
parrhesia 36 · 2022



parrhesia 36 · 2022 · 1-3

introduction to the special 
issue on henri bergson
mathilde tahar

When the philosopher Henri Bergson wrote Creative Evolution in 1907, different 
theories of evolution were being debated. While transformism was generally 
accepted, the question of the mechanism of evolution was not yet settled. In this 
text, Bergson criticizes the different theories and proposes the image of the élan 
vital to conceive what these theories leave out: the unity and unpredictability of 
evolution. 

This book brought Bergson international fame but also led to Bergson being 
labeled a “vitalist”. The term “vitalism” has a complex history and is used to 
refer to very different theories, so much so that it is difficult to produce a clear 
definition enabling to identify theories as vitalist. Generally, the term is used as 
an accusation: to say that a thinker is a vitalist is generally to say that he or she 
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has no understanding of science and that his or her theory is therefore at best 
outdated and at worst inept or even dangerous. Thus, Bergson’s association with 
the controversial label “vitalism” has led to his disrepute among most scientists, 
but also philosophers of biology. The importance of Bergson’s philosophy of 
life, both in the history of science and in that of the philosophy of biology, has 
therefore been long underestimated.

Wishing to reassess the relationship between Bergson’s philosophy of life 
and vitalism, and the importance of Bergsonian philosophy in the history and 
philosophy of biology, we organised, together with Gertrudis Van de Vijver, 
Charles T. Wolfe and Giuseppe Bianco, an online workshop in April 2021. This 
workshop was an opportunity to deepen the stakes of Bergsonian philosophy, its 
inclusion in the scientific debates of the time and its more global contribution 
to biological thought, whose stakes are not only scientific but also political. 
This special issue, largely based on the discussions of this workshop, will study 
the relationship between Bergson’s philosophy and vitalism from four research 
angles.

The first section ‘Bergson and the history of vitalism’, including essays by Wolfe, 
Rates and Posteraro, analyse the inscription of Bergsonian philosophy in the 
history of vitalism and the philosophy of biology.

The second section ‘Actuality of Bergson’s vitalism: Bergson and contemporary 
Biology’, including essays by Tenti and Majic, studies the contribution of 
Bergsonian philosophy to contemporary debates in biology.

The third section ‘Bergson’s vitalism, between spiritualism and pan-psychism, 
including essays by Dolbeault, Hirai and Van Gemert’, focus on the relationship 
of Bergsonian vitalism to spiritualism and panpsychism.

Finally, the last section ‘New perspectives on the implications of Bergsonian 
vitalism’, including essays by Fujita, Stumm and Hill, bring a new perspective on 
Bergsonian vitalism, by studying the stakes of his philosophy beyond the history 
of science. 

MATHILDE TAHAR is a Ph.D candidate at the University Toulouse II and 
at the Muséum National d’Histoire Naturelle, under the supervision of 
Paul-Antoine Miquel and Pierre-Henri Gouyon. Her dissertation topic 
is ‘Evolution beyond all finalism: Bergson as critic of evolutionists’ and 
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aims at confronting Bergsonian evolutionary thought with contemporary 
biology. She has contributed to the collective work The Bergsonian Mind, 
edited by Mark Sinclair and Yaron Wolf (2021), and published several 
articles on Bergson and biology. She is a board member of the Société des 
Amis de Bergson.
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bergson’s vitalisms
mathilde tahar

In the eyes of the biologist Jacques Monod, Bergson is “the most illustrious promoter 
of a metaphysical vitalism” revolting against rationality1. This interpretation, 
not exclusive to Monod, is often accompanied by the accusation that Bergson’s 
vitalism would be teleological2, and maybe even mystical3 – this last idea being 
reinforced by the success that Bergson receives among the spiritualists4. This 
understanding of Bergsonian philosophy led to his disrepute among scientists. 
Even today, despite the renewed interest in Bergson’s reflections on science5, he 
is not considered a philosopher of science6. And the popular (textbook) opinion 
is still that his élan vital is a spiritual principle at the origin of all living things 
and even of all reality: Bergson is considered a vitalist using biology to develop a 
spiritualist metaphysics, which makes him acceptable to philosophers but not to 
scientists.
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Yet, Bergson’s position is ambiguous. Even though he criticises the intellectualist 
paradigm of science, which he claims is unable to comprehend the living, and 
proposes a form of vitalism, the philosophy of Creative Evolution7 may be regarded 
as a true philosophy of biology. However, some texts make the status of his 
vitalism problematic, such as The Two Sources of Morality and Religion8, in which 
the élan vital is integrated into a reflection on the divine. The aim of this paper 
is to disentangle what, in Bergson, can or cannot be considered as a philosophy 
relevant to science, by trying to clarify the label ‘vitalist’ that has so commonly been 
assigned to him, often pejoratively. This will involve examining the link between 
his vitalism and the spiritualism he has been credited with. Contrary to Olivier 
Perru who has proposed an excellent analysis of Bergson’s vitalism9 but focusing 
only on Creative Evolution, I will study his different works, to show that Bergson’s 
position shifts according to the subjects under study: before Creative Evolution, 
Bergson develops a form of spiritualism; in Creative Evolution, he proposes a form 
of vitalism that may not be clearly related to his spiritualism; finally, I argue that, 
in The Two Sources, the distinction is not so clear and that his vitalism itself may 
indeed become spiritualist. His spiritualism transforms according to his works 
and the meaning of his vitalism changes in return. I hypothesise that Bergson is a 
vitalist-opportunist: there are several forms of vitalism Bergson, that have neither 
the same ontological status nor the same function, according to the purpose of the 
moment. This is not to say that Bergson changes his theory completely. Each time, 
the élan vital is intimately related to duration. But in this paper, I will focus on 
the shifts in meaning in order to distinguish between what belongs to a properly 
biological vitalism and what belongs to a spiritualist metaphysics.

WHAT IS VITALISM?

Vitalism has had several definitions throughout history10. A general definition 
would be that vitalism refers to the idea of an opposition between inert matter 
and life, that emphasises the properties specific to the living11. Yet, this is 
a transhistorical definition into which almost all biological theories can be 
integrated. But attempting a historical approach risks confronting us with a 
multiplicity of definitions (a problem already raised by Andrault12). To clarify the 
concept, we can propose, following Wolfe, a distinction between a substantial 
(substantiel) vitalism and a functional one13. Substantial or metaphysical vitalism, 
generally of spiritualist or animist inspiration and often accompanied with 
teleology (Stahl, Driesch), assumes that there are vital and unmaterial forces 
which really exist in bodies. Non-metaphysical or functional vitalism simply states 
that the functional properties of the organism are irreducible to physico-chemical 
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properties (Haller) and is close to what is known today as organicism. Between 
the two, there are ambiguous positions such as that of Blumenbach14 or of the 
Montpellier School, where we find Bordeu and Barthez. While Bordeu leaves open 
the question of whether life results from organisation or organisation results from 
life15, positioning himself rather for an emergentist position16, Barthez refuses to 
think that life results only from the sum of its parts, and proposes the existence of 
a vital principle, corresponding neither to the soul, nor to the physical-chemical 
properties of bodies17. It should also be pointed out that the label ‘vitalism’ is often 
a pejorative appellation, insofar as it refers to a mysterious principle that has no 
place in science18.

As stated, many authors (see endnotes 1, 2 and 3) qualify Bergson as a vitalist, 
without the definition being very clear, mixing in the idea that he would also 
be a spiritualist and finalist. Yet Bergson never claims to be a vitalist. He explicitly 
refutes the idea of a vital principle, internal to the organisms, as a declination of 
finalism (which does not help Ruse from likening Bergson’s “élans vitaux” (sic) to 
Driesch’s entelechies19). Since individuality is not complete in the living, to what 
would the vital principle apply? (CE 44-46) “When we think of the infinity of 
infinitesimal elements and… causes that concur in the genesis of a living being… 
the first impulse of the mind is to consider this army of little workers as watched 
over by a skilled foreman, the ‘vital principle’” (CE 238). The vitalist, struck by the 
multiplicity of elements that contribute to the formation of the organism would 
posit a vital principle capable of accounting for their harmony. But Bergson does 
not reject vitalism completely. “The ‘vital principle’ may indeed not explain much, 
but it is at least a sort of label affixed to our ignorance… while mechanism invites 
us to ignore that ignorance” (CE 44). 

Does this mean that Bergson would be a functionalist, and thus non-metaphysical 
vitalist? This interpretation may be reductive since Bergson does hypothesise an 
élan vital that has metaphysical commitments. At least, he is a vitalist in the most 
general sense: there is no doubt that Bergson refuses to reduce living beings to 
physical-chemical elements (CE 32-33). Yet, this meaning is broad and confusing: 
many biologists, while proclaiming the independence of biology from the physical 
science, do not accept the existence of a vital force. And it is not clear whether 
Bergson’s élan vital is a vital force, and even less clear whether it is a spiritual force: 
the question of its ontological status as well as its biological significance is difficult 
to answer and posed differently from one text to another. This is what I will try 
to clarify. My hypothesis is that, if Bergson does not call himself a vitalist, it is 
precisely because the Bergsonian ‘vitalism’ takes on different meanings according 
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to his works and different relations with his spiritualism, that the label ‘vitalist’ 
could not express.

IS DURATION A SPIRITUAL PRINCIPLE?

I. Duration as the ontological stuff of consciousness

Before 1907, there is no mention of the élan vital. But the idea of a specificity of life 
somehow comparable to a spiritual impulse is already subtly present.

In Time and Free Will, Bergson explicitly links consciousness and duration20. This 
essay addresses a metaphysical problem – freedom. Implicit in the resolution of this 
problem is a rejection of a substantialist metaphysics considering consciousness 
as a substance upon which are superimposed mental states (see especially TFW 
170-17; 175-178). Bergson denounces this vision as retrospective and grounded 
on spatial illusions. Consciousness is not a thing onto which states graft but is 
duration: a maturation in which the states intermingle. This allows Bergson to 
resolve the false problem of freedom that arises from a confusion between 
duration and space. Both the determinist and the defender of free-will think of 
the unfolding of consciousness as a succession of states, the former by claiming 
that, given antecedents a single possible act corresponds, the latter by assuming 
that the same series of states can lead to several different acts that are equally 
possible (TFW 174-175). But the ego is not divisible into states: consciousness is 
continuous duration and therefore enrichment; and the choice results from the 
very duration of hesitation.

Pure duration is defined as “the form which the succession of our conscious states 
assumes when our ego lets itself live” (TFW 100). But it is not a mere modality 
of our conscious perception: if consciousness allows to grasp duration, duration 
exists beyond our perception of time. For consciousness is duration, and this 
duration is operative: its action is different from physical and chemical factors 
because it can result in a free act that escapes the efficient causality of the material 
world. Duration is the actual process of consciousness, and furthermore it seems 
to be specific to this spiritual reality, as opposed to matter: 

“External things change, but their moments do not succeed one another… 
except for a consciousness which keeps them in mind… Hence, we must 
not say that external things endure, but rather that there is in them some 
inexpressible reason in virtue of which we cannot examine them at 
successive moments of our own duration without observing that they have 
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changed” (TFW 227). 

Duration thus seems to be the exclusive preserve of the mind; the temporality of 
matter depending on the temporality of our consciousness.

And yet, some material objects seem to endure – living beings. Bergson compares 
consciousness and the living several times, and it is not sure whether it is the 
duration of the living that explains the duration of consciousness or the other 
way round. Bergson distinguishes the realm of inert matter, which does not seem 
to endure, from that of life, characterised by irreversibility and where “duration 
certainly seems to act like a cause” (TFW 153). It is also stated that “the past is a 
reality perhaps for living bodies, and certainly for conscious beings”, that it “may 
be a gain for the living being, and it is indisputably one for the conscious being” 
(Ibid., my emphasis). Between living duration and conscious duration, there would 
be a difference in degree not of efficacy but of certainty: duration only might be a 
reality for all living beings.

At this stage of Bergson’s work, duration appears as an ontological reality, distinct 
from the physical realm by its specific movement. One could say that this reality 
is spiritual insofar as it seems that it is in consciousness primarily, as opposed to 
matter, that the effectiveness of duration manifests itself. Does this mean that we 
have a spiritualism, and of what nature would it be? To begin with, consciousness 
is never described as an immutable substance, but always as a process, a 
continuity of change. We would then have a form of spiritualism (consciousness 
is distinguished from matter, by the effectiveness of duration), but not substantial. 
Moreover, if duration characterises consciousness, as opposed to matter, which 
leads to a spiritualist psychology that distinguishes phenomena of the spirit 
from material ones, it is not certain that duration itself is spiritual in nature nor is 
it a form of consciousness. Bergson says that duration could be a reality for living 
bodies, suggesting that duration could also be at the very heart of (organic) matter. 
Bergson’s spiritualism here touches on questions of psychology but not biology. If 
(and at this stage it is only a hypothesis) duration could have such an effect on the 
living that a distinction must be made between biological and physico-chemical 
phenomena, this Bergsonian vitalist interrogation is not itself spiritualist.

II. Duration between biological specificity and ontological reality

Matter and Memory21 re-examines the status of duration and its link to 
consciousness, through the question of perception and memory.
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In this text, Bergson advances that duration can have “different tensions”: “there 
is no one rhythm of duration; it is possible to imagine many different rhythms 
which, slower or faster, measure the degree of tension or relaxation of different 
kinds of consciousness” (MM 275). Bergson links the different rhythms of 
duration with the various rhythms of perception which depend on the tension 
of consciousness. “Would not the whole of history be contained in a very short 
time for a consciousness at a higher degree of tension than our own?” (Ibid.) The 
different qualities perceived by the different organisms and the extent of their 
perception are related to the time taken for action, which in turn depends on the 
complexity of the nervous system. Does this mean that duration exists only for 
living beings, and more precisely in their consciousness? Is it a spiritual reality? A 
biological one? or the process that weaves all reality?

Bergson sketches here the idea that being itself is duration, that duration is the 
ontological stuff of all things, the differences between beings stemming from 
differences in rhythm: “if you abolish my consciousness, the material universe 
subsists exactly as it was; only, since you have removed that particular rhythm 
of duration which was the condition of my action upon things, these things 
draw back into themselves… in an incomparably more divided duration” (MM 
276). Even though there is a great “distance between the rhythm of our duration 
and that of the flow of things” (MM 331), the material universe does endure. 
But to this idea also corresponds the fact that reality itself would be a form of 
consciousness, neutralised, but latent. “No doubt also the material universe itself, 
defined as the totality of images, is a kind of consciousness” (MM 313). And a few 
pages after: “Nature might be regarded as a neutralized and consequently a latent 
consciousness” (MM 331). 

Duration would no longer be the characteristic of human consciousness nor 
a specificity of the living, but the ontological reality that would weave the 
whole universe, including inert matter. Duration acquires the status of a true 
metaphysical principle, even though it is less a substantial one than a processual 
one22. But it seems that, to say this, Bergson must inject spirituality into matter, 
but neutralised spirituality: if matter endures, it is because it is a consciousness 
that is not tense (towards action) but relaxed towards inertia. Even before being a 
vitalist, would Bergson have been a spiritualist23, or even an animist? This is what 
the concept of élan vital will allow to clarify in Creative Evolution, while shifting 
the question, since the focus is no longer psychological but biological.

To transition to this problem, I will study what can be found in Laughter24, a text 
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which appears as an announcement of the two problems that Bergson would later 
address: biology and morality. For laughter is the social and moral reaction to an 
action misinterpreting life and presenting it as inert. What makes people laugh 
is “something mechanical encrusted on something living” (L 57). Until now, 
Bergson has distinguished between duration and space, space being adequately 
grasped by physical-chemical schemes, the real effectiveness of duration slipping 
away from such schemes. Here, the opposition becomes that of the mechanical, 
which refers to inert matter, and the living. There is also a first characterisation of 
life: “a continual change of aspect, the irreversibility of the order of phenomena, 
the perfect individuality of a perfectly self-contained series: such, then, are the 
outward characteristics — whether real or apparent is of little moment — which 
distinguish the living from the merely mechanical” (L 89). Bergson proposes a 
phenomenology of life, because his focus being the social role of laughter, what 
matters is the superimposition for the spectator of a mechanical appearance on a 
phenomenon supposed to be alive. Bergson does indicate that there are forces of 
life, at the origin of these external characteristics: “tension and elasticity” (L 18), 
that characterise living bodies. But he says nothing about their ontological status. 
If no real conclusions can be drawn from Laughter about Bergson’s vitalism, a shift 
in terms can be noted: it is no longer the problematic couple of duration and space, 
nor of mind and matter that is at stake, but of the living and the mechanical, 
inviting the Bergsonian reader to conceive a connection between duration, 
spirituality, and life. 

Consciousness is duration in 1889, but in 1896, it seems that duration is 
consciousness, a spiritual reality. Is the élan vital of 1907 then a vital principle that 
is spiritual in nature?

THE ÉLAN VITAL AS A HEURISTIC CONCEPT

I. The élan vital expresses a tendency of duration

In Creative Evolution, Bergson opposes the mechanical order to the vital one, just 
as he opposed space and duration. But the assimilation of the living to duration 
is not complete: élan vital is only a modality of duration, or more precisely a 
tendency. The mechanical order and the vital order are the (ideal) ends of two 
divergent tendencies of duration. The élan vital goes in an opposite direction to 
matter, without life and matter being two substantially distinct forces. Rather, 
they are two rhythms of duration, which Bergson conceives as opposite energetic 
movements, matter appearing as a degradation of the life-energy: life would be 
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“a process the inverse of materiality, creative of matter by its interruption 
alone. The life that evolves on the surface of our planet is indeed attached 
to matter. If it were pure consciousness… it would be pure creative 
activity. In fact, it is riveted to an organism that subjects it to the general 
laws of inert matter. But everything happens as if it were doing its utmost 
to set itself free from these laws” (CE 259, my emphasis). 

Is the élan vital a spiritual force, as the reference to consciousness suggests?

II. Spirit is living, not life is spiritual

In Matter and Memory, to say that all things endured implied that reality was 
consciousness. Here, consciousness is derived from the élan vital, which itself is 
a tendency of duration. The élan vital is not consciousness: it is ratio essendi of 
consciousness. But consciousness is ratio cognoscendi of the élan vital. For it is 
through our consciousness that we can grasp duration as a creative movement 
and thus have an intuition of the élan. But we can only have this consciousness of 
duration because we derive from the élan which is duration. In the introduction, 
Bergson uses this argument to demonstrate the limits of intelligence (CE, ix-x)25. 
All consciousness, as individual, is limited with respect to the life from which it 
originates. Does this mean that the élan vital is an unlimited consciousness? 

Based on the idea that all duration is consciousness, it could be said that the 
élan vital, which is creative duration, is par excellence consciousness. Life would 
be “consciousness launched into matter” (CE 191). But since consciousness 
derives from the élan, it appears that the assimilation to consciousness is more a 
metaphor than an identity. It aims at grasping the movement of life as an impulse 
understandable only by analogy with the psychological26: it is “as if a broad current 
of consciousness had penetrated matter” (CE 191, my emphasis). If the élan is 
compared to consciousness, it is because they share the same kind of qualitative 
multiplicity (“an enormous multiplicity of interwoven potentialities”, Ibid.) which 
develops in time. This is why it is said to be spiritual. Bergson explains elsewhere 
what he means by spirituality: “a progress to ever new creations, to conclusions 
incommensurable with the premisses and indeterminable by relation to them” 
(CE 224). If the élan vital is said to be spiritual, it is because of its dynamic more 
than its ontology: it is a perpetually creative impulse, which is more than merely 
organic matter, but which is not separated from matter. The image of an impulse 
suggests a motion at the origin of action, which unfolds its potentialities only in 
its effect, without being identifiable with this effect. Life is actualised in physical-
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chemical elements but cannot be resolved in them: these actualisations do not 
exhaust the élan, just like the sum of the psychological states do not exhaust the 
flow of consciousness. 

Since Bergson posits a distinction between vital and material movement, it could 
be retorted that life would be substantially opposed to matter, which would lead 
us back to spiritualist vitalism. But life and matter are two divergent tendencies 
of duration that is “the very stuff of reality” (CE 287, 381), one tending towards 
indeterminacy, the other tending towards repetition, the compromise of the 
two producing living beings and their organisation. This implies that duration 
explicitly acquires a cosmological dimension. But it also means that organisms 
are not a composition of matter and spirit: they are material objects whose 
organisation cannot be explained in the same way as inert matter, because in them, 
the tendency towards inertia of matter is counteracted by the tendency towards 
indeterminacy. Bergson writes that he does not dispute “the fundamental identity 
of inert matter and organized matter” (CE 32). What could appear as a dualism 
of ontological realms is constantly compensated by the affirmation of a unity 
of reality. The condition for the actualisation of duration is matter and matter 
itself endures. From this point of view, Bergson is neither a spiritualist monist, 
nor a metaphysical vitalist that would oppose life to matter (and obviously not a 
reductionist materialist). There is the affirmation of a unity, that comes precisely 
from duration, which is declined in several rhythms whose contradiction forms 
the organisation. 

I. Sketch of a heuristic vitalism

In the end, the ontological status of élan vital remains problematic. While Matter 
and Memory asserted duration as an ontological principle declining into different 
rhythms sculpting reality, Creative Evolution doesn’t draw any ontological 
conclusion about the élan vital, which appears more as a heuristic image than as 
a vital force. The élan vital is not a spiritual force either if spirit is understood as 
a substance distinct from matter. If Bergson refuses to assimilate living beings 
with the systems of physics, and prefers to compare them with consciousness, it 
is because neither organised beings nor evolution can be understood within the 
deterministic nor probabilistic framework of the physical sciences.

Thus, the élan vital serves above all to think of the process of evolution, which 
science cannot (yet) account for. Bergson writes that “it is only an image” (CE 271) 
that aims at giving an approximate account of this process. This image should not 
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replace scientific analysis, nor should it be hypostasized into an ontological reality. 
The élan vital is less an ontological conclusion than a call for reflection for both 
philosophy and biology. It is an image that points to a reality that is more than 
matter, but only exists through matter which is both its other and its necessary 
complement, the cause of its detours as well as the origin of its inventiveness (see 
the image of the road, CE 107-108)27. Bergson does not exclude that biology could 
one day scientifically resolve the élan vital and

“become, to the physics and chemistry of organized bodies, what the 
mathematics of the moderns has proved to be in relation to ancient 
geometry… The procedure by which we should then pass from the 
definition of a certain vital action to the system of physico-chemical 
facts which it implies would be like passing from the function to its 
derivative, from the equation of the curve… to the equation of the tangent 
giving its instantaneous direction. Such a science would be a mechanics 
of transformation, of which our mechanics of translation would become… a 
simplification” (CE 34). 

Bergson calls for a work of integration that would account for the specificity of 
the vital movement. He already wrote in Matter and Memory that the task of the 
philosopher was to “reconstitute, with the infinitely small elements which we 
thus perceive of the real curve, the curve itself stretching out into the darkness 
behind them” (MM 241-242). The élan vital aims to produce this integration for 
the evolution of life: it is an image capable of arousing an intuition that would 
envelop the heterogeneous characteristics of the living. Thus, Bergson can write, 
without contradiction, that the élan vital is an upspringing of novelties and that its 
productions are eddies of dust, relatively stable, that “want to mark time” (CE 
134). It is through intuition that we can understand that the difference between 
the movement of evolution and the living beings, is one of degree and of nature: 
at a given moment equivalent to a given point on the curve, the intertwined 
tendencies of the élan vital have a definite quality equivalent to the contact of the 
curve and the tangent at that point.

Is there not, however, a form of teleological vitalism in the élan vital? Bergson says 
that, in Biology, the future must be viewed as an end rather than as a result (CE 55-
56): finality is an approximation seeking to grasp the movement of evolution. If the 
vital and the willed orders may appear to be one and the same (CE 236), it is merely 
an analogy: “Life in its entirety, regarded as a creative evolution, is something 
analogous” (Ibid.). It is not an identity because will is a particular manifestation 
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of life. The analogy (we may say even the synecdoche) is ontologically based, 
but pedagogically, Bergson chooses the assimilation that aims at the coherence 
afterwards of evolution: its order rather than its actual movement. The élan vital 
cannot be finalised, because it is a creative process, an “unceasing transformation” 
(CE 243), and because the history of its unfolding, the evolution of living beings, is 
largely subject to the contingency imposed by matter (CE 30 n2; 268-269).

From a certain point of view, there is vitalism: the élan vital is not reducible to 
physico-chemical explanations, mainly because of its radical unpredictability. 
Only in this sense is it metaphysical, beyond physics. One could also say that this 
vitalism is spiritualist, provided that one understands spirituality is the quality 
of a certain tendency of duration, and not a substance independent from matter. 
Hence, Bergson’s vitalism is heuristic. The élan vital is an image pinpointing various 
phenomena specific to the living world. These different phenomena are linked 
together by a fading reality, the resolution of which Bergson calls for scientifically, 
but whose meaning he thinks can be grasped through philosophical intuition. 
Bergson, examining a problem of philosophy of biology proposes the élan vital 
as an intellectual tool, to pursue philosophical as well as scientific research. He 
does not promote an ontological principle, even if the élan vital raises ontological 
questions. The conceptualisation of the élan vital is therefore hardly comparable 
to classical vitalism. Now what happens to the élan vital in his other works?  

BETWEEN CREATIVE EVOLUTION AND THE TWO SOURCES OF 
MORALITY AND RELIGION

I. The correspondence

Bergson returns to the question of vitalism in his correspondences, notably in a 
letter to Lovejoy: “A position such as mine may well be called vitalist... I reject 
vitalism only if it claims to constitute every living being as an independent 
entity”28 (for an analysis of this letter, see Rates in this issue). But it is the letter to 
Höffding, in 1915, that is especially telling: 

“I believe that, if one considers what I mean by ‘duration’, one will see 
in the ‘vitalism’ of Creative Evolution something more precise and more 
probative than you say. The essential argument I direct against mechanism 
in biology is that it does not explain how life unfolds a history, that is, 
a succession in which there is no repetition, in which every moment is 
unique and carries the representation of the whole past” 29. 
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He suggests here, even more explicitly than in Creative Evolution, that the élan vital 
does not refer to a transcendent principle, but rather to a modality of duration – 
history.

II. The Creative Mind, or the continuation of a heuristic vitalism

The Creative Mind (1934) contains texts mostly written before The Two Sources. 
It continues Creative Evolution by adding a methodological definition of the 
Bergsonian metaphysics and a reflection on the relationship between philosophy 
and science that seems to point towards an ‘unsubstantial’ vitalism: the élan vital 
would indeed be an image that the philosopher offers to the scientist to orientate 
biological research.

In this text, metaphysics is defined as a return to concrete reality. It implies 
an intellectual mobility exercise to produce fluid concepts that result from a 
qualitative integration work30. It seems to us that the élan vital is such a concept. 

This work is based on the use of intuition; and intuition “signifies first of all 
consciousness, but immediate consciousness” (CM 35-36). Now consciousness is 
duration, and the universe itself endures; and the living in particular endure on a 
rhythm analogous to that of consciousness: “If life is an evolution and if duration 
is in this case a reality, is there not also an intuition of the vital, and consequently 
a metaphysics of life, which might in a sense prolong the science of the living?” 
(CM 36). It is through the intuition of the duration of our consciousness that we 
can also grasp the movement of life.

Hence, philosophy can enlighten science: it does not replace it, but indicates the 
possible illusions that enclose scientific thought, and it sheds light on the path to 
follow (see the aviator-diver image, CM 74). The élan vital appears as this kind of 
indication that the philosopher proposes to scientists.

III. Mind-Energy: towards a new vitalism

In Mind-Energy31, there are several shifts in meaning from Creative Evolution, 
especially visible in “Life and Consciousness”, that seem to change the signification 
of his vitalism.

III.I. Transformation of vitalism

Consciousness is no longer coextensive with reality, although annihilated in inert 
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matter. It is coextensive only with the living, although annihilated in rudimentary 
beings. If duration weaves the entirety of reality, its effectiveness in the living 
implies a consciousness for these beings (ME 11).

Finalism is thought of in a much less sophisticated and therefore also much more 
problematic way than in Creative Evolution. Life does have a destination (creation), 
and even more so, nature warns us of this through a feeling: joy, an indicator “that 
life has succeeded” (ME 29). Creation is not only a way of describing a tendency 
of duration, but the very objective of life. Bergson no longer speaks so much of élan 
vital as of “nature”. The semantic shift corresponds to a shift in the stakes. The aim 
is no longer to offer an image of biological evolution, but to tell something about 
the meaning of human life, the question of life bridging biology and morality.

The ‘higher’ beings are those not only more complex in their structures or more 
free in their capacity of choice: they are those in whom the vital impulse continues 
unimpeded. In Creative Evolution, man is described as this superior being in 
which the élan vital was most emancipated from the determination imposed by 
matter, but the anchoring was still biological, this superiority being based on an 
analysis of the nervous system, and especially of the brain (CE 189-195; 277), and 
on intelligence thought of as an adaptive function (CE ix). Here, the biological 
superiority is coupled with a moral one, characterised by generosity: 

“In man alone… the vital movement pursues its way without hindrance, 
thrusting through… the human body, which it has created on its way, the 
creative current of the moral life. …It is the moral man who is a creator in 
the highest degree, the man whose action… itself generous, can kindle fires 
on the hearths of generosity” (ME 31-32). 

Their biological superiority is now also a moral or even an ontological one, because 
men would realise “the aspiration of life” (ME 33). It seems that, to define the 
meaning of human life, Bergson needs to assign a goal for biological life, against 
which human life can be assessed. This shift leads to an obscuration of the concept 
of élan vital, which loses its conceptual sophistication and its heuristic function, to 
fulfil a different role in a philosophy that is now moral.

III.II. Redefinition of consciousness

In Mind-Energy, there is also a redefinition of consciousness. As in Creative 
Evolution, consciousness is said to reveal the movement of life and to derive from 
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it. But the status of consciousness seems to have changed. In Matter and Memory, 
it appears as a mere differentiation of rhythm with the duration of matter. Now, 
this difference implies that the soul almost certainly survives the body (ME 73; 
97), which seems to lead to a distinction in substance, since the soul would be 
immortal as opposed to the body. Bergson no longer speaks of consciousness or 
mind, but of the soul. And for good reason: consciousness links the past to the 
future: if it can immerse itself into memory-images, its biological function is above 
all action and creation. We read that “consciousness is action unceasingly creating 
and enriching itself” (ME 23), that “all consciousness is anticipation of the future” 
(ME 8). When Bergson writes that the soul survives the body, it cannot be this 
consciousness which is projection towards action. It can only be this consciousness 
of memory-images (the memory independent from the brain, MM 104). But the 
latter is characterised by a relaxation of attention to life, a tendency to relaxation 
which in its end would be extension and thus inert matter (MM 277-291; 299-332). 
As he said in Matter and Memory, and repeats in “Life and Consciousness”, matter 
is a relaxation of vital tension. Bergson adds something to this consciousness 
when he calls it ‘soul’: it no longer seems to be distinguished from matter only by 
a difference in rhythm, but appears as a distinct reality, transcendent to matter, 
able to survive beyond matter. 

Bergson’s vitalism takes on a strong ontological dimension: if the stream of 
consciousness extends the élan vital, and if consciousness or ‘soul’ is a reality 
independent from matter, and not just a particular tendency of duration, then 
should not the élan vital be rethought as a principle ontologically distinct from the 
matter it passes through?

TOWARDS A PRACTICAL VITALISM

I. The role of the élan vital

In The Two Sources, Bergson resumes in a few pages his development of the élan 
vital, recalling its status as an image, or an “idea full of matter, obtained empirically, 
capable of guiding our investigations, which will broadly sum up what we know of 
the vital process and will also bring out what is still unknown” (TS 105). This is very 
close to Creative Evolution. But Bergson does not make the same use of this concept 
in the Two Sources: he refers to it as the basis for his social and moral philosophy. Thus, 
it is from the two tendencies of life: to stability and closure on the one hand, and to 
creativity on the other, that Bergson grounds his distinction between closed and 
open societies. And it is more precisely when Bergson analyses the biological role of 
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the myth-making function that he takes up in detail the achievements of Creative 
Evolution. These achievements would allow an understanding of certain aspects 
of human life. The “two essential characteristics” of mankind, “intelligence and 
sociability must be given their proper place back in the general evolution of life” 
(TS 106), to grasp the metaphysical or moral meaning of humanity. But how does 
the transition from biology to morality work?

II. From élan vital to nature

Bergson explains this passage at the end of the book: it involves going beyond the 
conclusions of Creative Evolution where Bergson “stated nothing that could not 
in time be confirmed by the tests of biology” (TS 244), because the aim was to 
give a philosophical concept to a biological reality, while waiting for a biological 
explanation. In The Two Sources, however, the aim is different and so is the status 
of the concepts. “Here we are in the field of probabilities alone” (Ibid.) (in French: 
“dans le domaine du vraisemblable”32 : “in the field of plausibility”). In this field, 
the élan vital “is optimistic” (TS 130): it doesn’t guide science anymore, it gives rise 
to a hope that allows for the development of morality.

Here, Bergson makes very little use of the phrase élan vital, preferring the word 
‘life’ or even ‘nature’. Bergson never defines it, but it seems to refer, like élan vital, 
to life as an impulse. Why then a different terminology? It may be assumed that it 
is because élan vital is a term from his philosophy of biology. The aim of Creative 
Evolution was to offer an image allowing one to grasp the particularity of biological 
evolution. The objective of The Two Sources is different and so is the conception 
of life. There is also much less metaphysical cautiousness: on many occasions, 
nature is described as having intentions or purposes. Bergson attributes to nature 
the “faculty of resolving problems” (TS 103), “defensive reactions” (TS 113; 121; 
130, passim). Just as the semantic shift from consciousness to soul added an 
ontological transcendence to the latter, the one from élan vital to nature gives the 
latter a direction that is no longer a way of understanding evolution retrospectively 
(a view of the mind) but is inherent to life itself and would authorise the use of a 
teleological rhetoric. Bergson goes so far as to speak of “nature’s plan” (TS 48). If 
Bergson indulges in these semantic shifts, it is because the aim is now to extend 
(but also to move away from) reflections based on science to propose a “mystical 
intuition” (TS 145) based on plausibility: “we did not ask [in Creative Evolution] 
whether [humanity] had any other purpose but itself” (Ibid.); but this question 
is indeed the main object of The Two Sources. And the answer is no longer an 
empirically based concept, but a mystical intuition which has nothing to offer to 
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science.

III. The mechanical and the mystical: a moral vitalism for thinking the 
divine

After having redefined the couple space/duration, in matter/memory, and then 
mechanical order/élan vital, Bergson proposes, at the end of the work, a new couple: 
the mechanical and the mystical. In doing so, he directly connects life to mysticism, 
and the pairing takes on a new meaning: it no longer serves to understand reality 
itself, but human morality. Life no longer has a descriptive significance here but 
a normative one embodied in the teleological metaphors that essentialise nature 
and give it all the aspects of a metaphysical vitalism. It appears as a vital force 
whose distinction from matter may not only be of rhythm or tendency. Moreover, 
it is directly related to the divine.

Admittedly, the great mystic, that man capable of a higher morality, is defined in 
relation to the élan vital (TS 202). But this is a hapax. More generally, the mystic is 
said to be “in touch” with a “principle” (TS 201), or with an “élan d’amour”33, impetus 
of love, that impetus which Bergson also calls God (TS 240). The movement of life 
itself is then defined less by a particular efficacy of duration, than by the emotion 
it envelops: love. The élan vital has become moral and therefore also religious. 
The theological vocabulary clearly shows the shift in meaning: the élan itself is 
no longer merely biological evolution, but a “divine action” that the great mystic, 
“capable of transcending the limitations imposed on the species by its material 
nature” continues and extends (TS 209).

It is indeed a transcendence of life that Bergson introduces here, to which 
corresponds a transcendence of the soul. For here, the matter is no longer 
consciousness as a tension of duration (whose extension would be matter), coming 
from the élan vital and which is a certain attention to life, but the soul, truly 
transcendent to matter, a soul that can find the divine and continue its action: 
“The mystic soul… throws off anything in its substance that is not pure enough, 
not flexible and strong enough, to be turned to some use by God” (TS 220).

IV. From intuition to love

This contact with the divine is “joy in joy” (TS 201): it is no longer an intellectual 
contact that would suppose a torsion of the intelligence to become intuition, it is a 
“love of that which is all love” (Ibid.): a religious emotion. Mystical intuition is not 
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the philosophical intuition that produces fluid concepts: it’s a mystical love that 
produces moral actions. 

The change of perspective – from theoretical to moral – is associated with a change 
of object – from biological to religious – which implies a transformation of the 
method (if it can still be called method). The idea is no longer to start from science 
and use a philosophical intuition to produce a fluid concept, capable of integrating 
into one image heterogeneous qualities that are temporarily unspeakable by 
science. Now, the aim is to deepen a mystical emotion that allows one to find the 
divine, and that also enables one to achieve truly moral action. This implies that 
the difference of the soul with matter is not only rhythmic, but that it can be really 
separated from the body. In return, the status of his vitalism becomes blurry, since 
élan vital now serves to link biology and religion: it becomes élan d’amour. The élan 
vital is no longer just a heuristic concept to grasp the specificity of evolutionary 
duration but serves as a basis for saying that the soul can find the divine.

CONCLUSION

In his early works, Bergson develops a form of spiritualism, though not a substantial 
one. And it is by analogy with this spirituality that Bergson thinks of life in Creative 
Evolution. The scope changes in the Two Sources. So, there are really two concepts 
of ‘life’ in Bergson’s philosophy. 

On the one hand, there is the élan vital, which corresponds to what I call a 
‘heuristic vitalism’, and serves to understand the impulse of life, immanent to 
matter, different from it by a difference in rhythm or tension. This vital impulse is 
understandable by analogy with consciousness, but it is not a spiritual principle. 
The ability at stake is intuition, and it produces the fluid concept of élan vital 
which sums up what is known and what is yet to be explained about life.

On the other hand, in the Two Sources, the concept of life or nature is truly 
metaphysical. It is indeed grounded on the élan vital, but it seeks to understand 
man’s destination and his contact with God. The ability at stake is no longer 
an intellectual intuition but an emotion (love) because the issue is no longer 
theoretical but moral. Explicitly positioning himself in the field of the plausible, 
Bergson develops hypotheses on the destination of life. “Beings have been called 
into existence who were destined to love and be loved, since creative energy is to 
be defined as love. Distinct from God Who is this energy itself, they could spring 
into being only in a universe, and therefore the universe sprang into being” (TS 
245-246). It enables him to say that “it is man who accounts for the presence of life 
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on our planet” (TS 244) insofar as he can be love of the divine. The universe is then 
not so much duration as love itself. It seems that the impulse of life is no longer 
distinguished from the impulse of love, and that matter is therefore subordinated 
to this love, since matter is defined as “what without which life would not have 
been possible” (Ibid.). 

