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Introduction 

 

 

 I want to tell a story.  This story has all the elements of a good romance -- 

heroism, conflict, tragic fall, and the possibility of redemption.  There is an 

educational value to most, if not all, stories.  Good stories might help us make 

sense out of things; or, perhaps, they might help us shake up our sense of 

things.  This story, I hope, does both.  It is the story of a word, a concept, in 

ongoing talk about the good education.  It is a story of how contemporary 

conceptions of the imagination, conceptions that have their roots in Romantic 

understandings of mind, continue to pull contemporary curricular arguments with 

little strength left in their legs.  I intend to show that the concept of the 

imagination is at best vague and at worst miseducative in the context of 

schooling.  To find a happy ending to the story of the educated imagination we 

must, I think, disentangle ourselves from the legacy of ñfacultyismò that so 

permeates Romantic conceptions of the imagination while at the same time 

restoring at least some of the reasons why the Romantics emphasized the 

imagination.  Those reasons include the ways in which the Romantics positioned 

the concept of imagination within revolutionary moral, aesthetic, and political 

practices. 

 This story, as an historical telling of sorts, is selective.  It is not intended to 

be the definitive history of the concept of the imagination or even the definitive 

history of the concept of imagination in education although it certainly strives to 
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give one account of the latter.  As such it leaves much unsaid.  The philosophical 

and psychological importance of the imagination (as a word in the English 

language) is almost exclusively a product of an identifiable Western canon.  

Thus it is also the product, if product is a suitable word, of particular social, 

cultural, and material contexts.  It is a concept with a gender and face -- 

predominantly that of a white man of the academic or cultural elite.  We could 

look elsewhere for the imagination, especially if we do not restrict ourselves to 

the word "imagination."  But this is story about a particular present fix: the 

problem of how to educate the imagination.  As such, I believe we need to 

concentrate on how we got into this fix and that requires looking certain places 

and not others. 

   The first place to look is post-Enlightenment Europe.  A revolution in 

thinking about the imagination was to take place in the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries.  While Enlightenment thinkers such as John Locke, David Hume, and 

Immanuel Kant placed a great deal of importance in the imagination as the 

faculty which organizes sense-perception, later thinkers of the Romantic period 

extended a more active account of the creative imagination.  The Romantic "age" 

heralded a new understanding of the mind and its relationship to the world with 

this change in the theory of the imagination.  The mind, long held to be mirror-

like in its ability to reproduce the objects it perceives, became a brilliant lamp, 

with its own creative, inner-light (Abrams, 1981).  Rather than being a tabula rasa 

on which experience writes, the mind was seen as having its own inner nature -- 

"an analogous microcosm of the world of nature" (De Man, 1983, pp. 170-171). 
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 This change opened new possibilities for education, as would any 

revolution in thinking about the mind.  As the conception of mind, and 

imagination as its primary creative faculty, took a new, active role in human 

understanding and expression thinkers sought to articulate educational practices 

which would foster the growth of this lamp-like mind.  Romanticism produced 

some of the first ñeducationalò theorists of the Western world.  Combining the 

naturalism of Jean-Jacques Rousseau with Romantic conceptions of the creative 

imagination, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and Friedrich Froebel argued for an 

education which would free the creative powers of the child.  Close on the heels 

of Pestalozzi, Froebel, and other Romantic educational theorists followed major 

figures of the progressive movement in North America and Europe.  Despite 

individual differences in philosophy and practice, thinkers such as Colonel F.W. 

Parker, Louise Rosenblatt, John Dewey, and Maria Montessori incorporated the 

idea of the active, creative mind and the expressive imagination in their 

educational theories and practical suggestions.  The development of the 

imagination was especially important in literature and the arts, where works of 

beauty were seen as the sustenance for a healthy and growing imagination. 

 The imagination, for educational reformers, was more than simply a 

mental faculty which needed a good education.  It was a powerful weapon in the 

war against traditional education.  The imagination, conceived variously as the 

key to morality, creativity, and learning in general, was used as a reason to 

include the arts and literature in the curriculum.  It was a reason to reject 
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traditionalist models of education that emphasized rote learning and accept a 

model which construed the child as an active participant in education. 

 The modern era has brought massive shifts in thinking about mind, self, 

Nature, and society.  Two world wars and the Holocaust certainly helped shake 

the confidence and self-assertive expressivism of Romanticism.  Romantic and 

pre-Romantic accounts of mind, especially the "faculty" psychology of the 

imagination, came under damaging scrutiny in many psychological and 

philosophical discourses.  In education, the demand for scientific and 

technological progress in the face of Cold War threats eclipsed the goals of 

personal and social growth of the early progressives.  Behaviorism, as the "new" 

scientific psychology dominant in education, avoided talk of the imagination since 

there was no easy way to observe it in action (Egan, 1992, p. 34; Gardner, 

1985).  It was not until fairly recently that changes in psychological theory (in 

particular the rise of developmental psychology and constructivism) once again 

popularized creativity and the imagination in the curriculum. 

 But the conception of the imagination that has survived through the 

twentieth century is severely weakened, pulled by a number of serious 

theoretical tensions.  There is little agreement among major psychological and 

philosophical fields as to the nature of mind.  Consequently, there are great 

disparities in modern conceptions of the imagination and much disagreement 

about the way to educate it.  The conception that has survived, however, is in 

many respects the same as the imagination of the Romantics although the 

similarity comes from the uses to which it is put in educational arguments.  Few 
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educational theorists would endorse a strictly Romantic account of the 

imagination as a distinct faculty within the mind, although we shall see that this 

language is still present in education talk.  Many more feel, as did a number of 

prominent Romantic philosophers and poets, that the imagination is key to 

creative genius, moral sensibility, and self-realization.   

 As we look to contemporary educational theory and practice we see the 

imagination poised in the midst of cultural wars -- a banner, perhaps, on the 

battleground of social change.  Those interested in restoring a stable, morally 

upstanding (sometimes spiritually-based) social order are likely to want 

education to control or rein in what they understand the imagination to be.  

Those who wish to reform society want to encourage imagination within 

educational practice.  We have much in common with early Greek and Hebrew 

thinkers who portrayed the imagination as both divine and diabolical in nature.  

The human mind can envision change.  For those who desire change, this power 

is divine.  For those who do not, it is diabolical. 

 Humankind has always and will always engage in real struggles over 

possibility -- possible societies, possible moralities, possible economies, possible 

spiritualities.  The cultural war over the imagination is not unique to our times.  

The applicability of the Romantic imagination in our context as well as in the 

early 19th century Britain of the Romantic poets and the early 20th century 

America of the progressive reformers is not a feature of "historical repetition" but 

rather ongoing reactions to the limitations placed upon human possibility. 
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 Romantic poet William Blake saw British industrialization and the 

supremacy of a technocratic logic as a dark god crushing individual expression 

and freedom .  All the Romantic poets saw the possibility contained within a 

young America and the eventual horrible actuality of the French revolution.  

Similar challenges elicit similar responses.  Early 20th century education 

reformers in North America such as Colonel Francis Parker and John Dewey 

were also concerned about a loss of self-expression and free-thinking in the face 

of increasing industrialization.  The same holds true for many of those concerned 

about the imagination in education today .  Comparing the context of early 20th 

century progressivism to that of today, Vito Perrone writes: 

 

While enrolling increasingly larger numbers, though remaining far 

from anything approaching democratic universalism, the schools 

were struggling -- not just with the numbers of students and their 

diversity but in relation to purposes.  In many respects, conditions 

today are more similar than different.  Our current circumstances 

look a lot more like those in 1900 in regard to societal and 

schooling challenges. (Perrone, 1991, p. 9) 

 

What alarmed Blake, Shelley, and Wordsworth (among many others) and what 

alarmed Dewey, Montessori, and Parker (among many others) is very much the 

same as what alarms many advocates of the imagination in contemporary 
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education discourse.  It is the sacrifice of personal and social possibility on the 

altar of technological and industrial progress. 

