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5. Sartre and Ryle on the
imagination
I must be gin by ex plain ing why I have cho sen to link Sartre and Ryle in this 
pa per. Firstly, both their meth ods and their con clu sions are sim i lar. Sec -
ondly, the dif fer ing ter mi nol o gies can be used to il lu mi nate one an other - in 
par tic u lar Ryle’s sim pler ter mi nol ogy can clar ify Sartre’s mean ing. Fi -
nally, Sartre uses the re sults of his study of the imag i na tion to make gen eral 
re marks about the re la tion ship be tween con scious ness and free dom, and I
think it is use ful to show that these con clu sions also follow from Ryle’s
approach.

For Ryle I shall deal only with the chap ter on Imag i na tion in The Con cept 
of Mind. Sartre has writ ten two books on the imag i na tion; L’lmagination
(Paris, 1916) and L’Imaginaire (Paris, 1940). The first is largely a crit i cal
study of pre vi ous the o ries of the imag i na tion, while the sec ond is an at -
tempt to use phenomenological method to es tab lish a new theory.

The main er ror of pre vi ous the o ries he char ac ter ises as ‘the il lu sion of
im ma nence’. This is the idea that the im age is some thing in the mind con -
ceived as a sort of con tainer, some thing in ter nal but nev er the less hav ing a
cer tain in de pend ent sta tus, a be ing of its own. Per haps the clear est state -
ment of the ‘il lu sion of im ma nence’ is Hume’s, to which both Sartre and
Ryle re fer. For Hume an im age is an ‘idea’, hav ing ex actly the same on to -
log i cal sta tus as a ‘sense im pres sion’, and be ing given to con scious ness in
the same way - that is, as an ob ject for con scious ness. Sartre ar gues that all
the clas si cal phi los o phers, from Des cartes to Bergson, have in var i ous
ways con strued the im age as a spe cial kind of ob ject of which one can be -
come con scious, and that the psy chol o gists, at least at the time he was
writing, accepted this principle from the philosophers.

The com plex of ideas which Ryle is at tack ing when he talks about the
ghost in the ma chine is re lated to the il lu sion of im ma nence. He links it spe -
cif i cally to the sense da tum the ory. Speak ing of those who hold this the ory
he says: 
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And sup pos ing er ro ne ously, that hav ing a vi sual sen sa tion is de scrib ing a flat
patch work of colours spread out in a pri vate space, they find it all the eas ier to say 
that in imag in ing we are scan ning a more ghostly patch work of colours hung up
in the same gal lery with that orig i nal patch work of colours. (CM p. 255).

The sense da tum the ory it self was Locke’s so lu tion to the epistemological
prob lems cre ated by Des cartes ‘res extensa - res cogitans’ di chot omy, and
it seems to me that the ‘il lu sion of im ma nence’ is also im plicit in this di -
chot omy. It was de rived from the as sump tions in volved in the di chot omy,
rather than ar rived at by an ac tual de scrip tion of the activity of imagining.

Sartre and Ryle both make the same two types of crit i cism of the il lu sion
of im ma nence. Firstly, none of the dif fer ent ver sions can give any sat is fac -
tory ac count of how and why we nor mally dis tin guish im me di ately be -
tween im ages and per cep tions. Sartre lists three types of at tempted so lu tion 
to this prob lem, all of which tend to re duce the prob lem to that of dis tin -
guish ing between true and false;

(a) Hume’s idea that the im age dif fers in in ten sity from the per cep tion.
This is in ad e quate be cause our per cep tions are of ten given as very faint in -
deed, with out be ing con fused with im ages. If the the ory were cor rect one
might find one self on dark nights won der ing whether one was hear ing a
very faint noise, or imag in ing a very loud one - since of course you could n’t 
be con fus ing a real soft noise with an imag ined soft one, as they would dif -
fer in in ten sity. And, as Ryle points out, whereas you may pic ture some -
thing viv idly, you can’t see some thing viv idly, and on the other hand,
whereas a real sound can be loud or faint, the im age of one can be nei ther.
The viv id ness of my mem ory is not the same kind of qual ity as the
brightness of my original perception.