Life in this text is spiritual and transcendent, and Bergson does indeed propose 
a ‘metaphysical vitalism’ as Monod thinks. However, it is not this life that is 
called upon to think biology. The élan vital is an empirically based concept that 
serves to think the movement immanent to biological evolution, the life of the 
Two Sources is a plausible hypothesis that allows us to think morality. This life 
or ‘nature’ does not concern the biologist, and Bergson never pretended it did. 
I can be assumed that it is a confusion between these two dimensions of life in 
Bergson’s philosophy that has led to thinking of him as a spiritualist who would 
have nothing to contribute to science.
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the discreet charm of 
hippocratism: archaic revival 
or avant-garde vitalism?
charles wolfe

VITALISM: STRONG AND WEAK, OLD AND NEW

First, a word on terminology. One can legitimately feel frustrated at times with 
the extremely loose usage of the term ‘vitalism’ in different discourses. In the 
world of Anglophone humanities (not philosophy, not the history of science or 
even ‘historical epistemology’) it seems to mean any kind of ‘animation’ concept: 
if all of matter is animate(d), that’s vitalism – as it is for Jane Bennett, who writes: 

I believe in one matter-energy, the maker of things seen and unseen. I believe 
that this pluriverse is traversed by heterogeneities that are continually 
doing things. I believe it is wrong to deny vitality to nonhuman bodies, 
forces, and forms, and that a careful course of anthropomorphization can 
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help reveal that vitality, even though it resists full translation and exceeds 
my comprehensive grasp.1

Early modern philosophy scholarship speaks of ‘vitalism’ to mean the claim that 
‘mind extends across all of matter’, e.g. in Margaret Cavendish: “Cavendish was 
also clearly influenced by the vitalist movement of the mid-seventeenth century, 
which maintained that nature is living and self-aware (although she denied the 
vitalist “spirit” of nature)”2 – one would love to know, what vitalist “movement”? 
More confusingly, Aristotle is often described as a vitalist: for the eminent historian 
of medicine Mirko Grmek, “Aristote poursuit un projet de type vitaliste”3; for the 
Spinoza scholar Paul Vernière, Spinoza’s letter to Oldenburg expresses a “vitalist 
conception of the universe.”4 One could go on in a kind of Borgesian encyclopedia 
mode: sometimes it is Leibniz who is a vitalist, sometimes it is even Locke, 
Hume or Adam Smith…5 To partly bracket off this kind of loose and/or madly 
erudite usage, one could start by taking seriously that vitalism is necessarily post-
Cartesian, in the sense that it is a doctrine, or family of doctrines, which seeks to 
conceptualize the unique or specific nature of living entities, partly in reaction 
to the success of (ontological, or scientific, or even heuristic) mechanism and its 
array of mechanistic models and analogies.6

In a more precise manner, vitalism is also used, often pejoratively, to refer to the 
ideas of biologists like Hans Driesch, namely, the entelechy understood, rightly or 
wrongly, as an internal life-force (worse, an uncaused causally efficacious internal 
life-force), and philosophers like Henri Bergson – who in fact did not hold much 
the same view at all, as can be seen from his explicit criticism of Driesch’s vitalism 
of “internal purposiveness” in Creative Evolution: 

The idea of a finality (better rendered ‘purposiveness’, CW) that is always 
internal is therefore a self-destructive notion. . . . There lies the stumbling-
block of the vitalistic theories.. . . the ‘vital principle’ may indeed not 
explain much, but it is at least a sort of label affixed to our ignorance, so 
as to remind us of this occasionally, while mechanism invites us to ignore 
that ignorance.7

Bergson’s response to this claim of a life-force in all living organisms is to ask: 
where? at what level? He expresses doubts that nature can be interpreted strictly 
in terms of this internal “finality” (teleology, purposiveness).8 In passing, I should 
add that, contrary to popular misconceptions, Bergson’s élan vital does not belong 
to the living organism itself. As Andy Wong puts it, “Bergson has never privileged 
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‘life’ as the sole concern in his philosophy. ‘Life’, for Bergson, is not the master 
concept from which all other Bergsonian notions are deduced.”9 

If we distinguish between strong and weak versions of vitalism, in which strong 
vitalism matches the widely held view of vitalism (as a doctrine of an irreducible 
life-force, ontologically apart from the rest of physical nature), then Bergson is 
definitely not a strong vitalist: “Since Bergson’s account of life and matter is that 
they consist in two different tendencies instead of two different substantial entities, 
his philosophy of life does not fit into vitalism in a conventional sense.”10 And this 
kind of distinction is popular in recent theoretical biology, as well: in a recent 
review of anti-reductionist trends in different biological fields (systems biology, 
ecology, developmental biology, etc.), a distinction is made between organicism 
– the reasonable view – and vitalism, in which “living matter is ontologically 
greater than the sum of its parts because of some life force (“entelechy,” “élan 
vital,” “vis essentialis,” etc.) which is added to or infused into the chemical parts”11; 
which perfectly matches my distinction between strong (metaphysical) and weak 
(heuristic, functional, constructivist) vitalism.

But is the problem of vitalism – of understanding vitalism – entirely reducible to 
a convenient distinction between strong and weak forms of this doctrine? I say 
‘convenient’ because this distinction typically presents the stronger form in such 
a way that the ‘intelligent vitalist’, to modify a phrase of Deleuze’s12, is necessarily 
critical of it, exactly like Bergson contra Driesch above. In fact, it seems rather facile 
to pull a distinction between ‘metaphysics’ and ‘science’ or ‘metaphysics’ and post-
critical philosophy, or a philosophy of intuition, out of one’s hat – reminiscent of 
the nineteenth-century Paris physician Jean Bouillaud, contributing an entry on 
vitalism to a medical dictionary, and apologizing for the presence of metaphysics 
therein: “I admit that metaphysics is quite out of place in a dictionary of practical 
medicine and surgery, but how can one write an article on Vitalism without delving 
at least in part into the dark depths of metaphysics?”13 As Bouillaud seems to say 
almost despite himself, it is hard to fully do without metaphysics in reflecting 
on vitalism, and, as I will suggest in closing, the distinction between strong and 
weak forms of this doctrine (or metaphysical and non-metaphysical forms) may 
be neither definitive, nor entirely reliable.

Thus, instead of rehashing a version of the opposition between strong and weak 
vitalisms, and showing how the author of choice (Théophile de Bordeu? Xavier 
Bichat? Bergson? Driesch? C.H. Waddington? and so on) does not defend the 
strong version of the claim, and hence is immune to the standard objections of 
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irrationalism, antinaturalism and so forth, I will proceed somewhat differently, in 
a partly historical and contextual fashion, and I shall focus on one of the classic 
rhetorical postures of vitalism: Hippocratism. My attention to this issue was 
sparked by the statement in another nineteenth-century French medical dictionary, 
this time by the physician Robert-Hippolyte Brochin, in 1889. Vitalism begins, 
according to Brochin, with “le vitalisme empirique ou naturisme d’Hippocrate.”14 
Lest we be thrown off by more contemporary resonances of the term ‘naturisme’, 
let me clarify that the phrase in a Hippocratic context refers to the idea of natura 
medicatrix (or vis medicatrix naturae, Nature as the healer, the source of equilibrium 
and mediation).15 What it means for vitalism to be equated with Hippocratism – if 
we understand this equation, neither as a species of ‘medical fact’ nor as some 
holistic higher truth, but as a rhetorical posture, or a conceptual persona –  shall 
be my main focus in what follows.

Vitalist discourse has been associated for centuries – Brochin’s comment in the 
late 19th century is merely an example – with Hippocratism, itself a non-stable 
and non-monolithic medico-theoretical tradition (and reinvented tradition) 
which constantly stresses notions of ‘the whole’, ‘the circle’, ‘Nature as a 
healer’. And this standard opposition between, on the one hand, mechanism-
experimentalism-interventionism and on the other hand, vitalism-holism-
Hippocratic observationalism has had a major effect on the exclusion of the 
Montpellier ‘school’ from mainstream history of medicine.16 Now, to put it in a 
short formula, I believe what this yields as a theoretical construct is a kind of 
holism without appeal to ontology.

Hippocratism is primarily associated with observational, “expectant” medicine. 
This notion is usually framed in terms of the opposition between the more 
interventionist, experimentally focused school of medicine, and the non-
interventionist, “expectant” approach which seeks to not intervene and thus modify 
the balancing act of Nature.17 Curiously, this opposition is both an ancient one (in 
Greek and Roman medicine) and a nineteenth-century one (between Montpellier 
vitalism and the more clinical, experimental Paris school). Thus Edouard Auber 
opposed the “patience” of the Montpellier School to the impatient, “frenetic 
activity” of the Paris School.18 And indeed, the prominent Montpellier vitalists – 
Théophile de Bordeu, Jean-Joseph Ménuret de Chambaud, Henri Fouquet and later 
Paul-Joseph Barthez to mention the interesting ones – claim to be empiricists, but 
of a particular sort, given to emphasizing observation, praising Hippocrates (and 
the ‘English Hippocrates’, Thomas Sydenham, of whom Bordeu says that he should 
be considered an honorary Montpellier physician19), and downplaying the merits 
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of experimentation qua intervention.  Ménuret opposes Hippocrates and Galen: 
“Hippocrates was the first and best of the observer physicians.”20 Bordeu, in this 
respect calling attention to the ‘constructed’ nature of the reference to antiquity – 
its postmodern character, as it were – asks, in a section of his Recherches sur le tissu 
muqueux ou l’organe cellulaire, et sur quelques maladies de la poitrine (1767): who 
reads Hippocrates today? And Bordeu answers: only a privileged few; he proceeds 
to explain why any good physician should.21 Which leads back to the theme of the 
observer physician.

Again, like the Hippocratic reference overall, this observer attitude is of course 
a conceptual construct, it is not self-evident or transparent. The problem with 
extending far backwards in time as that one runs the risk of taking the Hippocratic 
reference too literally, or in an uncontextualized, ‘ontological’ sense. If we treat it 
as a conceptual construct, we can see that it comprises various elements, including 
a professed hostility to vivisection, a scorn for the anatomical ‘gaze’ but also thus 
– I suggest and will return to this in closing – a non-ontological commitment, 
that is, a sense that the Hippocratically inspired physician or médecin-philosophe 
observes, studies regularities or dysfunctions (fevers and other crises), but does not 
posit ‘vital principles’ (metaphysical vitalism) or ‘atomic principles’ (mechanistic 
atomism). And this attention paid to regularities or otherwise systemic features of 
the organism has a name: it is a species of holism. This holism is expressed in 18th-
century terms in the language of the “animal economy,” in fact a proto-organism 
concept, the chief metaphor of which was the bee-swarm: individual bees are to 
the swarm like organs are to the whole organism.22

I shall now discuss these three key features of ‘Hippocratic vitalism’ (the 
observational emphasis, holism and apparent – but deliberate – archaism) in turn.

THE RHETORIC OF OBSERVATION

There are actually several motivating factors in the vitalists’ strategic usage of 
Hippocratic references. Aside from the rather empty referrals to the Hippocratic 
enormon as an ancestor of the Vital Principle (or the principle of a healing Nature, 
natura medicatrix in general), the most obvious motivation is to underscore the 
primacy of observation, following from the idea of ‘expectant medicine’, a non-
interventionist medicine which, “in contrast to the activist medicine of blood-
letting and purging, which poses grave risks to the patient, must  “compromise 
with a powerful nature whose laws he ignores . . .”23 This patient, observant 
attitude accords with an idea of Nature as never fully showing itself in any one 
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instant, so that the wise physician, in Barthez’s terms, has to work towards the 
“full system of knowledge of the art of healing.”24 By extension, the notion of the 
‘critical moment’ in an illness does not just highlight the role of the physician as 
observer, but also, of the necessarily temporal dimension of medicine, in contrast 
to the mechanical perspective. That is, if the body is just a machine (or, just like a 
machine, as Baglivi, Boerhaave or Descartes might have it), the notion of disease 
and its stages (thus its temporal character) seems quite absent.25 

This is one of the messages of Bordeu’s long tour de force article for the Encyclopédie, 
“Crise,” where he returns to an idea he had suggested in his main work, the 
Recherches anatomiques sur la position des glandes (1751), that it is important to try 
and correlate the medical phenomena observed in the body at a given time with 
the workings of specific organs, that is, to seek to correlate (organ) structure 
and function temporally rather than just spatially.26 In a way that will become 
explicit (and familiar) in some critiques of mechanism and behaviorism in early 
twentieth-century organicism (e.g. Kurt Goldstein, Maurice Merleau-Ponty and 
later, Charles Taylor27), the idea here is that to do justice to the organism, it cannot 
be treated just like a machine, not so much in terms of the whole: parts relation 
(treated below under the rubric of holism) as of the inherently temporal character 
of the organism.

Ménuret emphasizes how the distinction between observation and experiment is 
of special relevance to living beings: 

As we move from the physics of simple bodies to that of organized bodies, 
we see the rights of experiment (expérience) decrease, and the rule and 
usefulness of observation increase; the shape, bearing, location, structure 
– in a word, the anatomy of plants of animals, the different stages through 
which they pass, their motions, functions and life, etc., have only been 
seen by the observer-naturalist (Observation, Enc. XI, 315a).

And he adds a bit further on – blurring the human/animal divide or on the contrary 
reemphasizing an old sense in which the uniqueness of living beings is ultimately 
a way of defending anthropocentrism or the uniqueness of humans:

Man, however we consider him, is least well suited to being a subject of 
experiment; he is the most suitable, noblest and most interesting object 
of observation, and it is by observation alone that progress can be made in 
the sciences of man (qui le regardent); experiment here is often worse than 
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useless (ibid.).

When the Montpellier vitalists polemicize against experiment, it is because 
they think we cannot know Life through intervention (a category that includes 
vivisection).  Some members of this group are more experiment-friendly than 
others, so it is not a univocal position either. It is not my intent here to seek to 
define the place of the vitalist understanding of ‘observation versus experiment’ 
in some kind of history of scientific observation, if such a history were possible. 
But it seems obvious that in the vitalist context, observation has become an 
“epistemic category,” to use Daston’s (artificially strict?) terminology.28 Notice 
that observation for the vitalist is not so much a ‘positivist’ idea of collecting 
facts in order to aggregate them, as a kind of ‘existential attitude’, akin to that 
Canguilhem attributes to vitalism. 

Canguilhem proclaims himself to be a vitalist and insists that vitalism has a 
specifically philosophical place, whether it is scientifically ‘validated’ or ‘refuted’, 
and apart from its status as a scientific ‘construction’. In this sense, he suggests, 
vitalism is not like geocentrism or phlogiston, i.e. two classic cases of scientific 
‘errors’: it is not refutable in quite the same way; thus vitalism is “an ethics rather 
than a theory,” “an exigence of life in living beings”29 – an approach towards living 
beings rather than an empirical (refutable) theory about them. I cannot develop 
this point here but Canguilhem, in my opinion, noticed a very important feature of 
any defensible vitalism: namely, that it does not reduce to empirical claims about 
the nature of life (life is self-organization; life is reproduction; life is mind; etc.).

The Hippocratically inspired emphasis on observation over and against 
experiment, as a vitalist motif, can also remind us – again,  as “an ethics more than 
a theory” in Canguilhem’s phrase, or in this case, as an ethically motivated and 
implicated theoretical position – of the way some biologists or philosophers rather 
angrily oppose a more ‘holistic’ sense of organism, which is valued, to a seemingly 
cold-hearted, analytic and dissective attitude associated with ‘mechanism’ and 
‘reductionism’. We murder to dissect, or as Niels Bohr warned, we may kill the 
organism with our too-detailed measurements.30

WHOLES AND SWARMS: THE CONCEPT OF HOLISM

As I have said, what the observer sees and the experimenter kills, so to speak, is 
the organism. Or, in the language of the Montpellier vitalists; the animal economy. 
Animal oeconomy, was by no means a new word in the mid-eighteenth century. 
It had a Hippocratic pedigree dating at least back to the sixteenth century, when 
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it was used by Hippocratic physicians such as Louis Duret in Paris (who spoke 
of an “oeconomia naturalis, vitalis et animalis”31), and earlier by followers of 
Paracelsus, who added onto the older theological sense of an oeconomia as an 
order, an alchemical sense of the body as a distillation vat. But it is used loosely, 
not as a technical term. In the seventeenth century, it was extremely common, in 
Newtonian medicine32 and in Walter Charleton’s ‘Epicurean’ medicine. But it 
was explicitly turned into a new, polemical term by vitalists such as Ménuret, 
in his crucial contributions to the Encyclopédie, including “Œconomie Animale,” 
“Inflammation,” “Mort” and “Observation” and many others. It is difficult to 
express how original and how important Ménuret’s article “Œconomie Animale” 
is, especially for a yet-to be written history of vitalism. For there, some of the 
Hippocratic inspiration allows Ménuret to construct a new form of vitalism, 
navigating in between the Charybdis of Stahlian animism (explanations of life 
predicated on the soul) and the Scylla of iatromechanism (or medical mechanism).

My specific interest in the notion begins with Ménuret’s definition, “L’économie 
animale, c’est l’ordre, le mécanisme, l’ensemble des fonctions qui entretiennent 
la vie” (“Œconomie Animale,” Enc. XI, 362a). The vitalist emphasis here is absent 
from earlier articles of the Encyclopédie which use the notion, such as “Équilibre,” 
“Faim,” “Fibre,” “Foie” and “Grossesse.” When Ménuret or Bordeu use the phrase 
it has a distinctly assertive and programmatic character; it is there in the first 
and last sentences of Bordeu’s Recherches anatomiques; Ménuret speaks of how the 
mechanists with their ordinary physical laws will never understand the workings 
of the animal economy (“Œconomie Animale,” Enc. XI, 364b). Indeed, the number 
of doctoral dissertations explicitly devoted to some aspects of the animal economy 
concept, particularly in Montpellier, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, shows that it is almost a kind of trademark of the vitalists: consider 
titles like Jacques Guitard’s Influence des corps célestes sur l’économie animale and 
Raimond Laroque’s De l’influence des passions sur l’économie animale, considérée 
dans les quatre âges de la vie (both from an VI).33

The animal economy is both a structural notion, dealing with parts of the body and 
their location, and a functional notion, incorporating the “action and movement” 
of the parts; Ménuret also frequently speaks of their “usage.” And this temporal, 
active language of function and usage is often opposed to the static, atemporal 
character of purely anatomical approaches. How is it that a particular arrangement 
of parts differentiates a dead body from a living body? The difference lies not 
merely in the arrangement, but in the very nature of the parts: the vitalist will 
argue that individual organs, or even fibres, are not merely ‘masses’ or ‘aggregates’ 
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but lives: 

The body should only be considered as an infinite assemblage of small, 
identical bodies, similarly alive and animated, each possessing a life, 
an action, a sensibility – [that is] both a specific, particular interaction 
(jeu) and movement, and a common, overall life and sensibility. All parts 
contribute in their own way to the life of the entire body, and as such they 
reciprocally correspond to and influence one another (Ménuret, “Pouls,” 
Enc. XIII, 240a).

Ménuret suggests that “we cease to consider the human or animal body as the 
mechanists do, namely, as a crude machine in which all actions and parts are 
independent of one another” (ibid.).  The key metaphor for this is the bee-swarm, 
in Bordeu’s’s 1751 Recherches anatomiques sur la position et la fonction des glandes: 

Might I make use of a comparison which, however rough, may be useful?

I compare the living body, in order to properly assess the particular action 
of each part, to a swarm of bees which cluster together, and hang from a 
tree like a bunch of grapes; I find the image . . . that one of the lower organs 
was an animal in animali, to be quite helpful. Each part is, so to speak, not 
quite an animal, but a kind of independent machine which contributes in 
its way to the general life of the body.

Hence, following the comparison to a bee-swarm, it is a whole stuck to 
a tree branch, by means of the action of many bees which must act in 
concert to hold on; some others become attached to the initial ones, and so 
on; all concur in forming a fairly solid body, yet each one has a particular 
action, apart from the others . . .34

Bordeu uses the image of a circle, which we would today describe as ‘circular 
causality’; other vitalists including La Caze speak of the “cercle d’action” which 
exists in the body and render mechanistic explanations of cause and effect 
inapplicable therein.35 Even Boerhaave (who was one of La Caze’s mechanist 
targets in this passage) says that “It is clear, according to the most true words of 
Hippocrates, that in our body, as in the circle, neither a beginning can be found, nor 
an end exists; its parts are indeed so entwined and tied up with others that the 
single parts are dependent on the whole.”36 The swarm and circle are a vitalist 
metaphorical constant: in the article “Observation,” Ménuret mentions the bee-
swarm and Bordeu in order to emphasize that life in the body occurs, or is best 
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described as, a “connection of actions” (“liaison d’actions”): 

One could . . . compare man to a flock of cranes which fly together, in 
a particular order, without mutually assisting or depending on one 
another. The Physicians or Philosophers who have studied and carefully 
observed man, have noticed this sympathy in all animal movements – this 
constant and necessary agreement in the interaction of the various parts, 
however disparate or distant from one another; they have also noticed 
the disturbance of the whole that results from the sensory disagreement 
of a single part. A famous physician (M. de Bordeu) and an illustrious 
physicist (M. de Maupertuis) likewise compared man, from this luminous 
and philosophical point of view, to a swarm of bees which strive together 
to hang to a tree branch. One can see them pressing and sustaining one 
another, forming a kind of whole, in which each living part contributes in 
its way, by the correspondence and direction of its movements, to sustain 
this kind of life of the whole body, if we may refer in this way to a mere 
connection of actions (liaison d’actions) (Enc. XI, 318b-319a).

Whether the term used is ‘metaphorical’, like the bee-swarm, ‘technical’, like 
that of ‘organic sympathies’, or somewhere in between the two, like the ‘circle of 
action’, we can see that Ménuret (and Bordeu) are trying to articulate a structural, 
relational concept of interaction amongst living parts (“lives”) which does not 
rely on strictly linear causality. This is also shown by the frequent usage of the 
Hippocratic maxim, ‘everything concurs, consents and conspires together in 
the body’.37 The forces and actions of the animal economy are too intimately 
intertwined to be quantified according to purely mechanical laws of force and 
motion.

An additional point in Fouquet’s article “Sensibilité” which points towards a kind 
of minimal credo of ‘holism’, is that Haller’s vivisection experiments38 also neglect, 
and of course destroy the “solidarity” of parts with each other. The idea is that 
once one particular area has been irritated, it draws to itself the entire sensitivity 
of a nervous centre, with a consequent loss in organic “solidarity” or “consensus” 
of the parts, as Fouquet says.39 “Consensus” functions like a technical term here, 
similar to “conspiration,” “coordination,” “connection” and “sympathy.” That 
is, all of these are terms meant to describe ‘synergies’ in the organism, typically 
presented as non-mechanistic or non-reducible to basic mechanistic properties. 
To give two examples from the later decades of the century, Diderot describes 
organismic unity as the “coordination of molecules” in the Éléments de physiologie, 
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and Vicq d’Azyr states that when we study cadavers, “all connection, all sympathy 
is lost.”40 Similarly, Ménuret in “Observateur” criticizes the physiologists who 
isolate functions without calling attention to their mutual action and influence, 
what vitalists called the “circle of action.”

The forces and actions of the animal economy are too intimately intertwined 
to be quantified according to purely mechanical laws of force and motion. That 
the image or metaphor of the bee-swarm and its close analog, the image of the 
musical instrument with vibrating strings producing a unified resonance, is not 
merely poetic inspiration but is interwoven with the ‘technical’ developments of 
the vitalists, can be seen in Ménuret’s article “Pouls,” this time influenced, not so 
much by Hippocratism as by the Chinese medicine of the pulse.

VITALISM: ARCHAISM OR AVANT-GARDE?

As I have shown elsewhere, the montpelliérains are not neo-vitalists like Hans 
Driesch in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: they do not look for 
a metaphysical foundation for the inquiry into organic nature, and specifically do 
not ‘multiply entities’ by suggesting that there are, e.g. “entelechies,” that is, non-
physical causes of physical events. However, historically it is not clear that there is 
anything like a ‘paradigm’ here (whether it makes any sense at all, or is useful, to 
search for paradigms, is beyond the scope of the present essay). There are some 
distinctive, useful heuristic concepts such as the animal economy or organisation, 
which combine structural and functional levels of explanation in an original way; 
and there are constant traits found in the various versions of the theory, such 
as the ‘dialectical’ relation to mechanism and animism; the opposition between 
observation and experiment with the related invocation of Hippocrates and 
Hippocratism, and the focus on temporal and dynamic features of organisms. But 
there is not a fully coherent doctrinal whole. However, this does not diminish 
the interest of the vitalist outlook, historically: my task is then to seek to render 
intelligible the occasionally archaic-seeming, patchwork theory. Indeed, the 
archaism— here with the case of Hippocratism — is more of an appearance than 
anything else. Commentators often react with some scorn to this overt invocation 
of a very ancient medicine over and against ‘modern’ mechanical medicine, but 
it must be understood in context, including the vitalist emphasis on observation 
contra experiment. 

Rather than being a sign of archaism, a ‘return’ to humoralism,41 the vitalist appeal 
to Hippocrates is something new. As we know from other historical examples 
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(such as the tale of Machiavelli putting on a toga in order to write or Robespierre’s 
‘return’ to Rome to think present-day revolution42), archaism is a typical feature 
of revolutionary rhetoric, as it connotes ‘new beginnings’. And Ménuret bears 
witness exactly to this, with his invocation of Hippocrates as the father for a 
new medicine finally about to emerge: “La Médecine paroît être sur le point d’une 
grande révolution; les systêmes bien appréciés sont réduits à leur juste valeur ; 
plusieurs médecins s’appliquent comme il faut à l’observation; ils suivent la nature, 
ils ne tarderont pas à faire revivre la Médecine d’Hippocrate, qui est la véritable 
Médecine d’observation.”43 There is here an explicit language of revolution, which 
can be observed a few years earlier in Diderot as well, when he speaks of a coming 
”revolution in the sciences” in the Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature: 

We are on the verge of a great revolution in the sciences. Given the taste 
people seem to have for morals, belles-lettres, the history of nature and 
experimental physics, I dare say that before a hundred years, there will 
not be more than three great geometricians remaining in Europe. The 
science will stop short where the Bernoullis, the Eulers, the Maupertuis, 
the Clairaut, the Fontaines and the D’Alemberts will have left it. . . . We 
will not go beyond.44

For Diderot, the coming revolution in the sciences will be non-mathematical and 
will focus instead on the emerging ontology of Life (and the newly constituted 
sciences thereof). In the case of Ménuret, the revolution wears the colors of a 
rebirth or renaissance of Hippocratism! Indeed, even in D’Alembert’s very visible 
“Discours préliminaire” to the Encyclopédie, Hippocrates is presented as a radical 
reformer like Francis Bacon, and in his article “Expérimental” D’Alembert presents 
Hippocrates as a father of the experimental method.45

If it is not archaic, the ‘patchwork’ quality of the montpelliérain conceptual 
framework would still suffice to disqualify it from ‘paradigmatic’ status, in the eyes 
of commentators for whom iatromechanism possesses a comfortable theoretical 
foundation, in conformity with the methodological and epistemological aspirations 
of the Scientific Revolution, whereas vitalism lacks such a foundation, and, in 
the words of Ernst Mayr, never reached the status of a “cohesive theory”: it was 
primarily a negative movement, against mechanism, against physicalism, against 
the animal-machine, with great “explanatory diversity.”46 Nor can Hippocratism 
provide it. Even if we disagree with Mayr, and there are various reasons to do so, 
including his extremely flat vision of scientific progress, truth, validation, etc., it 
is true that – fortunately? – there is no monolithic vitalist doctrine or Denkform. 
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However, there are unmistakable signs in the vitalist conceptual edifice of 
a systematization of fields of inquiry, which in the earlier part of the period 
examined here would have been called ‘animal economy’, and which bears real 
resemblance to what was later called ‘biology’ (nineteenth-century discussions 
of vitalism repeatedly ask if it is metaphysics or a new science; some sought to 
discredit vitalism by equating it with metaphysics, while others found this to be 
its strong point!). Thus Barthez insists that the separate classes of animals and 
plants should be brought together in a common scale of living beings47 and defines 
the objects of his planned “science of man” as: “the forces of the Vital Principle 
in man, their communications or sympathies, their unification into a system, 
their distinctive modifications in the various temperaments and ages, and their 
extinction at the time of death” (ibid., 35-36). 

The point isn’t to say that Barthez rather than Treviranus and Lamarck is the 
founder of ‘biology’ but that the conceptual space of the animal economy, as 
sketched above, is close to that of biology, albeit not on reductive grounds. Indeed, 
Jacques Lordat, Barthez’s main disciple (he was amongst other things his literary 
executor), did indeed restate the doctrine of the Vital Principle as ‘biology’, 
adding embryological and cerebral analyses to complete the picture.48 So the 
archaic is the new! And, one wishes to add, the demarcation between science and 
metaphysics never happened; especially if one considers just how much spiritualist 
metaphysics got reinvested into the vitalist toolbox and vocabulary, in the mid-to 
late 19th century.49 (This is also a far cry from Driesch’s very empirical entelechies 
which, in good Aristotelian fashion, were meant to legitimate a metaphysics.)  
Brooke Holmes points to something similar, I think – keeping in mind my points 
about the novelty of ‘Hippocratic’ archaism in vitalism, and the irreducibility of 
metaphysics therein – when she writes,

because vitalism recurs within the history of the life sciences across a 
field of discontinuities, it points to the entanglement of the philosophy 
of life within the timebound “construction” of the life sciences.  This 
entanglement points to the persistence of the Greeks transhistorically, 
blurring any strict boundary between antiquity and modernity.50

The transhistorical dimension Holmes evokes is not that of a higher, ahistorical 
truth. And one could bring up different cases of how Hippocratism was used in 
more less ‘modernizing’ ways in the history of medicine (like, e.g., the way the 
psychiatric reformer Philippe Pinel was described as the “French Hippocrates” in 
the early 19th century51). But my concern is more with how this raises the question, 
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which Canguilhem took more seriously than Bergson did, of the ‘truth’ of vitalism 
and its potentially metaphysical status.

CONCLUSION: BERGSON, CANGUILHEM AND VITALISM AS 
METAPHYSICS

Is vitalism – and/or, the ‘family’ of doctrines insisting on the ‘singularity’ of life 
– necessarily a metaphysics? As has been observed by several commentators, the 
common theme connecting Bergson and Canguilhem is the affirmation of life’s 
creative character.

The living is precisely a center of reference. It is not because I am thinking, 
it is not because I am a subject in a transcendental sense; it is because I am 
alive that I must look to life for the reference of life.52 

But curiously, just as strongly as Canguilhem emphasizes this ‘reality’ of life and 
the living – in this, coherent with Hippocratic references including the circle of 
action –, he also stresses that it is not an empirical state of affairs: “It is normal, 
if vitalism is primarily an exigence that it is difficult to formulate it in a series of 
determinations.”53 Is vitalism a metaphysics? Here, it is not just a ‘way of knowing’ 
or an epistemology. Yet at the same time, an interest in the phenomenon of vitality 
itself is not necessarily a metaphysics, is it? As Claude Bernard put it,

In order to study the phenomena pertaining to living beings and discover 
the laws that govern them, it is not necessary to know the essence of life 
itself.54

Bergson himself, commenting on Bernard, insisted on this non-metaphysical 
position of the inquiry into Life.55 One should recall that Bergson himself rejected 
metaphysical (or ‘strong’) vitalism, and presented more of a philosophy of 
‘process’, of ‘striving’, of ‘impetus’ (in  which even the (poorly?) named élan vital 
turns out to be not specifically vital56); as I mentioned at the outset, he speaks 
of the notion of ‘vital principle’ as a kind easy way out, a label covering up our 
ignorance: “the ‘vital principle’ may indeed not explain much, but it is at least a 
sort of label affixed to our ignorance.”57 In Ansell-Pearson’s words, “If vitalism 
entails an appeal to some mysterious vital ‘‘stuff ’’ that is then held to be the 
transcendent motor or agent of evolution, then Bergson is no vitalist.”58 That said, 
one can also find plenty of (weakly) vitalist statements in Bergson’s work, such as 
when he affirms that “life is not composed of physico-chemical elements any more 
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than a curve is composed of straight lines.”59 This implies that the distinction 
between strong and weak vitalism (a) is a useful one but must be handled with 
care, i.e. contextually and relationally, and (b) applies only in part to authors 
such as Bergson and Canguilhem, who despite their criticisms of certain forms of 
strong vitalism, can sometimes also be seen to defend a version of it.

I am not sure in the end how useful the category of vitalism is for understanding 
Bergson; however, conversely, Bergson is useful for our efforts to understand this 
category and its implications – even if he seeks to keep some distance from it. It is 
well known that it was the reading of Bergson that pushed Canguilhem into a much 
more favorable relation to vitalism.60 As regards my approach here – reflecting on 
the Hippocratic motif in order to question the metaphysical reading of vitalism 
– Canguilhem played on the different dimensions of this issue, stating on the 
one hand that Montpellier vitalism in the eighteenth century was ‘scientifically 
reasonable’ and non-metaphysical, but also, hinting that maybe vitalism could 
never do without a metaphysics. In reflecting on the Hippocratic motif in vitalism, 
notably its insistence that Life resists the experimenter, or conversely, that if the 
experimenter wants to grasp something about Life it will have to be without 
torturing or at least radically intervening in it, I have sought to raise this question 
of the metaphysical and/or scientific status of vitalism from a different angle. 
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bergson, lovejoy and radical 
vitalism
bruno b. rates

Researchers who  make  a more or less automatic association between Bergson 
and vitalism, particularly keeping in mind  Creative Evolution,  are in for  a 
great  surprise  when they read the critical edition by Arnaud François of this 
book, published in 2007 by Presses Universitaires de France. Based on the analysis 
about vitalism made by Félix Ravaisson (1813-1900) in his La philosophie en France 
au XIXe siècle (Philosophy in France in the 19th Century), supposedly used by Bergson 
as a reference for the construction of his own views on the subject, François 
is categorical: Bergson cannot be considered, in any way, a vitalist.  Moreover: 
Bergson must be  understood as  an “animist”, an ancient theoretical lineage 
that must be distinguished not only from vitalism, but also from “organicism” 
and, of course, from  “mechanism”.  In Ravaisson’s own words that seem to 
inspire François’s position: 
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Since Bichat’s time, organicism, in appealing to that great physiologist, 
reigned almost unchallenged in the medical school of Paris, whereas 
vitalism, systematised by Barthez, governed that of Montpellier. 
Organicism explains life by properties of the organs; vitalism explains 
it by a special principle different from matter, and no less different from 
spirit. Animism, which relates life to the soul, had almost no supporters.1 

In addition to Ravaisson’s book, François also relies on Bergson’s 1913 text  on 
Claude Bernard (1813-1878), which remarks on the “superficiality” of “doctors 
and physiologists” who use a “vital principle” (let’s keep in mind that Bergson 
uses the term “superficial vitalism” (“vitalisme superficiel”) as if it would 
be possible to think of a non-superficial, a truth vitalism”)2.  In short, in his 
precious work of contextualization, François seeks to circumscribe vitalism to its 
strictly historical dimension, keeping such an unstable concept under control as 
much as possible, in a theoretical position that we could call cautious: it’s a medical 
school with a date and a place of birth. The criticism that Bergson addresses in the 
first chapter of Creative Evolution  to the “contemporary neo-vitalism”3 of  Hans 
Driesch (1867-1941) and Johannes Reinke (1949-1931),  must be referred to the 
criticism of the vitalism of the Montpellier school, expressed not only in the first 
chapter, but also in a brief passage from the third chapter of the same book 4, as 
well as in the text about Claude Bernard. 

In other words, the objections made to the “vital principle” of the montpellierans are 
the same as those addressed to the “entelechy” and the “dominants” of the Germans 
neo-vitalists. Although, as we will see later, my intention is, let’s say, to scramble 
the pieces of this theoretical puzzle a little, the surprise we mentioned earlier does 
not stem only from the information contained in the critical edition; the caution by 
François is, I believe, fully justified, and for at least four reasons 5. First, because 
Bergson recognizes the great influence that Ravaisson’s book had on both him 
and his generation, as attested by the text from 1904, dedicated to his old master, 
where he writes that “Twenty generations of students have learned them by 
heart”6. Second, because there are various statements by Bergson that understand 
organism to be a machine (“machines for the production of unpredictability”7) or 
that associate life with death (“death is perhaps what is essential in life”8), facts 
that would undermine not only a too hasty approach between the philosopher of 
duration and vitalism, but also with animism. Third, because Bergson uses the 
expression “vitalism” or “vitalist” very rarely, and when he does – as in Creative 
Evolution and in the text on Claude Bernard – it is, as we have seen, in an eminently 
critical sense, rejecting any resemblance between his philosophy and this school 
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of thought. I say “eminently critical” because not all mentions have this character, 
as we will see later. And, finally, because the very term “vitalism” is extremely 
vague  and difficult to conceptually  apprehend  outside  the  historiographical 
frame  chosen by François.  Even though it circulated in the works of 
some figures  more or less  contemporary with Bergson,  such as  Antoine-
Augustin Cournot (1802-1877)9 and Otto Bütschli (1848-1920)10, besides the already 
mentioned Ravaisson  and  Claude Bernard,  its entry in the philosophical scene 
in a more specific way often served as a detraction, and it is difficult, at certain 
moments, to distinguish it from other theoretical labels no less controversial and 
confusing, also linked to the idea of life, as Lebensphilosophie, “philosophie de la 
vie” or “philosophy of life”11. 

Regarding this, let us remember René Berthelot’s harsh criticisms of Bergson, in 
whose books the term vitalist appears in the form of an accusation, that is, as an 
irrational theoretical attitude whose bases must be referred to romanticism, even 
though its roots are even deeper, attached to figures like Paracelsus (1493-1541). 
Berthelot (1872-1960) also uses the expression “romantic evolutionism”12. In fact, 
as some researchers show, even Paul-Joseph Barthez (1734-1806), in  Nouveaux 
élements de la science de l’homme  (1806)  (“New Elements of the Science of 
Man”), rejects the use of the term “vitalist”, which first appears in the years 1780-
1781 in the works of the doctor Pierre Thouvenel (1745-1815)13,  later  being  used 
as an accusation by Claude Bernard’s master, François Magendie (1783-1855), in 
180914. Furthermore, in recent and more general studies on the state of philosophy at 
the turn of the 19th to 20th century 15, the term “vitalism” hardly appears, which 
throws doubts if not on its importance, at least on its centrality16. The same can be 
said about the spiritualist philosophers, Bergson’s thesis adviser Paul Janet (1823-
1899), as well as Elme-Marie Caro (1826-1887) and Charles Pendrell-Waddington 
(1819-1914), to whom the alternative to materialism should be not vitalism (but 
spiritualism) and in whose works the term hardly appears 17. This situation also 
echoed in one of the most ferocious opponents of the spiritualist school and one 
of the forerunners of scientific psychology in France, Théodule Ribot (1839-1916) 
18. As an example, from the same period on the other side of the Rhine, it should 
be noted that Friedrich Albert Lange (1828-1875) mentions  the term “vitalism” 
only once – and in the first edition, after removing it – in his influential Geschichte 
des Materialismus (History of Materialism, 1865), a work consulted a few times by 
Bergson. Within the framework of the more general manuals more or less from the 
period, the histories of philosophy, Wilhelm Windelband (1848-1915)19 (who wrote 
the Preface to the German edition of Matter and Memory), Dominique Parodi 
(1870-1955)20 and Jean Baruzi (1881-1953)21 (both contemporaries and readers of 
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Bergson), and Émile Bréhier (1876-1952)22 (a former student of Bergson) also do 
not  address  the idea of ​​vitalism23.  Thus, taking into consideration this state of 
affairs, a cautious attitude towards the possible connections between Bergson and 
vitalism is more than justified. 

