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THE NATURE AND FUNCTION OF IMAGINATION
IN HUME AND KANT

The nature and function of ‘imagination’ occupy a central
place in the philosophies of Hume and Kant, two great minds
of all times. Kant makes a clear and very comprehensive disti-
nction between Transcendental or Productive Imagination and
Empirical or Reproductive Imagination. He puts this distinction
into effective use in his philosophy, especially in his epistemology.
Undeniably, he was the first philosopher to have made such a
distinction between these two levels of imagination in an unequi-
vocal manner. However, the claim that Hume comes close to
drawing the same distinction in his magnum opus, A Treatise of
Human Nature, and also in the simplified and condensed version
of it, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, is not
without merit or suppori. I propose to show that Hume could
have made the same distinction if he had so wished, but deli-
berately refrained from it for reasons that will be made obvious
in this paper. I shall endeavour to establish that he did not
make a distinction between these two levels of imagination be-
cause this would have left him with no choice but to admit that
the faculty of imagination is rational. And if he were to admit
this, he could never come to the conclusion that he did, that the
existence of mind, matter, and so on are ‘illegitimate’ products
of imagination. H. H, Price is aware of this constraint in Hume's
philosophy and indicates the need of a closer examination of
Hume’s writings in this regard. He states :
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This doctrine (of Hume) concerning two types or levels of
Imaginative process deserves a fuller examination than it
has commonly received from Hume’s commentators. '

This paper does not propose to be an exhaustive examination
of Hume's doctrine concerning the imaginative process in his
philosophy. However, it will attempt to establish, from an ana-
lysis of Hume’s writings, that Hume was well aware of the dis-
tinction between the levels of Imagination.

In order to understand and appreciate Hume’s concepts of
‘' Transcendental Imagination’ and ‘ Empirical Imagination’, it is
necessary to be familiar with the Kantian distinction between
them. A brief examination of the latter therefore follows.

Kant states that the synthesis of manifold of representations
is the result of the power of imagination.
Synthesis in general..., is the mere result of the power of
imagination, a blind but indispensable function of the soul,
without which we should have no knowledge whatsoever,
but of which we are scarcely conscious. (ltalics are
mine).*?

It becomes very clear {rom the passage quoted above that, for
Kant, knowledge itself is not possible without the synthetic
activity of the imagination. Imagination or Ez‘nbildurggskmft has
two kinds of functions, namely transcendental and empirical.
The former concerns the form only, and not matter, and there-
fore it is an a priori principle. As such, it is independent of all
experience, and is without any empirical content. The latter, on
the other hand, concerns the appearances or phenomena that
are given to us in experience. The transcendental function of the
imagination is logically prior to the empirical function of the
imagination because the empirical function of the imagination
will not be possible without an a@ prieri element or foundation,
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namely the tradscendental employment. Imagination represents
the appearances in association, and such association in pure
synthesis of imagination is grounded @ priori in pure intuition.
It is, therefore, inferred that without the representation of purc
intuition, there would be nothing for the imagination to associate
with. The synthesis of the manifold in imagination is transcen-
dental, since the manifold is synthesized a priori.

The faculty of imagination is not passive, but an active onec.
When the action of the imagination is directed upon perception,
it is called apprehension. Without apprehension, it is not pos-
sible for imagination to bring the manifold of intuition into the
form of an image. However, apprehension by itself is incapable
of connecting the representations since it depends on the repro-
ductive Taculty of imagination to form a whole series of percep-
tions by arranging them in successive order, But, such a sequence
of perceptions will be nothing but accidental collocations, unless
it follows a rule. ** This subjective ground of reproduction, fol-
lowing specific rules, is called the association of reproduction.
There is also an objective ground of all associations of appearan-
ces which is termed as affinity of all appearances.* Such an
affinity, whether near or remote, is a necessary consequence of a
synthesis ia imagination which is based ¢ priori on rules.

Imagination itself is a faculty of a priori synthesis. It is,
therefore, productive. The sole function of productive imagina-
tion is to establish a necessary unity in the synthesis of what is
manifold. It is this transcendental function that helps the con-
cept of objects, which, when taken together, forms a unitary
experience, by relating these concepts of understanding to sensi-
ble intuition. By being the source of images and schemata,
imagination is able to mediate between two radically different
faculties, one homogeneous, namely sensibility, and the other
heterogeneous, namely understanding. The image being particular,
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has an affinity with the manifold of intuition; the schema, being
general, has an affinity with the categories of understanding.

