fiction to "redescnbe reality." In another direction, though without 

specific reference to Husserl, the internal tension Inherent in contradictory 

,tatoment' ha, provided Ricoeur with the b~'is of hi. the~y PI metaphoric 

"similar1ty in difference." This model functiols as a paradig~Or the 

creation of new meaning. 

In both the above procedures it il the imaginative capacity of an 
, 

individual, grounded in the world of lived-experience, that plays the pivotai 

roJe. Hence thtt incpnsistencies within Husserl's treatment of the 

imagination nevertheless indicated a creative potentiality on the part- i)f 

imagination that Ricoeur's work is now bringing to light. But before 

Ricoeur couJd address this problem directly, he has had first to undertake 
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research in the field of language itself. For Ricoeur became aware that it 

was not at the conceptual leveJ, even when eouched in existential or 

phenomenologie'al ter ms, that one accounts adequately for experience. The 

basic problem is the issue of language it5el!, the means by which one 

endeavours to express in word and symbol the perplexities of human 

existence. The initial investigation of this dimension of imaginative 

production was undertaken by Ricoeur as a hermeneutical study. 

Hermeneuties: The Legacy of Dilthey and Schleiermacher 

In Chose studies that were basically consldered as an exercise in 

empirics, L'Homme faillible and La Symbolique du mal, Ricoeur came to 

the conclusion that language itself could no longer be taken for granted as 

an innocent instrument in the assignation of meanlng. The mere literaI 

declpherment at the leveJ of first intentionality, such as presupposed by 

·,r the methods of eldetics and empirics, was Inadequate to investigate what .... 
Ricoeur perceived as the level of second Intentionality. This referred to 

that realm of multiple meanings indicated by the use of symbolic langl:Jage 

whereby human beings strove to express dimly felt, or obsourely 

understood, areas of experience. 
~ 

To ald comprehension of thls type of language, Ricoeur introduced 

the hermeneutic method. At this stage Ricoeur saw hermeneutics as a type 

of tool that could be appUed within thfl framework of the "hermeneutic 

circle." In this method one suspended initial beHef and understanding, as 

characterized by a first nal'veté, in order to undertake refjection on 

historical and cross-cultural possibilities of intèrpretation. This "objective 
{ 
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stance" was adopted, however, with the p'rospect -of a return to a seco1 

na'iveté of enriched understanding. 'Ricoeur's thought at this time could be 

summarized by a statement in his article "The Symbol ••• Food for Thought": 

In the end symbols speak to us as an index of man's 
position at the heart of being, where he moves and exists. 
The task of the philosopher guided by symbols i5 to break 
down the enchanted wall of self-consciousness and 
subjectivity, to strip reflection of its exclusive rights, and 
to go beyond anthropology. AH symbols in lact atm at 
reinstating man withln a whole, the transcendent whole of 
sky, the immanent whole of vegetation and death and 
rebirth. (13) 

This somewhat simpHstic vision was shattered in two ways. First1'Y, in 

his work De l'interprétation: Essai ~ Freud, (14) Ricoeur became aware 

that hermeneutics itself could be used in a reductive fashion, e.g., Freud's 

particular usage of symbols to interpret other symbols, just as easily as 

they could be employed in a constructive manner. The resulting "conflict 

of lnterpretations" led Ricoeur into reflectlon on the whole problem of 
1 

hermeneutlcs. His dialogue with the questions raised by this investigation 

remains a central concern of hls work til! today. The basic issue b~came 

the problem of selfaknowledg1e and how it was medlated by structures of 

~ r~- meaning, principally the llnguistic modes of text and discourse. 

The basic shift was that from a primarUy subjectively ordered task of 

understanding to a deep~dialectic prOcess that underlies 

all linguistic procedures. This led to a reformulation of the 

hermeneutic task. itself. Now the interaction or "conflict" generated the 

dynamics of interpretation where explanation and understanding funttioned 

in a dialectic relationship. With this mode! Ricoeur attempted to reconcile 

those two opposing elements a t the heart of the hermeneutic pfogrammes 

of Dilthey and Schleiermacher. Thus the stage of explanation, comprising 

both pure dèscription and interpretative reconstruction, and characterized 
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by. Ricoeur as the stance of distanciation, worked in tandem with 

understanding or the stance of appropriation. This diaJectic interrelationship . 
did not remain a methodologica! paradigm that was confined to 

hermeneutic and Hnguist~c analyses. Instead it was posited by Ricoeur as 

having ontologica! resonance, mirroring the creative tension of the life 

process itself. 
~ 

This tensive ground, where determinative and prospective modes of 

meaning interpenetrate to discJose possible new ways of being-in-the-world, 

would appear to be the domain where Ricoeur will situate the imaginative 

function. Ricoeur, however, has not yet fully articuJated his position as 

regards the imagination. It would seem, nevertheless, to be an Integral 

part of the movement described. above, where mediation and tension 

~unction constructively. This "strategy", which can bé ~ostulated as the 

'ability to entertaln "similarity in difference," 15 illustrated by Ricoeur's 

further adoption of metaphor and the concept of spli t-reference as the 

paradigm of creative ,disc1asure in language, thought and experience. 

In this development Ricoeur's understanding of the hermeneutic 

endeavour has aiso undergone change. In 1971 he redefined his position 

accordingly: 

Now 1 should tend to relate hermeneutics to the specifie 
prob1ems raised by the translation of the objective meaning 
of written language into the persona! act of speaking 
which a moment ago 1 callëd appropri,a tion. In tha t wa y 
the broader question, What 1s it to interpret a text?, tends 
to replace the initia! question, What 1s it to lnterpret 
symbolic language? (15) 

" 

In another article written a few years later, Ricoeur expanded on his 

understanding of what it was to interpret a texte Here the task was not an 

historical or regutative quest, but essentially one of dlsc1osure: 

If we can no longer define hermeneutics as the search for 
another person and his psychological intentions that hide 
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behind the text, and if we do not want to reduce 
Interpretation to the identificatIon of structures, what Is 
left to be interpreted? My response is that to interpret i5 
to expllcate a sort of being-in-the-worJd unfolded in front 
of the texte (16) 

Then in his latest work, La métaphore vive (197.5), Ricoeur explains in 

more detail what this "sort of being-in-the world" actuaUy implies. Central 

to this explication 1s Ricoeur's distinction between speculative and poe tic 

discourse. Yet this distinction has something of a familiar ring. Just as in 
~ 

the metaphorical model tension had been generated by the interplay of 

sameness and difference at the level of discourse, where literaI and 

figurative meanings clash, 50 at the reflective level there is conflict 

between the established conceptu~ mode of thinking (speculative) and the 
~ 

heuristic mode of poe tic description. Ricoeur now seeks "a hermeneutic 
14 , , 

style" where " ••• L'interpré,..tion répond à la fois a la notion du concept et a 

celle de l'intention constituante de l'expérience qui cherche à se dire sur le 

mode métaphorique." on Hermeneutics itself th us becomes a form of 

discourse that opera tes a t the point of intersection of two possible ways .of 

destribing experience. This medlatorial role 1s possible only through the 

agency of imagination: 

Ce qui est dit ici éclaire notre propre notion de métaphore 
vive. La métaphore n'est pas vive seulement en ce qu'elle 
,vivifie un language constitué. La métaphore e~t vive en 
"penser plus" au niveau du concept. C'est cette lutte pour 
le "penser plus," sous la conduite du "principe vivifiant" qui 
est "l'~me" de l'interprétation. (18) 

Q 

Whereas previously it was the symbol that had "given' rise to the 

thol,lght," attention is now narrowed t,o focus on metaphor as that symbolic . 
'---

'~ 

moment that provides the impetus "to think more.'" For RicOeur, aU such' 

exercises in reflective expansion are stimulated by imaginative 
fil 

constructions. 

