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Abstract 

 

Two interrelated puzzles about Sartre’s theory of imagination as presented in The Imaginary concern 

the role of affectivity in imagination and the role of imagination in perception. If we respond 

affectively to what we perceive but not to what we imagine, as Sartre claims, then what explains 

the commonplace belief that we can learn how we would feel about something by imagining it? If 

imagination and perception are mutually exclusive, as Sartre maintains throughout the book, then 

how can imagination be essential to perception, as he claims at the end? This chapter sharpens 

these puzzles by clarifying Sartre’s account of the characteristics and structure of imagination and 

his distinction between genuine and imaginary affectivity. This indicates how the puzzles are to be 

resolved. Ordinary perception is essentially shaped by prior acts of imagination. The need for 

consonance between the affective and informational components in imagination grounds and 

delimits our ability to learn about our feelings by imagining. The chapter concludes by identifying 

this theory’s implicit developmental perspective. 
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Imagination was central to Sartre’s philosophical work throughout his career. It had been the topic 

of his dissertation submitted for the diplôme d’études supérieure degree in 1927. His first book was a 

critical analysis of philosophical and psychological theories of imagination since Descartes, 

published in 1936. He followed this up four years later with a book that remains one of the most 

thorough and sophisticated analyses of imagination in Western philosophy. This 

‘phenomenological psychology’ of imagination is fundamental to the theory of human existence 

he published three years later in Being and Nothingness, to the rethinking of this theory across Saint 

Genet published nine years after that, and to the monumental attempt to integrate and refine his 

total philosophical outlook in The Family Idiot published towards the end of his life. 

 

We will here be concerned with Sartre’s full statement of his theory in The Imaginary, where he 

argues that imagination uses information and a material object to simulate the presence of some 

other object or scene. He contrasts this with perception, which directs attention on the material 

object that is present to consciousness. We will address two puzzling features of Sartre’s theory in 

this book. One puzzle concerns the role of affectivity. The theory holds that affective feelings can 

respond to what we perceive, but not to what we imagine. How then can he account for the 

commonplace belief that we can learn how we would feel about something by imagining it? The 

other puzzle concerns his argument in the Conclusion of the book that imagination is essential to 

perception. His contrast between imagination and perception in the rest of the book presents the 

two as mutually exclusive. So how are his comments in the Conclusion consistent with the rest of 

the book? 

 

We will approach these puzzles by analysing the set of characteristics that Sartre claims distinguish 

imagination from perception and then clarifying the structure of imagination that, he argues, 

explains these characteristics. This will allow us to identify our two puzzles more precisely. We will 

then sharpen both puzzles through analysis of Sartre’s distinction between genuine and imaginary 

affectivity. This will help to identify the precise role in perception that Sartre assigns to imagination, 

which resolves our second puzzle. We will then see how Sartre’s theory allows that we can learn 

about our feelings towards something by imagining it, thereby resolving our first puzzle. Finally, 

we will see that the rich theory of imagination identified through this analysis is implicitly 

committed to a developmental perspective that makes it responsive to animal psychology and 

developmental psychology, as well as to cognitive psychology and neuroscience. 
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1. Imagination and Perception: The Distinguishing Characteristics 

 

Sartre opens his theory of imagination by presenting four defining characteristics. Not all of these 

are intended to distinguish imagination from perception. The first characteristic is that the image 

is a form of consciousness, not an object of consciousness (IPPI: 5-7). If you imagine the Eiffel 

Tower, according to Sartre, you are engaging in a particular kind of mental act that is directed 

towards the Eiffel Tower itself. You are directing your attention imaginatively towards that huge 

structure in the centre of Paris. You are not directing your attention to a mental picture of it. 

Sartre’s earlier book on imagination argues that the philosophy and psychology of imagination has 

been dominated by the mistaken idea that to imagine is to direct attention onto pictures in the 

mind. He calls this idea ‘the illusion of immanence’ and argues that it has distorted the philosophy 

and psychology of perception, which have assumed that perception involves mental imagery 

appropriately related to objects in the immediate environment (TI: 3-8; IPPI: 5-6, 12). Neither 

imagination nor perception, he argues, actually involves directing attention onto objects within the 

mind. Attention is always directed beyond consciousness, towards the object imagined or 

perceived. 

 

The second characteristic is intended to distinguish imagination from perception. Imagination, 

argues Sartre, allows only ‘quasi-observation’ (IPPI: 8-11). If you imagine the Panthéon, your 

experience simulates perception in presenting the object from a particular perspective. But in 

perception you can investigate and learn about the object, whereas in imagination you can only 

alter the presentation of the object in ways that reflect information you already have about it. You 

cannot discover how many columns support the Panthéon’s pediment by forming a mental image: 

your image will either embody information you already have about its number of columns or not 

present a determinate number of columns (IPPI: 38, 86-8, 128). Sartre uses the term ‘knowledge’ 

(savoir) in this context: he claims that imagination only presents features of the object that you 

already know it possesses. But this term is misleading. You cannot know something unless it is 

true, whereas your image might manifest false information you have about its object. His point is 

simply that imagination cannot be a source of new information about its object. 