However, I would like to return to the second reason mentioned above that justifies 
François’ caution (the presence of anti-vitalist themes in Bergson’s oeuvre) and 
develop two ideas. The first one is linked to the fact that if we understand vitalism as 
a position that thinks that life has a specificity in relation to the non-living world, 
and that the physical and chemical laws as well as mechanical causality cannot fully 
grasp its nature, it is very difficult not to classify, one way or another, Bergson as a 
vitalist, since throughout its history, the word gained a very general sense, under 
which numerous anti-mechanistic currents could  be grouped.  Since Time and 
Free Will Bergson postulates the distinct character of  living beings (“organized 
matter”) in relation to  inert matter,  thinking their intelligibility, along with 
that of conscious beings (which he distinguishes from living beings  tout court), 
different from that postulated by the conservative laws of mechanics24.  What 
about Matter and Memory, where life is located precisely at the apex of the cone’s 
scheme (associated with the concept of “attention to life”), between matter and 
memory, even though  the three dimensions  are considered different rhythms 
of the same duration? And as for Creative Evolution, would it not be possible to 
defend that there is a kind of “energetic vitalism”, which conceives a new form 
of energy, proper to life? The explicit affiliation to American neolamarckism and 
the idea of  catagenesis (drop of energy) and anagenesis (rise of energy) posited 
by Edward Drinker Cope (1840-1897) in terms of destruction/creation, would not 
allow us  to understand  the book of 1907, among other things, as a reaction to 
the project that aims to unify, in mechanical terms, all types of energy, started 
with Julius Robert Mayer (1814-1878), radicalized by Helmholtz (1821-1894) and, 
above all, by Emil du Bois-Reymond (1818-1896) who, in Creative Evolution, is placed 
with Laplace (1749-1827), Thomas Henry Huxley (1825-1895) and Herbert Spencer 
(1820-1903) as one of  the main exponents of the idea  that must be fought  that 
“everything is given”25? 

It should be noted that the concept of élan vital – frequently linked with vitalism – 
was used first in 1899 not by Bergson, but by André Lalande (1867-1963), in his La 
dissolution opposée à l’évolution26 (Dissolution opposed to evolution, book  cited by 
Bergson in Creative Evolution) against the primacy of Spencer’s “law of evolution”, 
which was based on the principle of the “Persistence of Force” and unaware of 
the facts brought by the “law of degradation of energy” or “entropy”. This subject 
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was widely discussed by many philosophers contemporary to Bergson, as Alfred 
Fouillée (1838-1912), Émile Meyerson (1859-1953), Abel Rey (1873-1940) and Pierre 
Duhem (1861-1916)27 (all of them quoted by Bergson or at least readers of him), 
thinking of biological phenomena as contrary to energy degradation). The same 
could be said of biologists with a more speculative spirit, like Albert Dastre (1844-
1917), a student of Claude Bernard, whose second part of his La vie et la mort (Life 
and Death), quoted in Creative Evolution, is entirely dedicated to “the doctrine of 
energy and the living world”28. Although some, like René Berthelot, label such an 
attitude “energitism” (“énergétisme”)29, the idea that there would be a specific 
vital energy that would be capable of suspending the inevitable degradation 
postulated by entropy was far from being an idiosyncrasy, as showed by the 
studies challenging Ernst Haeckel’s “law of Substance”30 (“Substanz-Gesetz”) by the 
British physicist Oliver Lodge (1851-1940)31 (quoted in the first version of the essay 
“Life and Consciousness”, from 1911) and more recently by Walter Elsasser (1904-
1991), an individual linked to “emergentism” and a careful reader of Bergson 32. 

The second idea that I would like to present is more circumscribed, and is related 
to the passages where Bergson declares himself a vitalist, which seems to have 
gone unnoticed either by those who do not associate him with such a theoretical 
label  and by those who do associate him33.  In any case, all interpretations that 
characterize Bergson as a vitalist do so on a conceptual and speculative basis, not 
textual or material; it is precisely this aspect that I would like to explore in the 
next part of the text. 

BERGSON’S REFERENCES TO VITALISM AND THE CORRESPONDENCE 
WITH LOVEJOY: A RADICAL VITALIST?

The first occurrence  that  I  would like to draw attention to  is the  conference 
“Phantasms of the living’ and ‘Psychical Research”, given  in 1913 at the  Society 
for Psychical Research  in London,  then presided over by Bergson (we recall that 
William James and Hans Driesch, among others, also held the same position). He 
states an idea that begins to be formulated in the 1910s and that will be further 
developed in the “War Speeches” before acquiring its final formulation in the 
“law of double frenzy” of The Two Sources of Morality and Religion. According to 
Bergson  the 20th Century would inaugurate an “Era  of the  spirit” that would 
counterbalance the primacy of matter, until then largely privileged by the sciences. 
That’s when Bergson raises the possibility of a ‘vitalist biology”, “totally different 
from ours”. In his own words: 
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the most general laws of mental activity once discovered (as, in fact, the 
fundamental principles of mechanics were discovered), science would have 
passed from pure mind to life; biology would have been constituted, but 
a vitalist biology ‘…’ which would have sought, behind the sensible forms 
of living beings, the inward, invisible force of which the sensible forms 
are the manifestations. On this force we have today taken no hold, just 
because our science of mind is still in its infancy; and this is why men of 
science are not wrong when they reproach vitalism with being a sterile 
doctrine: it is sterile today, it will not be so always, and it would not have 
been so now had modern science at its origin taken things at the other 
end. Together with this vitalist biology there would have arisen a medical 
practice which would have sought to remedy directly the insufficiencies 
of the vital force; it would have aimed at the cause and not at the effects, 
at the center instead of at the periphery; healing by suggestion or, more 
generally, by the influence of mind on mind might have taken forms and 
proportions of which it is impossible for us to form the least idea. So would 
have been founded, so would have been developed, the science of mind-
energy (“activité spirituelle”).34 

This extravagant passage, to say the least, is distinct from the vitalism in, so to 
speak, its more scientific version, which perhaps could be found in previous works, 
although  the context in which this conference was given must be considered, 
since the Society for Psychical Research  aimed to study parapsychological 
or  paranormal phenomena.  Two years later,  however,  in 1915, in a letter to his 
friend Harald Höffding (1843-1931),  Bergson is much more prudent, classifying, 
in his own words,  the  “vitalism’ of Creative Evolution”  to the identity between 
life and duration, namely, “That life develops a history, that is, a succession in 
which there is no repetition, in which every moment is unique and carries in it 
the representation of the whole past”. This idea, according to him, would have 
begun to find some resonance in some biologists, although they are generally “so 
little receptive to vitalism”35. Bergson does not specify who such biologists would 
be. But it is in another correspondence, of July 4, 1911, this time with the American 
philosopher Arthur Lovejoy (1873-1962), that Bergson calls himself a vitalist in an 
explicit way36. Lovejoy, a former student of Josiah Royce (1855-1916) and William 
James (1842-1910), is the author of The Great Chain of Being and was an attentive 
reader of Bergson’s philosophy, having written several articles about the French 
philosopher as well as about Driesch and vitalism37. The letter is a response to two 
articles that were sent by the American, one of which is entitled “The Meaning of 
Vitalism”38 and that, according to Bergson, “extracts the essence of vitalism with 
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perfect clarity”. “As you well noticed in your conclusion”, continues Bergson to his 
correspondent, “a position such as mine may well be called vitalism if we start to 
agree on the meaning of the word. I reject vitalism only if it intends to constitute 
all living beings as an independent entity”. But in addition to this explanation, 
which rejects life understood as an “independent entity” (which refers not only 
to the criticism of Barthez’s classic vitalism, but also to the idea of ​​internal 
purpose defended by neovitalists, already rejected in Creative Evolution), what is 
the definition given by Lovejoy, that Bergson considers so precise as to recognize 
himself in it?

Lovejoy’s article was published in the American journal Science also in the year 1911 
and is, in fact, an answer to the text “The Controversy between Materialism and 
Vitalism: Can it be ended?”39, published in the same journal, a month earlier, by the 
American biologist William Emerson Ritter (1856-1944). According to the testimony 
of Ernst Mayr, Ritter is the first, in his 1919 book The Unity of the Organism, or the 
Organismal Conception of Life, to use the word “organicism” to refer to biological 
entities40.  Ritter begins his text  referring  to  what would be the  irreconcilable 
division between materialism and vitalism;  the former, understanding that  all 
biological phenomena are to be explained based on the material elements by which 
organisms are made, and the latter, difficult to apprehend, being understood 
more as a reaction to materialism, although it would be possible to define it as a 
position that considers that life inaugurates something non-material. However – 
and this, according to Ritter, cannot be ignored by biologists, although it belongs 
to the field of “philosophical biology” – both terms are philosophically fragile. In 
a curious analysis, especially for a scientist, that considers epistemology from 
an anthropologic point of view, Ritter understands that both materialism and 
vitalism have their origins in primitive beliefs. Materialism in magical thinking 
(“magical roots”),  and vitalism in animism (“animistic roots”), both assuming 
the existence of “something” to explain certain observable phenomena, while the 
“material” and the “non-material” on which each of these explanations is based, 
in reality, do not exist or, at least, have never been observed directly. 

Considering that biologists, “more perhaps than any other  class, need the 
regenerating touch of Bergson’s L’Évolution Créatrice”, in which “evolution means 
indeed something new coming on every moment ‘...’ that there is not a trait, 
physical or spiritual, of ours, that is wholly finished off and at a standstill”41, Ritter 
proposes, in a kind of transcendental dialectic of the ultimate constitution of 
life, that we abandon both materialism (which he equates with mechanism) and 
vitalism, since the “sophisticated thinker” differs from the “untutored savage” 
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because he apprehends the fact that “the universe is perpetually in the throes 
of  ‘Creative Evolution”42.  The limitation of knowledge in face of the “mystery” 
(the expression is his) due to the “incalculable” and “unpredictable”  reality of 
the  universe, especially the “living world”, and the refusal of dogmatisms that 
seek to enclose in a single explanation the nature of life, is the lesson, according 
to Ritter, to be drawn from Bergson’s thought, which could answer the question 
that gives the title of his text and end, once and for all, the controversy between 
materialism and vitalism, which is nothing more than primitive beliefs on which 
men rely to avoid the inevitability of change.

Lovejoy’s response  to Ritter’s article  is quite critical, and the philosopher 
does  not shy away from pointing out the scientist’s naivety, whose positions 
are characterized as “ad hoc  definitions”.  But after that first moment, Lovejoy 
distances himself from Ritter’s text and expresses his opinion on the subject, 
pointing out three topics that he considers essential to the controversy between 
mechanism and vitalism. The first concerns the identification of the contenders: 
“the full mechanistic program would be realized if biological laws could be shown 
to be special cases of chemical laws, these in turn of physical, and these finally of 
the laws of mechanics ‘…’ the vitalist, on the other hand, however much more he 
may assert, keeps at least the impossibility of this reduction of organic processes 
to the laws of the sciences of the inorganic”.  Two examples from each school 
are offered.  The  German Pathologist Wilhelm  Roux (1850-1924), a  student of 
Ernst Haeckel (1934-1919), and his mechanics of development (or developmental 
mechanics,  Entwicklungsmechanik),  for whom it is necessary to reduce  «the 
organic event” (Roux uses the  expression geschehen)  to  inorganic modes of 
action (Wirkungsweisen) would be an example of mechanism. In the case of vitalism, 
Lovejoy indicates not a scientist, as was the case of Roux, but a philosopher, 
Edward von Hartmann  (1842-1906)  – a pessimist Schoppenhauerian!  –, author 
of The Philosophy of the Unconscious (Philosophie des Unbewußten, 1869), for whom 
the organic cannot arise/emerge (entstehen) from the inorganic. But, Lovejoy asks, 
what is the meaning of this reduction, this “deduction” (or “non-deductibility”), 
or to use Roux’s own vocabulary, this Zurückführung (reconducting) that would 
be  in the center of the dispute between these two theoretical currents?  “The 
undeductibility of biological from other laws”, to remain in the case of vitalism, 

is not simply the undeductibility due to a lack of the specific empirical 
information called for by those other laws.  What the vitalist maintains 
is that, even given a complete knowledge both of the laws of motion of 
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inorganic particles and of the current configuration of the particles 
composing a living body at a giving cross-section of time, you could not 
from such knowledge deduce what the motion of the particles, and the 
consequent action of the living body, would be.43 

“What he [the vitalist] asserts primarily, in short”, concludes Lovejoy, “is the doctrine 
of the logical discontinuity, at certain points, of scientific laws”; or, as is stated in 
other moments of the article, “scientific autonomism” or “logical pluralism”, while 
mechanism would advocate the unification of scientific laws. However, according to 
Lovejoy, this would be, let’s say, a “weak” vitalism, since such discontinuity does 
not imply any violation of the principle of  “causal uniformity”: the behavior of the 
bodies would still be understood as a function of the number and the configuration 
of the material particles that compose them, a way of proceeding, by the way, that 
could be adopted in other forms of epistemological autonomy, either by chemistry 
in relation to physics, or by psychology in relation to biology. Lovejoy does not 
indicate  the  representatives of  the weaken version of vitalism. But if there is a 
“weak” vitalism, it is assumed that there is a “strong” vitalism, and here Lovejoy 
is much more comprehensive in his characterization. Such a more radical version 
implies that “the action of the living bodies is not strictly a function of the number 
and configuration of the particles composing them at any given instant”. In other 
words, “organisms not only have unique laws of their own, but these laws cannot 
even be stated in terms of the number and arrangement of the organism’s physical 
components”44. Much could be said here, but it is not  difficult to  recognize in 
this passage one of the most central arguments in Creative Evolution, especially 
at the beginning of the first chapter, when  Bergson distinguishes  unorganized 
bodies from organized bodies in terms of predictability and time, asserting the 
impossibility of a mathematical instant to apprehend the continuity of the past 
that is incessantly updated in living bodies45. 

However, strong vitalism goes even further and, as its representatives do not 
have a “positivistic temper”, it ends up  “hypostatizing special forces or agents 
as causes” of the “peculiarity or uniqueness of organic processes”. And it is from 
this observation that Lovejoy divides strong vitalism into 3 subgroups  of 
“biological philosophers”, although  he  admits that perhaps none of them 
would gladly accept being called a vitalist. The first group, associated with the 
physicist Wilhelm Ostwald  (1853-1932) and the Italian philosopher Eugenio 
Rignano (1870-1930) is called “qualitative energism”, which posits that there is a 
“specific vital or neural form of energy” outside the conservative parameters of 
energetic transformations suggested by the law of conservation.  The second, 
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composed of psycho-vitalists, who would also be “biological animists”, holds that 
life, from its simplest configurations, is characterized by a rudimentary form of 
consciousness and purpose, a kind of animistic interior life (seelisches Innenleben). 
Obscure figures such as August Pauly (1850-1914), Raoul Heinrich Francé (1874-
1943) and Friedrich Strecker (1879-1959), were all analyzed by Lovejoy some years 
before, in a long review of Driesch’s Gifford Lectures (The Science and Philosophy of 
the Organism) and Strecker’s book, Das Kausalitätsproblem der Biologie (The Problem 
of Causality in Biology), published in 1909 as well by the journal Science46. Finally, 
we would have the neovitalism of Driesch and Reinke, which aims to establish 
an empirical proof of the insufficiency of the explanation of the functioning of 
organisms, which is why Lovejoy appears more inclined to this group, although 
the inferences that Driesch extracts from his experiments with the blastomeres 
of sea urchin embryos  are, from the logical point of view, a “flaw”.  Bergson is 
then placed as a separate case, in which the doctrine of organic autonomy takes 
on a special and extreme form, marked by an “elusive explanation” based on a 
creative efficacy of organic evolution, a psychological effort beyond that thought 
by the neo-Lamarckians 47, although Lovejoy puts the French closer to the psycho-
vitalism tendency mentioned above.

Keeping in mind the nuances of Lovejoy’s definitions of vitalism, it is 
difficult to understand  Bergson’s peremptory tone in the correspondence 
with his American colleague in his self-identification as a vitalist. Had he really 
read the text that had come to him by mail?  Access to the letter’s manuscript 
might help us in this regard, although, I believe, such conjectures would not take 
us very far. In any case, and as a very provisional conclusion, I hope that this text 
has helped to clarify not only the relation between Bergson and vitalism, but also 
to show that life, in Creative Evolution, cannot be understood as only an expansion 
of the psychological durée of Time and Free Will48 or the “field of images” of Matter 
and Memory49, as many canonical interpretations defended, despite Bergson’s own 
warnings. “We could never have extracted from our book  Matter and Memory, 
which precedes  Creative Evolution, a true doctrine of evolution”, after all, “for 
each new problem, an entirely new effort”50.  What is the new problem of the 
book of 1907? Life. This novelty, albeit it has emerged not ex nihilo, will require 
new efforts, that is, a deep debate with biology, as the scientific controversies 
surrounding the letters exchanged with Lovejoy seem to show.  In an attitude not 
without theoretical risks, Bergson effectively took sides in the biological debates 
of his time, and, as Lovejoy puts it, “anti-mechanism in biology” (our italic) 
and the position that states the discontinuity between the laws of organic and 
inorganic “should be called vitalism ‘...’ And in that sense, of course, Bergson is an 
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unmistakable and a radical vitalist”51. 
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Vitalism is a controversy in a word, rarely if ever invoked without polemical intent. 
By the time of Creative Evolution, the controversy had more or less come to settle 
around the experimental embryology of Hans Driesch. Bergson mentioned Driesch 
in a footnote to Creative Evolution’s brief critical discussion of vitalism; Driesch 
referred to Bergson repeatedly and wrote a positive review of Bergson’s book; and 
the two have been considered together under the banner of “neo-vitalism” ever 
since. 

The idea that Bergson is a neo-vitalist is a mistake. To demonstrate it, I present a 
brief overview of Driesch’s vitalism. Then I show that Bergson had already provided 
a sophisticated criticism of it. I do that by reconstructing Bergson’s critique of 
internal finality, or what Kant called inner purposiveness, and locating in it a 
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criticism of vital principles of the Drieschian variety as well. As a consequence, 
Bergson’s own so-called vital principle—the élan vital––should be conceived in a 
different way. 

In particular it should be thought of as an “image” instead of a force, property, 
substance, or principle. It is, Bergson says, only an image for life. He draws it from 
the psychological register, from his study of effort in particular. By tracing it back 
to that context, I suggest that the élan can be conceived as an image for a form of 
effort that is de-subjectivized and generalized across the evolutionary process. In 
Creative Evolution, Bergson conceives this form of effort as tendency. Tendency is 
almost nothing like a vital principle in Driesch’s sense. I conclude by examining 
the extent to which this interpretation clarifies Bergson’s view of evolutionary 
convergence, which remains key for his relevance to the study of evolution today. 

I. DRIESCH, OR ENTELECHY

Driesch’s first major theoretical work in English, The Science and Philosophy of 
Organism, appeared in 1908. It offered a defense of vitalism on the novel basis 
of the experimental facts of regulation and regeneration. Driesch’s idea was that 
only if undisturbed development was possible could everything about organisms 
be explained mechanistically. What he set out to prove was that development 
could be interrupted without the individuality of the developing organism being 
compromised. Cases of regulation and regeneration seemed to evince the point. 
Driesch argued that they could not be understood mechanistically, and that they 
testified to the non-mechanical action of an immaterial force. 

By compressing early sea urchin embryos between glass plates, Driesch was able 
to reconfigure the divisions in their eggs, reshuffling their nuclei so that some 
nuclei that would normally have produced dorsal structures were found in ventral 
cells instead. According to mechanistic (or preformationist) principles, the 
embryos should have developed in a disordered and unviable fashion. Yet Driesch 
obtained normal larvae from them, which meant for him that the early embryo 
was composed of pluripotent cells, and that the developmental processes through 
which they gave rise to differentiated organs must be self-regulating. He drew the 
same conclusion from his separation of sea urchin embryos into two and four, at 
the two and four-cell stages of development. Each individuated cell developed into 
a normal larva of its own. And, again, the same conclusion from transplantation. 

Driesch linked these phenomena of what he called “regulation” or self-regulation 
to the already-established facts of regeneration such as regeneration occurred 
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in his own experiments on salamanders, which are capable of regenerating the 
lenses of their eyes after they are removed.

He argued that regulation and regeneration indicate the existence of an 
individualizing agency at work in the organism, distinguishing the organism from 
a mechanical assemblage of parts and securing its autonomy as an organized 
whole over and above changes in its constituent elements. Driesch’s word for this 
agency was “entelechy,” an Aristotelian term with its roots in the Greek enteles 
[complete], telos [end], and echein [to have]. Leibniz later defined entelechy as 
“something analogous to soul, whose nature consists in a certain eternal law of 
the same series of changes, a series which it traverses unhindered.”1 Driesch’s 
entelechy is an immaterial force, acting to bring about the unified development of 
an organic individual from out of initially pluripotent cells. As a result of entelechy, 
“a sum (of possibilities of happening) is transformed into a unity (of real results of 
happening) without any spatial or material preformation of this unity.”2

Entelechy explains the way pluripotent cells are guided towards their final forms, 
the differentiated structures of the adult organism, since cellular pluripotency 
seems like evidence that no physical or chemical structures exist in order to 
determine development in advance. Driesch thought that cases of regeneration 
also supported the existence of entelechy, since they demonstrate the way the 
individuality of the organism could be safeguarded against changes to its 
composition. The special force that brings about the individual whole from out of 
a pluripotent field also secures the integrity of that whole once it is constituted. 
Regulation is regeneration for the adult organism. Driesch supposed both to 
be impossibilities for mechanical systems. He concluded that “embryological 
becoming is ‘vitalistic’ . . . it is impossible to comprehend it by the laws of physics 
and chemistry.”3 This is vitalism in its popular form: physics and chemistry are 
inadequate to the explanation of biological phenomena, and biology therefore 
requires the addition of a supplemental principle. 

II. BERGSON, OR INDIVIDUATION

As Driesch demonstrated, vitalisms typically consist in both critical and 
constructive elements. Their criticisms target some scientific conception of matter, 
reductive or mechanistic, and argue that it is insufficient to the explanation of 
what is distinct about biological phenomena. The constructive arguments advance 
varying positions regarding the new and irreducible principle, property, or force 
that has to be introduced to capture the specificity of life. Vitalism’s critics purport 



66 · tano s. posteraro

to attack both, but it is only really a succession of variants of vitalism’s positive 
aspect that have been consistently discredited.

Like many others, Bergson considers the critical moment worth taking seriously. 
“The vital principle may indeed not explain much, but it is at least a sort of label 
affixed to our ignorance, so as to remind us of this occasionally, while mechanism 
invites us to ignore that ignorance” (CE 44-45).4 Vitalism may serve a heuristic 
function, regulating against mechanism’s tendency towards the reduction 
of biological complexity. That should not go unnoticed. But the more relevant 
question is whether Bergson advances his own positive position as well, of the sort 
that would put him in line with Driesch. 

Bergson does of course advance a positive theory of his own, but it is not one 
that puts him in line with vitalists of the traditional variety. Bergson was in fact a 
critic of them. Vital principles share on his account an important deficiency with 
mechanistic models: both are human contributions and do not exist in nature 
independently. According to this criticism, Driesch’s entelechy is an intellectual 
abstraction, a projection of the manufacture model of organization onto the 
biological world. It understands organisms as if they were built artifacts and 
attempts to explain their composition on that basis.

When we think of the infinity of infinitesimal elements and of infinitesimal 
causes that concur in the genesis of a living being . . . the first impulse 
of the mind is to consider this army of little workers as watched over 
by a skilled foreman, the ‘vital principle,’ which is ever repairing faults, 
correcting effects of neglect or absentmindedness, putting things back in 
place. (CE 238)

This is a default intellectual tendency, a product of our adaptation to acting on 
matter. It consists in treating the organism as if it were an object, its organization 
as if it were designed, and concluding that there must be a principle to account 
for that design, just as artifacts are constructed and repaired by external agents. 
The mistake is in thinking that organisms are complex in the same way that 
made things are complex. The appearance of that “complexity is the work of the 
understanding” (CE 264). It is not a fact, but a projection, and so does not require 
a superadded principle that would act as a designer in order to explain how it is 
brought about or maintained. 

That is the first problem with any vitalism that accounts for organization, 
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regulation, and regeneration through the postulation of an organizing principle: 
anthropocentric artifactualism. The second is the supposition that determinate 
individuality is a biological reality. It, too, is merely conceptual. Bergson delivers 
a critique of this position in service of his rejection of the theory of inner 
purposiveness. I think the argument against biological individuality can be 
redeployed in the context of Bergson’s engagement with Driesch. 

One way to think about vitalism is in terms of finality or purposive organization. 
Driesch thought that organisms evidenced a kind of developmental and self-
regulating finality that distinguished them from mechanical assemblages. 
Entelechy was his word for it. Bergson thinks there are broadly two forms of 
finalism in the philosophy of life: external and internal. He understands internal 
finalism, or the theory of inner purposiveness, to consist in the attribution 
of finality or purposiveness to the organization of individual organisms as an 
explanation for the division of labour among their parts and their integration in 
service of the end of each individual whole. 

When Bergson declares this “the notion of finality which has long been classic,” he 
probably has Kant in mind (CE 43). Kant endorsed a similar category distinction in 
theories of finality. By external purposiveness, he meant the finality of artifactual 
manufacture, since the particular end served by the artifact lies outside of itself 
in its use; by internal purposiveness, he meant the kind of finality that qualifies 
living beings, as the ends served by the organization of their parts are internal to 
the wholes that those parts compose.5 Kant conceived the living being through 
itself, as self-organizing: it is, as a whole, the final cause of the efficient-causal 
relations among its parts, even as it is constituted by them recursively.

Bergson’s contention that “finality is external or it is nothing at all” may have 
the German Idealist philosophy of nature as its foil (CE 43). His argument for 
this conclusion is mostly implicit. I reconstruct it in four steps. Here they are in 
schematic form.

1. Inner purposiveness requires determinate individuality
2. There is no such individuality in the organic domain
	 2.1 Relative autonomy of organic parts from the individual whole
	 2.2. The individual is derivative on its germ line
3. Thus, there is no way to locate finality internal to any organic individual
4. Thus, if there is to be finality, it must be external to all organic individuals
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First, notice that the theory of internal finality depends on a conception of the 
organism as a rigorously bounded individual. If its parts are to be subordinated 
to the organismal whole as the final cause of their organization, then there 
must be a determinate distinction between the whole and what is not part of 
it; the whole must have a definite shape. Purposiveness can only be internal 
with respect to a limit—a bounded individuality—that would differentiate that 
internality from what is external to it. 

The second step to the argument is a criticism of this conception of organism. It 
is motivated by two considerations: the relative autonomy of the parts, patterns, 
and processes that constitute the organism; and the continuity of the germ cells 
through their temporary instantiation in the soma. Each of the elements of the 
organismal whole “may itself be an organism in certain cases,” that “the cells of 
which the tissues are made,” for instance, “have also a certain independence,” and 
that, in sum, there is to be attributed to the organism’s parts a relative autonomy 
from the whole (CE 44). The unified individuality of the organism is more like the 
coordination of a set of self-organizing living systems that are each conceivable as 
biological individuals in their own right. The inner purposiveness of the organism 
is external to the inner purposiveness of each one of its parts when they are 
understood as self-organizing systems themselves. This is what Bergson means 
when he says that “the idea of a finality that is always internal is therefore a self-
destructive notion” (CE 44).

Organic individuation is always incomplete for germinal reasons as well. Here 
Bergson is thinking of the “Weismann barrier,” the theoretically inviolable division 
between germinal and somatic cells (CE 44-46). On Weismann’s account, it is only 
germinal cells, or gametes, that have heritability functions: they pass information 
along their own line only. The somatic cells are a product of the totipotent zygote, 
which is a product of the fusion of haploid gametes or germ cells. The germ cells 
are formed on the basis of what Weismann called the germ-plasm, which remains 
continuous through each iteration of this process. The causal line runs in one 
direction: the germ cells give rise both to themselves as well as to the somatic 
cells, while the somatic cells produce only cells that develop into the body of 
an organism. This internal split rends the organic world in two, subtracting 
evolutionary significance from constituted organisms and relocating it in the pre-
individual germ line that runs through them. This means that somatic mutations 
cannot be inherited; neither can habits, acquired characteristics, or associations. 
The germ line is deathless; individual organisms are its temporary excrescences, 
epiphenomenal byproducts deposited along the course of the germinal flow. 
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This view is probably what Bergson has in mind when he claims that in the attempt 
to determine the principle of the beginning of an organism “gradually we shall 
be carried further and further back, up to the individual’s remotest ancestors: 
we shall find him solidary with each of them, solidary with that little mass of 
protoplasmic jelly which is probably at the root of the genealogical tree of life” (CE 
45). The principle of closure that would secure the determinacy of the organism as 
a distinct individual is deferred backwards through each of its generations, arriving 
finally at the last common ancestor shared by all extant forms of life, Bergson’s 
“little mass of protoplasmic jelly” (CE 45). The implication is that if there is to 
be a vital principle, it cannot be indexed to individual organisms, because—if for 
no other reason—organisms are never completely individual. “The individual is not 
sufficiently independent, not sufficiently cut off from other things, for us to allow 
it a ‘vital principle’ of its own” (CE 45).

Thus, there is no way to locate finality internal to any organic individual. That 
is the argument’s third step. If “each individual may be said to remain united 
with the totality of living beings by invisible bonds,” “where, then, does the vital 
principle of the individual begin or end?” (CE 45). The vital principle, if it is an 
individuating agency, seems to collapse back onto the entire history of evolution, 
encompassing “the whole of life in a single indivisible embrace” (CE 46). If there 
is finality or purposiveness in the organic domain, it will therefore have to be 
external to any ostensibly individuated biological form. That is the argument’s 
fourth step and conclusion. 

If by vitalism we understand the postulation of a specific x internal to the purposive 
organization of living things in order to explain their irreducible distinction from 
inorganic matter, then Bergson is no vitalist. There are no autonomous individuals 
in the organic domain. For what it’s worth, the idea of inert matter, exhaustible by 
mechanist explanation, is an abstraction as well, a tendency and not a thing. But 
Bergson does not conclude by rejecting the idea of finality; he affirms instead that 
if it is to be attributed to the organic domain, then it has to be predicated of life as 
a whole. He reconceives the idea of this whole, life or evolution as a unified event, 
according to a psychological image, the élan vital.

III. THE PSYCHOLOGY OF EFFORT

If there is a vital principle in Bergson’s thinking, it is obviously the élan vital. 
I think its status as an image is too often overlooked. Life—organization and 
evolution—is supposed to elude the alternative between efficient and final 
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causality—mechanism and finalism—which means that it cannot be determined 
in the causal terms of either. Bergson suggests that it is better thought through 
what he calls an “image,” and of an impetus or an “élan” in particular (CE 257). He 
explains why in a letter to Floris Delattre.

The image intervenes most often because it is indispensable, none of the 
other existing concepts being able to express the author’s thought; the 
author is then obliged to present it suggestively. … To give just one example: 
when I relate the phenomena of life and of evolution to an “élan vital,” it 
is in no way an ornament of style. It is even less meant to mask in images 
our ignorance of the deepest causes, as when the vitalist in general invokes 
a “vital principle.” ...The truth is that philosophy only offers philosophers 
two principles of explanation in this matter: mechanism and finalism. ... 
Now ... the place to be is somewhere in between these two concepts. How 
should we determine that place? I have to point to it, to indicate it since 
no concept between mechanism and finality exists. The image of an élan is 
only this indication.6

There is of course a lot to be said about Bergson’s philosophy of images, especially 
as it’s developed in Matter and Memory. What I want to note here is that images 
serve as tools for the expression and communication of thoughts that frustrate or 
escape the delimited boundaries of available concepts. Images point to something 
outside of those concepts. Yet images are also necessarily circumscriptions of 
thinking; and so with them “you can no more reconstitute thinking than with 
positions you can make movement” (ME 55).7 Images occupy a middle position 
between the two, functioning as intermediaries between the intuition of 
something beyond the domain of pre-existing concepts and the concepts beyond 
which the thought is directed.

To say that the élan vital is an image is to say that it is a way of pointing beyond 
any of the concepts already available to the philosophy and sciences of nature of 
the time. It should not be understood as a concept of its own, with an identifiable 
object—like a substance or force—to which it would correspond. When Bergson 
describes the operation of the élan vital as the driving impetus of the evolutionary 
process he is not speaking conceptually, but imagistically, indicating that there is 
something about the patterning of evolution that cannot be adequately captured 
in terms of efficient or final causality.

To be sure, the distinction I am marking here between concepts and images is 
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by no means clear or uncomplicated. On Bergson’s epistemology, concepts are 
practically oriented intellectual tools, strategically fashioned to fix and stabilize—
that is, spatialize—the dynamic reality of their objects. Concepts do not pick out 
and correspond to objects that preexist conceptual articulation. In some sense, 
concepts produce the objects that they purport to capture; at the very least, they 
isolate and immobilize them, rendering them artificial. In order to so, conceptual 
language often employs images as well, images that mediate between concepts 
and their purported objects, facilitating the reference. It is for this reason that 
philosophy is always laden with images. Language, the very medium of the concept 
and of its communication, is always ineradicably metaphorical or figurative as 
well, at least to some degree. 

The concept/image distinction is not a clear one because just as concepts do not 
refer to objects without the mediation of images, concepts can at the same time be 
taken as images in their own right as well. The concept of mechanism, as Bergson 
demonstrates, does not so much refer to an objective state of affairs as it provides 
a kind of model or regulative ideal that allows a given scientific programme 
to stabilize and partition its research domain. It could be said that the idea of 
universal mechanism is a kind of image for nature, not a concept of it. 

In what sense, then, are images distinct from concepts? The two are distinct in 
that concepts—at least what Bergson calls “readymade” concepts—purport to 
function in the traditional sense. They purport to function referentially, referring 
to, corresponding with, and capturing a set of objects that are supposed to preexist 
the concepts in question. Now, as I mentioned, this is not—according to Bergson—
in fact how concepts work. But this is how they circulate and what distinguishes 
them as concepts. The concept of mechanism is supposed to correspond to a 
mechanistic system, a system describable in mechanistic terms. When mechanism 
is understood in this form, it is a concept that corresponds to an identifiable object. 
When mechanism does not purport to function in this way, when it purports to 
organize some domain of a world that ultimately eludes conceptual capture by 
providing a heuristic or model that affords practical action without pretending to 
exhaust the dynamic reality of that domain, then mechanism can be considered 
as an image. The concept/image distinction is a functional one, perhaps even a 
provisional one, but not an essential one. 

Though there is no doubt more to be said on the subject, we should at least be able 
to better understand Bergson’s claim that “since no concept between mechanism 
and finality exists” (mechanism and finalism being understood as concepts here), 
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the place between them has to be pointed to or indicated with an image. “The 
image of an élan is only this indication.”8

Though there may be a number of sources for this image, I want to consider the idea 
that Bergson drew the élan forward into Creative Evolution from the psychology 
of effort, whose details he elaborated five years earlier in 1902’s “Intellectual 
Effort.” “Intellectual Effort” represents Bergson’s attempt at a phenomenology of 
psychological contraction, or the actualization and individuation of psychological 
images. He begins his analysis with the dynamic scheme (ME 196). All the 
elements that are to become determinate images first exist in the scheme “in 
the estate of reciprocal implication” (ME 199). Determinate images actualize the 
scheme by evolving it “into parts external to one another” (ME 199). Bergson 
locates the operator of that actualization process in the feeling of effort that 
marks concentrated thinking. 

Bergson begins with memory and concludes with the effort of invention. He 
examines two cases of the former. From the first, a study of the skillful chess-
player, he establishes the particular mereology of effort (that is, the way in which 
effort dissociates determinate images from their implication in a unified whole); 
and in the second, the experience of trying to recall a forgotten name (or trying to 
follow an ill-understood language), he locates the feeling of a “direction” in which 
the scheme is to be developed in order to arrive at its determination in images. 
Invention presents a domain in which actual images can be seen to turn back on 
their dynamic schemes, modifying and opening them to novel development.

The real difference between an amateur and a master, according to Binet’s 
1984 study of the psychology of chess, is whether one can play multiple games 
simultaneously while blindfolded. The blindfolded player has the moves of her 
opponents indicated to her; she plays a piece in response, moving from one game 
to the next, while apparently keeping in mind the distribution of pieces on each 
board. Before Binet, the most popular explanation for the ability to play blind 
belonged to Taine, who argued that the blindfolded player employs a heightened 
visual memory in order to maintain a pictorial representation of each game as it is 
played.9 Bergson sees in Binet’s response – according to which the player does not 
maintain a representation but instead has to make “an effort of reconstruction” 
at every move – the suggestion that what is held in mind is not a set of distinct 
images but rather their interpenetration in an abstract whole (ME 197). 
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The abstraction isolates what the pieces can do, in what way their powers interact, 
conflict, compose or decompose. On the basis of an abstract grasp of these powers, 
the blinded player is supposed to be able to visually reconstruct each element of 
the whole, the pieces and their positions on the board, without having to maintain 
the image of any one individually. This is what Bergson calls a dynamic schema. 
It is as complete as any of the definite images through which it is actualized, but 
it does not contain those images in itself; it suggests them, implicates and implies 
them. Here is the mereology that “Intellectual Effort” elaborates. The dynamic 
schema can be developed into a set of determinate images that stand to the 
schema as parts to whole. But the dynamic whole is not made up of the sum of its 
parts in advance. They are derivative, as parts, on the psychological act, the effort, 
through which they are developed from out of the whole. 

The feeling of this kind of effort is supposed to consist in the push to dissociate 
distinct parts from out of their implication in the unity of an abstract idea; it 
has as its essence “the evolving of a scheme, if not simple at least concentrated, 
into an image with distinct elements more or less independent of one another” 
(ME 201). From an analysis of the struggle to recall a forgotten name, Bergson 
concludes that we would never be able to accomplish such a feat were it not for 
the indication of a direction in which effort is to be expended in order to arrive at 
the determination of the image, like an impulse common across a set of distinct 
elements (ME 208). It is this “directive” quality to the scheme that allows it to 
unify a multiplicity of elements without effacing their distinctions entirely (ME 
225). It unifies by traversing and organizing its elements, like a melody across its 
notes. While the scheme is simple (or unified), and therefore distinct from the 
images to be elaborated out of it, it still tends into that elaboration, suggesting 
those images without for that reason resembling them. 