(b) Taine’s idea that sen sa tions and im ages are dis tin guished as the re sult
of some sort of con flict within the brain, whereby the im ages are be reft of
their nat u ral ten dency to give them selves as ex ter nal by the more pow er ful
real sen sa tions. It is not clear how this could hap pen, nor why the con flict
should merely re move the im ages char ac ter is tic of ex te ri ori ty, rather than
simply suppress the image.

(c) The co her ence the ory - whereby al though iso lated im ages are in dis -
tin guish able from iso lated per cep tions, nev er the less you can judge them in
terms of their re la tion to the pic ture of the world which you have al ready
built up. How ever, firstly this the ory takes us a long way from the im me di -
ate dis tinc tion be tween im ages and per cep tions and leaves us with only
prob a ble judge ments about whether some thing is in fact an im age or a per -
cep tion. Sec ondly, in ves ti gat ing co her ence is a sat is fac tory way of dis cov -
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er ing what I in fact heard or saw, but not of dis cov er ing whether I re ally
heard or saw some thing, or only imag ined I did so. That is, if you see some -
thing which does n’t ‘fit in’, you are im me di ately be wil dered, you have to
think about and ex plore this ob ject and you may find that it is an il lu sion -
that you have mis in ter preted what you saw, or you may find that it ac tu ally
is what it seems to be. How ever this be wil der ment which oc curs when your 
per cep tions fail to co here, just does n’t oc cur when you imag ine. You are
never sur prised by your im age (ex cept in the case of hal lu ci na tions, which I 
shall discuss further), and so the problem of coherence never arises.
In ad di tion to not ac count ing for our spon ta ne ous dis crim i na tion be tween
im age and per cep tion, the o ries based on the il lu sion of im ma nence fail to
give a sat is fac tory ac count of the re la tion be tween im age and thought - it
makes one think about and ob serve the im age, whereas in fact one is think -
ing about the thing. 

This leads us to the sec ond line of crit i cism, which is sim ply that this ac -
count of the na ture of the im age does n’t ac cord with what we ac tu ally do,
and ex pe ri ence our selves to do, when we imag ine. It is an a pri ori meta -
phys i cal construct.

In his de scrip tion of imag in ing Ryle says that he is not in ter ested in ques -
tions of fact, but only in “what it means to say, e.g. that some one ‘hears’
some thing that he is not hear ing”. (CM p. 270). Sartre says his phe nom -
enolo gical re flec tion must not be con fused with in tro spec tion which tries to 
grasp em pir i cal facts, from which gen er ali sa tions may be reached. Rather
“it tries to grasp es sences. That is to say that it be gins by plac ing it self im -
me di ately in the sphere of the uni ver sal”. (Imag i na tion, p. 140). This is not
as yet very clear. He elab o rates on it in L’Imaginaire. He points out that
imag i na tion is a pre-re flec tive ac tiv ity, which be comes the theme for my
con scious ness in re flec tions, and that “re flec tive con scious ness de liv ers an
ab so lutely cer tain given”, which means in this con text, that, if asked, I am
al ways able to say whether I am imagining X or perceiving X. He continues 

If these consciousnesses are im me di ately dis tin guished from all oth ers, it is be -
cause they pres ent them selves to re flec tion with cer tain marks which im me di -
ately de ter mine the judge ment ‘I have an im age’. So the act of re flec tion has an
im me di ately cer tain con tent which we shall call the es sence of the im age.
(Imaginaire, p. 14).

