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In Seeing More: Kant’s Theory of Imagination, Samantha Matherne brings us the most systematic and comprehensive account of Kant’s theory of imagination to date. The book develops a unified interpretation of imagination across Kant’s theoretical, aesthetic, and practical philosophy, arguing that, for Kant, imagination is a pervasive cognitive power through which we ‘see more’: it is a capacity that enables us to organize sensory manifolds, intuit objects even without their presence, and ultimately make concepts sensible, bringing the world into view in ways that structure our experience, aesthetic appreciation, and moral life.
The book is ambitious in scope and execution. Across fourteen chapters, including an extensive and very helpful stage-setting introduction, Matherne reconstructs Kant’s theory of imagination as a unified account of a single cognitive capacity operating throughout different domains of human cognitive activity. The opening part of the book develops a general account of imagination. Here Matherne situates imagination within Kant’s faculty psychology, arguing that it is part of sensibility, rather than belonging to the understanding or being some ‘third thing’. The imagination realizes in a specific way the logical, metaphysical, and functional features that characterize sensibility more generally and that distinguish it from the understanding. Sensibility itself then has two parts—sense and imagination—and on Matherne’s interpretation, controversially, each is responsible for generating a distinct kind of intuition. Whereas intuitions of sense arise through the passive affection of the senses, intuitions of imagination are produced through concept-guided imaginative synthesis and take the form of perceptual images. Imagination thus emerges as a sensible but active and relatively spontaneous capacity. This framework allows Matherne, in the second part of the book, to articulate and defend a sophisticated version of moderate conceptualism about Kantian perception, with sensing, perceiving, and judging classified as three different kinds of conscious state.
One particularly striking contribution of the book is Matherne’s claim that the primary cognitive function of imagination is exhibition: the activity of making concepts sensible by presenting them in intuition. This is the function to which other characterizations of imagination are in service. Human beings, on Matherne’s view, have a deep need to grasp concepts not only abstractly but also through concrete sensible presentations, and imagination is the faculty that enables this transition from abstract thought to sensible comprehension. By foregrounding exhibition, Matherne provides a powerful interpretive key that unifies Kant’s discussions of imagination in the theoretical philosophy with the discussions of imagination in aesthetics and practical philosophy that occupy, respectively, parts three and four of the book. In the aesthetic domain, imagination generates aesthetic ideas that give sensible expression to otherwise abstract concepts and ideas of reason, while Matherne’s masterful ‘multicognitive’ account of free play in the appreciation of beauty expands her conceptualist reading of imaginative intuition. In the practical domain, imagination enables agents to grasp moral ideas through examples, ideals, and narrative representations. Moral imagination thus becomes a crucial resource for moral education and deliberation.
By tracing these roles across Kant’s Critical philosophy, Matherne shows how imagination functions as a mediating power not only in the theoretical philosophy but throughout Kant’s system. One of the book’s greatest strengths is the clarity with which Matherne develops and applies a single interpretive framework across these diverse domains. Kant scholarship has sometimes treated the imagination in a fragmented way. Matherne’s achievement is to show how imagination’s many and various roles form part of a unified theory of imagination that runs through Kant’s entire Critical philosophy.
Much will be controversial about the interpretation defended in Seeing More, not least the conceptualist account of intuition and the cognitivist account of free play. Many will agree that imagination must be part of sensibility, but there might be questions for Matherne’s implementation of this view. The account of what makes for imagination’s spontaneity seems to imply that the understanding is only spontaneous in its own distinctive way in acts of pure thought, which can seem like the wrong result. And some, especially those interested in the philosophical potential of Kant’s theory, may want to hear more about the Kantian method of inquiry, for instance regarding the role and nature of faculty psychology more generally. Yet even where readers want to continue the conversation or hesitate to follow Matherne’s interpretation in every detail, the systematic vision and philosophical richness of the book make it a major contribution to contemporary Kant scholarship and philosophy, packed full of illuminating and highly rewarding material—and plenty of flowers.
Seeing More is a deeply learned, philosophically sophisticated, and impressively accessible study of one of the most elusive elements of Kant’s philosophy. The book sets a new benchmark for discussions of imagination in Kant scholarship and will be essential reading for anyone working on Kant’s theory of cognition, aesthetics, or moral psychology.
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