 

The third characteristic is also intended to distinguish imagination from perception. Imagination, 

argues Sartre, ‘posits its object as a nothingness’: either presenting it as nonexistent, absent, or 

existing elsewhere, or not presenting it as existent (IPPI: 12; also at IPPI: 183). Sartre does not 

explain why ‘positing as a nothingness’ has precisely these four forms, a problem compounded by 

his abbreviation of the list to absence or non-existence (IPPI: 13, 20, 185) and occasionally just to 

absence (IPPI: 116, 180). We can sharpen this for him: imagination necessarily posits its intentional 
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object as not-present; it can additionally posit the object as existent (and therefore elsewhere), as 

non-existent, or as either existent or non-existent, but need not include any positing concerning 

existence. This explains the four kinds of positing as a nothingness, if ‘absent’ is understood 

narrowly to entail explicit neutrality over existence. Taken more broadly, ‘absent’ covers all the 

cases except positing as non-existent. At its broadest, ‘absent’ simply means not present, so covers 

all four cases. By contrast, Sartre claims, perception ‘posits its object as existing’ (PI: 12). We can 

sharpen the contrast by saying that perception posits its object as present, which entails existence 

(compare PI: 13). 

 

Sartre presents the fourth characteristic under the subheading ‘spontaneity’ (PI: 14). His focus in 

this brief section, however, is not directly on anything that distinguishes imagination from 

perception, but on the ‘nonthetic consciousness of itself’ that he considers essential to both these 

forms of conscious experience (IPPI: 11-12). Because imagination and perception have distinctive 

structures, this unarticulated or ‘nonthetic’ awareness means that they feel different as they are 

happening. ‘A perceptual consciousness appears to itself as passive’, he writes, whereas ‘an imaging 

consciousness gives itself to itself ... as a spontaneity that produces and conserves the object as 

imaged’ (PI: 14). In imagination, this nonthetic awareness is an ‘indefinable counterpart to the fact 

that the object gives itself as a nothingness’ (PI: 14). Since imaginative ‘consciousness appears to 

itself as creative’ in this way, the nonthetic consciousness is an unarticulated awareness that the 

object presented cannot be a source of new information (PI: 14). When imagining, that is to say, 

one is to some extent vaguely aware of both the characteristics that distinguish this kind of 

experience from perceiving. 

 

Sartre is committed to the second and third characteristics being inseparable. For he holds that 

imagination has them both, perception has the negations of both, and there are no other kinds of 

experience that present an object in spatiotemporal profile (IPPI: 8-9). So there are no experiences 

that afford observation of an object posited as not-present and there are no experiences that afford 

only quasi-observation of an object posited as present. Why is that? Imagination constructs the 

presentation of its object from information already held, but this does not directly entail that the 

object is presented as not-present. And the presentation of the object as not-present does not 

directly entail that the presentation is constructed from information already held. Sartre’s thought 

must rather be that the sense of the object as not-present arises from nonthetic awareness of 

constructing its presentation from information already held. Fundamentally, then, imagination is 

distinguished from perception by quasi-observation, which together with nonthetic consciousness 

entails positing the object as a nothingness. In perception, by contrast, nonthetic awareness of 
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observation entails that the object is posited as present. This is why positing as not-present ‘can 

occur only where quasi-observation is concerned’ (IPPI: 13). 

 

2. The Analogon and the Image Family 

 

Sartre’s ambition in The Imaginary is to encompass what he considers to be the full range of 

imaginative experience in a single theory, including seeing someone in a photo or portrait, watching 

an impressionist impersonate someone, seeing faces in a fire or in the clouds, seeing scenes in a 

crystal ball, and experiencing mental images. Hallucinations and dreams present a particular 

problem for this aim. Philosophers have often understood these as experiences where the object 

is posited as present, which contradicts Sartre’s characterisation of imaginative experience. 

Moreover, this conception of hallucinations and dreams has traditionally motivated influential 

arguments for precisely the theory of experience that Sartre rejects, namely that we are only ever 

directly aware of images internal to our minds (IPPI: 5). This is why Sartre considers the structures 

of hallucinations and dreams at much greater length than other members of what he calls ‘the 

image family’ (IPPI: 148-75). He argues that neither hallucinations nor dreams in fact involve 

positing their objects as present. Rather, each is characterised by a distinctive attitude to the objects 

posited as not-present (IPPI: 159, 175). 