 Unfortunately, the education of the imagination in much education talk 

brings the lamb to slaughter.  Bombarded with demands for relevance, job-

preparation, and global competition public schools are nervously trying to supply 

evidence that they are doing a good job.  Hard, "objective" data and test scores 

are seen as the only proof worth making the nightly news or inclusion in 

presidential speeches.  Thus there is continued pressure to turn almost every 

desirable educational outcome into a testable, quantifiable, and isolatable "skill."  

The drive to show parents results and to hand big businesses well-prepared 

workers reduces a great deal of education discourse to "outcomes."  While the 

"skill" of imagination may sound good to policy-makers and measurement 

specialists, the manipulation of blocks and the making of decorative costumes is 

a far cry from the transformative vision of the Romantics.  

 What is most in need of keeping in any contemporary discussion of the 

imagination and imaginative work in education is the sense that there are larger 

social purposes to the use of the ñimaginationò and that there are larger moral, 

social, and political reasons for imaginative thought and action.  While we must 

not become trapped in nostalgia for a purer form of society and a return to 

Nature, we must recover some of the fiery transformative spirit of Blake or Percy 

Bysshe Shelley when he wrote "The great instrument of moral good is the 

imagination" (Shelley, 1977, p. 488).  Even if we choose not to embrace the 

particulars of the Romantic conception of the imagination or the particulars of 
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Romantic aesthetic and moral theory, we can work to emphasize the relationship 

between our ability to question (which is certainly one component of what we 

usually take to be our ñimaginationò at work) and our status as free-thinking 

individuals.  If we are to realize a more just and equitable society we must be 

able to envision and imagine it. 

 Educational theorist Maxine Greene, in a recent article entitled "Art and 

Imagination: Reclaiming the Sense of Possibility" captures the problem.  She 

argues, in the face of the American Goals 2000 initiative: 

 

The existential contexts of education reach far beyond what is 

conceived of in Goals 2000.  They have to do with the human 

condition in these often desolate days, and in some ways they 

make the notions of world-class achievement, benchmarks, and the 

rest seem superficial and limited, if not absurd. (Greene, 1995, p. 

378) 

 

Greene is certainly not lacking in transformative spirit.  She, however, and other 

educational theorists who are concerned about the lack of imagination in schools 

and school policy-making are often trapped in the language of the Romantic 

conception of imagination -- a language which does not have the theoretical 

strength it once did.  Curricular arguments are made in the name of the 

imagination, but without a clear understanding of what the imagination is these 

arguments lose a great deal of theoretical strength.  The basic problem is that 
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curricular arguments are offered which continue to sing the praise of the 

imagination but rely upon the imagination as something with literal meaning.    

 Concepts are entities with histories and occasionally entities which 

undergo significant sea-changes.  The concept of the imagination, I believe, 

stands at the brink of a sea-change.  It stands at the often hazy border between 

literal and figurative language.  On the far side of figurative "territory" are words 

such as "ether" or "humor" which once had meaning in empirical study but are 

now seldom even used in metaphoric talk.  The concept of the imagination is 

more like the concept of the soul -- waffling back and forth, depending on context 

(and belief, in particular) between literal and figurative meaning.   

 Trying to avoid or subvert the banal language of the institution, education 

reformers have long invoked such "border" concepts as the soul or imagination.  

It is, as Greene puts it above, to call attention away from "benchmarks" and test 

scores to questions of the human condition.  There is a significant risk, however, 

in losing sight of educational practice.  When we ask teachers to teach our 

children we ask them to change our children for the better.  We may have 

endless debates about what constitutes educational "betterment" but we, at the 

very least, want our children to gain something from the educational experience.  

It is what John Dewey called growth.  When we ask, therefore, our teachers to 

improve or in some way "develop" the imagination we are in serious trouble if the 

imagination is put forward as simply a metaphor. 

 I am not trying to police the concept of the imagination.  There is a time 

and place for clarity and a time and place for highly figurative language.  The 
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language of education, I believe, needs both.  But the value of imagination is in 

danger of suffering the same defeat as did a number of progressivist educational 

goals near the end of the progressive era in American education -- of being seen 

as an educational frill, something too amorphous and too distant from "real life" 

to warrant attention.
1
  It is in danger because when teachers look for evidence 

that they are succeeding in developing it, they cannot possibly find anything 

whatsoever. 

 The answer does not lie in making the imagination "fit" into the language 

of cognitive skills, as I mentioned above.  The root of the problem for education 

is an over-emphasis on the imagination as a object of education and a 

consequent tangling of the concepts of "imagination" and "imaginative.ò  The 

solution is a change from talk about the imagination to talk about the imaginative 

in education.  Influenced by the Romantic conception of the imagination as an 

"exercisable" faculty, contemporary thinkers assume a causal link between the 

use of one's imagination and imaginative work.  Yet one cannot exercise a 

metaphor and one cannot improve that which has no empirical meaning -- not 

without the danger of being called to task by those wishing to see ñresults.ò  The 

imaginative must be separated from the Romantic conception of the imagination 

and its value must be made clear to educators. 

 This is the project.  It is one of conceptual burial but also conceptual 

renewal.  It is my hope that this project, this story, has elements of the myth of 

the phoenix -- the magical bird which, at the time of its death, consumed itself 

                                                           
1
 Lawrence Cremin explores a number of the reasons why early progressive reforms began losing strength in 

the middle part of the 20th century in his Transformation of the School (1969).  Relevance and 
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totally in self-immolation only to be reborn anew from its ashes.  The Romantic 

conception of the imagination continues to mislead our educational efforts and 

weakens the case for imaginative thinking in education.  I hope that, by putting to 

rest the concept of the imagination in education, I may allow the value of the 

imaginative, in a variety of human enterprises, to slip through undamaged by the 

forces which would limit and constrain speculation and boundary-pushing work.  

The imagination is, I believe, problematically construed in many areas as an 

educational end-in-itself.  The imaginative will not guarantee that better work is 

done in education but it will point in a direction of movement and re-evaluation.  

The drive for the imaginative will, however, encourage us to look for language 

that allows us to recast old and new problems in new ways.  This investigation is, 

I hope, such a search -- a search for a new vocabulary with which we can tackle 

educational problems. 

                                                                                                                                                                             

technological progress are high on his list. 
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REMARKS ABOUT METHOD 

 

 The task of plotting the trajectory of an idea through time requires a mix of 

disciplinary approaches.  I take, as one of my primary guides, philosopher of 

language and mind Ludwig Wittgenstein.  Wittgenstein was also interested in the 

concept of the imagination and we shall look a bit more closely at his remarks on 

the concept later.  He wrote, on the imagination: 

 

One ought to ask, not what images are or what happens when one 

imagines anything, but how the word 'imagination' is used.  But that 

does not mean that I want to talk only about words.  For the 

question as to the nature of the imagination is as much about the 

word 'imagination' as my question is.  And I am only saying that the 

question is not to be decided -- neither for the person who does the 

imagining, nor for anyone else -- by pointing; nor yet by a 

description of any process. (Wittgenstein, 1983, p. 116e)   

 

Wittgenstein forces us to realize that we will likely find it difficult if not impossible 

to ñpoint atò the imagination.  We will find it difficult precisely because there is 

nothing to point at (compare to ñpointing atò a rock or tree).  We still do not have 
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the capabilities to pop open the skull and declare that we see the imagination.
1
  

Whatever our imagination ñisò, it is understood and defined by the theorizing and 

conceptualizing that accompanies the word. 

 I would take Wittgensteinôs advice farther than perhaps he would.  In 

understanding the ñuseò of the word imagination I think it of great importance that 

we concentrate on the moral, social, religious, political, and aesthetic battles that 

the ñusersò were fighting with the word, the arguments they were hoping to 

advance and win.  We must frame the use as well as understand its linguistic 

context. 

 Consequently, this investigation is fundamentally historicist in nature, with 

the assumption that the meaning of concepts and the import of arguments is tied 

not only to their use and expression at any particular time but their use, power, 

and persuasive force over time.
2
  Thus this investigation draws upon not only 

philosophical sources but on history of educational ideas and literary and social 

theory.  

