The Creative Mind by Henri Bergson

I – Growth of Truth. Retrograde Movement of the True
We usually imagine that the possible pre-exists the actual; before a thing can be real, it must have been possible. This is erroneous. Bergson asks us to imagine a symphony created by a composer. It is possible before being real only in the sense that “…there was no insurmountable barrier to its realization.” (p.15) This is the negative sense of the word. However, in the positive sense of the word, in which “…we imagine that everything which occurs could have been foreseen by any sufficiently informed mind, and that, in the form of an idea, it was thus pre-existent to its realization…” (p.15) it is false. “Neither in the artist’s thought nor, what is more, in any other thought comparable to ours, whether impersonal or even simply virtual, did the symphony exist in its quality of being possible before being real.” (p.16)
It is difficult to come to grips with this idea. It seems obvious that even though a thing hasn’t yet been conceived, “…it could have been, and in this sense from all eternity it has existed as possible…” (p.16) This is indeed how the understanding, for whom truth is eternal, sees the situation. “If the judgment is true now, it seems to us it must always have been so. It matters not that it had never yet been formulated: it existed by right before existing in fact.” (p.16) The surprising fact of the situation is that “…the thing and the idea of the thing, its reality and its possibility, were… created at one stroke…” (p.16)
Bergson calls this “belief in the retrospective value of true judgment” (p.16) a “retrograde movement” (p.16 emphasis added) in which, simply by having been accomplished, the reality “casts its shadow behind it into the indefinitely distant past: it thus seems to have been pre-existent to its own realization, in the form of a possible.” (p.16) The logic that the understanding operates with is “a logic of retrospection.” (p.19)

We seem to see further evidence of the possible pre-existing the real because it is always possible to “…link up the reality once it is accomplished, to the events which preceded it and to the circumstances I which it occurred…” (p.17) This, however, is also an illusion because, had a different reality emerged instead of the one which actually came about, we could just as easily link that one backwards in time to the events and situations which preceded it. The reason for this is that the ‘aspects’ of past events and situations which seem to lead to the present situation, only appear when viewed in retrospect. When we are living these events and situations, we are, in a sense, too close to them for them to appear as the ‘things’ they will eventually crystallise into thanks to that retrograde movement that settles the past into fixed things based on the present.
Bergson gives the example of romanticism, which we can easily see as emerging from what was already romantic in the classical writers. “But the romantic aspect of classicism is only brought by the retroactive effect of romanticism once it has appeared. If there had not been a Rousseau, a Chateaubriand, a Vigny, a Victor Hugo, not only should we never have perceived, but also there would never really have existed, any romanticism in the earlier classical writers, for this romanticism of theirs only materialises by lifting out of their work a certain aspect, and this slice (découpure), with its particular form, no more existed in classical literature before romanticism appeared on the scene than there exists, in the cloud floating by, the amusing design that an artist perceives in shaping to his fancy the amorphous mass. Romanticism worked retroactively on classicism as the artist’s design worked on the cloud. Retroactively it created its own prefiguration in the past and an explanation of itself by its predecessors.” (p.17)
The same thing holds for democracy, of which we can find shadows in the past which prefigure it. However, in truth, “…the trend of that movement was at that time no more marked than any other, or rather it did not yet exist, since it was created by the movement itself, – that is, by the forward march of the men who have progressively conceived and realised democracy.” (p.18) The signs in the past that led to the present emerge in hindsight, not because they were there all along, and we only now have the perspective to see them, but because the course has now been completed, the road we travelled to our destination already charted. The important point is that prior to its being charted, the road didn’t exist at all; we carved it out of the terrain ourselves.



II – Stating of the Problems
Here Bergson notes that his use of the word intuition, despite being the most appropriate word, also leads to confusion. One of the biggest problems is that people have imagined that getting into intuition requires getting into the eternal; i.e. going beyond time. For Bergson, this has it backwards. On the contrary, intuition thrusts us back into time; into duration. “It grasps a succession which is not juxtaposition, a growth from within, the uninterrupted prolongation of the past into a present which is already blending into the future. It is the direct vision of the mind by the mind, - nothing intervening, no refraction through the prism, one of whose facets is space and another, language.” (p.25) This is what intuition first opens the door to: consciousness, but immediate consciousness. Secondly, it allows us to understand the unconscious, which Bergson affirms here. Third, since the separation between our consciousness and other consciousnesses is less clear-cut than it is for bodies, intuition, through unreflecting sympathy and antipathy, opens the way for us into consciousness in general. Fourth, because, as living beings, we are also intimately connected to life, there is also an intuition of the vital impetus that characterises life.
Bergson cautions against asking for a simple definition of intuition, but notes that there is “…a fundamental meaning: to think intuitively is to think in duration. Intelligence starts ordinarily from the immobile, and reconstructs movement as best it can with immobilities in juxtaposition. Intuition starts from movement, posits it, or rather perceives it as reality itself, and sees in immobility only an abstract moment, a snapshot taken by our mind, of a mobility. Intelligence ordinarily concerns itself with things, meaning by that, with the static, and makes of change an accident which is supposedly superadded. For intuition the essential is change: as for the thing, as intelligence understands it, it is a cutting which has been made out of the becoming and set up by our mind as a substitute for the whole. Thought ordinarily pictures to itself the new as a new arrangement of preexisting elements; nothing is ever lost for it, nothing is ever created. Intuition, bound up to a duration which is growth, perceives in it an uninterrupted continuity of unforeseeable novelty…” (p.27) 
He also goes on to affirm that intuition is thought: “Whether it be intellection or intuition, thought, of course, always utilizes language; and intuition, like all thought, finally becomes lodged in concepts such as duration, qualitative or heterogeneous multiplicity, unconsciousness, - even differentiation…” (p.27) So, intuition can only be mediated by the intelligence; that is, with ideas and language (there is nothing else we can use), but for this to work effectively, it will require a turn to comparisons and metaphor, as opposed to the systematic, rigorous logic the intellect normally favours. 
Also, importantly, Bergson makes clear that intuition is not instinct or feeling; “To say nothing of the kind of person who would insist that my “intuition” was instinct or feeling. Not one line of what I have written could lend itself to such an interpretation. And in everything I have written there is assurance to the contrary: my intuition is reflection. But because I called attention to the mobility at the base of things, it has been claimed that I encouraged a sort of relaxing of the mind.” (p.69)