 

This might seem like a strenuous ad hoc attempt to block traditional arguments for the ‘illusion of 

immanence’, the picture of the mind that Sartre rejects. But he does present sophisticated and 

insightful analyses of hallucinations and dreams, which gain further plausibility from their position 

in his broader theory of imaginative experience. He first articulates that theory with cases of 

imagination strongly supported by some rich and detailed material object, then progressively 

impoverishes this stimulus until he reaches cases where it is very sparse indeed. He begins with 

photos and portraits, then considers caricatures, an impressionist impersonating someone 

physically very different, highly schematic drawings, cases where the stimulus has not been 

designed as such a stimulus, and finally pure mental imagery where there is no stimulus external to 

the body (IPPI: 17-53). Sartre argues that this continuum is unified by the fundamental 

distinguishing characteristic of imagination. Arguments that compare dreams, hallucinations, or 

mental images directly with perception and conclude that even in perception we are only aware of 

subjective images ignore this broader range of imaginative experience. By emphasising that dreams, 

hallucinations, and mental images are part of this continuum, Sartre impugns the strategy of those 

arguments. 
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All forms of imagination, on Sartre’s theory, involve some present material object. Sartre coins the 

term ‘analogon’ for any object playing this role in imaginative experience. It is one of three distinct 

kinds of object in his model of imagination. The analogon, the material object present to 

consciousness, is not the focus of attention. Rather, attention is directed towards the intentional 

object of the experience, which is whatever is being imagined. But that object is presented in some 

particular way in the experience. So what is experienced, the object whose contours we are aware of, is 

the intentional object as it is imagined on the basis of the analogon. For example, if I see my 

brother in a photo, then the analogon is the photo itself, the material object before my eyes. My 

attention is not focused on the shapes and colours of the photo. It is directed towards the 

intentional object of this imaginative experience, which is my brother himself, wherever he is. 

What my experience presents is my brother as he is imagined on the basis of this photo.  

 

Imaginative experience is a structure that relates these three objects in a particular way. The 

analogon must be a real part of the material world. The intentional object can be real, as when I 

see my brother in the photo, or unreal, as when I see the devil in an engraving. The analogon is 

materially present in either case, whereas the intentional object is present in neither. The object as 

imagined results from using the analogon to direct attention at something else. Sartre describes the 

object as imagined as irreal, which is the metaphysical counterpart to quasi-observation: this object 

is experienced in spatiotemporal profile, as in perception, but it has no reality beyond its 

appearance in this experience (IPPI: 125). In perception, by contrast, the intentional object is the 

material object present to consciousness. There is no distinction between the real object and the 

object of attention. The object as perceived is presented in spatiotemporal profile and the 

experience includes expectations of what its hidden aspects are (IPPI: 120-2). But the object as 

perceived is real beyond this appearance and can be observed to ascertain whether those 

expectations are correct. The object as perceived is the real, present, material object of attention.1 

 

Sartre’s progression through the image family from photos to mental images is not simply an 

expository device. He needs it to lend an initial plausibility to his claim that mental images are 

 
1 Edward Casey argues that Sartre ‘seems to contradict himself twice over’ in his contrast between 

imagination and perception: once in claiming that the objects of imagination and perception are 

of the same kind and that objects as imagined could not exist in the world of perception; once 

more in claiming that imagination is directed onto its object and that imagination is mediated by 

the analogon (1981: 155-6). But this objection fails to appreciate Sartre’s distinction between the 

intentional object of imagination, the object as imagined, and the analogon deployed in 

imagination. 
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based on a sparse material analogon. For in the case of mental imagery, no analogon external to 

the body can be identified. Sartre proceeds cautiously here for two reasons. First, the idea that 

mental imagery involves paying attention to a detailed analogon internal to the body would be a 

form of the illusion of immanence that he rejects (IPPI: 53, 62, 87).2 Second, his method of 

phenomenology does not provide epistemic access to any analogon in mental imagery. In the other 

cases of imagination, the analogon is a material object that can be perceived for itself. All that is 

required is a shift of attention. We can observe photos, portraits, impressionists, fires, clouds, 

crystal balls, and even entoptic lights inside our eyeballs to pick out features that facilitated our 

imagination. No analogon for mental imagery, by contrast, can be identified with this certainty of 

phenomenology. It requires that we turn instead to the merely probable data of empirical 

psychology (IPPI: 53). 

 

3. The Puzzles of Affectivity and Situation 

 

Sartre suggests that the analogon for mental imagery is provided by affective feelings, often in 

conjunction with subtle bodily movements. We can notice through our own experience the role 

that kinaesthetic awareness of bodily movements plays in some mental imagery. If you imagine 

looking at a swing moving back and forth, then fix your gaze on some specific item, such as the 

number on this page, you will find that you can no longer imagine the swing moving. This, he 

argues, is because you had been enacting watching the swing’s movement by moving your eyes, 

perhaps without realising you were doing so. Your kinaesthetic awareness of your eye movements, 

he claims, had contributed to the analogon used for imagining the swing (IPPI: 81). Sartre argues 

that kinaesthetic awareness contributes to the analogon of every mental image that involves shape 

or movement but is not required otherwise (IPPI: 73). He rests this claim on the experimental 

psychology of imagination available to him (IPPI: 73-83). There is much that could be said about 

this idea, but our central concern will be with what he describes as ‘the deep structure of the image 

consciousness’, the necessary component of every analogon (IPPI: 73). 