The function of imagination is to represent a given object in
intuition, and not to combine representations intellectually by
means of understanding. Imagination, therefore, belongs to the
faculty of sensibility. The synthesis of imagination is sponta-
neous, It is, therefore, determinative and not merely determinable
like sense. Being spontaneous and determinative, the synthetic
activity of imagination determines sense a@ priori. When imagina-
tion is spontaneous, it is Productive Imagination. The synthesis
of Productive Imagination, being independent of all experience,
is not subject to any empirical law. It follows from this that
this kind of imagination belongs to the realm of transcendental
philosophy. The synthesis of Reproductive Imagination, how-
ever, is entirely subject to the empirical laws of association; it
does not contribute to the possibility of a priori knowledge.
This kind of imagination therefore belongs to the realm of
psychology.

For Kant, Transcendental Imagination is something which
makes experience possible. Our consciousness of the phenomenal
world consisting of both material objects and empirical selves
constitutes experience, We cannot have experience without the
synthetic and supplementative activities of Transcendental
Imagination. Empirical Imagination, on the other hand, is some-
thing within the Empirical Self whose workings can be known
only inductively on the basic of experiance. If one accepts these
Kantian definitions of Tramscendental Imagination and Empi-
rical Imagination, then one may attempt to find out whether
Hume also makes such a distinction in his philosophy.

It is possible to establish that Hume does indeed make a
distinction between ‘Transcendental Imagination’ and ‘Empi-
rical Imagination’. The primary difficulty in this regard lies in
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the fact that though ‘imagination’ is a key term in the philo-
sophies of both Hume and Kant, Hume does not care to give
specific names to the two levels of imagination as does Kant.
Kant is meticulous in keeping the two levels of imagination
distinct from each other, but Hume tends to be indifferent to
their separate identities. For example, Hume writes :

When I oppose the imagination to the memory, i mean the
faculty, by which we form our familiar ideas. When I
oppose it to reason, I mean the same faculty, excluding
our demonstrative and probable reasonings. When I
oppose it to neither, ‘tis indifferent whether it be taken in
the larger or more limited sense, or at least the context
will sufficiently explain the meaning.” (Italics mine).

For Hume it is of greater importance to distinguish between
imagination and memory on the basis of the dichotomy between
impressions and ideas than to separate ‘Transcendental Imagi-
nation’ from ‘Empirical Imagination’. This is because the
former distinction is crucial to the conclusions that he prefers to
reach. Moreover, though he alludes to the distinction between
¢ Productive Imagination” and ‘Reproductive Imagination’ and
‘the fictions of imagination’, this is in keeping with his desire
to prove that the concept of matter, mind, and God are nothing
but fictions of the imagination.

Hume separates memory and imagination. He says that an
impression becomes an idea in two different ways. One is, when
the impression appears for the first time it retains a considerable
degree of its original vivacity, and lies somewhere between an
impression and an idea. The other is, when the impression
bereft of its original vivacity becomes a ' perfect’ idea. The first
concerns the faculty of memory by which our ideas are repeated,
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and the second concerns the faculty of imagination by which
impressions are made ‘ perfect ' ideas. This is obvious when he
writes

It is evident at firsi sight, that the ideas of the memory are
much more lively and strong than those of the imagination
and that the former faculty paints its objects in more
distinct colours, than any which are employ’d by the latter.
(Imagination) When we remember any past event, idea of
it lows in upon the mind in forcible manner, whereas in
the imagination the perception is fiaint and languid and
cannot without difficulty be preceiv’d by the mind steady
and uniform for any considerable time. Here then is a
scnsible difference betwixt one species of ideas and
another.f

Hume points out another fundamental difference between the
faculties of memory and imagination. Imagination is capable of
having an idea without a corresponding impression, but memory
is incapable of having an idea without a corresponding
impression,

Hume conceives two categories of principles in imagination,
namely the principles which are permanent, ‘irresistible’ and
universal, and the principles which are changeable, weak and
irregular.” The first group of principles are obviously the princi-
ples of the ‘ Transcendental or Productive Imagination’, and the
second group of principles are neither of the ° Productive Imagi-
nation’ nor of the ‘ Reproductive Imagination’, but of the
¢ wild ' imagination or fancy. This is evident from the following
example he uses to illustrate these two groups of priaciples in
imagination :

One who concludes somebody to be near him, when he
hears an articulate voice in the dark, reasons justly and
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naturally ; through that conclusion be derived from nothing
but custom ... But one, who is tormented, he knows not
why, with the apprehension of spectres in the dark, may,
perhaps, be said to reason, and to reason naturally too; bug
then it must be in the same sense that a mulady is said to
be natural.®

¢ Transcendental Imagination’ can be considercd as an
a priori faculty in the Humean Scheme of things. Several
passages in Hume's writings warrant such an interpretation. Let
us consider a few examples.

