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Chapter 10

Exploring Imagination
with Paul Riceoeur

Richard Kearney

This chapter examines the particular significance of Paul Ricceur’s contribu-
tion to a philosophy of imagination.! Before Ricceur’s hermeneutics, most
phenomenological accounts of imagination concentrated on its role as vision,
as a special way of seeing the world. Husserl described the act of imagining
as a “neutralized” mode of seeing, Sartre as an “unrealized” mode of quasi-
seeing, and Merleau-Ponty as a dialectical counterpart of the visible—which
privileging of the visual is undoubtedly related to the primary role “descrip-
tion” holds in the phenomenological method. With the hermeneutic turn in
phenomenology, however, the visible no longer takes precedence over all
else: as philosophy moves from description to interpretation, the imagination
is considered less in terms of “vision” than in terms of “language.” Or, more
exactly, imagination is assessed as an indispensable agent in the creation of
meaning in and through language—what Ricceur calls “semantic innovation.”
~ The present study analyzes key steps in Ricceur’s hermeneutic exploration
of imagination—an exploration that is less systematic than episodic in nature.
Ricceur’s tentative and always provisional probing of a poetic hermeneutic of
imagination represents, I maintain, the ultimate, if discreet, agenda of his entire
philosophical project. And it is my view that Ricceur’s hermeneutic discussion
of the imaginative function—from La Symbolique du mal (1960) and La Méta-
phore vive (1975), to Temps et récit (3 vols., 1983-1985), Ideology and Utopia
(1986), and Du texte a I'action (1986)—represents the most powerful reorien-
tation of a phenomenology of imagining toward a hermeneutics of imagining.

The Linguistic Imagination

Insofar as hermeneutics is concerned with multiple levels of meaning, it is
evident that images can no longer be adequately understood in terms of their
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immediate appearance 1o consciousness. Replgcing the'v1sugl‘mo’dfl obf'lti}ée
image with the verbal, Ricceur affirms the poefic role of %magmmg. 1 st § 16by
to say one thing in terms of another, or to.say sevetral thmgs‘ at E.nce, ers 0};
creating something new. The crucial role 1mag1nat.10.n plays in this fp;f.ces ’
semantic innovation was to become one of the abiding concerns of Ricceur's
ilosophy. . ‘
latge%:re prgceyeding to Ricceur’s original contribution to tl}e plhﬂ}olsop.};y 2?
imagination, let us consider his critical summary of the available t_ eo? msOd-
images. In Du texte a I'action, he discusses the ofte‘n confu.sed r‘xatmte:t;)1 nod-
ern philosophies of the image, arguing that t'he radlc.al equivocity a1 e; eart
of the imaginative activity has led to a ssenes of rival accou.nts,. oca eation
two opposite axes. On the one hand, theories of the r‘eproduf:geflmagmm o
explain the process of imagining in terms of the object; think, for exi‘ p (;
of Hume’s empiricist account of the image as & fgded trace of poercteé) 10?her
weakened impression preserved and represented m‘memory'). n the of
hand are theories of the productive imagination, w%nch explain gur Hna}glfclac-1
tive activity in terms of the subject, a human.conscmusness that 1§ (;fas;;'lr;a areld
by its own images. Examples of this theory include t’he G.ermarll ' eaz1 ist at
Romantic accounts in Kant and Schelling and Sartre’s existentialist escrip-
tions in L’Imaginaire. But this basic distinction between the r'eproéllcuctwef
and productive roles of imagination does not‘ resolve the aporetic r{)a1 ure t(?
our inherited understanding of imagining. Ricceur extends the problematic
horizons of this debate as follows:

The productive imagination, and even the reproducti-ve to the e);t'ent tgatnit
comprises the minimal initiative concerning the e\.locatl-on f)f sc'Jmet 1%% a serl O;
operates . . . according to whether the subjec.t of imagination is capa 1e o(ri ot
of assuming a critical consciousness of the d.lf.ference between th.e re;l1 . 2;1;1»
imaginary. The theories of the image here c%xV}de up along an axis wd ich is r;of
longer noematic but noetic, and whose Vananon.s are regu.lated by egrs:es
belief. At one end of the axis, that of a noncritical c.onscmusness, the image
is confused with the real, mistaken for the real. Thishls the r.)owe.r of the error
denounced by Pascal; and it is also, mutatis mutandis, th.e zmagmatzo_ odepE
noza, contaminated by belief for as long as a contrary bel'xef has not d1sloA gel
it from its primary position. At the other end of the axis, V.vhere the Cn;lf;l
distance is fully conscious of itself, imagination is the very mstrumept o ef
critique of reality. The transcendental reduction of Huss§r1., asa neutrah.zatwln 0
existence, is the most complete instance of this. The variations of meaning a or}g
this second axis are no less ample than the above. What after all cou‘ld be in
common between the state of confusion which characterizes.that cons.c1ousness
which unknown to itself takes for real what for another consciousness 18 'not real,
and the act of distinction which, highly self-conscious, enables consciousness
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to posit something at a distance from the real and thus produce the alterity at
the very heart of existence? Such is the knot of aporias which is revealed by
an overview of the ruins which today constitute the theory of imagination. Do
these aporias themselves betray a fault in the philosophy of imagination or the
structural feature of imagination itself which it would be the task of philosophy
to take account of? (Ricceur 1986a: 215-16)

Ricceur appears to answer yes to both parts of the question. The fault of most
philosophies of imagination, in other words, has been their failure to develop
a properly hermeneutic account of imagining in terms of its most basic struc-
tural feature of semantic innovation.