Metaphysics is concerned with the spirit. Its method is intuition. Science is concerned with inert matter, and its method is the intellect; indeed, “Our intelligence is the prolongation of our senses. Before we speculate we must live, and life demands that we make use of matter, either with our organs, which are natural tools, or with tools, properly so-called, which are artificial organs.” (p.30) When we try to extend the intellect into speculation upon things as a whole, we encounter self-contradictions and absurdities precisely because “the intellect is especially destined for the study of a part…” (p.30) So it is that our knowledge of the external world progresses much more smoothly than our knowledge of ourselves; “…But that is because a certain ignorance of self is perhaps useful to a being which must exteriorize itself in order to act; it answers a necessity of life… Thus nature turns mind away from mind, turns mind toward matter.” (pp.32-3)
Nevertheless, Bergson makes clear here that he considers both metaphysics and science to be of equal value, and believes “…that they can both touch the bottom of reality. I reject the arguments advanced by philosophers, and accepted by scholars, on the relativity of knowledge and the impossibility of attaining the absolute.” (p.29) In essence, he believes they can both achieve certainty and precision; they “differ in object and method, but will commune in experience.” (p.35)

Great thinkers have all had a predilection for the same mistake. Reducing things to concepts, and mistaking the concept, which is only a sign, for the thing itself, has lured philosophers into manipulating these ideas until they finally arrive at “an idea of ideas, by which one imagines that everything is explained.” (p.38) They believe they are explaining the world, when all they are doing is “representing it conventionally by a sign.” (p.38) Bergson cites Spinoza’s Substance, Fichte’s Ego, Schelling’s Absolute, Hegel’s Idea, and Schopenhauer’s Will as examples of such reductions. Reducing all things to one ultimate Something, sounds reasonable as a concept, but is, in fact, a contradiction. Bergson discusses this regarding Schopenhauer’s Will: “…isn’t it evident that a Will is only will on condition that it is set off against what does not will? How then is mind to be set off against matter, if matter is itself will? To place will everywhere is the same as leaving it nowhere… They think they are telling us something about the absolute by giving it a name. But once again the word can have a definite meaning when it designates a thing; it loses that meaning as soon as you apply it to all things… When finally the word arrives at the point where it designates everything that exists, it means no more than existence. What advantage is there then in saying that the world is will, instead of simply stating that it is?” (pp.38-9) Then, Bergson says something that strikes me as deeply true; “an existence can be given only in an experience.” (p.39)

If we want to understand the mind; i.e. psychology, we must look to biology. As Bergson says so many times; we must live first, before we can speculate. It is because the functions of the mind (memory, imagination, conception, perception, etc.) “are useful, because they are necessary to life, that they are what they are: one must refer to the fundamental exigencies of life to explain their presence and to justify it if need be…” (p.42)
As an example of this, Bergson talks about the capacity for generalisation. All living things generalise, taking that word in its broadest meaning. “Doubtless, in almost all cases and probably in all other animals except man, abstraction and generalization are actually experienced and not thought.” (p.42) Nevertheless, it is to this primitive tendency that we must look if we are trying to understand or explain the capacity for generalisation. If we do, we find that: “In one sense, nothing resembles anything, since all objects are different. In another sense everything resembles everything, since one will always find, by climbing high enough on the ladder of generalities, some artificial genus into which two different objects taken at random can go. But between impossible generalization and useless generalization there is another which is called forth in a prefiguration by the tendencies, habits, gestures and attitudes, the complexes of movements automatically accomplished or sketched, which are at the origin of most human general ideas. The resemblance between things or states, which we declare we see, is above all the quality common to these states or things, of obtaining from our body the same reaction, of making it sketch the same attitude and begin the same movements. The body extracts from the material or moral environment whatever has been able to influence it, whatever interests it: it is the identity of reaction to different actions which, playing upon them, gives them resemblance or brings it out.” (p.43)
The resemblances we identify, and which pave the way for generalisation, reduce to three. The first are biological (genus, species, etc.); the second are qualities (colours, flavours, odours, etc.), elements (oxygen, hydrogen, etc.), and physical forces (heat, gravity, etc.); the final group are the general ideas created by human speculation. 
It is while discussing the second group that Bergson makes a very interesting point regarding reality:

