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Recent findings challenge the traditional view that knowledge must
be strictly derived from logic, objective deduction, or empirical data.
Narratives are proven to be a foundational way humans organize,
evaluate, and understand the world. Our study shows that this view,
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distinct traditions: Farabi and Sartre. Instead of cherry-picking a
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philosophical reality accessible to the general public. In contrast,
Sartre sees imagination as a mechanism for escaping reality and
confronting nothingness. For Sartre, imaginative consciousness
reveals our fundamental freedom by positing objective reality as
absent or non-existent. Farabi believes stories serve a cognitive
purpose, fostering social cohesion and moral education. Sartre
focuses on their irreal aspects, considering imagination a sphere for
expressing individual freedom and liberation from the determinism of
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Recent findings in cognitive science and narrative psychology challenge the
traditional view that knowledge must be derived strictly from logic, objective
deduction, or empirical data. Narratives have proven to be a foundational way
through which humans organize, evaluate, and understand the world. Our study
shows that this view, while relatively new in Western thought, has deep
precedents in Persian-Islamic philosophy. This paper conducts a comparative
analysis of theories of imagination and storytelling in the ideas of two prominent
philosophers from these distinct traditions: Abu Nasr Farabi (10th century) and
Jean-Paul Sartre (20th century). Instead of cherry-picking a Western thinker who
would easily align with our argument, we deliberately chose a philosopher who
was also a Nobel Prize-winning storyteller—Sartre. We argue that although both
thinkers regard imaginative storytelling as constructive, they explain its function
within opposite frameworks. For Farabi, imagination serves as a bridge between
the sensible and intelligible realms, making higher philosophical realities
accessible to the general public. In contrast, Sartre sees imagination as a
mechanism for escaping reality and confronting nothingness, revealing human
freedom by positing objective reality as absent or non-existent. While Farabi
believes stories serve a cognitive purpose—fostering social cohesion and moral
education—Sartre focuses on their irreal aspects, considering imagination a
sphere for expressing individual freedom and liberation from the determinism of
objective reality.

Methods

This study employs a qualitative, comparative-philosophical methodology.
Primary sources include Farabi’s Ara' Ahl al-Madina al-Fadila (The Opinions of
the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City), Tahsil al-Sa'adah (The Attainment of
Happiness), and Al-Siyasa al-Madaniyya (Political Regime), alongside Sartre’s
L'Imaginaire: Psychologie phénoménologique de 1'imagination (The Imaginary:
A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination) and his literary works. The
analysis proceeds through four stages: (1) Explicating Sartre’s four key
characteristics of imagination—variety of consciousness, quasi-observation, the
positing of an object as nothingness, and spontaneity; (2) Reconstructing
Farabi’s theory of imagination (mutakhayyila) as a cognitive and social faculty;
(3) Performing a side-by-side comparison focusing on the epistemological and
ontological status of imagined objects; (4) Identifying points of divergence
regarding imagination’s social vs. individual functions. The comparison is not
evaluative in a hierarchical sense but analytical, aiming to clarify how two
radically different philosophical anthropologies lead to different conclusions
about storytelling.
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Results

Our analysis reveals three major findings.

First, Sartre provides a meticulous phenomenological description of imagination
based on four features. (a) Variety of consciousness: Imagination differs
fundamentally from perception. (b) Quasi-observation: The imagined object
offers an inexhaustible, fluid detail that cannot be fully inspected. (c) Positing
the object as nothingness: Imagination posits its object as absent, non-existent,
or elsewhere—thereby confronting consciousness with nothingness. (d)
Spontaneity: Imagination is an active, creative production and maintenance of
the image, not a passive reception. For Sartre, imagination enables
consciousness to engage with what is absent or non-existent, thus experiencing
creative freedom.

Second, Farabi’s theory is found to be more comprehensive and
multidimensional. He views imagination not merely as a mental process but as
an epistemological tool for attaining knowledge. Unlike Sartre’s strict
separation, Farabi simultaneously considers both realistic and irreal aspects of
imagination: mental images can either correspond to reality or transcend it,
granting imagination a constructive and innovative capacity. Most notably,
Farabi extends imagination into social and cultural dimensions—imagination is
not only an individual experience but also a vehicle for transmitting knowledge,
education, moral reinforcement, and collective culture. In Farabi’s framework,
imagination plays a prominent role in social interaction, pedagogy, and the
development of human reason.

Third, the comparative results indicate a fundamental divergence in their
philosophical orientations. Farabi adopts an instrumental view of imagination: it
serves to convey truth, educate the public, and preserve social order. Storytelling
is a means to say something real about the intelligible world. Sartre, conversely,
adopts an essentialist view: imagination and storytelling are not primarily about
truth but about the manifestation of human freedom in the face of an absurd or
meaningless world. For Farabi, fiction is a friend of reality because it
communicates reality more effectively. For Sartre, fiction is neither friend nor
foe but rather an escape from reality—a privileged space where freedom is
exercised precisely because reality is suspended.

Furthermore, while Sartre insists that perception and imagination are
completely distinct and cannot be combined in a single mental act—allowing
him to analyze imagination as free, creative, and independent—Farabi softens
this boundary. In Farabi’s view, imagination is a continuation or deepening of
perception: sensory and intellectual perception can be completed through
imagination, and mental images are used to better understand the world.

Conclusion
This comparative study of Farabi and Sartre demonstrates that imagination is a
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complex, multilayered phenomenon requiring both individual-psychological and
social-cultural analysis. Sartre successfully illuminates the creative activity,
subjective freedom, and confrontation with nothingness inherent in imagination.
Farabi, by contrast, illuminates its constructive, epistemological, and socially
cohesive functions. Neither alone is sufficient. A full understanding of
storytelling and fiction requires integrating Sartre’s insight into imagination as
an expression of individual liberty with Farabi’s insight into imagination as a
tool for collective wisdom and moral education. Ultimately, both philosophers,
despite their radically different frameworks, engage with the same fundamental
question: what is human nature? For Sartre, imagination reveals freedom and
individual consciousness. For Farabi, imagination reveals the path to
understanding the real world, developing reason, and improving collective
human life. Studying imagination from both perspectives clarifies both its
individual and its collective-ethical dimensions, enabling a more comprehensive
analysis of the role of fiction in human existence. Fiction, we conclude, is not
simply friend or foe of reality—it is, rather, a mirror that reflects either the truth
of the cosmos (Farabi) or the freedom of the subject (Sartre), depending entirely
on the philosophical anthropology through which it is viewed.
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