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In the dominant philosophical tradition, imagination has generally been regarded
as subordinate and ancillary to reason. This article examines the concept of
imagination in the philosophy of Giambattista Vico and demonstrates that, in his
thought, imagination is not a secondary faculty but rather the foundational basis
for the possibility of thought, knowledge, and truth. Criticizing Cartesian
rationalism, Vico considers imagination a fundamental element of human nature
and a necessary condition for learning, self-knowledge, and social life. The
present study shows that, according to Vico’s principle that “truth is made” (verum
factum), knowledge is not the mere accumulation of abstract concepts but the
product of human creative activity manifested in language, myth, metaphor, and
narrative. From this perspective, poetry, history, literature, and rhetoric acquire a
central role in contemporary moral and intellectual education. Vico presents
imaginary forms as the primary origin of human thought and culture. In his view,
metaphor, myth, and poetic language are not merely ornamental or literary
devices; rather, they constitute primary cognitive mechanisms that enable the
understanding of the world and self-knowledge. Analysis of the interconnection
between imagination and rhetoric in Vico’s thought reveals that effective
education requires the integration of reason and imagination, as well as attention
to the emotional, symbolic, and linguistic dimensions of human experience. The
article argues that the exclusion of imagination from the educational process
reduces education to the mere transmission of information, whereas the true aim
of education is the transformation of character and the cultivation of sound
judgment and wisdom. Ultimately, this study emphasizes the necessity of
rethinking contemporary educational systems in light of Vico’s imagination-
centered and humanistic approach.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

In the philosophical tradition, imagination and image have often been assigned a lower position,
secondary to reason, serving solely as aids to conceptual thought or as devices in art, detached from
genuine philosophical inquiry. Vico directly challenges such legacy, thereby affirming the indispensible
role of the poetic and imaginative in human understanding. He regards imagination highly crucial for
everyday life and sustaining reason in the world. Vico equates poetry with wisdom, treating the poetic
(synonymous with myth) as the origin of knowledge. Metaphysics originates in the poetic experience
of early humans, who projected divinity (e.g., Jove) onto nature. History is nothing but poetic: early
humanity thought and ordered civil institutions through a "common mental language" and "sensory
topics," creating poetic characters from sensory qualities. Only later did abstract reflection emerge. Vico
defends the rhetorical and poetic nature of thought, replacing the Cartesian method with eloquence,
where philosophy becomes "wisdom speaking.” Through his discovery of imaginative universals, Vico
establishes imagination as a mode of thought and action, founding Western philosophy on imagination
rather than pure reason. Therefore, the article explores Vico's concept of imagination and its
significance for human affairs, especially education, arguing that if imagination is integral to human
nature and the root of knowledge in imaginative activities, a logical connection arises between
imagination and pedagogy.

Methodology

The article’s method of study relies on a close interpretive reading of Vico's primary texts, particularly
the New Science, supplemented by his earlier writings (On the Study Methods of Our Time, On
Humanistic Education, and The Autobiography of Giambattista Vico) and also relevant secondary
interpretations, including Verene, Marcus and Trabant. Key concepts are explored through Vico's
tripartite historical ages (Age of Gods, Heroes, Men), each tied to distinct languages and modes of
thought, with imagination dominant in the early stages. The study traces the development of Vico's
ideas from his critique of Cartesian rationalism to his mature theory in the New Science. It employs
conceptual explication of terms such as "imaginative universals" (poetic characters reducing species to
singular imaginative forms), the verum-factum principle (“the true is what is made"), and the correlation
between metaphor, myth, and language as cognitive mechanisms. Educational implications are derived
directly from Vico's pedagogical reflections, contrasting ancient humanistic methods, like that of
highlighting imagination, rhetoric, poetry with modern Cartesian approaches which rests on prioritizing
abstract reasoning and geometric method.

Discussion

Vico's epistemology revolve about "imaginative universals,” defined as the originary power of the mind
from which all human thought and culture arise, representing primitive perception of reality by early
humans. Imagination is strongest when reason is weakest, prevailing in the Age of Gods, where humans,
lacking abstraction, deified nature through sensory logic and created poetic characters. These universals
are creative: early humans-imposed order on chaotic sensory experience by fabricating ideal images
and myths, not through abstraction but through bodily, vigorous imagination. The verum-factum
principle, formulated against Cartesianism, asserts that true knowledge has reference only to what
humans make. Humans are cabale of attaining knowledge in geometry because they create it thmselves;
physics remains probable since humans do not make nature come into being. This critiques Descartes'
cogito as yielding mere certainty rather than truth. Truth aligns with making, attaching epistemology to
creative imagination. Metaphor, myth, and language interconnect in Vico's theory: metaphor functions
as the primary cognitive mechanism for early humans, transforming sensory impressions into
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meaningful forms via imaginative projection Myths are "true narratives," each a condensed metaphor.
Language evolves from divine signs (Age of Gods) to heroic metaphors and finally human prose.
Imagination underpins civil institutions and prevents barbarism by sustaining cultural unity. Education-
wise, Vico critiques the modern neglect of imagination in favor of abstract criticism and geometric
method, which fragments knowledge and withhold natural development. Ancient education cultivated
imagination, memory, and eloquence alongside reason. Vico advocate’s balance: fortify imagination
and memory in youth through poetry, literature, rhetoric. Eloquence is "wisdom speaking,” uniting
philosophy and rhetoric for self-knowledge which is regarded as the pinnacle of humanistic paideia and
moral education. Poetry and art foster ethical growth superior to abstract philosophy, enabling
participation in meaning-making through narrative and symbol. Neglecting imagination risks
"parbarism of reflection,” reducing education to technical mastery over nature rather than self-
knowledge and civic virtue.

Conclusion

Vico challenges Cartesian epistemology's rationalist bias by restoring imagination to the center of
cognition. Imaginative universals represent the primal creative power underlying thought, culture, and
institutions. The verum-factum principle reframes truth as constructed, linking knowledge to human
making via imagination. Truth emerges historically through metaphor, myth, and language as
inseparable from creation. This demands a fundamental rethinking of education, namely that humans
are simultaneously rational and imaginative beings. Modern overemphasis on abstraction marginalizes
poetry, literature, history, and rhetoric. A Vichian pedagogy prioritizes self-knowledge, moral
cultivation, and holistic development over instrumental mastery. Imagination is fundamental to creative,
meaningful learning; eloquence integrates wisdom and expression, enabling ethical transformation.
Reviving imagination's role prevents reductionist education and secures against intellectual barbarism,
affirming the necessity of poetic wisdom for authentic human flourishing.
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