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Imagination and Phenomenological Method

EDWARD S. CASEY

Fiction constitutes the vital element of
phenomenology as of all eidetic sciences.

Husserl

There has been a close link between
imagination and method in Western phi-
losophy and science, both of which not
infrequently appeal to imagination in an
effort to explain the genesis of ingenious
hypotheses, bold thought-experiments,
brilliant inferences, and the like . But the
appeal typically occurs as a move of last
resort: ‘‘imagination’”” more often names
amystery than a truly explanatory mental
process. Phenomenology has been no ex-
ceptionin this regard, since it too appeals
to imagination in its methodology. Yet
the exact role of imagining within
phenomenological method has been for
the most part neglected by phenome-
nologists.!

Accordingly, my task will be to investi-
gate in some detail the relationship be-
tween phenomenological method and im-
agination. This will be done by discussing
a group of three closely related
paradoxes. The first paradox is rooted in
the way Western philosophy has tra-
ditionally conceived the relationship be-
tween imagination and the philosophical
enterprise. As we shall see in section I,
phenomenology is in this regard illustra-
tive of a pervasive trend which at once
devaluates and draws upon imagination.

the fact that phenomenological method
must make use of imagination in order to
describe the nature of imagination itself.
In section III a final paradox will be
analyzed—a paradox which stems from
the way in which imagining combines the
freely variable with the strictly invariant.

Exploring all three paradoxes will en-
able us to take a close look at phe-
nomenological method as such and, at
the same time, glimpse the outlines of an
adequate phenomenology of imagina-

tion.2

To study imagination in a philosophical
context is to land immediately in the first
of the paradoxes mentioned above, which
can be expressed in the following way.
On one hand, philosophers have adopted
an official attitude toward imagination
which ranges from Platonic contempt to
contemporary indifference. There is a
remarkably widespread tendency to den-
igrate imagination, to condemn it as
cognitively dangerous: ‘‘the mistress of
falsehood and error,’’ said Pascal, or to
belittle it as wholly inconsequential:
philosophical thinking, proclaims
Heidegger, is ‘‘charmless and image-
poor.”3

In a climate of continual and continuing
disparagement, any latent sympathy for

But, as will be shown in section II, a imagination expressesitselfin an effort to

second and even more crucial paradox is
© 1976 Edward S. Casey,
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give imagining an exaggerated role in
some enterprise other than philosophy,
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as an example, in artistic creation or in
scientific discovery. Only rarely has it
been suggested that imagination might
have a central role to play within philoso-
phy itself. With few exceptions, the
Western tradition in philosophy has been
so overwhelmingly logocentric in orienta-
tion that imagination has not been con-
sidered of critical significance in gaining
philosophical insight.* Indeed, it has
often been considered as obscuring or
preventing such insight.

On the other hand, in its actual prac-
tice, namely,its workingmethod, the very
same tradition has been inextricably
bound to the use of imagination. This use
is more extensive thanis generally admit-
ted. It occurs, above all, in the prelimi-
nary procedures which philosophers
have employed in the pursuit of their
cherished logocentric aims. The result is
a paradoxical pattern of denial-cum-
acknowledgment in which an express deni-
gration is accompanied by a covert rec-
ognition of the considerable value of im-
agination in the very process of
philosophizing. This pattern may be ob-
served in the ambivalence with which a
number of Western philosophers, includ-
ing Aristotle, Hume, and Kant, view im-
agination. All of these thinkers were
acutely aware of the importance of
method in philosophy, and all accorded
imagination a privileged position in
methodology—a position which has no
sanction or support in other parts of their
philosophy.®

We shall center our attention upon the
particularly pertinent case of Husserl,
who follows in the footsteps of the
philosophers just cited. But before we
come to Husserl let us look briefly at the
position of Descartes, who is the first
modern philosopher to exemplify the
paradox of denial-cum-acknowledgment.
In his Meditations Descartes describes
his method as one in which he has ‘‘put
aside every belief in which I could im-
agine the least doubt.’’® Further, he sets
out to “‘pretend” or ‘‘suppose’’—two
mental acts which are closely allied,
though not identical, with imagining—
that all of his former beliefs are ‘‘entirely

