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On the Development of Kierkegaard’s Theory of Imagination

Takaya SUTO

In the literature, some scholars have turned to Kierkegaard with the hope to shed light on the
essence of imagination by trying to articulate what Kierkegaard would have recognized as the
essence of imagination. Others have attempted to classify the functions of imagination into three
groups based on the three stages of human existence. In contrast, this paper argues that although
the various theories may seem contradictory at first glance, we can reconstruct a coherent theory
of imagination once we recognize the changes to Kierkegaard’s discussion of imagination which
can be distinguished into four stages of development.

In the first stage, imagination was understood as that which is indispensable for seeking the
ideal. However, Kierkegaard had to deal with the issue of how to control imagination’s function as
the maker of infinity and connect it to the movement towards the finite or the concrete.

In the second stage, imagination was given an equivalent position to feeling and thought. And
they were understood to work at the same time and have influence on each other. Faith and
thought work dialectically.

In the third stage, imagination was understood as that which makes reflection possible and sup-
ports as well as enables feeling, willing and knowing to function properly. Imagination launches
reflection and opens up the possibility for them. In this context, imagination was understood as a
condition for the will to function.

In the fourth stage, Kierkegaard discussed that the “self-made” imagination was to collapse for a
time in front of transcendent God. After that, imagination was to be received with “the immediacy
after reflection” from God again. With this new imagination individuals continues to form them-

selves with God.
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