 The aim of this project is to re-examine and change the vocabulary we 

use in educational discourse.  Philosophers of education Jerrold Coombs and 

LeRoi Daniels argue that cases for conceptual change in education should do 

two basic things: critically reflect upon prior and current use of the concept(s) in 

                                                           
1
 Neurologists may indeed tell us that we use certain sections of our brain more than others when we ñcall to 

mindò images but there has been much more to the concept of the imagination than the active conjuring of 

ñimagesò (as we shall see). 
2
 There are simply too many modern theorists with an ñhistoricistò bent to blithely mention a few as 

fundamental -- arguably, virtually all contemporary theoretical avenues (especially postmodernism) are 

informed by historicist leanings.  I bring to this work, in particular, my readings of Richard Rorty, Michel 

Foucault and Alisdair MacIntyre -- social philosophers who, although advancing very dissimilar arguments, 

share a commitment to establishing their philosophy and social theory in the context of detailed historical 

work. 
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question and propose the conceptual change based upon such critical reflection 

(Coombs and Daniels, 1991).  They suggest, ñThe important part of any CD 

[Conceptual Development] is the analytic task of discovering the meaning 

persons attach to the concept or set of concepts the conception is meant to 

reshape or replaceò (p. 34).  In the first two parts to this work (ñRomantic Rootsò 

and ñThe Curricularization of the Imaginationò) I shall give an account of the past 

and current use of the concept of the imagination that focuses on the status of 

the concept within current education discourse.  My aim is to understand how the 

development of the concept within certain philosophical and education traditions 

has largely determined the status of concept of the imagination in education 

today.  While I cannot address every thinker who touched upon the concept of 

the imagination or even every thinker who has argued for the importance of the 

imagination within education, I have selected thinkers who have had the most 

influence in ongoing theorizing about the imagination education.  The last third of 

this work, ñHow to Be Against the Imagination in Educationò contains my 

proposals for conceptual reconstruction of the imagination and separation of the 

concepts of ñimaginationò and ñimaginativeò in education talk.      

 This work is not a policy document, however.  I hope that what I have to 

present in the following pages can inform teachersô talk and decision-making but 

most importantly, I hope that it invites educators to reconsider their assumptions 

about the educational value of the imagination.
1
 

                                                           
1
 In the initial stages of this work I spoke to a number of educators about the concept of the imagination in 

their practices.  I believe that the most important follow-up to this investigation would be a more thorough 

encounter with the language of educational practice. 
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 In the two chapters that follow, I want to establish the foundation for the 

investigation and for my argument that we are currently in a fix when it comes to 

educating the imagination precisely because we are trying to educate it.  

Educators are led to believe that by variously growing, developing, or 

ñsophisticatingò the imagination through an assortment of curricular materials and 

strategies, or by letting it roam more or less free, important educational 

outcomes such as creative expression, individuality, empathy, and critical 

thinking are achieved.  The link, I shall argue, is assumed to be causal -- that by 

developing the capacity or faculty of the imagination we develop children and 

students with the educationally valuable abilities listed above.  This emphasis on 

the imagination as ñdevelopableò educational object, I want to argue throughout 

the work, is what both disguises and takes us away from what is most at stake in 

talk about the imagination: the social struggles over the value of such things as 

creative expression, individuality, empathy, and critical thinking. 

 Part I, then, asks the general historical and philosophical question -- what 

has led educators to believe that the imagination is an important object of 

education and mental development?  The search for an answer to this question 

takes us not to the source, if there is such a thing, of thinking about the 

imagination but to an era in European thought during which the concept of the 

imagination went through a significant change.  The imagination played the lead 
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role in the philosophical and aesthetic drama that was Romanticism.
1
  Romantic 

thought elevated the importance of the individual mind to new and perhaps 

previously unknown heights.  The Romantics positioned themselves squarely 

against tradition of all sorts -- whether political, moral, religious, philosophical, or 

aesthetic.  The imagination was, for Romantic philosophers, poets, and 

educators, one of the primary ñstakesò with which they marked their new position 

(Engell, 1982).   

 Educators of this century have reaped the benefits but also, I shall 

eventually argue, suffered the burden of this revolution in thinking.  The concept 

of the imagination is deeply rooted in, and informed by, the Romantic values of 

individuality, creative expression, empathetic understanding, and social 

transformation.  For example, the imagination was an ideological tool, perhaps 

even weapon, for the British Romantic poets in their efforts to argue against neo-

Classical poetics and aesthetics, the status of ñReasonò as primary intellectual 

virtue, and tyrannous governmental and religious traditions.  It is very important 

to recognize the role that the imagination played in Romantic thinking and also 

early Romantic pedagogy.  To take the imagination of Fitche, Coleridge, or 

Pestalozzi as ideologically neutral is to miss the fundamental way in which these 

and other Romantics used the concept of imagination.  We shall see, in 

particular, the role of the imagination in early progressive educational reform in 

Europe and North America. 

 Yet we are currently in danger of missing this.  Elmo, on Sesame Street, 

gleefully tells my daughter to just ñuse your imagination.ò  Educational authors 

                                                           
1
 I shall dwell more on exactly how I wish to understand this blanket term in Chapter One. 
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advise us that we must train the mental ñskillò of imagination to develop the 

whole child (Heath, 1994, p. 25).  The values are there, of course.  Sesame 

Street, for example, has been on the forefront of television programming for 

children that emphasizes and embraces creative expression, individuality, and 

respect for cultural difference.  But what has been lost since the Romantics is the 

sense of the consequences of ñusing your imaginationò and the social, moral, 

and political reasons why we should ñuse our imagination.ò   The Romantics set 

out to present a revolutionary aesthetics, theory of knowledge, and social vision.  

We may or may not agree that they either succeeded or were altogether right-

headed in their critiques, but this is not as important as understanding what has 

happened to the concept of the imagination since the Romantics wielded it with 

such vigor.  The imagination of today has been purged of ideological content to 

make it more acceptable in educational discourse.  It has been made innocent to 

fit the supposed exploratory innocence of children.  This loss, I wish to argue, is 

wholly or at least mostly due to the way in which the Romantic imagination was 

imported into education.     
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Chapter One: The Liberation of the Imagination 

 

 

 In this chapter we look toward the origins of the concept of the imagination 

for the purposes of grounding the arguments that follow.  I say look toward and 

not look at the origins of the concept to avoid the misleading suggestion that the 

"roots" of our understanding of the imagination can ultimately be pinned down to 

a particular place and time.  The aim of this chapter is not to discover the origins 

of the concept of the imagination but to mark a very important change in the 

meaning and import of the imagination for contemporary educational discourse -- 

to see how the concept became educationally virulent, to suggest a medical 

metaphor.  This change, I shall attempt to show, is directly due to the influence 

of thinkers who span both the Enlightenment and Romantic periods.  The 

change itself, however, is part of a greater shift in the understanding of self and 

mind that characterized late Romantic thought. 

 First, I want to step gingerly into the thorny mess involved with such words 

as Enlightenment and Romantic and dwell particularly on how I wish to use the 

term ñromanticò.  Not only does the word romantic have a myriad of aesthetic 

shades of meaning, its upper-case alter-ego ñRomanticismò can be applied to 

numerous different philosophical, literary, artistic, and musical movements 

roughly falling within the 1780-1820 period.  Romanticism, as characterizing such 

movements, is just as readily applied to Rousseau, Wordsworth, Beethoven, or 
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Thoreau.  Less academically-inclined speakers of English, however, are likely to 

have a more limited understanding of romantic or Romantic.  Beyond images of 

lost and found loves, those who have taken a high school English literature 

course may think of a few key titles - "Kubla Khan", "Ode on a Grecian Urn", 

"Tintern Abbey", and the names Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Keats.     

 That the word is so closely associated with these key British poets of the 

early 19th century is due to literary historians and literary critics of the late 19th 

century and not to these poets themselves (Abrams, 1981; Whalley, 1972, pp. 