imaginary and false’’ and that he is being
deceived by an omnipotent evil genius.?
Now to perform such sweeping acts of
doubt requires not only a suspension of
ordinary beliefs but a forceful use of im-
agination. The fact that such doubt is sol-
ely methodological in character only un-
derlines the essentiality of imagination’s
role. For it is not through having discov-
ered new evidence or logical reasons for
doubt but by an act of imagination that
Descartes effects the methodological
suspension of belief: he tries to imagine
that the world is the kind of place in which
the normally unquestioned validity of
everyday beliefs does not obtain. Yet
there is scarcely any basis for such a cru-
cial recourse to imagination in Descartes’
theory of mind, in which imagination is
regarded as adventitious and eliminable.
Thus, later in the Meditations, he con-
demns imagining as ‘‘in no way necessary
to my nature or essence, that is to say, to
the essence of my mind.”’® Hence imagi-
nation, which earlier in the same work
had been invoked as fundamental to cer-
tain initial methodological moves, is de-
clared inessential to the mind, even
though Descartes meanwhile has been
driven to draw upon specific imaginative
capacities. In this rapid turnabout we ob-
serve a striking instance of at once
acknowledging and denying human pow-
ers of imagining: what is granted with one
hand is taken back by the other.
Husserl presents an even more
paradigmatic form of the denial-cum-
acknowledgment paradox. Himself a pro-
fessed admirer of Descartes, his work ex-
hibits to an acute degree a similarly
deep-seated ambivalence toward
imagination—an ambivalence which in-
volves both recognition of its critical im-
portance in philosophical method and
disparagement of its epistemological
value. This disparagement is expressed,
first of all, by a conspicuous neglect: only
rarely do we find a detailed description of
imagining in Husserl’s published writ-
ings. Even the often-cited Dresden gal-
lery example in Ideas involves a mixture
of imagining, remembering, and signify-
ing.® When imagination is singled out, as
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in The Phenomenology of Internal
Time-Consciousness, it is given a de-
cidedly secondary role. Its basic opera-
tion is conceived as that of *‘presentifica-
tion’’ (Vergegenwdrtigung), which is
only a modification of a directly giving,
presentative consciousness such as is
found in perception.!? In fact, insofar as
perception is considered the “‘basic’’ or
“‘simple”’ act (to use the terms of the Log-
ical Investigations), Husserl endorses the
primacy of perception: a primacy in terms
of which imagination is necessarily sec-
ondary in status.!?

Furthermore, Husserl's professed
aims in philosophy are such that imagina-
tion appears to be excluded ab initio from
the pursuit of objective knowledge. To
the extent that phenomenology is a
“‘rigorous science,’ it aims at describing

a universal conformity to laws of structure on
the part of conscious life, a regularity by virtue
of which alone truth and actuality have, and
are able to have, sense for us.'?

Such conformity and regularity leave
little room for imagination’s arbitrary ad-
ventures. If objective, conceptualizable
truth is found in the nonvarying content
of experience, imagination cannot, by its
own action, embody such truth. For im-
agination signifies the variable per se (a
theme to which we shall return in section
IID). Its divagations, when unchecked,
distract and divert us from what is **abso-
lutely invariable.’’!® To use Husserl’s
metaphor, the imprint or seal of concep-
tual truth must be placed upon all lower
cognitive strata, including the strata of
expression and imagination.' In this
manner, the logically apodictic is ranked
above the actual or the possible, the con-
ceptually necessary above the empiri-
cally contingent. Logos, god of reason,
triumphs—at least in theory—over Eros,
god of imaginative desire.

I say “‘at least in theory” for a closer
look at Husserl’s writings reveals a very
different aspect of his attitude toward im-
agination. Despite his doctrinal commit-
ment to a resolute rationalism, Husserl
takes a surprisingly open stance toward
the act of imagining. For in his actual

practice of philosophy—namely, in the
use of phenomenological method—
imagination, although still distrusted in
the realm of reason, comes into its own.
Since phenomenological method, espe-
cially as formulated and constantly re-
formulated by Husserl, is exceedingly
complex, we shall limit ourselves to the
claim that a case can be made (and will be
made more fully in section II) that this
method is significantly parallel to the
spontaneous operation of imagination
while also involving the exercise of im-
agining in its own operation. In both re-
spects, the role of imagination is consid-
erably enhanced and enlarged, compared
with its strictly secondary status in Hus-
serl’s theory of mental activity. For its
primary product, fiction, taken in the
broadest sense, is shown to be essential
to the successful prosecution of
phenomenological method, and imagina-
tion is thereby elevated to a position of
the first rank. Perhaps more than any
other post-Romantic philosopher, Hus-
ser] accords imagination a place of prom-
inence in philosophical methodology. In
this methodology, imagination is respon-
sible for securing ‘‘all essential neces-
sities and essential laws—all genuine in-
tuitive a priori.”’!®
It is therefore perplexing that Hus-
serl, while granting imagination full
play within phenomenological method,
is not willing to recognize it as an inde-
pendent act in its own right. What is
essential to the gaining of eidetic in-
sight becomes a mere mode of presen-
tification in the context of epistemolo-
gy. There could be no starker contrast
than that between the role of imagina-
tion in phenomenological method and
its subordinate role in Husserl’s model
of the mind. In the latter it is restricted
to modifying memory, from which it is
thereby held to be derivative. It makes
little difference that this is ‘‘memory in
the largest sense’’ or that imagination is
said to be indefinitely reiterable.'® These
concessions to the scope of imagination
are minor when compared to the compass
the same mental operation is given for the
sake of pursuing eidetic insight. The con-
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EDWARD S. CASEY 73

