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Abstract 
 

In occidental culture, the dismissive treatment reserved for the imagination coincides with the implementation 
of a theory of knowledge based exclusively on understanding and reason. This gnoseology leaves aside any 
possibility of establishing a sensible, corporeal link between the subject that knows and the known object. 
Res extensa/res cogitans: with this famous dichotomy, Descartes enthrones the philosophical dualism that 
illuminates the whole history of western philosophy, from the myth of Plato's cave to the emergence from 
immanence by Husserl's intentionality. 
My paper tells the story of this deep-rooted desire to objectify knowledge, making it independent from the 
subject. This is what reflects the sacrifice of imagination.  
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“Dear imagination, what I love most about you is that you don't forgive.” 
(André BRETON, Manifestes du surréalisme, Société  

nouvelle des Éditions Pauvert, 1979, p. 14.) 

 
Imagination banished from knowledge 

 
Here we will analyze the historical course of the imagination, relegated for centuries to the role of 
the "family madwoman" by Western philosophy. In fact, the importance of imagination has been 
underestimated: it has been assigned subaltern intellectual roles even though reason was given 
supremacy; the traditional notion of imagination has always remained fixed on the production of 
utopia and fantasy. 
 

“It would be necessary to make a whole history of rationalism - or, if you like, of 
the imagination colonized by reason - to show by what intellectual terror and 
torture inflicted on the imagination modern "reason" has established its empire. 
Imagination has been driven out of reality, its eyes have been gouged out to 
deprive them of the light of intelligence, and then it has been exiled to the darkness 
of Illusion, where sometimes it has been hunted down as a witch for the sole crime 
of existing.”1 

 

1« Il y aurait à faire toute une histoire du rationalisme – ou, si l’on veut, de l’imaginaire colonisé par la raison – pour montrer par quelle 
terreur intellectuelle et quelles tortures infligées à l’imagination la “raison” moderne a établi son empire. L’imagination s’est vue chassée 
du réel, on lui a crevé les yeux pour les priver de la lumière de l’intelligence, puis on l’a exilée dans les ténèbres de l’Illusion, où parfois 
on la traquait comme sorcière pour le seul crime d’exister. » 
Pierre EMMANUEL, Pour une politique de la culture, (For a politic of culture) Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 1971, p. 148-149. 
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It should not be surprising, therefore, if the word imaginary is still used today as an antonym for the 
real. This circumstance does not prevent us from accepting fictions as explanations of a real situation 
whose causes we do not know. In other words, despite the discredit brought to the imagination, 
fiction plays the role of a necessary evil in the acquisition of knowledge and in learning. We know 
almost nothing about fictions: we lack an explanation of how they function in the cognitive process, 
a characterization of the different types of fictions and their different fields of application... 

First of all, it should be universally accepted that a fiction can be part of a non-fictional 
demonstration: 

 
“[...] The question of whether or not a representation has or does not have 
cognitive significance cannot be answered satisfactorily in terms of the semantic 
status of an isolated representation. The expression "having a cognitive scope" 
does not therefore refer to the truly status of an isolated representation, but rather 
to the role of this representation in a specific mode of operation of mental 
representations - the cognitive mode. [...] To put it simply, we can define the 
cognitive relationship as one in which we allow the world to act on us in order to 
develop a model that is such that our future interactions with this world are more 
appropriate than our past interactions. What is important is that, when we 
conceive the question of the cognitive relation from this angle, we move it from 
the field of a semantics of representations to that of a specific use of 
representations, thus towards a pragmatic questioning.”2  
 

And yet Aristotle had exposed the cognitive role of the imagination, an intermediate stratum 
between sensitivity and intellect, in On the Soul and its Appendix, “On Memory and Reminiscence”. 
For the Stagirite, the perceptions coming from the five senses had first to be assimilated by the 
imagination and then become the material for intelligible processing. 
 

“Imagination, in turn, is distinguished from sensation as well as from thought; but 
it is not given without sensation, and without imagination there is no belief.”3   
“This is why, if one had no sensation, one could neither learn nor understand 
anything; and, on the other hand, when one thinks, thought is necessarily 
accompanied by an image, because images are, in a sense, sensations, although 
they have no matter.”4 

 
Unfortunately, with all the interest that Aristotle’s principles may have had, his conception 

will be relegated to oblivion by the Western historical tradition. Instead of determining the place of 
imagination in cognitive processes, what it remained for the history was the notion of imagination as 
 
2
« […] La question de savoir si une représentation a ou n’a pas de portée cognitive ne saurait trouver de réponse 

satisfaisante au niveau du statut sémantique de cette représentation considérée isolément. L’expression “avoir une portée 
cognitive” ne désigne donc pas le statut vérifonctionnel d’une représentation isolée, mais plutôt le rôle de cette 
représentation dans un mode opératoire spécifique des représentations mentales — le mode cognitif. […] Pour aller au 
plus simple, on peut définir la relation cognitive comme une relation dans laquelle nous laissons agir le monde sur nous 
afin d’en élaborer un modèle qui soit tel que nos interactions futures avec ce monde soient plus adaptées que nos interactions passées. Ce 
qui importe c’est que, lorsqu’on conçoit la question de la relation cognitive sous cet angle, on la déplace du champ d’une 
sémantique des représentations vers celui d’un usage spécifique des représentations, donc vers une interrogation de nature 
pragmatique. » Jean-Marie SCHAEFFER, « De l’imagination à la fiction » (“From imagination to fiction”), article online in 
http ://www.vox-poetica.org/t/fiction.htm 
3« L’imagination, à son tour, se distingue de la sensation comme de la pensée ; mais elle n’est pas donnée sans la sensation, 