 

Affective feelings, Sartre argues, are not simply subjective qualities of experience, but are directed 

towards intentional objects. He appeals to the reader’s own experience to illustrate this: ‘try to 

 
2 Casey argues that the analogon theory generally is a form of the illusion of immanence (1981: 

148-50). But this objection fails to appreciate the role Sartre ascribes to the analogon of grounding 

the imaginative presentation of an intentional object without being the focus of attention. The 

analogon is indeed an object for consciousness, as Hopkins points out, but only in the sense that 

‘it provides the material we animate in order to imagine something else’ (2016: 91). 
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bring about in yourself the subjective phenomena of hate, of indignation without these phenomena 

being oriented on a hated person, on an unjust action, and you can tremble, hammer your fists, 

blush, but your inner state will be devoid of indignation, of hate’ (IPPI: 69). Without the intentional 

direction towards an affective object, the affective feeling simply is not there. This intentionality 

means that affectivity is experienced as an ‘affective structure’ or ‘affective sense’ of the object, 

such that hating someone is experienced as that person being hateful (IPPI: 69). Affectivity itself 

presents only this ‘affective structure’, the ‘affective form’ of the object, such as the particular 

attractive grace and finesse of some person, but affectivity rarely occurs on its own (IPPI: 71). 

Perception normally includes affectivity, which enriches the world with the affective structures or 

senses of the objects perceived (IPPI: 69). Mental imagery combines this affective intentionality 

with prior ‘knowledge’ about its object. It is a single experience comprising both affectivity and 

information about its intentional object, an ‘affective-cognitive synthesis’ (IPPI: 72). 

 

Since he has already included affectivity in his analyses of other forms of imagination, its role in 

mental imagery allows Sartre to treat affectivity and information from here on as the only essential 

ingredients of imagination. This role of affectivity in imagination raises our first puzzle. Since the 

affectivity appropriate to some imagined object must already be present in the act of imagination, 

it is hard to see how one could learn from imagination about our affective responses to what we 

imagine. It is a plausible and commonplace belief, however, that we can learn in this way. It seems 

that we can learn whether we would enjoy some activity by imagining doing it or learn whether 

this chest of drawers would look good in that alcove by imagining them together. How is this 

possible if affectivity is constitutive of imagination? This is the puzzle that Robert Hopkins (2011) 

raises for Sartre’s theory of imagination. How can Sartre explain this commonplace belief? Can he 

accept that it is true? Does this require that we can respond affectively to objects as imagined? If 

so, how is this possible? If not, then how can we learn about our affective responses by imagining 

their objects? 

 

We can clarify this puzzle using Sartre’s contrast between imagination and perception. Sartre clearly 

thinks we can respond affectively to the world perceived and that the world is normally perceived 

with an affective structure conferred by the affectivity of consciousness. This affective structure is 

not essential to perception, since in cases of depersonalisation ‘perception remains intact, things 

are not touched, and yet the world is singularly impoverished’ by lacking it (IPPI: 69). Affectivity 

is essential to imagination, but this difference does not make the idea of responding affectively to 

imagination problematic. The problem rather arises from the fundamental difference between 

imagination and perception. Sartre argues in Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, published the year 

before The Imaginary, that emotional responses occur when the world becomes too difficult. We 
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respond emotionally when we cannot bring the objects as perceived into line with our projects.3 

Difficulty can arise in the perceived world because objects as perceived are real. It cannot arise 

with objects as imagined, which are irreal. How could we have affective responses to objects that 

have no reality beyond their appearance, which itself is constructed by our affectivity and 

knowledge? 

 

The fundamental contrast between imagination and perception also gives rise to our second 

puzzle. Sartre seems to contradict that contrast at the end of the book, where he claims that ‘all 

apprehension of the real as a world implies a hidden surpassing towards the imaginary’, so there 

‘could be no realizing consciousness without imaging consciousness’ (IPPI: 188). Sartre here 

introduces one of the key terms of his existentialism: the world is perceived as a ‘situation’, he 

argues, which combines the reality present to consciousness with an imagined way that the world 

could be (IPPI: 185, 187). But how can imagination be essential to the structure of perception? 

For his theory holds that imagination uses the object present to consciousness as an analogon to 

direct attention to some other object, whereas perception directs attention to the object present 

to consciousness. This contrast rules out combining imagination with perception, as Sartre himself 

points out (IPPI: 120-2, 180-2). 

 

4. Genuine and Imaginary Affectivity 

 

The key to resolving the puzzle of affectivity is Sartre’s distinction between two kinds of feelings: 

from ‘the extraordinary difference that separates the object as imaged from the real’, he argues, 

‘two irreducible classes of feeling can be distinguished: genuine feelings and imaginary feelings’ 

(IPPI: 145). He immediately clarifies that this second kind ‘are not themselves irreal’, but rather 

‘never appear except in the face of irreal objects’, are ‘degraded, poor, jerky, spasmodic, schematic’, 

and ‘need non-being in order to exist’ (IPPI: 145). Affectivity involved in imagination is not itself 

merely imagined. It is genuinely experienced. But it differs from affectivity involved in perception 

precisely because it is intentionally directed towards an irreal object, an object as imagined, rather 

than towards a real object as perceived. Shifting attention to the real world, claims Sartre, is 

