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Dream the World” (quoted in Cope, 1973).

Instead of the real and the imaginai being opposed as the imagi-
nai distorts, condenses, rearranges and negates the real, it is thought
that through the imaginai the truer nature of the real is manifested. It
Is the intermediate universe—the universe hetween pure spirit and
the physical, sensible world—which is the world of the symbol and
of imagining. In it spirits become corporealized and bodies spiritual-
ized. This intermediate world, ‘alam al mithal, the “mundus imaginalis,”
“corresponds to a precise mode of perception” which is imaginative
power or perception (Corbin, 1972, 1). Corbin reflects his authors’
Intentions by arguing that this mode of perception, though not sense
perception or intellectual intuition, is nonetheless every bit as real, or
even more real. In this mode of perception development is not atten-
dant to de-personification, to pure logic or abstract thought, to
assimilating the imaginai other into the self, or forsaking him in loyalty
to objective reality. Development has to do rather with attaining a
state of mind, through longing, in which personifying occurs sponta-
neously. The resulting figures are not considered “imaginary” but
“imaginai,” in order to indicate that they are not unreal. For Corbin
these imaginai others are part of the real, where the real is defined
more largely than our modern Western conception of it. Dialogues
with the “Angels” of imaginai reality, far from being symptomatic of
pathology, are understood as teaching one to hear the events of the
everyday symbolically and metaphorically.

The relevance of these ideas to our own psychology is best
expressed by Corbin himself:

Let us not make any mistake and simply state that our
precursors in the West conceived imagination too ratio-
nalistically and too |nteIIectuaI|st|c_aII3{. Unless we have
access to a cosmology structured similarly to that of the
traditional Oriental philosophers, with a plurality of uni-
verses arranged in ascending order, our imagination will
remain out of focus, and its recurrent conjunctions with
our will to power will be a never-ending source of horrars.
In that event, we would be confining ourselves to looking
for a new.d!smf)llne of the Imagination. It would, how-
ever, be difficult to find such a new discipline, as long as
we continue to see in it no more than a way of getting a
certain distance to what is called reality and a way of act-
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ing upon reality. Now, this reality we feel is arbitrarily
limited as soon as we compare it to the reality described
by our traditional theosophers, and this limitation degrades
reality itself. (1972, 16)

It is beyond the scope of this book to describe how the historical
pressures of Christianity and the rise of science narrowed the prevailing
conception of reality to exclude imaginai figures. Let it suffice to say
that as long as reality is defined this narrowly, imaginai dialogues will
be seen as either a means to adapt to that delimited reality or as a
nuisance thwarting the desired adaptation—and our view of other
possible functions of the imaginai will be distorted. From this con-
stricted view of reality such dialogues become merely one among
other ways to rehearse future social discourse, practice language skills,
guide behavior. In psychotherapy this view results in such practices
as teaching schizophrenics and hyperactive children to talk to them-
selves to guide their feelings and behavior and to adapt to the
demands of external social reality. (See Meichenbaum, 1977 and
Meichenbaum and Goodman, 1979.)

Once we open up reality to include the poetic, the dramatic, and
the spiritual, the development of our relations with imaginai figures
can no longer be confined to our customary notions. Development
itself needs to be reconceived. Adaptation to reality changes its
meaning, as reality becomes not just the sensible, material, and external
reality, but created and imaginai realities as well. Adaptation with
regard to a redefined notion of reality would no longer reflect a pri-
marily “utilitarian, ‘survival—or ‘achievement’ oriented context”
(Herron and Sutton-Smith, 1971, 2), but would include forming a
relation to symbolic and expressive modes of thought. Sutton-Smith
argues this point of view with respect to symbolic play, which is among
the first sites of imaginai dialogues. Play, he argues, is not solely a
cognitive (nor affective or conative) function but “an expressive form
sui generis with its own unique purpose” (Sutton-Smith, 1971, 341).
“Reverie and creative imagination have to do,” he says, “with more
novel forms of adaptation” (331). They are creative of realities and
not just deficient ones expressive of the child’s inability to accommodate
himself to external reality or failure to relinquish a position of ego-
centricity. They are creative of alternate realities, of symbolic and
metaphorical realities.



IMAGINATION AS REALITY 19

Corbin is not presented here to advocate a religious point of
view with regard to imaginai dialogues. The virtue of the system he
describes is that it begins with the experience of the imaginai other
and illustrates how, when this experience is engaged, there can
develop a metaphorical way of thinking, a reflection between mundane
and imaginai realities that enriches them both. The developmental
theories dealt with earlier approach imaginai dialogues from a theory
of projection which too quickly moves from the experience of the
figures to explanatory principles. If one lingers with the experience
of the figures” autonomy, as Corbin’s poets did, development is seen
in terms of the manner of relating to the figures, rather than the
gradual reabsorption and disappearance of the figures suggested by
the psychological theories we have discussed.