That is, since I know when I’m im ag ing and when I’m per ceiv ing, I must
know what it is to ‘im age’ and what it is to ‘per ceive’; or, I know what the
es sen tial char ac ter is tics of im ag ing are. So all I have to do is to make this
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knowl edge ex plicit, to de ter mine re flec tively what cri te ria I au to mat i cally
use in dis tin guish ing be tween the two. And Sartre re peats that this re mains
on the level of de scrip tion and does not re quire in duc tive gen er ali sa tions.
Ryle, in his at tempt to find out “what it means to say...” is not im ply ing that
peo ple don’t nor mally un der stand what they mean when they say things.
He knows that they do, but, as he points out in his In tro duc tion, “It is, how -
ever, one thing to know how to ap ply such con cepts, and quite an other to
know how to cor re late them with one an other and with con cepts of other
sorts”. (p. 7) This means, I think, that he is at tempt ing to ex pli cate the
mean ing of ‘im ag ing’ etc. , or in Sartre’s ter mi nol ogy, to re flect on our
pre-re flec tive un der stand ing of these terms. Thus it seems to me that in
spite of the very dif fer ent for mu la tions of method, Sartre and Ryle are in re -
al ity do ing rather sim i lar things. In gen eral it seems to me that
phenomenologists are some what more oc cu pied with lin guis tic anal y sis
than they nor mally re cog nise - when Sartre says he is try ing to dis cover “all 
the con di tions which a psy chic state must nec es sar ily real ise in or der to be
an im age”, it is, at least partly, talk ing about the mean ing of the word ‘im -
age’; and on the other hand lin guis tic an a lysts are much more oc cu pied
with ‘the world’ than they are will ing to ad mit. As Strawson puts it in ‘The
Rev o lu tion in Phi los o phy’: “For, fully to un der stand our con cep tual equip -
ment, it is not enough to know, to be able to say how it works. We want also 
to know why it works as it does. To ask this is to ask to be shown how the
na ture of our think ing is rooted in the na ture of the world and in our own na -
tures”. (p. 107) What Ryle is do ing is to de scribe the ac tiv ity of imag in ing,
since of course all ques tions of mean ing re late, ul ti mately, through and past 
the ques tion of the intercorrelation of con cepts, to the phe nom e non in the
world to which the word ap plies. Al though you must know roughly what
the word ‘horse’ means in order to recognise what it names, to know in
detail what it means is to know what a horse is.

In their de scrip tions both agree that the main char ac ter is tic of the act of
imag i na tion is that it is di rected to wards some thing that is n’t there. As
Sartre puts it 

My im age of him is a cer tain way of not touch ing him, of not see ing him, a way he 
has of not be ing at such and such a dis tance, in such and such a po si tion.
(Imaginaire, p. 32). 

Im ag ing is a re la tion ship to an ab sent ob ject, not to a pres ent copy of an ob -
ject. It is mis lead ing to speak of an “im age” - we should rather speak of an
im ag ing con scious ness - that is we should say not that imag in ing Pe ter in -
volves hav ing an im age of Pe ter, but that it in volves hav ing an im ag ing
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con scious ness of him. This ar gu ment is re in forced by the fact that you can’t 
ob serve the im age, that it can’t teach you any thing. How ever viv idly you
think you are imag in ing some thing, you can never, from an ex am i na tion of
the im age, learn new facts about the ob ject. This can eas ily be ver i fied. Try
pic tur ing to your self Jameson Hall. When you are sat is fied that you are
imag in ing it viv idly, count the col umns on the front. You can’t do so (un -
less of course you al ready knew how many there are). As soon as you try to
con cen trate your at ten tion on the pil lars, what seemed to be a com plete pic -
ture is hazy and vague at that point. If you imag ine some body you have just
no ticed in the street, you pic ture some body with hair, eyes, shoes, a dress -
a com plete per son. But if you ask your self what col our the dress is, you
real ise that al though it is there in your im age, and has col our, it has no par -
tic u lar col our, hair set in no par tic u lar style, eyes of no par tic u lar col our etc. 
There are in the im age the few char ac ter is tics which you ex plic itly no ticed,
and all other fea tures which a per son must have are there in a way which is
quite spe cific - the dress is not a blur of colours but com pletely in def i nite.
Sartre re fers to this as the phe nom e non of quasi-ob ser va tion. You can’t ex -
plore the im age - it is im me di ately given as com plete, whereas look ing at
even the sim plest ob ject takes time - you turn over the real cube to see that
the far face is flat, but you never have to do this with the imagined cube.