Hermeneutics—the “art of deciphering indirect meanings’—acknowl-
edges the innovative power of imagination. Contra Sartre, who argued in
L’Imaginaire that imagination was condemned to an “essential poverty”
because it was a negation of the perceptual world, Ricceur maintains that
imagining is a simultaneous juxtaposing of two different worlds, real and
unreal, which produces new meaning. This powert to transform given mean-
ings into new ones enables one to construe the future as the possible theatre
of one’s liberty, as a horizon of hope. Thus, the age-old antagonism between
will and necessity (or, in Sartre’s terms, between /’imaginaire and /e réel)
now turns out to be entirely surmountable.

Riceeur’s preference for a semantic model of imagination over a visual
one makes possible a new appreciation of this properly creative role of
imagination. If images are spoken before they are seen, they can no longer be
construed as quasi-material residues of perception (as in empiricism), nor as
neutralizations or negations of perception (as eidetic phenomenology tended
to believe). For Ricceur, the productive power of imagination is primarily
verbal, and the verbal metaphor in poetry epitomizes the way in which imagi-
nation conjoins two semantic fields, making what is predicatively impertinent
at a literal level into something predicatively pertinent at a new (poetic) level.
Or, to use Ricceur’s graphic phrase, “Imagination comes into play in that
moment when a new meaning emerges from out of the ruins of the literal
interpretation” (Ricceur 1986a: 213-19).

Taking up Aristotle’s definition of a good metaphor in the Poetics (1459a:
4-8) as the apprehension of similarity, Riceeur points out that it is not a matter
of similarity between already similar ideas but between semantic fields pre-
viously considered dissimilar. It is the “semantic shock” engendered by the
coming together of two different meanings, which produces a new meaning.
And imagination, Riceeur claims, is precisely this power of metaphorically
reconciling opposing meanings, forging an unprecedented semantic perti-
nence from an old impertinence. So if one wants to say with Wittgenstein,
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for example, that imagining is a “seeing-as” (seeing one thing in terms of
another), then this is only the case insofar as the linguistic power of conjoin-
ing different semantic fields is already at work—at least mmplicitly.

This is a decisive point. For new meanings to come into being, they must
be spoken or uttered in the form of new verbal images. And this requires that
the phenomenological account of imagining as appearance be supplemented
by its hermeneutic account as meaning. Imagination can thus be recognized
as the act of responding to a demand for new meaning, the demand of
emerging realities to be by being said in new ways. It is a Janus facing in
two directions at once, back to the being that is revealed and forward to the
language that is revealing. And at the level of language itself it also does
double duty, for it produces a text that opens up new horizons of meaning
for the reader. The poetic imagination liberates the reader into a free space
of possibility, suspending any reference to the immediate world of percep-
tion (the author’s and the reader’s) and thereby disclosing new ways of
being in the world (Ricceur 1984b). The function of semantic innovation—
which is most proper to imagination—is therefore, most fundamentally,
an ontological event. The innovative power of linguistic imagination is no
“decorative excess or effusion of subjectivity, but the capacity of language
to open up new worlds” (Ricceur 1984b: 44). The function of imagination in
poetry or myth is defined accordingly as the “disclosure of unprecedented
worlds, an opening onto possible worlds which transcend the limits of our
actual world” (45).

A hermeneutic approach to imagination thus differs from a structuralist or
existentialist one precisely by this concentration on “the capacity of world-
disclosure yielded by texts.” In short, hermeneutics is not confined to the
objective structural analysis of texts, nor to the subjective existential analy-
sis of the authors of texts; its primary concern is with the worlds that these
authors and texts open up (Ricceur 1984b). Moreover, for Riceeur, the human
subject can only come to know itself through the hermeneutic detour of
interpreting signs——that is, by deciphering the meanings contained in myths,
symbols, and dreams produced by the human imagination. The shortest route
from the self to itself is through the images of others.

And by projecting new worlds, the hermeneutic imagination also provides
us with projects of action. In fact, the traditional opposition between theoria
and praxis dissolves as the metaphors, symbols, or narratives that imagina-
tion produces provide us with “imaginative variations” of the world, thereby
freeing us to conceive of the world in other ways and to undertake actions that
might lead to its transformation. Semantic innovation can thus point toward
social transformation. The possible worlds of imagination can be made real
by action—a crucial point to which T shall return in my discussion of the
“utopian imagination” below.

1 1
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The Symbolic Imagination

Having outlined Ricceur’s hermeneutic account of imggination, 1 nowbprl(i)é
ceed to a systematic exploration of four key categolrlf?s: (1.) thf: symd0(4)
imagination, (2) the oneiric imagination, (3) the poetic imagination, an
the utopian imagination. N o
The pSymboZism of Evil marks Riceeur’s transition away from descnpth
phenomenological reflection on intentional modes of consciousness ;lo;/\i/a; :
the hermeneutic conviction that meaning is alwa;;ls mec;llllaied Fzr;l;i : imgern
i jecti istence. He shows that a r1
and symbols of our intersubjective exis
pretat}ilon of the founding myths of Western culture (e. gf.,t;\d;tm, P;Z?:S:;ﬁ;
i i bolic relation of the huma
Oedipus) enables us to disclose the sym re : : °
mearﬁng). Suspending the conventional definition of myth as a ,false e)lcl]lyéir
nation by means of fables,” Ricceur attempts to recover mythds genmithzfl
eus w
i ccept that myth cannot provi
exploratory function. Once we a D e oy 10
ienti i lly are, we can begin prop
scientific account of the way things rea , . e
appreciate its creative role as a symbolizing powe]rc.1 [zsba doubtl;e;ntzr;t;glbcﬂt?s
i ing i d or transcended by another,
wherein one meaning is transgresse e,
i inati being to emerge as language (sig
a work of imagination that enables : : e e
i i ht (interpretation). Ricceur exam 1re
tion) and, by extension, as thoug ' o : o
prin)cipal categories of symbol in The Symbolism of Evil: cosmic, onel
and poetic. . . 7
C’Ssmic symbols refer to a human’s primary act of reading the sa;:;fi(;;
the world, Here, the human imagination interprets aspects of Fhe woreaming
heavens, the sun, the moon, the waters—as sigps of some ultlmat'e nilﬁes thé
Here th’e symbol is both a thing and a sign: it embodies and Slg?ds i
sacre;d at one and the same time (Ricceur 19.69: 10-11). In o'ther wfothe,world
dealing with cosmic symbols the imagination reads the thgxg,; O'magination
i i i 1d. As such, the symbolic 1
as signs, and signs as things of the wor : : e
is ah‘geady at least implicitly, linguistic, which Ricceur makes clear in