What would become of the table upon which I am at this moment writing if my perception, and consequently my action, was made for the order of greatness to which the elements, or rather the events, which go to make up its materiality, correspond? My action would be dissolved; my perception would embrace, at the place where I see my table and in the short moment I have to look at it, an immense universe and a no less interminable history. It would be impossible for me to understand how this moving immensity can become, so that I may act upon it, a simple rectangle, motionless and solid. It would be the same for all things and all events: the world in which we live, with the actions and reactions of its parts upon each other, is what it is by virtue of a certain choice in the scale of greatness, a choice which is itself determined by our power of acting. Nothing would prevent other worlds, corresponding to another choice, from existing with it, in the same place and the same time: in this way twenty different broadcasting stations throw out simultaneously twenty different concerts which coexist without any one of them mingling its sounds with the music of another, each one being heard, complete and alone, in the apparatus which has chosen for its reception the wave-length of that particular station. (p.47)

Regarding absolute disorder, or absolute nothingness, Bergson reaffirms what he has said elsewhere; i.e. these are words void of meaning. The question of why there is something rather than nothing is therefore a nonsensical one because it presumes that nothing is the original state. ““Disorder” and “nothingness” in reality designate therefore a presence—the presence of a thing or an order which does not interest us, which blunts our effort or our attention… When the philosopher speaks of chaos and nothingness he is only carrying over into the order of speculation… two ideas made for practical use and which were related to a particular kind of matter or order, but not to all order or all matter.” (pp.50-1) Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason falls into precisely this error by supposing order is superadded to supposedly incoherent materials, and the result is that metaphysics is impossible. 

The role of the brain is not to think; rather, it is “to choose at any moment, among memories, those which could illuminate the action begun, and to exclude the others… the brain did not have thinking as its function but that of hindering the thought from becoming lost in dream; it was the organ of attention to life.” (p.58)

Language is essentially “a communication with a view to cooperation.” (p.63) It is originally an immediate call to action or a description with a view to action. “But in either case the function is industrial, commercial, military, always social. The things that language describes have been cut out of reality by human perception in view of human work to be done. The properties which it indicates are the calls made by the thing to a human activity.” (p.63) Of course, language has gone beyond this strictly utilitarian function; e.g. poetry, prose, etc., but it retains this call to action at its core, which we must therefore understand if we want to understand language (or thought for that matter).

In this essay, Bergson makes one suspect claim concerning immortality. He asserts that since “only a minute part of conscious life is conditioned by the brain, it will follow that the suppression of the brain will probably leave conscious life subsisting.” (p.36) He doesn’t argue strongly for it here, but merely leaves the door ajar, noting that we need more reasons (which will come from religion), before we can accept it completely. 
III – The Possible and the Real
The normal direction of consciousness consists in picking out immobilities and fixed images from the real. Consider perception. “Perception seizes upon the infinitely repeated shocks which are light or heat, for example, and contracts them into relatively invariable sensations: trillions of external vibrations are what the vision of a color condenses in our eyes in the fraction of a second.” (p.75) Consider thought. “To form a general idea is to abstract from varied and changing things a common
aspect which does not change or at least offers an invariable hold to our action.” (p.75) Consider understanding. “It is simply finding connections, establishing stable relations between transitory facts, evolving laws; an operation which is much more perfect as the relation becomes more definite and the law more mathematical.” (p.75)

Reality is growth, invention, duration. Bergson compares it to “a gradually expanding rubber balloon assuming at each moment unexpected forms.” (p.76) Reality also has extension just as it has duration, “but this concrete extent is not the infinite and infinitely divisible space the intellect takes as a place in which to build. Concrete space has been extracted from things. They are not in it; it is space which is in them.” (p.76) 

Bergson reduces the problems of metaphysics to two, and notes that they are actually pseudo-problems. The first concerns being, and consists in asking why there is being instead of nothing. The error is that it assumes nothingness precedes being. But the notion of a concrete nothingness “has no meaning. “Nothing” is a term in ordinary language which can only have meaning in the sphere, proper to man, of action and fabrication. “Nothing” designates the absence of what we are seeking, we desire, expect.” (p.77) The second concerns knowledge, and asks why the universe is well-ordered, how it is that our thought recognises itself in things. As we saw with the notion of nothing, this problem disappears when we realise the word “disorder has a definite meaning in the domain of human industry… but not in that of creation. Disorder is simply the order we are not looking for.” (p.78)
These two illusions are actually one. “They consist in believing that there is less in the idea of the empty than in the idea of the full, less in the concept of disorder than in that of order. In reality, there is more intellectual content in the ideas of disorder and nothingness when they represent something than in those of order and existence, because they imply several orders, several existences and, in addition, a play of wit which unconsciously juggles with them.” (p.79)