Bergson sees in the experience of invention a final aspect of the psychology of 
effort (ME 211). To invent—following Ribot’s account in L’Imagination créatice—
is to solve a problem creatively, without supposing a determinate solution in 
advance. Effort in invention consists in the work through which the gap between 
the problem and a possible solution is filled in, bringing a real solution about. 
The solution, if it is to be the object of invention, can be known at first only 
schematically; and so “invention consists precisely in converting the scheme into 
image” (ME 211). 
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What is special about inventive effort is the fact that it is opened onto an uncertain 
horizon in view of which the inventor experiments within a range of potentialities 
disclosed (as images) by the invention’s dynamic schema. This is how we are to 
understand Bergson’s term, the “unforeseen,” as a necessary epistemic concomitant 
of novelty (ME 213). The novelty of invention resides in the retroaction of images on 
the schema from out of which they are drawn, “the movement by which the image 
turns around toward the scheme in order to modify or transform it” (ME 213). The 
inventive scheme is altered through the process of its dissociation into the images 
that represent its actual products. Those images are tested in the course of the 
inventive process, postulated provisionally, experimentally modulated, combined, 
revoked. But they “are always reacting on the idea or the feeling which they are 
intending to express” (ME 213). The movement is bidirectional as the two evolve 
in tandem: changes in the scheme imply differences in its images, and changes in 
those images retroact on the scheme they are meant to realize. 

Psychological effort is supposed to elide the binary causal alternative between 
compulsion and attraction, revealing each—at least in the intellectual register—to 
be an opposite and extreme limit of a more fundamental intermediate activity. The 
causality operative in this form of activity should be understood mereologically. 
The movement between the scheme and its images is a movement between the 
qualitative multiplicity of the whole and the determinate actuality of its parts. 
It consists “in the gradual passage from the less realized to the more realized, 
from the intensive to the extensive, from a reciprocal implication of parts to their 
juxtaposition” (ME 230). Bergson concludes the essay with the claim that the 
operation of effort—this form of activity intermediate between two poles—is to 
be taken as emblematic of “the very operation of life” (1920: 230). This is what, five 
years later, he will call the psychological interpretation of life. It is the idea that 
life is to be understood psychologically, that the élan vital, the so-called impetus 
behind evolution, is to be conceived as a kind of “psychological cause” (CE 91).

IV. PSYCHOLOGICAL VITALISM, OR; ÉLAN VITAL AS IMAGE FOR 
EFFORT DEPERSONALIZED

Bergson describes élan vital as an image for life (CE 257). The appropriate image 
for life is psychological, he says, because “no image borrowed from the physical 
world can give more nearly the idea of it” (CE 257). This is supposed to be because 
“the essence of the psychical is to enfold a confused plurality of interpenetrating 
terms,” something it shares in common with life, which marks life off from the 
possibility of a fully spatialized determination. It is in this sense that it should be 
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said that “life is of the psychological order” (CE 257). 

There are a number of ways to interpret this view. I parse it in three parts. (1) 
When Bergson says that life is of the psychological order, he has effort in mind, i.e., 
the psychological interpretation of life is the interpretation of life according to the 
qualities of effort. (2) The difference marked by the transformation of psychological 
effort into élan vital can be understood in terms of the de-subjectivization of 
effort, its detachment from personal psychology and its relocation at the level of 
evolution as a continuously unfolding process. Finally, (3) the idea of tendency is 
supposed to help us to grasp that for which “élan vital” is only an image. Tendency 
is to life what effort is to mind, and the élan vital is an image for mental effort in 
the evolutionary domain.

1. In “Intellectual Effort,” Bergson intimated that psychological effort and life 
operate in the same way. The description of the way mental images are drawn 
from a unified idea receives its vital correlate in Creative Evolution’s account of 
life as a process of divergence and dissociation. Speciation operates through 
ramification. One line of descent divides into two, each of which eventually 
branches again. Every lineage shares a common ancestor, reaching all the way 
back to the emergence of the first living being—supposing, of course, that life 
originated on earth just once. All extant life forms are ultimately unified in the 
history of life. Unity is a point away from which life diverges, as it realizes across 
an increasing number of extended parts an originally intensive multiplicity. We 
find the same formula for the explication of images from out of their implication 
in the dynamic schema of an abstract idea repeated in evolutionary terms. 

Evolution proceeds not like a “solid ball shot from a cannon,” but “rather like a 
shell, which suddenly bursts into fragments, which fragments, being themselves 
shells, burst in their turn into fragments destined to burst again, and so on for 
a time incommensurably long” (CE 98). Bergson favours this image for what it 
suggests about the ramifying evolution of life. “When a shell bursts, the particular 
way it breaks is explained both by the explosive force of the powder it contains 
and by the resistance of the metal” (CE 98). There are two series of causes at work 
in shaping the trajectories taken by the fragments of exploded shell: one internal 
and expansive, the powder’s own explosive force, and the other external and 
restricting, the constraint of the metal shell. The powder is what accounts for the 
shell’s outward movement, while the metal is what accounts for its fragmentation. 
Life carries its own explosive force within itself due to “an unstable balance of 
tendencies,” an intensive multiplicity that serves as evolution’s “motor principle” 
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(CE 98 and 101). This “intensive multiplicity” or “unstable balance of tendencies” 
is the evolutionary analogue of the dynamic scheme of “Intellectual Effort.” In 
both domains, the vital and the psychological, effort consists in an originally 
indistinct push, progressively realized across the extant parts (or images) into 
which it resolves itself.

Just as the effort to individuate a scheme is negotiated against the images that 
resist it but through which it is expressed, so is the vital élan constrained and 
contoured by the resistant force of adaptation exerted through environmental 
pressure and manifested in selection. The interaction between the two forces is 
what explains life’s ongoing differentiation over evolutionary time, in a manner 
analogous to the creative elaboration of a novel idea through an open-ended set 
of images. 

The kind of causality that Bergson discerned in effort is supposed to exist 
somewhere between impulsion and attraction. He conceives the élan vital in just 
the same way. It is, on the one hand, a vis a tergo, an originating impulsion (CE 
109). But it is not for this reason to be reduced to the mechanism of an efficient 
cause. Life “takes directions,” even if “without arriving at ends” (CE 108). Its 
causal nature is directional, purposive. In this sense there is something finalistic 
about it. Yet it is not oriented in the direction of distinct purposes specifiable in 
advance. In this respect, Bergson’s conception of life repeats one of the central 
features of his conception of time, its retention-protention structure, or the 
idea that concrete duration always retains its past history of development while 
opening that history onto a contingent set of future directions. Life is purposive 
because it is directional, which means that its shape is not entirely the result of a 
series of accidents pressed into form via the mechanical force of circumstance. But 
the cause of life’s directionality is not teleological; it does not pre-exist or reside 
outside of the trajectories taken by evolutionary history over the course of its own 
unfolding. External causes shape, divert, and constrain it, but they do not explain 
it. This is the idea behind Bergson’s claim that it is the “movement” through which 
novel forms are generated that “constitutes the unity of the organized world,” and 
that the external force of “adaptation explains the sinuosities of the movement of 
evolution, but not its general directions, still less the movement itself” (CE 110, 
107).

The idea of a directional movement unifying the individuals that are its products 
recalls the directive nature of the dynamic scheme. Invention was supposed to 
show us that though the scheme tends towards its elaboration through images, 
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it cannot be said to resemble those images in advance. Effort in creation consists 
in the reciprocal adjustment between the two, and in the production of a set of 
images that could not have been foreseen. The complex causality at work in the 
effort of evolving distinct images from out of a dynamic scheme (or determinate 
memory-images from out of the past, for that matter) is the same kind of causality 
that Bergson identifies with the image of the élan vital. 

2. Though the élan vital seems to operate analogously to psychological effort, one 
of the differences between the two resides in the way they are individuated. The 
idea of individual effort reappears in Creative Evolution in Bergson’s discussion of 
Neo-Lamarckism. Though Bergson is critical of Neo-Lamarckism, he considers 
the idea of goal-directed variation to be an improvement over the directionless 
accidentality of the Neo-Darwinian account. According to Neo-Lamarckism, 
variation does not occur entirely at random, but partly as the result of the way 
individual’s behaviours modify its physical structure (CE 81-82). This theory was 
based on Lamarck’s postulation of “internal nervous fluids” whose concentration 
relative to the use and disuse of parts in each individual was supposed to be 
conserved and transmitted across generations.10 By re-concentrating these fluids 
through the habit of stretching its neck to reach higher food, as in the famous 
example, a giraffe could make heritable changes and transmit a strengthened and 
elongated neck to its offspring. A habit-based physical adaptation becomes an 
evolutionarily salient difference. 

The mistake of Neo-Lamarckism, on Bergson’s assessment, is its individuation 
of effort, the location of variation’s directional source in the individual organism 
(CE 91-92). That there is a directional movement to variation, Bergson affirms. 
But that it is individual effort that directs it, Bergson denies. On the latter point, 
he sides with Neo-Darwinism and ultimately with Weismann. 

It is Weismann who provides Bergson with the conceptual resources for the idea of 
impersonal effort. Bergson accepts that “the essential causes of variation are the 
differences inherent in the germ borne by the individual, and not the experiences 
or behavior of the individual in the course of his career” (CE 90). This is the 
Weismann barrier, the idea of an inviolable causal independence of genetic line 
from individual activity. It is not the only idea that Bergson recommends from 
germ theory. As much as he insists on the instantiation of variations in the germ, 
he tempers the mechanism of that claim with its opposite number: “where we 
fail to follow these biologists [i.e., the mechanists],” he writes, “is in regarding 
the differences inherent in the germ as purely accidental and individual” (CE 
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90). They are rather to be regarded as embodied in each individual germ while 
passing over and between them. Individual differences are better thought as “the 
development of an impulsion” that is continuous across the germ-line and trans-
individual with respect to each particular germ.

Bergson evidently understands germinal continuity—alongside the individuality 
of germinal difference—to be a feature equally available to the reconstruction of 
Weismann’s germ-theory. He finds in Weismann both a principle of transmission 
that is individual and hence mechanistically determinable, as well as a continuity 
or current of energy, an impulsion, that “indefinitely” pursues “an invisible 
progress” and thereby organizes the otherwise accidental individual variations 
of each germ along certain lines (CE 28-29). “Regarded from this point of view,” 
Bergson concludes, “life is like a current passing from germ to germ through the 
medium of a developed organism” (CE 28). Thus, “life is a continually growing 
action,” modeled on the effort to recall and create (implicating both the past and 
the future respectively) but de-subjectivized and extrapolated to the evolutionary 
process in general (CE: 135).

3. The élan vital serves as an image for a form of effort that Bergson considered 
to be beyond the concepts not only of efficient and final causality, but of 
psychological effort as well. In de-subjectivizing effort, Bergson relinquishes the 
ability to determine it conceptually. Whereas he was able to outline the details of 
the experience of the effort involved in playing blindfolded chess, for instance, he 
is able to do no such thing with respect to the form of effort at work in evolution. 
Vital effort is analogous to psychological effort in many of its details, but if the 
key difference is in the fact that the former is no longer to be thought through 
its operation within an individual (according to Bergson’s rejection of Neo-
Lamarckism), then Bergson has deprived himself of the ability to think it on that 
basis (according to the individual psychology of effort). This, I think, is among the 
most important reasons why he insists on the status of the élan vital as an image. 
It is an image for a form of effort that cannot be directly conceived, for it is a form 
of effort whose distinctive quality bars us from conceiving it.

Alongside the qualification of the élan vital as an image, Bergson does however 
offer a concept for life: “life,” he says, “is tendency” (CE 104). Sinclair says of 
tendency that it is “the most essential concept that Bergson advances in order 
to understand something of the impulse” of life.11 Tendency is indeed––unlike 
the élan vital––a concept. It has already received some attention in the literature, 
from Paul-Antoine Miquel, Ansell-Pearson, Matthias Vollet, and, perhaps most 
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influentially, Jankélévitch, who has argued that a “dualism of tendencies” underlies 
the duration-monism of Bergson’s philosophy of life. I’ve attempted to develop it 
further in my own work as well.12 

I have only a few things to say about it here. First, I think it should be understood 
finalistically, as a form of final cause. There are two errors to avoid in thinking 
about final causes. Kant names both. One is anthropomorphic artifactualism, 
what he calls external finality, the idea that the final cause of a thing lies outside 
it, in its maker, or ahead of it, in the pre-existent aim that orients its development. 
The other is holism, what Kant calls inner purposiveness, the idea that the 
organism is a bounded individual, whose organization as a whole is the final cause 
of the arrangement of its parts. Bergson’s criticism of the internal view doubles 
as a rejection of Drieschian vitalism as well, as I’ve shown. Bergson considers the 
internal and external two sides of the same coin, as we would not be moved to 
posit vital principles to explain organization if we did not conceive organization 
on the model of technical production in the first place.

So what is tendency, then? It is neither internal nor external to organisms, but 
rather immanent to life in general, the evolutionary process as a single event. 
Tendencies are not oriented towards pre-existent ends, and in this sense their 
finality is irreducible to the finality of artifactual manufacture. The finality of 
tendency is of an immanent variety, a particular tendency’s end being the limit 
towards which it tends. What a tendency will become is unforeseeable, which is 
what distinguishes tendencies from potentialities in the Aristotelian sense. When 
Bergson says that life is tendency, he does not mean some particular tendency to 
do or become some particular thing, but tendency in its essence, which is to press 
into the future, tending toward a limit after which it divides instead of terminating, 
ramifying across a series of divergent directions, each with new limits of their own. 
Tendencies pattern the evolutionary movement as an unfolding event, and are in 
this sense irreducible to the organization of individual organisms. For this reason 
tendency cannot be assimilated to the holist conception of organisms as their 
own self-organizing final causes. Organisms are the medium and products of the 
evolutionary movement; they do not exhaust what is active about life. This idea of 
tendency is supposed to capture something crucial about life without lapsing into 
the pitfalls of internal or external finalism, what the élan vital can only indicate. 

I would like to conclude by bringing some things together with the following 
suggestion: that if the élan can be understood as an image for life based on the 
psychology of effort, then it may be worth importing the details of that psychology 
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into the conception of tendency as well. Including the features of inventive effort 
in the concept of tendency may help illuminate the way Bergson deploys the 
concept in his explanation of evolutionary convergence in particular. 

Evolutionary convergence refers to the appearance of like forms or functions—
such as the eye or vision––across lineages without a recently shared history. 
Bergson considers mechanistic and finalistic explanations for convergence to be 
insufficient. Mechanism is supposed to be unable to account for the patterned 
regularity with which like solutions reappear, on the basis of unlike causes and 
in unlike environmental situations. Finalism, by setting out convergent traits 
as possibilities prior to their realization, deprives evolution of the novelty that 
Bergson considers to be one of its ineliminable features. The idea of evolutionary 
tendency is supposed to work as an alternative “hypothesis” in this measure, one 
that serves an explanatory function that succeeds where the others do not (CE 
57). 

Bergson’s examination of invention may supply an important part of the argument. 
Recall that in the effort to invent, the actualization of images reorganizes the 
scheme for the generation of new images in turn. The élan vital, as an image for 
effort, dissociates and divides a qualitative multiplicity into ever more particular 
tendencies over time. These tendencies exist in a state of interpenetration prior 
to their dissociation across extant history, which means that they are internally 
related to each other (CE 272). Internal relations are relations that constitute 
their terms. Changes in internal relations imply correlative changes in each term 
so related. The act of individuating tendencies from the interpenetrating whole 
rebounds on the whole as an internally related nexus of other tendencies. As Pete 
Gunter has it, if life is this kind of whole, a dynamic scheme, then “expressions 
of one aspect of the impetus would have impacts on the others.”13 Understood on 
the model of invention, the vital tendency would then be reconfigured through 
each of its particularizations, evolving as a tendency in general in tandem with the 
evolution of each of its dissociated tendencies in particular. 

Each expression of life in the form of a set of tendencies would recreate the 
conditions for future expressions. In this way, evolution acquires a directional 
patterning as it unfolds, which is why we find the same solutions––such as the 
eye––arise time and again, even in lineages as distant as bird from cephalopod. 
Another way to put the point would be to say that every particularization of a 
tendency in one form increases the probability that it will be particularized in 
a like form again. By tending towards the same solutions more often than to 
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others, evolution regularizes itself over time, converging upon the same small set 
of biological forms such as the eye wherever a channel and opportunity exist, 
provided by environmental pressure and species anatomy, like a memory that 
makes itself increasingly available across a widening set of circumstances. 

The effort to invent introduces the idea of retroaction into the mereology of 
dissociation. Retroaction should be considered a feature of tendency. It testifies 
to the ongoing interaction between the whole and its parts, evolution as a single 
unfolding tendency, retaining a total past, and the various tendencies into which 
it divides itself. If events that take place on particular lineages can impact the 
unfolding of evolution in general, then it might be easier to explain how traits 
occurring on one line can reoccur on others as if independently. 

CONCLUSION

There is still more to be said about the élan vital, but I think a few things should 
be clear. One is that the élan is not a vital principle of the traditional variety. The 
problem with vitalism, for Bergson, is not that it insists on a difference between 
life and matter, but that it incorrectly individuates the difference-maker between 
the two. Bergson’s difference-maker is something like Driesch’s entelechy, though 
it is not an actual force—whether material or immaterial—but rather a virtual 
tendency. More importantly, its position is external to the ostensible individuality 
of any given biological form. Driesch’s entelechy safeguards biological individuality; 
Bergson’s élan explodes it. Being irreducible both to individual forms and to pre-
existent ends, life eludes the mechanism/finalism alternative that continues to 
obstruct the ability to think it. This is why the élan should be grasped as an image, 
in particular as an image for or indication of something that eludes conceptual 
capture. I have tried to demonstrate the extent to which this image is drawn 
forward into Creative Evolution from Bergson’s study of psychological effort. Many 
if not all of the qualities of psychological effort appear to obtain of the élan. It is 
an image for effort of a particular sort, one that is impersonal, qualifying life as a 
whole over and above any of its particular manifestations. This is one reason why 
it has to remain an image: the élan vital eludes not only the concepts against which 
Bergson worked out his understanding of psychological effort, but ultimately 
psychological effort as well. Since I think that Bergson’s idea of tendency is best 
understood as a concept intended to capture the reality for which the élan vital 
is only an image, it too is profitably interpreted on the model of psychological 
effort. This interpretive strategy may help to illuminate Bergson’s tendency-based 
explanation for evolutionary convergence. Since convergence is crucial both to 
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Bergson’s own argument in Creative Evolution and to how we can make use of that 
argument with respect to the state of evolutionary science today, it is probably 
the most important context in which to work out an understanding of Bergson’s 
theory of life. 

TANO POSTERARO received his Ph.D. from Penn State in 2019. His first 
book, Bergson’s Philosophy of Biology, is under contract with Edinburgh 
University Press for next year. He is co-editor, with Michael Bennett, of 
Deleuze and Evolutionary Theory and author of a number of articles and 
chapters on biological themes in Bergson, Whitehead, Ruyer, and Deleuze. 
He is currently a SSHRC Post-Doctoral Researcher with Concordia 
University.



vitalism, individuation, and an image for life: bergson contra driesch · 83 

NOTES
1. G. W. Leibniz, Philosophical Essays. Trans. Roger Ariew and Daniel Garber. Indianapolis: 
Hackett, 1989, 173
2. Hans Driesch, The Science and Philosophy of the Organism. 2nd Ed. London: Adam and Charles 
Black, 1929, 215.
3. Driesch, The History and Theory of Vitalism. Trans. C. K. Ogden. London: Mac-Millan, 1914, 226.
4. Parenthetical references to CE refer to Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution. Trans. A. Mitchell. 
London: Macmillan., 1911.
5. Immanuel Kant, 2000. Critique of the Power of Judgment. Trans. Paul Guyer. Ed. Allen Wood. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2000, §82; 5: 425
6. Henri Bergson and Floris Delattre, “Samuel Butler et le bergsonisme. Avec deux lettres 
inédites d’Henri Bergson.” Revue anglo-américaine. Vol. 8, Issue 5, 1936, 399.
7. Parenthetical references to ME refer to Bergson, Henri. 1920. Mind-Energy. Trans. H. Wildon 
Carr. New York: Henry Holt and Co.
8. Bergson and Delattre, “Samuel Butler et le bergsonisme.” 399.
9. Hippolyte Taine, On Intelligence. Trans. T. D. Haye. London: L. Reeve and Co, 1871, 38.
10. Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, Recherches sur l’organisation des corps vivants. Maillard: Paris, 1802, 9.
11. Mark Sinclair, Bergson. New York: Routledge, 2020, 215.
12. See Keith Ansell-Pearson, Philosophy and the Adventure of the Virtual: Bergson and the Time 
of Life. London: Routledge, 2000, 109-111; Matthias Vollet, “La vitalisation de la tendance: de 
Leibniz à Bergson.” Annales bergsoniennes IV: L’Évolution créatrice 1907-2007: épistémologie et 
métaphysique. Eds. Frédéric Worms, Anne Fagot-Largeault, and Jean-Luc Marion. Paris: PUF, 
2998, 285-292; and “Creativité comme tendancialité.” Bergson. Ed. Camille Riquier. Paris: 
Cerf, 2012, 359-373; Paul-Antoine Miquel, “Bergson and Darwin: From an Immanentist to an 
Emergentist Approach to Evolution.” SubStance. Vol. 36, No. 3, Issue 114, 2007, 42-56; Vladimir 
Jankélévitch, Henri Bergson. Trans. Nils F. Schott. Eds. Alexandre Lefebvre and Nils F. Schott. 
Durham: Duke UP, 2015, 143-145; Tano Posteraro, Bergson’s Philosophy of Biology: Virtuality, 
Tendency, and Time. Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, forthcoming 2022.
13. Pete Gunter, “Bergson’s Creation of the Possible.” SubStance. Vol. 36, Issue 3, 2007, 39.



parrhesia 36 · 2022 · 84-98

the automatic divinity. 
bergson and entomology
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1. THINKING THE INSTINCT

Only a few thinkers have attempted to understand the insect throughout the 
modern tradition. Insects appear to inhabit a separate dimension, a latent nature 
that we find easy to push into the background. Human beings have needed 
to comprehend insects only as much as is required in order to govern them; a 
necessity that is due to insects’ enormous number, their diffusion, and their 
capillary ecological integration. The aims of biopolitical exploitation, however, 
have dictated a substantial disregard for what properly pertains to this animal 
realm. In popular imagery, insects are usually depicted as nature’s wind-up toys: 
nothing seems to suggest their being anything more than little moving machines. 
Unlike higher animals, insects offer no evidence of what we consider to be a 
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mind; it is also very difficult to observe them continuously within their own life 
conditions.

Whoever aims at addressing the insect world philosophically must develop 
ecological and immanent strategies of comprehension. A “philosophical 
entomology,” then, would have to extract its categories slowly from its opaque 
object through careful operations of alignment. Of the rare philosophers who have 
blazed this trail, Henri Bergson is maybe the most famous. In the well-known pages 
of Creative Evolution’s second chapter, Bergson takes the hunting wasp (or Sphex) 
as an example of life’s tendency to create unforeseeable yet infallible solutions. 
The Sphex “seems to know” exactly where to sting its prey, the caterpillar, in order 
to paralyze it without killing it, so as to feed it to its larvae. Bergson’s example 
is formulated on the basis of descriptions made by Jean-Henri Fabre, one of the 
fathers of modern entomology (and a passionate vitalist himself). Fabre dedicates 
many pages of his monumental Souvenirs entomologiques (completed in 1907) to 
this fascinating capacity possessed by certain wasps for maintaining their prey 
between life and death. The act is undertaken for fully practical reasons; the 
wasps thereby provide their children with fresh meat without endangering them. 
Their incredibly refined method is like a “transcendental chemistry”1  that rivals 
the most advanced human science.

The main difference, says Fabre, is that whereas men acquire, pass down and 
enhance their knowledge, insects simply possess theirs. They never learn it. 
Taking the perspective of insects, then, requires us to plunge into the domain 
of instinct. Instinct is not learned and transmitted like a habit: it is inscribed in 
the species, belonging to every individual and constituting their existence. Where 
instincts are predominant, the individual being is fully immersed in an activity 
so as to coincide with it. An insect therefore “knows” what it has not learned: it 
is omniscient within the limits of the system to which its activity belongs. “The 
instinct,” Fabre writes, “knows everything, in the undeviating paths marked out 
of it; it knows nothing, outside those paths.”2

Bergson reformulates Fabre’s ideas, underscoring the point that in the event of 
the hunt, the wasp and its prey are “considered no longer as two organisms, but as 
two activities.”3 As the prey does not represent an object to the hunter, but instead 
the direction of a vital activity, their encounter takes place in the absence of any 
transitive operation (whether perceptive, inferential, or mechanic). The wasp and 
the caterpillar are put into each other’s presence within a continuous space of 
transformations, as they find themselves in the same ontological space. Their 
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reciprocal influence occurs by virtue of this original cohesion, which explains 
their incredible coordination. As an instinct unfolds, perception is subordinated to 
the participation in ontological fluxes that Bergson compares to musical themes4. 
Instinct, then, allows for a vision from within along the lines of an environmental 
texture: in Bergson’s terms, it is based on a relation of “sympathy.” Bergson further 
seems to suggest that this feature characterizes the living in general, not animals 
alone: “All goes on as if the cell knew, of other cells, what concerns itself; as if the 
animal knew, of other animals, what it can utilize.”5 

The undoubtable strength of Bergson’s view is his affirmation of the specificity 
of instinctual behavior. Like Fabre, Bergson holds that instinct differs by 
nature from intelligence (a difference of degree would only pave the way to 
anthropomorphism). Here is an initial ecological principle: animal consciousness 
cannot be reduced to intellectual criteria, although this does not mean that it 
is unrelatable. Another characterizing aspect of Bergson’s hypothesis is that it 
rules out Neo-Darwinian mechanisms, according to which life’s solutions can 
all be traced back to complicated, mechanistically determined (and therefore 
theoretically pre-determinable) events and interactions6. An apparent weakness 
of Bergson’s view, instead, is its failure to explain how instincts arise and evolve. 
All we know is that instinctual behavior never invents truly new solutions at 
the level of individuals, but requires an evolutionary modification at the level of 
the species7. The individual has only the power to exemplify the instinct, which 
remains always identical8. And yet, instinct share the same creative course as life 
itself9. 

Bergson’s main contention from the outset is that life is in itself a differentiating 
and genetic potency. We can therefore exclude that Bergson is arguing for an old-
fashioned fixism, as he also explicitly avoids any form of creationism. Life creates 
forms to solve the problems of matter; it also radically overflows its material 
conditions. Instinct, as one of the main solutions of life, must itself be a creative 
movement. Now, taking Bergson’s perspective, we can say that the more life ramifies, 
the more it loses its genetic power10. Primary differentiations like that of instinct 
and intelligence occur by sheer genetic impetus; but further ramifications, like the 
evolution of specific instincts, are in a much closer relation of interdependence 
with life’s material conditions. Without dismissing Bergson’s fundamental thesis, 
we can therefore admit that instinct varies according to environmental variations 
and genetic expression. Instinct is a product of life’s creativity, but instincts and 
their realizations must be in some sort of relationship with their material and 
historical conditions. Bergson privileges a divergent model of variation, based on 
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the paradigm of evolution; at the extremities of life’s divergent processes, however, 
another model stands out: that of ontogenetic convergence.

Instinct is mostly adaptive: changes occur in deep time, far below the temporal 
dimensions of human experience. Contingency, in this sense, plays a geological 
role in the evolution of instincts. Experimental studies based on the so-called 
“plasticity first” model11 confirm, for instance, that insect instinct can be learned 
on a transgenerational level through epigenetic transmission12. Seen this way, 
instinctual patterns consist of behavioral biases refined through experience 
and reinforced by the environment; these biases then evolve in a specific trait. 
Bergson explicitly excludes the Lamarckian inheritance of acquired traits, arguing 
against its anthropomorphic naivete. But left aside the confusion between human 
intelligence and instinct, we can still argue for a sort of  “soft Lamarckism” that is 
not strictly at odds with Bergson’s main contentions and allows for us to conceive 
the role of plastic creativity in Bergsonian terms. The idea that epigenetic variation 
can be transmitted across generations through epigenetic inheritance is actually 
well established in current biology13, and enables us to think plasticity as a subtler 
creativity of life. With Bergson, we concede that life can never consist in a mere 
re-arrangement of pre-existing elements, and that it always entails a creative 
predominance over its own conditions. But this predominance becomes more and 
more a balanced interaction when life builds organisms and single behaviors. Life 
progressively takes on a different rhythm as its impetus is divided.

Affirming that life’s creative power is also plastic despite Bergson’s aversion to 
Lamarckism helps to deepen a key concept in the Bergsonian theory of instinct, 
the concept of sympathy. “Instinct is sympathy,” Bergson writes, just as much as 
life itself is14. We have said that the sympathetic nature of instinct corresponds 
to its capacity to establish a cohesive texture of activities: thanks to instinct, the 
wasp and the prey are put in the same space of transformations. We will define 
this ontological environment as territory15. A territory can be described as a finite, 
cohesive, continuous, anisotropic, non-homogeneous space, at the crossroads 
of the biological concepts of niche, environment and habitat. Differently from a 
surrounding space or a simple ecosystem, it is a set of material and immaterial 
trails and activities, a heterogeneous plane of patterns that creatively re-organizes 
biological functions on an ecological level. It is in many respects comparable to 
an undetermined set of phase spaces, as it represents the network of actual and 
virtual trajectories of sympatric living elements.16 These elements adhere to their 
territory, as they ontologically coincide with an evolving set of trajectories and 
attractors17. Like a biological niche, a territory is constructed by modification of 
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evolutionary constraints through dynamics of entanglement and endo-symbiotic 
association18. 

A territory is fundamentally linked to the biological transmission of variations, 
as the very systematization that allows communicative propagation. A territory 
is all that involves the constant retranslation of genetically coded traits through 
their concrete expression and their further bottom-up elaboration. According 
to an epigenetic approach, “both the organism and the environment are in a 
continuous state of flux... In other words, changes in the environment produce 
changes in behavior, which, in turn, modify the environment. This transaction 
is development.”19 A territorial environment is therefore like “a whole open on 
itself:”20 a topologically and semantically oriented transitional space, that involves 
by essence non-predictable changes. Sympathetic behaviors, then, are navigational 
as they are based on haptic orientation in a web of processes; they are also plastic, 
as they are continuous to a transitional habitat. 

We suggest introducing the notion of territory as a figure of the ontogenetic 
convergence that characterizes instinct and that Bergson does not sufficiently 
address. In this way, it is possible to prolong Bergson’s view by linking sympathy, 
and consequently instinct, to ecological creativity: whereas intelligence separates 
a subject from the environment by means of abstraction and allows a mechanic 
kind of plasticity, instinct let an individual process stem from a territory, resulting 
in a morphogenetic plasticity. We can thereby define instinct as creative adherence 
to the conditions of life. 

II. AUTOMATIC LIFE

If instincts are far too complex to be reduced to sets of blind mechanic reflexes 
produced by random mutations and selective mechanisms (as the Neo-Darwinian 
explanation posits), they also cannot be reduced, in Bergson’s view, to the mere 
effect of internalized actions. This critique of Lamarckism is shared by a refined 
biophilosopher and commentator of Bergson, Raymond Ruyer. In his article on 
Bergson et la Sphex ammophile (1959), Ruyer initially argues that Bergson overcomes 
the Neo-Darwinian perspective by attributing to instinct the characteristics 
of a non-cognitive and “cosmic” consciousness.21 Like developmental and 
morphogenetic organization, instinctual behavior is a way of acting, not a 
mechanic functioning: this means that instincts are unified and oriented fields, 
which are not explicable as simple combinations of external stimuli and internal 
drives. 
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Ruyer resorts to Bergson’s insight into the ontological priority of nonlocal and non-
linear semantic formations, the “themes”: a pheromone trail, for instance, triggers 
an immaterial theme which comes to consist in that trail and in the actions it 
entails. The effect of the chemical medium is not mechanic: signal molecules do 
not bump about randomly until they find a receptor that fits (as on the “lock and 
key” model), otherwise life would not function. They do not operate according 
to shape, but rather to the power of establishing fields of resonating relations—a 
power that Ruyer defines as an “instinctive ‘gnosis’.”22 Ruyer doubts that instinct 
excludes perception, as Bergson believes. However, what Bergson fundamentally 
means—and Ruyer confirms—is that the stimuli do not function as mere mechanic 
triggers (like springs) but as expressive, semantic triggers (like memories, or 
better reminiscences). Experience data are in contact with an immaterial genetic 
dimension. This does not mean, however, that a semi-deliberate interaction with 
the environment is so meaningful as to directly retroact on the species, as claimed 
by the Neo-Lamarckians. Behaviors learned through intelligent experiments 
makes it possible to approach the nature of instinct, but they do not explain it. 
Habits do not cause instincts. Such a causal nexus would be too naïve, empirical, 
and anthropomorphic (as it mimics the modes of cultural inheritance)23. 

Neo-Lamarckism, says Ruyer, needs to be transposed on a metaphysical level by 
exploring the contact of actuality with a non-actual, speculative dimension24. 
Here Ruyer takes up a Bergsonian lesson: life is creative power that consists of its 
own expressions. The non-actual or virtual dimension (“potentiality” as Ruyer 
calls it) is what compels to expressive manifestation. In every one of its moments, 
life continues to make itself inventively: acts of activation, elicitation, and 
expression of a genetic potential are always coessential to it25. Virtuality realizes 
itself in actuality, and actuality declinates virtuality. In a certain measure, thus, the 
historical exerts an influence on the Being, where the Being “is not the undefinable 
principle of ontology: it is an essence mnemified by individual acts”26. However, 
Ruyer explicitly argues against a symmetrical and reciprocal interaction between 
virtuality and actuality27. As clarified by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Ruyer’s 
themes are “explainable neither as the encoding of a recorded phonograph disk 
nor by the movements of performance that effectuates them and adapt them to 
circumstances.” A genetic situation “has a consistency that cannot be explained 
as a mixture of the innate and the acquired.”28 The metaphysical transposition of 
Lamarckism does not endow ecological inheritance with a real ontological role.

Although Ruyer remains anchored to the model of embryogenesis, both him and 
Bergson formulate an expressionist solution to the question of morphogenetic 
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creativity. In a brief passage of Creative Evolution (later developed by Ruyer), 
Bergson speaks of singular instincts as exemplifications and declinations of 
the identical instinct, comparing them to lines starting from the perimeter of a 
circumference and facing the same center. “In other words, instinct is everywhere 
complete, but it is more or less simplified, and, above all, simplified differently.”29 
Both expression and plasticity are descriptions of the convergent nature of 
instinct; but the expressionist solution privileges a top-down scheme of creativity, 
excluding the possibility of bottom-up influences30. In this frame, actuality is 
expression of virtuality; there is no such thing as a creative experience of virtuality 
within nature.

Gilles Deleuze’s and Félix Guattari’s interpretation of Bergson, instead, comes 
much closer to this idea by underscoring the role of symbiogenesis and horizontal 
gene transfer. There is something “unnatural” in the contingent multitude of 
uncodified alliances that forms a territory, Deleuze writes31, something that refers 
to an ethos or a politics of nature, which is the bending of constraints under the 
influence of contingency. In this sense, the Bergsonian and Ruyerian themes tend to 
ontological hybridization and plastic reorganization. Life is always compositional; 
insects in particular are among the greatest symbionts in nature. This model 
is extended to all territorial communications: the affective coincidence of the 
hunting Sphex with the caterpillar—or of the pollinating wasp with the orchid32—
are examples of creative communications between heterogeneous expressive 
materials33. An affective ecology is only made possible by the immediate presence 
of a virtual exteriority, which is the non-homogeneous and “fibrous”34 texture of 
a territory. The concept of territory epitomizes this co-evolutive and symbiotic 
bind of participation.

This interpretation allows for us to comment on another aspect of Bergson’s 
theory, the idea of natural technique. If the living invents ways of living, a territory 
can then be regarded as a set of existential and experiential techniques in which 
means and ends are immanent to the activity. A living relation (an “assemblage,” 
in Deleuzian terms) is an expressive machinery that precedes and informs its 
actors, a non-objectified way of composing with the world that involves bodies as 
pure affective nodes. Such relational activity is not reflexive in a cognitive sense—
as it occurs in absence of any human consciousness—but in an ontological one, 
as it is self-organizing and spontaneously constructive. Strongly influenced by 
Guattari, Deleuze claims that themes are more “machinic” than organic, because 
the whole organicist perspective is vitiated by codification, hierarchization and 
mechanization of life. 
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That formulated by Deleuze and Guattari is not the only insight into the 
semantic field of the machinic. Gilbert Simondon—who, unlike Ruyer, glimpses 
the speculative importance of cybernetics —understands that a machine is 
an axiological whole, a virtual set of operations and informative activities. 
Like Bergson’s hunting Sphex faced with its prey, a technical object and its 
relational activity are one. This dynamic determination is carrier of a “margin 
of indeterminacy”35 that represents its plasticity. Whereas a mechanism is made 
of contiguous parts connected by physical causes, and is itself a part dependent 
on exterior determinations, a machine is organic and integrated. A mechanism is 
discontinuous in structure and continuous in behavior; a machine is continuous 
in structure and discontinuous in behavior. In this sense, life in its course can 
be said to be machinic and not mechanic, as it functions by sympathetic and 
contingent assemblages (its co-evolving populations). If sympathy is machinic36, 
instinct must be as well.

Recent interpretations have further explored this aspect through the idea of 
“automaton.”37 The automaton is the improvised device that life employs to 
function. From an ontological viewpoint, it is the territorial fold that make, 
for instance, two sympatric individuals of different species communicate. The 
automaton is also an immanent cause of creation. A hunt is not the simple behavior 
of an individual organism, but a non-individual causa sui, or a “perfect individuality 
lacking nothing”38 and preceding its actors. When guided by instinct, an insect is 
absorbed in a constitutive process of self-enjoyment, a genetic law that realizes 
its existence39. Considering all this, we can finally turn back to the question of 
the plasticity of a highly integrated character such as instinctual behavior. The 
environmental relation represents the reality to which the individual (carrier of 
the species’ coded memory) adheres. We can even say that the transindividual 
code that defines a species is always connected to a particular environment 
and engraved in a particular zone of expression. In this sense, a territory is the 
automaton of all automatons, the super-machine. 

III. NON-HUMAN ETHOS

Bergson links insects to instinct, and instinct to environmental sympathy. I have 
claimed that Bergsonian sympathy is not bound to fixity and utter determination, 
but rather to ecological cohesion and vital plasticity. To deepen Bergson’s thesis is 
to conceive of the relation between the acting organism and the milieu as having a 
transcendental role and to understand the priority of territoriality. It is no longer 
a question of mediation between a subjective pole and an objective world: as the 
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idea of creative interaction comes to the fore, the idea of mediation diminishes in 
importance. It follows that Bergson’s “biological machinism” does not hint at a 
“general organology,”40 but rather at a general automatology. Technicity is no longer 
understood as the sphere of the material or symbolical complex of mediation 
between organism and milieu, but as the domain of impersonal ontological devices 
that orientate and constitute individuals. Technicity is the plane of natural ethos, 
the plane of morphogenetic creativity and non-human semiosis. 