125 

• 



~ 
\ 

/ 
! 

The Transcendental Imagination: Kant and Heidegger 

The Kantian postu!ate of the transcendental imagination, particuÎarly 

as reflected upon by !:!eidegger, has a1so provided Ricoeur with much "food 

for tIiOugnt." (In his reading of Kant, ,Ricoeur places emphasis on the 

constructive and creative role that Kant accords the productive imagination 

in the first edition of The Critique of Pure Reason, (I9) as opposed to 

Kant's more conser~ative treatment of the same tOPf' in the second 

edition.) . l2 
It was in his study of Heidegger's Kant and ~ Problem of 

Metaphysics that Ricoeur recognized a similar quest as his own for a 

fundamental ontology that described the human subject in his/her 

existential situation rather than at the level of formaI concepts as in 

Kantian Critiques. Ricoeur would be in full agreement with Heidegger 

when he observes that the transcendental imagination is the foundation of 

ontological knowledge, because it is an ontological condition that is 

required for the realization of the self as a knowing being. (20) In this 

Interpretation the categories of the transcendental imagination do not 

remain, as they do for Kant, restricted to the realm of knowing, albeit 

from a critically reflective standpoint, but are extended to the realm of 

being. Nevertheless Ricoeur parts company with Heidegger on two counts, 

èach of which dellneates the extension of Ricoeur's investigations beyond 

Heidegger's conclusions. The flrst deviation is on the question of method. 

In an article "Existence, et Herméneutique," Ricoeur observes that 

Heidegger has opted for the short and direct way to an "ontologie de la 

compréhension" where understandlng ~s "non plus comme un mode de 

connaissance, mais comme un mode d'être." (2I) In contrast, Ricoeur's 
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project entails those detours into the world of the sCÏ'ences ançl linguistics 

for "diagnostic" (22) engagements with methods and models other than 

philosQphic. These, Ricoeur believes, will help the reflecting-subject better 

understand his/her situation through interdisciplinary dlalog~. 

" "Comprehending" by itself is too wide a term to çesignate the va~ious 

means of expression and understanding that Ricoeur h~s come to a.ppreciate 

as constituting meaning. While Ricoeur has no trouble accepting Heidegger's 

basic hermeneutical undertaking: 

••• to understand a .text, we shaH say, i's not to find an 
1nert meaning which is contained therein, rather it is to 
unfold the possibility of being which is indicated by the 
text. (23) 

he has expanded the manoeuvre of explication observed in the previous 

section. It now incorpora tes that imaginative discJosure of possible 

modes-of-being which function at the lever of semantic re.ference and th1it 

of personal appropriation. Hermeneutics is no longer restricted to a 

format of textuaJ interpretation • 
. 

It is with reference to the transcendental imagination and its 

ontological status that Ricoeur aiso subtly rethinks the raIe of the image 

in the functioning of the schemata. In this sense Ricoeur is seeking to 

express the exact nature of that shIft from literaI to figurative sense that 

is the essence of metaphor. Whereas within the Kantian frame-of-ref~rence 

the schemata are the means by which images ar~ giv'en ta concepts, 

Ricoeur establlshes metaphor as a schematic function by which 

metaphorical attribution is effected. 

Ce schématisme fait de l'imagination le lieu d'emergence 
du sens fIguratif dans le jeu de l'identité et de la , 
différence. Et la métaphore est ce lleu dans le discours ou 
ce schématisme est visible, parce que l'identité et la 
düférence ne sont pas confondues mais affrontées. (24) 

While Ricoeur himself admits that this function of imagination operates at 
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a psycho-linguistic crossroads, it also forms the basis of his la ter adoption' 

of the. semantic theory of ~plit-reference, which in turn becomes the model 

of creative tension at the ontologicaJ level. (This development will be 

treated in detall in the followmg two sections.) 

The other area where Ricoeur disagrees with Heidegger 1s in the 

latter's works such as QI! the Way to Language and Poetry, Language, 

Thought, where he ascribes to poetry and art the ultimate means of 

expression of "being." Such a stance is set against the failure of 

traditional metaphysics: 

.•• without fear of the appearance of godlessness he [the 
poet) must remain near the faÎ1ure of the god, and wait 
long enough in the prepared proximity of the failure, untll 
out of the prox1mity of the falling god ~he initial word is 
granted, which names the High One. l25) 

Echoing his adaptation of HôlderIin's inscription of "poetically man 

dwells," Heidegger ln Poetry, Language, Thought posits poetry as expressing 

the basic character of human existence-"dwelling." "Poetry is what tir st 

brings man onto the earth, making him belong to it, and th us brings hlm 

into dweUing." (26) It is by poetry that human beings take the measure of 

their adstenc; hence it functions for Heidegger as the preconceptual 

means of dlscJosure of the primordial ontological ground of being. At the 

• .same time Heidegger posits poetry as the fundamental naming of the gods. 

This "onto-theology," as ~icoeur calls it, would appear to function within a 

reciprocal arrangement where it 1s the gods who initially bestow the glft 

of language and thus preside over their ultimate manifestation through 

language. 

Though Heldegger h1mself discriminates between this poe tic language 

and thinking, as Ricoeur will do himself, Ricoeur has difflculty in 

accepting the priority accorœed poetry by Heidegger. Ricoeur feels that 
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rather than the hermeneutic clash between exp!anation and experience that 

featured in Dilthey's and Scheiemacher' s epistemological systems, in l 

Heidegger's world-view it is epistemology and ontology that find themselves 

at odds. Ricoeur's reading of Heidegger takes issue with Heideggerls 

inversion of what Ricoeur feels 1s the basic operation of understanding, 

speaking, for the receptive mode of hearing. For tIeidegger "disclosure" 

cornes ta the receptive being in poetic speech, where "saying" (reden) 

appears as superiar to "speaking" (sprechen). (27) Ricoeur fee!s that the 

epistemalogtcal world of speaking, with its components of llnguistics, 
1 

semiology an'ii philosophy of language, is just as crucial an area of 

"exp)oessionu of one's self understanding as poetic "saying." Ricoeur will 

himself opt for the primacy of the ontological mode ln his own theory, but 

he will not identify it as Heidegger does, with poetic disclosure. 

Ricoeur's understanding of language has become by t~is stage 

markedly divergent from such a symbolic framework as Heidegger's. His 

excursion lnto the world of symbollc expression in De J'interpréta tian: Essai 

sur Freud has alerted 'IHm to the polysemie nature of aIl Iinguistic . 

expressions: 

This polysemie feature of our words in ordinary language 
now appears to me to be the basic condition for symboHc 
discourse and, in that way, the most primitive layer in a 
theory of metaphor, symbol, parable etc. (28) 

It 15 trom this base that Ricoeur has constructed his own ontological 

awareness which starts from this fundamental tension at the level of 

meaning but reverberates through all levels of experience and expression. 

When set against a horizon of Kantian "limiting" categories: 

"limit-expressions," "limit-experiences," "li mit-concepts," the ultimate 
1 

destination of Ricoeur's project appears as the possibllity of the 

transcendence of these horizons. The implication can be drawn from his 
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work thus far that it 15 the imagination it5elf tha,t will provide the vehicle 

for transcendence. It i5 imagination that facilita tes the entertainment of 

confllcting possibUities of meanlng. By this Inherent capadty to main tain 

the tension of dissonant frames of references at the lexical and semantic' 

level, imagination encourages, supports and "detonates" persona! 