Com ment ing on this phe nom e non Ryle re fers to the epis te molo gists’
“sub tle su per sti tion” that 

what is tak ing place when I ‘see’, ‘hear’ or ‘smell’ cor re sponds to that el e ment in
per ceiv ing which is purely sen su ous; and not to that el e ment in per ceiv ing which
con sti tutes rec og niz ing or mak ing out, i.e. that im ag ing is a piece of near-sen -
tience and not a func tion of in tel li gence, since it con sists in hav ing, not in deed a
proper sen sa tion, but a shadow sen sa tion. (CM p. 265). 

This means firstly that I am to a cer tain ex tent be fore an ob ject - the im ag -
ing con scious ness is spon ta ne ous. Sec ondly, that im ag ing is a func tion of
know ing - or, that im ag ing is a way of think ing, rather than im ages be ing
some thing that is thought about.

At this point Sartre in ter rupts his de scrip tion of the ‘men tal im age’ it self
in or der to see if any thing can be learnt about it in di rectly through a study of 
other mem bers of the im age fam ily. Now, one of the sup ports of the il lu sion 
of im ma nence, im plic itly if not ex plic itly, lies in the be lief that when I look
at, say, a photo of Pe ter, in or der to re mind my self of him, it is the photo
rather than Pe ter that is the ob ject of my act of con scious ness. It then be -
comes easy to think that, sim i larly, there is some thing other than Pe ter pres -
ent to my con scious ness when I imag ine him men tally. In or der to take
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away any force that this ar gu ment might have, Sartre tries to show that
when I am look ing at a ma te rial im age - say a copy, as copy, of a par tic u lar
thing, then it is the thing, not the copy that is the ob ject of my ‘im ag ing con -
scious ness’. Of course I can look at the copy for it self in which case it be -
comes the ob ject of my con scious ness, but is not lon ger in any way an im -
age. Thus it is my at ti tude to wards it which de ter mines whether or not it
func tions as an im age: “any ob ject ... is able to func tion as a pres ent re al ity
or as an im age ac cord ing to the cen tre of ref er ence cho sen”. (Imaginaire, p. 
45).

What ex actly does the ob ject do when it “func tions as an im age”? In dis -
cuss ing the im age fam ily Sartre gives the ex am ple of try ing to pic ture
some body’s face, not be ing able to, con sult ing a photo, and then fi nally
get ting the ‘feel’ of the face from the car i ca ture. He goes on: “In the three
cases I aim at the ob ject in the same way: it is on the ter rain of per cep tion
that I want to make Pe ter’s face ap pear, I want to ‘make him pres ent’ to me.
And, as I can not di rectly bring forth the per cep tion of him I use cer tain ma -
te rial which acts as an an a logue, as an equiv a lent of per cep tion.”
(Imaginaire, p. 42).

This con cept of an a logue is not very clear, and can be mis lead ing. Mary
Warnock, for ex am ple, con cludes that by us ing it Sartre has him self fallen
for the il lu sion of im ma nence. Now clearly, when I look at the photo of Pe -
ter, I am see ing Pe ter, not a flat piece of col oured card board, or even a
three-di men sional model con structed by my sense or gans on the ba sis of
the hints about per spec tive con tained in the photo, since this con struc tion
would it self be dead, like the photo. I am thus ‘pres ent to’ Pe ter. On the
other hand, equally clearly, I can not in fact get out of my body and go and
see Pe ter where he is - that is I can not in fact see him in the same way as I
see him when we are to gether. Some in ter me di ary is nec es sary to, as it
were, guide me in my re con struc tion of Pe ter’s face. It is this func tion
which is per formed by the an a logue. It can do this in many ways - through
its re sem blance to the ob ject; in the case of the photo, through the use of
sym bols to evoke af fec tive re ac tions in the case of im i ta tions, and by pro -
vok ing var i ous types of eye mo tions, as in the case of sche matic draw ings,
faces in the flames, marks on the wall, oddly shaped rocks, hypnagogic
images, crystal balls and tea leaves.