 
3 Sarah Richmond (2011: 151-5) argues that Sartre vacillates in Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions 

between two lines of thought, only the first of which characterises emotion as a response to 

difficulty. In my view, however, the problematic example that Richmond takes to introduce the 

second line of thought in fact introduces a new kind of difficulty, thereby deepening the 

conception of emotion that he has been sketching throughout the book (Webber 2018, esp. §§ 2 

and 5; Webber forthcoming). The problematic example is at STE: 55. 
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sufficient to dispel imaginary feelings. Hating someone in imagination is hatred of ‘a phantom 

tailored exactly to its measurements’ (IPPI: 146). When that same person is perceived, they have 

many aspects other than those that were imagined and so the hatred ‘does not recognise this new 

being confronting it’ (IPPI: 146). 

 

It does not follow from this, however, that we can imagine any intentional object having any 

affective sense at all. It does not follow that we can love in imagination the same person that we 

can hate in imagination or enjoy in imagination the same activity that we can find repellent in 

imagination. For the role of affectivity in imagination is, as we have seen, to provide an affective 

form to be enriched with information about an object that thereby becomes the intentional object 

imagined. The object as imagined is the combination of that affective form with that information. 

This requires consonance between the affective form and the information. An aesthetic affect that 

presents a form of ‘something fine, graceful, and pure’ can be animated as an image only by the 

information that some object possesses those qualities (IPPI: 70-1). It cannot provide the basis of 

an image of something that I understand to lack those qualities entirely, or that I consider to be 

crude, ungainly, or base. 

 

Neither does this theory preclude hating someone in imagination that one can also love in 

imagination or imagining being disgusted by an activity that one can also imagine enjoying. For 

any object or activity has a range of features. It may be that the very same object or activity has 

some features that are consonant with one affective sense and other features that are consonant 

with a rather different affective sense. My overall information about that person or activity, then, 

can facilitate imagining that person or activity in affectively attractive or affectively repulsive ways. 

But in other cases, there will be no set of features that I take to be consonant with any given 

affective sense, so I will not be able to imagine having that kind of affective relation to that object. 

This is why, as Hopkins (2011: 111-3) points out, I can imagine almost any coherent object or 

scene, but there are constraints on the range of affective tenors that I can imagine that object or 

scene to have.  

 

The contrast with perception rests on this need for consonance between the affective sense and 

the information that forms it into an image. For imagination is quasi-observation: the object as 

imagined has only those features that it is presented as having. The object as perceived, by contrast, 

is real and present. It can present features other than those I would want it to present. Sartre 

considers emotional responses to occur when the world is too difficult and cannot be easily 

brought into line with my projects, as we have seen. But subtle affectivity is also responsive to the 

object perceived in a way that cannot occur in imagination. The appearance of some aspect of the 



11 / 19 

perceived object, the revelation of some information in perception, on Sartre’s model, will be 

experienced with the relevant affective sense. Perception allows genuine observation of the object, 

exploring and tracking the features that it has independently of the experience of them. 

Information is thus present in the object as perceived and one can feel only affectivity whose sense 

is consonant with it. In imagination, by contrast, the affective sense is prior to the information, 

which together specify the object. 

 

This is why we sometimes find that we cannot behave in the way we had imagined we would. ‘If I 

strike my enemy in image, blood will not flow or it will flow just as much as I want’, argues Sartre. 

‘But before the real enemy, before this real flesh, I will expect that real blood will flow, which is 

enough to stop me’ (IPPI: 146). I can control the imagined effects of my imagined actions. But 

since the world of perception comprises people and things that have more features than are 

presented in my awareness of them, it is clear that the perceived effects of my real actions are not 

entirely under my control and may have aspects that I would rather not experience. ‘This is the 

reason’, Sartre claims, ‘for the stiff and curt conduct of people who “say what they have to say” 

without paying attention to their interlocutor’ (IPPI: 146). Avoiding any perceptual contact with 

the other person allows you to say something you had imagined saying, something you had already 

rehearsed mentally or even in action, while remaining in the imaginary attitude in which you had 

rehearsed it.4 

 

5. The Affective and Motivational Structure of Perception 

 

This contrast between genuine and imaginary affectivity does not itself resolve our first puzzle. 

For we have not yet seen any explanation of the commonplace belief that we can learn about our 

affective responses to possible activities or scenes by imagining them. But these considerations do 

sharpen and then resolve our second puzzle, which in turn will help to resolve the first. How is 

the role of imagination in perception that Sartre sketches in the Conclusion of The Imaginary 

consistent with his distinction between imagination and perception articulated across the rest of 

the book? It might be tempting simply to accept the apparent inconsistency. Sartre was initially 

 
4 Casey is mistaken, therefore, to describe Sartre’s distinction as entailing that imagination is ‘wholly 

unmotivated’ whereas perception is ‘initiated or precipitated by objects or events existing externally 

to consciousness’ (1981: 144-5). The distinction is that perception is delimited by the information 

embodied in the present object perceived, whereas imagination is delimited by the affective form 

and the information one possesses about the intentional object. Sartre explicitly argues, moreover, 

that imagination is always motivated by some perceptual experience (IPPI: 183-4). 
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commissioned to write an original analysis of the history of the philosophy and psychology of 

imagination since Descartes, but the manuscript he submitted was far too long and included too 

much of his own theory. The publisher took only the first part of the book, published as The 

Imagination in 1936, and Sartre published the rest as The Imaginary four years later (Beauvoir 1965: 

201, 208, 212). If a new Conclusion had been appended to the second book in order to foreshadow 

Sartre’s new philosophical work in progress, therefore, it might not be strictly consistent with the 

rest of the book. 