trast remains, reminding us that, for all
his obstinate originality, Husserl does not
overcome the schizophrenic attitude with
which other Western philosophers have
also viewed imagination.

Nonetheless, unlike these other
philosophers, Husserl at least intimates a
way of breaking out of the paradoxical
pattern of denial-cum-acknowledgment,
and for this reason he merits further con-
sideration. For closer scrutiny will
suggest a possible exit from the stalemate
in which Husserl's predecessors—
typified by Aristotle and Descartes,
Hume and Kant—were caught. All of
these latter figures are trapped in the ini-
tial paradox of asserting and denying, at
one and the same time, the importance of
imagining. By contrast, though Husserl
does not entirely escape this paradox, he
indicates a means by which it might be
avoided: phenomenological method it-
self. For it is precisely by making use of
imagination that phenomenological
method allows us to view imagining un-
ambivalently and in its full significance.

Yet this very realization brings us
abruptly to a second paradox: it is advis-
able to use imaginationin order to give an
adequate descriptive account of imagina-
tion. But in contradistinction to the pre-
vious paradox, this second paradox is
positive and promising. Where the first
paradox is dominated by a desire to sup-
press the significance of imagination, the
second displays an interest inimagination
for its own sake. And where interest in
imagining is at best indirect and surrep-
titious in the classical philosophers in the
Western tradition, in Husserl’s instance
imagination is explicitly taken as a theme
of philosophical interest. Yet it receives
this attention not because of its impor-
tance in mental activity in general but
because of its special role in
phenomenological method. Hence Hus-
serl grants imagination a status of its
own—but only within the specific
philosophical method he advocated.

I

As a consequence of the second

paradox, any attempt at a
phenomenology of imagination finds it-
self in a peculiar position. Since imagin-
ing is a basic phenomenological tech-
nique, the phenomenologist will utilize
the very capacity he aims to elucidate.
Does this paradoxical circularity subvert
the possibility of carrying out a
phenomenology of imagination? Not in-
sofar as imagination is a mental act like
any other and thus a perfectly legitimate
object of phenomenological description.
To the extent that it is merely one mental
act among others, it is as amenable as the
others to the basic investigative proce-
dures of phenomenological method. In
this respect, imagination has no special
position of advantage—or disadvantage.
For, in principle at least, there are no
privileged entities in phenomenology;
every object, act, or event counts equally
as what Husserl calls a ‘‘pure phenome-
non.”” 17

Nevertheless, imagination is not a
mental act just like any other. In particu-
lar, it possesses an extraordinary elu-
siveness which is not found in other acts.
This elusiveness (which accounts for our
tendency to describe most imaginative
experience as ‘‘fleeting’’) makes imagin-
ing not only difficult to pin down but un-
likely as a source of philosophical insight:
on both counts, imagination poses special
problems. Yet, however difficult these
problems may prove to be, they do not
Justify dispensing altogether with imagi-
nation as an aid in phenomenological de-
scription. In spite of its evanescent and
often obfuscated character, it may still be
a valuable tool for analysis—and pre-
cisely for its own analysis. Indeed,
explicit awareness of its role in
phenomenological method will help to
make its own description more accurate.
Accordingly, we turn now to a considera-
tion of two principal procedures of
phenomenological method, with both of
which imagination is closely allied.