and Philosophy:

] f immediate
These symbols are not inscribed beside language, as modes of im

is i i i that
y perceptible visages; it is in the universe of discourse

expression, cirect it is the elements of

these realities take on a symbolic dimension. Even .wheq L e e (of con-
the world that carry the symbol—earth, sky, Water, 11fe—.1t lsosmic oxpressiviy
secration, invocation or mythic narrative) wh{‘ch says their c; o e (ot
thanks to the double meaning of the words earth, sky, water,

1965: 23-24) |
ivi es to lan-
Ricceur can thus affirm that the “expressivity of the world com

ing” ic symbol—
guage through the symbol as double meaning (24). Fora czzngcoss)gte s
like any other kind—occurs whenever “language produces P
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where the meaning, not content to designate something directly, points to
anqther meaning which can only be reached (indirectly) by me;ns of this
demgngﬁon” (Ricceur 1965: 24). Illustrating this linguistic property of sym-
bols, Ricceur comments on the phrase from the Psalms “The skies tell of the
glory of God” as follows: “The skies don’t speak themselves; rather, the
:ﬁe spoken by the prophet, by the hymn, by the liturgy. One ajllways ’need}s,
phealg())’l:d( ;g).assume the world into a manifestation of the sacred (hiero-
In the s.econd category of symbols—the oneiric or dream image—we wit-
ness a shift from the cosmic to the psychic function of imagination. Here
R‘lcoeur -speaks of complementing a phenomenology of religious S}'fmbolsz
(a {a Eliade) with a psychoanalysis of unconscious symbols. To this end
he invokes the works of Freud and Jung, who investigated links betweer;
the symbols of the individual unconscious and symbols as “common repre-
sentatlpns of the culture or folklore of humanity as a whole” (Ricceur 1;369'
12). Ricceur spells out the rapport between cosmic and oneiric symbols as.
‘follows: “To manifest the ‘sacred’ on the ‘cosmos’ and to manifest it in the
psyc}}e’ are the same thing . . . Cosmos and psyche are two poles of the
same e;xpressivity’: I express myself in expressing the world” (12-13). It
is pref:lsely this expressive function of the psychic or oneiric image tﬁat
@tabhshes its intimate relation to language. As Ricceur remarks gdream
Sie:ﬁ:z:zztllgt)'be originally close to words since they can be told, commu-
The j[h_lrd modality of symbols—the poefic—completes the double
expressivity of cosmos and psyche. Here, the creative powers of imagina-
tion are most evident; in fact, it is only in this third category that Ricceur
(at lea}st in The Symbolism of Evil) uses the term “imagination” in any sys-
tematic sense. It is the poetical perspective, he argues, which enablesyus
Fo draw back from both the religious images of cosmol’ogy and the dream
images of psychoanalysis, disclosing the symbolic function of the image
in 1t§ nascent state. In poetry, Ricceur maintains, the symbol reveals t}%e
:velhg.g up qf l'anggagel—“langl'iage in a state of emergence”—instead of
cgarding 1't in its hieratic stability under the protection of rites and myths
az rllls thefmstory of religion, or instead of deciphering it through the re}s/ur-
Sgym;j]ioc ;f;;ii?gf infancy (14). In this sense, the poetic epitomizes the
Rlcoeur insists, however, that these three levels of symbolism are con-
gictecfii the structure of poetic imagination is that of the dream as it draws
010233 tlh aegllllézr\tts of 01(;1‘ past and fu?ure, and it is that of hierophanies that dis-
Loy e hea ue;g and the egu*th as images of the sacred. In all three instances,
oL s ssue 1s not th’e 1mage—as-representation but the image-as-sign, a
lal distinction to which Ricceur returns again and again, critiquing the
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representational model of the image as mere negation or modification of
perceptual reality (a la Sartre):

It is necessary firmly to distinguish imagination from image, if by image is
understood a function of absence, the annulment of the real in an imaginary
unreal. This image-representation, conceived on the model of a portrait of the
absent, is still too dependent on the thing that it makes unreal; it remains a
process for making present to oneself the things of the world. A poetic image is
much closer to a word than to a portrait. (Ricceur 1969: 13)

To be fair to Sartre, while most of his examples of the “unrealizing” function
of imaging are drawn from visual representation, he seeks to establish the
image as a dynamic act of consciousness rather than a quasi-perceptual thing
in consciousness. Still, Sartre, like Husserl before him, fails to adequately
grasp that signification and imagination are not two opposed modes of inten-
tionality but are inextricably related through their common belonging to lan-
guage. Ricceur therefore prefers Bachelard’s position, which he approvingly
cites: “The poetic image becomes a new being of our language, it expresses
us in making us that which it expresses” (13).