We see something similar with the possible and the real. We imagine the former precedes the latter. The real can always be thought before being realised. This is true in closed systems, those in which duration does not act, but “if we consider the totality of concrete reality or simply the world of life, and still more that of consciousness, we find there is more and not less in the possibility of each of the successive states than in their reality. For the possible is only the real with the addition of an act of mind which throws its image back into the past, once it has been enacted.” (p.79)
Bergson gives the example of a great dramatic work of tomorrow. It is not possible today, but after tomorrow, it will have been possible. He explains it thus: “Let a man of talent or genius come forth, let him create a work: it will then be real, and by that very fact it becomes retrospectively or retroactively possible. It would not be possible, it would not have been so, if this man had not come upon the scene… As reality is created as something unforeseeable and new, its image is reflected behind it into the indefinite past; thus it finds that it has from all time been possible, but it is at this precise moment that it begins to have been always possible, and that is why I said that its possibility, which does not precede its reality, will have preceded it once the reality has appeared. The possible is therefore the mirage of the present in the past; and as we know the future will finally constitute a present and the mirage effect is continually being produced, we are convinced that the image of tomorrow is already contained in our actual present, which will be the past of tomorrow, although we did not manage to grasp it. That is precisely the illusion.” (p.80) 
There are two interesting consequences to this. First, we can see that the possible contains more than the real because it “is the combined effect of reality once it has appeared and of a condition which throws it back in time.” (p.80) Second, this means that the possible is created with the actual. When the artist creates their work of art, they also create its possibility. It can’t be any other way. Again, Bergson reminds us that “the future states of a closed system of material points are calculable and hence visible in its present state. But, and I repeat, this system is extracted, or abstracted, from a whole which, in addition to inert and unorganised matter, comprises organisation.” (p.82) We now see the evolution of the world as a whole in a new light. We also see the error in the theories of those few philosophers who have argued on behalf of indetermination or freedom. “When they spoke of indetermination, of freedom, they meant by indetermination a competition between possibles, by freedom a choice between possibles, — as if possibility was not created by freedom itself! As if any other hypothesis, by affirming an ideal pre-existence of the possible to the real, did not reduce the new to a mere rearrangement of former elements!” (p.82)

Grasping the true nature of reality as the continuous creation of unforeseeable novelty will give us joy and strength. Joy because it reveals in the universe, “beyond the fixity and monotony which our senses, hypnotized by our constant needs, at first perceived in it, ever-recurring novelty, the moving originality of things.” (p.83) Strength because “we shall feel we are participating, creators of ourselves, in the great work of creation which is the origin of all things and which goes on before our eyes.” (p.83)



IV – Philosophical Intuition
The central thought of a philosopher amounts to a simple intuition. “A philosopher worthy of the name has never said more than a single thing: and even then it is something he has tried to say, rather than actually said.” (p.89) It is this single, simple point that the philosopher tries their entire life to say, and yet never quite succeeds. After their first formulation, they feel they must correct it, and then proceed to correct this correction, and so on and on. “All the complexity of his doctrine, which would go on ad infinitum, is therefore only the incommensurability between his simple intuition and the means at his disposal for expressing it.” (p.87)

What is the nature of this intuition? First, it is the power of negation. It refuses “currently-accepted ideas, theses which seemed evident, affirmation which had up to that time passed as scientific, it whispers into the philosopher’s ear the word: Impossible!” (p.87) Next, comes the one point that the philosopher contacts: “this contact has furnished an impulse, this impulse a movement…” (p.89) Philosophical intuition is the contact, and philosophy is the impetus.
It is when the philosopher comes back to real duration from ordinary knowledge’s discontinuity of moments succeeding one another in an infinitely divided time, that they “seize upon one identical
change which keeps ever lengthening as in a melody where everything is becoming but where the becoming, being itself substantial, has no need of support. No more inert states, no more dead things; nothing but the mobility of which the stability of life is made. A vision of this kind, where reality appears as continuous and indivisible, is on the road which leads to philosophical intuition.” (pp.101-2)

The knowledge of everyday life and science bequeath to us a world full of convenience and practical usefulness, but also one “as cold as death.” (p.102) On the other hand, with the guiding light of the intuition we spoke of above, Bergson implore us to “grasp ourselves afresh as we are, in a present which is thick, and furthermore, elastic, which we can stretch indefinitely backward by pushing the screen which masks us from ourselves farther and farther away; let us grasp afresh the external world as it really is, not superficially, in the present, but in depth, with the immediate past crowding upon it and imprinting upon it its impetus…” (p.102) 
Science can offer us well-being, or maybe pleasure, but philosophy can give us joy.



V – The Perception of Change

First Lecture
People typically talk about change, say it exists, repeat it, and truly think they believe it, “but those are only words, and we reason and philosophise as though change did not exist.” (p.105)

If our faculty of perception was perfect, we wouldn’t need to conceive or reason. These are only “done in order to fill up the gaps of perception or to extend its scope.” (p.105) Philosophy, then, arose as a result of the insufficiency of our faculty of perception. Its tools are abstraction, generalisation, and reasoning. Thus, “there cannot be a philosophy as there is a science; on the contrary there will always be as many different philosophies as there are original thinkers. How could it be otherwise? No matter how abstract a conception may be it always has its starting point in a perception. The intellect combines and separates; it arranges, disarranges and co-ordinates; it does not create.” (pp.106-7) Philosophy, which deals with pure ideas, conceptions, and generalisations that serve as substitutions for, or extensions of, our concrete perceptions, must always involve the elaboration of one or a group of these perceptions, which it has “thinned down, refined and thereby converted into abstract and general idea. But there will always be something arbitrary in its choice of that privileged perception…” (p.107) Since philosophy will always result in indefinite struggle as different philosophies emerge armed with different concepts, “ought we not rather return to perception, getting it to expand and extend?” (p.107)