"reconcillatiQns of reality." Its effectiveness 1s not confined t9 a mediatory 

tunction at levels of discourse, but to its seeming catalytic action withln 

the ontolagical sphere. Llnguistic transgression and semantic impertinence 

prefigure the ontological mode of transcendence that lies at the heart of 

Ricoeur's search to deJlneate "a poetics of will." 

Such a linguistic turn was not within the scope of Heidegger's theory, 
1 

whbse appeal to the word in his la ter phl1osophical works appeared as an 

attempt to wed speculative and poetic language. Ricoeur admits ln La 

métaphore vive that such 'an identiflcation will always present a 

temptation, but this resort ta an easiJy accessible ontology represents for 

Ricoeur an escape trom the Inherent complexitles of thlnking and being • 

. } 

The Linguistic Turn 

Ricoeur's encounter with linguistic theory and ordinary language 

phllosophy was motivated by the tact that he felt the theory of metaphor 

Initiated by the work of I.A. Richards in Philosophy of Rhetoric (29), Max 

Blad< in Models and Metaphors (JO), as well as by Beardsley and Turbayne 

could"lnot adequately portray the final composite that Ricoeur himself 

envisaged. This was because it failed ta assign "a semantie function to 

what 5eems ta be mere psychologie a! features ...... (3I) In other wards, 
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Ricoeur was on the track of the semantic role of imagination. 

B.icoeur's initial questions focused on the fact that most traditional 

descriptions of metaphor tended to include references to some pictoriaJ 

• aspect inherent in the trope, e.g., "appearance," "form." As Ricoeur 

observed, thesé attributions were themselves "figures of speech" and tended 

to obscure rather than cJarify the situation. These definitions generally 
, 

accorded metaphor its original rhetorical designation as a decorative device 

and accounted for its function at the lingulstic level by a process of 

substitution. This substitution was regarded as deviance from the 

traditional usage, though it served the interests of coining appropriate 

names for new objects, exper1ences or ideas. It was this novel aspect that 

tended to be overlooked. In th!s regard Ricoeur felt that there was more 

at stake than the simple divergence from accustomed usage, which the 

classical viewpoint emphasized. Ricoeur turned his attention to the 

neglected prospective element provlded by the "impertinent" employment of 

a word. Viewed from this perspective, metaphor 1s the basis of semantic 

innovation. The semantic innovation occurs, however, not at the level of 

the word itself, but with referenc;e to the predicative meaning that 

depends on the metaphoric utterance as a whole-the sentence. 

There was a further dimension of interest in the use of novel . , 

metaphor that intrigued Ricoeur. If one takes a semantic overview there is 

an evident incongruity that results from the interaction of two levels of 

meanlng: one, the accepted meaning or" denominationj the other, the 

innovative prediction. This semantic incongruence provided Ricoeur with the 

kemel of that dialectic of sameness and difference which activa tes those 

insights and diseoveries that resound through aU aspects of one's being. In 

this' instance metaphor exploits the polysemie nature of language itself, or, 
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as Ricoeur delights in observing, it deliberately commits those category 

mistakes that are anathema to Gilbert Ryle. 

The role of the imagination in tl\is operation remained 50mething of 

an enigma, and Ricoeur was not content to resort to any easy conclusions 

as supplied by Romantic Ideologues: 

The probJem is a semantic one, not a psyc~logical one. 
How do we make sense with self-contradictory statements? 
ln invoking imagination, we lose sight of the decisive 
factor that in novel metaphors the s1milarity 1s itself the 
fruit of metaphor. We now see a similarity that nobody 
had ever noticed before. The difficulty therefore il ta 
understand that we see similarity by construjng it, that the 
visionary grasping of resemblance is at the same time a 
verbal invention. The iconic element has therefore to be 
inc1uded in the predicative process itself. (32) 

Ricoeur's investigations here are concerned with that borderline area 

between the verbal and the non-verbal. He i5 patently dissati5fied with 

existing formulations of the imagination as they pertain to this area. It i5 

by pursuing this notion of the iconic that he hopes "to adjust a psychology 

of imagination to a semantlcs of metaphor or, if you prefer, to complete a 

semantics of metaphor by having recourse to a psychology of imagination." 

(33) The procedure whlch Ricoeur now foUows is to explore the role of 
.., 

imagination ln the semantics of metaphor from two positions: the 

quasi-verbal and the quasi-op tic or sensible. 

The quasi-verbal and quasi-op tic aspects of imagination wouJd both 

appear to be confined to the work of preconceptual structuring. Ricoeur 

locates the quasi-verbal function of imagination in the ability to entertain 

disparate frames-of-reference. Imagination again performs with both 

mediatory and catalytic effect, permitting the emergence of that new 

1 semantic pertinence that 1s the property of a meaningful metaphor: 

Imagination, accordingJy, is this ability to produce new 
kinds by assimila tion and to produce them not ~ the 

. differences, as in the concept, but in spi te of and through 
the di fferences. (34) 
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The quasi-op tic or iconic function of imagination is linked by Ricoeur 

to the Kantian theory of schematic apperception ln the workings of the 

productive imagination. Here the image 15 connected wlth emergent 

meaning rather than with that unsatisfactory perceptual residue postulated 

by Humean psychology. Within the semantics of metaphor this iconic 

ability has to do with the "grasping of slmllarities in a preconceptuaJ way." 

(35) Here the Icon is to language what the schema 1s to concept. Yet as 

observed in the previous section, Ricoeur understands these "images" as the 

basis, not of the concept as they are for Kant, but of that 

disparate/.familiar predication which constitutes metaphoric attribution. 

The verbal and iconic elements are intrinsically related in this 

process, yet it 1s extremely problematic for Ricoeur, given the tradltional 

hiatus between these two modes, to express appropriately thelr intlmate 

rela tionship. At this stage of hls work Ricoeur flnds defining the areas of 

difficulty somewhat s1mpler than artlculating a fully developed theory. Yet 

his work gives indication of the nature o{ the insights to be developed. 

The enigma of icon1c presentation 1s the way in which 
depiction occurs in predicative assimilation: somethlng 
appears on which we read the new connection. The enlgma 
remains unsolved as long as we treat the image as a 
mental picture, that 15, as the replica of an absent thing. 
Then the image must remain foreign to the process, 
extrlnsic to predicative assimilation .... lmaging or imagin1ng, 
thus, ls the concrete milieu in which and through which we 
set! similarities. To imagine, then, 1s not ta have a 
mental picture of something but ta display relations in a 
depicting mode. (36) 

This change of focus from a perceptual to lconic understanding of 

imagination helps Ricoeur to delineate more clearly the process of 

imagining, but nevertheless it finds him grasping for metaphors himself, or 

resorting to appa~nt inconsistencies, as illustrated by hi! use of the 
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concept "seeing-as," in an effort to illustrate his understanding of this 

process. He acknowledges the complexity of the situation and the "infancy" 

of his theory, but at the same time he forecasts his programme for a 

philosophy of imaginat~"": 
i , 

In popular term~, figura ti ve thinking i5 the presentation of 
abstract 1deas and their concrete appearance. But what 1s 
a concrete presentation of an abstract idea, if nct" the 
learning and teadling of a genu5 thanks to the interplay of 
5ameness and dlfference? To my mind a phllosophy of 
imagination is badly needed. Could we not say by 
anticipation that imaginatIon 1s the emergence of 
conceptual meaning through the interplay between sameness 
and difference? l37} 

The Wittgensteinian formula of "seelng-as" provides a tentative 

solution to the problem. Wittgenstein had confined his usage of this 

concept to the perceptual realm only, principally as illustrated by the 

contexual influence in the famous duck/rabbit Gestalt experiment • 
• 

Ricoeur, however, employs "seeing-as," which invokes a paradigm of image 
~ 

resembJance rather than Identlty, as It has been expanded by Marcus B. 