A. Phenomenological Reduction.
What is the nature of this fundamen-
tal, and yet highly controversial,
phenomenological technique? At the
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very least, it involves (in Husserl’s well-
known terms) the “‘bracketing’’ of the
‘““natural attitude’’—that is, suspending
the naively held belief that mundane ob-
jects exist in themselves in such a way as
to be strictly transcendent to our con-
sciousness of them. By a simple but radi-
cal change of outlook, we disengage the|
natural attitude’s stranglehold upon al-
most all aspects of lived experience. This
attitudinal change, which is not meant to
be permanent, is effected by an absten-
tion from—an epoché of—our untutored
tendency to posit objects, events, or men-
tal acts as transcendent presences or
(more generally) as real (where “‘real”
means to be grounded in transphenome-
nal factors). To escape the hold of the
transphenomenal—that is, of factors
which are conceivable exclusively in
causal or substantial terms—we must
cease, at least temporarily, to posit things
as transcending consciousness. We put
out of play our natural and naive belief in
the independent existence of objects of
consciousness, and this allows us to
realize that the meaning (Sinn) of these
objects can be made evident without ref-
erence to their being (Sein).

There are, in fact, two aspects or pha-
ses of the phenomenological reduction:
the reduction proper (“‘reduction of”’ the
natural attitude), which is excluding in
character, and the attainment of the
sphere of immanence (‘‘reduction to”
this sphere). The sphere of immanence is
the region of reduced phenomena, that is,.
of phenomena in a state of transparency
to consciousness: a state characterized
by “‘self-evidence’’ (Evidenz) and ‘‘self-
givenness’’ (Selbstgegebenheit).'® Con-
sequently, the function of phenom-

enological reduction as a whole is, _

in Herbert Spiegelberg’s words, ‘‘to
free the phenomena from all transphenome-
nal elements, notably from all beliefs
in transphenomenal existence, thus leav-
ing us with what is indubitably or ‘ab-
solutely’ given.’’'® In short, phe-
nomenological reduction leaves us
with pure phenomena which make no
claim to a transcendent status.

It is phenomenlogical reduction prop-

er, and not the subsequent disclosure of
the sphere of immanence, that is of
greatest moment for our present pur-
poses. For this initial and basic stage of
reduction displays several features which
are remarkably parallel to certain traits of
imagining. In both reduction proper and
in imagining, belief in transphenomenal
entities is suspended: we abstain from be-
lieving in them as abidingly real. This de-
commissioning of doxic commitment is
so extensive as also to exclude any sup-
position as to the non-existence of pre-
sented phenomena. Husserl distinguishes
a Cartesian positing of non-existence—
namely, active denial of ontic status as in
Descartes’ first Meditation—from his
own attitude of sheer suspension. For any
act of positing, even one which posits
non-existence, is effected on the basis of
a world in which belief continues to be
placed, however implicitly.2? Similarly,
we do not posit the strict non-existence of
phenomena in imagining, and this is so
even when what we imagine (e.g., a un-
icorn) does not in fact exist. Rather, we
simply contemplate imagined objects or
events as possible: existent or not, an
imagined unicorn is a purely possible
beast.2! Finally, as a result of suspending
doxic commitment there is a fundamental
similarity of stance in reduction proper
and inimagining. In both, we forgo active
involvement in what immediately sur-
rounds us. Thus what Husserl says of
reduction proper could just as well be said
of imagining: ‘‘all [our] natural interests
are put out of play.” 22

Husserl pointed to what he called the
“‘close kinship’’ betweenimaginationand
phenomenological reduction.?® But he
was also keenly aware of differences be-
tween the two activities: he denies, for
instance , thatreductionis an operation of
‘“merely imagining something in
thought’’ (sich bloss denkens) or of sheer
supposing (annahmen).?* Moreover, im-
agining is regarded as significantly similar
to ‘“‘neutrality-modification,”” since the
ontic status of imagined content (unlike
perceived or remembered content) is
neutral in character and since imagination
is conceived as a modification of mem-

ory.
duct
stric

ous |
pher
give:
this -
mod
acts
pher

s Bl
[i.e.,
worlc
validi
disap

Inin
perci
pear;
tent,
prese¢
the p
reduc
We
son
tione
adeq
woul
abov
the ty
accol
imagi
akin
any s
acts.
posse
imme
whicl
For «
both i
in tra
imagi
Furth
sible 1
perier
But
furthe
edget
the tw
imagir
that di
which
of an



) Of

of
ur-
.of
ich
sof
ind
nal
be-
de-
tis
up-
ire-
hes

sin
his
any
sits
s of
be
rly,
eof
i SO
un-
we
3 or

an
ible
ling
ntal
per
tive
sur-

said
ests
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ory.2% Now even if phenomenological re-
duction is ontically neutral, it does not,
strictly speaking, modify anything previ-
ous or pregiven. Rather, in reduction the
phenomenologist seeks to let what is
given appear as pure phenomenon. And
this means that the world, far from being
modified and transcended as in complete
acts of imagination, remains before the
phenomenologist, only now as reduced:

... the world, exactly as it was for me earlier
[i.e., before the reduction] and still is, as my
world, our world, humanity’s world, having
validity in its various subjective ways, has not
disappeared.?®

In imagining, contrariwise, the world as
perceived or remembered does disap-
pear; it forms no part of imagined con-
tent, whichis confined to strictly imaginal
presences.2?7? It is at this point, then, that
the parallelism between imagination and
reduction reaches its limit.