In all these cases the an a logue is some real phe nom e non, and it is this that 
has sug gested to some crit ics that when Sartre speaks of the an a logue for a
men tal im age he is once more think ing of some im ma nent shadow real
phenomenon.
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The first sug ges tion for a so lu tion to this prob lem is con tained in his con -
clud ing sum mary of the sec tion on the im age fam ily. “As the mat ter of the
im ag ing con scious ness gets fur ther and fur ther from the mat ter of per cep -
tion; as it is more and more pen e trated by knowl edge, its re sem blance to the 
ob ject of the im age is at ten u ated ... This im plies, nat u rally, that knowl edge
plays a more and more im por tant part, to the ex tent of sub sti tut ing it self for
in tu ition even on the ter rain of in tu ition it self.” (L’Imaginaire 107). That is, 
as the re sem blance to the ob ject de creases, so I be come more and more de -
pend ent on my prior knowl edge of it, and less and less able to make use of
in for ma tion con tained on the an a logue itself, in my attempt to ’lie present
to’ the thing.

If we now re late this back to the phe nom e non of quasi-ob ser va tion, the
fact that I can’t learn any thing new from the im age, it is clear that what
serves as the an a logue in the case of the men tal im age is, at least partly, my
knowl edge of the ob ject that I am try ing to pic ture. Here we can re turn to
Ryle: “Hav ing a tune run ning in one’s head is one fa mil iar way in which
knowl edge of how that tune goes is uti lized. So hav ing a tune run ning in
one’s head is not to be lik ened to the mere hav ing of au di tory sen sa tions, it
is to be lik ened rather to the pro cess of fol low ing a fa mil iar tune...” (265),
and, a lit tle fur ther on: “We might say that imag in ing one self talk ing or
hum ming is a se ries of ab sten tions from pro duc ing which would be the due
words to pro duce if one were talking or humming aloud.” (269)

How ex actly is my knowl edge of the thing re lated to and dif fer ent from
my im age of it? (Many phi los o phers have con fused the two, think ing of
“pieces of knowl edge” as consultable im ages in my mind, and of think ing
as in volv ing a suc ces sion of im ages - hence in sol u ble prob lems about
knowl edge of, or im ages of, gen eral terms.) Sartre tries to show the dif fer -
ence by con sid er ing the dif fer ence be tween read ing a novel and read ing a
the o ret i cal work. Al though in read ing a novel one need not nor mally have
any im ages, nev er the less the words seem to mean or sig nify in a rather dif -
fer ent way from words used in other types of work. We are, as sum ing that it 
is a good novel, in volved in it, emo tion ally com mit ted to it, in a way in
which we are not in the case of a text-book: “ ... in read ing, as at the thea tre,
we are in the pres ence of a world, and we at trib ute to it just as much ex is -
tence as we do to the world of the play: that is to say a com plete ex is tence in 
the un real. The ver bal signs are not, as they are in the case of math e mat ics,
for ex am ple, in ter me di ar ies be tween pure mean ings and our con scious -
nesses: they rep re sent the sur face of con tact be tween this imag i nary world
and us. ” (L’Imaginaire 127). In or der to ex plain this, speak ing of the syn -
the ses in volved in un der stand ing any book, he says of those in volved in un -
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der stand ing a novel: ’I op er ate these syn the ses in the same way as per cep -
tive syn the ses, and not in the same way as sig ni fy ing syn the ses’ (129). In
the novel the word re fers to a thing, whilst in other cir cum stances it re fers
to a re la tion ship (even though it may be a par tic u lar, rather than a gen eral,
re la tion ship). When I am read ing a scene set in an of fice in a city, I am
pre-re flec tively aware of the city and of the events which have lead up to
the scene, in ap prox i mately the same way as I am aware of the world out -
side at this mo ment; that is, as a world of ob jects, not of mean ings. But
when we think normally, we think simply in words, without implicit
reference to things at all - the meaning lies in the words.