The argument is that such an extension of perception is impossible. For Bergson, this is refuted by art. “What is the aim of art if not to show us, in nature and in the mind, outside of us and within us, things which did not explicitly strike our senses and our consciousness?” (p.108) The art form par excellence, for Bergson, is painting.
How does this extension of perception work? Basically, most of us never see things for themselves. They are, in a sense, hidden from us by our “attachment to reality, our need for living and acting. As a matter of fact, it would be easy to show that the more we are preoccupied with living, the less we are inclined to contemplate, and that the necessities of action tend to limit the field of vision.” (p.109) Perception is the “auxiliary of action, it isolates that part of reality as a whole that interests us; it shows us less the things themselves than the use we can make of them. It classifies, it labels them beforehand; we scarcely look at the object, it is enough for us to know to which category it belongs. But now and then, by a lucky accident, men arise whose senses or whose consciousness are less adherent to life. Nature has forgotten to attach their faculty of perceiving to their faculty of acting. When they look at a thing, they see it for itself, and not for themselves. They do not perceive simply with a view to action; they perceive in order to perceive, — for nothing, for the pleasure of doing so… they are born detached; and according to whether this detachment is that of a certain particular sense, or of consciousness, they are painters or sculptors, musicians or poets.” (p.110) 
What Bergson wants to do, then, is, instead of waiting for nature to randomly produce these privileged individuals who are the artists, use philosophy to deliberately achieve the same insights they elicit. It can do this by “turning this attention aside from the part of the universe which interests us from a practical viewpoint and turning it back toward what serves no practical purpose.” (p.111)
Plato and Plotinus believed a “vision of reality “in itself”” (p.112) was possible only through a complete turning away from practical life. Kant agreed. The difference between the two was that Plato and Plotinus held such a turning away; i.e. metaphysics, to be possible; Kant believed it wasn’t. But Bergson goes deeper and asks why both groups believed we had to turn away from practical life. The answer is that “they imagined that our senses and consciousness, as they function in everyday life, make us grasp movement directly. They believed that by our senses and consciousness, working as they usually work, we actually perceive the change which takes place in things and in ourselves.” (p.112) Since using our senses and intellect for speculation results in “insoluble contradictions, they concluded that contradiction was inherent in change itself and that in order to avoid this contradiction one had to get out of the sphere of change and lift oneself above Time.” (p.113) This was the mistake of both groups of philosophers. To avoid the contradictions that they noticed; rather than trying to free ourselves of time and change, we must “grasp change and duration in their original mobility.” (p.113) In order words, we have to understand time and change properly.

Second Lecture
We now turn to consider what change is. Bergson makes three points:
1. If we approach this topic carefully, we will come to “…think of all change, all movement, as being absolutely indivisible.” (p.114; boldface added) If we think about a movement – of my hand, say, from point A to point B – it appears that this interval AB can be divided into as many parts as we would like, and that the movement, since it must also apply itself to this interval, must also be infinitely divisible. “But let us reflect for a moment. How could the movement be applied upon the space it traverses? How can something moving coincide with something immobile? How could the moving object be in a point of its trajectory passage? It passes through, or in other terms, it could be there. It would be there if it stopped; but if it should stop there, it would no longer be the same movement we were dealing with.” (pp.114-5) As we have seen elsewhere with the possible, the trajectory my hand follows through space, the interval AB, is only infinitely divisible once the passage has been effected. 
Everything we have just affirmed here regarding movement, applies equally to change, which we also like to represent to ourselves as an infinitely divisible succession of discrete states. Taking the example of a change of colour, Bergson notes in the first place that colour, if it is to have “any objective existence at all, it is an infinitely rapid oscillation, it is change. And in the second place, the perception we have of it, to the extent that it is subjective, is only an isolated, abstract aspect of the general state of our person, and this state as a whole is constantly changing and causing this so-called invariable perception to participate in its change; in fact, there is no perception which is not constantly being modified. So that color, outside of us, is mobility itself, and our own person is also mobility.” (p.117)
2. “There are changes, but there are underneath the change no things which change: change has no need of a support. There are movements, but there is no inert or invariable object which moves: movement does not imply a mobile.” (p.118; boldface added) We can see this best in the sense of hearing. When we listen to a melody, we are less tempted to infer some underlying, unchanging thing. Physics, even in Bergson’s day, supported this as it reduced masses to molecules, molecules to atoms, atoms to electrons, before finally seeing the support assigned to movement fading away into a merely convenient schema. Another discipline that has suffered from this treatment is psychology, which breaks our personality up into distinct psychological states connected together, and supported, by an ego; “…the truth is that there is neither a rigid, immovable substratum nor distinct states passing over it like actors on a stage. There is simply the continuous melody of our inner life, — a melody which is going on and will go on, indivisible, from the beginning to the end of our conscious existence. Our personality is precisely that.” (p.119)
Bergson also connects this to duration: “This indivisible continuity of change is precisely what constitutes true duration… I shall confine myself… to saying, in reply to those for whom this “real duration” is something inexpressible and mysterious, that it is the clearest thing in the world: real duration is what we have always called time, but time perceived as indivisible.” (p.119) Real time certainly involves succession, but it doesn’t first appear before the intellect as a series of “befores” and “afters” set side by side. This is real time which has been pulverised into distinct parts.
3. If change is real, and even constitutive of reality, then the past is real and one with the present. Most of us believe that only the present is real, but precisely what is the present? If we imagine it to be a “mathematical instant which would be to time what the mathematical point is to the line, — it is clear that such an instant is a pure abstraction, an aspect of the mind; it cannot have real existence. You could never create time out of such instants any more than you could make a line out of mathematical points.” (p.121) Rather, the present is a certain interval of duration. What is this duration? It varies according to the attention I place on it. “My present, at this moment, is the sentence I am pronouncing. But it is so because I want to limit the field of my attention to my sentence. This attention is something that can be made longer or shorter… The distinction we make between our present and past is therefore, if not arbitrary, at least relative to the extent of the field which our attention to life can embrace. The “present” occupies exactly as much space as this effort.” (p.121) The past then only becomes the past, when our attention drops away from it. We can carry this line of separation between the present and the past as far back as we like, and this is what it is to have a present which endures.
This means that we don’t need to explain memory; “…there is no special faculty whose role is to retain quantities of past in order to pour it into the present. The past preserves itself automatically.” (p.122) Rather, we need to explain the apparent abolition of the past. “We shall no longer have to account for remembering, but for forgetting. The explanation moreover will be found in the structure of the brain.” (p.123) The brain is precisely that invention of nature which turns us away from the past to the future; “…the brain’s function is to choose from the past, to diminish it, to simplify it, to utlilize it, but not to preserve it.” (p.124)
Art opens us to more than we normally perceive, but it only offers a surface enhancement. “It enriches our present, but it scarcely enables us to go beyond it. Through philosophy we can accustom ourselves never to isolate the present from the past which it pulls along with it. Thanks to philosophy, all things acquire depth… Reality no longer appears then in the static state, in its manner of being; it affirms itself dynamically, in the continuity and variability of its tendency. What was immobile and frozen in our perception is warmed and set in motion. Everything comes to life around us, everything is revivified in us. A great impulse carries beings and things along. We feel ourselves uplifted, carried away, borne along by it.” (p.126; boldface added)