 

However, such a deflationary historical resolution of this puzzle is unsatisfactory. The claim in the 

Conclusion is apparently in tension with the distinction between imagination and perception that 

underlies the entire theory of imagination across the whole book, not merely with some minor 

details of that theory. It seems unlikely that Sartre would have failed to notice or care about such 

a significant contradiction. And if there is such a contradiction, then any considerations in favour 

of the theory he intends the Conclusion to foreshadow seem thereby to count as considerations 

against the theory of imagination articulated in this book. This would have significant implications 

for his use and refinement of this theory of imagination across the rest of his career. Moreover, at 

one point in Being and Nothingness he refers to The Imaginary as a demonstration that ‘perception has 

nothing in common with the imagination; on the contrary, it strictly excludes it, and vice versa’ 

(B&N: 778). If this dichotomy is contradicted by the role of imagination in perception in Being and 

Nothingness, then the contradiction occurs within that very book, not merely between two books. 

 

In that book, Sartre retains the analysis of perception developed in The Imaginary as active 

observation of the world and as ordinarily suffused with affectivity. In both of these aspects, 

according to Sartre, perception is shaped by the perceiver’s projects. Sartre considers strong 

emotional responses, as we have seen, to be manifestations of the difficulty in achieving one’s ends 

in the current situation. One responds to this difficulty by magically transforming the situation 

such that one’s ends are already achieved or do not need to be achieved, or by freezing until it is 

possible to make sense of the scene in relation to one’s projects (Webber forthcoming). Subtle 

affectivity is similarly informed by the perceiver’s projects. Although one’s affective responses to 

an object as perceived are experienced as qualities of that object, they indicate that the item is 

attractive or repellent in a particular way in relation to my own projects (IPPI: 141). Sartre’s 

development of this conception of the role of affectivity in perception is central to the 

existentialism of Being and Nothingness, where he argues that even finding viscous things disgusting 

is a manifestation of underlying projects (B&N: 785-91; Webber 2009: 113-6). The affective sense 

consonant with some information revealed in perception is a function of the relation between that 

information and the perceiver’s goals. 
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Observation of the world is likewise dependent on the perceiver’s projects. When the immediate 

environment is not perceived in the light of some goal, the perceiver ‘is squashed in the world, 

transfixed by the real, and is closest to the thing’ (IPPI: 187). This can happen, for example, when 

the perceiver cannot make sense of their surroundings, so cannot subsume their surroundings into 

their pursuit of some goal (Webber forthcoming). Normal perception, by contrast, involves 

exploring and categorising the objects as perceived. The perceiver’s goals determine which objects 

are explored, how they are explored, and how the features revealed in this exploration are 

categorised. Perception is only rarely a ‘representative intuition’ that simply presents the features 

of objects as they are. It is normally experienced as a ‘situation’, or as a ‘world’, meaning that the 

features of objects are presented in the light of the perceiver’s projects (IPPI: 185-7). Our projects 

provide the world with the affective structure that we normally experience it as having and that 

motivates observation. 

 

This role of projects in perception, according to Sartre, requires the capacity to imagine. A project 

is an orientation towards a goal. Since the goal is not present, it can be posited only by imagining 

it. To perceive, ordinarily, has affective and motivational structures provided by ‘surpassing’ the 

present object towards something. ‘The imaginary is in every case the concrete “something” 

towards which the existent is surpassed’ (IPPI: 187). But this does not require imagination and 

perception to occur simultaneously. It requires only that perception is informed by a prior act of 

imagination.5 Imagination is therefore, for Sartre, a transcendental condition of perception having 

the structures that phenomenology reveals it to have: a creature that could not imagine could not 

have our kind of perceptual experiences. By the Conclusion of The Imaginary, however, Sartre is 

not yet in a position to draw out the implications of this for the transcendental structure of the 

world of experience, which is why his comments here are so brief. One of the purposes of Being 

and Nothingness, published three years later, is to establish the full transcendental philosophy that is 

only hinted at here (Webber 2018). 