The Symbolism of Evil concentrates on the cosmic symbol. Ricceur
describes this initial phase of the hermeneutic project as a “re-enactment
in sympathetic imagination” of the foundational myths where Western man
sought to communicate his first experiences of the cosmos. Myths are under-
stood as symbolic stories—or, more precisely, as “species of symbols devel-
oped in the form of narration and articulated in a time and a space that cannot
be co-ordinated with the time and space of history and geography” (Ricoeur
1965: 25).2 This sympathetic reimagining of the cosmic images of our foun-
dational myths demands that Ricceur abandon the original phenomenological
dream of a philosophy without presuppositions. Indeed, it presupposes that
which descriptive phenomenology often tended to ignore—Ilanguage. The
hermeneutics of symbols must begin from a full language, that is, from the
recognition that before reflection and intuition there are already symbols.
And precisely because language has become so formalized, transparent, and
technical in the contemporary era, our need to rediscover language’s 1
tive powers of symbolization is all the greater.

This task involves a critical project, for it is only by demythologizing the
abuses of myth (as a false explanation of reality) that we can remythologize
our contemporary language—restore to it the poetic and symbolic powers
of imagination. “The dissolution of the myth as (false) explanation is the
necessary way to restoration of the myth as symbolism,” writes Ricceur
(Ricceur 1969: 249). In short, we need to combine the critical gesture of
modernity with the symbolizing gesture of myth if we are to develop an

nven-
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adequate hermeneutic of human imagipation. Ir}stead 011 gdsc;gf{lr;% ifclo i?;ca
tive approach of an “allegorical” reading—which v;f{o.u e e o,
disguised message beneath the symbols of myth——“ 1tcoret e symbals
meneutic imagination that would, on the contrary,_ sba O e
and endeavor to promote the meaning, tf) form it, by r;lat o e
e supaaats 1I916t9':t3'5 113‘ E?;lielrsy;ritsiﬁsgp:}f; ae can hear again”
i hen he suggests that it is by . i

ggnf).WNote wellgfhat the three kinds. of .symb.olfcosr;gi, “(;?zrxsl,waax;(i
poetic—all find expression in a ling'uzstzc 1mag1nithn. O oy come into
in language that the cosmos, that desire, and that the imag

words” (351).

The Oneiric Imagination

Whereas Riceeur concerned himself in The Symbgli;m };)fe i}zicll n\;/iglh;l};zie_
symbols related primarily.to mythic accm}llntse oifs teevrﬁ:) 11(r)1gyrof ol
Phy he' enlaf_ges ﬂ'}e enqlillerirt:s ir%a:g: euflcinspcious (Ricceur 1965: 23). The
grlenailn 1ifris;;elt:§(l)fwl§, ‘itieex;nplary fash}il'on(i gf)w :v;:l g:;liig ’girrlgs a;)etlirelrd gleacri
i i ehind direc
E)Nriit. V]\Bleeca;isce):sf)i"ntség}c,lgflﬁggi;l?;z;nahty, symbols are what “make poets of
ev?rr}}:ed;i)ff?f’t£i4§reamer writ largeé ?s ssy:nib;glasg f;aetizﬁe;rsltféiyslln;?se;
words” that traverse “image-representa ions, ; . oLy 8
“power of images” to represent apsent objects. The V1sau’i[1}11 égllaizd odionts
are sensory vehicles for verbal images that transcen . csienae
other meanings than the literal ones. Thus,l psychoa'nalyms 1recog)r(;1§3 s thet
dream images call forth narrative 1nterpr§tat10n. Precisely because eans—
i — te according to a depth-language ot lay
o e iiegl:re:f‘;?edda“?f*"iﬁfﬁi‘f@iﬁs o e i
selves. The dreamer feels closed o in a . ' am 2
i unting is exemplified, for Ricceur, .
;Zce?c?slgiriiégl?r?iiE}Ei%c;‘:i%}%ff:fgk}i j)i(gtggff the word such as it was buried
B ey v o i i o s, s
e, s, s s s e im0 sy
b s o e o e b il ok e
gﬁez)?":fe\sgﬁglz(loﬁé:b;c;lzuivith Marx and Nietzsche, Freud championed
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a hermeneutics of suspicion alert to the disto
images. Psychoanalysis was thus a means o
tion of dream images—its primary function
elaborate procedures which interpose betwee
(Ricceur 1965: 26).

But if psychoanalysis promotes a hermeneutics of suspicion
points toward a hermeneutics of affirmation. While the former

how images disguise meanings drawn from our private or collecti
means of an “archaeological”

them, the latter shows how d
meaning by virtue of a teleo)
Because desire is the basic

rting and falsifying potential of
f detecting the censoring func-
being to “disclose the variety of
N apparent and latent meanings”

, it also
examines

ve past by
reference back to an experience that precedes

ream images can open up new dimensions of
ogical reference to new worlds of possibility.
motivation of all such dream images, as Freud
argued, these images are ways of saying this desire, which they do either
by dissimulating it in other guises or by expressing a passion for possibili-
ties not yet realized. The desire of dream images invents a future and thus
aspires to a condition of creation, poiesis, poetry. It generates & surplus of
meaning (surcroit du sens)—proof of a level of meaning that is irreducible
to a retrospective correspondence between the image of one’s dream and a
literal event of one’s past experience (27). This productive power of images
ensures that any adequate hermeneutic of imagination must extend beyond an
“archaeology of the unconscious” to include both a “teleology of desire” and
an “eschatology of the sacred.”