VI – Introduction to Metaphysics
There are two ways of knowing a thing. “The first implies going all around it, the second entering into it. The first depends on the viewpoint chosen and the symbols employed, while the second is taken from no viewpoint and rests on no symbol.” (p.127) The first is relative, the second absolute. In the second, “I am in harmony with these states and enter into them by an effort of imagination.” (p.127; boldface added) By way of example, Bergson talks about a character in a novel; “The novelist may multiply traits of character, make his hero speak and act as much as he likes: all this has not the same value as the simple and indivisible feeling I should experience if I were to coincide for a single moment with the personage himself. The actions, gestures and words would then appear to flow naturally as though from their source.” (p.128) Symbols and points of view, then, put me outside the thing, they give me an understanding of what the thing shares in common with other things and how it relates to them, but “what is properly itself, what constitutes its essence, cannot be perceived from without, being internal by definition, nor be expressed by symbols, being incommensurable with everything else.” (p.128)
Consider also the movement in which you lift your arm. For you, this movement is accomplished at once. For me, on the other hand, looking on the movement from the outside, I see your arm passing through an infinite number of points. This same movement, seen from the inside (that is, as an absolute), is, then, a simple thing, but seen from the outside, is not just complex, but paradoxical. An absolute can only be given in an intuition, while the relative is apprehended through analysis. “We call intuition here the sympathy by which one is transported into the interior of an object in order to coincide with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible in it. Analysis, on the contrary, is the operation which reduces the object to elements already known, that is, common to that object and to others. Analyzing then consists in expressing a thing in terms of what is not it.” (p.129) Importantly, intuition is a simple act, but analysis never ends, any stopping point always admitting of further dissection.

The one reality we all clearly perceive from within for free, as it were, is ourselves. If we look beyond the ‘findings’ of psychology, which crystallises consciousness into distinct states, we find a “continuity of flow comparable to no other flowing I have ever seen. It is a succession of states each one of which announces what follows and contains what precedes. Strictly speaking they do not constitute multiple states until I have already got beyond them, and turn around to observe their trail. While I was experiencing them they were so solidly organized, so profoundly animated with a common life, that I could never have said where any one of them finished or the next one began. In reality, none of them do begin or end; they all dovetail into one another.” (p.131) Indeed, “any psychological state, by the sole fact that it belongs to a person, reflects the whole of a personality. There is no feeling, no matter how simple, which does not virtually contain the past and present of the being which experiences it, which can be separated from it and constitute a “state,” other than by an effort of abstraction or analysis.” (p.136)

Our inner life cannot be represented by images; that is, fixed, bounded things, or concepts; that is, abstract ideas. However, “many different images, taken from quite different orders of things, will be able, through the convergence of their action, to direct the consciousness to the precise point where there is a certain intuition to seize on.” (p.133)
The problem with concepts is that as they abstract, they also generalise. A concept is only a concept if it applies to many things. But this means that it must distort, or at least fudge over details of, the specific thing it was attempting to describe. “The various concepts we form of the properties
of a thing are so many much larger circles drawn round it, not one of which fits it exactly.” (p.134) Since this non-coincidence of the thing’s properties did not exist in the thing itself, we try to re-establish the coincidence by emphasising one concept, and using this to effect the sought-after harmony. However, the specific concept we choose here must be arbitrary, thus “a multiplicity of different systems will arise, as many systems as there are external viewpoints on the reality one is examining or as there are larger circles in which to enclose it.” (p.134; boldface added)