et sans imagination il n’y a pas de croyance. » 
Aristote, De l’âme (on the Soul) III,427 b., Text prepared  by  A. Jannone on translation and notes form E. Barbotin, 
Gallimard, 1989, p. 85. 
4« Voila pourquoi si l’on n’avait aucune sensation, on ne pourrait non plus rien apprendre ni comprendre ; et, d’autre 

part, lorsque l’on pense, la pensée s’accompagne nécessairement d’une image, car les images sont dans un sens des 
sensations, sauf qu’elles n’ont pas de matière. »Ibid., III, 432 a, p. 98. 

http://www.vox-poetica.org/t/fiction.htm
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a blurred perception or prevarication of reality, leaving it permanently out of the cognitive process - 
the “allegory of the Cave” and other excerpts from Plato's Republic follow this trend.   

However, several Arab authors and commentators of the Middle Ages (Avicenna, Averroes) 
recovered Aristotle's teachings on imagination and contributed to spreading his teachings to the four 
corners of the East. Here is a resonance: 

“Long ago, Western philosophy, let us say "official" philosophy, dragged in the 
wake of the positive sciences, admitted only two sources of Knowledge. There is 
the sensitive perception, providing the so-called empirical data. And there are the 
concepts of understanding, the world of laws governing this empirical data. 
Certainly, phenomenology has modified and surpassed this simplifying 
gnoseology. But the fact remains that between sensitive perceptions and intuitions 
or categories of the intellect, the place had remained empty. What should have 
taken its place between the two, and which elsewhere occupied this middle place, 
namely the Active Imagination, was left to the poets. That this active imagination 
in man [...] has its own cognitive function, that is to say that it gives us access to a 
reality of Being that without it remains closed and forbidden to us, is what a 
rational and reasonable scientific philosophy could not explain. ...] What 
characterizes the position of the [...] Ishrâqîyûn of the spiritual line of Sohravardi 
(12th century) is a scheme of worlds that radically contrasts with the dualism that 
we have just recalled. For them, imagination is a cognitive faculty in its own right. 
Its mediating function is to make us know as of right the region of Being which, 
without this mediation, would remain a forbidden region [...].”5  

 

Kant and the imagination 
 
At the end of the 18th century, the question of the role of imagination in the process of knowledge 
will acquire pathetic contours for Western philosophy. A typical example is Kant's transcendental 
idealism, which has a particular difficulty in situating the imagination and giving it its rightful place in 
the concert of the faculties of the soul and in their harmonic functioning. Thus, as S. Barbery affirms, 
the imagination is painfully absent from the picture of the higher faculties, in their systematic unity 
which Kant draws up in the introduction to the Critique of Judgement 6  : 
 

Mental Faculties Cognitive faculties A Priori Principles Application 

Cognitive faculties Understanding Conformity to law Nature 

Feeling of pleasure and 
displeasure 

Judgment Finality Art 

Faculty of desire Reason Final End Freedom 

 
 

5« Il y a longtemps que la philosophie occidentale, disons la philosophie “officielle”, entraînée dans le sillage des sciences 

positives, n’admet que deux sources du Connaître. Il y a la perception sensible, fournissant les données qu’on appelle 
empiriques. Et il y a les concepts de l’entendement, le monde des lois régissant ces données empiriques. Certes, la 
phénoménologie a modifié et dépassé cette gnoséologie simplificatrice. Mais il reste qu’entre les perceptions sensibles et 
les intuitions ou les catégories de l’intellect, la place était restée vide. Ce qui aurait dû prendre place entre les unes et les 
autres, et qui ailleurs occupait cette place médiane, à savoir l’Imagination active, fut laissé aux poètes. Que cette 
imagination active dans l’homme […] ait sa fonction noétique ou cognitive propre, c’est-à-dire qu’elle nous donne accès 
à une réalité de l’Être qui sans elle nous reste fermée et interdite, c’est ce qu’une philosophie scientifique, rationnelle et 
raisonnable, ne pouvait envisager. […] Ce qui caractérise la position des […] Ishrâqîyûn de la ligne spirituelle de 
Sohravardi (XIIe siècle), c’est un schéma de mondes contrastant radicalement avec le dualisme que l’on vient de rappeler. 
Pour eux, l’imagination est une faculté cognitive de plein droit. Sa fonction médiatrice est de nous faire connaître de plein 
droit la région de l’Être qui, sans cette médiation, resterait région interdite […]. » Henri CORBIN, Corps spirituel et terre céleste, 

de l’Iran mazdéen à l’Iran Shî’ite, (Spiritual body and celestial Earth : from Mazdean Iran to Shiʻite Iran), Éditions Buchel/Chastel, 
Paris, 1979, p. 8-9. 
6Immanuel KANT, The Critic of Judgement, translated by James Creed Meredith, Oxford University Press, p. 197,online in 

https://bradleymurray.ca/texts/immanuel-kant-critique-of-judgement-pdf-meredith.pdf 
 

https://bradleymurray.ca/texts/immanuel-kant-critique-of-judgement-pdf-meredith.pdf
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"As you can see, imagination is given no status. Kant makes no mention of it. 
Now, and this is where the scandal lies, imagination is, as we shall see, directly or 
indirectly associated with all the under-named "faculties" of the human being 
conceived as a soul incarnated in a body. Active everywhere and located nowhere, 
imagination seems to be unmentionable, shameful like the taenia with which it is 
compared.”7   