 
5 Kathleen Lennon points out that the affective and motivational structures of the situation, as 

Sartre characterises them, are irreal and are suggested and constrained by the material environment 

in the same way that the features of the object as imagined are suggested and constrained by the 

analogon (2015: 43-4). However, she is mistaken to conclude from this that imagination is part of 

perception (2015: 57-8). Imagination and perception are structurally incompatible. In imagination 

the irreal appears because attention is directed towards something that is not present on the basis 

of what is present. In perception it appears because attention is directed towards what is present 

and informed by what is not present. 
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6. Learning about Affective Possibilities 

 

We seem to have resolved our second puzzle. Sartre can consistently hold both that imagination 

is essential to perception and that imagination and perception are fundamentally incompatible 

kinds of experience. For the first of these claims is only that the affective and motivational 

structures of perception rely on results of imagination and the second entails only that perception 

and imagination could not be combined in one experience. This resolution of our second puzzle 

enables us to resolve our first. How can Sartre explain the commonplace belief that we can learn 

how we would respond affectively to some real activity or scene by imagining it? I can learn 

whether this chest of drawers will look good in that alcove by putting it into the alcove. In this 

case, I learn from my affective response to the perceived scene. But if I merely imagine putting 

the chest of drawers into that alcove, according to Sartre, then I begin with affectivity and enliven 

it with information about the proposed scene that is consonant with that affectivity. 

 

Why should this mean that I cannot learn in this way how I would feel when actually seeing the 

chest of drawers in the alcove? It is true that the real scene might present features other than those 

I imagined and these might not be consonant with the affectivity that grounded my image. They 

might fit a different affective sense, one with a valence opposed to that of the affectivity involved 

in the imagination. If I have accurate enough knowledge of the shapes and sizes of the chest and 

the alcove but am mistaken or uninformed about their colours, for example, my information might 

be consonant with a pleasant affective sense, when the reality would rather clash with this affective 

sense and motivate an unpleasant one. But the problem here does not seem to be that one cannot 

learn about one’s affective responses to perceived scenes by imagining them. It is simply that one’s 

ability to imagine something accurately is limited by the extent and veracity of the information one 

has about it. If one does have all the relevant information, then one should be able to imagine how 

the chest of drawers really would look in the alcove.6 

 
6 The same applies to the example Hopkins raises of whether this shirt would go well with that tie 

(2011: 102; 2016: 84). He reads Sartre’s claim that ‘what one can never see as imaged is the effect of 

a top hat on Pierre’s face’ (IPPI: 134) as denying that one can learn from imagination how one 

would respond affectively to a combination of known items (Hopkins 2011: 113). Sartre is not, 

however, concerned here with whether the hat would have a pleasing effect. He is denying that 

one can learn what visual difference the hat would make to Pierre’s face, such as which features it 

would make more salient. This is because imagination, on his theory, is quasi-observation: if one’s 

image contains that information, one already had that information. 
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Indeed, in this case it seems that I can have learned something about my affective response to a 

real scene. For I could have learned that a chest of drawers of that shape and size could look good 

in the alcove. If I am sufficiently reflective to see that my error was in misrepresenting (or failing 

to represent) the colour scheme in my mental image, then I have learned that the scene could look 

good with a different colour scheme. What imagination and perception have in common here, that 

is to say, is that they both involve an affective sense that must be consonant with the information 

presented. This affectivity is essential to imagination and normal in perception. In both cases, 

therefore, we can learn that this information is consonant with this feeling. Indeed, we can also 

learn of dissonance between an affective sense and some information.  We can try and fail to enjoy 

some activity, for example. And we can try to imagine enjoying some activity by trying to enliven 

the relevant affective form with the relevant information. If we find that we cannot do this, then 

we would not enjoy that activity (compare Hopkins 2011: 112-3; 2016: 84). 

 

In imagination, according to Sartre’s theory, affectivity is prior to the information that combines 

with it to present the object as imagined, whereas in perception the presentation of information 

by the object is prior to affectivity. This can give the impression that his theory precludes using 

imagination to learn how one would feel about something really happening. Indeed, this is one of 

the main concerns that Hopkins raises in connection with affectivity in Sartre’s theory of 

imagination (2011: 100-5, 113-7). This difference between imagination and perception in the 

direction of dependency between affectivity and information does shape the reliability of learning 

about one’s feelings from imagination. Because imagination can be based on false or partial 

information, an affective sense can be consonant with the information used in imagining some 

scene even if it is not consonant with the information that would be presented in perceiving that 

scene. But this difference in the direction of dependency between information and affective sense 

does not raise any problem for the possibility of using imagination to learn about one’s feelings. For 

that possibility rests, as we have seen, only on the need for consonance between information and 

affective form.  

 

We can learn about our feelings, therefore, from imagination that uses all and only the relevant 

information, according to Sartre’s theory. This might seem to contradict a central theme of The 

Imaginary, namely that we cannot learn from imagination. Indeed, this is the other central concern 

that Hopkins raises in connection with affectivity in Sartre’s theory of imagination (2011: 100-3, 

114-5). Despite occasionally framing his view in such sweeping terms, however, Sartre does not 

hold that we cannot learn anything from imagination. Neither is his view restricted to the claim 

that one cannot learn about how one has imagined the object to be, as Hopkins suggests (2011: 
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101; 2016: 84). Sartre’s view is rather that one cannot gain information about the intentional object 

itself by imagining it. This claim that one ‘can never learn from an image what one does not know 

already’ is a corollary of what he sees as the fundamental characteristic of imagination: because 

imagination is quasi-observation, the object as imagined is constituted by information already held 

(IPPI: 10). This does not preclude learning about one’s own affective possibilities through acts of 

imagination, as Sartre points out in a footnote to this passage (IPPI: 197 n8). 