Whoever has taken the pains to refute the cavils of this
total scepticism, has really disputed without an antagonist,
and endeavour'd by argumecnts to establish a faculty, which
nature has antecedently implanted in the mind, and render’d
unavoidable *

I am persuaded that in the following passage Hume's refe-
rence to ‘ Transcendental Imagination ' is implicit.

Here, then, is a kind of pre—established harmony between
the course of nature #nd the succession of our ideas: and
through the powers and forces, by which the former is
governed, be wholly unknown to us; yet our thoughts and
conceptions have still, we find, gone on in the same train

with other works of nature.’

When Hume talks about the pre—established harmony between
the course of nature and the succession of our ideas, I am
convinced that he describes ¢ Tramscendental Imagination ’,
Moreover, when he says that the forces and powers which govern
the course of nature are unknown to us, he has in mind the fact
that it is meeningless to @sk causal questions with regard to
¢ Transcendental Imagination ’ since its activities, both synthetic
and supplementative, are presupposed,
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Consider another instance in his writings :

As nature taught us the use of limbs, without giving us the
knowledge of the muscles and nerves, by which they are
actuated ; so has she implanted in us an instinct, which
carries forward the thought in a correspondent course to
that which she has established among’ external objects;
though we are ignorant of those powers and forces, on

which this regular course and succession of objects totally
depends.!

It is obvious that here instinct refers to ¢ Transcendental
Imagination '. Note how Hume repeats the view that the powers
and forces on which this * instinct ’ operates remains unknown
to us.

Reference to * Empirical Imagination * and fictions of imagi-
nation abound in both Treatise and Enquiry. 1 quote the
passages which contain such references in full. These are sell—
explanatory, and do not require any elaborate explanation.

Consider, first, the following from Enquiry :

Sensible objects have always a greater influence on the
fancy than any other; and this influence they readily
convey to those ideas to which they are related, and which
they resemble.”” (Italics mine)***

This transition of thought from the cause to the effect
proceeds not from reason .. It derives its origin altogether
from custom and experience. And as it first begins from
an object, present to the senses, it renders the idea or
conception of flame more strong and lively than any loose,
floating reveries of the imagination.' (Italics mine).

We allow, that belief is nothing but a firmer and stronger
conception of an object than what attends the mere- fictions
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of the imagination, this operation may, perhaps in some
measure, be accounted for. The occurrence of these several
views or glimpses imprints the idea more strongly on the
(Reproductive) imagination : gives it superior force and
vigour ... (the italics and parenthesis are mine)."

As a great number of views do here occur in one event,
they fortify and confirm it to the (Reproductive) imagina-
tion, beget sentiment which we call belief, and give its
object the preference above the contrary event, which is
not supposed by an equal number of experiments, and
recurs not so frequently to the thought in transferring the
past to the future,'” (Parenthesis mine).

This connexion, therefore, which we fee/ in the mind, this
customary transition of the {Reproductive) imagination
from one object to its usual attendant, is the sentiment or
impression from which we form the idea of power or
necessary connexion.'® (Parenthesis mine).

Nothing but that he now feels these events to be connected
in his (Reproductive) imagination, and can readily foretell
the existence of one from the appearance of the other.!”.
(Parenthesis mine).

Now consider the following from Treatise :

We only obscrve the thing itsell, and always find that from
the constant conjuction the objects aquire an union in the
(Reproductive) imagination.'® (Parenthesis mine).

Experience is a principle, which instructs me with several
conjuctions of objects for the past. Habit is another
principle, which determines me to expect the same for the
future and both of them conspiring to operate upon the
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(*Reproductive ') imagination, make form certaia ideas in
a more intense and lively manner, than others, which are
not attended with the same advantages.!* (Parenthesis mine).
Reason can never show us the connexion of our objects
with one another, tho' aided by experience, and the obser-
vation of their constant conjunction in all past instances.
When the mind, therefore, passes from the idea or impres-
sion of one object to the idea or belief of another, it is
not determined by reason, but by certain principles, which
associate together the ideas of these objects, and unite them
in the (Reproductive) imagination.”® (Parenthesis mine).

The general principles which associate ideas and unite them in

the (Reproductive) ¢Imagination’, according to Hume, are
resemblance, contiguity and causation. Both Hume and Kant
hold parallel views on the laws to which ‘Empirical Imagination’
is subject Consider what Kant says :

In so far as...to distinguish from the reproductive imagina-
tion, whosc synthesis is entirely subject to empirical laws,
the laws namely, of association, and which therefore
contribute nothing to the explanation of the possibility of
a priori knowledge.'