We may conclude this brief compari-
son between phenomenological reduc-
tion and imagination by suggesting that an
adequate account of imagining as such
would eliminate at least one of the
above-mentioned differences between
the two activities. On the basis of such an
account, which Husserl fails to provide,
imagination would no longer be viewed as
akin to neutrality-modification—or to
any sort of modification of other mental
acts. Thus imagining would be seen to
possess an essential independence of its
immediate context—an independence
which is reminiscent of reduction proper.
For context-independence is involved
both in abstaining from committed belief
in transcendent objects and in positing
imagined objects as purely possible.
Further, such independence makes pos-
sible the evidential certitude of both ex-
periences,?8 )

But the parallel stops here, and any
further analysis would have to acknowl-
edge the differences that remain between
the two activities, including the fact that
imagining is subject to reduction in a way
that differs inherently from the mannerin
which reduction can become the subject
of an imaginative experience: I can im-

agine how it is to reduce without actually
performing a reduction, but to reduce im-
agination I must apply the reduction to an
actual act of imagining.

B. Free Variation in Imagination. If
the relation between imagination and
phenomenological reductionis one of lim-
ited parallelism at best, this is no longer
the case with what Husserl calls ‘‘free
variation in imagination.’’?? In this latter
procedure, imagination becomes an in-
trinsic part of the methodology. This oc-
curs in two ways. First, as the source of
what Husserl terms *‘fiction’’ (i.e., any
product of imagining which exceeds the
factual), imagination supplies the phe-
nomenologist with a considerable portion
of the examples which are the starting
points of free variation proper. For the
phenomenologist may begin his investi-
gation with an example which is either
factual or fictitious. If he is unable to find
an example of a given phenomenon
within present or past experience, he is
perfectly free to invent an example as a
point of departure in an eidetic analysis.
Second, and more important, the factual
or fictive example is then subjected to a
systematic variation in imagination. It is
this critical move which may be consid-
ered free variation proper, and in it im-
agination is, in Paul Ricoeur’s words,
‘‘the main weapon in the tactic of the
example.”” 3% For it is by employment of,
imagination that an example is freely and|
yet methodically varied until the essential || -
structure of the phenomenon which is||
displayed in the example is made appar-
ent./ The full procedure of free variation
proper (hereafter referred to simply as
‘‘free variation’’) consists in one or more
of three complementary methodological
moves:

(1) The attempted removal of all sig-
nificant traits from the phenomenon in
the example—that is, the effort to im-
agine such traits as absent from the phe-
nomenon. This is the most direct and de-
cisive mode of free variation. For those
traits that cannot be removed in this way
are, by virtue of their undissociability,
shown to be essential to the phenomenon.
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Together they formits eidos, the resistant
core which is its invariant structural nuc-
leus.

(2) The substitution of new traits for the
original ones. Here one imagines differ-
ent traits in place of those that are initially
given as characterizing the phenomenon;
instead of simply removing the original
traits, the phenomenologist attempts to
see if they can be replaced by other traits.
If he fails in this effort, he is given assur-
ance that the original traits are indeed
essential to the structure and identity of
the phenomenon in question. If he suc-
ceeds, this is taken as an indication that
the traits are only contingent.

(3) The productive imagination of
additional traits which are not given in the
initial grasping of the example and which
do not merely replace those that are.
These extra traits act to fill out an exam-
ple that is incomplete or ambiguous as
first presented. But their imaginability is
not, as such, a definitive indication of
their essentiality; it is only an aid in de-
termining the essential character of the
phenomenonillustrated in the example.3!

Now it cannot be denied that it is per-
ception and not imagination which playsa
privileged role in phenomenological
method by serving as a model for direct
givenness: ‘‘the intuition of essencesis an
originary giving act and is in this respect
the analogue of sensible perception and
not of fiction.’’3% But perception is
analogous only to the final grasping of an
essence, that is, to what Husserl calls
“‘eidetic insight” (Wesensschau). It is
neither analogous to, noris it necessarily
utilized in, the preparation for this ulti-
mate insight. As we have just seen, it is
imagination which is most crucial in the
preparatory stages. More than either per-
ception or memory, imagination allows
for the unrestricted invention and exfolia-
tion of examples—and for the detailed
development of aspects of examples—
which form the basis for eidetic insight.
What Husserl says of the geometer is
equally true of the phenomenologist:

On the plane of imagination he has the incom-
parable freedom of being able to change arbi-

trarily the form of his fictive figures, to run
through all of their possible configurations.??