 
In the first edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1781), the status of imagination is treated in 
particular “on the Deduction of the Pure Concepts of the Understanding". This section was entirely 
modified by Kant in the second version of the Critique of Pure Reason of 1787. In this new version, 
the philosopher tries to renounce the characteristics he had originally attributed to imagination, 
relegating it to the role of a simple function of understanding. Why this reversal? Here are some 
hypotheses: 
 

“The status of this text (the first version of the Transcendental Deduction, we 
open the parenthesis), is quite particular. It is because Kant judged it unsatisfactory 
that it will be deleted in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1787) 
to be replaced by a shorter and totally reworked version. Used forty times in this 
first version, the word "imagination" will only be present fifteen times in the 
second. These simple figures show that imagination is as such, if not the target of 
this reworking, at least concerned. What is the reason for this? We know that the 
purpose of the Deduction is to make the use of categories objective and legitimate. 
Now this first version begins with a psychological, subjective analysis of the 
possibility of categories and then analyses their objective value. It is in order not 
to be accused of proceeding genetically (deducting the right of fact, the objectivity 
of the category from its psychological possibility) that Kant has almost eliminated 
this psychological analysis in the second version. The latter then only appears at 
the end of the Deduction, in paragraph twenty-four, in which, after having 
founded the categories in law, he quickly addresses the psychological problem 
strictly speaking: how can one imagine a category?”8    

 
 
 
 
7« On le voit, il n’est accordé aucun statut à l’imagination. Kant n’en fait pas mention. Or, et c’est là où réside le scandale, 

l’imagination est, comme nous allons le voir, associée directement ou indirectement à toutes les “facultés” sous- nommées 
de l’être humain conçu comme âme incarnée dans un corps. Active partout et située nulle part, l’imagination semble 
inavouable, honteuse comme le taenia avec lequel elle est mise en parallèle. » 
1 Stéphane BARBERY, L’Imagination chez Kant, « L’art caché» (“The hidden art”) text online in 
 http://www.barbery.net/bibli/barbery-imaginationchezkant-30pages.pdf 
8« Le statut de ce texte (la première version de la Déduction Transcendantale, nous ouvrons la parenthèse), est bien 

particulier. C’est parce que Kant le juge insatisfaisant qu’il sera supprimé dans la seconde édition de la Critique de la raison 
pure (1787) pour être remplacé par une version plus courte et totalement remaniée. Utilisé quarante fois dans cette 
première version, le mot “imagination” ne sera plus présent que quinze fois dans la seconde. Ces simples chiffres 
montrent que l’imagination est en tant que telle, sinon visée par ce remaniement, du moins concernée. Quelle en est la 
raison ? On sait que la finalité de la Déduction est de rendre objective, légitime, l’utilisation des catégories. Or cette 
première version commence par une analyse psychologique, subjective, de la possibilité des catégories pour analyser 
ensuite leur valeur objective. C’est pour ne pas être accusé de procéder génétiquement (déduire le droit du fait, l’objectivité 
de la catégorie de sa possibilité psychologique) que Kant a quasiment supprimé cette analyse psychologique dans la 
seconde version. Cette dernière n’apparaît plus alors qu’à la fin de la Déduction, au paragraphe vingt-quatre, paragraphe 
où il aborde rapidement, après avoir fondé en droit les catégories, le problème psychologique à proprement parler : 
comment peut-on se représenter une catégorie ? » 
Stéphane BARBERY, « La première déduction transcendantale » (“The first Transcendental Deduction”), in L’Imagination 
chez Kant, op. cit. 

 
 

http://www.barbery.net/bibli/barbery-imaginationchezkant-30pages.pdf
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“It is not that Kant changes his mind, it is that he does not want (and the texts 
seem to corroborate this hypothesis) to accept what follows from these theses, 
that is, the condemnation of the primacy of reason and the commitment of the 
author to show that the transcendental imagination provides a sufficiently solid 
foundation to "determine the finite essence of the subjectivity of the human 
subject" in an original way, in its unity and in its totality.”9    

 
“The second edition of the CRP casts the transcendental imagination into the 
shadows and transforms it for the benefit of understanding [...]. At the same time, 
however, Kant is forced to maintain, on pain of seeing the whole foundation 
establishment of his philosophy collapse, everything that in the first edition 
constituted its function as a transcendental foundation.”10    

 
  “We must recall here the flagship orientation of the Kantian project. Kant seeks 
to found the universality of the three fundamental fields of knowledge, morality 
and art. Fighting against the twists and turns of skeptical relativism, it is the 
attachment to a foundation that he aims for. His obsession is the fixed, the stable, 
the timeless. But the world we live in is also fluid, unstable and temporal. From 
this opposition is born, at the heart of his thinking, a fundamental duality to which 
we will often return, a couple of irreducible oppositions. For a fundamental duality 
to exist, there must also be a link between the two entities that constitute it. This 
link is always murky, vague, difficult to determine. It is an in-between, a "non frank 
being", without shape. We are going to see that this link, this troubled place, 
coincides, in the theory of Kantian knowledge, with the imagination.”11    