One consequence of the above is that “it is impossible to travel back to an intuition one has not had…” (p.137; boldface added) The intuition must come first. Bergson goes on to give the example of being handed, all jumbled together, the letters that make up a poem. Now, it will be impossible to piece the letters together by simply trying possible arrangements. Rather, “I begin by imagining a plausible meaning: I thus give myself an intuition…” (p.137) This highlights the distinction between parts and elements. Parts are truly discrete and independent of the whole. It therefore makes sense to carry out operations on them alone. Elements, on the other hand, are constitutive of the whole and take their meaning in conjunction with all the other elements. Attempting to understand the whole by stringing elements together without a guiding intuition of the whole is therefore misguided, if not impossible.
This, however, is exactly what empiricists and rationalists attempt. Empiricists reduce the self (through analysis) to a series of states of ego, then assert there is no self because all that exists are states of ego. But it was they who analysed the self away in the first place. Rationalists also reduce the self to states of ego, but maintain the unity of the self exists as a content-less form in which those states somehow exist. The only difference between the two is that “…the first, seeking the
unity of the self in the interstices, so to speak, of psychological states, is led to fill up these crannies with other states, and so on indefinitely, so that the self, confined in an interval which is continually contracting, tends towards Zero the further one pushes analysis; while rationalism, making the self the place where the states are lodged, is in the presence of an empty space that one has no more reason to limit here rather than there, which goes beyond each one of the succeeding limits we undertake to assign to it, which goes on expanding and tends to be lost, not in Zero this time, but in the Infinite.” (p.140)

What we call thinking is a movement from concepts to things. Knowledge, then, is comprised of these ready-made concepts which have been applied to things. But what we tend to forget is that the “normal work of the intelligence is far from being a disinterested work… To try a concept on an object is to ask of the object what we have to do with it, what it can do for us. To label an object with a concept is to tell in precise terms the kind of action or attitude the object is to suggest to us. All knowledge properly so-called is, therefore, turned in a certain direction or taken from a certain point of view.” (p.142) Philosophy is precisely the opposite movement; “philosophizing consists in placing oneself within the object itself by an effort of intuition.” (p.142)

What more can we say about the difference between analysis and intuition? Well, “…analysis operates on immobility, while intuition is located in mobility or, what amounts to the same thing, in duration.” (p.144) The important point being that “from intuition one can pass on to analysis, but not from analysis to intuition.” (p.144)
As an example, think about movement. It seems that movement is made up of a number of immobile points which we string together. But clearly you can never get movement from the immobile. The whole obscurity here arises because “we have assumed immobility to be clearer than mobility, the halt to precede movement! As though the mystery was not due to the fact that we claim to go from halts to movement by way of composition which is impossible, whereas we pass easily from movement to slowing down and to immobility!” (p.145) This is only the case because the mind “has an irresistible tendency to consider the idea it most frequently uses to be the clearest. That is why immobility seems clearer to it than mobility, the halt preceding movement.” (p.146) In actual fact, “it is movement which precedes immobility, and between positions and a displacement there is not the relation of parts to the whole, but that of the diversity of possible viewpoints to the real indivisibility of the object.” (p.146; emphasis added)
The exact same thing applies when we think about the concepts of qualities as they relate to the qualitative change in an object.

If one foregoes trying to analyse duration (and movement), and instead “installs oneself in it by an effort of intuition, one has the feeling of a certain well-defined tension…” (p.148; emphasis added) This opens up the possibility for different durations, accordingly as these durations are held to different tensions. We can, again, through intuition, approach these different durations, both “downwardly” and “upwardly” from our duration: “in both cases we can dilate ourselves indefinitely by a more and more vigorous effort, in both cases transcend ourselves. In the first case, we advance toward a duration more and more scattered, whose palpitations, more rapid than ours, dividing our simple sensation, dilute its quality into quantity: at the limit would be the pure homogeneous, the pure repetition by which we shall define materiality. In advancing in the other direction, we go toward a duration which stretches, tightens, and becomes more and more intensified: at the limit would be eternity. This time not only conceptual eternity, which is an eternity of death, but an eternity of life. It would be a living and consequently still moving eternity where our own duration would find itself like the vibrations in light, and which would be the concretion of all duration as materiality is its dispersion. Between these two extreme limits moves intuition, and this movement is metaphysics itself.” (p.150)

Bergson considers this from the position of unity and multiplicity. Let us imagine duration. From the perspective of multiplicity, duration is comprised of a (infinite) series of moments. But this means that there is no duration because no one of these moments, given that each of them is instantaneous, has duration. From the perspective of unity, we imagine something binding these moments together. Again, we lose duration because this underlying unity is itself unchanging. “This unity, as I examine its essence, will then appear to me as an immobile substratum of the moving reality, like some intemporal essence of time: that is what I shall call eternity, — the eternity of death, since it is nothing else than movement emptied of the mobility which made up its life.” (p.148) 