Here, the line that Bergson draws proceeds past Bergson himself. In the pages of 
Creative Evolution, instinct is described as an embodied technique: for Bergson, 
insects offer an example of elaboration of the environment through bodily means, 
in the absence of externalized instruments. This theory is apparently at odds with 
the fusional cohesion dictated by the notion of sympathy. Understood as carrier 
of a technique (however non-instrumental and non-symbolical), the insect is 
brought to do that which is essential to humans: it elaborates a separation from 
the environment. The only difference is that insects do not dispose of externalized 
organs. But if the activity remains immanent to the body, no action on a separated 
environment takes place at all: there is only the activity that brings together 
body and environment. There is no separation between being and activity here; 
therefore, there is no technique, only behavior, only ethos. By saying that insects 
display a non-externalized technique, Bergson appears to bring insect behavior 
back to human behavior, but in a defective sense, following a rhetoric that traces 
back to 18th century debates on animality41. In his view, technicity reunites instinct 
and intelligence as solutions to the same problem: they are just two different ways 
of using instruments to act on crude matter.42

I argue that following all the consequences of the concept of sympathy entails a 
different view of non-human technicity. By reducing the distance between being 
and activity through the concept of embodiment, Bergson only begins to conceive 
of animal techniques as ethos. He does not follow this thread as far as he could, due 
to what appears to be a firmly anthropological idea of technology (an individual 
makes use of an instrument, be it organic or external to the individual itself). 
However, Bergson also claims that intelligence imposes a form on abstract matter 
through fabrication, whereas instinct treats matter as live and endowed with 
intrinsic forms. I now want to amplify this idea of active alignment with matter, 
of non-reifying and non-dominating affinity, in which matter itself is nothing but 
another manner of self-organization43. In a living territory, the true subjects are 
the material paths of variations. Individuals intrinsically tend to matter: their 
aliveness turns back to the inorganic, as their existence knows no ontological 
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distinction between social, vital, and inert. 

German naturphilosopher Henrik Steffens already observed that insects fabricate 
matter because the relations between themselves resemble those of some 
material formations, such as coralline reefs and crystalline structures. Insect 
productions like beehives and anthills can be seen as the materialization of 
a world of meanings to which insects adhere. Semiotic communication, at this 
level, entails the immersion in semantic regions governed by a logica materialis 
whose primal element is material interaction44. Here the sign is a map of mobile 
correspondences: singing cicadas and grasshoppers form acoustic niches with 
sympatric species to organize their communities45; ants build complex networks 
of biochemical trails that mark the environment outside their colony in order to 
collectively self-organize46; moths assemble following electromagnetic attractant 
signals, their interactions made possible by a literal resonance47. Insects are 
master communication technicians; communication is a territorial technique of 
participatory nature. At an even earlier level, that of the selection of meanings, 
there is no mediation between interpreter and referent, only a correspondence 
between mutually adapting entities. Meanings are not represented as symbols, they 
are directly participated. The conditions of interaction—namely the conditions of 
meaning—correspond to the territory itself. 

Biosemiotics shows us that insect techniques are epiphenomena of communicative 
acts, and that communication and production of meanings are facts that pertain to 
life itself. Unlike instruments (intended in a narrow sense), organs are essentially 
navigational and non-objectified expressions of material-symbolical flows. 
However, biosemiotics does not usually go so far as to recognize that life itself is 
a behavior of matter (albeit very rare and peculiar). Following Bergson, we should 
emphasize the fact that a territorial cohesion does not know distinctions between 
organic and inorganic, subjects and objects, organisms and material world. In 
certain cases, for instance, insects show surprising attitudes of “assimilation 
to the surroundings”48. Behaviors such as mimicry, intimidation, disguise, and 
camouflage, reveal that communication coincide with the emergence of an 
underlying heterogeneous unity that captures the individuals as an impersonal 
force. In those cases, by making an exhibition of itself, an individual becomes a 
live object for anonymous spectators—very similarly to the cases in which humans 
depose their identities in provisional structures of desire: in photographical or 
theatrical relations, for instance, or in certain sexual relations. These are all forms 
of individual detumescence and material dispossession that reveal a general 
tendency of becoming things among other things, anonymous signs of the 
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environment.

The swarm is another strategy of materialization of non-subjective meanings 
through subjectification of the environment. A swarm is an environmental 
behavior, in which portions of a territory creatively materialize. In a swarm of 
marching locusts or nest building ants, a certain number of individuals produces 
an emergent behavior that cannot be classified as either living or inert. A swarm 
behaves more like a lava flow than like a living organism: i.e., like a heterogeneous 
material that expresses a capacity for self-organization through non-linear 
dynamics and far-from-equilibrium conditions49. Such a dynamic is clearly not 
pre-determined nor oriented by a represented goal; it is instead “highly dependent 
on the ‘white noise’ that nurtures creative processes” (Landeweerd 2021: 145). 
Not only do insects live in a continuous world of matter: they can also act like live 
matter. The porosity between organic and inorganic vitality is there to indicate 
that our traditional idea of “matter” needs a root-and-branch revision, and 
that life in general must be first of all distinguished from what is mechanic and 
homogeneous. In Bergson’s own understanding of life, after all, the life/matter 
duality is subsumed under the greater duality between the vital and the inert, the 
living and the mechanic. 
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INTRODUCTION

Life is invention. Evidence of this is all around us, in the endless shapes and 
behaviors of organisms which with fur, feathers, scales, slime, leaves, and other 
features have expanded and continue to expand their realm across this planet. But 
the wonders of biodiversity lie not only in its abundance, but also in how complex 
lifeforms are, in how well-integrated are many of the processes that permit the 
subsistence of even the simplest organisms. Such complex integration is at the 
core of many of the classic controversies surrounding Darwinian evolution that 
immediately followed the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859. After all, it 
is counterintuitive to think that so well-integrated complex organisms as those 
alive today might have arisen through a gradual process that is simply based on 
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the sieving of the outcomes of aleatory aimless changes.

In Creative Evolution (1907), Henri Bergson downplayed the importance of chance 
in the evolution of lifeforms and proposed an élan vital or vital impetus as the 
agent directing biological diversification, innovation and complexification. This 
élan vital is a creative force that is common to all living beings and that propels life 
forward in time by bringing forth novelty. As it does, it branches and diversifies, thus 
producing unique separate lineages on which it continues to create independent 
new forms. An important feature of this impulse is that, although it is embedded 
in the matter that sustains each living organism, it cannot be decomposed down 
to the physicochemical properties of that matter – it is a force that transcends a 
physical mechanicism, and that is exclusive and intrinsic to everything that lives. 
However, the élan vital does interact with matter and, as it pushes life forward 
on independent lineages, those lineages are constantly encountering material 
obstacles. Evoking natural selection, some lineages can overcome those obstacles 
and continue to be thrusted forward creatively on their own branches, while 
others cannot trespass the obstacles and halt. In Bergson’s view, diversification 
thus relies on two causes, “the resistance life meets from inert matter, and the 
explosive force—due to an unstable balance of tendencies—which life bears 
within itself”1.

As Bergson sees it, the élan vital is a finalistic force in evolution. But this is not in 
the sense of a radical finalism in which the directions life takes are predetermined 
by a set goal that is to be reached. The finalism Bergson defends is influenced 
by a creative freedom with which the vital impetus endows organisms. At every 
instant, organisms face conditions to which they can react based on an internal 
“psychological” representation of possible actions that can become materialized. 
In Bergson’s own words:

“The direction of this action is not predetermined; hence the unforeseeable 
variety of forms which life, in evolving, sows along its path. But this action 
always presents, to some extent, the character of contingency; it implies at 
least a rudiment of choice. Now a choice involves the anticipatory idea of 
several possible actions. Possibilities of action must therefore be marked 
out for the living being before the action itself.”2

The possible actions organisms carry with them are the products of the history 
of their respective lineages and, therefore, the internal “decisions” made by each 
individual are defined by a singular “organic memory”3, which tends to be similar 
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to that of organisms that are more closely related to the individual in question. 
Each summoning of this organic memory introduces novelty from the present 
duration, which can then also be incorporated into the memory of eventual 
representations stemming from a specific one. The élan vital in this framework 
is thus a force that introduces indetermination into matter on the basis of the 
historical memory of a lineage.

During the scientific developments that have taken place since the publication of 
Creative Evolution there was little room for serious considerations of Bergsonian 
notions among biologists. First, because Bergson’s propositions are not of a 
scientific nature, as he himself acknowledged4. And second, not so much because 
his concepts were refuted, but rather because they were left aside, bearing the 
shameful insignia of teleology, vitalism and spirituality. After all, Bergson 
defended the idea that life has its own singular properties that cannot be reduced 
to physics, and claimed evolution to be a process ruled by something resembling 
a spirit, which he defined as a force with the faculty of “pulling out of itself 
more than what it contains”5. Among some of the most influential biologists of 
the 20th century, Jacques Monod and Ernst Mayr explicitly refused to discuss 
Bergson’s ideas. Monod claimed that Bergson’s metaphysical vitalism was “bare 
of logic but not of poetry”6 and that he felt incapable of delving into a detailed 
discussion of Bergsonian notions because he was “a captive of logic and poor in 
global intuitions”7. Mayr on his side wrote that philosophies like that of Bergson 
“merely replaced the unknown x for an unknown, y or z, for calling an unknown 
factor entelechia or élan vital is not an explanation” and that “[e]ven though some 
of the underlying observations of these conceptual schemes are quite correct, 
the supernaturalistic conclusions drawn from these observations are altogether 
misleading”8.

Unlike Mayr and Monod, I do think that a discussion of Bergson’s philosophy of 
evolution is most welcome. The summoning of an élan vital is not merely replacing 
an unknown x for an unknown y, but rather, it permitted Bergson to fill conceptual 
gaps and reconciled his intuition about life with what was known about biological 
processes at the time. Figuring out the properties of the élan vital and how it 
might work evidence what knowledge is missing and what could be expected to 
be the properties of those unknowns. As Bergson noted, by taking into account 
the ideas condensed  in the vital impetus “we have an idea full of matter, obtained 
empirically, capable of guiding our investigations, which will broadly sum up what 
we know of the vital process and will also bring out what is still unknown” 9. I take 
Bergson’s dissection of the creative forces of life as an attempt of his method of 
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intuition to build hypotheses in light of what was yet to be discovered, rather than 
as a method to provide answers which could deter further explorations.

Many of the gaps in the body of knowledge about evolution that existed in Bergson’s 
time have been at least partially filled with the discoveries made during the past 
century in the biological sciences, especially in molecular biology. This essay has 
two aims. First, I will translate some of Bergson’s metaphysical concepts relating 
to biological evolution into the language of contemporary molecular evolutionary 
theory. After that, I will argue how an actualized Bergsonian viewpoint helps 
complement the Neo-Darwinian paradigm currently dominating the field of 
evolutionary biology by emphasizing the importance of a directionality in the 
evolutionary trajectories that is internal to lineages.

THE GENETIC MATERIAL

By the time Bergson published, Creative Evolution, evolutionary transformism 
and natural selection were well accepted among the community of naturalists. 
An acceptance that was based mostly on comparative morphology, embryology, 
natural history and paleontology. However, a cloud of uncertainty still shrouded 
the principles of heredity and the emergence of variation. This cloud eased the 
proliferation of different schools subscribing to different hypotheses about these 
points during that period, which included Neo-Darwinism, Neo-Lamarckism 
and orthogenesis. Bergson’s view of evolution as a process driven by a vital 
impetus can be regarded as yet another competing hypothesis, in which variation 
is fostered by the aforementioned internal force that is intrinsic to life, rather 
than being accidental as defended by Neo-Darwinians, directed by a response 
to the environment as suggested by Neo-Lamarckians, or defined by underlying 
physicochemical principles as proposed in the orthogenetic framework.

The ignorance that clouded the understanding of heredity and the origins of 
biological variation began to be gradually dissipated with the development of 
genetics. The term “gene” was first used by Johannsen in 1909 to refer to the then 
abstract agent responsible for heredity. Chromosomes composed of nucleic acids 
were discovered to be the physical substrate for those abstract genes, and it was 
only with the description of the structure of DNA by Watson and Crick in 1953 
that the set of rules for the maintenance, transmission and mutability of genetic 
information began to be grasped. This offered an understanding of how new 
genetic information can emerge based on the strings of nucleotides of four types 
(Adenine [A], cytosine [C], guanine [G] and thymine [T]) that compose DNA and 
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how that information can be inherited, or, in Bergsonian terms, it provided a set 
of rules and material substrate for biological creativity and the persistence of 
memory.

The molecular revolution that followed the discovery of the structure of DNA also 
involved the understanding of how cells make use of the information contained in 
it. A major advancement towards this goal was the deciphering of the genetic code 
for the production of proteins, which are chains of aminoacids that are responsible 
for most of the fundamental functions of cells, and the discovery of stretches of 
DNA that do not code for proteins, but that are responsible for regulating the 
activity of genes. In both of these cases specific sequences of nucleotides have 
different effects at the level of cells depending on the proteins they encode or the 
regulatory activity of a given arrangement of nucleotides. Particularly concerning 
regulation, the experiments of Monod and François Jacob published in the 60’s 
set the foundation to understand how information that is perpetually present 
in a cell can be utilized or not depending on the needs or stimuli that a cell 
might be exposed to. This is a principle that is at the basis of the development of 
multicellular organisms, where gene regulation allows for different combinations 
of genes to be active across different cell types or different stages of development. 
This is of relevance for interpreting some Bergsonian notions under the light of 
contemporary biological concepts as discussed in the next section.

When Creative Evolution was published mutations referred to changes in the traits 
of organisms, without any mechanistic understanding of what permitted that 
change. Knowledge on the structure of DNA allowed to elucidate how mutations 
occur by altering nucleotide sequences and offered significant insight into the 
basis, frequencies and effects of the different kinds of mutations fueling evolution. 
Mutations can be classified as neutral, deleterious or adaptive depending on their 
selective outcomes. Following the study of the occurrence of these different 
kinds of mutations, some evolutionary trends and processes became prominent 
in evolutionary theory, such as how if much of the variation is selectively neutral 
then stochastic population dynamics can be as strong a force in evolution as 
natural selection, or how much of adaptive genetic variation acts at the level of 
gene regulation.

Furthermore, more recently there has been a massive development of genome 
sequencing technologies and other molecular techniques that have provided a great 
detail about how cells make use of the information encoded in DNA to direct the 
survival and development of organisms. These techniques also allowed to create 
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more or less precise reconstructions of the tree of life based on the mutational 
footprints on the genomes of different organisms, and to understand what kind of 
biological information and processes were acquired or lost in certain lineages and 
how the rewiring of gene regulatory networks might have allowed for the arrival 
of morphological, physiological or behavioral novelty. This understanding has not 
been limited to interpreting differences in the genomes of different species, it has 
also made it possible to use molecular tools to direct genetic changes and study 
how genetic variation can translate into evolutionary novelty in general, or to 
follow the molecular evolution of experimental populations of model organisms 
to investigate the underlying causes of the success of certain forms over others.

The knowledge that has been gathered over the past century in the field of 
molecular biology since the first publication of Creative Evolution has substantially 
altered the way we understand evolutionary processes and the development of 
organisms.

THE MOLECULAR CONSCIOUSNESS

To start my discussion about how the molecular discoveries of the last century 
allow to explore the details of Bergson’s intuition, I will address his notion of 
a consciousness that is coextensive with life and that acts as a creative force in 
evolutionary processes. For this it is important to first consider how organisms 
develop their characteristics. At the basis of contemporary biological theory is the 
conceptual distinction between genotypes and phenotypes. The genotype is the 
hereditary information of an organism and it is mainly contained in its genome 
composed of the 4-lettered alphabet of DNA. The genotype, not without an 
influence from the environment, directs the development of phenotypes, which 
are the observable traits of an organism. A phenotype can be the plumage color 
of a bird, the shape of a limb, whether an animal has fur or not, the flowering 
period of a plant, the resistance to antibiotics of a bacterium, etc. In short, the 
genotype is the hereditary information and the phenotypes is the expression of 
that information in the material context of an organism.

The mapping of genotypes into phenotypes can be straightforward if the information 
contained in the genotype directly translates into a specific phenotype. For 
example, under the set of rules of the genetic code, any combination of nucleotides 
can map precisely to a specific chain of aminoacids. In a more complex scenario, 
the presence of a specific gene in a genome can allow an organism to survive on 
a certain resource, such as if a bacterium has genes involved in pathways used for 
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the utilization of some sugars. Other phenotypes, like the traits of multicellular 
organisms, may have a much more intricate codification, with several interacting 
layers of molecular, cellular, and behavioral processes that integrate the activity 
of different combinations of thousands of genes. The genotypic blueprints of 
complex phenotypes include genetic elements that permit genomes to regulate 
themselves. For example, transcription factors are proteins with arrangements of 
aminoacids that make up their so-called binding domains, which are portions of 
the protein that are capable of interacting with specific nucleotide sequences on 
a strand of DNA. Whenever a sequence is recognized by a transcription factor, it 
binds to it and it may promote or inhibit the recruitment of other proteins that are 
responsible for the activation of nearby genes. The genome thus encodes its own 
regulators and the substrate on which those regulators act, meaning that it holds 
in itself a diagram of the possibilities of the internal biochemical and physical 
activities of a cell that define its phenotypes.

Linking back to Bergson, the mapping of genotypes into phenotypes allows to 
create some parallelisms with his vision of what consciousness is and to understand 
biologically how “consciousness is coextensive with life”10 as he defended.  
Although much of Bergson’s discussion about the nature of a consciousness 
was focused on the mental consciousness of animals and how it is particularly 
developed in humans, I will now argue that the basic principles ruling this kind 
of consciousness can be extended to molecular principles that allow genotypes 
to direct the development of phenotypes. Unlike a mental consciousness, this 
kind of “molecular consciousness” would apply to all organisms, and therefore 
helps place consciousness as a fundamental aspect of an élan vital influencing 
all branches of life – an idea that Bergson proposed, but lacked the molecular 
knowledge to justify in detail.

At the basis of a Bergsonian consciousness is the idea that “[p]ossibilities of action 
must […] be marked out for the living being before the action itself”11 and that in 
the living being it is the “representation that precedes the act”12. A representation 
here is understood as a pre-figured action, or, in other words, the abstract template 
for the enactment of an image. In a parallelism with genotypes and phenotypes, 
the genotype can be seen as a representation of each individual organism and the 
phenotype as its enactment. The genotypic representation is what passes from 
germ to germ and permits the reconstitution of an organism in each generation; 
it is that which Bergson called an “invisible progress […] on which each visible 
organism rides during the short interval of time given it to live”13, and it is related 
to his idea of an inherited effort shared among members of a species:
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“A hereditary change in a definite direction, which continues to accumulate 
and add to itself so as to build up a more and more complex machine, must 
certainly be related to some sort of effort, but to an effort of far greater 
depth than the individual effort, far more independent of circumstances, 
an effort common to most representatives of the same species, inherent in 
the germs they bear rather than in their substance alone, an effort thereby 
assured of being passed on to their descendants.”14

It is worth remarking that what I am here referring to as a representation is not an 
outer representation, it is one that is internal to each organism. There is an internal 
representation of the protein in the sequence of nucleotides that encodes its string 
of aminoacids, there is an internal representation of pathways to metabolize sugars 
in a bacterial chromosome, and a single cell can hold on its genome the internal 
representation for the enactment of an entire animal. Each representation that 
is contained in every genome of every cell stems from an original representation 
that has persisted in altered copies of itself since the early stages of life. Yet, the 
diversity of representations is not the result of an evolutionary trajectory pre-set 
by that original representation, but rather, “evolution is a trajectory unceasingly 
renewed”15 and the material circumstances under which each modified copy of the 
original representation has existed defined the potential of the representation to 
be enacted and the success or failure of each individual representation. Therefore, 
the enactment of the internal potential of each representation together with their 
material expression defines which are the representations that manage to be 
thrusted forward in time.

Although the genotypic representation is physically encoded in DNA, the 
representation itself is not physical, but informational16. The phenotypic properties 
it encodes, which are material, are properties that cannot be decomposed down to 
the physical and chemical attributes of the atoms of the double helix that holds the 
information. An organism’s phenotypes emerge from the material interpretation 
of the informational representation, from the reading of the message, from the 
translation of the information from the ACTG-language of DNA into the language 
of the cell and body. It is through the enactment via the coordination of the organic 
materials that are at hand for an organism that all the informational pieces of 
its genome are integrated into a synergic collection of material phenotypes that 
is the living being. In fact, it is necessary that certain strings of information on 
a genotype become enacted first in order for other functions encoded in it can 
become enacted. Consider for example the expression of a transcription factor 
that would activate the expression of other genes in the genome, or the sequential 
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differentiation of cell types that create the developmental environments that induce 
the differentiation of other cell types. Much of the informational representation 
itself demands a material enactment. Or as Bergson said: “Thought that is but 
thought, the piece of art that is but design, the poem that is but dream, they are 
not worthy; it is the material realization of the poem into words, of the artistic 
conceptualization into statue or painting what demands an effort”17. 

The informational nature of genotypes permits a simultaneous representation 
of many different potential phenotypes at once on a single physical sequence of 
DNA. In every genome of every cell, there is an informational potential to produce 
thousands of proteins and other biochemically functional molecules, each of which 
can be produced in different amounts depending on their regulatory properties. 
This means that there is a vast combination of possible cellular states, and that 
all these combinations coexist virtually in their genomic representation. For 
example, an animal is composed of numerous different cell types, like neurons, 
hepatocytes, cardiomyocytes, etc. Yet, within an individual organism those cells 
tend to mostly share the same genomic information, meaning that each cell has the 
virtual potential to act as any other cell composing the body of the organism if the 
material conditions would so allow it. Indeed, it is now a standardized laboratory 
procedure to dedifferentiate cells of a certain type and then differentiate them into 
cells of another type18, a process that is only possible because the representation 
for both cell types is contained in a single genome.

Because many potential phenotypes could be produced by a single genotype, those 
phenotypes can be said to be undetermined, at least until there is an enactment. At 
every instant only one of those possibilities is enacted, and the degrees of freedom 
that the representational indetermination offers are thus given up in favor of a 
single phenotype. In such an active surrender of options, it could be said that 
there is, in Bergson’s terms, a consciousness playing a part:

 “(…) consciousness is the light that plays around the zone of possible 
actions or potential activity which surrounds the action really performed 
by the living being. It signifies hesitation or choice. Where many equally 
possible actions are indicated without there being any real action (as in 
a deliberation that has not come to an end), consciousness is intense. 
Where the action performed is the only action possible (as in activity of 
the somnambulistic or more generally automatic kind), consciousness is 
reduced to nothing. Representation and knowledge exist none the less in 
the case if we find a whole series of systematized movements the last of 
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which is already prefigured in the first, and if, besides, consciousness can 
flash out of them at the shock of an obstacle. From this point of view, 
the consciousness of a living being may be defined as an arithmetical 
difference between potential and real activity. It measures the interval 
between representation and action.”19

As mentioned, above, Bergson especially developed these concepts in the framework 
of a mental consciousness. But the genotypic potential to produce several 
phenotypes also offers life internal choices, thus, a single cell has a resemblance 
of a consciousness when it interprets its own genomic information. Evidently, 
the nature of this “molecular consciousness” is not equal to that of a mental 
consciousness, mainly because they are grounded on different scales of biological 
organization. Whereas the representation of a molecular consciousness is on the 
genome, the mental one is sustained on a network of neuronal activity. Still, mental 
or molecular, both kinds of consciousness engage in integrating perceptive cues 
(in the case of the nervous consciousness via sensorial perception, while in the 
case of a molecular one via molecular receptors), and executing one among many 
possible represented actions. It is also the case that the mental consciousness has 
its foundations provided by the molecular one. Each individual neuron that is a 
unit of the nervous system possesses its own genomic representation, and it is by 
enacting it that one cell differentiates into a neuron rather than into a muscle cell. 
It is also by enacting its represented states that a neuron dynamically stretches its 
dendrites and axons with the molecular machinery of its cytoplasm until it finds 
a neighboring neuron with which it will engage, thus constructing the network of 
neural activity that enables a mental consciousness.

This molecular consciousness is compatible with the Bergsonian vision of a 
consciousness that is coextensive with all of life. Bergson did recognize that 
the lack of a nervous system does not imply the lack of a consciousness20, and 
that “it is consciousness, or rather supra-consciousness, that is at the origin of 
life”21. However, he also suggested that mobility is the ultimate expression of a 
consciousness, so implying that sessile organisms such as plants had suppressed 
it22. I argue that this emphasis on mobility is misleading. The cell of a plant with 
its enormous genetic potential has indeed many more molecular options than 
motile and genetically “simpler” bacteria. Looking at the cellular, developmental 
and physiological functions of plants, it is evident that in the expression of their 
phenotypes they are indeed choosing one among many possible actions – these 
may not be movements, but they are biochemical or developmental choices. This 
is a form of consciousness, a molecular one, that acts on the same principles as 
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a mental consciousness. Take for example the recent discovery of the action of a 
florigen, a protein that at low temperatures is sequestered in the lipid membrane of 
cells, while at higher temperatures it is released and becomes capable of activating 
the repertoire of genes triggering blooming23. This particular mechanism is one 
in which there is choice, to bloom or not to bloom, and in which the decision is 
reached by the own internal mechanisms of the plant.

The more choices a genotypic representation offers, the more intense is the 
consciousness that chooses the action. In the example of protein production based 
on a genetic code, consciousness is dim, since there are few degrees of freedom for 
a cell when a sequence of three nucleotides translates into a specific aminoacid. 
But if more complex phenotypes are taken into account, such as the bacterial 
sugar pathways or the development of a multicellular organisms, there is a larger 
“arithmetical difference”, as written by Bergson, between the representation and 
the action than for simpler phenotypes. The more branches a molecular pathway 
has, or the more nodes and edges making up the dynamic gene regulatory networks, 
the more phenotypic options for an organism to develop, the more intense is the 
consciousness that derives actions from representations. Given this diversity in 
degrees of consciousness, we can then agree with Bergson that when it comes 
to living organisms “the group must not be defined by the possession of certain 
characters, but by its tendency to emphasize them”24.

The point of interpreting a Bergsonian idea of a consciousness in molecular terms 
is not to endow psychological attributes to basic cellular functions, but rather to 
bring under the spotlight three notions that speak of the organismal potential 
for self-determination. These notions being: 1) the influence of an internal choice 
in the development of phenotypes given a material placement of genotypes, 2) 
the existence of a virtual representation that the materialisation renounces, and 
3) how over evolutionary time some lineages can repress or exalt developmental 
choices of individuals, thus enhancing or restricting their plasticity. Even if the 
reader may have an opinion on whether calling this a consciousness is wise, the 
important argument is not the psychological nomenclature, but the idea of an 
active surrender of options that a genomic interpretation carries with it.

THE MOLECULAR MEMORY

In the lifetime of organisms there are two kinds of sources of biological 
indetermination. The first kind is the one to which I referred to above and it is 
the one that is found in the representation before it is enacted, when the genotype 



110 · paco majic

gets materialized into a phenotype. The second kind is when there is genetic 
novelty arising as the product of mutations, or, in other words, when there is a 
heritable change that alters the genotypic representation itself. This second kind 
is one that transcends generations and that links to another fundamental concept 
of Bergson’s philosophy, memory.

Mutations that alter genotype A and turn it into genotype B are simply a modification 
or rearrangement of the sequence of nucleotides on a molecule of DNA. If one 
considers that the genotype – and therefore the representation – is written in 
combinations of the four types of bases A, C, T and G, then the mutational history 
of lineages can be considered to be an exploratory process among possibilities of 
those combinations. These combinations can be conceptualized into a theoretical 
space of all possible genotypes as a genotype network25. Each node of that network 
is a unique sequence that is interconnected to all other possible sequences that are 
a single mutational step away from it. For example, if an organism has a genotype 
AT, it will be neighboring genotypes AG, AC, AA, TA, CA and GA. Whenever a 
mutation occurs on a representation, said representation will be displaced from 
its current genotype to a neighboring one in the network. Any mutation would 
then move the representation of an organism into a new mutational neighborhood, 
thus opening up a whole new context of potential mutational pathways. If our 
exemplary genotype AT mutated into AG, now the mutational neighborhood will 
be composed of AC, AT, AA, TG, CG and GG.

Because the common ancestor of all known life likely had a representation that 
was a point in the genotype space of possible combinations of A, C, T and G, it 
can be simplistically considered that the much of the history of life on earth has 
been an exploration of this space. During this exploration there has been, for each 
genotypic representation, a phenotypic enactment. Since the new change needs to 
be coherent with the rest of the representation, it is implicit that the change will also 
be coherent with the historical memory of its ancestry. An organism with a given 
genotypic representation (a point in the space of all possible sequences) develops 
according to the materialization of that representation. Whenever a mutation 
tempers with the enactment, that mutation can either be neutral, deleterious 
or beneficial. Those phenotypic materializations that prevailed and managed to 
reproduce, permitted mutated versions of their own representations to try their 
chances in their own enactment. In this way, mutational neighborhoods of the 
space of representations continued to be sampled, expressed and selected across 
generations, tracing behind them a trail of the history of explored portions of the 
space of genotypes.



the molecular scaffolds of the élan vital · 111 

Because in each generation the substrate that is mutated is a memory of the 
genotypic representation that has had a successful enactment, and because the 
mutational steps tend to not take the representation too far from its mutational 
neighborhood (this is because a sequence of several bases will unlikely change the 
nucleotide in many of its positions at once), then the history that has brought a 
representation to a specific point in the space of genotypes becomes a key player in 
the channeling of evolutionary paths. The diffusion of organismal representations 
across a genotype network thus allows to visualize perhaps one of the most 
important aspects of Bergson’s view of life, which is the importance of memory 
and historical contingency, the fact that “[e]volution implies a real persistence of 
the past into the present, a duration which is, as it were, a hyphen, a connecting 
link”26.

According to Bergson, the existence of this memory is one of the aspects that 
separates the world of life from the world of the mathematics, which is a “world 
that dies and is reborn at every instant”27. Biological memory offers continuity in 
the shape of imperfect copies of parental genotypes that carry with them traces of 
the history of generations. But this continuity is not only in the persistence of the 
representation but also in that of the phenotype, since not only is the representation 
inherited, but many of the external material circumstances that allow for a viable 
enactment also remain relatively stable across generations. There is therefore 
continuity in both, representation and enactment. In spite of this continuity, of 
this persistence of memory, in each replication of the representation and in each 
enactment of it there is a creative impetus that sprouts out of that memory.

THE MOLECULAR CREATIVITY

Creativity is the core essence of the élan vital. In Bergson’s view, life is unceasing 
creation because it is a reality that is “productive of effects in which it expands 
and transcends its own being”28. Whenever there is an act of creation life escapes 
repetition. Be it the development of a new organism or in the inheritance of 
imperfect copies of a parental genotype, differences, even if minute, create new 
and unique individuals. This creative aspect is what makes matter influenced by 
the élan vital unpredictable and indetermined, constrained but not defined by the 
clockwork mathematical precision of physics:

“The impetus of life consists in a need of creation. It cannot create 
absolutely, because it is confronted with matter, that is to say with the 
movement that is the inverse of its own. But it seizes upon this matter, 
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which is necessity itself, and strives to introduce into it the largest possible 
amount of indetermination and liberty.”29

In the biological terms discussed in this text, the “indetermination and liberty” 
involved in creativity can be considered form the point of view of the development 
of phenotypes and the mutational process that allows populations to navigate the 
network of genotypes. Concerning the first of these points, creativity arises as the 
direct result of the reduction of the genotypic indetermination under the material 
circumstances in which an individual develops. As mentioned above, phenotypes 
are not just the expression of a genotype that is predesigned and that is directly 
mapped into a material arrangement, but rather, when a genotype is expressed, 
the information it contains is exposed to the singular material circumstances of 
the developing organism. The interaction of the representation and its unique 
circumstances is what defines a unique phenotypic product showcasing the creative 
originality of each individual. The enactment of a representation is therefore not 
a simple unfolding of predesigned possibilities as could be considered within the 
paradigm of orthogenesis, it is not a process that simply selects one among many 
options, but rather it is a process that implies creation along the material lines 
of choice. The virtual representation that underlies each enactment is mostly 
common to that of other closely related organisms sharing a common ancestry as 
noted by Bergson, but the originality is expressed when that virtuality is enacted 
in a material singular way of being-in-the-world.

When it comes to considering mutations as a creative agent, the nucleotide change 
that moves the representation from genotype A to genotype B is hardly creative 
since what it is doing is merely explore the pre-existing space of possible genotypes. 
The true creative power of mutations comes rather from the placement of a given 
representation in a specific material and historical context in which it is to be 
enacted. As explained above, there is a creative expression in the enactment of 
the virtual that is unique to the space and time of each individual. It is this unique 
material enactment that determines the success that the new representation 
may have and whether the mutational step is a step in false or a step that will be 
foundational for a new lineage. Mutations explore a “potential” by producing one 
out of many possible genotypes, but mutations are also a creative force when they 
enable the encounter of some genotypes with a particular set of circumstances 
with which they will interact, and with which they will craft the historical paths 
life treads on.

Both of these forms of biological creativity, that is the mutational pathways and 
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the action of the molecular consciousness, are therefore based on the historical 
and circumstantial placement of a genotypic representation. This historical 
singularity of biological individuals is what makes, according to Bergson, 
evolutionary predictions a challenge:

“That the appearance of a vegetable or animal species is due to specific 
causes, nobody will gainsay. But this can only mean that if, after the fact, 
we could know these causes in detail, we could explain by them the form 
that has been produced; foreseeing the form is out of the question. It may 
perhaps be said that the form could be foreseen if we could know, in all 
their details, the conditions under which it will be produced. But these 
conditions are built up into it and are part and parcel of its being; they are 
peculiar to that phase of its history in which life finds itself at the moment 
of producing the form: how could we know beforehand a situation that 
is unique of its kind, that has never yet occurred and will never occur 
again?”30

Thus, an organism inherits genetic information that has been channeled over 
generations and then as that information is enacted, the internal and external 
accidents (which is a way of describing the uniqueness of the historical moment 
in which the organism is enacted) shape a new unique shape or behavior, or even 
produce a new representation. Biological creativity can thus be understood to 
arise from the internal and external historical circumstances of everything that 
lives.

THE INTERNAL TENDENCIES

The Bergsonian vision of evolution is one that underlines the role of historical 
contingency as a creative agent, and this point is what makes Bergson’s view of 
life a relevant alternative to Neo-Darwinism, orthogenesis and Neo-Lamarckism 
still to this day. During the past century the paradigm defining the community of 
evolutionary biologists has been dominated by the Neo-Darwinism, where chance 
and necessity are considered the primary forces in evolution. Briefly, under this 
vision mutations are the creative driver of evolution and they are chance events 
relative to the adaptive potential of the new genotype. This random variation is 
then filtered by selection, which is an expression of the necessity of a lineage of 
changing into specific directions in order to adjust to the environmental pressures 
it faces. Classically, the sole determinism that comes from mutations is the selective 
process that filters them, the ecological mold into which each organism tries to fit, 
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or as Monod wrote, “drawn out of the realm of pure chance, the accident enters 
into that of necessity, of the most implacable certainties”31.

However, there are a few observations and conceptualizations that need to be 
acknowledged when it comes to assessing how aleatory mutations actually are. 
First of all, mutations can in many ways not be strictly random, but they can be 
biased or facilitated. For example, it is much more frequent that an C will change 
to a T than any other type of single-nucleotide mutation32, and some genomic 
regions have higher mutation rates than others33. Secondly, evolution has followed 
trajectories in which chance has been tamed to a certain extent. The portion of the 
genotype space where most organisms are includes the codification for proteins 
that are responsible for repairing copying errors, which can result in relatively 
low mutation rates34, thus dampening the importance of chance. Additionally, 
phenotypes will tend to evolve robustness to mutations once they are selected 
and continue to be selected - this means that the genotype space can be explored 
without immediate selective repercussions. Thirdly, and more importantly, 
the history of a lineage has in many ways defined the set of mutations that are 
possible. If we consider genotype ATG, it is much more likely that a mutational 
event will take this genotype to ACG than it will take it to GCA, since there are 
fewer mutational steps needed to reach the first of these two genotypes. The 
paths on which a lineage has treaded as it explored the space of possible genotypes 
strongly restricts subsequent evolutionary possibilities and limits what chance can 
achieve. Mutations might be, to the best of our knowledge, mostly chance events 
when it comes to their occurrence, but they are biased chance events that happen 
in a historical substrate that is the genome of the organism. In other words, what 
changes are likely to occur at each moment is determined by the sequence that is 
being mutated, which means that the history that has crafted and selected a given 
genomic sequence over generations is what delineates which are the potential 
novelties of an evolutionary lineage. Chance is therefore channeled by history.

Although Bergson strongly criticized the emphasis on the accidental nature of 
change as proposed by Neo-Darwinians of his time, this mutational view of 
chance is one that Bergson would not have had an issue with, having claimed that 
although the variation itself may be accidental, what he thinks is fundamental is 
that the tendency of the change is not35. Whatever change takes place within the 
realm of all possible mutational steps, it is a change that, in order to prevail, needs 
to be integrated into the pre-selected informational representations. This means 
that a mutation disrupting basic vital functions that help shape phenotypes that 
have thrived in the past like metabolic or developmental pathways is unlikely to 
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produce a viable lineage, and that the new variation that arises needs to construct 
new forms on the foundations of pre-existing information. In this way it can be 
said that the tendency of the change is internal to a lineage and that the direction of 
the creative potential is drawn by the lineage itself, rather than it being dominated 
by the authority of necessity or the anarchy of chance. Thus, contingency outlines 
how it is that the creative push and its directions are internal to life itself like 
Bergson suggested, not only at the level of phenotypic developments as mentioned 
above, but also at the level of intergenerational change.

In spite of the dominance of chance and necessity in evolutionary explanations 
over the past century, historical contingency has not escaped debate among 
biologists. Among the interpretations of contingency discussed are the ones 
popularized by Stephen Jay Gould when he presented his “replaying life’s 
tape” thought experiment36 or by Jacob when he defended that evolutionary 
processes resemble tinkering, where new forms are crafted on the basis of pre-
existing materials37. Furthermore, some biologists have tried to define whether 
chance, contingency or necessity have a higher impact in defining evolutionary 
trajectories. For example, some experimental efforts have explicitly tried to tackle 
the question of the relevance of contingency relative to chance and selection 
in evolving bacterial communities38 and in reconstructed ancestral proteins39. 
Although these conceptual developments and experiments are key to remark 
that a contingency like the one implied by Bergson needs to be accounted for in 
evolutionary studies, separating chance, necessity and contingency is an attempt 
at carving evolution apart in pieces, trying to emphasize one principle over other. 
But in a very Bergsonian way, life is holistic; chance, necessity and contingency 
are intertwined in the evolution of each lineage that is following an unstopping 
tendency that is creative and internal. The direction of the tendency of the change 
as well as the possible paths forward are drawn by the memory of a lineage, on 
which chancy mutations occur. Memory points the direction, chance explores 
possibilities following it and then necessity filters this exploration. Evolution 
is not ruled by chance, nor by necessity, but by their interplay with the internal 
memory and potential which each unique lifeform itself crafts.