 
Whatever the reasons, Kant sees himself in the need to rework the Critique of Pure Reason in the 
1787 edition, where imagination is limited to the role of the "blind function of the soul". The activities 
of imagination and understanding seem to be perfectly delineated in the text: 

 
“Synthesis in general is, as we shall see later, the mere effect of imagination, that 
is, of a blind but indispensable function of the soul, without which we would never 
have any knowledge, but of which we are only very rarely aware. But to reduce 
this synthesis to concepts is a function that returns to the understanding, and by 
which it first provides us with knowledge in the true sense of the word.”12  

 
9« Ce n’est pas que Kant change d’avis, c’est qu’il ne veut pas (et les textes semblent avouer ce refus) accepter ce qui 

découle de ces thèses, c’est-à-dire la condamnation du primat de la raison et l’engagement pour l’auteur de montrer que 
l’imagination transcendantale apporte un fondement suffisamment solide pour “déterminer l’essence finie de la 
subjectivité du sujet humain” de manière originelle, en son unité et en sa totalité.» 
Martin HEIDEGGER, Kant et le problème de la métaphysique, (Kant and the problem of Metaphysics) translation to French by A. de 
Waelhens et W. Biemel, Gallimard, 1953 for the French translation, p. 36 et 37. 
10Martin HEIDEGGER, op .cit., p. 217. 
11« Il nous faut rappeler ici l’orientation phare du projet kantien. Kant cherche à fonder l’universalité des trois domaines 

fondamentaux de la connaissance, de la morale et de l’art. Se battant contre les vire-volètements du relativisme sceptique, 
c’est l’attachement à un socle qu’il vise. Son obsession est le fixe, le stable, l’atemporel. Or le monde qui s’offre à nous 
est également fluide, instable et temporel. De cette opposition naît, au coeur de sa pensée, une dualité fondamentale sur 
laquelle nous reviendrons souvent, un couple d’oppositions irréductibles. Or, pour qu’existe une dualité fondamentale, il 
faut qu’existe également un lien entre les deux entités qui la constituent. Ce lien est toujours trouble, flou, difficilement 
déterminable. C’est un entre-deux, un “être non franc”, sans contour. Nous allons voir que ce lien, que ce lieu trouble, 
coïncide, dans la théorie de la connaissance kantienne, avec l’imagination. »  
Stéphane BARBERY, « L’art obscur » (“The obscure art”), in L’Imagination chez Kant, op.cit. 
12“Der Synthesis überhaupt ist, wie wir künftig sehen werden, die bloße Wirkung der Einbildungskraft, einer blinden, 

obgleich unentbehrlichen Funktion der Seele, ohne die wir überall gar keine Erkenntnis haben würden, der wir uns aber 
selten nur einmal bewusst sind. Allein, diese Synthesis auf Begriffe zu bringen, das ist eine Funktion, die dem Verstande 
zukommt, und wodurch er uns allererst die Erkenntnis in eigentlicher Bedeutung verschafft.“ 
Immanuel KANT, Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason), Felix Meiner Verlag, Hamburg, 1956, p.116. 

 



International Journal of Arts, Humanities & Social Science                            Vol. 01 - Issue: 02/ July_2020                                                                                                                         

72 | The Misadventures of the Imagination: Prof. Dr. Ricardo Mandolini 

 
Imagination instead of Reason? 

 
Yet imagination escapes this limit of the conceptual and, by adopting the name of Reason, contributes 
to create fictions that accompany and regulate knowledge: 
 

“Concepts of reason are, as has been said, mere Ideas and have in truth no object 
in any experience, but do not, nevertheless, point to imagined objects that would 
at the same time be accepted as possible. They are thought out only in a 
problematic way, in order to found, in relation to them (as heuristic fictions), 
regulatory principles for the systematic use of understanding in the field of 
experience. If we go beyond this, they are no more than beings of reason whose 
possibility is not demonstrable, and who consequently cannot be placed at the 
basis of a hypothesis, either, for the sake of a hypothesis, at the foundation of 
phenomena that are actually real.”13  

 
Kant name heuristic fictions die Ideas of Reason. Heuristic, because without regard for its truthful 
content they serve the realization of the knowledge on which they operate. Fictions, because these 
ideas do not and cannot have an experimental confirmation: they do not lead to any sensible intuition.    
 

“This is tantamount to saying, for example, that the things of the world are to be 
regarded as if they had a supreme intelligence. In this mode, the Idea is strictly 
speaking only a heuristic concept, not an ostensive one, and it indicates, not how 
an object is constituted, but how, under the guidance of this concept, we should 
seek the constitution and linking of the objects of experience in general.”14  

 
Freed from any pretension of experimental verification, the Ideas of Reason are articulated 

pragmatically and determine precise directions to be followed for the practical realization of 
knowledge. 