In The Conflict of Interpretations, Riceeur elaborates on this dual function
of the hermeneutic imagination as recollection and projection:

We may fully comprehend the hermeneutic probl
double dependence of the self on the [symbolic i
the sacred—since this dependence is only mad
ity of symbolism. In order to illustrate this double dependency, reflection must
humble consciousness and interpret it through symbolic significations, rising up
from behind or in front of consciousness, beneath or beyond it. In short, reflec-
tion must include an archaeology and an eschatology. (Ricceur 1974, 328-29)

em if we are able to grasp the
mages of the] unconscious and
¢ manifest through the modal-

He argues, moreover, that prophecy always needs demystification. By
unmasking the falsifying function of certain dream images, with the help of
a psychoanalytic model of “suspicion,” we may find ourselves in a better
position to restore aspects of these images as “signs of the sacred.” Without
the hermeneutic detour of suspicion, we would not be able to discriminate
between those images that are merely a “return of the repressed” (in Freud’s
phrase) and those that serve as symbols of an eschatological horizon of
possibility.

But it is rarely a simple matter of discriminating between regressive and

progressive images. Every utopian image containg an archaic elemeant and
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vice versa. Images of the mythic past are often used. to alilud.e pr‘ophle\Nn;:ain;/1
to an eschaton still to come, and the eschatology of 1magmat1cgn 1S % 015}’,’ :
creative repetition of its archaeology. “The progresswe orderto s;;r.nm 1{mg_
Riceeur puts it, “is not external to the regressive Qrder of phgn asmf i[he gacred
ing into the archaic mythologies of the unconscious new signs o
i ” (Ricceur 1974: 328). . '
rlSZucpriti(ihalchermene:utic of) imagination, for Ricceur, 1s one that dgmysﬁﬁsz
the dissimulating property of phantasms in order to release the mnivaAnd
power of images. Idols must be unmasked so that symbols mail1 spea1 .Sis is
an additional reminder that hermeneutics receives from plsylc oanaC iyations
that the images of the unconscious are charged with multiple assondence
that are irreducible to the level of a one-to-one concept.ual correipo never.
Dreams provoke rational interpretation, but sx.lch. interpreta éo; never
exhausts them. For, even when infantile or archaic images are de pains !
in terms of their regressive reference to the past? t.here alway§ rerrrlf ns 2
surplus that points toward an inexhaustible cre.atwny of meamri}gl.at s s
where Ricceur locates his wager that new meanings ’c,:an emjerge,“.s L E
as they are can change: “liberty according to hc?pe, he? wr.1tes, “ o thi
other, when understood psychologically, than this creative imagining
poi"sgibsl edoﬁ)glf )axis of archaeological and eschato}ggif:al re.fere'nce s1gnalstt(;1:f1
failure of all theories that seek to reduce the onelric 1mf1g1nat10r;1 to a;l &slg/sever
of speculative reason. There is always more to drelzal.n images th an has ever
been dreamed of in our philosophies. Moreover, it 18 c.lue. t.o t 1fs e =0
imagination over reason that symbols call fort.h a multiplicity ;) .m?;reui),
which in turn give rise to a multiplicity of readmgs'—psychoarga ytic (e O,f
religious (Eliade), and speculative (Hegel). This is whyl a ermesnmadS o
imagination culminates not in absolute knowledge but in a cros

interpretations.

The Poetic Imagination

Having concentrated on a hermeneutics of rpyth.ic and oneiric séyr?;é)(l)z E)l
the 1960s, Ricceur turned much of his attention in the .1 970s, an o
the poetic expressions of imagination. This phase of RICOSEF stilrer;r_ljgilllm ¢
project includes The Rule of Metaphor (1975) as well as his thre

Time and Narrative, . o -
In The Rule of Metaphor, as in other works, Ricceur deals with imagina

tion in a fragmentary rather than systematic fashion; it. gqides .and mo‘ﬁvtatiz
his delivery without ever occupying center stage. .It.IS in this text t 2rbal
tenders one of his most useful formulations of the distinction between v
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and nonverbal imagination. Borrowing Kant’s terminology, he identifies the
former with the productive imagination and the latter with the reproductive.
“Would not imagination have something to do with the conflict between
identity and difference?” he asks. And he argues that the

only way to approach the problem of imagination from the perspective of a
semantic theory, that is to say on a verbal plane, is to begin with productive
imagination in the Kantian sense, and to put off reproductive imagination or
imagery as long as possible. Treated as a schema, the image presents a verbal

dimension; before being the gathering-point of faded perceptions, it is that of
emerging meanings. (Ricceur 1978b: 235)

Placing himself thus in Kant’s camp rather than Hume’s, Ricceur demon-
strates that the metaphor works in the same way as the schema insofar as
it functions as “the matrix of a new semantic pertinence that is born out of
the dismantling of semantic networks caused by the shock of contradiction”
(235). The metaphoric function of imagination involves a verbal aspect to the
extent that it involves “grasping identity within differences,” establishing the
“relatedness of terms that are far apart” such that they confront each other
rather than fuse together. This schematism of metaphor “turns imagination
into the place where the figurative meaning emerges in the interplay of iden-
tity and difference” (236).

Yet the imagination needs images. Without any visual aspect, the verbal
imagination would remain an invisible productivity, so the sensible moment
of metaphoric imagination remains to be demonstrated. Here, Ricceur calls
for a phenomenological psychology of Seeing-as to complement a seman-
tics of creative saying. If the productive imagination were confined to the
purely verbal, it would cease to be imagination, so Ricceur seeks to graft a
psychology of the imaginary on to a semantic theory of metaphor. “Seeing-
as” provides a key as the sensible aspect of poetic imagination. It holds sense
and image together in an intuitive manner. It selects from the quasi-sensory
mass of imagery, producing a certain semantic order, and it can also work to
bring conceptual meaning to intuitive fullness. Ricceur thus concludes that
seeing-as plays the role of a schema that unites the empty concept and the
blind impression: “Thanks to its character as half thought and half experi-
ence, it joins the light of sense with the fullness of the image. In this way, the
nonverbal and the verbal are firmly united at the core of the imaging function
of language” (207-8).