CONCLUSION

Overall, features of Bergson’s élan vital can be interpreted in a context where 
molecular creativity is the interplay between mutations, genetic information 
and ecological and developmental conditions. More importantly, this Bergsonian 
interpretation of molecular evolution is one that emphasizes the internal 
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potential of organisms in developing their phenotypes and of lineages in defining 
their evolutionary trajectories.  This is a vision that reinforces lines of study in 
evolution that are alternative to the dominating paradigms and which could lead 
to discoveries that are closed off from exclusively considering a Neo-Darwinian 
framework. Considering a Bergsonian take on evolution goes beyond seeing 
organisms as simple vehicles for genes and lineages as passive consequences of 
chance and selection, but rather considering them as active agents tracing their 
evolutionary fates. In this alternative paradigm, each cell division is a bifurcation 
in the trail of memory and each new cell is but a small step on a landscape of 
possibilities that is unique and unrepeatable. This is so, firstly, because of the 
uniqueness of the historical path that has resulted in the enactment of this cell, the 
impulse that carries with it this ever-expanding memory, and secondly, because 
of the external circumstances in which it is embedded, the material opportunities 
and obstacles that this individual cell encounters. This view of life is one in which 
there is a constant creation that is intrinsically defined by each individual living 
being as it encounters its material circumstances. This is, furthermore, a view of 
life that is compatible with the scientific knowledge that we have developed since 
we began to understand the double helix of memory and creativity.
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sewall wright, leading 
geneticist, reader of bergson, 
and almost bergsonian
joël dolbeault

Sewall Wright (1889-1988) is an American biologist specializing in genetics. He 
is considered one of the founders of population genetics, along with Fisher and 
Haldane.1 Population genetics is the application of Mendelian genetics at the level 
of populations. It is one of the pillars of the synthetic theory of evolution, also 
called neo-Darwinism.

In addition to his scientific work, Wright developed a philosophical conception of 
life. This conception is explained in three articles mainly: “Gene and Organism” 
(1953), “Biology and the Philosophy of Science” (1964), and “Panpsychism and 
Science” (1975).2 In all these articles, Wright says to have been greatly impressed by 
Bergson’s Creative Evolution.3 Moreover, he takes two fundamental ideas about life 
from Bergson: life has a psychic dimension and it is creative in nature. Therefore, 



120 · joël dolbeault

Wright, like Bergson, can pass for a vitalist thinker.

The aim of this article is therefore the following: to show the proximity of the 
philosophical ideas of Wright and Bergson on life, and to determine if their 
conceptions are vitalist. Its interest is twofold: to show that Bergson has not 
been the object of a unanimous rejection on the part of the biologists who have 
contributed to the synthetic theory of evolution, and to show that the positions 
of Wright and Bergson concerning vitalism are far from simple. In fact, the word 
“vitalism” has several meanings. In the general sense of the term, Wright and 
Bergson are arguably vitalist thinkers. But, in detail, their conceptions are rather 
removed from that of classical vitalist thinkers.

Parts 1 and 2 will deal with the ontological ideas common to Wright and Bergson: 
the idea that life has a psychic dimension and that it is intrinsically creative. Part 
3 will deal with an epistemological idea common to Wright and Bergson: the idea 
that science and philosophy must have different approaches to life. Finally, parts 4 
and 5 will focus on their positions about vitalism and Darwinism.

1. LIFE HAS A PSYCHIC DIMENSION

Wright argues that life has a psychic dimension, a dimension whose nature is 
fundamentally the same as that of our own consciousness. More generally, Wright 
defends the idea that everything that exists has a double dimension, physical and 
psychic:

The only satisfactory solution of these dilemmas [about mind and matter] 
would seem to be that mind is universal, present not only in all organisms 
and in their cells but in molecules, atoms and elementary particles.4

As already noted the living cell, because of its tightly organized character, 
is more comparable to a molecule than to a mere aggregation of matter. 
It may be thought of as a supermolecule composed principally of C, H, O, 
N, P and S. Multicellular organisms, including man, are in turn not mere 
aggregations of cells, but so tightly organized that they may be considered 
super-super-molecules, ultimately with properties which are wholly those 
of the component atoms in the very complex combination. The arguments 
from continuity require the presence of mind in cells and, back of this, in 
molecules, atoms, and all that exists.5
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This hypothesis is a form of panpsychism.6 According to Wright, panpsychism is 
the most convincing position to explain the existence of our own mind. In all of 
his articles, he develops the following reasoning to support this position:

(i)	 The reality of our mind is indubitable.

(ii)	 However, our mind has a natural origin.

(iii)	 Besides, the hypothesis of an emergence of mind from a matter 
devoid of mind is extremely doubtful.

(iv)	 Consequently, the most probable is that elementary matter already 
has a psychic dimension.7

Point (i) of the reasoning is based on our conscious experience. For Wright, this 
point is typical of the philosophical approach to things which, unlike the scientific 
approach, must take this experience into account. I will come back to this later. Point 
(ii) is based first of all on the principle of method saying that natural explanations 
should be favored over supernatural ones. But it is also based on the fact that our 
mind obviously originates from the animal world, since many animals seem to 
have psychic activity. There remains the question of where the mind comes from 
in the animal world. Point (iii) does not say that the emergence of mind from a 
matter devoid of mind is impossible, because this cannot be proven. It only says 
that this hypothesis is extremely doubtful. On this subject, Wright asserts the 
following: “Emergence of mind from no mind at all is sheer magic.”8 Basically, 
Wright’s intuition is that, because of its relation to the brain, our mind is based on 
a certain material composition, and that when there is composition in nature, the 
qualities of what is composed already exist, in a certain way, in the components. 
Point (iv) is the conclusion of the previous points. Moreover, according to Wright, 
what physics discovered in the 20th century shows that this conclusion is not 
incongruous. Today, elementary particles are no longer conceived as inert things, 
but as possessing an intrinsic (oscillatory) and indeterminate activity. From this 
point of view, these particles present an analogy with our mind.9

Wright asserts that several thinkers led him to develop this hypothesis, including 
Bergson. Here is what he writes about it:

As a student of science, I began with an acceptance of a determinism as 
rigorous as that of Laplace’s dictum, although disturbed by the absence of 
any place in this scheme for the fact of consciousness. This mechanistic view 
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point was first somewhat shaken by reading (in 1912) Bergson’s “Creative 
Evolution” which presented a viewpoint that seemed more satisfactory as 
a philosophy of Biology. I found, however, that I was unable to accept it 
as a philosophy of science as a whole. … I began to see the possibility of 
a different approach on reading “The Origin and Nature of Life” by the 
biochemist Benjamin Moore (1912) who suggested that cells and higher 
organisms and societies might be looked upon as extensions of the series 
atom, molecule, colloid, but the dilemma: absolutely deterministic laws of 
physics at one end of the scale, consciousness and apparent freedom at the 
other, remained. The key to a unified philosophy seemed to be provided 
by “The Grammar of Science” by Karl Pearson (1899), the leader of the 
statistical or biometric school of biology which I read a couple of years 
later.10

In this passage, Wright explains that the concern to understand the place of 
consciousness in nature is at the origin of his philosophical reflection. From this 
point of view, we can understand why he was fascinated by Creative Evolution. 
In this work, indeed, Bergson clearly defends the following two ideas: first, 
consciousness is something real and irreducible; second, life is fundamentally 
consciousness. Here are some passages where Bergson expresses this idea:

Life, that is to say consciousness launched into matter, fixed its attention 
either on its own movement or the matter it was passing through; and 
it has thus been turned either in the direction of intuition or in that of 
intellect.11

From this point of view, not only does consciousness appear as the motive 
principle of evolution, but also, among conscious beings themselves, man 
comes to occupy a privileged place.12

This question arises, no doubt, from the comparison of life to an impetus. 
And it must be compared to an impetus, because no image borrowed from 
the physical world can give more nearly the idea of it. But it is only an 
image. In reality, life is of the psychological order, and it is of the essence 
of the psychical to enfold a confused plurality of interpenetrating terms.13

Throughout Creative Evolution, Bergson speaks of life as an “impetus” (an “élan”). 
However, as the last passage quoted makes clear, this notion of impetus is only an 
image borrowed from the physical world. Life is actually psychological in nature. It 
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is therefore something psychological and analogous to an impetus. In the physical 
world, we talk about impetus when a body has enough kinetic energy to penetrate 
a material environment while continuing to move forward. The analogy therefore 
seems as follows: like an impetus, life is a kind of energy, but a mind energy;14 by 
penetrating matter, this energy produces effects, in this case organisms; matter 
also has an action on life, forcing it to divide and to take winding paths; but 
ultimately life continues to move forward.15

Some Bergson commentators, such as Gilles Deleuze,16 present Creative Evolution 
without mentioning this psychological or spiritual conception of life. Yet this 
conception is evident in the book. Moreover, the interest of such a conception is to 
considerably deflate the problem of consciousness: if life is in itself consciousness, 
the latter ceases to be a mystery in nature, that is to say something which would 
only exist in a few animals, and whose origin would be incomprehensible. This is 
probably why Wright was seduced by Creative Evolution.

However, as can be seen in the passage quoted above, Wright argues that Bergson 
was not enough to make him abandon his mechanistic approach to things. The 
reason is that, for him, the Bergsonian answer to the problem of the origin of 
consciousness was not entirely satisfactory. Bergson affirms in fact that our 
consciousness originates from life, itself conceived as consciousness. But he also 
affirms that life originates from a supra-consciousness,17 and not from matter, 
which amounts to going outside the natural framework. For Wright, we must 
attempt to answer the question while remaining in the natural framework. Hence 
his panpsychist hypothesis: matter has mental properties, and life comes from 
matter.18 Moreover, for Bergson, consciousness has some degree of independence 
from matter.19 This means that there is no parallelism between the two: two 
elements can be distinct in a man’s consciousness, for example, without being 
distinct in his brain.20 In contrast, for Wright, the psychic and the physical are two 
irreducible aspects of the same reality. Consequently, there is parallelism between 
the two: to any psychic determination there corresponds a physical determination, 
and vice versa. In this sense, and despite their common points, the fundamental 
ontologies of Bergson and Wright also present differences.

Wright developed his panpsychist hypothesis drawing on two other thinkers: 
biochemist Benjamin Moore (1867-1922) and mathematician Karl Pearson (1857-
1936). In Moore, he found the idea that molecules and atoms are analogous to 
living organisms. Molecules and atoms indeed have a certain unity, while being 
endowed with ceaseless activity.21 In Pearson, he found the idea that physical 
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phenomena can exhibit a certain indeterminacy, like psychic phenomena. I clarify 
this idea in the next part.

2. LIFE IS CREATIVE IN NATURE

Wright defends the idea that life is creative and, as for Bergson, this second idea is 
in relation to the first. It is because life has a psychic dimension that it is creative. It 
is because life is memory that it is able not to repeat the past, and use it to produce 
something new. However, this second idea deserves to be considered for itself: 
while the first constitutes an opposition to physicalism, the latter constitutes an 
opposition to determinism.

Broadly speaking, determinism is the idea that everything that occurs is determined 
before it even occurs. In this sense, for determinism, the future is already fixed, 
already defined. More precisely, for determinism inspired by modern science, the 
future is already fixed by a set laws. According to this determinism, all processes 
are governed by few fundamental laws; so given any state in the universe, the 
following states are already fixed. In contrast, when Wright asserts that life is 
creative in nature, he means that its future is not fixed in advance. This future is 
not due to laws, nor to chance, but to choices.

Wright’s argument, borrowed from Karl Pearson, is that it is possible to explain 
natural regularities without postulating the existence of laws. Unquestionably, 
there are regularities in nature. For determinism, these regularities are due to 
laws, understood as the condition of regularities (without these laws, the regularities 
would not exist). According to this view, the laws are therefore analogous to Platonic 
Ideas, in the sense that they give a determined form to natural phenomena. In 
contrast, for Wright, natural regularities are due to the psychic activity of beings, 
whatever their level in the natural hierarchy: atoms, molecules, cells, multicellular 
organisms. In other words, they are explained by kinds of choices. The main lines 
of Wright’s reasoning are as follows:

(i)	 At all levels of nature (atoms, molecules, cells, multicellular 
organisms), there are regularities of behavior.

(ii)	 In humans, we know that these regularities are only statistical, and 
that they are due to choices.

(iii)	 By relying on panpsychism, it is possible to conceive all regularities 
in this way.
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(iv)	 On the one hand, this conception is compatible with what physics 
says about matter.

(v)	 On the other hand, this conception helps to explain the conscious 
experience of free will.

(vi)	 Therefore, this conception satisfies both science and consciousness.22

Point (i) is empirically obvious. Point (ii) is also obvious for social sciences. 
The latter indeed show that human behaviors can be explained by psychological 
elements, and that these behaviors present statistical regularities. This is due to 
the fact that, when the conditions of a choice tend to be repeated, the choices 
themselves tend to be repeated. Point (iii) is a metaphysical hypothesis consistent 
with panpsychism. Point (iv) is crucial. Wright explains that the difficulty for 
him was to reconcile the apparent indeterminacy of psychological life with the 
teaching of physics. Pearson provided the solution, arguing that every physical 
event is caused by a unique (not perfectly repeatable) set of other events. From 
this point of view, a certain indeterminacy of physical phenomena was possible.23 
Later, with quantum theory, this idea was asserted with more force:

As to the behavior of the individual entities, we have noted that physics 
itself, since Pearson wrote his Grammar of Science, has had to qualify the 
idea of complete predictability by Heisenberg’s indeterminacy principle. 
Physical science thus has arrived at statistical mechanics as its ultimate 
form of statement, rather than deterministic equations. There seems to 
be nothing in physics that prevents the view that its particles are little 
creatures, acting essentially like the larger familiar organisms.24

From this point of view, the laws formulated by science are not the description of 
fundamental realities conditioning the existence of regularities. They are only the 
description of the regularities themselves, understood as purely statistical:

After emphasizing the subjective nature of all of our knowledge of the 
external world, [Pearson] pointed out that the laws of nature could be 
looked upon, not as part of the eternal structure of the world, but as merely 
condensed statistical descriptions of how things are observed to behave. 
There need be no essential difference from statistical laws of voluntary 
human behavior such as the law of supply and demand.25
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Point (v) is based on two ideas. The first is that a matter which exhibits a certain 
indeterminacy can be controlled by a will. The second is that this control does not 
need to operate on a large amount of matter. It just needs to operate in a strategic 
place: a kind of switch in the body whose activation can trigger an action. Living 
organisms seem to be made this way. The brain, in particular, appears as a set of 
switches capable of triggering various actions.26

Point (vi) is the conclusion of the reasoning. Wright makes this reasoning to 
show that his metaphysical hypothesis satisfies both science and consciousness: 
science, because the latter makes it possible to defend an indeterminist conception 
of reality; consciousness, because each of us can experience freedom of will. In 
contrast, determinism seems both incompatible with science and consciousness.

The idea that life is creative in nature can obviously be found in Bergson. In this 
regard, Wright recognizes the influence of the French thinker.27 Moreover, certain 
points of Wright’s reasoning are probably inspired by Bergson. This is the case for 
point (v) in particular, since the idea that the psychic can act on matter via kinds 
of switches in the body is omnipresent in Creative Evolution.28 However, as Wright 
points out, point (iv) was not inspired by Bergson, but by Pearson. In fact, the idea 
corresponding to this point is also in Bergson, but it is not clearly expressed in 
Creative Evolution.29

Finally, even if Wright does not share the Bergsonian hypothesis of the vital 
impetus (I explain why below), for him as for Bergson, the creativity of life is at 
work in evolution:

The present discussion has dealt with the problem of evolution as one 
depending wholly on mechanisms and chance. In recent years, there 
has been some tendency to revert to more or less mystical conceptions 
revolving about such phrases as “emergent evolution” and “creative 
evolution.” The writer must confess to a certain sympathy with such 
viewpoints philosophically, but feels that they can have no place in an 
attempt of scientific analysis of the problem. … As to evolution, its entities, 
species and ecologic systems, are much less closely knit than individual 
organisms. One may conceive of the process as involving freedom, most 
readily traceable in the factor called here individual adaptability. This, 
however, is a subjective interpretation and can have no place in the 
objective scientific analysis of the problem.30
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This passage dates from 1931, but Wright quotes it and defends it again in 1975.31 
In this passage, Wright asserts that the scientific approach and the philosophical 
approach to evolution are very different. I come back to this in the next part of the 
article. He also expresses “a certain sympathy” for Bergson’s ideas on evolution, 
which obviously does not mean that he shares those ideas. But at the end of the 
passage, he clearly states that freedom, that is, creativity, plays a role in evolution.

For Wright, the main factor of creativity in evolution is what he calls “individual 
adaptability.” In his 1931 paper, Wright thinks about the adaptability of cells. Here 
is what he writes about it:

The evolution of complex organisms rests on the attainment of gene 
combinations which determine a varied repertoire of adaptive cell 
responses in relation to external conditions. The older writers on 
evolution were often staggered by the seeming necessity of accounting 
for the evolution of fine details of an adaptive nature, for example, the 
fine structure of all of the bones. From the view that structure is never 
inherited as such, but merely types of adaptive cell behavior which lead 
to particular structures under particular conditions, the difficulty to a 
considerable extent disappears. The present difficulty is rather in tracing 
the inheritance of highly localized structural details to a more immediate 
inheritance of certain types of cell behavior.32

His hypothesis seems as follows: a singular combination of genes causes the cells 
of an organism to act creatively and unpredictably in response to given conditions, 
and this way of acting can be inherited (via natural selection).

In a later paper, Wright again makes the connection between the singular 
combination of genes within the cells of an organism, and the creativity of that 
organism:

In a panmictic population, natural selection operates on the field of 
variability provided by mutation merely according to the average effects 
of allelic differences in all combinations. It is a creative process…33

This idea that genes act in combination in a cell is based on Wright’s scientific 
work.34 However, it also echoes the organicist and panpsychist philosophy 
championed by Wright. For him, indeed, each type of organism in nature (atoms, 
molecules, cells, multicellular organisms) constitutes a unified whole whose global 
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action is a priori unpredictable.35

This idea is part of the “shifting balance theory,” a theory developed by Wright to 
better understand the creative nature of evolution. According to this theory, a new 
combination of genes can first appear in a subpopulation, before spreading in the 
whole population due to its adaptive value. The appearance of this combination 
in the subpopulation is facilitated by the fact that, due to its isolation, this 
subpopulation can vary genetically without undergoing natural selection.36

3. SCIENCE AND PHILOSOPHY HAVE DIFFERENT OBJECTS

Another point in common between Wright and Bergson deserves to be underlined, 
which this time concerns their way of conceiving science and philosophy. For 
both of them, science and philosophy have different objects. It follows certain 
consequences, in particular on the limits of science.

For Wright, a scientific hypothesis must be able to be tested by experience. Wright 
deduces from this that science (physics and biology) cannot explain a phenomenon 
by invoking psychic processes, and that its work consists essentially in discovering 
regularities:

I fully agree with Pearson here that science is restricted to verifiable 
knowledge and thus must exclude the knowledge of our streams of 
consciousness, because it is unverifiable by anyone else. We must continue 
to accept a rigorous determinism as far as possible, and supplement this 
by probability distributions where necessary, even though we interpret 
the determinism philosophically as the external aspect of choices 
throughout the hierarchy of existence and make use of this philosophical 
interpretation in choosing topics for research. Some use of subjective 
terms may be warranted in describing the behavior of human beings and 
perhaps of higher animals to avoid ponderous circumlocutions, but should 
be avoided in attempts at the most precise formulations.37

In this sense, for Wright, science must defend a methodological determinism, as 
well as a methodological reductionism. Methodological determinism requires the 
scientist to seek as much as possible for regularities in the behavior of any system. 
And methodological reductionism requires the scientist to explain as much as 
possible the properties of any system from the properties of its parts. In both 
cases, it is a question of asking the scientist to apply a principle of method.38
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However, applying a principle of method does not amount to adopting a vision of 
the world. In this sense, for Wright, methodological determinism does not imply 
ontological determinism, that is, the idea that all processes are governed by laws 
and that there is no creativity in nature. Likewise, methodological reductionism 
does not imply ontological reductionism, that is, the idea that the properties of any 
system could be deduced from the properties of its parts. In fact, science is far from 
proving ontological determinism and reductionism. Moreover, science (physics 
and biology) does not take introspective experience into account. For Wright, 
therefore, ontological questions are not a matter of science, but of philosophy.

From this point of view, it is important to assert that science cannot be an integral 
knowledge of nature:

What we are given is a tenable philosophy of science and along with this 
a desirable humility in the recognition that science is a limited venture, 
concerned with the external and statistical aspect of events and incapable 
of dealing with the unique creative aspect of each individual event.39

This explains Wright’s position on the Bergsonian notion of creative evolution: 
for him this notion is interesting, but only within the framework of philosophy 
(see the text cited above). The same is true of the notion of emergence. In a review 
devoted to Lloyd Morgan’s book, The Emergence of Novelty (published in 1933),40 
Wright clarified his position on this notion.41 On the one hand, he criticizes the 
notion of emergence for not contributing anything to science, even for opposing 
its work:

A scientific hypothesis is one that attempts to describe a certain order. 
The orderliness described may be of different degrees. The laws of 
mechanics describe the behavior of massive bodies with great precision. 
The order described by the Mendelian hypothesis is often poorly exhibited 
in small families but is well exhibited where there are large numbers. … 
The hypothesis of emergence, on the other hand, has no such aspect and 
thus seems wholly negative on the scientific side. As a working hypothesis, 
its effect is rather to discourage the search for such order as may exist than 
to further it.42

On the other hand, he defends the relevance of this notion, provided that it 
remains within the scope of philosophy:
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It seems probable that there is a unique aspect to every event, which of 
necessity escapes the statistical net of science and thus that evolution 
like any other history involves the more or less gradual “emergence” of 
unpredictable novelty. The emergent hypothesis should not, however, be 
considered as a scientific hypothesis. It expresses rather a probable but 
undefined limitation on the possibility of complete scientific treatment.43

Bergson develops a view very close to that of Wright on the difference between 
science and philosophy. And since this view is present in Creative Evolution, one 
can think that, on this point too, Bergson had an influence on Wright.

For Bergson, the ultimate goal of science is to act on matter.44 Its object is 
therefore matter, in so far as it presents processes on which we can act, that is to 
say, repetitive and predictable processes. From this point of view, science is led to 
consider each living being as a machine, that is, as a system whose movements are 
repetitive and predictable, down to the smallest detail:

Now I recognize that positive science can and should proceed as if 
organization was like making a machine. Only so will it have any hold on 
organized bodies. For its object is not to show us the essence of things, but 
to furnish us with the best means of acting on them. Physics and chemistry 
are well advanced sciences, and living matter lends itself to our action 
only so far as we can treat it by the processes of our physics and chemistry. 
Organization can therefore only be studied scientifically if the organized 
body has first been likened to a machine.45

This amounts to saying that, for Bergson, science must defend a certain 
methodological reductionism and a certain methodological determinism. 
However, as we have seen with Wright, science should not confuse method and 
ontology. On the contrary, it must realize that its approach to reality is only partial:

If science is to extend our action on things, and if we can act only with 
inert matter for instrument, science can and must continue to treat the 
living as it has treated the inert. But, in doing so, it must be understood 
that the further it penetrates the depths of life, the more symbolic, the 
more relative to the contingencies of action, the knowledge it supplies to 
us becomes. On this new ground philosophy ought then to follow science, 
in order to superpose on scientific truth a knowledge of another kind, 
which may be called metaphysical.46
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4. WRIGHT AND BERGSON ABOUT VITALISM

In the preceding sections, I have shown how Wright’s ideas closely resemble those 
of Bergson. However, Wright does not fully take up the Bergsonian conception of 
life. As I will attempt to explain now, this has a direct relation to the question of 
vitalism.

In the general sense of the term, vitalism is “the doctrine that there is some feature 
of living bodies that prevents their nature being entirely explained in physical 
or chemical terms.”47 In this sense, Bergson and Wright are vitalists48 because 
both consider that there are forces specific to living beings. For Bergson, the vital 
impetus is a force specific to the living.49 For Wright, each hierarchical level in 
nature corresponds to a whole which is irreducible to its parts. So, for example, 
“it is obvious that the mind of an individual is not merely the sum of those of the 
cells.”50

In a more restricted sense, “the term vitalism designates the physiological theories 
that attribute the phenomena of life neither to matter, nor to the soul, but to an 
intermediary principle possessing properties of its own.”51 We are talking here 
about ideas developed in the 18th century in Europe, such as those of Théophile 
de Bordeu (1722–1776), Paul-Joseph Barthez (1734–1806), Johann Friedrich 
Blumenbach (1752–1840) and John Hunter (1728–1793). In this sense, Bergson and 
Wright are not vitalists because each of them attributes the phenomena of life to 
something psychic, that is, something whose nature is fundamentally the same as 
that of our own consciousness.

However, Bergson has a second reason for opposing traditional vitalism, which 
Wright does not echo. According to Bergson, vitalist authors tend to think that 
biological organization is explained by a vital principle specific to each individual, 
and this raises two problems. The first is that each individual is itself composed 
of parts having “a certain individuality,”52 as if those parts themselves possessed 
a vital principle. The second is that each individual seems to belong to a whole 
greater than itself, in the sense that it is only the detached part of another 
organism. This is evident in the case of a plant born from cuttings. But this is also 
true in the case of an animal derived from the sex cells of its parents.53 Therefore, 
considering the hypothesis of an ancestor common to all organisms, why not 
postulate the existence of a single vital principle acting in all living beings? In this 
sense, Bergson develops the idea of a certain unity of living beings, beyond their 
physical division:
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In this sense each individual may be said to remain united with the 
totality of living beings by invisible bonds. … This life common to all 
the living undoubtedly presents many gaps and incoherences, and again 
is not so mathematically one that it cannot allow each being to become 
individualized to a certain degree. But it forms a single whole, none the 
less.54

Roads may fork or by-ways be opened along which dissociated elements 
may evolve in an independent manner, but nevertheless it is in virtue of the 
primitive impetus of the whole that the movement of the parts continues. 
Something of the whole, therefore, must abide in the parts.55

For Bergson, life is psychological in nature. This is why it can form a unique whole, 
beyond the physical division of living beings. This unique whole is in fact a unique 
force, which Bergson calls the vital impetus. As it evolves, this single force tends to 
divide and become multiple. But, for Bergson, despite this multiplicity, this force 
retains a certain unity at all times. This is why he writes that living beings are 
united “by invisible bonds,” or that they form “a single whole.”

This hypothesis of a psychic unity of living beings is justified by the fact that they 
have only relative individuality. But, for Bergson, this hypothesis also helps to 
explain several biological phenomena, in particular: evolutionary convergences, 
instinct, and a certain tendency of life to associate. Evolutionary convergences 
correspond to the fact that similar characters appear independently in different 
lineages. For Bergson, these convergences can be explained by the fact that, 
although physically separated, the different lineages retain a certain psychic 
unity.56 Instinct is immediate knowledge, without learning or reasoning. As 
this knowledge can be done between different species, Bergson writes: “Thus 
the instinctive knowledge which one species possesses of another on a certain 
particular point has its root in the very unity of life, which is, to use the expression 
of an ancient philosopher, a ‘whole sympathetic to itself’.”57 Finally, although 
separated into multiple lineages, multiple individuals, life exhibits a certain 
tendency to associate. For Bergson, this tendency is explained by the fact that life 
seeks to physically realize its psychic unity.58

This Bergsonian criticism of vitalism is not found in Wright who, from this point 
of view, is closer to traditional vitalism than Bergson. Certainly, for Wright, the 
living presents a multitude of hierarchical levels, so that the individuality of a 
living being is also relative. However, Wright does not make the hypothesis of a 
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psychic unity of all living beings.

More deeply, it appears that Wright cannot make such a hypothesis. Wright 
indeed thinks that the psychic and the physical are two irreducible aspects of the 
same reality. This is what he calls the dual-aspect theory.59 Consequently, for him, 
there is a parallelism (i.e. an isomorphy) between the psychic and the physical: to 
every physical element must correspond a unique psychic element, and vice versa. 
And to every physical division must correspond a psychic division, and vice versa. 
From this point of view, a certain psychic unity of living beings cannot coexist 
with their physical division.

5. WRIGHT AND BERGSON ABOUT DARWINISM

To complete what I have said about vitalism, it is interesting to situate Wright and 
Bergson in relation to Darwinism.

Modern Darwinism presents itself as a complete theory of the evolution of living 
beings. This means that, from its point of view, evolution is a purely scientific 
matter. This idea seems to be based on the presupposition that life is essentially a 
physical reality, reducible to a set of mechanisms (i.e., observable regularities): if 
life is that, then a purely scientific study of life is possible, including the study of 
the mechanisms of evolution.60 Wright and Bergson dispute this presupposition: 
for them, life has a psychic and creative dimension. They also dispute the 
consequence of this presupposition: for them, evolution is a scientific and 
philosophical question. In other words, for them, something in evolution escapes 
science, precisely its creative dimension. For Wright, the creative dimension of 
evolution is explained by what he calls “individual adaptability” (see part 2). And 
as Wright himself puts it: “This, however, is a subjective interpretation and can 
have no place in the objective scientific analysis of the problem.”61 Science can see 
that cells have individual adaptability. It can even try to quantify this adaptability 
(in the form of statistics). But it cannot explain it, because the explanation rests 
on panpsychist ideas. In the same way, for Bergson, the creative dimension of 
evolution is explained by the hypothesis of the vital impetus, and there is no doubt 
that, for him, this hypothesis is not scientific, but philosophical.62 From this point 
of view, Wright and Bergson oppose modern Darwinism in its claim to make 
evolution a purely scientific matter.63

If we now consider the details of Wright’s and Bergson’s hypotheses, we see that 
their relation to Darwinism is different. Wright asserts that cells are capable of 
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creativity in their response to external conditions. But he does not go so far as to 
assert that this creativity allows them to act on their own genome.64 In this sense, 
his hypothesis remains within the Darwinian framework which asserts that genetic 
variation is random. In contrast, Bergson clearly introduces a non-Darwinian 
factor into his hypothesis: the ability of the vital impetus to direct mutations in 
a certain direction, in a whole population and over several generations.65 This 
hypothesis implies that genetic variation is not random.

This difference between the two thinkers in relation to Darwinism echoes their 
difference in relation to vitalism. As we have seen, Bergson opposes traditional 
vitalism by asserting that life is a kind of global entity, beyond the physical division 
of living beings. Thus conceived, life can have a creative activity (via mutations) on 
the scale of a whole population, and over several generations. In contrast, Wright 
does not make this assumption. He retains the idea of a parallelism between the 
psychic dimension and the physical dimension of life. Therefore, for him, the 
creative activity of life can only occur on the scale of individual organisms.

6. CONCLUSION

Wright develops a philosophical conception of life which owes a lot to Bergson. 
For him, as for Bergson, life has a psychic and creative dimension. From this point 
of view, Wright is vitalist in the broad sense of the term, even if his philosophy 
differs from traditional vitalism.

Wright also develops a conception of the respective roles of science and philosophy 
which owes a lot to Bergson. For him, as for Bergson, only philosophy can fully 
account for the psychic and creative dimension of life. In contrast, the fundamental 
role of science is to predict phenomena, which means that its object is less the 
creative dimension of life than its dimension of repetition.

This results in a certain opposition to Darwinism. For Wright, as for Bergson, 
only philosophy can fully account for the creative dimension of evolution, by 
developing hypotheses that go beyond the Darwinian framework.
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bergson on panpsychism
yasushi hirai

1. THE PANPSYCHISM RENAISSANCE AND BERGSON

The purpose of this paper is to contextualise Henri Bergson’s panpsychist 
thought against the background of the panpsychism debate that is being revived 
in contemporary analytic metaphysics, thus, giving Bergson’s thought an accurate 
characterisation and clarifying its place in the debate.

Although Bergson’s name is rarely mentioned as a source of modern panpsychism, 
whereas his contemporaries William James, Ernst Mach, and Bertrand Russell 
often are – there is a common understanding among Bergsonian scholars that 
his philosophy has a clear panpsychist orientation. For example, Milič Čapek, in 
his book published in 1971, characterises the theoretical foundation of Bergson’s 
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panpsychism as follows:

Although the element of novelty differentiating two successive events of 
physical duration is negligible in our macroscopic perspective, it cannot 
be completely absent. In other words, there is an element of heterogeneity 
even in the physical world …if the differentiating element of novelty is due 
precisely to the survival of the antecedent moment within the present, 
then there must be an element of memory, that is, a certain degree of 
interpenetration of successive phases even in physical duration. Without 
such an element of memory there would be no duration at all. Here is the 
basis of Bergson’s panpsychism1.

As the title of Bergson’s main philosophical work—Matter and Memory—on the 
problem of the duality between mind and body suggests, the mind is first and 
foremost a “memory” (mémoire). Therefore, for him, a panpsychist claim would 
mean that memory (in his sense) is omnipresent in the universe, and since the 
so-called durée [duration] can be regarded as a fundamental manifestation of 
this memory, it can be postulated that duration is also omnipresent. It would 
not therefore be unreasonable to qualify his philosophy as ‘panmemoryism’ or 
‘pandurationism.’ However, the real question is, how can this be meaningfully 
understood as a philosophical claim about the origin of consciousness, rather 
than just a replacement of the two terms—panpsychism to ‘panmemoryism’ or 
‘pandurationism’?

In a series of major symposia organised by Project Bergson in Japan (PBJ2) and held 
for three consecutive years beginning in 2015, Matter and Memory underwent an 
extensive re-examination3, where Bergson’s panpsychist views became one of the 
points of convergence among discussants such as Barry Dainton4, Joël Dolbeault5, 
Stephen E. Robbins6, and Yasushi Hirai7, especially in this new interdisciplinary 
context. In particular, Dainton, a leading British analytical philosopher in the field 
of temporal experience and a central figure of the PBJ on Matter and Memory, 
has consistently emphasised that Bergson’s version of panpsychism offers an 
interesting standpoint in the contemporary analytical context.

I think something else is clear as well: Bergson’s solution to the problem 
of consciousness is not solely of historical interest. For anyone interested 
in a unified, monistic, world-view, one where the mental and the physical 
are not fundamentally different in kind, then the approach pioneered by 
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Bergson – a novel combination of direct realism and panpsychism – is well 
worth considering8.

As we shall see below, there are several variants of modern panpsychism. In 
this paper, I would like to show that Bergson’s view can be seen as a form of 
panqualityism, and possibly interpreted even as a version of panexperientialism.

2. PANQUALITYISM, PANPROTOPSYCHISM, AND PANEXPERIENTIALISM

The common motivation of contemporary panpsychism is to avoid the difficulty 
entailed by the ‘emergentist’ account of the mind9. The problem is that, if you 
consider mind as something irreducible and contradictory to matter, you need to 
explain the origin of mind out of matter from which it is fundamentally different, 
which would require a miraculous leap. The panpsychist approach tries to avoid 
this explanatory hiatus between the phenomenal and the physical. Instead, 
it considers that the elementary physical entities are already endowed with 
something of the phenomenal/mental in one way or another, to provide us with a 
more globally consistent view of the universe. That is why modern panpsychism is 
valued not only by philosophers but also by prominent scientists such as Christoph 
Koch and Roger Penrose. This view can be said to be principally motivated by the 
elimination of such an emergence ex nihilo or, more precisely, of what Brüntrup 
calls ‘superstrong emergence’10.

However, as we shall see later, this type of evasive argumentation based on a 
negative determination of the mind is not what Bergson adopts. Indeed, modern 
panpsychisms are sometimes criticised for preserving, rather than solving, the 
problem by pushing it back to its origins. In contrast, Bergson’s version points 
to a different path from these modern theories through its peculiar concept of 
memory. Because by “defin[ing] spirit and matter by positive characters, and not 
by negations,” (Bergson, 235/200) Bergson tried, in our view, to establish a new, 
integrated way of conceiving both the physical and the phenomenal based on their 
fundamental structure of time, i.e., “memory” in his sense.

In general, there are two immediately noticeable difficulties with panpsychism. The 
first is the problem of what we can reasonably think of as ‘something that matter 
has that is akin to the mind’ (which we would call the ‘understandability problem’ 
here). The second is the ‘combination problem’, as pointed out by W. James, i.e., 
how microscopic minds can come together to form a single macroscopic mind.
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Panqualityism is regarded as a countermeasure to these problems. Indeed, this 
view is commonly shared among philosophers contemporary to Bergson, such as 
W. James, E. Mach, and B. Russell11. According to D. Chalmers12, this view can 
be considered a version of panprotopsychism rather than panpsychism. While 
panpsychism ascribes phenomenal properties to the physical, panprotopsychism 
admits only proto-phenomenal properties, i.e., elementary properties that serve to 
constitute phenomenal properties. Panqualityism is the view which appeals to the 
notion of ‘unexperienced qualities’ as protophenomenal. Phillip Goff summarises 
this as follows:

Our conscious experience is filled with experienced qualities, e.g., 
those phenomenal qualities involved in seeing colour or feeling pain. 
Panqualityists believe that such qualities are only contingently experienced, 
and that in basic matter they exist unexperienced13.

The key idea of panqualityism is to conceive of bare qualities without/before being 
subjectively experienced. To put this point in perspective, if we break down the 
mental phenomenon into three elements: (1) the quality experienced, (2) the 
subject experiencing it, and (3) the act of experience, then, panprotopsychism 
in general claims that matter has at least one, if not all, of these three elements. 
Admitting the existence of micro-subjects (2) in physical events would be in 
direct conflict with the understandability problem as well as the combination 
problem but admitting the existence of micro-qualities (1) or micro-experiences 
(3) seems less likely to be a problem, which, in turn, leads to panqualityism and 
panexperientialism, respectively. In that sense, these two views can be said to 
weaken the original ideas of panpsychism and thus alleviate much of its problems.

Chalmers divides the combination problem into three categories, one of which is 
the ‘quality combination problem’, that is “how … microqualities combine to yield 
macroqualities”14. Indeed, this problem seems much more approachable than the 
subject combination problem. It is important to note, however, that the micro-
macro combination relationship is not the relationship between proto-properties 
and properties. Unlike panpsychism, panqualityism has removed the subject and 
experience in the first place, so even if you could explain the macroscopic quality 
from the microscopic qualities, the question of from where the macroscopic 
‘subject’ and macroscopic ‘experience’ emerge is left out.

3. BERGSON’S PHILOSOPHY OF MIND
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Then, in what sense can Bergson’s philosophy be considered a version of 
panpsychism, and how might he answer the questions posed above? Let us first 
consider the following quote:

Only one hypothesis, then, remains possible; namely, that concrete 
movement, capable, like consciousness, of prolonging its past into its 
present, capable by repeating, itself, of engendering sensible qualities, 
already possesses something of consciousness, something of sensation. (Emphasis 
added, Bergson, 329/278)15

In this text, Bergson clarifies the origin of the sensible qualities that humans 
phenomenally experience. The idea is a fairly panqualityist one, attributing 
microscopic qualities to matter as the basis for our macroscopic qualities. This 
claim is supported by his “contraction” theory, but before getting directly into 
it, let us first give an overview of how the mind at large is conceived in Bergson’s 
philosophy.