Kant distinguishes between heuristic (transcendental) fictions, those who are valid for us and 
for the others, and mere fictions, those that remain totally anchored in subjectivity. 
Heuristics fictions frame knowledge by giving it a finality, a systematics, a totality where particular 
cases subsist. This is the case of the regulatory principles of reason that we have just explored. This 
help that fiction lends to knowledge is due to the fact that the elements of value of the latter (good 
or bad knowledge), as well as all the other global considerations that concern it, fall beyond its own 
determinations: 

“[…] the understanding that is simply preoccupied with its empirical use and does 
not reflect on the sources of its own knowledge can certainly be very successful, 
but there is one thing it is not at all capable of, and that is to determine for itself 
the limits of its use and to know what may well reside inside or outside its entire  
sphere. ...] He is unable to distinguish whether or not certain questions are within 
his horizon, he is never sure of his pretensions and of what he possesses, and he 

 
 
 
13“Die Vernunftbegriffe sind, wie gesagt, bloße Ideen, und haben freilich keinen Gegenstand in irgendeiner 
Erfahrung, aber bezeichnen darum doch nicht gedichtete und zugleich dabei für möglich angenommene 
Gegenstände. Sie sind bloß problematisch gedacht, um, in Beziehung auf sie (als heuristiche Fiktionen) regulative 
Prinzipien der systematischen Verstandesgebrauchs im Felde der Erfahrung zu gründen. Geht man davon ab, so sind 
es bloße Gedankendinge, deren Möglichkeit nicht erweislich ist, und die daher auch nicht der Erklärung wirklicher 
Erscheinungen durch eine Hypothese zum Grunde gelegt werden können.“ Immanuel KANT, Kritik der reinen Vernunft, 
op.cit., p. 703. 
14“Alsdann heißt es z. B. die Dinge der Welt müssen so betrachtet werden, als ob sie von einer höchsten Intelligenz ihr 
Dasein hätten. Auf solche Weise ist die Idee eigentlich nur ein heuristicher und nicht ostensiver Begriff, und zeigt an, 
nicht wie ein Gegenstand beschaffen ist, sondern wie wir, unter der Leitung desselben, die Beschaffenheit und 
Verknüpfung der Gegenstände der Erfahrung überhaupt suchen sollen“. Immanuel KANT, op.cit., p. 626. 



International Journal of Arts, Humanities & Social Science                            Vol. 01 - Issue: 02/ July_2020                                                                                                                         

73 | www.iprpd.org 

 
must therefore expect to be often and shamefully called to order as soon as he 
oversteps the limits of his domain (as is inevitable) and wanders among chimeras 
and illusions”.15  

 
These kinds of fictions determine a point of reference, a direction to follow, a waiting horizon on 
which knowledge does not act directly, but without which it cannot justify its existence. The 
cooperation between fiction and knowledge is the basis of an objective approach in which, among 
other things, the developments of all scientific approaches are framed. 
 
Hans Vaihinger, father of Fictionalism16,   says about this: 
 

“Kant wants to clear up the very frequent misunderstanding that considers the 
Ideas of Dialectic to be invalid, because they would give rise to confusion and 
equivocation; they would therefore be worthless, harmful. But no, they have an 
application with a precise purpose. The finality of these Ideas, characteristic of 
true fictions, will be emphasized [...] It will be shown here that these Ideas "are 
not only empty associations of content".”17   

 
Now, it must be stated here that the only function that can produce heuristic fictions such as 
noumena, the soul, the purpose of science, the focus imaginarius, the totality of knowledge, the 
principle of regulation, God, the purpose of Nature, as well as the whole long list of or principles of 
regulation attributed to pure Reason, is, in the first term: imagination. It is, of course, transcendental 
imagination as Heidegger conceives it; between pure Reason and transcendental imagination there is 
no detectable difference. The concepts or Ideas of Reason, on the one hand, and the fictions of 
imagination, on the other, are the same thing. When it comes to the production of heuristic fictions, 
pure reason and transcendental imagination seem to duplicate their work. 
 
Apart from the Ideas of Reason, it is important to note that Criticism abounds in fictions on which 
sensibility and understanding operate, which are not recognized by Kant as fictions: 

“In Transcendental Aesthetics and Analytics one can, if one wants, also find a 
form of theory of fiction. Space, time, and in particular, categories, are 
representations whose fabric helps to systematically elaborate the perceived  
material; each of these representations, despite the fact that they are subjective and 
therefore not true, is necessary in order to be able to grasp what is given. From 
this point of view, they can be considered as fictions; but the majority of them lack 

 
 

 
 