Hester. In his book The Meaning of Poetic Metaphor, (38) Hester develops 

the construct of "seeing-as" to account for the iconic element in poetic 

metaphor. This expansion of Wittgenstein's concept holds the key for 
\ 

Ricoeur to the semantic-psychological fusion that is the essence of the 

imaginativ-e "perception" at the heart of the metaphorical process: 

••• le "voir comme" est la face sensible du language 
. poétique; mi-pensée, mi-experience, le "voir comme" est la 

relation intuitive qui fait tenir ensemble le sens et l'image. 
Comment? EssentieUement par son caractère sélectif. (.39) 

t 
Ricoeur then continues with a quotation from Hester: 

Seeing as 1s an intuitive experience-act by which one 
selects from the quasl-sensory mus of imagery one has on 
reading metaphor the relevant aspects of such imagery. (4-0) 
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This juncture of thought and experience, of the verb~l and non-verbal, 

supplies Ricoeur with the theory he needs to support his dynamic semantics 

of metaphor. In itself it has provided a schema for his own intimations: 

Ainsi le"voir-comme" Joue très exactement le role du 
schème qui unit le concept vide et l'impression aveugle; 
2!!: ~ caract~re de demi-pënièe et de demi-expérience, il 
joint la lumière du sens à la pléntitude de l'image. Le 
non-verbal et le verbal sont ainsi étroitement unis au sein 
de la fonction imageante du language. (41) 

A central concern of Ricoeur's in th!s articulation of the semantic 
~ 

role of imagination has been a desire to avoid the division of positivism 

which unilaterally oppo~s cognitive, objective language to the descriptive 

and emotive language of poetry. Such a thesi!, whlch is also evident in the 

llnguistlc distinction between denotation and connotation, and has been 

inferred from Frege's separation of Sinn (sense) and Bedeutung (reference), 

(42) restricts poetic meaning to a purély self-referential structure. This 1s 

partlcularly evident in the Romantic genre, both in its own self-image, as 

weil as in its objective asse5sment as egocentric. 

In order to maintain a non-subjective referential function of poetic 

language, Ricoeur appropria tes Roman Jakobson's theory of "split 

reference," but adapts it to suit his own purposes. The referential 

function of the "semantic i.mpertinence" of a metaphoric statement 

accordingly has a du~ allegiance. This model of "split-reference" subsumes 

happily at the semantic leve! the metaphorical dialectfcs of saf11en~ss and 

difference. In this model, the primary reference is that traditiona! meaning 

within the lexical framework which 15 destroyed by its novel appllcation 

within the metaphoric utteram::e. The secondary or figurative reference 

activa tes that necessary s~mantic tension from which new possibilities of 

meaning are projected. Ricoeur will explore the implications of thi! 

semantically based theory of "spHt-reference" on both epistemological and 
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ontological leve15. For as he states: 

This reference 15 called second-order reference only with 
respect to the primacy of the reference of ordinary 
language. For, in another respect, it constitutes the 
primordial reference to the extent that it suggests, ,--

" /' reveals, unconceals-or whatever you say-the deep 1 
structures of reality to which we are reJated as mortals 1 
who are born into this world and who dwell in it for a J 
while. (4-3) 

It is now apparent that Ricoeur's so-called "detours" into the orlds 

of hermeneutics and linguistics constitute an essential part of a delicate 

operation. This i5 an attempt to discriminate carefully the place and role 

of imagination as it performs at aIl Ievels of human activity in concrete 

situations, not simply in abstract formulas. Ricoeur has been concerned 

with portraying the emergence of meaning at ooth linguistic and conceptual 

levels. He has aIso been interested in defining the ways that one shapes 

the5e experiences by Interpretative devices. Throughout 1115 analysis 

Ricoeur has been careful to stress the focal role of imagination in all 

these procedures. Though his own conceptual terminology has not al ways 

proved adequate to the task, he has nevertheless provided the foundations 

for a fully developed philosophy of imagination. This 1s at present in 

preparation. He has also set the stagè for his initial reflections on the 

place of imagination within what would now appear to be a "poetics of 

experience," rather than his originally forecast "poe tics of will." 

The Ontological Imagination 

In his linguistic stuelles Ricoeur examined the tension generated by , 

metaphor both at the lexical level, by the clash between literai and 

figurative languages, and at the semantic level by the impertinent 
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predication of the metaphorical statement. Ricoeur wishes to explQre 

further, however, the dynamics of the split-reference. This is to 

substantiate the claim that a metaphoricaJ utterance can not only shattl!r 

normative language use, but also shatter and restructure reality,itself. 

• 

Ricoeur states his intentions: "Pour l'exprimer le plus radicalement possible, 

il faut introduire la tension dans l'~tre métaphoriquement affirmé." (44) to 

achieve this, Ricoeur introduces a third level of tension: that which exists 

in thé relational function of the copula. In other words, at the level of 

discourse there 1s tension between the "is" and "is not" of the two modes 

of being interactmg in the me\aphoric interplay of sameness and 

difference. Yet what Ricoeur wlshes to declare is that thi5 new predicative 

description i5 actually a "redescription" of reaHty. To delineate precisely 

what he intends by this assertlon, Ricoeur resorts to the theory of 

scientific mode!s presented in the works of Mary Hesse and Max Black. 

As a means of expedi ting this comparison of mode!s and metaphors, 

Ricoeur establishes a corresponden<;e between the theory of mOdel~ 

complex networks of statements and the metaphoric theory as applied to 

extended metaphors. An example of the latter would be narrative and 

otherrrtçdes of fiction. The other component incorporated at this stage is 

literary critic Nelson Goodman's famous adage, fiction "reorganizes the 

world." (45) 

Just as for M. Hesse scien.tific models are heuristic devices whose 

aim is to "reshape" reality by a process of discovery, for Goodman 

symbolic productions "make" and "remake" the world. Rlcoeur's.. strategy is 

to connect the theory of models with his own theory of metaphor and with 

his nascent philosophy of imagination. "Redescription" of reality by me~ns 

of heuristic fiction provides the formula that allows Ricoeur to combine 
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these ideas and to gain acce~ to an ontological dimension. Ricoeur then 

liberates this manoeuvre from bondage to Goodman's essentiaUy nominaHst 

philosophical position by making a connection with his already established 

referential ca tegory. 

The onus of this subtle manipulation, however, rests upon the exact 
1 

meaning Ricoeur, ascribes to. the ~ord "redescription." _ This "redescription" 

involves "tomponents of both "invention" and "discovery" which in tum 

re'sult froll} Ricoeur's freeing of the concept of image from its traditional 

association with a replica or. picture <à la Hume) to aHgn 1t with that 

~ iconic augmentation posited by his referential model. In this instance, 

there 1s no previou5 entity of which this "new image" is a copy. Integrai 

to this new understanding 15 that shift which Ricoeur made in the 

preceding section from a perceptual to a linguis~ic and iconic grounding of 

his theory of imagination. Thus "redescription" i5 1nti.mately linked to that 

imaginative capacity to entertain "is" and "is not" which uJtimately can 

restructure world-views. 

Such a theory of modeJs and redescription permits Ricoeur to -revise 

Aristotle's conr.lection of mimësis· and mytnos within a more general 

understanding of poiesis. Mimësis as redescription, constitutes the 
'i; 

denotative dimension of' mythos, the heuristic fiction. (~6) Mimës1s1 

redescription, in this llght, marks the ultimate point of reference or 

horizon of aJl .creative endeavour. This 1s, naturally, human experience 

itself. Beyond aU categories and levels of tension, the life-world 

(Lebenswelt) provides the ontological setting for aU those devices of 

meaning by which a person attempts to structure and to understand 

experience. Th~ metaphoric moment and its fmaginative factor it 
paracligmatic as it captures for Ricoeur the moment of intersection of the 
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mind of man/woman and the world at the point of growth. So it is that, 

for Ricoeur there 1s tension inherent in being itself. 