Now, the ex act na ture of this dif fer ence is not very clear, but it does seem
that there are these dif fer ent ways of un der stand ing. Sartre calls one ‘pure’
knowl edge and the other ’im ag ing’ knowl edge or down graded knowl edge
(savoir dégradé). 

Things give them selves first as pres ences. If we start from knowl edge, we see the
im age born as an ef fort of thought to make con tact with the pres ences. This birth
co in cides with the deg ra da tion of knowl edge which no lon ger aims at the re la -
tion ships as such but as sub stan tial qual i ties of things. (L’Imaginaire, p. 135).

The ‘im ag ing knowl edge’ in volved in read ing a novel is al ready half way 
to the pure im age, in which con scious ness spon ta ne ously uses its knowl -
edge of the ob ject to help it ‘reach’ the ab sent ob ject. My knowl edge ‘ex -
ists’ in some way in de pend ent of my use of it as an a logue in an im ag ing
con scious ness - since I can think about the thing, and in other ways use my
knowl edge of it, with out im ag ing it. I think that this is why Sartre thinks it
use ful to use the word ‘an a logue’ to re late the way my knowl edge func tions 
in the men tal im age to the way the photo functions in the earlier example.

A sec ond el e ment in the men tal an a logue is affectivity. All feel ings are
in ten tional, are di rected to wards an ob ject. The ob ject is given, or ex pe ri -
enced in a dif fer ent way from purely in tel lec tual know ing, and this af fec -
tive con scious ness may also be used to make me pres ent to the ob ject. In
fact the af fec tive el e ment can only be sep a rated from the el e ment of knowl -
edge by ab strac tion, since affectivity is always involved in my experience.

The prob lem of how the an a logue man ages to help me be come pres ent to
the ab sent ob ject is a dif fi cult one. At the risk of be ing com pletely mis lead -
ing, I think per haps that its sta tus is rather like that of the ‘con text’ when
I’m think ing. In any act of know ing the thoughts which are at the fo cus of
my at ten tion get their mean ing from and are com pre hen si ble to me in terms
of a vast com plex of con cepts which are only pres ent as an un dif fer en ti ated
ho ri zon, on the pe riph ery of my con scious ness. Per haps the pho to graph, or
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my knowl edge and affectivity, func tion in a roughly sim i lar way in the case 
of the an a logue - a non-thematized, un dif fer en ti ated, but vi tal sup port for
what is actually the theme of my consciousness.

To sum up this dis cus sion of the an a logue, then, we may say that it is
never ‘in side’ my mind; it is some thing pres ent to con scious ness which
serves to guide me to the ob ject, or which serves as a ‘skel e ton’ for my im -
ag ing con scious ness of the ob ject. Sartre’s main con cern here as in the
‘Tran scen dence of the Ego’ is to get rid of the idea of the mind as be ing
some sort of con tainer and the anal y sis of the dif fer ent kinds of ma te rial im -
age are de signed to soften the blow of re ject ing the men tal im age by show -
ing that even in these cases it is the ob ject, not the image, of which I am
conscious.

You will re mem ber that one of the crit i cisms of the clas si cal the ory was
that it did not give a sat is fac tory ac count of the re la tion ship be tween im age
and thought. It could ei ther make the ‘im ma nent’ im age into some thing
thought, or else it made thought into a suc ces sion of im ages con nected ex -
ter nally by the laws of association.

