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Full Abstract of The Recovery of the Imagination

My dissertation interprets German and English Romanticism (1790-1850) as an essentially
ethical movement by focusing on its conception of the creative imagination. The Romantics understand
the creative imagination to be our power to create works of art as well as our power to want or
desire something—for example, to be drawn to a career, a way of life, or a relationship with a
particular person. Like artistic production, desiring is thus supposed to be a creative, imaginative
activity. The dissertation reconstructs this conception of the imagination, argues that it resolves a
paradox about desire that contemporary accounts do not adequately address, and shows how it
supports a distinctive ethic of responsive love.

The puzzle about desire arises from two apparently inconsistent observations about its
nature. On the one hand, conditions like dejection—in which we perceive that something is
desirable but do not desire it—suggest that desiring something is more than perceiving that it is
desirable. On the other hand, if desiring is supposed to be a response to what is desirable in things,
then it seems it cannot be anything more than the perception that something is desirable. Desiring
thus seems like it must be, and yet cannot be, something more than the perception of a thing’s
desirability.

The Romantics felt that even the most promising Enlightenment conceptions of practical
thought could not address this problem. On the Romantic accounting, these Enlightenment
outlooks are limited by the specious division they draw between the free, self-conscious mind and
the natural world. I argue that contemporary conceptions of desire also falter in the face of this
puzzle, but that the Romantic conception of the imagination exemplified by Wordsworth can
resolve it.

Unlike what authors in the period call the “reproductive imagination,” our power to revive
past experiences, the creative imagination is a power of productive expression: it is a faculty that takes in
disparate materials and “presses them out” in a new and original from. In its conative employment,
the creative imagination builds on a perception of something’s appeal, whatever makes it fitting to
desire. Every such perception “calls out” for a response: indeed, on this analysis, part of what it is to
perceive something’s appeal is to recognize it would be fitting to take a fitting interest in it. Yet there
is no rule or concept one can apply to determine what interested response would fit the object’s
appeal; the individual must creatively determine as much. To do so is to perform the imaginative act
of desiring, a creative response to something’s appeal that is partially grounded in this perception.

In addition to solving the earlier puzzle about desiring, this conception of the creative
imagination and its conative use opens a comparatively under-explored domain for ethical reflection.
This domain of ethical significance is co-created by unthinking nature and human beings, neither of
whose contribution is conceivable independently from the other. While artists open a view to this
domain in their artwork, each of us necessarily moves through and thereby adds to it just in living
our lives. It is reality’s symbolic dimension, one that would not exist without us, but which we do
not merely project onto the world nor discover there. We receive warrant for thinking the world has
this dimension, I argue, from the foregoing analysis of what it is to take an interest in things.

The Romantics also use this conception of the imagination and its domain to support a
distinctive ethic of responsive love or—what I argue is an equivalent notion—authenticity.
According to the Romantic perspective I reconstruct, the world is essentially “incomplete” because
we are: in our form of life, the task of living is to help complete the world by infusing it with our
own passionate interest, pursuing this ethical ideal through the exercise of the creative imagination.