Of course, he does not have to run
through every one of them ad infinitum.
This would be an impracticable require-
ment, and all that counts in any event are
the significant variations, id est, those
that represent genuinely different
versions of a given phenomenon.3* To
bring forth these variations by means of
imagination becomes essential to the
phenomenological enterprise: ‘‘freedom
in the investigation of essences necessar-
ily requires that one operate on the plane
of imagination.”’3%

Imagination is also called for because
of its ability to project manifold
possibilities—possibilities which are
“‘pure”’ by virtue of their independence of
the realm of fact. Here we need only note
that common to both the act of imagining
as such and to free variation is precisely
an ability to entertain such pure pos-
sibilities, whether by treating already
existing objects or events as sheerly pos-
sible or by projecting altogether new pos-
sibilities. In the pursuance of
phenomenological method, each varia-
tion is regarded strictly as a possibility,

not to be compared with pre-existent ,

realities but only with other possibilities:
as merely one possibility among others.
In this way the work of the
phenomenological reduction is rein-
forced by severing all connection with the
posited realities of the natural attitude.
The phenomenologist comes, in short, to
inhabit what Husserl terms a pure *‘world
of imagination.’’3® And it is precisely in
such an unlikely locale that he is in the
best position to grasp essences:

[it is] a world of absolutely pure possibilities,
each of which can then serve as a central
structure for possible pure variations in the
mode of the arbitrary; and from each [such
possibility] results an absolutely pure eidos.*7

Therefore, essences or essential struc-

tures are obtained not by foraging or sur- -

veying the real but by disengaging oneself
from mundane realities (i.e., from the fix-
ations of the natural attitude) and by
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concentrating upon pure possibilities.
>What Husserl calls “‘eidetic reduction”
or (less frequently) ‘‘ideating abstraction”
refers to this general movement from fact
to essence via free variation.*¥’Along with
phenomenological reduction, free varia-
tion allows the phenomenologist to obtain
access to essences. But it is above all in
free variation that imagination comes into
prominence as a central feature of
phenomenological method itself. For it is
only here that the phenomenologist can
‘‘let imagination have free rein’’3? in the
confident expectation that it will aid him
in achieving eidetic insight—and yet
without drawing him into a debilitating
dalliance in the imaginary, a dalliance
against which the mainstream of Western
philosophy has so incessantly inveighed.

III

|As a result of our discussion of
phenomenological method, we are now in
a position to observe the curious way in
which Husserl leads us, through a strictly
methodological concern with imagining,
toward an insight into its essential
structure—which he himself fails to
achieve when he approaches imagination
outside the context of method. This in-
sight concerns imagination’s essentially
variable character. Now it is precisely in
its variability that imagination has oc-
casioned a deeply ambivalent attitude on
the part of philosophers. On the one
hand, as the merely variable—as the shift-
ing and inconstant—it has been subjected
to a continual critique in Western phi-
losophy ever since Plato announced that
‘‘a theoretical inquiry no more employs
images than does a factual investiga-
tion.”’4® For what varies in form or sub-
stance is held to be incommensurate with
strict standards of objective knowledge.
Such standards admit of no exceptions
and thus of no significant variations from
the norms they embody. These standards
themselves are regarded as necessarily
invariant—indeed, as the invariant par
excellence. Such invariancy is held to be
constitutive of the highest objects of rea-
son, whether these be forms, categories,

or other a priori structures. Western
logocentrism, to which Husserl firmly
and sometimes fiercely adheres, dictates
that anything that strays from the invar-
iant is ipso facto suspect. Locked within
this logocentrism, philosophers of a
rationalist persuasion have regarded im-
agination in its inherent variability as a
primary source of distraction from objec-
tive truth. Thus Descartes describes im-
agination as ‘‘a vagabond who likes to
wander and is not yet able to stay within
the strict bounds of truth’’; and Kant la-
ments that the image is ‘‘determined by
no assignable rule.”’4! These two indict-
ments of imagining are not unrelated to
each other: to be intellectually vagrant is
to be ruleless, unruly. Imaginationis seen
as tending always to overextend itself and
to lose its bearings when it ventures be-
yond the secure confines of reason; its
intrinsic errancy marks it as a basically
aberrant mental act.