I have al ready quoted Ryle as im ply ing that im ag ing is a func tion of in tel -
li gence. Sartre also ar gues that im ag ing is a way of think ing. The first point
he makes is that mak ing an im age, just like draw ing a pic ture, in volves
judge ments about the ob ject: “Yes, that is what it’s like” is im plicit. Sec -
ondly, in line with the idea of a ‘down graded’ knowl edge, he ar gues that
the im age is in gen eral, an ex plor atory mode of thought. The im age is part
of the thought pro cess, not something foreign to it.

To sum ma rize, to imag ine is to use one’s knowl edge of or af fec tive at ti -
tude to wards, an ob ject in or der to make one self ‘pres ent to’ it when it is not 
re ally there. Now this in volves, ob vi ously, mak ing one self in a sense, ‘ab -
sent to’ what is re ally there, and it is this point that in ter ests Sartre most
when he goes on to draw con clu sions about the re la tion ship be tween imag i -
na tion and consciousness in general.

He starts his anal y sis by dis cuss ing the re la tion ship be tween imag i na tion
and per cep tion. In look ing at, for ex am ple, a car pet, it is not given as stop -
ping at the point where it leaves my field of vi sion - it is given as con tin u ing 
un der the chair - I see it as con tin u ing un der the chair. Sartre calls my re la -
tion ship to the bit of car pet I don’t see di rectly “an empty in ten tion” or
“aim ing at emp tily”, which must be dis tin guished from the “being
given-absent” of the image.

I per ceive the hid den be gin nings and ends of the ar a besques as con tin u ing un der
the arm chair. So it is in the way that I grasp the given that I posit as real what is n’t
given: with the same right to be con sid ered real as the given, as that which con -
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fers on it its mean ing and its very na ture ... In this sense to per ceive such and such
a real given is to per ceive it on the back ground of the whole of re al ity as a to tal ity.
This re al ity is not the ob ject of any spe cial act of at ten tion, but it is co-pres ent as
an es sen tial con di tion for the ex is tence of the re al ity at pres ent per ceived. We see
that the im ag ing act is the op po site of the real is ing act. If I want to imag ine the
hid den ar a besques, I di rect my at ten tion to wards them and I iso late them, just as I
iso late the thing which I am per ceiv ing at pres ent from the back ground of the un -
dif fer en ti ated uni verse. I stop grasp ing them emp tily as con sti tut ing the sense of
the per ceived re al ity, I give them to my self, in them selves. But as, pre cisely, I
stop aim ing at them from a pres ent and in stead grasp them in them selves, I grasp
them as ab sent ... I grasp them as a noth ing ness for me. (L’Imaginaire 348). 

This type of anal y sis ap plies also to the past and to the fu ture, to or di nary
mem ory and an tic i pa tion. 

All real ex is tents give them selves with pres ent past and fu ture struc tures, so the
past and the fu ture as es sen tial struc tures of the real are equally real I can live the
same fu ture real, as a ba sis for the pres ent (...) or on the other hand I can iso late it
and posit it for it self, by cut ting it off from all re al ity and an ni hi lat ing it, by
presentifying it as noth ing ness. (L’Imaginaire 351).

The other side of the ash-tray I am look ing at and the imag ined Pan theon
are both out side my field of vi sion - they are both in one way ‘ab sent’. But
the way in which I am con scious of them is dif fer ent in each case. The other 
side of the ash-tray is not the theme of my con scious ness, and the Pan theon
is. The one is im plicit in the given (hence co-pres ent), the other is ex plic itly
pos tu lated as ab sent. So the im age is dif fer ent from the sort of “lat eral
aware ness” one has of non-per ceived ob jects in per cep tion, and what
makes it dif fer ent is the ne ga tion in volved, the spe cific re jec tion of the
pres ent given, with all its im plicit re la tion ships, as the theme of one’s
attention. 

