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Abstract

This comparative study examines how “art” and the “secondary imagination” function as
a resolution to the enduring tension between human agency and indifference toward a
transient world in Omar Khayyam’s quatrains and the play Buddha by Kazantzakis. The
point of departure of this study is Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s theory of the “secondary
imagination,” which conceptualizes artistic creation as a conscious and unifying process,
distinguishing it from primary imagination and mere memory. Within this framework,
Khayyam’s quatrains and the play Buddha by Kazantzakis are analyzed in terms of their
representation of impermanence, suffering, and the possibility of liberation. The study
employs a qualitative methodology based on inductive analysis, drawing upon extensive
library and documentary sources. Findings indicate that Khayyam, through poetic
imagination, interrogates the instability of the world while enacting an artistic mode of
engagement, whereas Kazantzakis, by integrating Buddhist teachings with dramatic form,
depicts the conflict between social action and Buddhist detachment in a ritualistic and
carnivalesque mode. In both texts, the secondary imagination mediates experience and
philosophy into an aesthetically coherent structure, establishes critical distance from
reality, and enables avenues for philosophical and artistic resistance. Consequently, art in
these works operates not merely as a reflection of the world but as an active process that
reconciles human agency with indifference, offering a mode of engagement that is both
contemplative and transformative.

Keywords: Khayyam’s quatrains, the play Buddha by Kazantzakis, Coleridge,
secondary imagination, human agency and indifference
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Introduction

The relationship between action and indifference in the face of a transient world has
long been one of the central concerns of literature and philosophical thought.
Confronted with a world marked by instability and suffering, human beings have
continually faced the question of whether to engage in action and intervention or to
adopt a form of indifference instead. The present article, entitled ‘“‘Secondary
Imagination as a Resolution of the Tension between Action and Indifference: A
Comparative Study of Khayyam’s Quatrains and Kazantzakis’ Buddha,” examines
this tension in two texts emerging from distinct literary and intellectual traditions. The
point of departure for this study is that, despite their historical and cultural
differences, both Khayyam and Kazantzakis are deeply concerned with the
impermanence of the world, the reality of suffering, and the possibility of a human
response to such conditions. The central question, therefore, is how these two writers,
through imagination and literary creation, bring about a form of reconciliation
between the seemingly opposed poles of action and indifference. The study argues
that secondary imagination, in the Coleridgean sense, operates in both works as a
creative and unifying force through which scattered elements of experience,
philosophical reflection, and existential response are gathered into an aesthetic
structure, thereby transforming art into a liberating act. From this perspective, the
article demonstrates that indifference in these works does not necessarily signify
passivity; rather, in conjunction with consciousness, critical distance, and
imagination, it becomes a mode of intellectual and artistic action.

Method

This study employs a qualitative analytical approach grounded in the inductive
analysis of texts. Within this framework, Khayyam’s quatrains and the play Buddha
are first examined in terms of those elements most closely related to the concept of
secondary imagination; subsequently, shared and divergent conceptual patterns are
identified through the description and gradual comparison of textual data. In this way,
the theoretical framework is not imposed upon the texts from the outset, but is instead
developed in interaction with them. The principal theoretical basis of the study is
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s concept of secondary imagination, which understands
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artistic creation as a conscious, recombinative, and unifying process. Alongside this
framework, the study also draws on such concepts as Bakhtinian carnival and
dialogism, as well as on reflections on art and resistance advanced by thinkers such as
Benjamin, Adorno, Marcuse, Foucault, and Ranciére. This theoretical synthesis
makes it possible to examine both the aesthetic structure of the works and their
philosophical and critical implications.

Discussion and Analysis

The analytical section of the article begins by clarifying the shared intellectual
horizon of the two works, a horizon in which concepts such as impermanence,
suffering, and liberation from attachment occupy a central place. The article shows
that teachings attributed to the Buddha—especially those concerning the
impermanence of the world and the dissolution of the self—provide a conceptual
basis for understanding the relationship between action and indifference in both texts.
At the same time, the study does not seek to establish direct influence; rather, it
focuses on an affinity of thought and on the way these concepts are transformed into
artistic experience.

In its reading of Khayyam’s Quatrains, the article argues that, through secondary
imagination, the poet does not merely describe the instability and transience of the
world, but recreates them in vivid, compressed, and multilayered images. Images
such as the potter’s workshop, the disappearance of kings, and the ceaseless
transformation of objects and living beings do not simply signify decline; rather, they
allow the reader to perceive the instability of existence as an aesthetic experience.
Within these images, time, matter, power, and human identity are all situated within
an ongoing process of transformation, thereby calling every form of fixity and
certainty into question.

Accordingly, joyfulness and wine-drinking in Khayyam’s poetry should not be
read as signs of escapism or mere passivity. Rather, they constitute a poetic and self-
aware response to the condition of the world. By acknowledging the impermanence
of existence, Khayyam does not lapse into stillness; instead, he creates meaning
through poetic language. His mode of action is not one of direct intervention, but a
form of resistance that transforms experience into consciousness and meaning in the
face of nihilism and decline. In this reading, therefore, Khayyam appears not as a
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passive figure, but as an active poetic consciousness that turns the instability of the
world into an occasion for rethinking life.

In its analysis of Kazantzakis’ Buddha, the article likewise emphasizes that art in
this text is not merely a representation of the philosophical or religious teachings of
Buddhism. Rather, it becomes a field in which suffering, attachment, liberation, and
the possibility of confronting the world differently are given dramatic form. Here too,
secondary imagination plays a mediating role by bringing philosophical, dramatic,
and existential elements together within a coherent whole. As a result, action and
indifference are understood not as two incompatible poles, but as two dimensions of a
complex experience that can be reconciled within the domain of art. In this play, art
creates a critical distance through which the human subject may both distance itself
from the world and inhabit it in another way.

A major finding of the study is that, in both works, secondary imagination
functions as a means of transforming the experience of decline, suffering, and
impermanence into a form of critical consciousness. This process allows indifference
to move beyond its purely negative and passive sense and to become a mode of
intellectual openness, reflection, and philosophical and artistic resistance. From this
perspective, the reconciliation between action and indifference does not occur
through the elimination of one in favor of the other, but through the redefinition of
both within the sphere of artistic creation.

Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, secondary imagination in Khayyam’s Quatrains
and Kazantzakis’ Buddha functions as an aesthetic and intellectual mechanism
through which the tension between action and indifference is either resolved or, at the
very least, fundamentally redefined. In both works, art is not a passive mirror
reflecting the world, but a creative and liberating force that gathers scattered
experiences, philosophical reflections, and existential responses into a meaningful
whole. Through this process, indifference is emptied of its merely passive meaning
and becomes a form of critical distance and consciousness—a distance that itself
serves as the precondition for a different mode of action. Consequently, the article
shows that secondary imagination is not only a productive tool for literary analysis,

30




Comparative Literature Research Quarterly Vol. 14, No. 1, Spring 2026 | € L

R

but also a fruitful concept for understanding the relationship between aesthetics,

philosophy, and human resistance in the face of the world’s impermanence.
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