157-164).
1
  Prior to this, the word, especially in its German romantisch, was most 

closely associated with its more obvious roots of "romance" (implying fantasy) 

and Romance or Latinate languages.  Arguably, it was not until Friedrich 

Schlegel distinguished romantic poetry from classical poetry that theoretical 

interest in the concept of Romantic began to grow (Eichner, 1972, p. 104).  

Historian Hans Eichner describes the growing ñcurrencyò of the word in Europe: 

 

In the first decade of the nineteenth century, the preoccupation with 

the romantic spread from Germany to Denmark and Russia, where 

the term was discussed long before there was any indigenous 

literature that could conceivably be called romantic, and before 

long, the nature, merits, and claims of romantic poetry were 

debated throughout Europe. (Eichner, 1972, p. 7) 

 

                                                           
1
 Whalley writes: ñThe poets themselves never applied the term to themselves, nor did their enemies apply it 

to themò (Whalley, 1972, p. 159). 
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Although Schlegel was a rough contemporary of the major British Romantic 

poets, the growing interest in the theoretical applications of the term "Romantic" 

did not reach England until late in the 19th century (Whalley, 1972, pp. 159-160). 

 Thus I wish to make it clear that I am using the label Romantic in a very 

limited way common to scholarship on literary and philosophical history: as the 

best word we have for a group of writers, artists, and poets of the late 18th and 

early 19th centuries who shared, on the most general level, certain subject 

matter interests and a certain philosophical and literary heritage.  Close scrutiny 

of any period distinction in intellectual history usually leads to the collapse of 

those period distinctions and the generalizations about similarity between the 

work of individuals within those periods.  As we shall see, ñRomanticò thinkers 

were drawing heavily on ñEnlightenmentò thinkers.  What needs to be understood 

for this investigation is not the essence of Romanticism, but the development of 

imagination as an educationally important concept in the work of thinkers and 

writers who are typically labeled as Romantic.  Although there are certainly 

common viewpoints on the imagination among many prominent philosophers 

and poets of early 19th century, I do not wish to suggest that this, or other, 

commonalties alone justify distinguishing these thinkers en masse, in any 

significant way, from Medieval, Enlightenment, or Modern thinkers.      

 

 

THE EARLY IMAGINATION 
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 The imagination is certainly not a new concept in Western philosophy or 

psychology even if the word itself is.  We find evidence that early Greek, Hebrew, 

and medieval thinkers were attempting to characterize the power to imagine in 

their mythic and religious stories.  The loss of Eden and ñmanôsò transgression 

against God can be read as a warning or account of human imaginative ambition 

as can the Hellenic story of Prometheus and his theft of fire from Mt. Olympus 

(Kearney, 1988). 

 The value attached to the imagination in its earliest forms, however, is 

ambiguous if not negative.  For example, Egan, in his effort to redeem the 

imagination for modern education, writes that ñthe imagination in both ancient 

Greek and Hebrew traditions represents a rebellion against divine order, it 

disturbs the proper harmony between the human and divine worlds, and it 

empowers people with a capacity that is properly divineò (Egan, 1992, p. 13). 

 It is somewhat simplistic to attribute wholly moralistic tones to these early 

stories.  Prometheus, after all, was (for a deity) friend to man.
1
  Yet the 

imagination, seen as that which allows humankind to create, can bring about 

great good or great ill.  Humans, without the divine foresight of the gods, are 

fallible in their imaginings. 

 This skepticism about the imagination continues through Plato and the 

Platonic theologians of the middle ages in which we see Judeo-Christian 

religious traditions and Hellenistic secular traditions mixing.  Just as Plato argued 

that mind-conjured images and artistic impressions (in so far as they remained in 
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the realm of phantasia or the imagination) tend to mislead us in our search for 

truth (episteme), early Christian theologians would argue that the imagination 

was a stumbling block in the pure perception of the holy.  Richard Kearney writes 

of St. Augustine, who stands at the beginning of this all-important synthetic 

tradition: 

 

Augustine was, of course, an influential forerunner of the medieval 

theories of the imagination.  He was the first Latin author to use the 

term imagination in a consistent philosophical manner, combining 

the biblical distrust of images with the Greek and neo-Platonic view 

of phantasia as a hindrance to spiritual contemplation. (Kearney, 

1988, p. 117) 

 

 Others would turn toward Aristotleôs slightly less negative account of the 

role phantasia plays in memory and argue for a limited positive account of 

imagination.
2
  Yet excesses in fancy were still seen as a potential cause of 

serious moral and spiritual transgression
3
: 

 

In so far as imagination was prepared to enter the humble service 

of this higher Origin [God] and honour it as the one and only Father 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1
 Kearney argues, in his study of the history of the imagination, that Edenic and Promethean stories present 

the imagination as essential to the human condition.  The imagination as the power to transgress is both 

blessing and curse (Kearney, 1988). 
2
 Thomas Aquinas in particular (Kearney, 1988, pp. 128-130). 

3
 Although it has been observed that folk tradition differed drastically during ñmedievalò times in its 

treatment of imaginative powers (Le Goff, 1986). 
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of all things, it could be granted probation under the jurisdiction of 

reason.  But as soon as imagination sought to surpass this limited 

role as a ward of court, it was to be harshly penalized.  Leniency is 

such a case could only lead to idolatry, blasphemy or demonic 

possession. (Kearney, 1988, p. 131) 

 

Additionally, the power of the imagination was, for medieval thinkers, 

reproductive and receptive only.  Aquinas considered the imagination to be a 

ñstorehouse of forms received through the sensesò (Aquinas, Summa 

Theologiae, 1, 78, 4).  This understanding is, of course, quite distant from 

modern connotations of the word.  ñWesternò thinking would require a number of 

great leaps and small hops to begin to break from the influence of Platonic, 

Aristotelian and Judeo-Christian skepticism about the function of the imagination.  

It needed to overcome both the passive characterization of the faculty and the 

negative value attached to it in order to make sense of the imagination as the 

locus of creative insight and artistic genius.    

 For the first leap in the development of the modern concept we move 

forward to Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), who, at the beginning of his great work 

of political philosophy, the Leviathan, provides the earliest theoretical treatment 

of the English word "imagination" (Engell, 1981, pp. 12-17).  He is careful to 

place his use of the word in the context of earlier Greek and Roman thinkers.  

Hobbes explains: 
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[A]fter the object is removed, or the eye shut, we still retain an 

image of the thing seen, though more obscure than when we see it.  

And this is it, the Latines call *Imagination*, from the image made 

in seeing; and apply the same, though improperly, to all the other 

senses.  But the Greeks call it *Fancy*; which signifies 

*apparence*, and is as proper to one sense, as to another.  

IMAGINATION therefore is nothing but *decaying sense*; and is 

found in men, and many other living Creatures, aswell sleeping, as 

waking. (Hobbes, 1991, p. 15) 

 

Hobbes' primary aim in developing an understanding of the imagination is to 

explain the workings of the human mind and man in general (which was an 

important part of his greater goal in the Leviathan).  The imagination, for Hobbes, 

explains memory, dreams, and the ability to describe and portray fictions such as 

the Centaur.  He compares the nature of the imagination in the mind to the effect 

of wind on water.  The imagination is that which is roused or agitated by 

sensation. 