Hume holds that ©the flights of the imagination’ are the

main sources of the mistakes committed by philosophers. He

writes :

This deficiency ..proceeds merely from an illusion of the
imagination; and the question is how far we ought to
yield to these illusions, This question is very difficult, and
reduces to a very dangerous dilemma, which ever way we
answer it. For if we assent to every trivial suggestion of
the fancy; beside that these suggestions are often contrary
to each other; they lead us into such errors, absurdities
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and obscurities, that we must at least become asham'd of
our credulity. Nothing is more dangerous to reason than
the flights of the imaglnation, and nothing has been the
occasions of more mistakes among philosopher.”

Not only Hume but Kant also makes a distinction beetween
the Empirical Imagination and the illusions of imagination, as is
obvious from Kant's writing :

From the fact that the existence of outer things is required
for the possibility of a determinate consciousness of the
self, it does not follow that every intuitive representation
of outer things involves the existence of these things, for
their representation can very well be the product merely of
the imagination (as in dreams and delusion).*?

Both Hume and Kant distinguish between not merely two, but
three levels of imagination, namely ‘Transcendental Imagination’,
‘Empirical Imagination’, and fancy or ‘wild’ imagiration. Kant
stresses the synthetic function of the imagination where as Hume
emphasises the supplementative function of imagination. The
distinction between transcendental function and empirical
function of imagination is crucial to Kant's philosophy. Hume
is indifferent to such a distinction between ¢ Transcendental Imagi-
nation’ and ‘Empirical Imagination’. What is central to Hume's
philosophy is the distinction between ecmpirical function of
imagination and the illusions of imagination. Morcover, he is
keen to point out that beliefs in matter, mind, etc. do not have
any primary recommendation to imagination. Though he is
aware, pcrhaps not as keenly as Kant, of the distinction between
the two radically differnt sorts, of imagination, he does not care
to put it to any effective use, because doing that would not
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permit him to arrive at certain concepts that he greatly valued,
and which were dear to him.
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NOTES

Both Kant and Hume agree that imagination is a blind function of the
soul, The difference is that, for Kant, imagination per se is blind in the
sense of being empty of content, but its syuthctic and supplemerative
activities are not blind as they are performed according to certain rules,
For Hume. on the other hand, not only is imagination per se blind, so
also are its synthetic and supplementative activities. Though both
maintain that imagination is indispesnsable, they do so for different
reasons. For Kant, experienee is not possible without imagination,
Hume catcgorises imagination as a principle of human nature and
thereforc indispensable.

Kant distinguishes a rule from 2 law :

The representation of a universal condition according to which a certain
manifold can be posited in uniform fashion is called a rule, and, when
it must be so posited, a law. 3

¥%*% Hume uses the term ‘fancy’ to signify both *Reproductive Imagina-

3.
4.

tion” and fictions of the imagination. Such imprecise terminology is
not uncommon in Hume’s writings. In this passage, he uses °fancy’ to
refer to  Reproductive Imagination .

Price, H. H., Hume's Theory of the External World, ( Oxford University
Press, 1967) p. 58.

Kant, L, Critique of Pure Reason, Translated by Norman Kemp Smith,
( The Macmillan Press, 1980) A 78, p. 112,

Ibid., A 114, p. 140,
1bid., A 113, p. 139,



The Nature and Function of Imagination 97

. Hume, D., A Treatise of Human Nature, Edited by L. A, Selby-Bigge,

( Oxford University Press ), p. 113,

. Ibid., p. 9.
. Ibid , p. 225,
. Ibid., pp. 225-226.

Ihid., p. 183,

Hume, D., An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Edited by
L. A. Selby-Bigge, ( Oxford University Press, 1972 ) pp. 54-55.

. Ibid., p. S5,

Ihid., p. 52.
Ibid., p. 54.

. Ihid., p. 57,

. Ibid., p. 58-59.

. Ibid., p. 75.

. Ibid,, p. 75-76.

. Hume, D., 4 Treatise of Human Nature, p. 93,

. Ibid., p. 265.

. Ibid., p. 92,

. Kant, L, Op. cir., B. 152, p. 165,

. Hume, D., A Treatise of Human Nature, p. 267,
. Kant, 1., Op. cir., B, 279, p. 247,



a8

INDIAN PHILOSOPHICAL QUARTERLY

LIFE MEMBERS

244) Prof. Sachindra Raul

245)

Department of Philosophy
Vikram Deb College
Jeypore

Dist. Koraput

ORISSA 764 001

Prof. R. V. Pharatare
Department of Philosophy
Mudhoji College

Phaltan Dist, Satara



	page 085.tif
	page 086.tif
	page 087.tif
	page 088.tif
	page 089.tif
	page 090.tif
	page 091.tif
	page 092.tif
	page 093.tif
	page 094.tif
	page 095.tif
	page 096.tif
	page 097.tif
	page 098.tif