In addition to combining the verbal and the nonverbal, the metaphorical
imagination also produces a new meaning by confronting a literal with a
figurative sense. This tensional theory of metaphor, as Ricceur terms it, is
most obvious in the case of a living metaphor in poetry. For example, in
Gerard Manley Hopkins’s line “Oh! The mind, mind has mountains,” we
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find a literal is not (the reader knows that literall.y the mind doesfnot k;i::/}el
mountains) accompanied by a metaphoricgl iS._Th1s power to tra}rlls .‘orr?ﬁmc—
a contradiction into a new poetic meaning 1s evident in tk}e metap 1onca e
tion of seeing x as y, for while we know x is not y, a.t a literal levef ,.V\{[e F
that it is, at an imaginative level. Metaphor thus thrives because.n in r(1)978bl
the spark of imagination into a “thinking more” (pensgr plus) (Pd(:(f;.l;l o ing.
303). And this thinking more—fundamentally a seeing more and tior}: e
more—attests to the curious paradox that the “concept of '1mag}na ,tic
the context of a theory of metaphor centred around the' notmp o1 senzarihe
innovation,” is also a “logic of discovery” (22). Here, Ricceur ‘1‘5 close c;rsal
Aristotle of the Poetics, for whom it was Vail’ll to asklwhether Ith.e 1:;1\;1 el
that poetry ‘teaches’ already existed before it was invented. 1t 1s
invented” (306). o
fo?ﬁd;;’:e and Nar(rati\?e, Riceeur develops thg ontological 1mp11cat1<1)n§ 011"
“metaphorical reference.” He shows how p.oe.tlc language, whether egsrl;:;e
or narrative, reveals a capacity for nondescriptive reference .that fexce the
immediate reference of our everyday language. While poetic re efrencels >
pends literal reference and thereby appears t.o make language reter tont }}llose
itself, it in fact reveals a deeper and more radical power of ref&;{renc?f dq o,
ontological aspects of our being-in-the-world that cannot.be spo I:in 0 urz:elat ZS
Seeing-as thus not only implies a saying-as }Jut also a bez;:g—asi t COZ > oo
this power to redescribe being to the narratw’e power.of famp otme e e
en-intrigue). Borrowing Frangois Dagogn?t s term iconic augmen " in, e
points out that the role of the image (Bild? dls to bn?geabout an increa
i impoverished by quotidian routine. ‘ ‘
be%%aoof\;: ;‘;Vaif;g parI’s of the enlarging of our borizon of emst'ence tg %OGUSC
works. Far from producing only weakened images of rea}l}ty—s ha (ziw ,
as in the Platonic treatment of the eikon in pamtmg or w'rltmg (R ae t};;i
274e~77e)—literary works depict reality by aqgmentmg it w.lth meznmlg;1 et
themselves depend upon the virtues of abbrev1a.tlon, saturan‘on, and cu
tion, so strikingly illustrated by emplotment (R1coeu1.r 1984c: 80). ter that of
And he places the referential capacity of narrative work; un ;r arld
poetic works in general, for if the “poetic metaphor 1.redesc.r1bes t he wot nj(
poetic narrative resignifies the world in its tempora? d1megs1on tolt e ex :he
that narrating, telling, reciting is a way of rgmakmg actlf)n‘fol owtmge _
poem’s invention” (80). Indeed, human being—m—the-world inits mofs ev 2};_
day sense—as Kant and Heidegger realized—.mvolves a proce‘ss. 0 te;lmp -
alization that makes our present actions meaningful k?y interpr eting them 1 1
terms of a recollected past and a projected future. This capacity of tempora
i tion is that of transcendental imagination. ‘
mtIetr pi]sfe;i his analysis of the configurative function of .narr.atwel, hqwever,
thot Rinrene moast axnlicitly identifies the role of productive imagination. By
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narrative configuration, he means the temporal synthesis of heterogeneous
elements—or, more simply, the ability to create a plot that transforms a
sequence of events into a story. This consists of “grasping together” the indi-
vidual incidents, characters, and actions so as to compose a unified temporal
whole. The narrative act of emplotment, which configures a manifold into a
synthesis, enacts what Kant defined as the productive power of imagination.
As a power of grasping the many under the rules of the same, the narrative
imagination introduces recollection and repetition into a linear sequence of
events (natural time), thus making it into a recapitulative story (narrative
time). “In reading the ending in the beginning and the beginning in the end-
ing,” explains Ricceur, “we also learn to read time itself backwards, as the
recapitulation of the initial conditions of a course of action in its terminal
conditions” (Ricceur 1984c¢: 67). Thus, Ricceur translates the schematism of
imagination from the metaphorical act to the larger scenario of the narrative
act, extending his analysis of the functioning of the poetical imagination from
the unit of the word (symbol) and the sentence (metaphor) to that of the rext
as a whole (narrative).

Furthermore, as soon as one recognizes the schematizing and synthesizing
power of imagination at work in narrative, the very notions of tradition and
innovation become complementary. Thus, tradition must be understood not
as the “inert transmission of some already dead deposit of material but as the
living transmission of an innovation always capable of being reactivated by
a return to the most creative moments of poetic activity” (68). So interpreted,
tradition can survive from one generation to the next only by fostering inno-
vation. And the reverse is equally true: if tradition cannot survive without
innovation, neither can innovation survive without tradition. Once again,
imagination plays this reciprocal role. “Innovation remains a form of behav-
iour governed by rules,” writes Ricceur.