 It is important to point out this initial passive characterization of the 

imagination; it firmly places one foot of Hobbes in the Platonic and neo-Platonic 

traditions of the middle ages.  Although Hobbes, in discussing the Centaur, 

refers to the compounding of images, he avoids at this point characterizing the 

imagination as a primarily generative power.  Indeed, Hobbesô educational 

recommendation regarding the imagination reflects his desire to show the 
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relationship between sensory experiences and fancy.  Hobbes writes, concerning 

the belief in Ghosts, Goblins, and other products of the imagination: 

 

If this superstitious fear of Spirits were taken away, and with 

it, Prognostiques from Dreams, false Prophecies, and many 

other things depending thereon, by which, crafty ambitious 

persons abuse the simple people, men would be much more 

fitted than they are for civill Obedience.  And this ought to be 

the work of the Schooles: but they rather nourish such 

doctrine.  For (not knowing what Imagination, or the Senses 

are), what they receive, they teach: some saying, that 

Imaginations rise of themselves, and have no cause: Others 

that they rise most commonly from the Will; and that Good 

thoughts are blown (inspired) into a man, by God; and Evill 

thoughts by the Divell. (Hobbes, 1991, p. 19) 

 

Hobbes' educated imagination is a mind that can distinguish real from unreal; 

that can see its fancies and dreams as combinations of decaying sense and not 

reality. 

 Later, however, Hobbes ascribes a new meaning to the imagination, a 

meaning that only makes sense as applied to human beings.  The sequence or 

train of thoughts (as individual imaginations), "when it is governed by designe, is 

nothing but *Seeking*, or the faculty of Invention" (Hobbes, 1991, p. 21).  
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Although Hobbes confines his use of the term Invention to the "hunting out of the 

causes, of some effect, present or past; or of the effects, of some present or past 

cause" we can recognize the beginnings of a very important duality in the 

imagination.  The imagination can be used generatively, beyond the simple 

superimposition of horse and man images.  Furthermore, a well-tempered 

imagination is one in which the train of thoughts and ideas is governed properly.     

 James Engell, perhaps slightly exaggerating Hobbes' contribution, writes: 

 

In Hobbes we see a fundamental distinction between two powers of 

imagination, a distinction that was to pervade English and German 

thought for at least 175 years.  The imagination is responsible for 

perceptions and ideas, for our "experience" and picture of reality.  

On a "higher" second level, it produces new pictures and ideas, it 

fashions new experiences; it adorns and creates; it is the force 

behind art.  By placing emphasis on this second role of 

imagination, Hobbes "brought the whole creative process indoors."  

And there it has stayed ever since. (Engell, 1981, p.15, citing 

Thorpe, 1940, p. 294) 

  

Hobbes does not seem to place such great importance on the generative and 

artistic capabilities of the imagination, or Invention, as he calls the imagination in 

its particularly generative mode.  Rather, Hobbes sounds more as if he has the 

original meaning of Prometheus in mind -- fore-thinking.  Engell is right, however, 
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in his observation that Hobbes paved the way for later thinkers.  In Hobbes we 

see the first attempt to describe and explain the inner workings of the human 

mind in terms that reflect the ability not only to recall images but to invent them.  

 

TURNING INWARD 

 

 After Hobbes, we see growing interest in describing the workings of the 

human mind and the relationship between sense-impressions and ideas.  The 

British empiricist tradition, with its emphasis on understanding the relationship 

between sensory perception and the formation of ideas, would continue this 

enterprise through Locke, Berkeley, Hume and others for more than a century.  It 

is not surprising that so many thinkers of that time would devote philosophic 

energy in the attempt to describe the inner workings of the mind.  We sometimes 

take for granted our capacity, as human beings, to have an idea or even to be 

able to draw a Pegasus.  How is that we can talk about, describe, and envision 

that which does not exist?  Not only are these abilities remarkable in and of 

themselves, they have been put forward as that which separates humans from 

animals (an important project for a great many philosophers and theologians), 

and that which makes us capable of relating to each other as moral beings.  As 

the credibility of divine and diabolic presence in human affairs was challenged 

during the Enlightenment, it made sense to turn toward the nature of the human 

being and turn inward toward the new seat of human potential -- the mind. 
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 The concept of mind and its growing role in philosophical endeavors in 

general spread outward from and eventually past the early empirical philosophy 

of Hobbes (and later, John Locke).  Lockeôs student, Shaftesbury would draw 

upon empiricist thinking but give a new twist to the role of the mind in nature.   

Shaftesbury argued for the pre-eminence of sympathy and association for moral 

understanding and virtue.  For Shaftesbury, our ability to not only feel ñwithò 

others but to resonate with nature itself led to complete moral development 

(Engell, 1981, p. 24).  This move to the moral was of the greatest importance to 

the development of the concept of imagination.  German thinkers picked up on 

this strain of thinking about the imaginative act.  Leibniz, influenced by 

Shaftesbury, explored the relationship between ñvis activaò or ñla puissance 

activeò (his terms for imagination), self-consciousness, and identity: 

 

According to Leibniz, self-consciousness, in the broad and positive 

sense, is an imaginative act.  The impact of this concept for 

Romanticism - and for the modern world, especially romantic and 

modern literature - cannot be underestimated.  It is at once the very 

stuff of Byronôs irony, Wordsworthôs sincerity, and Keatsô 

questionings.  Leibnizôs second theme is that consciousness of self 

leads directly to the active production of an image of the self, and 

identity . . . Our identity is a creature of imagination. (Engell, 1981, 

p. 31) 
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 Nowhere was the Germanic treatment as important for the development of 

the concept of imagination as in the work of Immanuel Kant.  Among his many 

key contributions to philosophy, Kant can be said to ñcapò Enlightenment thought 

on the imagination and provide the bridge between earlier British and German 

thinkers and the Romantics.  On the one hand Kant had read spiritualistic 

treatments of the role of the organic and dynamic imagination in sympathy (both 

with others and the harmony of Godôs creation).
1
  On the other, he was 

profoundly influenced by the more ñscientificò treatments of the faculty of the 

imagination in British empirical psychology and in the psychological work of his 

countryman Joseph Nicolaus Tetens (Engell, 1981, p. 128).    

 Especially important for later thinkers was Kantôs association of aesthetic 

judgment with imagination in his Critique of Judgment.  For Kant, the imagination 

was instrumental in coupling the faculty of understanding with the subjectôs 

perception of the object.  It brings together all the concepts, perceptions, and 

intuitions involved in making an aesthetic judgment.  Even more important was 

Kantôs observations that the imagination is most easily stimulated by objects 

such as a crackling fire or babbling brook which do not follow set rules.  Kant 

argues that the imagination thrives on lawlessness, enjoys freedom rather than 

regularity and containment (Kant, 1952).  The link between freedom or ñfree playò 

of the imagination and the variety and inherent beauty of nature was to become 

absolutely essential to later thinkers such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 

                                                           
1
 Leibniz and Leibnizôs British forerunner, Shaftsebury, stand out among the most prominent influences in 

this direction (Engell, 1981, p. 128). 
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 Although Kant provided the theoretical development of the imagination 

that was to give Coleridge and others the conceptual equipment necessary to 

argue for its supreme importance in reason, creativity, and sympathy, Kant 

himself did not stray far from the kinds of specific educational recommendations 

that Thomas Hobbes had made over 100 years earlier.  He wrote: 

 

As to the cultivation of the imagination, the following is to be 

noticed: - Children generally have a very lively imagination, which 

does not need to be expanded or made more intense by the 

reading of fairy tales.  It needs rather to be curbed and brought 

under rule, but at the same time should not be left quite 

unoccupied. (Kant, 1964, p. 78) 

 

Kant goes on to recommend the use of maps to both focus and discipline the 

imagination of children.  Kant, like Hobbes, wished to draw a hard line between 

irrational, unconstructive musings and daydreams and the proper education of 

the faculty of imagination.  After Kant, however, this hard line would begin to 

change. 

    

 

IMAGINATION TAKES FLIGHT 
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 To see this change, we look from philosophers, empirical philosophy, and 

faculty psychology to poets and poetics.  In particular, we look to the British 

ñRomanticsò and to the revolution in aesthetics that they were, more or less 

independently of one another, trying to accomplish.  It is important to understand 

the literary context of the British Romantic writers and more important not to fall 

into the trap of over-generalization.  There is much variation among the 

canonical ñmajorò Romantic poets (Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Shelley, 

Byron, Keats).  Whereas Wordsworthôs interests, for example, lay primarily in 

natural scenes and self-reflective poetical essays, Blakeôs poetry and 

accompanying etchings were fantastical and religious in nature.  Byronôs Don 

Juan shares more with major Neo-classical works than those of his fellow 

Romantics.   