Within such a settfng questions naturally arise as to the truth-claims 

of knowledge that are establlshed by this dialectical system. While 

Ricoeur refuses to attribute to the poetie and metaphoric process of 

invention and discovery any absolute authority or autonomy, he does not 

let it be subjugated to the demands of rational consciousness. For Ricoeur 

any growth in meaning is a result of the "thinking more" that is provoked 

at the conceptual level by the metaphoric utterancè. Nevertheless, though 

there is a reciprocal relationship between what Ricoeur terms poetic and 

speculative discourse, he maintains a dear-cut distinction between them: 

Le gain en signification est ainsi inséparable de 
l'assimilation prédicative àc>travers laquelle il se 
schématise. C'est là une autre façon de dire que le gain 
en signification n'est pas porté au concep.t, dans le mesure 
o~ il demeure pris dans ce conflit du "m~me" et du 
"différent," bien qu'il constitue l'ébauche et la demande 
d'une instruction par le concept. (4'7) 

Against the horizon of a speculative logos, knowledge itself is a 

tensional on.-going process, where the experience of poetie participation 

interacts with speculative distanciation. Truth can no longer be confined 

to certainty but becomes an a wareness of a philosophical proces5 where 

ft ••• tout gain en signification est à la fois un gain en sens et un gain en 
, 

référence." (48) The, world of philosophie discourse mirrors the dynamics 

of being itself: 
~ 

••• j'incline à voir l'univers du discours comme un univers 
dynamisé par un jeu d'attractions et de repulsions qui ne 
cessent de mettre en position d'interaction et d'intersection 
des mouvances dont les foyers organisateurs sont décentrés 
les uns par rapport aux autres, sans que jamais ce jeu 
trouve le repos dans un savoir absolu qui en résorberait les 
tensions. (49) 

This interaction of' participatory poetic c?"sciousness with the 
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distanciation of speculative discourse is, as has been described earlier, the 
''-' 1 1 

essential movement of Ricoeur's new hermeneuticaJ pnooeedings. Here it 15 

imagination that permits and sparks the new "nsight that Is then 

incorporated by the movement of appropriation int 

constitutes one's reality or life-world (Lebenswe1t). 

that 

In this manner Ricoeur estabHshes imagination as an essentiaJ part of 

the onto~aJ enterprise, the agency of mediation and creativity, that 

permeates a11 leveJs of a "poetics of existence": 

Imaginative variation, play, metamorphosis-all of those 
expressions seek to discern a fundamentaJ phenomenon, 
nameJy, that it is in imagination that the new being 1s 
tirst formed in me. Note that l said imagination and not 
will. This is because the power of letting oneself be 
gr;isped, by new possibil1ties precedes the power of deciding 
and choosing. Imagination is that dimension of subjectivity 
whlch responds to the text as poem. When the 
distanciation of imagination r~sponds to the distanciation 
which the "issues" of the text unfolds in the heart of 
reaH ty, a poe tics of existence responds to a poetics oL 
discourse. (.50) 

Conclusion 

In an interesting commentary on Ricoeur's work "Metaphoric 
\ , 

Imagination: Kinship Through Conflict," Mary Schaldenbrand observes: 

Remarking the need for a philosophy of Imagination, 
Ricoeur implies its present absence. And yet, when 1 
retum to his major works,' 1 find tha t a11 of them assign 
to ima~ning the pivot-function. Though represented as 
stages 10 a "Philosophy of Willing," they could as weIl be 
taken as stages in a developing philosophy of imagination. 

s In effect, what R1coeur calls for Is aIready underway in 
rus work. (, 1) 

She then continues to support her thesis by a study of Ricoeur's work, 

illustrating the essential mediating function of Imagination throughout. At 
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the same time Schaldenbrand demonstrates that these are but the 

indications of the route a "systematic treatment of imagination would 

cover. Her conclusions in this regard are similar to those of this thesis, 

and highlights a pertinent question that remains at the end of Ricoeur's 

investigations. How 1s Ricoeur's developlng understanding of imagination to 
, 

be related to the classical and empiricist deflnitions of the same entity? 

If the imagination 1s no longer a faculty ,(albeit internal) in the traditional 

sense, is it now to be regarded as a process? a form of intentionality? a 

poetic mode of consciousness (in the widest sense of that term)? or a 

tensional way-of-being? Ricoeur's work at various tlmes supports aIl these 

interpretations. 

ln her study of Ricoeur, Schaldenbrand sees the essential feature of 

imagination as one of med1ating oppositions. She elucidates this 

development from his early work where its Inchoate formulations smack of 

psychologism to the later more sophisticated elaborat1ons of the 
"-

transcendental and poetic functions. Her catc~-phrase of "kinship through 

conflict" underscores the Hegellan contribution to Ricoeur's agenda. Indeed 

Ricoeur has characterized himself as a post-Hegelian Kantian: 

Mais le kantisme que je veux maintenant développer est, 
paradoxalement, plus à faire qu'à répé ter; ce serait 
quelque chose comme un kantisme post-hégélien •••• (52) 

Yet there is a proviso. For Ricoeur, there can never be a simple return 

. to original naivété, nor a synthetic reconciliation of opposites. There is 

always that urge "to think more" engendered by the encounter of "other" 
~ 

that militates against any stasis at the conceptual or existential spheres. 

It 15 in this sense that Ricoeur's own understanding of imagination can be 

posited as stiH in a state of evolution itself. His own philosophic quest 

mirrors the tensity of the dialectic proces$ operating in each of his 
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philosophic diaJogues-with Kant, Hegel, Marcel, Husserl, Heidégger and 

ordinary language, to name the most prominent. Within this complex 

, framework Ricoeur's phenomenological exploration and reformulation of the 

subject-object conundrum by means of the referential model has 

rejuvenated the fundamental questions of epistemology and ontology insofar 

as entert~,ining these questions is still a matter of concern for la te 

twentieth century philosophy. (53) 

Ricoeur's still tentative insights as to the nature of imagination 

present a marked divergence from Durand's exhortations. Ricoeur's 

metaphoric strategy does not support a naive ontology that fosters 

revelatory discJosures or intuItions into the nature of reality itself. In the 

final chapter of La métaphore vive he refutes the position of Philip 

Wheelwright whose metapoetics in The Burning Fountain acknowledges the 

tensive awareness of metaphor in the relation of diaphor and epiphor; his 

variation on the mechanics of vehlcle and tenor. (54) Wheelwright, 

however, succumbs to a type of immanentist temptation, locating in this 

t~nsive awareness an intuition into "What 15." For Ricoeur this 

identificatIon with the participatory and poetic pole destroys th& possHfility 

of a 'creative dynamics wl'th the world of "is not". His fundamental 

disagreement with Durand's theory of imagination wou Id result from the 

'similar polarization that Durand estab~shes by his system. 

On the other hand Ricoeur also dissociates himself from that 

positivist reductionism that !purred Durand eto undertake his inquiry. 

