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D ream  the W orld” (quoted in Cope, 1973).

Instead o f  the real and the imaginai being opposed as the im agi
nai d istorts, condenses, rearranges and negates the real, it is though t 
th a t th rough the imaginai the truer nature o f  the real is m anifested. It 
is the in term ediate universe— the universe betw een pure spirit and 
the physical, sensible w orld— which is the w orld o f  the sym bol and 
o f  imagining. In  it spirits becom e corporealized and bodies spiritual
ized. T his in term ediate w orld, ‘alam al m ithal, the “mundus imaginalis,” 
“ corresponds to a precise m ode o f  percep tio n” which is imaginative 
pow er or percep tion  (Corbin, 1972, 1). C orbin reflects his au tho rs’ 
in ten tions by arguing that this m ode o f  percep tion , though n o t sense 
percep tion  or intellectual intu ition, is nonetheless every bit as real, or 
even m ore real. In  this m ode o f  percep tion  developm ent is no t a tten 
d an t to  d e -p e rso n ific a tio n , to  pu re  logic o r ab s tra c t th o u g h t, to  
assimilating the imaginai other into the self, or forsaking him in loyalty 
to objective reality. D evelopm ent has to do rather w ith attaining a 
state o f  m ind, th rough longing, in which personifying occurs spo n ta
neously. T he  resulting figures are n o t considered “ im aginary” but 
“ im aginai,” in o rder to  indicate that they are n o t unreal. For Corbin 
these im aginai o thers are part o f  the real, w here the real is defined 
m ore largely than  our m odern  W estern conception  o f  it. D ialogues 
w ith the “A ngels” o f  im aginai reality, far from  being sym ptom atic o f  
pathology, are understood  as teaching one to  hear the events o f  the 
everyday symbolically and metaphorically.

T h e  relevance o f  th ese  ideas to  ou r ow n psycho logy  is best 
expressed by C orbin himself:

Let us not make any mistake and simply state that our 
precursors in the West conceived imagination too ratio- 
nalistically and too intellectualistically. 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 horrors.
In that event, we would be confining ourselves to looking 
for a new discipline o f 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 
lim ited as soon as we com pare it to the reality described 
by our traditional theosophers, and this lim itation degrades 
reality itself. (1972, 16)

I t is beyond the scope o f  this book to  describe how  the historical 
pressures o f  Christianity and the rise o f  science narrowed the prevailing 
conception  o f  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 m eans to  adapt to  that delim ited reality or as a 
nuisance thw arting the desired adaptation— and our view o f  o ther 
possible functions o f  the imaginai will be distorted . F rom  this con 
stricted view o f  reality such dialogues becom e m erely one am ong 
o ther 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  gu ide th e ir  feelings and b eh av io r and  to  ad ap t to  the  
dem an ds o f  ex ternal social reality. (See M eichenbaum , 1977 and 
M eichenbaum  and G oodm an , 1979.)

O nce we open up reality to include the poetic, the dram atic, and 
the spiritual, the developm ent o f  our relations w ith im aginai figures 
can no longer be confined to  our custom ary notions. D evelopm ent 
itse lf  need s to  be reconceived . A d ap ta tio n  to  reality  changes its 
meaning, as reality becomes no t just the sensible, material, and external 
reality, b u t created and im aginai realities as well. A daptation  with 
regard to  a redefined no tion  o f reality would no longer reflect a p ri
m arily “utilitarian , ‘survival’— or ‘ach ievem ent’ o rien ted  co n tex t” 
(H erron  and Sutton-Sm ith, 1971, 2), bu t would include form ing a 
relation to  sym bolic and expressive m odes o f  thought. Sutton-Sm ith 
argues this po in t o f  view with respect to symbolic play, which is am ong 
the first sites o f  im aginai dialogues. Play, he argues, is n o t solely a 
cognitive (nor affective or conative) function bu t “an expressive form  
sui generis w ith its own unique pu rp ose” (Sutton-Sm ith, 1971, 341). 
“Reverie and creative im agination have to  do,” he says, “w ith m ore 
novel form s o f  adap ta tion” (331). They are creative o f  realities and 
not just deficient ones expressive o f the child’s inability to accom m odate 
h im self to external reality or failure to relinquish a position  o f  ego- 
centricity. They are creative o f  alternate realities, o f  symbolic and 
m etaphorical realities.
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C orbin  is n o t p resen ted  here to  advocate a religious p o in t o f  

view w ith regard to  imaginai dialogues. T he virtue o f  the system  he 
describes is that it begins w ith the experience o f  the im aginai o ther 
and  illu stra tes  how, w h en  th is ex p erience  is engaged , th e re  can 
develop a metaphorical way o f thinking, a reflection between m undane 
and im aginai realities th a t enriches them  both . T he developm ental 
theories dealt w ith earlier approach imaginai dialogues from  a theory 
o f  p ro jection  w hich too  quickly m oves from  the experience o f  the 
figures to explanatory principles. I f  one lingers w ith the experience 
o f  the figures’ autonom y, as C orb in’s poets did, developm ent is seen 
in term s o f  the m anner o f  relating to  the figures, ra ther than the 
gradual reabsorp tion  and disappearance o f  the figures suggested by 
the psychological theories we have discussed.