15“[…] daß der bloß mit seinem empirischen Gebräuche  beschäftige Verstand, der über die Quellen seiner eigenen 
Erkenntnis nicht nachsinnt, zwar sehr gut fortkommen, eines aber gar nicht leisten könne, nämlich, sich selbst die 
Grenzen seines Gebrauchs zu bestimmen, und zu wissen, was innerhalb der außerhalb seiner ganzen Sphäre liegen mag; 
denn dazu werden eben die tiefen Untersuchungen erfordert, die wir angestellt haben. Kann er aber nicht unterscheiden, 
ob gewisse Fragen  in seinem Horizonte liegen, oder nicht, so ist er niemals seine Ansprüche  und seines Besitzes sicher, 
sondern darf sich nur auf vielfältige beschämende Zurechtweisungen Rechnung machen, wenn er die Grenzen seines 
Gebiets (wie es unvermeidlich ist) unaufhörlich überschreitet, und sich in Wann und Blendwerke verirrt.“ Immanuel 
KANT, op.cit., p. 289. 
16Fictionalism : philosophic school according to which the pretended objective descriptions of  reality are many times 
cases of “make believe”, metaphoric indemonstrable statements presented under the formula “as...if”. 
17“Kant will das naheliegende Missverständnis zurückweisen, dass die in der Dialektik in ihrer Nichtigkeit nachgewiesenen 
Ideen nur Täuschungen, nur Blendwerke seien, also wertlos, ja schädlich. Nein, sie haben trotzdem „ihre gute und 
zweckmäßige Bestimmung“ – die Zweckmäßigkeit dieser Vorstellungen, das Merkmal der echten Fiktionen wird wieder 
betont. […] Damit wird gezeigt, dass sie „nicht bloß leere Gedankengänge sind“. Hans VAIHINGER, Die Philosophie des 
Als Ob (The philosophy of “As If”), Felix Meiner Verlag, Leipzig, 1920, p. 627. 
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the awareness, the acceptance of their fictitious nature [...] It can be concluded that 
they are fictions, but this "at one's own risk". For Kant himself, the fictions are 
found only in his doctrine of the Ideas of the Transcendental Dialectic.”18  

 
To this list should be added the unprovable Ding an sich, the intuition a priori so harshly criticized 
by B. Bolzano, the scheme, halfway between imagination and understanding, etc. 
 

The Critique of pure Reason, a heuristic of knowledge 
 
Admitting that these constitutive principles of understanding and perception are also fictions, forces 
us to reconsider the role of imagination in the cognitive process. Thanks to imagination, knowledge 
can no longer be seen as a passive set of judgments or interpretations about the truthfulness of facts. 
It is transformed into a use, a concrete and effective use that allows the optimal response of a subject 
to a given situation. In short, knowledge is not a passive hermeneutic according to Kant, but a 
heuristic. This is the reason that explains the importance of the “Schematism“ by the  Critique of 
pure Reason, as Alain Renaut tells us :  
 

"Any schematization of a concept consists in temporalizing it, and this 
temporalization itself lies in our capacity to transform it into a method, that is to 
say, into a series of operations following one another in time, that the subject can 
practice [...].”19  

 
The existence of fictions that run through the entire architecture of the Critic transforms his 

traditionally recognized theory of knowledge into a generalized heuristic. This is Yves Bouchard's 
thesis.  According to his reading of the Critique of Pure Reason, whenever Kant envisages a totality 
that can serve as a framework for the diverse of sensibility and the diverse of understanding, he 
confronts us with a heuristic system of representation that acts as if the totality of the experiences he 
presupposes were already manifest. This order constitutes a timeless and infinite continuum on which 
the individual experiences take shape and will be actualized. Thus, Criticism is organized around two 
distinct and fundamentally heterogeneous orders, that of pure knowledge and that of its 
implementation: 
 

"The recognition of a difference between these two orders of unity constitutes an 
important moment in the epistemological undertaking of the first Critique. While 
the results of Aesthetics and Analytics compete to bring to light the unity of 
understanding, which is realized in the object of a concept, the results of the 
Dialectic reveal a higher order of unity, that of reason, without which the diverse 
conceptual of understanding would remain chaotic. [...] Thus we could assert that 
by unifying the diverse of sentience (intuitions), understanding provides an object 
to know (erkennen), and that by unifying the diverse of understanding (concepts), 
reason provides an object to act (handeln). Understanding appears to be doubly  
 
 

18“In der "Transzendentale Ästhetik" und "Transzendentale Analytik" kann man, wenn man will, auch schon eine Art 

von Fiktionstheorie finden resp. in dieselben hineinlegen. Denn Raum, Zeit und insbesondere die Kategorien sind eine 
Art von Hilfsvorstellungen, deren sich das"Gemüt" bedient, und das Empfindungsmaterial systematisch zu verarbeiten; 
jene Vorstellungen sind, trotzdem sie subjektiv und damit unwahr sind, doch dazu notwendig, um das Gegebene zu 
fassen. Insofern kann man sie als Fiktionen betrachten; aber es fehlt dabei doch den Meisten das Bewusstsein der fiktiven 
Natur dieser Vorstellungen [...] Man kann zu dem Letzteren sich berechtigt glauben, aber dann muss man es auf eigene 
Rechnung tun. Auf das Konto von Kant selbst kommt aber seine Lehre von den Ideen in der "Transzendentale Dialektik. 
" “ Hans VAIHINGER, op. cit., p. 618-619. 
19« Toute schématisation d’un concept consiste à le temporaliser, et cette temporalisation réside elle-même dans notre 

capacité de à la transformer en une méthode, c’est-à-dire en une série d’opérations se succédant dans le temps, que le 
sujet peut pratiquer […]. » Alain RENAUT, Kant aujourd’hui (Kant nowadays), Aubier editions, Paris, 1997, p. 163. 
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conditioned, on the one hand by sensibility, which gives it a diversity of 
representations, and on the other hand by reason, which gives it a unity of action”20  

 
The systematization of knowledge, so necessary for the development of science in general, is 

an Idea of pure Reason in which concepts and categories of understanding subsist; but, as Kant 
explicitly states, systematization is not in itself knowledge. This means that it acts "from outside" on 
knowledge, so to speak, and determines a hierarchy, a necessary research direction to follow, which 
will allow the realization of a corpus organized according to its methodological imperatives. That is 
to say, collaboration, the interpenetration between the constitutive principles of the diverse 
phenomenal and of understanding, on the one hand, and the regulatory principles of reason, on the 
other, constitute the basis on which the architectonics of Kantian epistemology is built. 