Ricoeur cites the li teraltsm of logical empiricism,~, ar~ Ibeing responsible 

for denying the polysemie char acter of language which is essential to his 

programme. 'ljcoeur's investigations then, productively engaged at the 

intersection of these two world-views, i.e., the speculative and the poet ic , 
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provide at once a constructive and challenging intervention in the 
, 

contemporary debates of philosophical theology. Durand's advocacy of a 

reinterpretation of the imagination along the Unes of a divine and 

privileged medium of communication, though laudable, bespeaks a spiritual 

elitism that is contrary to the existing climate of ideas and foreign to 

the questio~s philosophers are asking. Although Ricoeur's struggle to 

define the nature of imagination, at once circumspect and adventurous, has 

not yet culminated in an ar~iculated philosophy, his meticulous preparations 

indicate its eventual reformulation. In anticipation it must be remarked 

that thi! phiJosophy will not be a final solution. For Ricoeur's work has 

all' the earmarks of how Mary Gerhart synthesizes David Tracy's description 

of the shift in emphasis centraJ! to today's scholarship (of the 

transcendental-realist variety): 

••• from a pre-occupation with the changeless and immobile 
to an emphasis on change, ~movement, and development; 
from apodictic necessity ~o "eh1pirieal, historiea! de facto 
intelligibility"; from a concern with universality to an 
emphasis on the partieular and on concrete facts in their 
"mutually intelligible relationships of actual llInfolding, 
development and decline"; from a focus on ~~rmal objects 
to a focus on a field of objects; from the tftt1ization of 
logie to the construction of method; from preoccullation 
with essences to recognition of complex realities and 
multiple perspectives; from concentration on the 
individualistic and that whkh is permanent to interest in 
the "collaborative and that whieh is always open to further 
development." (55) 

Rjcoeur would easily identify himself in this pluralistic climate, 

recognizing that that encourages and sustains such a 

development. 

In Volume The Ecumenic Age of his four volume magnum 

opus, Order and istory, Erie 'foegelin envisions history as a process of 

divine flux within whieh man/woman participates. ('6) In a recent article 

he characterizes the human predicament as a dialogieal movement between 
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intentionaHty and mystery where the human intentionality of the quest 1s 

surrounded by the divine mystery of the reaJity in which it occurs: 

Of intentionall ty and mystery, we shall speak as 
"structures" of consciousness. Wlth the caution, however, 
that they are not fixtures of a human consciousness in the 
Immanentist sense, perhaps an ! prj,ri structure, but 
moving forces in the process of re l ty becoming lu minous. 
Plato and Aristotle recognized these forces in the 

experiences. of a human questloning (a.porein) and seeking 
(zetein) in response to a mysterious drawing (helkein) and 
moving (klneln) from tte divine side. (57) 

In a similar veln Ricoeur rdJects towards the end of 1! métaphore 

~ on the tensional truth he has come to perceive as the primordial 

experience of being. Ricoeur's approach, however, 1s a reflnement and 

detalled examination of those very processes themselves that Voegelh i8 

content to deflne simply as those intentlonal struggles between 

ignorance and knowledge. Admittedly, Ricoeur expresses his insight with 

specifie reference to the semantic level, but from the Inferences that he 

has since made, the ontologlcal impllcations of his statement are c1ear: 

.•• d'une part, en ce qui concerne le sens, elle [la 
métaphore] reproduit la forme d'un mouvement dans une 
portion de la trajectoire du sens qui excède le champ 
référentiel familier où le sens siest déjà constitué; ••• d'autre 
part, elle fait venir au language un champ référentiel 
inconnu, sous la mouvance duquel la visée sé mantique 
s'exerce et se déploie. Il y a donc, à l'origine du procès, 
ce que j'appellerai pour ma part la véhémence ontologique 
d'une visée sémantique, mue par un champ inconnu dont 
elle porte Je pressentiment. (.58) 

It is with distinct anticipation that one awalts Ricoeur's "poetics of 

experience" that wUl elucidate a developed philosophy of imagination and 

address the human experience$ of radical faith, love and trust. 

,1 
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CONCLUSION \ 

\ 

\ 
The works of both Durand' and RIcoeur are at'tempts to reformulate 

the role and understanding of imagination w i thin the Western phllosophical 

tradition. Each, however, has approached the task from a d1fferent 

direction and h~ provided a different option. Durand has chosen to 

identify imagination with that element of human experience where 

man/woman feels touched by or ln touch with power(s) that transe end 

those of the everyda~ "empirical" .self. Imagination 1s the channel of 

communication and expression of these powers in the forrn of images, 

metaphors, symbols'. 

For Durand such communications have the force of "revelations," 

though th~1r exact nature remains unspecihed. This would seem to be the 

result of Durand's adoption of a monistic Platonist universe where various 

~ symbolic expressions perform in a generalized rather than personally 

Transcendent manner. In tact Durand is not attempting to describe the , 

experience Itself, merely the phenomena associated with 1ts occurrence. 

The inference 15 that such experlences are unique and for initiates only. 

Within this framework Durand envisions the imagination as fuJfilling 

two functlons. Firstly it is a source of personal equilibrium, operating 

along the axis of psycho-social influences that estabHsh the dynamics for 
" 

any subjective encounter with another object (custom, fact, person etc.). 

In the second instance 1t strengthens the bulwarks of the psyche agait\st 

the encroachments of the material1stic and scientific world-view that 

Durand views as the bane of the twentieth century. In this Hght his work 

cannot be regarded as a plea for the irratioryal, but rather a defence of 

those non-rational eiements of our make-up that strictly logical and 
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technical systems tend to ignore as out-dated or to disregard as irreJevant. 

From a phllosophical point of view Durand'$ work 1s provocative, if it 

cannot be acc1aimed as revolutionary or corrective. He has amassed vast 

symbolic data from the fields of anthropology, depth psychology, the 

history of religious and literary critidsm. This has been used to support a 

theory of the all-pervasiveness of symboHc mediation in human endeavours. 

This theory in turn has been grounded in a philosophy of imagination that 

draws heavily on Islamic sources, themselves strongly Platonist, as 

interpreted by Corbin. From a contemporary phiJosophical perspective such 

an undertaking can be viewed as a rear-guard action that appeals to a 

gnostic and esoterically inclined cabal, whose allegiance is' to a timeless 
$? 

and salvific knowJedg~. In contrast, philosophy today is addressing certain 

.issues whose concerns have moved beyond the dichotomy of those 

rationaHstic and imaginative modes Durand posits as the crux of the 

matter. 

In th1s respect Durand's worl< can be criticized trom two points of 

vlew. The first is in regard to his use of language, ~nd it is the work of 

Ricoeur that here provides the criterion. The basic problem 15 that of 

distinguishlng the different levels of discour!e that Durand emploY5 wh en 

discussing the imagination. As Ricoeur has shown, it is necessary today for 

any treatment of tt.e imagination and it5 processes to treat the llnguistic 

dimension of creative discourse as well as the p'sychological and 

,philosophical nuances of the relationship between thought and expression. 

Electing instead a traditional model of Word/word interaction, Durand as a 

result does not differentiate the variou! types of language he employs. 

These inc1ude the "anthropological" languag~ of his archétypologie of 

images; the" anthropological language of the bio-soclo-psychologicaJ ?model 
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of humanity; the meta-psychologieaJ language of the Jung1an model of the 

psyche; the philosophical language of the transcendental function of 

imagination (following Kant); the theosophical language of gnosis, and the 

metaphysica1 language of Plato and Avicenna. Sueh a disregard for 

discrimination at the level of language admits facile simplifications and 

over.riding generalizations that are philosophically unaceeptable. 

The other eriticism stems from Durand's essentially metaphoric vision. 

Today Heidegger, too, has presented an approach to poetic disclosure, but 

his solution 1s markedly different from that of Durand. Perhaps 1t 1s this 

eomparison that highllghts the crucial limitation of Durand's model. 

Unfortunately, he fails to confront those phiJosophers of the West, sueh as 

Nietzsche and Heidegger, who have raised just as pertinent, if not 

shatter1ng questions, as to the basic eonstructs of Western rationaJ1sm. 