At a given moment, Bergson seems to give us a frankly dualistic picture: a human 
being is made up of two components that are different in nature, that is, a physical 
body and a conscious mind made up of all past experiences. Each act of human 
experience is also depicted in a similarly hybrid way: it contains, at the same 
time, the top-down representation that is the memory-image projected onto the 
bottom-up base that is the ‘motor scheme’ of the brain. A quote from M. Sinclair 
summarises this brilliantly:

…in actual fact, perceptual experience is always overladen with memory-
images, there exists a “pure perception” on the basis of which memory 
comes into operation. Memory provides the subjective aspects of 
perception, whereas the operation of the biological, “living body [le corps 
vivant]” [MM 44/43] provides their objective base16.

Bergson positively claims that human experience is mostly made up of an active 
reconstruction that we perform. He devotes a fair amount of time describing the 
mechanism of ‘attentive recognition’, which consists of outward projections of 
the mental representations derived from memory, such as images and general 
notions17. However, underneath these ‘memory-images’ that cover18 the experience 
lies a physical layer consisting solely of external givens.

Thus far, the picture remains dualistic. However, herein lies a twist, that is, the 
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memory-as-contraction. It intervenes in the layer of physical interaction and turns 
it into the phenomenal, as we shall see later. The sensible qualities, which roughly 
correspond to elementary sensory qualia in modern vocabulary, are thus given. 
Thus, the “dual function” of memory according to Bergson corresponds to these 
two layers that are both phenomenal: the “contracting” function of memory to 
the bottom-up layer of quality, along with its “covering” function to the top-down 
layer of the image. This allows us to see the dual layers of our phenomenality 
(sensible qualities and memory-images) resulting from the two functions of the 
same ‘memory’.

Here, is a second twist. The duality of the memory function comes from a view at 
a certain point in time. If our understanding is correct, Bergson provides a deeper 
integration through time. The question that remains is: where does memories-as-
content (souvenirs) on the upper layer (e.g., materials of the covering function of 
memory) come from? What Bergson denies most of all is that the brain produces 
them at each moment as phosphorescence. Instead, his survival-of-the-past-per-se 
thesis (the SP thesis) tells us that any event experienced by us survives on its own, 
that is, without needing any material medium, such as nerve cells (conversely, 
matter has the capacity to persist for only a very microscopic duration)19. We have 
mental images not because we produce them, but we retain them in a much larger 
timescale than matter. Remember that every experience at a moment is made up 
of bottom-up qualities and top-down images. According to the SP thesis, these 
latter images are the survivals of past experiences, which are, again, made of 
qualities and images, and so on. This leads us to see that all phenomenal elements 
are ultimately derived from contractions that occurred at some point in time.

Finally, by adding an evolutionary perspective to this argument, we obtain insight 
into the possible integration of the two functions of memory, because both 
contraction and the SP thesis are commonly grounded on the power of extending the 
system’s intrinsic timescale, which shall be called ‘memory’ in the most technically 
Bergsonian sense20.

… the more complex organization of the nervous system … is only the 
material symbol of that independence itself, that is to say of the inner 
energy which allows the being to free itself from the rhythm of the flow of 
things, and to retain in an ever higher degree the past in order to influence 
ever more deeply the future, — the symbol, in the special sense which we give 
to the word, of its memory. (Emphasis added, Bergson, 296/249-250)
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The contraction consists of the fact that the organism realises interactions on 
a larger timescale with matter which occupies only a minimal moment. As we 
shall see later, this furnishes the ‘lived present’ with sensory qualities. However, 
the utilisation of the remote past, such as the memory-image requires a further 
extension of the system’s timescale, which corresponds to a higher degree of 
‘tension’ in the Bergsonian terminology. Macroscopic memory is neither equally 
nor a priori available to all organisms. Bergson considers a “scale of being” 
(Bergson, 275/232) according to the system’s gradual development of a temporal 
structure.

In the following sections, we first examine Bergson’s perception theory, which 
is the premise of the contraction. It should also be noted here that the phrase 
“prolonging the past into the present” that appears in the above quotation gives 
his operational definition of “memory”, and the “contraction” is based on this 
definition of memory.

3.1. PERCEPTION AND THE DIRECT REALISM

As is evident in Dainton’s remark above, what makes Bergson’s panpsychism 
unique is his direct realism. Why? Because if our perception was obtained only 
through indirect representations, we would have no real clue as to whether there 
is any immanent quality in matter. Therefore, his theory of perception guarantees 
room for an empirical bridge to the metaphysical claim that matter possesses a 
protophenomenal property.

The Bergsonian version of direct realism, distinct from naïve realism, was 
developed in his perception theory. As was depicted earlier, Bergson’s theory of 
knowledge has a hybrid structure consisting of perception and memory. Through 
the lower layer of perception, we directly reach the physical texture of the world. 
This is the field in which Bergsonian panqualityism shall be situated.

This is not merely a speculative conjecture. Here, we recognise what might be 
called an ‘ecological turn’ of the theory of perception, a theory based on the 
findings of biology and physiology. An intellectual subject is no longer the starting 
point in this new perspective. Representational cognition, such as that studied by 
traditional philosophy, requires a relatively complex nervous system, which all 
animals do not possess. For the majority of animals, perception is nothing more 
than an immediate sensory-motor circuit. In some elementary animals, sensors 
and motors are literally linked by causation; for example, like in an automatic door, 
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they do not require any reflective intelligence for action. The same sort of causal 
process underlies the “impersonal basis” (Bergson, 71/69) of human cognition.

Perception as a System

It is important to note that Bergson discusses perception by using the term 
“system” (“a system of images which I term my perception of the universe” 
(Bergson, 12/20)). Perception is not the final product of the causal process but 
the very circuit constituted by the environment-body interaction. In this sense, 
perception extends beyond the body that perceives it. Bergson says, “the brain, 
nerves, retina and the object itself form a connected whole, a continuous process 
in which the image on the retina is only an episode.” (Bergson, 285/241; 37-38/41)

Different perceptual worlds reflect different repertoires of possible reactions of 
the body to a given environment. What the animal can react to defines what it 
perceives. Differences in perception between species and individuals are relativised 
without bringing in so-called mental subjectivity.

First, in Matter and Memory, the physical universe itself is considered as a system 
consisting of the totality of interactions rather than a collection of discrete and 
static objects21. Thus, the constituents of perception are a small subset of these 
universal interactions. Therefore, with regard to its material, there is a constitutive 
rather than a causal relationship between perception and matter22. Perception is 
not produced by a physical interaction but is constituted of such an interaction. 
That is why perception, according to Bergson, “would be a part of things rather 
than of ourselves” (Bergson, 69/67). In this sense, perceptions are literally situated 
outside the body23.

The role Bergson attributes to the physical body is consistent, whether in 
perception or memory, and it only performs a selection, or at best, a reconstruction 
of what is given, but never a production of anything mental or phenomenal, such 
as sensory qualities or mental representations. Bergson has severely criticised 
epiphenomenalism, which he assesses would require a miraculous emergence. 
The point for panqualityism is, again, that perception is made up of physical 
interactions. This constitutive relationship secures an immanent pathway to the 
microscopic qualities of matter.

3.2 CONTRACTION AND SENSIBLE QUALITIES

As mentioned earlier, Bergson’s hybrid view distinguishes the two layers of our 
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phenomenal properties. The top-down projection of memory-image is derived 
from the original past experience, whereas the bottom-up sensory qualities (e.g., 
the redness of red) are brought by contraction at that moment. If this is the case, 
then, there is only one source of phenomenal properties: contraction.

Evolution of Memory

Just as perception theory spatially extends our perception, contraction theory 
temporally extends it24. When Bergson sees the body as a “sensory-motor system,” 
he perceives it not only as a spatial arrangement of nerves, as it is commonly 
understood, but also in terms of the temporal prolongation required by its 
processing. This perspective allows us to see evolution not only in terms of the 
increasing complexity of a biological organism, but also in terms of its increasing 
timescale, that is, its reaction delay. In a simple organism, the reaction “can then 
hardly be delayed” (Bergson, 22/28), whereas distant perception (vision and 
audition), in his view, emerges at the very moment when organisms are able to 
control a larger timescale, “defer the date of their fulfilment” (Bergson, 23/29) 
of the response, and the stimulus “is not prolonged into a necessary action” 
(Bergson, 22/28). Evolution is thus captured as a process in which an organism’s 
system, composed of a sensory-motor interaction loop, has progressively enlarged 
its temporal extension (see Fig. 1). Now, having a greater range of time demands 
retaining the precedent moments that should have vanished otherwise and 
anchoring them to the latest moment. This is nothing less than the work of 
“memory,” which brings a higher intensity of “tension” to the temporal structure25.

Fig. 1 Stages of Memory in Evolution
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Although the organisation of interactions becomes more variable and complex with 
the development of the nervous system and other factors, it remains true that the 
body does not have the ability to produce any new constituents of experience, even 
in advanced organisms. The major difference between less complex creatures and 
humans would consist in the significant expansion of the available materials that 
constitute their experience. In living beings with only scarce temporal extension, 
the totality of physical stimuli in the present moment is the maximum domain, 
whence their perception is selected. The development of memory extends this 
domain in the direction of the time dimension26.

Timescale Gap in Interaction

What is contraction? It explains the sensible quality by a temporal version of ‘fusion 
emergence’27, which is a fusion of successive moments effectuated by the timescale 
gap between matter and organisms. As we saw above, in Bergsonism, perception is 
a system of interaction that includes material action and the body’s reaction. The 
‘intrinsic timescale’28 of a living being is relatively large compared to that of the 
material stimuli in the environment (e.g., light in the case of vision). This means 
that a single continuous process of perception involves a considerable timescale 
gap. This leads to what I would call ‘temporal coarse graining’ or ‘temporal 
compression.’ In my understanding, the Bergsonian contraction is not different.

A number of moments that should have ‘passed’ from matter’s own timescale is 
retained and included within the smallest unit of time for the organism. In the same 
way that new properties emerge from the ordinary, i.e., spatial coarse-graining, a 
temporal coarse-graining gives rise to novel qualities: “Sensible qualities … are in 
fact the successive moments obtained by a solidification of the real.” (Emphasis 
added, Bergson, 279-280/236)

It is this temporal compression derived from a timescale gap that provides our 
perception with the macroscopic phenomenal quality which micro-physical 
events do not possess as such. Therefore, contraction can be regarded as a kind 
of fusion emergence in the sense that micro-moments, which are supposed to be 
discrete in an inherent way, cease to be distinguished from each other. In this way, 
a superstrong emergence is avoided. This is also why the microscopic physical 
moments before the contraction are also said to have “this same sensation diluted 
[diluée], spread out over an infinitely larger number of moments.” (Bergson, 
329/278)29.
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But, if you abolish my consciousness, the material universe subsists 
exactly as it was; only, since you have removed that particular rhythm of 
duration which was the condition of my action upon things, these things 
draw back into themselves, mark as many moments in their own existence 
as science distinguishes in it; and sensible qualities, without vanishing, are 
spread and diluted in an incomparably more divided duration. (Bergson, 
276/233-234)

As you can already see, Bergson confronts the ‘quality combination problem’ 
from microquality to macroquality. He provides us with a specific model, the 
timescale gap, to show that this relationship is constitutive in material and emergent 
in properties. The fact that perception and matter are not the same in terms of 
quality but still maintain a constitutive relationship deserves to be emphasised. 
When we perceive a redness ‘over there’, this redness is nothing newly produced 
in our mind over and above the physical basis. This explains why he repeatedly 
uses expressions such as “same sensation” and “same quality” in this context. 
“Between sensible qualities, as regarded in our representation of them, and these 
same qualities treated as calculable changes, there is therefore only a difference in 
rhythm of duration, a difference of internal tension.” (Emphasis added, Bergson, 
329/278).

Perception and contraction

According to Bergson’s thesis of perception and contraction, we directly capture 
the material vibration propagating through space—which means the redness is 
rightly over there—but in addition, we capture the vibration through a duration 
longer than it should be, which makes it a redness. Therefore, contraction multiplies 
the constituents, but this is not done by producing them but by preventing them 
from vanishing. These additional constituents are the immediate past physical 
vibrations which would not have been retained without the larger timescale, i.e., 
memory.

It is true that scientific observation does not show any such phenomenal quality. 
However, this does not mean that either observation is falsidical. The difference 
lies in the temporal relationship between the observer and observable. In the 
Bergsonian perspective, observation would not take place without interference, 
even in a scientific context (cf. Bergson, 35/39). There is also no interaction without 
a determinate intrinsic timescale. Therefore, if the temporal resolution of your 
devices is sufficiently high, you would obtain microscopic temporal accuracy such 
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as the frequency which you could not perceive with your naked eye. However, this 
means that you cancel out the effect of the contraction. You may well ‘extend’ 
the duration in a non-Bergsonian way, but it would only be a juxtaposition of 
microscopic observations because each act of the interaction (observation) is 
limited to the microscopic moment.

In other words, to obtain the effect of contraction, you need to have a sufficient 
timescale gap in the first-hand interaction phase. Otherwise, temporal extension 
would be nothing more than an artificial reconstruct. In this sense, the phenomenal 
quality of redness as we experience it is literally made up of electromagnetic 
waves with a wavelength of 600 nm, under the key condition that they are temporally 
extended and intrinsically captured.

On the other hand, this makes it reasonable to assume that there should be 
microqualities in matter, if our sensible qualities are nothing more than these 
successive material moments (although temporally compressed). Thus, to be 
precise, physical events are no longer said to be “homogeneous” but rather “less 
heterogeneous” (Bergson, 329/278).

Subject and experience

This is what we identified as Bergson’s panqualityism. How, then, does he deal with 
the other problems enumerated at the beginning? What contraction can provide is 
only a bridge between microquality and macroquality. However, in order to attain 
a complete mind (rather than a proto-mind), you need, in addition to (1) qualities, 
(2) a subject, and (3) an experience.

First, let us examine (2) the subject. As it turns out, for Bergson, a micro-physical 
event has no subject. This is because the macroscopic ‘subject’ of human beings, 
in Bergson’s model, requires a sufficiently large expansion of memory to be able 
to introduce the remote past into the system (the PS thesis seen above), which is 
not expected from matter. My “personality” with “intention” (Bergson, 167/145) 
consists of the various “systematizations” (Bergson, 220/188) of “the totality of its 
past” (Bergson, 218/186). Therefore, matter does not have a subject.

What about (3) experience? In this regard, Bergson’s argument stands out for 
its neat positioning, because the very act of contraction, which explains the 
phenomenal quality, already implies an experience (at its perceptual layer). 
Recall that contraction is based on direct perception involving the body and the 
environment. It is not the case that physical microqualities are first combined into 
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a macroquality and then experienced phenomenally. Having a specific interaction 
loop with the environment is experience, or more precisely, experience at its 
impersonal layer.

It is true that our experience contains a top-down projection, which, in fact, largely 
contributes to what it is like to be a human being. This part of our experience is 
certainly not reducible to any temporally local activities, since contraction only 
explains the lower layer of the phenomenal experience, not the higher cognitive 
activities. However, this does not mean that it is an a priori independent entity 
beyond explanation. As was confirmed earlier, the higher level of phenomenality 
is ultimately derived from past contractions and their reorganisation in a far 
more extended memory. In Bergson’s view, the mind cannot be framed within any 
local physical entity, such as the brain; rather, it consists of a system of preserved 
remote past events. As long as understood in this more temporally global sense, the 
mind can be said to still maintain a constitutive relationship with the temporally 
extended nature30.

Toward a panexperientialism

The question that remains is regarding the micro experience, that is, whether 
physical vibrations can have an experience. Indeed, that a contraction implies a 
macro-experience does not directly imply that each of the elementary interactions 
has a micro-experience on its own. In a general understanding, panqualityism 
admits, as Goff says, ‘qualities without being experienced,’ that is, that it is not 
necessary for something to be experienced for it to be a quality.

However, as it turns out, for Bergson, the intensity of a feeling “consists in being 
felt.”31 In other words, there is no quality without being experienced as such, and 
no sensible quality without being sensed. To be more precise, the microquality 
can certainly exist without being experienced by us, that is, without contraction, 
but it cannot exist without being experienced at all. Let us carefully examine the 
following quote:

[E]ven the sensible qualities of matter would be known in themselves, from 
within and not from without, could we but disengage them from that 
particular rhythm of duration which characterizes our consciousness. 
(Emphasis added, Bergson, 75/72).

In this case, the contraction is supposed to be deactivated, as in the case quoted 
earlier, but here we are being told that there is experience “in themselves, from 
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within” (however, there is no room here for a subject, since a physical event lacks 
remote memory as mentioned earlier, and this might explain why this passive 
voice lacks the semantic subject represented by “by”). In fact, the idea that matter 
has experience would not be very surprising, considering Bergson’s view that 
perception and matter differ only in degree.

If this can be grounded, Bergson’s position would be characterised as 
panexperientialism, not merely as panqualityism32. This implies an important 
theoretical turn regarding the overall strategy, as shall be seen in the next section.

4. NON-ANTHROPOMORPHIC PANPSYCHISM

Let us look back at the form of the argument used so far. Humans experience 
phenomenal qualities intrinsically and in the first person. Owing to direct 
perception and the contraction theory, we can empirically infer the microqualities 
as constituting this macro quality. It should be noted that the microqualities here 
must be intrinsic because the extrinsic qualities observed in the third person 
are not relevant here33. Although, by the very fact of their being intrinsic, these 
microscopic qualities are not directly observable by us, and if we do not want to 
admit any miraculous emergence or epiphenomenon, then we need some form of 
constitutive basis for phenomenal properties. Bergson’s answer was not to align 
himself with the conventional view of the matter, but to extend it in terms of its 
temporal extension and to capture the interaction that involves temporal gap from an 
internal perspective. It should also be noted that his theories of perception and 
contraction are not mere conceptual speculations but are deeply inspired by the 
findings of biology and physiology.

Bergson’s argument so far, although it contains some ingenious perspectives, 
none the less seems to take the same line as the conventional evasive strategy of 
panpsychism, assuming the microqualities from the beginning just to avoid the 
explanatory gap. However, Bergson is clearly aware that this kind of top-down 
argument is insufficient and should be complemented by an “opposite course”. He 
tells us that the meaning of microquality should not be supplied from that of our 
own phenomenality.

We may certainly feel averse to the use of the word “memory”34 if an 
anthropomorphic sense is attached to it. But to imagine a thing that 
endures, there is no need to take one’s own memory and transport it, even 
attenuated, into the interior of the thing. ...It is the opposite course we must 
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follow. (Emphasis added)35

In order to do so, we need to redefine the term “memory” in an operative way, 
independent of the ordinary subjective/psychological meaning. The following is 
an important text, where he urges readers to pay particular attention to this shift 
in definition.

It is memory, but not personal memory, external to what it retains, 
distinct from a past whose preservation it assures; it is a memory internal 
to change itself [mémoire intérieure au changement lui-même], a memory 
that prolongs the before into the after, keeping them from being mere 
snapshots appearing and disappearing in a present ceaselessly reborn. 
(Emphasis added)36

Herein lies the pivotal turn in the argument. This memory is inherent, but not to 
any human consciousness, i.e., macro-subject, but to the change itself. In other words, 
memory is an essential requirement for a change to take place in general. Duration 
requires a before and after, but both must not be present at the same time. “There 
cannot be a before and an after; there is one or the other, not both; and both 
are needed to constitute time.”37 If we continue by saying ‘that’s why time is 
impossible,’ this would lead to a kind of McTaggartian contradiction. From here, 
however, Bergson goes on to say that if change were to be maintained, ‘before’ 
must somehow be prolonged into ‘after’38, and that if ‘before’ must be retained to 
be introduced into ‘after’, we shall call it an elementary memory, independent of 
any mental connotations.

Without an elementary memory that connects the two moments, there 
will be only one or the other, consequently a single instant, no before and 
after, no succession, and no time. We can bestow upon this memory just 
what is needed to make a connection. ...We shall nonetheless have introduced 
memory. (Emphasis added)39

The key lies in the concept of memory, redefined as something completely 
depsychologised. To avoid confusion, we will hereafter refer to memory in 
this sense as proto-memory. Temporal extension is a property of the system, 
regardless of whether it is material or biological. It neither implies materiality 
nor phenomenality in itself. However, if it is true that wherever the proto-
memory evolves its temporal extension, a timescale gap involved there gives rise 
to something of phenomenal, then, the memory in the usual psychological sense 
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will eventually be realised at a later stage of the evolution. This theoretical move 
allows us to see the distinction between the physical and the phenomenal not as 
a priori but as relativised in terms of the development of proto-memory, which, in 
our view, makes Bergson’s strategy advantageous.

The fact that the physical world is interwoven with actions and reactions requires 
the connection of multiple non-zero widths of time units. Saying that matter 
has a proto-memory means nothing further than that. Nothing of mental is 
presupposed here. This allows us to avoid the standard argument, which puts the 
phenomenal in the physical on purpose. Besides, stating that the evolution of the 
proto-memory has brought a sufficient temporal extension to the living system on 
some lineages is nothing but a biological fact and has no phenomenal implications 
in its own right. However, if Bergson’s argument, which grounds the sensible 
quality and the experience of it in the perception theory (which reduces a part of 
perceptual experience to physical action) and contraction theory (which explains 
phenomenal quality by the temporal constraints of the system, but without any 
additional constituents), is grounded, then might not the material condition of 
the phenomenal experience ultimately come down to the fact that the universe 
consists of a system of interactions, that is, the existence of more than one past 
moment rather than one present moment? In short, might not the phenomenal be 
explained a posteriori solely by the existence of the material interaction and the 
“memory” (proto-memory and its development)?

It should be remembered that Bergson’s argumentation does not proceed a priori. 
It is bridged by empirical findings at various points. For those who are dissatisfied 
with the conventional panpsychist strategy of simply pre-attributing the one 
element of the physical-phenomenal dichotomy taken as absolute to the other, 
Bergson’s approach, which appeals to the temporal structure of system defined 
neutrally to matter and mind and allows us to put panpsychism under the light of 
empirical enquiry, might be worth considering.
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bergson and the fringes 
of the psyche: between 
spiritualism and spiritism
ties van gemert

INTRODUCTION

Over the last few years, there has been increased attention among Bergson 
scholars for the philosopher’s relation to a long and complicated tradition of 
French philosophy known as spiritualism. Thanks to extensive historical work, 
we have come to see how Bergson inherited this tradition from his teachers, 
Émile Boutroux, Jules Lachelier, and Félix Ravaisson, continued to develop the 
fundamental tenets of spiritualism with his contemporaries Maurice Blondel 
and Édouard Le Roy, and passed on the tradition to his students Louis Lavelle 
and Gabriel Marcel.1 Unsurprisingly, in their discussions of this tradition, many 
scholars are keen to dissociate spiritualism from all the dubious connotations of 
the term. For example, in his book Making Spirit Matter, Larry Sommer McGrath 
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from the very first page strictly distinguishes between the French spiritualist 
tradition of doing philosophy and spiritism, the doctrine inaugurated by Allan 
Kardec and characterized by its belief in spirits. To keep them apart, McGrath 
defines spiritualism as a philosophical tradition “committed to the existence of 
a subjective dimension of reality accessed via inner experience” and spiritism as 
“[belief in the possibility of] contact with another spectral world”.2 

In this paper, I want to show that while there are indeed distinctions that can 
and need to be drawn between French spiritualist philosophy and the more 
problematic forms of spiritualism as spiritism, the boundaries between them are 
much more porous than is usually assumed. Because large-scale historical research 
would be needed to lay bare the intricate connections between these traditions in 
nineteenth-century France, I will here focus mainly on the ramifications of the 
interplay between spiritualism and spiritism for our conception and evaluation of 
Bergson’s philosophy.3 What I want to argue is that Bergson was fundamentally 
committed to those theses associated with spiritism that we nowadays consider 
to be improbable, and that all those who want to call themselves Bergsonians 
today would do good to spend more time wrestling with this part of his legacy.4 
Instead of taking Bergson’s engagement with psychical research to be the result 
of an insignificant personal interest, I claim that in his oeuvre, Bergson advisedly 
develops a philosophy that is able to explain and account for: (1) the independence 
of the spirit from the body, (2) the continued existence of spirit after the death 
of the body, (3) the interaction between spirits at a distance. To be sure, I will 
take it for granted that these are convictions that are no longer widespread 
among philosophers today, and that espousing a philosophy that is indissociably 
connected to these three theses will, for many, be deeply problematic. 

In the first two parts of this paper, I will historically reconstruct Bergson’s early 
encounters with psychical research by discussing and contextualizing his first 
scholarly article On Unconscious Simulation in States of Hypnosis.5 The third part will 
be devoted to Bergson’s role in the research of the Institut Général Psychologique 
(IGP) and his assessment of their research. In the fourth part, I will connect 
Bergson’s views, statements, and beliefs concerning psychical phenomena to his 
philosophical views. I will do so by close reading a relatively little studied text 
by Bergson, namely his presidential address for the British Society for Psychical 
Research (SPR) titled Phantoms of Life and Psychic Research.6 What I hope will 
become clear from explicating this part of Bergson’s philosophical trajectory 
is that there is a continuum between his philosophical views and his views on 
psychical research. The latter are not external to his philosophy or mere contingent 
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personal beliefs, instead, they co-constitute the nucleus of Bergson’s philosophical 
motivation and metaphysical commitments. 

BERGSON AS AN EXPERIMENTAL HYPNOTIST 

Bergson’s interest in psychical phenomena can be traced all the way to the 
beginning of his career.7 At the age of 24, Bergson anonymously published a 
French translation of James Sully’s book Illusions: A Psychological Study.8 This 
work deals extensively with hallucinations of ghosts and specters, altered states 
of consciousness, and (after-)dreams. It also contains a brief note on hypnosis, 
where Sully discusses James Braid’s foundational work on hypnosis and Rudolf 
Heidenhain’s reflections on “unconscious perceptions”.9 Sully argues that during 
hypnosis the “threshold or liminal value of stimulation is lowered”, so that the 
subject is “largely cut off from the external world, as in sleep”.10 Using suggestion, 
the hypnotist is then able to induce hallucinations that are immediately acted 
out by the subjects. As we shall come to see, Sully’s considerations are close to 
Bergson’s own views on the topic.11

In October 1883, Bergson moved to Clermont-Ferrand to work as a teacher at a 
lycée. While teaching in this provincial city, he became acquainted with the English 
theosophist G.R.S. Mead, and began to take part in meetings devoted to hypnosis 
by doctor Moutin.12 From a letter by Gilbert Rouchon, we know that it was during 
this time that Bergson began to study Phantasms of the Living, the two volumes of 
testimonies of telepathy compiled by the British psychical researchers Edmund 
Gurney, Frank Podmore, and Frederic Myers.13 In the same letter, Rouchon also 
recounts how he and Bergson talked about the work on stigmatization by the 
local physician Antoine Imbert-Gourbeyre, and reports Bergson’s attendance of 
discussions on metapsychology by professor Ch. Baron. 

Eventually, these readings and discussions led Bergson to pursue his own research 
on the topic. In July 1886, together with the scientist Robinet, he conducted a 
hypnosis experiment with two adolescent boys. The results were published 
in November 1886 in Revue philosophique de la France et de l’étranger (RPFE) - a 
journal that had previously showcased discussions of hypnosis and psychical 
research on multiple occasions.14 In the introduction to the article, Bergson relates 
how he had learned from “M. V…” about “hypnosis-experiments”.15 In these 
experiments, doctor V read a book with the cover of the book turned towards a 
hypnotized subject. Subsequently, he would ask the hypnotized subject to guess 
the page number on which the book was opened or tell the doctor what he was 
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reading. Surprisingly, the subjects did remarkably well on this task and, implicitly, 
it was concluded that these results provided evidence for the existence of mental 
suggestion.16 

Together with Robinet, Bergson observed some of these experiments and they 
both concluded that doctor V “worked with a remarkable surety and entirely good 
faith”. Nevertheless, Robinet and Bergson felt the need to repeat and validate these 
experiments, so they invited the four subjects of doctor V to their homes. Bergson 
and Robinet first hypnotized the boys by staring into their eyes at close distance 
for about 7 to 8 seconds and during the next sessions, they apparently could 
hypnotize them by simply placing a hand on their heads. According to Bergson, 
the subjects immediately showed “the clearest characteristics of hypnosis … eyes 
wide open, loss of focus, and … [loss of] every intelligent expression”.17 Being 
hypnotized, the subjects were ready for the experiments: Robinet began to read 
the book with the cover turned towards the subjects, but only one of the young 
boys was able to give satisfying answers. According to Bergson, when asked how 
he could guess the words or numbers, the boy repeatedly declared: “I see it”. 

At this point, Bergson begins to formulate a hypothesis. Whenever the boys give 
the wrong page number, the mistake is usually in the order of the number. The 
boys say “213 instead of 312 and 75 instead of 57”. According to Bergson, it seems 
as though they are reading as if they are looking into a mirror. As a result, he and 
Robinet begin to believe that the hypnotized subjects are reading the numbers 
“on the cornea of the magnetizer”. Although the mirrored reflection on the cornea 
is - as Bergson admits - extremely small, he argues that hypnosis has made the 
subjects hyperaesthetic: their eyes have become so sensitive that they simply have 
become able to read the tiny image on the cornea.18 To test this hypothesis, they 
ask the subjects to describe photos that can only be viewed with a microscope, and 
to draw a copy of an epidermal tissue. While these experiments are not conclusive 
regarding the exact breadth of their hypesthesia, Bergson and Robinet conclude 
that they have “demonstrated that the alleged reading of a book or thought is 
actually done by looking at the cornea of the hypnotist”.

To corroborate this conclusion, Bergson and Robinet “vary their questions and 
set all kinds of traps” to get the subjects to admit that they are reading from the 
cornea of the researchers. But their efforts are to no avail, the subjects do not 
reveal their technique. According to Bergson, this does not mean that the boys 
are acting in bad faith - since they had been implicitly requested not to remember 
anything after the experiment about the means they used to accomplish their 
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task. For Bergson, the boys simply “simulated” their conduct and he argues that 
we can consider this to be a case of “unconscious simulation”.19 

To test this explanation, Bergson and Robinet conduct some more experiments. 
They suggest to one of the boys that he is the same person as Bergson, and seat 
him in front of the philosopher with his back turned toward him, so that the boy 
cannot see him. Thereafter, Robinet pricks Bergson with a needle and asks the 
boy to point out where the philosopher was pricked - since the boy and Bergson 
are supposed to be one person, right now.20 Apparently, the boy once again did 
remarkably well on this task: he could guess the spot twelve out of fourteen times 
and every time he looked as if he was in pain. Yet, after repeating the experiment 
in another setting, Bergson concludes that the boy probably saw Robinet’s 
gestures and accordingly reconstructed the point where Bergson was pricked.21 
But whatever they try, the boy does not admit this and Bergson concludes that 
“perhaps nothing comes to consciousness; or rather this operation was translated 
into the consciousness of the sleeping person in the form of a prick felt at the 
very point where, according to his calculations, the pin of M. B.. must have been 
placed”. 

In the conclusion, Bergson relates his results to previous findings of experiments by 
Charles Richet, a Nobel-prize winning physiologist and avid psychical researcher, 
Henri-Étienne Beaunis, the founder of France’s first laboratory for experimental 
psychology, and Pierre Janet, the psychologist known for introducing the concept 
of dissociation. Essentially, Bergson argues that his results can explain and falsify 
their previous evidence for mental suggestion. In his view, hypnotized subjects 
unconsciously use all means available to perform their tasks and hence might be 
led to simulate mental suggestion. What he wants to convey is that experimenters 
should be cautious: hypnotized subjects might give wrong explanations for their 
special capacities. Nevertheless, Bergson does not deny the existence of mental 
suggestion and he reassures the reader by asserting his belief in this phenomenon: 
“[c]ases of mental suggestion have been observed by competent and critical 
researchers, therefore it seems difficult to contest their existence”. 

CONTEXTUALIZING BERGSON’S EARLY CAREER

In a paper called What Was “Serious Philosophy” for the Young Bergson?, Giuseppe 
Bianco quotes a letter by Bergson from 1881 where he expresses his wish “to do 
medicine [because] there is no other way to deal seriously with philosophy”.22 As 
Bianco argues, Bergson’s confession is situated within a broader development: 
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spiritualism had been undergoing significant changes since 1853, and in the 1880’s, 
it could no longer define itself with reference to philosophy only. Whereas the 
spiritualists had previously - under the control of Victor Cousin - been able to 
ward off the threats coming from medicine and psychology apropos their belief 
in the unity and independence of the soul and the methodological primacy of 
introspection, the developments within these two disciplines were making it 
increasingly harder for spiritualism to affirm its epistemological authority. Using 
hypnotic suggestions, physiologists and psychologists were beginning to study 
unconscious and automatic behavior, dissociated consciousnesses, and even 
multiple personalities - evoking questions about the existence of the unconscious 
and the unity of personality. First and foremost, these experiments with hypnosis 
enabled researchers to decompose personality, self, and soul - thereby endangering 
the ideals of spiritualism.23 

As a matter of fact, it were experiments such as those conducted by Bergson and 
Robinet on the nature of hypnosis and mental suggestion that formed the impetus 
and (institutional) model for experimental psychology in France.24 In contrast 
to the roots of German psychology in research on perception, the origins of 
experimental psychology in France lay in these investigations by physiologists, 
philosophers, and psychiatrists into psychical phenomena. Incidentally, Bergson’s 
early career is situated exactly at the cross-roads of these developments: his 
aspiration to study medicine and his work on hypnosis reveals an interest in these 
new, emerging fields of inquiry, and seems to imply a parting with the ideals of the 
previous generation of spiritualist philosophers. 

Yet a more precise examination of the discussions of the time reveals a more 
complicated situation. Bergson’s results were mostly used by researchers that 
opposed spiritualist ideals: the Belgian psychologist Joseph Delboeuf cited Bergson’s 
findings to argue that under hypnosis we sometimes come to see more than we 
are aware of, Janet used Bergson as evidence for the existence of a dissociated 
consciousness, and the German materialist Ludwig Büchner praised Bergson 
extensively for his fascinating results.25 Still, these appraisals failed to take into 
account the actual motivation behind Bergson’s investigations. The complex and 
ambiguous context of Bergson’s experiments in late nineteenth-century France 
only becomes apparent after studying two other assessments of his results: (1) a 
note by Myers in the journal Mind written after a short correspondence with the 
French philosopher, and (2) a reprimand by the spiritualist philosopher Alphonse 
Darlu in the next edition of RPFE. 
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In his review, Myers summarizes Bergson’s findings and gives further evidence 
for the hypothesis that the subjects probably read the book in the eyes of the 
hypnotist.26 He also expresses his agreement with Bergson concerning the claim 
that the boys were unconscious of the true cause of their capacities. What Myers 
is skeptical of, however, is the boy’s ability to read the microscopic pictures. He 
states the obvious: the image is simply too small to be perceived by the human eye. 
But instead of repudiating Bergson’s results, Myers remarks that in the experiment 
“thought-transference was not formally excluded because Bergson himself 
knew the photograph and the look of the cells”. He also proposes an alternative 
explanation: “hypnotic suggestion had induced (by spasm of the ciliary muscle?) 
some change in the shape of the crystalline lens, which made the eye a microscope 
for the time being”.

In a letter to Myers from December 1886, Bergson writes that he has not been able 
to conduct follow-up experiments with the two boys due to “difficulties of various 
nature in obtaining their attendance”.27 For this reason, he has begun to search 
for and train new subjects; he still wants to continue his work on “unconscious 
reasoning”. In his response to Myers’ criticism, Bergson admits that thought-
transference as an explanation cannot be formally excluded but argues that he has 
made no suggestions that could have insinuated the subject. Once again, Bergson 
is quick to add that even though he was “not able to obtain the least results”, 
his research was inherently motivated by his belief in mental suggestion. What 
is more, although Bergson expresses his agreement with Myers that there was 
“minimal visibility” of the retina, he immediately adds that while not explicitly 
stated in his article, he was at the time of the experiments already convinced 
that the subject’s lens was bent by hypnotic suggestion. For Bergson, this was 
confirmed by another observation: the boys had a hard time reading a book up 
close after the experiments because it “was too big”. 

What this communication reveals is that Bergson was above all fascinated by 
hypnosis and mental suggestion for its potential in acquiring evidence for the 
belief that the mind has an incredible power over the body. As he remarks in his 
lectures on psychology at the time: “hypnotism show[s] that the imagination is 
capable of exerting an almost unlimited influence on the body”.28 Thus, rather 
than aligning himself with the physiological psychologists, such as Delboeuf 
and Théodule Ribot, Bergson – from the very beginning of his career - tried to 
incorporate the results of the new experimental psychology within the contours of 
spiritualism. Be that as it may, these intentions were obscure to at least one older, 
spiritualist philosopher - showing that the significance of Bergson’s experiments 
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was ambiguous even for his contemporaries. 

In the next edition of the RFPE, Alphonse Darlu publishes a review of Boutroux’s 
Freedom and Determinism.29 To a brief exposition of Boutroux’ discussion on the 
relation between magnetism and freedom, he attaches an extended footnote. 
Darlu begins this note by posing a question concerning hypnotism that he had 
expected many philosophers to raise: “do we have the right to induce hypnosis 
even when the person who is the subject has given explicit consent?”. According to 
Darlu, consent is not always received in a faithful spirit. The subjects are rendered 
defenseless by the undertaking of the (authoritative) doctor and by the “weakness 
of their spirit and the inferiority of their social condition”. In any case, after the 
first session, all freedom lapses: the subject has become enslaved by the hypnotic 
practices. Moreover, while the subjects might agree to undergo hypnosis, they 
do not explicitly consent to the dangerous and painful experiments. Even if we 
presuppose free will on the side of the subject, we can still ask whether the subject 
consents to the gross modifications in “perception, memory, sensibility, morality 
… [and] the nervous system” brought about by hypnosis. 

To further justify his worries, Darlu explicitly points out misconducts of 
hypnotists. According to Darlu, hypnosis might function as a cure, but then it 
must be done by a doctor and only be used for battling disease. But this is hardly 
ever the case, hypnosis is practiced by all kinds of researchers and is often used 
solely as a method for psychological experimentation. To make his case, Darlu 
names a few prominent hypnotists: Delboeuf, who spends his holidays roaming 
the countryside looking for youngsters suitable for his research; Janet, who bluntly 
explains how he creates double personalities; and “Bergson [who] tells us how he 
grafted a second magnetic sleep onto a first in a teenager (!)”. For Darlu, these 
practices are reprehensible because “the interest of science which has inspired 
them serves as a pretext … for a self-interested and unscrupulous charlatanism”. 
However, even if the experiment’s interest was purely scientific, this still could 
not justify the use of human lives for improper ends. According to Darlu, modern 
philosophy has demonstrated the sanctity of the human person and rather than 
conducting hypnosis experiments, “the philosophers that I have cited” should 
make us aware of the danger of these experiments for the public’s respect for the 
unity of the human soul.