It is from this approach that Yves Bouchard elaborates his research, by analysing the 
relationship that Ideas of infinite magnitude, applied in turn to sensitivity, understanding and reason, 
have with the particular cases that fit into them. The superimposition of two correlated systems of 
representation, α and ω, operational throughout Aesthetics, Analytics and Dialectics, is detected in 
this way. 
 

"While the representations of the type α have the property of being constitutive 
and ostensive, in that they show a unit realized in the given diverse phenomenal 
(gegegeben), the representations of the type ω are regulatory and heuristic, in that 
they indicate the way to realize a given unit for task (aufgegeben). By establishing 
an a priori order of unity, ω representations of order confer articulation, cohesion 
and order to the conduct of research. They do not have a strictly theoretical 
function, but are nevertheless essential to the theoretical order. Thus, the system 
as such has only a heuristic value and only the propositions that constitute it have 
an ostensive value.”21  
 

We have cited Kant's Critique of Pure Reason because his critical idealism gives rise to a theory of 
knowledge that uses the imagination to assert itself in heuristics, on the one hand, while, on the other 
hand, it denies imagination without daring to draw all the consequences that emerge from its use. 
This is a typical example of the misadventures and misfortunes that the imagination has had to endure 
at the expense of understanding and reason. Let us summarize: in the reworking of the Critique of 
1787 fictions were prohibited from knowledge, at least in form. In substance, they were maintained, 
either admitted as fictions, as principles regulating reason, or not admitted as fictions, but admitted 
as principles constituting perception and understanding. In any case, fictions determine a heuristic 
that is indispensable for attributing a purpose to a given knowledge, a presupposed purpose that is  
 
 
20

« La reconnaissance d’une différence entre ces deux ordres d’unité constitue un moment important de l’entreprise 

épistémologique de la première Critique. Alors que les résultats de l’Esthétique et de l’Analytique concurrent à mettre 
en lumière l’unité de l’entendement, qui se réalise dans l’objet d’un concept, les résultats de la Dialectique dévoilent un 
ordre d’unité supérieur, celui de la raison, sans lequel le divers conceptuel de l’entendement demeurerait chaotique. […] 
Ainsi on pourrait affirmer qu’en unifiant le divers de la sensibilité (les intuitions), l’entendement fournit un objet au 
connaître (erkennen), et qu’en unifiant le divers de l’entendement (les concepts), la raison fournit un objet à l’agir 
(handeln). L’entendement apparaît comme doublement conditionné, d’un côté par la sensibilité qui lui donne un divers 
de représentations, et de l’autre par la raison qui lui donne une unité d’action. » 
Yves BOUCHARD, L’holisme épistémologique de Kant (The epistemological holism by Kant), Bellarmin/Vrin, Montréal/Paris, 
2004, p. 136 –137. 
21« Alors que les représentions du type α ont comme propriétés d’être constitutives et ostensives, en ce qu’elles montrent 

une unité réalisée dans le divers phénoménal donné (gegeben), les représentations de type ω sont régulatrices et heuristiques, 
en tant qu’elles indiquent la voie à suivre pour réaliser une unité donnée pour tâche (aufgegeben). Les représentations d’ordre 
ω, en instaurant un ordre d’unité a priori, confèrent articulation, cohésion, ordre à la conduite de la recherche. Elles n’ont 
pas de fonction proprement théorique, mais sont néanmoins indispensables à l’ordre théorique. Ainsi, le système comme 
tel n’a-t-il qu’une valeur heuristique et seules les propositions qui le constituent ont une valeur ostensive. » 
Yves BOUCHARD, op. cit., p. 150. 
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not part of the knowledge itself but which justifies its existence and value. Indeed, Kant's first Critique 
not only answers the famous question of the content of knowledge, but at the same time questions 
its systematics, its finality, its utility. For Kant, knowledge, far from being a static reflection, 
constitutes a dynamic function to be realized according to the systematic application of rules and  
Principles, the correct use of which determines its correction. When the transcendental imagination 
finds its way to the realization of a project or the explanation of a state of affairs, it crystallizes into a 
practice, within which theories, hypotheses, truths or fictions play the role of parts of a whole. It is 
because they contribute pragmatically to this realization by being part of the whole, and not by their 
value in isolation, that these elements take on their value. These are the salient features of any 
heuristic, defined in one stroke. 
Heidegger, drawing on the Critique in its first version of 1781, elaborated an interpretation that was 
a subject of confrontation with Cassirer in the Davos meetings of March 192922.  He sees the Kantian 
imagination as the basis of a new metaphysics that is intended to replace traditional metaphysics. For 
Heidegger, the Critique of Pure Reason is much more than a theory of knowledge; it is a fundamental 
ontology. By answering the question "What is Man?" this ontology poses transcendental imagination 
as the temporal transcendence of Dasein. Thus Heidegger sees in the first Critique a direct 
relationship with his own work Sein und Zeit (Being and Time) which, as its title expresses it, links 
temporality to the problematic of the meaning of being. Heidegger tries to demonstrate that Kant's 
original project was to replace scholastic metaphysics with another, this time posed in a Purely 
Sensible Reason, which carries with it the understanding of the problematic of being. To support his 
interpretation Heidegger links imagination, temporality and transcendence in the same metaphysical 
project: 
 