Durand does not address their work, and this 1s a distinct lacuna in his 

programme. Durand's postulate of transcendent revelatlons by means of 

symbolic imagination functions within a traditional metaphysical world, 

whose foundations and edifices Heidegger has set out to dismantle. 

Heidegger proposes his solution to the, quagmire in which he belleves the 

Western phiJosophica1 enterpr1se has floundered by his o~ understanding of 

poetic disc1osure. Heidegger sees this form of knowledge as exemplif1ed by 

the poet Holderlin, who 1s not just any poet·philosopher, but the poet who 

"waited for" the dlsdosure of God. Durand himseJf cites HèildeiYn, in 

company with Novalis and Coleridge, as representative Romantic poets, but 

he nowhere alludes to Heidegger's exaltation of him. Thus, whl1e Durand 
1 

has seen fit to ca$tigate -,vhat he feels are the distortions of knowledge in 

the contemporary enterprise, he nowhere replies ta Heidegger's charges or 
, 

proposed alternative philosophical blueprinj. (Heidegger's iconoclasm would 
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abolish the imagination as weIl as the existing conceptual network.} 

Durand remains finally rooted within the traditionaJ structures of the 

Western intellect, vindieating his own interpretation of the imagination, 

w~ich virtually confirms two antagonistie modes of knowledge. Admittedly 

the struggle 1s dynamie, but aIl creativity is awarded to the imaginative 
, < 

pole, whereas rational thought 1s regarded as something of a necessary 

evil. The imaginative mode is venerated as the sole repository and means 

of arriving at that knowJedge which Durand sees as essential to life. This 

is in distinct contrast to Ricoeur's understanding of the imagination, which , 
. ' 

allows for the invigorating interplay of two equally respected modes of 

knowledge. Durand's expansive programme faUs to accord his own rational 

and refJective processes due acknowledgement for their contribution to his 

theory. His own system ironicalJy employs tne tools of systematic thinking 

to establish a philosophiea! position that virtually sabotages its valldity. 

This blind-spot in Dur~nd's approach prevents him from seeing the dynamic 

dialectics that underlie his own work in the various structural models of 

imagination that he originally proposed. These dynamic models, as 

presented in 1Les Structures, where imagination functioned as' mediator 
, 
b~tween personal (bio-psychologicaO and social forces, point towards the 

1 

tefisive theory of interaction that Ricoeur has articulated to uphold his 

u~derstanding of imagination. There appe~rs an Inherent contradiction 
,-

between Durand's early psycho-dynamic funct10nalism and his adoption of 

the innate/inspired imaginative powers that are part of a Platonist 

world-~iew. In thls sense Ricoeur's ~del, which has sought to remain 

consistent to empirical observations, while affirming creative impulses, has 

culminated in a much more cqherent and relevant appreciation of the 

imagina ti.on. 

, 
" 
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One can be sympathetlc with the aim of Durand's opus and his 

distaste for the empirically based methods that have reduced the human 

sciences to ciphers of a computer programme, yet his treatment of 

imagination in the interests of their rétablissement is somewhat 

ineffectual. Nevertheless Durand must be credited in promotlng 

philosophical discussion as regards possible structures of interpretation of 

non-rational phenomena, part1cularly those modes associated with the 

unconscious. The basic problem is ln his discussion of the imagination 

itself: ter":"s are le ft ambiguous, modes of consciousness stay 

undifferentiated, and the mechanics of divine/human interaction remain 

blurred. Despite his masterly synthesis of hitherto unrelated data within a 

philosophy of knowledge, Durand's theory of imagination is reactionary 

rather th an constructive. 

Ricoeur's treatment of imagination, on the other hand, has been 

undertaken within the confines of critical realism. Ricoeur himseIf was 

troubled by the imprecision or omission of philosophy in defining tha t 

ability to entertaln productive tension at the lexical, semantic and 
, > 

ontological levels. For Ricoeur this is the do main of imagination, and he 

has undertaken to substantiate its existence> philosophically. In contrast to 

the polarized model of knowledge that Durand depicts, Ricoeur adopts a 

dialectical model. Ricoeur regards any Increment in knowledge as a result 

of a two-way action between poetic (metaphoric) and speculative modes of 

consciousness. Withln thls system imagination functions as a dialectic 

process between the given and the possible in an essentially creative 

manner. Ricoeur is aware of the conceivable distortions withln the process 

such as literalism Odeology) in one direction, and fantasy (utopia) in the 

other, but the ideal proposed is essentially heuristic. 
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In this manner Ricoeur expands the traditional reaUst çoncept of 

imagination as being dependent on perception. His growth-oriented mode! 

embraces tha t intentional mode of possibili ty that supplies projected .. 
modes-of-being. Ricoeur has also moved from the traditional objective 

epistemo!ogicaJ framework to a participa tory understanding of 

conséiousness. For Ricoeur a person 1s involved at an ontological leve! in 

the awareness of his/her own development and the tension that 1s Inherent 

in that process. Ricoeur also emphasizes the role of language and its 

importance as the vehicle by which one articulates and so comprehends the 

different modes of consciousness. Even at the linguistic level, however, 

Ricoeur l'las been careful to deHneate the tension involved. 

Imagina tion, for Ricoeur, opera tes at the point of growth. It indicates 

and contains the creative moment. Of itself it cannot complete the 

process, for the reflective in-p~'iis also necessary. Ricoeurs understanding 

of imagination as vital and dynamic depends on the dialectics of the poeti~ 

and the speculative, and it 1s in this context that Ri'coeur parts company 

wÎth Heidegger. Ricoeur has elected to continue working within the given 

structures of Western philosophy and does not attempt a radical revisioning 

of its bases. In that Ricoeur advances a comprehensive programme for 

understanding and systematically treating the imagination, his work can be 

regarded as a development in contemporary epistemological and ontological 

concerns. Final assessment of his philosophy of imagination will, however, 

have to await the completion of his projected volume on the "poetics of 

experience." 

As a tas&< ior future research, an investigation of Heidegger's notion 

of "poetic disclosure" and Ricoeur's dlsagreement wi th Heidegger's 

formulations could be profitably pursued. Certain Unes of "enquiry 
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immedlately suggest themselve5. 

In the conclusion of !:! métaphore vive Ricoeur accuses Heidegger 
~ ~--' 

and his adherents of laziness in their repudiation of accepted Western' 

categories: 

t'unité de "la" métaphysique est une construction ap~~s 
coup de la pensée heideggerienne destinée à justifier son 
propre labeur de pensée et le renoncement dont 11 voudrait 
qu'il ne soit plus un dépassement. Mais pourquoi cette 
philosophie devrait-elle refuser à tous ses devanciers le 
bénéfice de la rupture et de la novation qu'elle s'octroie ~ 
elle-m~me? Le moment est venu, me semble-t-il, de 
s'interdire la commodité, devenue paresse de pensée, de 
faire tenir sous un seul mot-métaphysique--le tout de la 
pensée occidentale. (1) 

Ricoeur bases his opposition to Heidegger on two questions that he 

poses, both of which need further elaboration than that provided in the 

c10sing pages of La métaphore vive. Firstly, Ricoeur challenges the actuaJ 

nove!ty of Heidegger's approach. In fact, Ricoeur sees Heidegger's 

speculative explorations as part of that metaphoric process which he 

himself has advanced as the model of aU creative thought, and which has 

existed as long as philosophy: 