Yet, on the other hand, imagining’s
variability has also been viewed as offer-
ing a legitimate avenue to truth. Precisely
as variable, imagination provides a pre-
lude to insight into a priori structures. In
this spirit, it is even admitted that what
seems to be a diversion from truth may
end by being the most revealing approach
to it. In any case, it is just this distinctly
different attitude toward the variability of
imagining which Husserl adopts in prom-
ulgating the method of free variation in
imagination. For the value of variability is
presupposed in this method, and an ap-
preciation of this value allows us to
realize that there may be more than a
single inroad into truth—namely, that
truth can be attained not only by sheer
ratiocination but also by a systematic var-
iation of content and context. Thus by
varying the forms of facts or fictions in his
imagination, the phenomenologist may
discover what is truly unvarying in a
given series of variations, and thereby
knowing the invariant structure, he
knows the objective truth about the phe-
nomenon he is investigating.

It is both curious and crucial to observe
that where most phenomena yield an
invariant—a rule, a law, a certain type of
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objectivity—at the end of a series of free
variations in imagination, imagination
itself, taken as an object of
phenomenological investigation, shows
itself to be radically variable in
character—so variable, in fact, that it
seems to possess on invariant structure of

its own. Or we might say that imaginingis

invariant precisely in its own radical var-
iability of content and aspect. Such var-
iability is constitutive of imagining itself
and not merely of our mode of access to
it. In this important respect, imagination
as a phenomenon is to be distinguished
from both essences and perceptual ob-
jects which may involve the variable as an
avenue of approach but which are not
themselves constituted by continually
varying factors. In these latter two cases,
the invariant is sought amid the var-
iations. In the case of imagination, we
have to do with variations within the in-
variant itself—that is, with the variable as
such, with that which cannot fail to be
varied at our merest whim and which pre-
sents itself in ever-varying appearances.

Thus a final paradox suggests itself: a
distinctive invariant feature of imagina-
tion is its very variability. Free varia-
tion, then, is not only a special
phenomenological technique but is, in it-
self, of the essence of imagining as a total
phenomenon. Yet insight into the inher-
ent variability of imagining—an insight
upon which Husserlian methodology
capitalizes—does not prevent the ascer-
tainment of stable features alongside
shifting ones. Even if imagination’s var-
iability is in fact a constant characteristic,
this does not preclude other, non-varying
factors. Indeed, any prolonged
phenomenological description of imagi-
nation must be devoted to discerning pre-
cisely such stable features. But it should
be kept in mind throughout any such de-
scription that these features, however
unchanging in ultimate form and func-
tion, do not exclude the essential var-
iability of imagination’s modes of appear-
ance and expression. In their noematic
nucleus, such features are rigidly invar-
iant; but, as appearing to the mind, they
are always varying and variant.42

In sum, we may say that in its freedom
of enactment, in its projection of pure
possibilities, and in the unanticipatable
wealth of its products, imagining man-
ifests itself as a mental act which is incur-
ably variable.

Any full picture of imagination, then,
must do justice to both of its dimensions:
to its essentially variable appearance,
content, and aspect as well as to a core of
constant traits (which themselves appear
in varied ways). And it is by recognizing
this duality of dimensions that the force of
the final paradox is diminished: var-
iability is not the only invariant feature of
imagination, even if it is the most con-
spicuous and general such feature.
Moreover, the sense in which the var-
iability of imagination is itself invariant is
not only as an eidos which is present as
such to eidetic insight but also as an un-
eliminable aspect of the experience of im-
agining. In imagining, we experience the
variable directly in terms of the unexpec-
tedness of the onset of the act and in its
ever-changing course and direction.
Therefore, the very way we experience
imagination is itself radically variable,
and imagination’s variability cannot be
confined to such objective features as
pure possibility or independence of per-
ceptual parameters. Both the imaginer
and the imagined are caught up in a
dialectic of incessant transformation. But
if this is so—if variability is built into im-
agining as act and as object—it cannot be
claimed that the third paradox possesses
the same significance as the two primary
paradoxes explored in the previous sec-
tions. 43