“In the logic of his interpretation, Heidegger insistently suggested that Kant 
himself could only have retreated from the enormity of the event that took place 
in 1781: not only did the second edition of 1787 fail to make explicit the theory of 
transcendental imagination, but much of the modifications and rearrangements it 
introduced into the Critique would even have been due, according to Heidegger, 
to the need to plug the breach in the age-old domination of reason.”23  

 

The radical imagination 
 
 What we concretely know is systematically mixed with what we hypothetically assert and also with 
what we desire, giving rise to a representative - affective - intentional flow that is the basis of all 
realisation and behaviour. Cornelius Castoriadis calls this flow radical imagination. 
 

“The representations of an individual at any moment and throughout his life - or 
better: the representative (affective-intentional) flow that an individual is - are first 
and foremost a magma. They are not a set of defined and distinct elements, and 
yet they are not pure and simple chaos. One can extract or locate such and such a  
 
 
 

22See Martin HEIDEGGER, Kant et le problème de la metaphysique, op.cit. 
23« Dans la logique de son interprétation, Heidegger suggérait avec insistance que Kant lui-même n’avait pu que reculer 

devant l’énormité de l’événement qui s’était produit en 1781 : non seulement la deuxième édition, de 1787, n’explicita pas 
la théorie de l’imagination transcendantale, mais une bonne partie des modifications et réaménagements qu’elle introduisit 
dans la Critique aurait même été due, à en croire Heidegger, à la nécessité de colmater la brèche pratiquée dans la 
domination ancestrale de la raison.»  
Emmanuel KANT, Critique de la raison pure, translation to French and presentation by Alain Renaut, Flammarion, 2001, p. 
18. 
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representation - but this operation is obviously, in relation to the thing itself, 
transitory (and even essentially pragmatic and utilitarian), and its result, as such, is 
neither true nor false, neither correct nor incorrect.”24  

 
What is really new in this perspective is to consider imagination independently of any 

utilitarian polarization, before it can crystallize into particular images or representations. Depending 
on the needs, it can remain as fuzzy as a fantasy, configure a hypothesis applicable to the elucidation 
of a particular phenomenon, or solidify into concepts and reasoning. This 
representative/affective/intentional flow, this creative magma that exists above all, involuntarily and 
spontaneously, explains why the being that we are is in perpetual construction: 
 

“[...] the representation is not a painting hung inside the subject and accompanied 
by various trompe-l'oeil, or a huge trompe-l'oeil; it is not a bad photograph of the 
"spectacle of the world" that the subject holds in his heart and can never lose. It 
does not belong to the subject, it is, to begin with, the subject. She is what makes 
us light in the darkness, what the dream itself is light for. It is what makes us 
always, even if "we think of nothing", that thick and continuous flow that we are, 
what makes us present to us only by being present to something other than 
ourselves even though no "thing" would be "present", what makes our presence 
to us can never be anything other than the presence of what is not simply us.”25   

 

Conclusion: a light at the end of the tunnel 
 
To think of imagination as a creative magma that exists before any determination places its problem 
in its true scope. It is not, as has been asserted for twenty-five centuries, a supplementary 
manifestation of our consciousness. As the supreme organ of survival and adaptation, imagination is 
a magma that creates forms is our consciousness and our unconscious, the origin of all our sensitive 
and intellectual manifestations. It specializes in the form of perception, volition, understanding, 
reason, etc. to configure the most adequate response to the challenges of the external world, to put 
into action the most correct and adapted use that we can make of a specific knowledge. 

Conceiving the imagination as a creative magma allows us at the same time to give a particular 
validity to heuristics, understood as a strategy for realizing what the imagination proposes. 
Indeed, heuristics is the implementation of radical imagination, of the representative/ 
affective/intentional flow.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
25« […] la représentation n’est pas tableau accroché à l’intérieur du sujet et assorti de divers trompe-l’œil, ou bien un 

immense trompe-l’œil ; elle n’est pas mauvaise photographie du “spectacle du monde” que le sujet serre dans son cœur 
et ne peut jamais égarer. Elle n’appartient pas au sujet, elle est, pour commencer, le sujet. Elle est ce par quoi nous 
sommes lumière dans l’obscurité, ce pour quoi le rêve même est lumière. Elle est ce par quoi il y a toujours, même si 
“nous ne pensons à rien”, cette coulée épaisse et continuée que nous sommes, ce par quoi nous ne sommes présents à 
nous qu’en étant présents à autre chose que nous alors même qu’aucune “chose” ne serait “présente”, ce par quoi notre 
présence à nous ne peut jamais être que comme présence de ce qui n’est pas simplement nous. » 
Cornelius CASTORIADIS, op. cit., p. 482. 
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