The labor of imagination is not born from nothing. It is bound in one
way or another to the tradition’s paradigms. But the range of solutions is
vast. It is deployed between the two poles of servile application and calcu-
lated deviation, passing through every degree of rule-governed deforma-
tion (70).

And this dual function of imagination as a poetic creation of the new by
reference to the old is not just a property of writing but also, equally, of
reading. Indeed, Ricceur claims that in many contemporary works it is the
imaginative task of the reader to complete the narrative sketched out and
often deliberately fragmented by the written work: “If emplotment can be
described as an act of the productive imagination, it is insofar as this act is
the joint work of the text and reader.” For it is the reading that accompanies
the interplay of the innovation and sedimentation of paradigms that schema-

tizes emplotment. Taking the example of Joyce’s Ulysses as a narrative full
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of holes and indeterminacies, Ricceur concludes that such a text serves as an

added invitation to the creative power of the reader’s imagination (Ricceur
1984c: 70).

The Utopian Imagination

At this final stage of narrative imagination—the reader’s reception of the
text—the hermeneutic circle returns to the world of action. The act of read-
ing is the ultimate indicator of the “refiguring of the world of action under
the sign of the plot.” And as Ricceur is well aware, narrative plots are not
confined to literature: a whole set of collective stories and histories, which
need not bear the signature of any individual author, exercises a formative
influence on our action in society. In his Lectures on Ideology and Utopia,
Ricceur names this the “social imaginary” (Ricceur 1986b: 64), which indeed
1s constitutive of social reality itself. Let us now explore his treatment of these
two limit ideas, ideology and utopia, through which he examines the social
imaginary.

One of the most controversial aspects of the social imaginary is precisely
the role of ideology. Much of critical theory has equated ideology with false
consciousness, for it was deemed necessary to expose our ideological fan-
tasies in order to disclose our social reality. One of the first steps in such
disclosure was to demystify the ways in which ideology alienates human
consciousness by attributing the origin of value to some illusory absolute
outside of the human. For humanity to return to itself and rediscover its own
powers of making (poiesis), it must first debunk the pseudo-world of fetish
images. Here again we meet with a hermeneutics of suspicion: a practice of
interpreting (hermeneuein) discourse as “masked.” Above all, this suspicion
was directed to a specifically religious consciousness, considered by Marx
and others as the most extreme example of human subservience and the most
primordial expression of ideology.

Ricceur challenges such a reduction of the social imaginary to ideological
distortion and argues instead for an affirmation of its utopian potentials (Ricoeur
1986a, 1986b).” He acknowledges the legitimacy—even the necessity—
of such a hermeneutics of suspicion. A genuine theistic hermeneutic should
appropriate to itself the demystification of religion as “a mask of fear, a mask
of domination, a mask of hate” (Ricceur 1978a: 219). But Ricceur then argues
that the Marxist equation of the form of ideology with a specifically religious
content, and its equation of the latter with the sole function of inversion and
domination, leads to a reductive understanding of religion. While religion
can serve the interests of class domination, it can also serve other interests,
such as emancipation. Moreover, ideology is a broader and more extensive
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phenomenon than Marx realized. With the demise of religion as thf': 1d011r1111_£;1'1{}
superstructure of society, other discouxsesdcomeftg seg:ﬁisn the 1deologice
ustifying and integrating new orders of dom - .
migljo:srﬂtﬁgsfyprfposes to ggo further than the masters of suspicion, argtlll\l/lllsgt
that critique must itself be subject to critique. He contends Fhat th:k posi !
claim to nonideological rationality is both naive and deceptwp. T irflg a w
from the Frankfurt School, he even suggests that suc}} a claern itsel ctorésb
tutes a new form of ideology, for it justifies a new social order dorg;ni (:3 : ;/]
principles of disinterested objectivism that. cover a system of ;ec 1oth f ol
manipulation. Many so-called Marxist S(')c1epes, founfie('i 1arghe tybcn the et
tique of ideology, often laid claim to a scientific matenahsnll tha ) eilt nes o
ideology of domination in its own right. In sh(?rt, the unchal en}gle 1c Lot
ence can also become an opium of the pgople inthe modem' tec n}cl)' 0}% Ricoeu;
Ideology, in the broad sense of social self—representa‘clo'nhv‘vtmica1 o
affords it, is in fact an unsurpassable phenomenon of sociohistor o e
tence. Social reality always presupposes some 50}1 of symboh‘c cﬂozzmauon;
and it frequently includes “an inteig%eltat;c;r;)ml élniieg; ai.:da ;eg;spensable
ial bond itself” (Ricceur : . Ide : '
Zifntl};ssiz:asfbthe hermene(utic circle in which our histgrlcaﬂy §1t1ietitrzc; cicr):;:
sciousness is obliged to operate. The best.regpons.e tq 1deolog§a o cr;gtical
tion is not pure negation but a hermeneultlc 1mag1natlop capable o e
discrimination. Such a critical hermeneukt;;:, R?ogurgk;eri;e;/szé) ;Z;ustandpomt
ithin the social imaginary, while refusing afiy at e
Zof ?(Ir)l:r\itlee(;élet: (Hegelian or positivist). Even the most scientific critique works
ithi meneutic circle. N | ”
Wl%ﬁ; ilvel'fille ideology is a creation of false consciousness, 1L 18 EOteo?gl i:l?;
Once demystification has removed the n-]asks Qf fallsehood,'t e; m{;ols i’
another task, that of a hermeneutics laboring to 1dentc1fy gemﬂuned.)rf1 ol
liberation. This is the utopian function of hermene?ut'w understan éi ;gl, agle
Ricceur sees as indispensable for a proper apprematlop of our s;)f i
nary. Symbolizations of utopia pertain tg the futural dlmenstlli)enorigin e
imaginary. The hermeneutics of afﬁrmatlon focuses nothon the o orizon
such symbols but on the end (utopos) in front of .th.em, t a{c) lxs,to il
of aspiration opened up by symbols. In this way, it is possible o The
symbolizations from the distorting strategies of r.eactlonatr.ynpand S e,
social imaginary can thus be divested of 1'ts dveludmg' func {[(;)uth e ustice
preted in terms of a genuine symbolic ant‘lmpat.mn .Of hberty,d m’bolization.
Thus, the critical moment of demystlﬁganon is not at iiyhenneneutic
Instead of reducing symbols to some putat{vely lltfaral f:or; jer ’their somine
reason exposes the perversion of symbols in order to lte}fe T dvologi-
value. To the extent that certain social symbols pl.ay“ oy e as
cal domination, they have already abandoned their "exp
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disclosures of possible worlds. Indeed, the abuse of the social imaginary
usually occurs when such symbols are interpreted as literal facts rather than
figurative intentions—for example, when a church declares that it is the king-
dom or when a state declares that it is utopia (the sole possessor of freedom
or equality). This, for Ricceur, is ideology at its worst—the misrepresentation
of a utopian project as a literal possession. This is the language of ideological
closure. The critical function of hermeneutic understanding is not therefore to
dispense with the social imaginary, but rather to debunk the alienations of the
social imaginary in order to restore its genuinely utopian projects of liberty
(Ricceur 1984b).