 Taken out of the history of European poetics, these poets may seem 

wildly dissimilar.  It is precisely their common literary, historical, and philosophical 

context, however, that makes discussion about them, as a group, possible and 

ultimately useful.  The poets were both building on and trying to move forward 

from the common legacy of Shakespeare, Milton, and British neo-classicism.  

Historically, the writers are united by revolutions in the name of human liberty 

and the wane of religious justification for the right to rule in Europe as a whole.  

In his autobiographical epic, The Prelude, Wordsworth must reconcile his 

sympathy with French revolutionary language with the reality of mass slaughter.  

Blake writes specifically about both the American and French revolutions and 

Byron took an active role in emancipatory war efforts in Greece.  Shelleyôs 
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interest in democracy and freedom permeates his actions, poetry, and prose 

(Cameron, 1942). 

 These poets were also aware of the earlier philosophical writings on the 

imagination, some very much so.  Some knew of Shaftesbury and the role of 

imagination in sympathy and turned a great deal of their poetic attention to it 

(Engell, 1981).  The younger poets (Byron, Shelley, and Keats) were influenced 

by Wordsworth and Coleridge, especially through the Lyrical Ballads and its 

ñPrefaceò --  a piece in which Wordsworth links the poetic gift, the poetic 

response, and the poetôs craft to the imagination.        

 Among the British Romantics, Samuel Taylor Coleridge was most explicit 

in his philosophical treatment of the imagination.  The famous passage in his 

critical work, the Biographia Literaria, reads: 

 

The imagination then I consider either as primary, or secondary.  

The primary imagination I hold to be the living power and prime 

agent of all human perception, and as a representation in the finite 

mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM.  The 

secondary I consider as an echo of the former, co-existing with the 

conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the kind of its 

agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its 

operation.  It dissolves, dissipates, in order to re-create; or where 

this process is rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it 

struggles to idealize and to unify.  It is essentially vital, even as all 
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objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and dead. (Coleridge, 

1967, p. 167) 

 

In this passage we can see Coleridge wrestling with the long line of philosophical 

and psychological treatments of the concept of the imagination.  He follows in 

the path of Hobbes, Locke, Hume, Kant and others in attributing both an active 

and passive function to the imagination.  Coleridgeôs primary imagination is a 

basic element of human perception -- it takes sensory impressions and 

ñassemblesò them into perceivable wholes.  The secondary imagination, 

however, is under conscious control.  It is the purposeful re-arrangement of 

impressions and ideas into meaningful wholes.  For Coleridge, this secondary, 

creative power of the imagination was essential to the poetic enterprise (Bowra, 

1950, p. 4). 

 Coleridge also associated the creative imagination with kinds of poetic 

acts.  After presenting his formulation of the primary and secondary imagination, 

he comments: 

  

Whatever more than this I shall think it fit to declare concerning the 

powers and privileges of the imagination in the present work will be 

found in the critical essay on the uses of the supernatural in poetry 

and the principles that regulate its introduction: which the reader 

will find prefixed to the poem of The Ancient Mariner. (Coleridge, 

1967, p. 167) 
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We must forever wonder what exactly Coleridge had to say about the 

supernatural in poetry and the imagination -- he never wrote this promised 

essay.  But his poetic efforts alone show us that he had at least departed if not 

broken from the views of Hobbes and Kant.  Whereas both these philosophers 

are skeptical if not hostile to the fantastical in literature, Coleridgeôs most famous 

works (ñKubla Khanò, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Christabel) are rich in 

fantastical imagery.   

 Coleridgeôs interest in fancy as well as his strong theoretical conviction 

that the imagination was the seat of all creative thought also led him to argue 

that education and the development of mind must proceed from within rather 

than being imposed from without (Berthoff, 1990, p. 58).  For Coleridge, the mind 

unfettered was the mind capable of discovering, willing, and creating freedom.   

 It is not in Coleridge, however, but in his off-and-on-again friend and 

poetic associate William Wordsworth that we see the most direct expression of 

the imagination in terms that can be rendered educationally meaningful.
1
  His 

Prelude is subtitled ñGrowth of a Poetôs Mindò and the self-proclaimed ñthemeò of 

the poem is the imagination.  Wordsworth writes, near the end of his master-

work: 

 

. . . Imagination, which in truth 

Is but another name for absolute power 

                                                           
1
 Although it can certainly be argued that Wordsworthôs treatment of the imagination was heavily influenced 

by Coleridge. 
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And clearest insight, amplitude of mind, 

And reason, in her most exalted mood. 

This faculty hath been the feeding source 

Of our long labor . . . (lines 189-194). 

 

 An encompassing examination of The Prelude and the place of the 

imagination therein would require another investigation altogether and is far 

beyond the scope of this work.  We can note, however, some features of the 

Wordsworthian imagination and its development.  Unlike the Platonic phantasia, 

it is not enemy to reason.  Indeed, it is the finest expression of reason.  As with 

Coleridgeôs secondary imagination, Wordsworthôs creative faculty unites and 

brings parts together into wholes.  The poet even frowns upon the analytic: ñthat 

false secondary power/by which we multiply distinctions, then/Deem that our 

puny boundaries are things/That we perceive, and not that we have madeò 

(Prelude, lines 216-217). 

 Incorporating a particularly Shaftesburian flavor, Wordsworth emphasizes 

the sympathetic agency of the imagination.  Time and again in the Prelude, 

Wordsworth recalls moments in his life in which he felt a powerful resonance 

with nature.  For Wordsworth, these moments are the nectar of the poet.  In the 

Conclusion to the Prelude, Wordsworth describes himself standing on Mount 

Snowdon at early morning, watching the sunrise.  The scene provides the poet 

with a powerful metaphor for the human mind, but it also illustrates the proper 

engagement of the sympathetic function of the imagination.  The imagination is 
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fed with the sublime; it creates the beautiful (poetry, in this case) from the 

beautiful.  While Wordsworth does have some fond recollections of formal 

schooling, the imagination, for Wordsworth, is best given play among the hills, 

mountains, and lakes and not the classroom. 

 Percy Bysshe Shelley would follow upon Wordsworthôs subordination of 

the analytic to the imagination and attribute near-divine stature to the latter 

(Shelley, 1977, p. 480).  But he also provides educational footing beyond 

Wordsworthôs celebration of nature.  His idealism permeates all realms of human 

life -- social, political, and moral, and the place of poetry is supreme in the care 

and feeding of the imagination.  He writes: 

 

A man, to be greatly good, must imagine intensely and 

comprehensively; he must put himself in the place of another and 

of many others; the pains and pleasures of his species must 

become his own.  The great instrument of moral good is the 

imagination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting upon the 

cause.  Poetry enlarges the circumference of the imagination by 

replenishing it with thoughts of ever new delight, which have the 

power of attracting and assimilating to their own nature all other 

thoughts, and which form new intervals and interstices whose void 

for ever craves fresh food.  Poetry strengthens that faculty which is 

organ of the moral nature of man, in the same manner as exercise 

strengthens a limb. (Shelley, 1977, p. 488) 
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 Shelley is not speaking metaphorically about the muscular nature of the 

imagination.  He has no other way to describe it.  In fact, all the language of the 

past centuries leading up to Shelleyôs penning of these words in 1821 made this 

conclusion almost inescapable.  It is this move that allows Shelley the room to 

argue for the training or education of the imagination without, in the first place, 

arguing that the only proper education of the imagination is to bring it under 

control, or, in the second place, arguing that only nature could provide its proper 

education.  Poetry, and, we might add, all creative enterprises are imagination-

building both in their creation and also in their reception and appreciation.  

