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Introduction: Thinking Beyond the Human Condition

This book seeks to make a contribution that will aid the teaching of, and research into, Bergson’s texts in the English-speaking world. These are texts that have exerted an influence on several generations of French thinkers, including some of the most important philosophers of the twentieth century, such as Vladimir Jankélévitch, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Emmanuel Levinas, Paul Ricoeur, and Gilles Deleuze. In contrast to Nietzsche who accurately predicted that he would be born posthumously, Bergson was the most celebrated philosopher of his time with an influence on intellectual life that extended far beyond the academic world. However, his reputation fell into serious decline after his death and the end of the Second World War, when existentialism quickly established itself as the new intellectual fashion. Today, however, we are witnessing a serious renaissance of interest in Bergson’s writings, and his contributions figure in new research in the philosophy of mind, the philosophy of time, and the philosophy of biology, such as complexity theory. In addition, he is now granted a place of crucial significance in histories of twentieth-century thought. Gary Gutting, for example, locates Bergson’s enduring greatness as a philosopher in the combination of descriptive concreteness and systematic scope and metaphysical ambition that characterizes his work. 1 Although Bergson possessed tremendous knowledge of the history of philosophy – he was in his lifetime a professor of both ancient philosophy and modern philosophy – he was primarily interested in problems and in ascertaining whether our problems are well posed or badly posed, whether our problems are ones to be resolved or to be dissolved. Merleau-Ponty notes that for Bergson many traditional questions of philosophy, such as ‘Why have I been born?’ ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ and ‘How can I know anything?’ can be held to be pathological in the sense that they presuppose a subject already installed in being, that is, they are the questions of a doubter who no longer knows whether he has closed the window. 2 All of Bergson’s major concerns closely correspond to today’s practice in philosophy, and there is nothing that is peculiarly ‘continental’ about his interests that range from inquiry into the nature of freedom and time to consideration of questions about life and evolution.

A number of important thinkers have found liberation in Bergson’s attempt to reform philosophy, and in considering afresh the nature of his reformation of philosophy it is helpful to bear in mind this previous impact so we can continue to draw inspiration from it. These thinkers include William James, who said that it was Bergson who liberated him from intellectualism. For James, this consists in a critique of the view that ‘mere conceptual logic can tell us what is impossible or possible in the world of being or fact’. 3 James notes that for Bergson the function of the intellect is practical, not theoretical (on this point Bergson follows in the footsteps of thinkers such as Schopenhauer and Nietzsche). James also offered astute appreciation of the texts. He compared what Bergson accomplished in Matter and Memory to a Copernican revolution and considered it with some justification a work to be ranked alongside Berkeley’s Principles of Human Knowledge and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason. He hailed the publication of Creative Evolution as marking a new era in thought and considered it to be ‘a real wonder in the history of philosophy’. 4 Gilles Deleuze locates in Bergson’s writings a ‘superior empiricism’ that can prove its contemporary worth and relevance. 5 Emmanuel Levinas argues that against our pan-logical civilization Bergsonism brings to bear an inestimable message, namely its perception of a mode of change which does not stop at any identity and teaches that time is something other than a mobile image of an immobile eternity, which is what it has been in the history of Western thought, signifying the forfeiture of the permanence of being and the privation of eternity. Levinas thus wishes to underline the importance of Bergsonism ‘for the entire problematic of contemporary philosophy’ on account of the fact that it is no longer a thought of a ‘rationality revealing a reality which keeps to the very measure of a thought’. In effecting a reversal of traditional philosophy by contending the priority of duration over permanence, Bergson has provided thought with ‘access to novelty, an access independent of the ontology of the same’. 6

At the centre of Bergson’s intellectual endeavour is an attempt to reform philosophy so as to steer it in a novel direction, one that brings it into close rapport with positive science and so as to give us, with renewed vigour, access to the absolute. It is, however, a modest enterprise of philosophy driven by empiricism in as much as it is contra abstract ideas (Kant) and geometrical reasoning (Spinoza). For Bergson, the idea that we need a critique of the faculty of knowledge before we go in search of knowledge – that is, analysing the mechanism of thought before seeking knowledge– is sterile and will never take us to where we want to go. He also considers the idea that we can anticipate experience by the force of reasoning alone, and by constructing an iron-bound system of thought, to be a failure of empirical thought and mental attentiveness. Instead of imposing on reality a rigid and diagrammatic idea we should instead aim to follow ‘the sinuous and mobile contours’ of reality (ME 3). We can then better deal with the questions that inspire our minds: Whence are we? What we are? And whither do we tend? The aim is not to have immediate certainty, as this could only be ephemeral, but to educate the mind by showing the value of taking one’s time: ‘Borne along in an experience growing ever wider and wider, rising to ever higher and higher probabilities, it would strive towards final certainty as to a limit’ (ME 3). The philosopher, as Bergson understands him, is not after a mathematical deduction of reality or out to discover a decisive fact that would clinch the matter and dissolve all problems. Rather, as philosophers, we need to acknowledge that there are different regions of experience and in them there is to be found different groups of facts. Philosophy exists to do justice to these different regions and groups. Bergson, then, wants to establish a new philosophy on the model of positive science and insists that it be a work of collaboration. If we accept that there are different regions of experience that merit our attention, then philosophy is not simply a work of construction, say by an individual genius, or the systematic work of a single thinker. Bergson produces a method of thought that is open to correction, revision, and transformation.