v

The foregoing reflections on
phenomenological method and imagina-
tion may be brought to a close by stress-
ing that an insight into the ceaselessly
varying character of imagining is facili-
tated by the actual use of one of the prin-
cipal procedures of this method. Free var-
iation in imagination both exemplifies and
illuminates this character. Husserl seized
on the intrinsic variability of imagining as
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possessing supreme methodological
value, despite the fact that imagination as
a mental act occupies only a secondary
position in his philosophy of mind. Such
is the paradox of denial-cum-
acknowledgment. But if we wish, as
phenomenologists, to do justice to
imagination—namely, to recognize its in-
dependent status as a mental act—we are
led ineluctably to the second paradox: to
describe imagination adequately, we
must employ imagining as part of our pro-
cedure. As we have seen, this employ-
ment of imagination (as method) to de-
scribe imagination (as phenomenon)
draws on imagination’s intrinsic powers
of variation; and we land in a third (and
tamer) paradox when we realize that such
variability is a constant characteristic of
imagining, even in its everyday enact-
ments. Thus we arrive, by a series of
paradoxes arising from considerations of
method, at a basic grasp of the nature of
imagining itself qua variable. At the same
time, we come to appreciate the fact that
questions concerning phenomenological
method on the one hand and the character
of imagination on the other are not so
distinct as they might at first appear to be.
Indeed, we begin to suspect that they are
closely intertwined. And the impor-
tant implication is that, just as
phenomenological method makes promi-
nent use of imagination, a philosophical
study of imagination cannot afford to ig-
nore the question of a proper
philosophical method.

I'say *‘a proper’ and not “‘the proper”
method because it cannot rightly be
claimed that phenomenology provides
the only satisfactory method for achiev-
ing an adequate philosophical account of
imagination. Wittgenstein is justified in
asserting that ‘‘there is not a
philosophical method, though there are
indeed methods, Ilike different
therapies.” 44 But we can atleast claim, as
this essay has attempted to show in part,
that phenomenological method is unusu-
ally well situated to investigate imagina-
tion insofar as one of its basic techniques
involves the direct and active use of im-
agining itself. In this respect, what is at

first sight paradoxically circular—id est,
has to utilize imagining in the description
of imagining—may end by being a spe-
cific strength. For phenomenological
method is in an especially favorable posi-
tion for giving a general account of imagi-
nation. Through its use of free variation
and (to a lesser extent) its practice of
phenomenological reduction, it is already
intimately acquainted with the process of
imagining and, above all, with ts capacity
for endless variety. A method that rigor-
ously excluded a technique such as free
variation would find itself at a disadvan-
tage in treating imagination, which would
appear as merely one mental act among
others. Indeed, a militant stance of scien-

tific objectivity which disdained recourse

to imagination as an exploratory
technique—as in many contemporary

conceptions of methodology—would find

itself approaching imagination as an alien

and often highly suspicious mental activ-

ity .45

However controversial the place of im-
agination may be in an enterprise which,
like much modern science, highly values
objectivity, its crucial role in art, in phi-
losophy and in everyday human activities
is more difficult to deny. This does not
mean, however, that we are entitled to
assume that the special role of imagina-
tion in art (e.g., as stressed by Romantic
poets) orin philosophy (as emphasized by
Husserl) provides a definitive model for
imagining in all its avatars. Moreover,
even if the use of imagination is more
extensive in art or in philosophy than in
other comparable human activities, this
should not be allowed to prejudice the
outcome of a general project of describing
imagining in its eidetic structure. Such a
project aims only at offering an accurate
account of imagining in its minimal and
yet seminal form—a form which, despite
its many guises and possible extensions,
can be viewed as a unified structure or
series of structures.

Phenomenological method presents it-
self as an especially appropriate and
promising basis for discovering and de-
lineating this phenomenon’s primary
traits, among which variability figures




prominently. And this is so not because
phenomenological method is of supreme
value in the description of all phenomena
but because, self-consciously employing
imagination in its own methodology, it
finds itself more familiar with and more
sensitive to this particular phenomenon
than alternative methods which abjure its
role in philosophical method. Whatever

IMAGINATION AND PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD

the paradoxes arising from the central
place of imagining in phenomenological
method, this method presents itself as a
privileged means of elucidating imagina-
tion’s eidos. Consequently, if
phenomenological method calls for the
use of imagination, eidetic insight into
imagination calls for the use of
phenomenological method.
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acknowledge the essential ingrediency of imagining
in the very activity of understanding, which is in
turn crucial to philosophical thought.
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of reason” (Critique of Pure Reason, trans. N. K.
Smith [New York: Humanities Press, 19501, p. 613).
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blind but indispensable function of the soul, without
which we should have no knowledge whatsoever”’
(ibid., A 78 B 103). It is indispensable because it is
the source of all intellectual synthesis in the under-
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