Here, it is a question of the social imaginary taking the form of a projection
whereby a community expresses aspirations for a better world. If one can say,
therefore, that without the backward look a culture is deprived of its memory,
without the forward look it is deprived of its dreams. And it needs both, for
besides the authentic utopia of liberating rupture there can also exist a dan-
gerously schizophrenic discourse that projects a static future cut off from
the present and the past—a mere alibi for the consolidation of the repressive
powers that be. In short, ideology as a symbolic confirmation of the past and
utopia as a symbolic opening toward the future are complementary. If cut off
from each other, they can lead to political pathology (Ricceur 1984a).

Thus, while ideologies are gaps or discordances in relation to the real
course of things, the death of ideologies would be the most sterile of lucidi-
ties. For a social group without ideology and utopia would be without a
plan, without a distance from itself, without a self-representation. It would
be a society without a project, consigned to a history fragmented into events
that are all equal and insignificant (Ricceur 1981). In other words, if the
gap between the historical and the ideal becomes too rigid, the ideological
function regresses to sterile conservatism or an escapism that denies reality
altogether. In both instances, ideology functions as alienation and precludes
the possibility of authentic historical action. Ideology can be considered
retrievable, therefore, only when it knows itself to be ideology, a figurative-
symbolic representation rather than a literal fact, and only when it ensures
that the ideal is kept in close and creative relationship with the real, thereby
motivating social action. Action is impossible when the disparity between the
real and the ideal precludes the adaptation of our hermeneutic imagination to

a historical reality constantly in flux.

In the final analysis, critical hermeneutics provides a satisfactory basis for
a dialectical rapport between imagination and reason. The hermeneutic circle
includes both our belonging to the traditional representations of history and
our critical distance from them. The phenomenon of belonging involves the
recognition that our understanding always presupposes a historically situated
preunderstanding; it rules out the possibility of reaching some nonideological

that exceeds the obvious one. Allegories have one

cially “L’idéologie et Putopie: deux expressions de ’im
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. , as we.have seen throughout this chapter
Wwager is a hermeneutics of creative i i

active and never-ending,

Notes

I. Edi i
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. tnation and Language” and “Bet i
e : ween Ideology and Utopia” |
2084§erTI;iesarney, On Paul Riceeur: The Ow] of Minerva (Burlington, VT; 22;18 atlen
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2. i
symboflifhzossiaﬁ taliif a symbol is always a sign is not to say that every sign is a
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O physical uncleanliness and to its symbolic allusion to man’s impure or deviant

ct discourse for the confession of
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Chapter 11

Social Imagery in N onlinguistic
Thinking about Social Topics

On the Strength of Fantasy
in Thinking about Social Conflicts

Dieter Lohmar

We know little about the really functioning methods of thinking. We tend to
believe that we are using exclusively language-based methods of thinking.
But based on a phenomenological investigation, we might also arrive at g
completely different view. In my view, we are extensively using sequences
of scenes in fantasy mode (phantasmatic scenes) to imagine and think effec-
tively about our most important social issues. You might object that this is
just not true; our thinking takes the form of propositions that are connected by
the rules of logic! It is difficult to find an answer in this controversy.! In this
contribution, I would like to provide some evidence based on phenomeno-
logical analyses about the occurrences of scenic phantasma in our everyday
thinking. We are using fantasy images and scenes to imagine other persons,
their attitudes, their evaluations, and their possible future actions. My thesis
will be that many fantasies concern complex problems in social surroundings
represented by scenic phantasma (or “social imagery”) and thereby reveal to
be a prominent mode of nonlinguistic thinking.

First, I am going to shortly characterize the nonlinguistic mode of think-
ing that is to be found with phenomenological means in everyday human
thinking. It strongly depends on the use of phantasma to get an idea of and
to consider complex social themes. After this, I will discuss some shortcom-
ings of linguistic processing of social topics and establish some of the most
important methodological requirements that enable us to think through social
topics and decisions on this basis. A third part is dedicated to examples of the
representation of social conflicts in scenic phantasmatic ways of nonlinguistic
thinking. In the end, T will shortly delineate a characteristic slow mode of
nonlinguistic thinking about very complex social topics, which is still work-
ing in the nonlinguistic thinking in our consciousness.