Bergson posits lofty goals for philosophy, but these goals can b e seen to be part of philosophy’s traditional aspirations, including the effort to enhance our power to act and to live. ‘Good sense’ should teach us the unity of thought and action. At the same time as pursuing these ventures Bergson restores philosophy’s ancient commitment to attaining a cosmic perspective and expanding our perception of the universe. My own experience of encountering Bergson is similar to the one described by Pierre Hadot, who noted that for him as a young student of philosophy at the Sorbonne, ‘Bergsonism was not an abstract, conceptual philosophy, but rather took the form of a new way of seeing the world.’ 7 For Bergson, there is a need to break with sedimented habits of thoughts, including and especially spatializing habits, that prevent the adequate conception of ourselves as beings of time (duration). In seeking to disclose the world to us afresh I see Bergson as a philosopher akin to Nietzsche’s description of the ancient Greek philosophers: each cultivated a singular vision and dedication to a new way of looking at the world and creating a new perspective on it. As he memorably puts it: ‘Each one of these philosophers simply saw the world come into being!’ 8 This is echoed in Merleau-Ponty’s insight into Bergson’s philosophy: in unveiling the perceived world ‘along with nascent duration, Bergson rediscovers in the heart of man a pre-Socratic and “prehuman” sense of the world’. 9

Bergson seeks to reorient metaphysics, to bring science and philosophy into a new rapport, with the ultimate aim of reconnecting human thought and existence to, as Gilles Deleuze puts it, the ‘universal consciousness’ of the whole (le Tout). 10 Indeed, in Creative Evolution Bergson conceives philosophy as an effort to dissolve again into the whole (CE 191). The whole for Bergson is, in essence, universal mobility and universal interaction. As such, the whole is never, and can never be, given. Of course, this fact presents an extraordinary challenge to our ingrained habits of thinking. Deleuze stresses that the whole enjoys neither interiority nor totality; individuated forms of life have a tendency towards closure but this is never accomplished. As Deleuze emphasizes, that the whole is not given should meet with our delight – it is only our habitual confusion of time with space, and the assimilation of time into space, that makes us think the whole is given, if only in the eyes of God. 11

That Bergson’s thinking orients itself around a philosophy of life is not an incidental feature but an absolutely fundamental aspect. It is from the primacy that is to be accorded to life that adequate conceptions of the rest of philosophy can be developed such as metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics. ‘Intelligence reabsorbed into its principle, may thus live back again in its genesis’ (CE 123). Such a method of thinking has to work against the most inveterate habits of the mind and consists in an interchange of insights that correct and add to each other. For Bergson, as Deleuze notes, such an enterprise ends by expanding the humanity within us and so allows humanity to surpass itself by reinserting itself in the whole. This is accomplished through philosophy, for it is philosophy that provides us with the means (methods) for reversing the normal directions of the mind (instrumental, utilitarian), so upsetting its habits. Bergson conceives the going beyond or surpassing of the human condition, namely the ambition to restore the absolute and the whole, as the legitimate object of philosophy’s quest. Why should we feel motivated by this endeavour to think beyond our human condition? Deleuze provides, I believe, the essential insight that is required here: we find ourselves born or thrown into a world that is ready-made and that we have not made our own. 12 For Bergson, there is also the joy of perception or vision: this is the joy of seeing the world come into being as if for the first time and always afresh. There is also the joy to be had from cultivating a superior human nature and through engaging in the creation of the self by the self. 13

There is a Bergsonian revolution and it amounts to an upheaval in philosophy comparable in significance to the ones we are more familiar with, from Kant to Nietzsche and Heidegger, and that make up our intellectual modernity. If this book goes some way towards convincing the reader of this, it will have succeeded. I present Bergson’s revolution in thought in terms of the goal he lays down for the philosophy of thinking beyond the human condition. On an initial encounter this may strike the reader as an odd and paradoxical task for philosophical activity: Will it not deny what is characteristically human about the human being? How can we, as human beings, think beyond our own condition? Bergson is well aware of these concerns on the part of his reader and I show in several of the chapters that follow that he is attentive to the complexities and difficulties involved in the task. The way forward is to seek to demonstrate the need for new methods and modes of thinking. There is also
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