Quel philosophe digne de ce nom n'a pas, avant lui, médité 
sur la métaphore du chemin, et ne s'est pas tenu pour le 
premier à se mettre sur un chemin qui est le langage 
lui-m~me s'adressant à lui? Quel n'a pas cherché le "sol" 
et le "fond," la "demeure" et la "clairière"? Quel n'a pas 
cru que la vérité était "proche" et pourtant difficile à 
apercevoir et plus difficile encore à dire, qu'elle était 
cachée et pourtant manifeste, ouverte et pourtant voilée? 
Quel n'a pas d'une manière ou de l'autre, lié le mouvement 
de la pensée en avant 'à sa capacité de "regresser", de 
faire un pas "en arri~re"? Quel n'a pas mis son effort ~ 
distinguer le "commencement de la pensée" de tout début 
chronologique? Quel n'a pas conçu sa t~he la plus propre 
comme un travail de la pensée sur elle-m~me et contre 
elle-m~me? Quel n'a pas cru que pour continuer, il fallait 
rompreJ proc~dE!1. l! un "saut" hors du cercle des idées 
acceptee,? ••• Quel philosophe enfin n'a pas, avant Heidegger, 
tente de penser l'identite autrement que comme tautologie, 
â partir de la coappartenance marne ~e la pensée et de 
l~tre? (2) 
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The difflcuJty in replying to these queries j~ the v~ry evasiveness 

wi~ YIhlch Heidegger circumvented such questions even wh~n posed to hlm 

d ' h' lif ,If urmg 15 etime: 

Nor can 1 make it visible. 1 don't know anything about how 
this thinking "works." It could aIso be thât thinking's path 
today leads to silence in order ta protect itself from belng 
devalued within a few years. It could be aiso that it might 
require three hundred years in order to "work." (3) 

Ricoeur would aJso question Heidegger's diagnosi~ presentee! in the 

~ same article that states: 

.. 

Ooly a God can save us now. The only chance left for us 
is to prepare a Preparedness; in thinking and poetry, for -
the appearing of God or for the absence of God who has 
perished; that we peris~ in the presence of the absent 
God. (~) '~ 

J 
Such an ab~truse formula, 'o/hich positions itself beyond the confines 

. 
of the accepted constructs of matter and form, essence and existence, 

subject and object, rest~ on certain key words. The issue to be 

investigated, and which is the basis of Ricoeur's second question, is 
J\,. , 

whcther or not Heidegger's key words, such as Ereignis and Erorterul'lg, are 

actually metaphors in the sense that Ricoeur understands the worsf, or 
-

whether they are indicators of that state of "Preparedness" which cannot 

be includèd witl:lÎn the grounds on whlch Ricoèur wishes to conduct hls 

debate. This controversy is at the heart of philosophical concems today, 

between those followers of Heidegger, such as Jacques Derrida and the 
i 

"deconstructionists," who believe they.Jo are operatlng on the far side of 

metaphysics, and those who remain withln its borders. 

Ricoeur's appeaJ to language as speech and discoul'Se, as the mode of 

sèU-expre\slon and understanding, dtlferentiates his model from Heidegger's 

. tView of speech as poetic disçlosure. Yet Ricoeur needs to expound with ' 
" 

more prec:islon his distinction between poetic metaphor and philosophic 
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metaphor if his model of poetic and speculative interaction 1s to provide 

an adequate response to Heidegger's proclalmed post-metaphysical stance. 

No doubt the battle will continue to be waged by proponents of each 

cause, and one has the feeling that the "dialogue" has just begun. 

It i5 in thi5 context that the ongoing discussion of a phUosophy of 

imagination must be inserted. The problem that needs to be pursued in 
"""-

this regard is whether the source of numan creativity 1s to be located in a 

medium, such as the unconsc10.~, which is then accorded transcendent 

qualities, as in an idealist orientation. The alternative, as for Ricoeur, is 

to see it as a creative process which opera tes at the limits of ,l:\\:ffl'1an 

experience. Whatever the decision, it seems today that imagination ls 

intimately related to the cre~tive dimension. Perhaps 1t is Northrop Frye 

who has advanced the most penetrating insight into the situation: 

The terms "Word" and "Spirit", then, may be understood in 
their traditional context as divine persons able and willing 
to redeem mankind. They may be aiso understood as 

• quali ties of self-transcendence within man himself, capable 
of pulling him out of the psychosis that every news 
bulletin brings us so much evidence fot. 1 am suggesting 
that these two modes of understanding are not 

... contradictory or mutually exclusive, but dialecticaUy 
idéntical. Certainly the goal of human recreation, whenever 
we try to ',yisualize it, bears a curious resemblanc;e to the 
traditional vision of divine creation at the source. CS) 

Following in Frye's footsteps 1 would like to conc1ude this exploration 

of the imagination wi~h a modest proposa! for an extension of Ricoeur's 

dlalectic model so that the tension he presents opera tes not only at the< 

lexical, semantic and ecperiental: lontological levels. Could it not also be 

that it is the agency of imagination which sustair;,ts the fusion of the , 

transcendent and the human in that creative instant when aIl antinomies 

such as subject/object t,:" momentarily bvercome. Such a participatory 

instance seems markedly akin to that experience Heidegger has nonllnate<f 
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as "cfisclosure." The articulation of th!s tensive encounter remains4 

challenge, par'tlcularly if the intention 15 to move beyond a realist/ldealist 

lr~Pass:. Ricoeur's ~s yet tentatively dra.."..{' model ,of imagination, iniliating 

insights at the limit of experience and expression off ers a possibl~ solution. 

The tensional truth of any metaphoric statement will never engender an 

ultimate truth-it will encourage that "thinking more" that 1s the- mark of 
. \. 

authentic, if "mutable" human existence. Ricoeur posits .imagination as the . , 

'" 
indispensable agent of this creative insecurity~ In contrast to such 

admonitions as issued by Pascal to distrust the imagination, the 

appropriate task today would appear to be to invite its conceptual 

precocities, or, as Ricoeur caUs them, "semantic impert~nenc;es. " 

Whatever ,t.h~ final outcome of this on-going "discussion on the status 

of imagination within a philosophical orientation, there i5 one obvious , . 
, 

conclusion that can be drawn from the debate illustrated by this thesis. 1, 

Imagination can \,0 longer .be slighted by such epithets as "deceitfuJ," 

"frivoloust" "~erely associative." Imaginatiolll 1s a vital p~ocess at the heart 

of all being and knowingj to imagine is to foster and to generate not only 

thought, but life. 
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APPENDIX II 

• 
Durand's IIst of thinkers who represent the tradition of 

"anti ... philosophy," as given in Science de l'Homme et tradition, 

p. 33, and "Défiguratï6n philosophique et figure traditionnelle de. 

l'homme en Occident," Eranos-Jahrbuch 1969, pp. 60-61. As 
. 

listed: 

Nerval, Eliphas Levi, Ballanches, Bonald, Maistre, Baad~, 

Schlé'gel~ Weishaupt, Goethe, Novalis, Schubert, Saint-Martin, 

Ha~nnt Martines de PasquaUy, Swedenborg, Eckhartshausen, 

Etteile, Barchusen, Ashmole, Gaffarel, Morel de Villefranche, 

Blake, Angelus Syesius, Paracelsus, Cornelius Agrippa, Robert 

Fludd, Kunrath, Valentin Weigal" Giordano Bruno, Pico de la 

Mirandola, MarsiHo Ficino, Gilles of Viterbo, Patricius Patrizzl, 

Georges of Venice, Basil Valentine, Blaise de Vigenère, Nicholas 

of Cusa, Nicholas Flamel, Meister Eckhart, Tauler, Suso, Roger 

Bacon, Albertus Magnus, Scotus Erigena, Honorius 
f 

Augustdunensis, Hugh of St. Victor, Venerable Bede, Bernard of ( 

Clairvaux,- John of Salisbury. 
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