 

7. An Implicit Developmental Perspective 

 

We have now resolved our first puzzle. The commonplace belief that we can use imagination to 

learn about how we would respond affectively to some activity or scene is indeed true, according 

to Sartre’s theory of imagination. So long as we possess and deploy all the relevant information, 

we can learn from our attempt to combine that information with some affective form whether we 

would feel that way about the relevant activity or scene. It is a mistake, however, to assume that 

we learn by responding affectively to what we imagine. Our affectivity is prior to, rather than 

consequent upon, the information presented in imagination. This is why we can misinform 

ourselves about our affective possibilities by imagining only the aspects of the activity or scene 

that are consonant with the affectivity we are already feeling. Once we are clear about how 

affectivity and information combine in imagination, we can guard against misinforming ourselves 

in this way by endeavouring to take into account all the relevant information. 

 

This solution to the puzzle of affectivity seems to raise a problem for our solution to the puzzle 

of situation. For our solution to the puzzle of situation rests on pointing out that Sartre’s claim 

that imagination is a transcendental condition of perception does not require imagination and 

perception to be combined. It requires only that perception is structured by the perceiver’s projects 

formulated through imagination. We have also seen that Sartre considers knowledge, or at least 

information, to be essential to imagination. This raises the question of the origin of that 

information. It cannot ultimately come from perception if perception requires prior acts of 

imagination that themselves must deploy information. So where does it come from? This is not a 

deep problem for Sartre’s theory, however, since he holds imagination to be essential only to the 

ordinary perceptual experience of fully developed conscious beings. This is perfectly consistent 

with a developmental theory that accords an initial information-gathering role to an earlier form 

of perception, perhaps guided by the infant’s carers. Once one has the capacity to imagine, one’s 

perceptions can become guided by one’s own projects. 
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A similar problem concerns the role of projects in providing the affective structure of perception. 

For the consonance of affectivity with information is a feature of imagination as well as perception. 

If affectivity must be grounded in projects which are themselves grounded in prior acts of 

imagination, then it seems that the affective form essential to an act of imagination must be 

grounded in some prior act of imagination. Given the solution to the puzzle of affectivity, that is 

to say, the solution to the puzzle of situation might collapse into a regress. However, this problem 

too admits of a developmental solution. Sartre’s theory is not that projects ground affectivity itself, 

only that they ground the affective forms available to an individual. Affectivity is a feature of 

embodied consciousness and can occur without any particular form (IPPI: 71). His theory is 

therefore consistent with a developmental perspective in which affectivity at first has no defined 

forms and so any feeling can be combined with any information in imagination, but this latitude 

of possibility narrows as projects are undertaken and so affective forms are acquired. 

 

Once we accept that Sartre’s theory of perception and imagination is concerned only with the 

normal functioning of fully developed consciousness like ours, therefore, we can take it to imply 

some developmental background that allows for the acquisition of both the information and the 

affective forms at the heart of his theory of imagination. It might seem, however, that this move 

is inconsistent with Sartre’s claim that imagination is not ‘an accidental characteristic of 

consciousness’, but ‘an essential and transcendental condition of consciousness’, such that it is ‘as 

absurd to conceive of a consciousness that does not imagine as it is to conceive of a consciousness 

that cannot effect the cogito’ (IPPI: 188). But we should not read his term ‘consciousness’ here to 

cover all possible forms of bodily awareness of the environment. Otherwise his theory would entail 

that no creature is aware of its environment that is not also capable of both imagination and 

reflective thought, which seems an unduly bold commitment. His theory should rather allow that 

the animal kingdom includes simpler forms of awareness of the environment, comprising simpler 

information-gathering and simpler affective responses, that do not facilitate imagination or 

reflective thought. 

 

Sartre’s theory of imagination therefore implies a developmental process in which the structures 

of conscious experience in our kind of mind are formed out of the basic animal features of 

information-gathering and affective feelings through our ability to imagine. In this process, 

projects are formed which then shape our perception and imagination. But our ability to imagine 

also means that we retain the capacity to revise those projects. It is thus imagination that is essential 

to the emergence of freedom in each individual, which is why creatures that have feelings and 

absorb information but lack the capacity to combine the two in imagination also lack the structures 

of experience and the freedom that Sartre considers characteristic of our kind of existence. If this 
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reasoning is right, then Sartre’s theory of imagination, his larger theory of consciousness, and the 

existentialism he builds on that are all responsive to the findings of animal psychology, 

developmental psychology, cognitive psychology, and neuroscience. These findings could not be 

dismissed as merely ‘probable’ in contrast to the ‘certain’ results of phenomenology, since Sartre 

has already built his theory by combining phenomenological reflection with the empirical 

psychology available to him.7  

 
7 This paper was much improved by Matt Eshleman’s patience and editorial advice. 
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