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Are Theories of Imagery Thecrieg of Imagination?

by Nigel J.T. Thomas.

(Department of Philosophy, University of Leeds, Leeds U.K.)

what ] want to explore in this paper is to what degree the different types of thecry of
the mechanisms of mental image production are able to account for the much wider functions of
i{magination ag traditionally conceived. Following Morrie & Hsmpson {1}, I take there tc be
essentlally three types of theory of imagery extant in the Cognitive Science 1literature,
which they designate as "picture theories", Mdescription thecries"™ (also, somewhat
misleadingly., Known as "propoasitional®™ theories) and "role playing theories" or, as I prefer

to call them, "perceptual activity theories™.

It has proved very difficult to choose between thecries of imagery on empirical grounds
alone. Indeed, Anderson {2} has influentially claimed that it is strictly impossible to
c¢hcose Dbetween pleture and 'propositional' theories in the 1light of any conceivable
experimental results. Looking at imagery theories in the light of our breoader notions of
{magination may thus provide a context in which this otherwise intractable problem at the
foundations of cognitive theory may be more easily resolved. Presumably a theory which
promises to account for many aspects of imagination is to be prefered to one which, at btest,
can only account for a few. Furthermore, considering the relationship between imaging and
imagining ought to improve our understanding of the ©place of imagery in mental life, and of

the directions in which it may be profitable to try to extend our imagery theories.

Of course, we should not expect to be able to account for all the functions that have
ever been ascribed to the imagination; some very inflated (and idiosyncratic} claims have
been made for it. But let us put these to one side. The sense of "imagination™ which lies at
the furthest remove from mere image production, but yet which still has a wide popular
currency, 1s that it i the faculty responsible for the highest forms of creative work -

particularly in the arts, but perhaps in the sciences too. The prinecipal source for this
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conception of imagination is generally taken {3} to be the Romantic movement, with the most
{mpertant Anglophone theorist being Coleridge. Despite the fact that antecedents of the ides
of creative imagination can be found in earlier 18th century writers {8}, and hints of it
even in ancient authors such as Longinus {5} and Philostratus {6}, it nevertheless seems t¢
be true that it owes most of {ts currency to the Romantics. Amongst other things the
Remantics seem to have regarded Imagination a8 a power to blend disparate ideas and
perceptions inte a coherent, meaningful whole. Colerige ({7} describes it as the
"esemplastic” power (thiz being a word he colned from the Greek meaning "tc shape into cne™),
and Shelley as the "principle of synthesis", opposing it to ©reason, the "principle or

analysis™ {8}.

There has been a tendency amongst analytical philosophers to deny any connection between
imagination as creativity and imagination as the experiencing of imagery. No lees a

(purportedly) authoritative source than Flew's Dictionary of Philosophy {9} warns ue sternly

against cenfusing them, suggesting that the latter should be refered to as "imaging™ rather
than "imagining®™. Beginning with Ryle {10} it has been widely doubted whether there is any
common element at all amongst the various different types of activity we are apt to call
imaginative. Perhaps, it may be thought, "imagination™ is no more than a "catch-all™ term for
mental functions which cannot be easily subsumed under ei{ther of the more clearly defined
categories of reason or perception {11}. However, there can be little doubt that the Romantic
writers who so exalted the creative imagination still thought that they were talking about a
unitary faculty deriving its name from its responsibility for image production {12}, The
motivation behind the philescphical uneasiness with this view of imagination arises, I
suspect, from a sense that the theory of imagery which the Romantics inherited from the 18th
century is, indeed, entirely inadequate to explaining creativity. This conception of imagery
itself has not gone uncriticised by recent and contemporary philosophers, but the corollary,
that {f the Romantic understanding of mental imagery was inadequate then their sense of a
connection between imaging and creativity might, after all, have been well motivated. dces

not gseem to have been drawn.










