Bergson finishes this essay with nine propositions:
1. There is an external reality which is given immediately to our mind.
2. This reality is mobility. All rest is apparent, or relative.
3. The principal function of our minds is to imagine states and things. It must do this for common sense, language, and even practical life to work.
4. All apparent contradictions in metaphysics arise from the fact that “we place ourselves in the immobile to watch for the moving reality as it passes instead of putting ourselves back into the moving reality to traverse with it the immobile positions.” (p.151) In other words, “we apply to the disinterested knowledge of the real the procedures we use currently with practical utility as the aim.” (p.151)
5. This effort was bound to fail.
6. We can succeed through intuition, but this means we have to “reverse the normal direction of the workings of thought.” (p.152)
7. This reversal has never been practiced in methodical manner, although the infinitesimal calculus was “born of that very reversal.” (p.152)
8. The reason for this is that intuition, once it is grasped, cannot find full expression in the habits of our thoughts; that is, well-defined concepts. For this, Bergson calls for a union between metaphysics and science.
9. From Plato to Plotinus, Western philosophy followed the opposite idea, adopting the belief that “a variation can only express and develop invariabilities. The result of this was that Action was a weakened Contemplation, duration a false, deceptive and mobile image of immobile eternity, the Soul a fall of the Idea. The whole of that philosophy which begins with Plato and ends with Plotinus is the development of a principle that we should formulate thus: “There is more in the immutable than in the moving, and one passes from the stable to the unstable by a simple diminution.” Now the contrary is the truth.” (p.154)



VIII – On the Pragmatism of William James. Truth and Reality
The intellect loves simplicity. It is not surprising then, that this is how we imagine reality to be; simple, effects efficiently following causes to which they are precisely proportioned. However, “[w]hile our motto is Exactly what is necessary, nature’s motto is More than is necessary, - too much of this, too much of that, too much of everything. Reality… is redundant and superabundant.” (p.169)

Bergson endorses James’ revaluation of feeling over thinking. This is precisely what he sees the latter’s Religious Experience as investigating. Many saw it as a “psychology… of religious feeling.” (p.171) This is incorrect. Bergson talks about the way that in it, James “leaned out upon the mystic soul” (p.171). Now, by “mystic” Bergson means those people who pay attention to their feelings first and foremost. He will carry this into shaky territory with Two Sources, but for now, all Bergson is concerned with is James’ pragmatism, which is essentially the idea that “those truths it is most important for us to know, are truths which have been felt and experienced before being thought.” (p.171) 

What is truth? It is typically held that truth is the case when “affirmation agrees with reality” (p.172), but we can do better than this. What is it for an affirmation to “agree” in this way? “Our
inclination is to see in it something like the resemblance of a portrait to the model: the true affirmation would be the one which would copy reality.” (pp.171-2) But in actuality, this almost never happens. The real is “any determined fact taking place at any point in space and time, it is singular – it is changing. On the contrary, most of our affirmations are general and imply a certain stability on the part of their object.” (p.172) This is the problem with this model of truth; i.e. “a truth which is applied to all bodies without concerning any one in particular that I have seen, copies nothing, reproduces nothing.” (p.172)
And yet, we insist that it copy something. This was the impetus for ancient philosophy to postulate “above time and space, a world in which were located from all eternity all possible truths… Modern philosophers have brought truth from heaven down to earth; but they still see in it something which is preexistent to our affirmations. According to them, truth is lodged in things and facts: our science seeks it in them, draws it from its hiding-place and exposes it to the light of day.” (p.172) These ideas seem natural to us precisely because of what we talked about earlier; the way the intellect pictures “reality as a perfectly coherent and systematized whole sustained by a logical armature.” (p.172) This armature would then be truth.
But this is not how our experience of reality unfolds for us. “Experience presents us a flow of phenomena: if a certain affirmation relating to one of them enables us to master those which follow or even simply to foresee them, we say of this affirmation that it is true. A proposition such as “heat expands bodies,” a proposition suggested by seeing a certain body expand, means that we foresee how other bodies will act when exposed to heat; it helps us to proceed from a past experience to new experiences; it is a clue conducting to what will happen, nothing more. Reality flows; we flow with it; and we call true any affirmation which, in guiding us through moving reality, gives us a grip upon it and places us under more favorable conditions for acting.” (p.173)
The difference between the two conceptions of truth is that the first defines the true “by its conformity to what already exists” (p.173), whereas James defines it “by its relation to what does not yet exist. The true, according to William James, does not copy something which has been or which is: it announces what will be, or rather it prepares our action upon what is going to be. Philosophy has a natural tendency to have truth look backward: for James, it looks ahead.” (p.173) Bergson sums up this pragmatic conception of truth with this formula: “while for other doctrines a new truth is a discovery, for pragmatism it is an invention.” (p.173; boldface added)
This is not to deny that reality is independent of our affirmations, nor to assert that truth is arbitrary. An affirmation, to be true, must “increase our mastery over things.” (p.173) The point is that truth comes into being little by little, through the contributions of individual people. Different people would have yielded an entirely different body of truths. Reality would have remained the same; what would have changed are the paths we have traced in it. Bergson’s example is the statement, “My pencil has just fallen under the table.” This is not a fact of experience. Although we can’t see the pencil any longer, we assume that it, like all substantives, continues to exist out of sight. This hypothesis conditions our speech, and also our thoughts. “Our grammar would have been different, the articulations of our thought would have been other than what they are, had humanity in the course of its evolution preferred to adopt hypotheses of another kind.” (p.174) What James in Religious Experience has done is open up another one of these paths; one which values feeling more than physical sensation.

This brings us back to reality, and our best chance for understanding it. “If reality is not that economic and systematic universe our logic likes to imagine, if it is not sustained by a framework of intellectuality, intellectual truth is a human invention whose effect is to utilize reality rather than to enable us to penetrate it. And if reality does not form a single whole, if it is multiple and mobile, made up of cross-currents, truth which arises from contact with one of these currents, — truth felt before being conceived, — is more capable of seizing and storing up reality than truth merely thought.” (pp.175-6)