  

CONCLUSION 

 

 The imagination, as fully articulated by Romantic thinkers, was ripe for 

educational development.  As "reason in its most exalted mode" it formed ideas 

from simple sensations.  It fueled the capacity for empathy and thus provided a 

basis for moral perception and reasoning.  It was the power to dream.  The 

imagination liberated the self and, through the force of its visions, could liberate 

others.  Terry Eagleton observes of the meaning given to acts of imaginative 

creation by the Romantics: ñIts task is to transform society in the name of those 

energies and values which art embodies.  Most of the Romantic poets were 

themselves political activists, perceiving continuity between their literary and 

social commitmentsò (Eagleton, 1983, p. 20).  The Romantics used the concept 
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of the imagination to position themselves against tradition, whether political, 

moral, or aesthetic. 

 For this investigation, three educationally-important facets of the concept 

of the imagination itself were raised to prominence by the Romantics: 1) that the 

imagination is a part of the mind with a particular role and function, 2) that the 

imagination is the seat of the creative power of the mind, 3) that the imagination, 

through its sympathetic urges, is properly nurtured and developed by the 

appreciation of beauty (both natural and created) and the creation of works of 

beauty.   

 It is this third facet that marks the greatest change in the concept of the 

imagination from pre-Romantic to Romantic thought.  While Coleridge and other 

Romantic writers played with the fantastical in ways that went beyond the simple 

recasting of Greek and Roman myth, Kant was expressly against the use of 

fanciful tales in the education of the imagination.  Hobbes, in a passage that 

reverberates forward two centuries, wrote in what can only be taken as a 

dismissive tone: 

 

So when a man compoundeth the image of his own person, with 

the image of the actions of an other man; as when a man imagins 

himselfe a *Hercules*, or an *Alexander*, (which happeneth often 

to them that are much taken with reading of Romants) it is a 

compounded imagination, and properly but a Fiction of the mind. 

(Hobbes, 1991, p. 16)   
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In the Romantics, however, we see a double-movement that pushes past the 

boundaries of Hobbesô rationalism.  ñRomanticò writers and thinkers from Goethe 

to Blake turned attention inward and celebrated dreams, fancies, visions, and 

other ñfictions of the mind.ò  Furthermore, they prized and honored the 

expression of those dreams, fancies, visions and mental fictions in works of art 

as the full embodiment of human imagination.  Art had shaken the chains of 

Platonism and was no longer an imperfect mimesis but an expression of 

individuality. 

 The association of imagination with individuality and personal freedom is 

the most important legacy of Romantic cultivation of the concept of imagination 

for education and perhaps for modern society in general.
1
  Forest Pyle, making 

use of the Marxist concept of ideology, argues that the ideology of the 

imagination served, for the Romantics, a political and social purpose as well as a 

poetic and philosophical one (Pyle, 1995).  Against the backdrop of the 

imagination, Byronôs heroes shook their fists at the world, Blake envisioned a 

world without poverty, and Mary Wollstonecraft wrote her Vindication of the 

Rights of Women.  Imagination became something not to curb and control 

(things relatively easy to do educationally-speaking) but something to express, 

engender, and liberate (things perhaps slightly more difficult to do in the process 

of education).  The imagination, to use an appropriately Romantic metaphor, 

                                                           
1
 In his Sources of the Self, Charles Taylor writes: ñThe idea of the creative imagination, as it sprang up in 

the Romantic era, is still central to modern culture.  The conception is still alive among us of art - of 

literature, in the first place, and especially of poetry - as a creation which reveals, or as a revelation which at 

the same time defines and completes what makes it manifestò (Taylor, 1989, p. 419). 
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needed to be cultivated.  It needed to grow, to develop.  That which inhibited the 

imagination, logically enough, was to be devalued and that which gave it free 

play was to be cherished.  Indeed, in the spiritualism of William Blake (for whom 

the imagination was a form of the divine) limiting the imagination would be close 

to sin (Bowra, 1950, pp. 3-4).      

 Literary critic C.M. Bowra observes of the relationship between 

imagination and self-expression in the Romantic poets: 

 

[The] belief in the imagination was part of the contemporary belief 

in the individual self.  The poets were conscious of a wonderful 

capacity to create imaginary worlds, and they could not believe that 

this was idle or false.  On the contrary, they thought that to curb it 

was to deny something vitally necessary to their whole being.  They 

thought that it was just this which made them poets, and that in 

their exercise of it they could do far better than other poets who 

sacrificed it to caution and common sense. (Bowra, 1950, pp. 1-2) 

 

 It is easy to see why the imagination that emerged from the Romantic 

period was a goldmine for subsequent educators and education reformers.  

Swinging on the hinge of the imagination, arguments were almost ready-made 

for the inclusion of expressive activities and new modes of learned ñsensitivityò in 

the curriculum.  In the next chapter, we shall investigate how the Romantic 

imagination was taken up by educators in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
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and used to provide critical, although not unproblematic, leverage for reformist 

educational movements -- movements which, in their massive influence, 

continue to saturate the language of modern education practices.  
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Chapter Two: The Liberation of the Schooled Imagination 

 

 

 As we move ahead, from the grand scale of Romanticism toward the 

context of modern educational theory and schooling practices and toward our 

ultimate goal of passing judgment on the educational value of the imagination, 

we must resist the temptation to represent the history of the concept of the 

imagination as a linear narrative.  Although I do intend this investigation to be an 

account of the development and changes in the use of the concept in 

educational thinking, it cannot give a strict genealogy of its current use.  While 

we can discuss and occasionally isolate actual trends in language use, we 

usually must rely on how privileged speakers and writers (published authors and 

noted speakers) used a word.  We may know how Coleridge or Kant 

conceptualized the imagination but we can say very little about how their next-

door neighbors did, much less classroom teachers in the context of education of 

their day. 

 We begin to turn, then, from philosophers and poets to educational writers 

and educational theorists who, in various ways, reaped the crop sewn by the 

Romantics.  We turn, bearing in mind the above caveat, not to a point 

downstream in the history of the imagination, but to a confluence of a number of 

philosophical, psychological, and aesthetic streams -- a confluence typical of 

thinking in education.   
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 The revolutionary educational theory of Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi and 

Friedrich Froebel was deeply informed by both French and German Romanticism 

in its emphasis on the nature of the child and student self-realization.  Education 

reformers and theorists who followed, both in Europe and North America, would 

build upon but also respond to the educational implications of numerous strands 

in Romantic thought -- from the naturalism of Rousseau to the poetic sensibility 

of Wordsworth.       

   The importance of the creative imagination was obvious to post-

Romantic educators as the seat of possibility in the Romantic understanding of 

mind.  The idea of a mind, generative and active and not simply a book in which 

the magister writes valued knowledge, served as the perfect vehicle for the 

spiritual, social, and moral arguments of a number of education theorists.  These 

arguments, we shall see, challenged not only the traditional pedagogy of rote 

learning and recitation but also assumptions about childhood, Nature, self, and 

society. 

 There is, however, a basic tension in the importation of the Romantic 

imagination into the context of education.  In Wordsworthôs Prelude I noted the 

value of imagination in the growth of the mind.  Wordsworthôs imagination is 

painted on the canvas of the solitary thinker, journeying to Mount Snowdon for 

the sunrise.  The Romantic imagination, associated with the poetic and 

aesthetic, contains an assertion of irrepressible individuality.  To educate the 

imagination and liberate the studentôs mind while at the same time keeping the 
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bodies of young children all in the same place was, and still is, a formidable 

challenge for education reformers. 

 The movement from the Romantic roots of imagination to the classroom is 

characterized by efforts to ñfitò the creative imagination into the language of 

schooling.  This fit requires a good bit of alteration on the part of would-be tailors.  

In the history of the concept in education, it required a gradual but distinctive 

move away from the poetic ñpowerò of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Blake, Shelley, 

and Romanticism to a mental faculty or ability over which the teacher could 

exercise direction and constructive control.  Education reformers would have to 

incorporate the liberatory, expressivistic vision of the Romantics into educational 

practice without reverting to the restrictive educational recommendations of 

Hobbes or Kant.  Wordsworth left the education of the imagination largely to 

Nature.  Educators needed to go further.  They needed to assert the educational 

value of the imagination in the discourse of school policy.           