To posit an im age is to con sti tute an ob ject on the mar gin of the to tal ity of the real, 
it is thus to keep the real at a dis tance, to free one self from it (s’en affranchir).
(L’Imaginaire 353). 

Thus a con scious ness which can imag ine is a free con scious ness. A con -
scious ness which was “in-the-mid dle-of-the-world”, that is, was so in -
volved in the de tails of the world that it could not con ceive of the world as a
whole, could not imag ine. Nor, of course, would it be a con scious ness,
since it is pre cisely the abil ity to get a per spec tive on the world, and thereby 
to see it as a whole, which de fines consciousness.

In fact the act of ne ga tion and the act of con sti tut ing the world as a whole
are the same. De ny ing of some thing that it is pres ent in volves know ing
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what is pres ent, and then re lat ing this ab sent ob ject to ev ery thing that is
pres ent, not one by one, since there would then be no guar an tee of
exhaustiveness, but en bloc. And since the en tire world is ex pe ri enced as
pres ent, as the “ho ri zon” of my pres ent per cep tion, I am re lat ing it to the
en tire world. On the other hand, if I imag ine Pe ter, I am not mak ing him ab -
sent from the en tire world as such, but ab sent from a par tic u lar per spec tive
in the world, just in the same way as I see the whole world, but al ways from
a par tic u lar per spec tive. In ci den tally, in dis cuss ing this Sartre uses his
infamous neologism “nihilate” for the first time. 

Thus the the sis of un re al ity (of the imag ined ob ject) has given to us the pos si bil ity 
of ne ga tion as its con di tion; now, this is only pos si ble through the ”nihilation” of
the world as to tal ity, and this nihilation is re vealed to us as be ing the cor ol lary of
the very free dom of the consciousness, 

and, a lit tle fur ther on, “thus to posit the world as a world and to ‘nihilate’ it
are one and the same thing”. (L’Imaginaire 354). He also uses the ex pres -
sion “prendre du recul”, rough ly “to take up a proper per spec tive” or to
“with draw”, to de scribe this nihi lating struc ture of con scious ness.

If a sit u a tion is de fined as “a mode of ap pre hen sion of the real as a
world”, then the con di tion for the pos si bil ity of imag i na tion is to be in sit u -
a tion. Par tic u lar im ages are not ar bi trarily made: they are in di cated and mo -
ti vated by the situation.

On the other hand the mean ing of the sit u a tion is not given from the out -
side, it is given pre cisely by the way in which I nihilate the world - or, to put 
it in some what clearer lan guage, the things in the world around me take on
mean ings for me in terms of my goals, and my goal is al ways some thing
which at the mo ment is n’t the case, and so has to be imag ined. Thus be ing
able to imag ine is the pre req ui site for be ing in sit u a tion (be -
ing-in-the-world). From this cir cu lar ity it can be seen that the abil ity to
imag ine is not a con tin gent char ac ter is tic of con scious ness, it is an essential 
element in consciousness.

Thus talk ing about be ing con scious, be ing free, and be ing able to imag -
ine, are dif fer ent ways of talk ing about the same thing.

Ryle, I think, would find these re marks un nec es sary, per haps silly. In his
dis cus sion of “free dom of the will” and mech a nism he says “Men are not
ma chines, not even ghost-rid den ma chines. They are men - a tau tol ogy
which is worth re mem ber ing” (CM 81), and seems con tent to leave it at
that. I’m not al ways sure that he is wrong - in my sane, non-philo sophic
mo ments it seems silly to have to prove that I am free. But of course it is
also use ful to explicitate the con cept “free dom”, to show ex actly in what
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hu man free dom con sists, and this is what Sartre is do ing, in the above anal -
y sis, and what Ryle fails to do, al though he has the nec es sary concepts
available to do so.
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