  

 

EARLY EUROPEAN PROGRESSIVES AND THE ACTIVE MIND 

 

 During the same period in which the British Romantic poets were 

celebrating the power of the imagination, a few Continental thinkers were starting 

a movement that would revolutionize schooling in both Europe and North 

America.  Following the lead of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a titanic figure in 

European Romantic thought, such foundational educational theorists as 



 48 

Pestalozzi and Froebel shifted the focus in education from key texts and rote 

learning to the child and child development.   

 Rousseau himself was skeptical if not hostile to the imagination and fancy, 

perhaps realizing that it would be difficult to lead Emile, his fictitious pupil and the 

subject of his greatest work, to a life of moderation informed by direct sensory 

experience if one also encouraged flights of fancy.  On a number of occasions in 

the Emile, Rousseau expresses the need to check the imagination (Rousseau, 

1961). He writes, ñThe world of reality has its bounds, the world of imagination is 

boundless; as we cannot enlarge the one, let us restrict the other; for all the 

sufferings which really make us miserable arise from the difference between the 

real and imaginaryò (Rousseau, 1961, p. 45). 

 The Platonic influence in Rousseauôs work is evident in his skepticism 

about the imagination although it is quite possible that Rousseau also was 

influenced by John Lockeôs characteristically empiricist downplaying of the 

illusory nature of the imagination (Engell, 1981, p. 18) .
1
  Just as Plato holds that 

phantasia interferes with true perception, Rousseau believed that the imaginary 

is one-step removed from real, direct experience with Nature.  Rousseau, 

however, places a great deal more emphasis on contact with Nature than did 

Plato.  Indeed, Plato argues that as our senses can mislead us in judgment, they 

are also one step removed from a pure apprehension of the ideal forms of 

existence.   

                                                           
1
 Rousseau, in a famous passage, recommends to the reader: ñIf you wish to know what is meant by public 

education, read Platoôs Republic.  Those who merely judge books by their titles take this for a treatise on 

politics, but it is the finest treatise on education ever writtenò (Rousseau, 1961, p. 8). 
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 How Rousseau handles the relationship between the child and Nature 

provides room for later educational theorists to emphasize the importance of the 

creative imagination.  Rousseau, like Immanuel Kant, stands at the border 

between Enlightenment thought and Romanticism.  Although skeptical of the 

creative ñimaginationò (as the word was understood by such philosophers as 

Hobbes and Locke), he benefits from the shift in late Enlightenment thinking that 

fundamentally changed the understanding of mind:  where mind was once 

passive and receptive only, it now was active and generative.  Rousseau, 

consequently, stresses the unfolding of the childôs inner nature -- especially the 

ways in which the child grows and matures in response to his experiences.  The 

educator's first duty, according to Rousseau, is to carefully study the child so as 

to become sensitive to his inner nature.  "Oh, wise man, take time to observe 

nature; watch your scholar well before you say a word to him; first leave the germ 

of his character free to show itself, do not constrain him in anything, the better to 

see him as he really is," preaches Rousseau (1961, p. 58). 

   A number of educators took Rousseauôs recommendation to heart.
1
 

They saw, in the growing strength of Romantic conceptions of mind, Nature, and 

the relationship between the two, an opportunity to make persuasive cases for 

educational and, consequently, social reform.  Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-

1827) is often described as the first and most important educator to follow 

Rousseau's child-focused curriculum, although he was certainly not a slavish 

devotee (Curtis & Boultwood, 1964; Noll & Kelly, 1970, p. 182; Nakosteen, 1965, 

                                                           
1
 Included among those whom Rousseau influenced is also Wordsworth himself although there is 

disagreement about the extent to which Wordsworth parts company with Rousseau. 
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p. 333).  Dissatisfied with the methods of rote-learning and hard discipline that 

were commonplace in his time, Pestalozzi strove for social reform through an 

education of the individual child -- an education respectful of the childôs own 

nature and constantly attentive to his or her natural development (Heafford, 

1967).
1
   

 Pestalozzi took seriously Rousseau's admonition to fit the education to the 

child's nature and the child's development as a child (Nakosteen, 1965, p. 334).  

Yet Pestalozzi also took from Locke, Kant, Goethe and others.  He was, in many 

ways, neck-deep in the same ideas that influenced Coleridge, Wordsworth, and 

the other British Romantics.  He was especially influenced, in his understanding 

of the imagination, by his personal friend Johann Gottlieb Fichte.  Fichte gave 

the highest importance to the imagination and its relationship to self-realization 

and freedom in his philosophical work and extended his philosophy to the realm 

of education (Engell, 1981; Nakosteen, 1965).  The imagination 

(Einbildungskraft), for Fichte, was the agency by which the mind and self (Ich) 

relates to the world (Engell, 1981, pp. 225-231). 

 Pestalozzi seized upon this understanding of the imagination, although he 

would conceive of it predominantly within the vague and complex meaning of 

anschauung -- a concept sometimes indicating sense-impressions alone but also 

the combination of those sense-impressions and the formation of ideas.
2
  The 

                                                           
1
 Concerning the way in which Pestalozzi expanded the ameliorative potential of Rousseauean education 

theory, J.A. Green writes: ñPestalozzi was as profoundly convinced of the rottenness of society as 

Rousseau, but more clearly, or at any rate more consistently, than Rousseau, perhaps, he saw salvation in 

education promoted by the stateò (Green, 1912, p. 6). 
2
 Although English translators in the late 19th century would readily translate Pestalozziôs fuzzy use of 

anschauung as imagination. 
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importance of sense-impressions and their constructive relationship to ideas 

through the syncretic power of the mind stands at the heart of Pestalozzi's theory 

of education.  In 1801, a year in which Wordsworth was busily working away on 

The Prelude and two years after he and Coleridge had made an academic 

pilgrimage to Germany, Pestalozzi wrote:  

 

[A]ll knowledge flows from three primary powers: 

1. From the power of making sounds, the origin of language. 

2. From the indefinite, simple sensuous-power of forming images, 

out of which arise the consciousness of all forms. 

3. From the definite, no longer merely sensuous-power of 

imagination, from which must be derived consciousness of unity, 

and with it the power of calculation and arithmetic. (Pestalozzi, 

1898, p. 148) 

 

 Pestalozzi, like Coleridge (who was also influenced by Fichteôs treatment 

of the imagination), sees the imagination as the power by which images received 

through the senses were combined to form unified wholes -- ideas and concepts.  

It is this power-in-the-mind that Pestalozzi found so important for education.  For 

Pestalozzi, the Romantic understanding of the imagination was understood as an 

accurate empirical representation of the mind-at-work.  He observes: 
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I long sought for a common psychological origin for all these arts of 

instruction, because I was convinced that only through this might it 

be possible to discover the form in which the cultivating of mankind 

is determined through the very laws of Nature itself.  It is evident 

this form is founded on the general organization of the mind, by 

means of which our understanding binds together in imagination 

the impressions which are received by the senses from Nature into 

a whole, that is into an idea, and gradually unfolds this idea clearly. 

(Pestalozzi, 1898, p. 142) 

 

Pestalozzi's methods are an expression of these theoretical convictions.  He 

advises that children measure, draw, and write in order to solidify the growing 

power in the child to turn sense-impressions into ideas and forms (Pestalozzi, 

1898, pp. 183-200).  He also stresses the importance of self-knowledge 

(achieved through a gradual sophistication of the mind and its powers), 

especially in regard to the child learning to love and worship Nature and God.  

Pestalozzi, in his later work on his method, writes, "Self-knowledge, then, is the 

center from which all human instruction must start" (Pestalozzi, 1989, p. 334).  

 Pestalozzi was well within the Enlightenment tradition which held that the 

most important ñfunctionò of the imagination was its ability to combine 

impressions into ideas.  His interest in self-knowledge, self-activity, and the 

importance of the childôs freedom in education lays new ground in educational 

thinking, however; new ground not just for education but for the understanding of 