Undoubtedly, Darlu was not the only one concerned about the subjects of 
experimental hypnotists: since 1883, Jules Liégeois had been expressing his 
worries about experiments like those of Bergson and Robinet.30 From his lectures 
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at Clermont-Ferrand at the time, we know that Bergson was aware of these 
discussions concerning the role of consent in hypnosis and the crimes supposedly 
conducted under hypnosis, yet he continued to consider the danger of the practice 
to be trifling.31 In these lectures, Bergson also explicitly points out the loss of 
freedom involved in hypnotic practices: “the subject becomes an automaton, in 
the sense that he is completely under control of the operator”.32 Regardless, Darlu 
was still too quick to align Bergson with the psychologists who tried to decompose 
the soul and hence relinquished the spiritualist conception of freedom: it was 
never Bergson’s aim to dissolve a personality. Bergson was always skeptical about 
decomposing personalities: “I do not believe in the dissociation of the personality, 
I do not believe that a personality can break into a thousand pieces like glass”.33 
On the contrary, the unity of the personality would prove to be fundamental for 
his account of freedom. As Bergson puts it in Time and Free Will: “we are free when 
our acts spring from our whole personality”.34 

In sum, while his experiments might suggest a rupture with spiritualism - even 
for his contemporaries - on closer inspection, it becomes clear that rather than 
going along with the naturalist views of the new, experimental psychologists, 
Bergson revitalized spiritualism with reference to the contemporary scientific 
discourse. Contrary to Darlu’s assertions, Bergson probably never thought of his 
experiments as a means to decompose the soul, but instead continued to promote 
the independence of the mind, the unity of personality, and the reality of freedom 
in the face of the growing influence of the physiological psychologists.  

BERGSON AT THE INSTITUT GÉNÉRAL PSYCHOLOGIQUE

Around the turn of the century, the writer Oswald Murray and sculptor Serge 
Youriévitch were attempting to create an institute for the study of psychical 
phenomena as a French complement to the SPR. As Brady Bower shows, they 
capitalized on ‘“the significant popular enthusiasm for the study of spirit 
phenomena from believers, skeptics, and the simply curious” to try and resolve 
“the issues surrounding spiritism ... by science”.35 In the summer of 1900, twenty-
two scientists and intellectuals - including Bergson, Richet, and Janet - founded 
an organization that eventually became the IGP. The following year, Bergson 
became part of one of the institute’s four study-groups that was to be devoted 
to the exploration of the ““still undefined forces” at the frontiers of psychology, 
biology, and physics”.36 In 1913, Bergson also joined a (secret) discussion group 
known as the Club of Thirteen. This group would meet every thirteenth of the 
month to discuss psychical research and comprised prominent academics such as 
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Émile Boirac, a philosopher interested in clairvoyance, Camille Flammarion, an 
astronomer and friend of Kardec, and probably also Eugène Osty, a physician and 
the later director of the Institut Métapsychique International.37 

In 1905, the IGP began a three-year project with the Italian medium Eusapia 
Palladino.38 Born into a peasant family in 1854, Palladino had begun to conduct 
séances after claiming to have acquired the ability for table turning and 
communication with the dead during adolescence. After finding a manager in the 
spiritualist Ercole Chiaia, Palladino was introduced to many important psychical 
researchers by the criminologist Cesare Lombroso - who at first was skeptical 
of psychical phenomena but eventually became a convinced investigator.39 Before 
coming to France, Palladino had been the subject of examinations by the SPR, but 
they had caught her in acts of trickery and deceit. Palladino apparently liberated 
her hands from the controllers during the séances - secretly laying the hands of 
the controllers on each other - to make tables turn. Despite these clear cases of 
fraud, Palladino’s reputation did not suffer much: she claimed to be unconscious 
during deceit or argued that the spirits made her do it. A few years later, a few 
experiments with Richet and Boirac could still persuade the IGP to initiate a long 
series of expensive séances with the Italian medium.40

According to the report of these séances, Bergson attended six out of the 43 
sessions with Palladino.41 During these sessions, Palladino would sit in a cabinet 
noir with only her hands and feet visible but firmly held by two participants sitting 
next to her in front of the curtain. It usually took a long time - sometimes over 
two hours - before anything happened and the researchers often got impatient. 
The reports reveal that Palladino could not bring about psychical phenomena by 
sheer will. The right circumstances had to be there: the lights had to be dimmed, 
people had to talk, dance or sing, and even then, it could take hours. But from 
time to time, the table began to levitate or there appeared luminous dots and 
sparks.42 Bergson was witness to some of these phenomena: he served as control 
during a session where mysterious events took place. In the notes of the fourth 
session, it is written that Bergson saw that “a black arm from the left side of the 
curtain approached several times and forcefully touched M. Komyakoff [another 
participant] on the shoulder”.43 

In an interview with the sculptor Georges Meunier in 1911, Bergson comments on 
the results of the experiments with Palladino and details his view on psychical 
research.44 Meunier begins the conversation by asking Bergson what he thinks 
about the wondrous (Merveilleux).45 Bergson answers that there is no reason not 
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to be interested, indeed, one must be interested in these strange phenomena that 
seem to occur all over the world. Although there were scientists that claimed that 
the inexistence of these phenomena had already been demonstrated, Bergson 
disagrees and argues that while there are many cases of fraud, it does not 
necessarily follow that all cases are fraud. There is doubt and as long as there 
is doubt, scientists need to investigate the phenomena and not mock those who 
do so. For Bergson, the method of science should always be observation and 
experiment - never ridicule and scorn. 

Even though Bergson admits he is skeptical about the results of the sessions 
with Palladino, he does seem to attest to the reality of the phenomena: “I 
have experimented little myself and it is difficult to render an opinion in this 
matter… However, it is at least possible to speak of certain spirit phenomena and 
particularly those which the celebrated medium Palladino produced”.46 According 
to Bergson, there are two or three phenomena that Palladino produced that remain 
unexplained, but due to the many cases of fraud, he remains skeptical and argues 
that we should refrain from definite judgement. Interestingly, when asked about 
the existence of telepathy, Bergson is suddenly much less skeptical. He affirms 
that while its reality is not yet fully established, if one would force him to “bet for 
or” against its existence, he would “bet for, without hesitation”.

When asked about the spirit hypothesis (the existence of spirits of the dead), 
Bergson dismisses the view that it is merely absurd. He emphasizes that it is 
important to distinguish between knowledge by reasoning and knowledge of 
facts. While our reasoning can be absurd, as when we affirm that a square can 
be round, the existence of facts such as psychical phenomena cannot be absurd 
because their existence depends solely on experience. Consequently, questions 
regarding the reality of psychical phenomena cannot be answered a priori, as 
these questions concern facts and hence should be empirically investigated. For 
example, when someone discovers that “the route followed by the moon is no 
longer the same as before”, one might be “disturbed”. Yet, it cannot a priori be 
denounced as absurd since this knowledge “only depends upon experience”.

Despite these arguments for the need for empirical research, when asked about 
the existence of clairvoyance, Bergson immediately rejects it as unlikely. Even 
though there was as much research on clairvoyance as telepathy at the time, he 
says there is little evidence for the reality of clairvoyance. In his reply, Bergson 
argues that clairvoyance is incompatible with two fundamental commitments of 
his own philosophy, namely the fact that we are free beings and that the future is 
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unpredictable. Essentially, what this answer reveals is that his assessment of the 
existence of psychical phenomena is predicated upon his philosophical views, we 
do not need to empirically study every psychical phenomenon to assess whether 
it exists or not. For some phenomena, at least, we can use a priori or philosophical 
reasoning to denounce its existence. This is further corroborated by Bergson’s 
reply to Meunier’s question about fetishism: he is extremely dismissive of the 
possibility of its existence and answers that “here we are in the realm of pure 
fantasy”.47 

Given that throughout his oeuvre, Bergson never endorses a strict distinction 
between the empirical and the a priori, it is remarkable to observe that when 
reviewing the likelihood of the existence of certain psychical phenomena, he 
immediately takes recourse to this philosophical distinction to repudiate the 
existence of clairvoyance and fetishism. His philosophical commitments, here, 
clearly determine what line of inquiry is valid: because his views on telepathy cohere 
with his spiritualist philosophy, its existence is plausible, but since clairvoyance 
categorically contradicts his philosophy of freedom, its existence is improbable. 
More importantly, they also determine the justification he uses to argue for his 
belief. Since the fact that we are free beings and that the future is unpredictable 
can be established as knowledge through reasoning, the possibility of the existence 
of an empirical phenomenon, such as clairvoyance and fetishism, that confutes 
this fact is minute. Therefore, clairvoyance and fetishism can be dismissed using 
a priori reasoning. In a word, Bergson’s philosophical commitments, here, also 
determine if the existence of a psychical phenomenon can be assessed by a priori 
reasoning or needs to be studied empirically. In brief, Bergson’s assessment of the 
existence of psychical phenomena discloses that his views on this topic cannot be 
detached from his overall philosophy: they form a coherent whole. 

READING PHANTOMS OF LIFE AND PSYCHIC RESEARCH

After being a correspondent member of the SPR since 1909 and having rejected 
its presidency twice, Bergson accepted this honor of the British society in the 
year 1912-1913. Several prominent philosophers and intellectuals had taken on the 
position before him - among them Richet, Henry Sidgwick, and William James. In 
the introduction to his presidential address, Bergson expresses his admiration for 
the courage and brevity of the researchers in their “struggle against the prejudices 
of a great part of the scientific world”.48 He also establishes the aim of this lecture, 
which is:
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“to show that behind the prejudices, the mockery of others, there 
is, present and invisible, a certain metaphysic unconscious of itself,- 
unconscious and therefore incapable of continually remodelling itself on 
observation and experience as every philosophy worthy of the name must 
do,- that, moreover, this metaphysics is natural due at any rate to a bent 
contracted long ago by the human mind and this explains its persistence 
and popularity”.

This “bad metaphysics” that Bergson will oppose throughout his lecture 
epitomizes the ideal counterpart of his own philosophy: a materialism that denies 
the independence of the spirit, a scientism that dismisses the existence of all 
experimentally indemonstrable phenomena, and a naturalism that rejects all non-
mechanical explanations when accounting for the ways of the world.

After a brief methodological remark, Bergson starts attacking the view that 
psychical research is committed to the supernatural. For him, psychical phenomena 
and “those [facts] which form the subject-matter of natural science” are “of the 
same kind”. In principle, psychical phenomena, such as veridical hallucinations or 
apparitions, are subject to laws equal to those of the natural sciences. As Bergson 
argues, if psychical phenomena truly exist and we have come to know their laws, 
it will be possible to produce the phenomena at any moment: “if telepathy be real, 
it is possible that it is operating at every moment and everywhere”. For Bergson, 
psychical phenomena are as natural as all those other invisible forces discovered 
during the nineteenth century. In this regard, he compares telepathy to electricity: 
both phenomena are ordinary and ever present, but up until recently we never 
even suspected their existence. 

The difference between the natural sciences and psychical research, therefore, 
lies not in a difference between natural and supernatural phenomena, but is 
due to the development of the two sciences. Natural science has already been 
put on a strong footing by Kepler, Galileo, and Newton: they have discovered the 
fundamental laws of nature. In contrast, psychical research has not yet been able 
to attain this state of science: there has not been any psychologist equal to those 
scientific geniuses, who was able to discover the fundamental laws of psychical 
phenomena. For this reason, psychical researchers are still employing the method 
of history and jurisdiction, namely a critical study of testimonies and witnesses.49 
But even with this meagre means, they have come to acquire enormous amounts 
of evidence and facts - as attested by the accounts in Phantasms of the Living. Taken 
together, these findings lead Bergson to conclude that the existence of telepathy 
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has acquired the same degree of plausibility as most well-documented historical 
events. As he himself puts it: “I am led to believe in telepathy, just as I believe in 
the defeat of the Invincible Armada”.50 

Next, Bergson turns to the “deep-seated cause” for the wanting development of 
psychical research. In his view, it can be explained by the inclination of science to 
tend “to mathematics as to an ideal”. Rehearsing his arguments from Time and Free 
Will, Bergson argues that the mathematization needed for measuring the mind 
is impossible and invalid: there is no magnitude appropriate to the phenomena 
of the mind. For him, “it is of the essence of mental things that they do not 
lend themselves to measurement”. To make up for this shortfall, scientists have 
substituted the mind for the brain, they have “determined to consider the cerebral 
as the equivalent of the mental”. In a word, they have adopted the hypothesis that 
there is a “strict parallelism between the cerebral and the mental”.

According to Bergson, this assumption is self-contradictory and unwarranted: 
“the facts, looked at without any prepossession, neither confirm nor even suggest 
the hypothesis of parallelism”. In his view, there is only one faculty which might 
be said to be localized in the brain and hence would justify the assumption 
of parallelism, namely word-memory. For all the other faculties, such as “[j]
udgement, reasoning or any other act of thought, there is not the slightest reason 
to suppose that they are attached to intra-cerebral movements”. Only for memory 
then, research seems to show that certain lesions impede the ability to remember, 
understand, or utter words, and thus to corroborate that memories are stored 
in the brain. Yet for Bergson, even this modest conclusion is unwarranted by its 
premises. 

Drawing upon his arguments put forward in Matter and Memory, he begins to 
challenge the view that memories are stored in the brain. According to Bergson, 
the brain only stores motor habits that enable the evoking of memories, “the 
mechanisms of recall”. In contrast, the memories themselves are not in the brain 
and, therefore, “the brain has no other part than to play, in the full meaning of 
the term, the mental life”. Although the brain is crucial for keeping our attention 
fixed on life and directing us towards action, it is in the end only the pantomime 
of consciousness. In short, “consciousness is not a function of the brain”. Even 
though brain dysfunctions, mental illness, or intoxications influence our behavior, 
the mind itself remains unaffected. Only the mechanisms for recall are disabled, 
not our judgements or reason itself, we have simply lost touch with reality - not 
with logic itself. 
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According to Bergson, what the brain essentially does is to limit our mental life, it 
canalizes our perceptions, actions, and thoughts. But if only our attention to life 
were to weaken, we could open the gateway to discovering the facts of psychical 
research. We would, first, uncover the limitless capacity of our memory. Because for 
Bergson, “the past is preserved even down to its slightest details … there is no real 
forgetting”. Yet in our daily existence, this rarely happens, since we are constantly 
involved in practical activities that force us to focus and act. Nevertheless, there 
are moments, for example, at death or during sleep, that “a sudden disinterestedness 
in life” discloses to us the full past in a “panoramic vision”. If we could only lower 
the tension of our will, these events would manifest themselves much more often, 
because like telepathy, they are possibly taking place all the time. 

Secondly, we would come to realize that “we perceive virtually many more things 
than we perceive actually”.51 According to Bergson, the brain is only “an instrument 
of selection” that determines which virtual perceptions will be actualized and 
thus our mental life is always more comprehensive than we believe it to be. As 
Bergson had already argued in his first scholarly article, there exists the possibility 
that we come to see much more than we think we can. Although we might, like the 
hypnotized boys, continue to be unaware of the true source of our perceptions, 
the phantasms of the living will still reveal themselves from time to time. Because 
at any moment, there are “around our normal perception a fringe of perceptions, 
most often unconscious, but all ready to enter into consciousness, and which do 
in fact enter in exceptional cases or in pre-disposed subjects”. 

What stops us from entering these realms, the domain of psychical research, is 
the bad metaphysics of the scientists ingrained in the very nature of our mind. For 
Bergson, “it is space which creates the sharp divisions” between minds. In other 
words, it is only our bodies that are separated in space - not our minds. Since only 
a part of the psyche is attached to the body, there is the possibility that between 
“different minds there may be continually taking place changes analogous to the 
phenomena of endosmosis”. According to Bergson, if only we would endorse a 
more veridical metaphysics, we would start discovering a more vast, unknown 
realm of the mind. Subsequently, we would be able to demonstrate not only the 
existence of psychical phenomena but also disclose the reality of the survival of 
the soul after the death of the body. Because “[t]he more we become accustomed 
to this idea of a consciousness overflowing the organism, the more natural we find 
it to suppose that the soul survives the body”.52 If only the parallelism between 
the cerebral and the mental had been verified by empirical psychology, we would 
have reason to doubt the continued existence of the soul, but since the contrary 
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is the case, “the burden of proof comes to lie on him who denies it rather than on 
him who affirms it”.

But this is not all: for Bergson, if our science had taken this pathway, its whole 
essence would have been transformed. If Kepler, Galileo, or Newton had been 
psychologists, “science would have passed from pure mind to life”. In addition, 
“[a] biology would have been constituted, but a vitalist biology, quite different 
from ours, which would have sought, behind the sensible forms of living beings, 
the inward, invisible force of which the sensible forms are the manifestation”. 
Like his fellow-members of the study group of the IGP and many other psychical 
researchers, Bergson apparently believed that in the coming years psychical 
researchers could discover a new force that would be able to explain psychical 
phenomena.53 But even such a discovery would not yet fulfill Bergson’s dreams. In 
his closing remarks on his vision of the future of science, he evinces - in a striking 
return to the therapeutic ideals of hypnosis introduced by Mesmer - how this new 
science might also remedy the problems of contemporary life: 

“[t]ogether with this vitalist biology there would have arisen a medical 
practice which would have sought to remedy directly the insufficiencies 
of the vital force; it would have aimed at the cause and not at the effects, 
at the centre instead of at the periphery; healing by suggestion or, more 
generally, by the influence of mind on mind might have taken forms and 
proportions of which it is impossible for us to form the least idea. So would 
have been founded, so would have been developed, the science of mind-
energy [l’énergie spirituelle]”.

In his last book, The Sources of Morality and Religion, Bergson would return once 
more to this vision of the future of science, and the role to be played by psychical 
research. On the final pages, he reveals how humanity would be transformed if the 
science of mind-energy would blossom and be able to demonstrate the existence 
of an independent, free soul: “if we were sure, absolutely sure, of survival, we could 
not think of anything else … Pleasure would be eclipsed by joy”. It is this longing 
for redemption - with clear religious undertones - that drove many intellectuals 
to seek consolation in séances and psychical phenomena after the tragedy of the 
First World War.54 Unsurprisingly, it was also during times of personal distress 
that the more extravagant aspects of séances became attractive to Bergson: in a 
lecture at the SPR, Gabriel Marcel recounts how he and a mourning Bergson had 
once tried to summon the spirit of the deceased William James.55 
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CONCLUSION

Throughout this paper, I have reconstructed Bergson’s encounters with psychical 
research to show how his commitment to a spiritualist philosophy conditioned 
his engagement with the new sciences of the mind - including both experimental 
psychology and psychical research. We have seen how Bergson’s belief in the 
independence of the spirit, the survival of the spirit after death, and the possibility 
of communication between spirits at distance do not merely function as extraneous 
commitments of Bergson’s philosophical system, but instead are intertwined with 
his core convictions concerning freedom, the nature of the mind, and the ambit of 
science. Ultimately, I think that it should not surprise us that many inheritors of 
the French spiritualist tradition were positively disposed to the results of psychical 
researchers: their doctrine was based on the indubitable power of the spirit, and 
hypnosis, hyperesthesia, and telepathy could easily be interpreted as proof for 
these beliefs. For Bergson’s contemporaries, at least, the points of intersection 
and overlap between spiritualism and spiritism were obvious: countless psychical 
researchers used Bergson’s philosophy to legitimize their inquiries.56 

Still, we might ask: what can we conclude from all of this? While some scholars 
have asked themselves the question whether Bergson was “really being serious”, I 
hope to have shown that with a thorough understanding of the historical context 
of his oeuvre, we can recognize and explain the reasoning that led Bergson to make 
such seemingly grandiose statements.57 With this understanding, we also come to 
see that we cannot simply dismiss Bergson’s explorations as mere pseudoscience: 
on the contrary, many of the crucial markers for scientific methodology (i.e. 
empirical scrutiny, experimentation, and falsification) are clearly there - raising 
interesting questions about the very nature of science. Nevertheless, we should 
not forget that most scientists at the time did find the research of psychical 
phenomena to be misleading, and the illusions generated by séances that we now 
use to explain these phenomena had already been explicated. Sully, for example, 
in the very book Bergson translated, had warned of the illusions generated by the 
prejudices of the investigators and the setting of the séances.58 Consequently, we 
cannot explain Bergson’s ideas by taking recourse to the ideals of science of his 
time or to nescience: he was certainly aware of the critiques of his colleagues.59 

What is to be concluded then? I think that Bergson’s involvement in psychical 
research reveals the intricate dialectic between the thought of a philosopher 
and his assessment of the research of contemporaneous science - where the 
plausibility of the existence a phenomenon is determined by (prior or posterior) 
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philosophical commitments and vice versa. Although Bergson presents himself as 
a careful and cautious scrutinizer of the results of psychical research, I maintain 
that his philosophical and metaphysical considerations constantly govern his 
views and assessments of what is worth investigating. In addition, what he takes 
to be philosophical arguments, such as the contradictory nature of parallelism 
or the ineffability of freedom, are rather acutely tainted by empirical convictions 
concerning the nature of consciousness or the structure of the mind. Of course, 
we should not be astonished by this: Bergson himself is always keen to stress that 
the metaphysical and scientific are never distinct: the a priori and the empirical 
are never pure. Yet, this does not put him in the clear, it makes the issue even more 
acute: if we aim for a coherent interpretation of his philosophy, we cannot simply 
dismiss his beliefs concerning hypnosis or telepathy as irrelevant. We must realize 
that his philosophical arguments function only in the conceptual state of the 
sciences of his time, they are developed through an engagement with nineteenth-
century empirical findings. In the end, if we want to take seriously Bergson’s 
arguments for the interdependence of the empirical and the a priori, we should 
no longer distinguish between his philosophical arguments for the independence 
of the spirit and his personal convictions regarding psychical phenomena within 
his own oeuvre. To be Bergsonian today, then, would no longer mean ‘adopting 
a broader, expanded bergsonism’ or translating his claims into the language of 
present-day discussions of the life sciences, but – without a priori adopting any 
of his philosophical commitments - completely reworking, reconstructing, and 
reformulating the problems he posed within contemporary science.60
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diremption and intersection: 
the violence of language in 
bergson and sorel
hisashi fujita

INTRODUCTION: REASSESSING THE LEGACY OF BERGSON’S 
POLITICAL THOUGHT

Henri Bergson had a vast influence on his contemporaries in the realm of 
political thought1. More precisely, Bergson’s magnetism was particularly strong 
among those on the extreme right and left. As Deleuze writes, we have generally 
no idea “how much hatred Bergson managed to stir up in the French university 
system at the outset and how he became a focus for all sorts of crazy and 
unconventional people right across the social spectrum”.2 The French Third 
Republic already had as its guardian angel Descartes, the defender of reason 
and discourse; Bergson attracted the “rest”, who felt the limits of parliamentary 
democracy as consensus building through debate, and the need to appeal to 
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direct action, whether through general strikes (Sorel) or fascism (Mussolini). At 
first glance, the problematic seems to be settled in the extremist schema from 
language to violence. However, as I have demonstrated elsewhere3, what truly 
matters in this topic are the philosophico-political tensions between certain types 
of “violence of language”.

In this paper, I expand and develop this perspective by revisiting the relationship 
between Bergson and Sorel4. To estimate the legacy of Bergson’s political 
thought as strictly as possible, it is not enough to re-examine the positive 
assessments of the thinkers who favoured him. As neither Sorel nor Lukács 
were mere followers of Bergson, we must also pay attention to what their 
complaints and accusations could mean. Although Sorel’s Reflections on Violence 
seems to praise Bergson with open arms, but a closer look will reveal that the 
arrow of criticism is covertly aimed at him. This is the reason why we need 
to introduce what we shall call the “Bergsonian Left”. Unlike the Hegelian 
Left, this notion drives the varied meanings of the English word “Left”, which 
usually means Gauche in French or Links in German, but could also mean “left 
behind”, “abandoned”, “neglected”, or “cast down”. To find what is abandoned 
today in the potential of Sorel’s political Bergsonism, or to recuperate certain 
Bergsonian heritage neglected even by Sorel could be one of the goals for the 
research of “Bergsonian Left”5. For this purpose, we will explore at first what 
Sorel could owe to Bergson (section 1–3), arguing that Sorel received his vision of 
language as violence from Bergson. Then, we will study what Bergson could owe 
to Sorel (section 4–5), by discussing certain theoretical resonances, including the 
methodological one between Sorelian diremption and Bergsonian intersection.

I. BERGSON: ABSTRACTION AND ATTRACTION

1. Language as a central problem in Bergson’s political philosophy

In Bergson politique, Philippe Soulez refers to the introductory essay to Creative 
Mind6 as one of the three major texts of later Bergson that should be taken up 
when we examine his political philosophy, the other two being Two Sources 
of Morality and Religion and “My Missions”. One of the strategic points in 
this introduction having two parts is the section called “philosophy and 
conversation” (this running title is not reproduced in the English translation), 
forming the substantive conclusion of Part II.

While this introduction to Creative Mind is often said to be Bergson’s intellectual 
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autobiography7—like Descartes’ Discourse on the Method—where he talks about 
his methodology, it is rarely noted that it was finished after the First World War8. 
A closer look will reveal that the notion of the “retrograde movement of the 
true” (CM, 23), the greatest conceptual creation of the first part, is filled with 
examples of the politics of tomorrow. The position of problems—the second 
part of the introduction is entitled “Stating of the Problems” (De la position 
des problèmes)—becomes only possible based on a “cutting out” of the original 
and unforeseeable contours of reality. Such “positing” or “cutting out” gets 
embarrassing, when the problem involves society9. Society, says Bergson, needs 
the intellect for its own order and security, and thus continually secretes a kind 
of “philosophy of the state”, a sum of “socially approved” truths.

The section “philosophy and conversation” reveals that Bergson’s conception 
of language is not only central for his philosophy of intuition, but also for his 
political thinking. Let us recall a key phrase: “Conversation greatly resembles 
conservation” (CM, 96). Here, conservation means the fixity of thought. 
The battle is always waged over the “cutting out”. To form political ideas, 
“society has cut out reality according to its needs” (CM, 58). Criticising such 
a “socialisation of the truth” (CM, 103) natural to the human spirit is also a 
philosophico-political cutting-out with words: “But stating the problem is not 
simply uncovering, it is inventing… In metaphysics, the effort of invention most 
often consists of raising the problem, of creating the terms in which it will be 
stated” (CM, 58-59). Most criticisms of Bergson, from Adorno to Ricœur, are of 
the type that attack him for the unmediated nature of his concept of intuition 
and the naïveté of his view of language, but it is precisely in this respect that their 
criticisms are misguided10. Bergson was very clear when he said that “intuition is 
reflection” If we read him a bit more carefully, we can see that his focus on the 
“immediate” arose through the very critique of unreflective mediation. In short, 
for Bergson, it is mediation that is innocent.

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… my doctrine was a justification 
of instability… One could almost say that the philosopher who finds 
mobility everywhere is the only one who cannot recommend it, since he 
sees it as inevitable, since he discovers it in what people have agreed to call 
immobility… And he will understand perhaps better than other people the 
role of these institutions… No doubt, in the rigid framework of institutions, 
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sustained by that very rigidity, society evolves. In fact, the duty of the 
statesman is to follow those variations and to modify the institution while 
there is still time. (CM, 103-104)

To understand the role of language in Bergson’s political thought, we will now 
take a glimpse at Bergson’s theory of language, before revisiting the relationship 
between Sorel and Bergson.

2. Bergson’s Two Forms of Violence of Language

The starting point of Bergson’s view of language is, broadly speaking, based 
in certain pragmatism which sees the primordial function of language as 
“industrial, commercial, military, always social” (CM, 94). What makes his view 
of language unusual is the fact that for him this mundane landscape is sustained 
by violence. Rather than communicating things as they are, language exercises a 
certain violence of symbolisation, clipping out reality according to its usefulness.

In short, the word with well-defined outlines, the rough and ready word, 
which stores up the stable, common, and consequently impersonal element 
in the impressions of mankind, overwhelms [écrase, so “squash” or “crush” 
is better] or at least covers over the delicate and fugitive impressions of 
our individual consciousness11.

Continuing to operate inwardly, even under the most benign mask of moderate 
and conservative logic (conversation as conservation), this aspect of symbolic 
violence is often assumed to be the whole of Bergson’s view of language. Yet 
Bergson did not miss another aspect of language, which is also useful for 
philosophers to glimpse a more intense dimension of life. In such cases, language 
is forced to deviate, deflected from its usual function. In some passages, Bergson 
talks about “remoulding language [reforming then the operation of language] 
and getting the word to encompass a series of experiences”12, “smashing the 
frames of language” (TFW, 134. However, the translation is missing), or even 
“to strain the words, to do violence to speech” (TSMR, 242). The violence of 
language that Bergson is discussing here is not the violence that language wields, 
but the violence suffered by language, violence wielded by language against 
language itself13.

To understand exactly this second “violence”, we can refer to the distinction 
between the social obligations supporting a closed morality and the personal 
aspirations bringing an open morality. If the violence wielded by language is on 
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the side of social pressure as symbolic abstraction, then the violence that language 
suffers is rather something more on the side of the power of seduction stirred up 
with personal longing by the metaphorical attraction of images. For example, the 
fact that after Bergson, it is no longer possible to regard the word “duration” in 
the same way as before him, means nothing other than that the second violence 
of words, the magic of words, has been exercised there. “Let us admire the 
magical property of speech, I mean the power which a word bestows on a newly 
created idea – when it extends to that idea after having been applied to a pre-
existent object – of modifying that object and thus retroactively influencing the 
past” (TSMR, 63). This clearly reflects the concept of the “retrograde movement 
of the true” that we saw earlier14.

From this Bergsonian view, the creation of images, metaphors, and analogies 
that suggest what cannot be expressed in straightforward terms is far from 
a secondary or subordinate linguistic activity. As is well known, the Greek 
word μεταφορά, from which “metaphor” is derived, originally refers to spatial 
movement (transposition and transport). If ordinary language use is already 
a normalisation (kind of perverted reversal in the sense of forcing inevitably 
“unjust” translation, because of its brutality), the gesture “philosophically 
correct” for Bergson is to reverse this reversal15.

Comparisons and metaphors will here [in the realm of mind] suggest what 
cannot be expressed. That will not constitute a detour; it will amount to 
going straight to the goal. If one were constantly to speak an abstract, 
so-called “scientific” language, one would be giving of mind only its 
imitation by matter… Abstract ideas alone would, therefore, in such a case, 
be inviting us to imagine mind on the model of matter and to think it by 
transposition, that is, in the exact meaning of the word, by metaphor. Let 
us not be duped by appearances: there are cases in which it is imagery 
in language which knowingly expresses the literal meaning and abstract 
language which unconsciously expresses itself figuratively. (CM, 48-49)

This is where the second reversal of language comes into play. What makes 
possible this overturning of literality and figurativity, this reversal of going 
straight and of detouring around, is in fact the perspective of speed, or dromology 
in the words of Paul Virilio16. Let us ask: what is the speed of metaphor? Apparent 
literality becomes transparent, and there is no sense of time: It conceals the 
passing of time and erases it. Metaphor, on the other hand, “eats up” time. By 
shifting the sense, metaphor exposes time17. In Bergson’s famous example of 



diremption and intersection: the violence of language in bergson and sorel · 185 

sugar water, duration is the frustratingly long wait for the sugar to dissolve into 
water and produce sugar water. “Time is what hinders everything from being 
given at once. It retards, or rather it is retardation” (CM, 110). If the duration as 
delay is at the core of Bergson’s philosophy, how could its specificity not extend 
to his view of language? No image can ever fully represent the reality of life, but 
a concept, that is, an abstract, universal, and simple idea, says Bergson, is even 
less able to do so. Why has no one ever tried to read the speed of the image in the 
following passage?

No image will replace the intuition of duration, but 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. By choosing images as 
dissimilar as possible, any one of them will be prevented from usurping 
the place of the intuition it is instructed to call forth, since it would then 
be driven out immediately by its rivals. (CM, 195)

Here, Bergson reveals the nature of the power, which metaphor and image show 
in a negative form, in the form of violence, in the sense that they are prevented 
from usurping the throne that intuition should occupy, and consequently the 
throne is kept vacant. Yes, the crucial moment occurs “between” images, or 
more precisely, what is discovered only by being hindered by the very plurality 
of images; Bergsonian philosophy of intuition is paradoxically sustained by the 
delay of images.

Now we will see what role the violence of language plays in Two Sources. 
Not only the politicians of parliamentary democracy, but also “founders and 
reformers of religions, mystics and saints, obscure heroes of moral life whom 
we have met on our way and who are in our eyes the equals of the greatest” 
(TSMR, 42) also use words to address people. The second violence of language 
too is exercised in moral, religious, and political dimensions: “Why is it, then, 
that saints have their imitators, and why do the great moral leaders draw the 
masses after them? They ask nothing, and yet they receive. They have no need to 
exhort; their mere existence suffices. [the decisive phrase is missing here: ‘leur 
existence est un appel’ translating as ‘their existence is a call’] For such is precisely 
the nature of this [open] morality” (TSMR, 26). And more importantly, such 
non-exhorting call, such paradoxical power that images and metaphors have 
in their vanishing point, does not necessarily come from outside the self: “The 
word which we shall make our own is the word whose echo we have heard within 
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ourselves” (TSMR, 27).

This second violence of language seems to be theoretically underpinned by the 
idleness of pure memory as a power of waiting: “To call up the past in the form of 
an image, we must be able to withdraw ourselves from the action of the moment, 
we must have the power to value the useless, we must have the will to dream. 
Man alone is capable of such an effort”18. To be idle is not to be merely incapable, 
but to await. “If we refuse to attribute some such waiting to recent, and even 
to relatively distant, recollections, the normal work of memory becomes 
unintelligible” (MM, 224)19. This point will have to wait for further study in the 
future.

II. SOREL: FORCE AND VIOLENCE

3. What Sorel owes to Bergson: “Myth” as Violence of Language

Like Bergson, Georges Sorel fascinated both the extreme left and the extreme 
right, anarchists and fascists with his unique thought. Absorbing Bergson’s 
theory of “free act” (liberty and action) with sympathy, Sorel tries to sketch 
an anti-deterministic reading of Marxism. According to Sorel, revolution is not 
the result of an inevitable process of nature, but a spontaneous movement of 
ideas that impels the workers to unite. Sorel’s originality, therefore, lies not in 
opposing Bergson and Marx, as the generation of Politzer would soon do, but 
in attempting a renovative synthesis between their thoughts. Although Bergson 
expressed his total disagreement with the primacy of class struggle, he always 
supported Sorel, considering him as one of the philosophers who understood 
him best.

There is much left to be said about their relationship20, but we will focus on two 
points here. The first is the relation between language, violence, and myth, and 
the second is certain similarity and difference between Sorel’s diremption and 
Bergson’s intersection (méthode de recoupement).

What we would like to demonstrate briefly for the first point is the following: 
while it is often stated that Sorel, known as the thinker on violence, misread 
Bergson, however, it is Sorel who actually took Bergson head-on most frequently 
in this dimension of language. Sorel’s most famous work, Reflections on Violence, 
is in fact developed in the dimension of what we have named Bergson’s violence 
of language. 
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Let us start with the supporting evidence. Letters sent by Bergson to Sorel show 
us that their interest was focused on the issue of language. For example, in the 
first letter, dated April 25, 1908, Bergson thanked Sorel for his somewhat unusual 
articles on Creative Evolution21. After saying that “your views on language in 
general, and on verbs in particular, were worthy of consideration”, Bergson 
took up Sorel’s question about his own discursive strategy and justifies his uses 
of images: “Other than images, there are only concepts, headings that classify 
various objects under them... If concepts, which are the tools of the intellect at 
its best, are as much a product of biological evolution as the intellect itself, how 
can biological evolution be a part of concepts? That is precisely why I cannot do 
things by inclusion or reduction to concepts. I must do things by suggestion, and 
suggestion is possible only through images”22.

To discuss more in detail the importance of the dimension of language in Sorel, 
let us attack his central concept of violence. Sorel distinguishes between force, 
which is wielded to maintain established power, and violence, which is called 
to overthrow it and move toward a new social organisation: “We should say, 
therefore, that the object of force is to impose a certain social order in which the 
minority governs, while violence tends to the destruction of that order”23. Sorel 
argues that this theoretical distinction between bourgeois coercive force and 
proletarian violence is what makes it possible in real politics to distinguish the 
true socialism from the bourgeois tendencies latent within socialism.

The “violence” Sorel speaks of, of course, is that of general strike: a radical 
totalisation of non-work, a kind of generalised idleness. As nonsense does not mean 
the absence of sense but figures an anamorphosis of sense, the non-action 
here transforms the very sense of action. Although Sorel seems to think that it 
is too obvious to require explanation, Walter Benjamin expects the objection 
that “an omission of actions, a non-action, which a strike really is, cannot be 
described as violence”.24 As long as state power tolerates individual strikes, they 
“can be an entirely non-violent, pure means” (CV, 239), but “the moment of 
violence, however, is necessarily introduced, in the form of extorsion, into such 
an omission” (ibid.). “The right to strike constitutes in the view of labour, which 
is opposed to that of the state, is the right to use force in attaining certain ends. 
The antithesis between the two conceptions emerges in all its bitterness in the 
face of a revolutionary general strike... When passive, it is nevertheless to be so 
described if it constitutes extortion in the sense explained above” (CV, 239-240). 
Thus, in 1921, Benjamin published his famous “Critique of Violence”. We briefly 
return to this point at the end of this article.
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Let’s go back to Sorel. This difference between false and true socialism is 
reflected in the difference in their attitude toward language. When Sorel says 
“Against this noisy, garrulous and lying socialism…, stands revolutionary 
syndicalism, which endeavours, on the contrary, to leave nothing in a state of 
indecision” (RV, 112), he is pointing to a situation in which political socialism, 
in the name of debate, keeps pace with parliamentary democracy and delays 
revolutionary decisions. So, what kind of violence does Sorelian socialism use? 
The answer is what Sorel calls the “myth” as “the organization of images”:

The general strike is indeed… the myth in which socialism is wholly 
comprised, i.e., a body of images [organisation d’images] capable of evoking 
instinctively all the sentiments… The general strike groups them all in a 
coordinated picture and, by bringing them together, gives to each one of 
them its maximum intensity. We thus obtain that intuition of socialism 
which language cannot give us with perfect clearness – and we obtain it as 
a whole, perceived instantaneously*.

*This is the global knowledge of Bergson’s philosophy. (RV, 118)

At first glance, it may seem as if Sorel opposes the image and language here. 
As Sorel accuses, on the one hand, the current state of socialism as “a doctrine 
expressed entirely in words [Sorel highlights]” (RV 24), by proposing, on the 
other hand, the name of “myth” for the fact that the participants in great social 
movements always “picture their coming action in the form of images of battle 
in which their cause is certain to triumph” (RV, 20).

The question, of course, is not “language or image”, but what kind of language 
is best suited to evoke images that do not dominate people but spur them to 
action while liberating them and giving them maximum freedom. Against the 
intelligent and analytical language keeping people in thought as the basis of 
force, stands the intuitive language full of images driving them to action at 
the heart of violence. Indeed, Sorel refers to myth in the sense that he gives 
it as “identical to the convictions of a group, being the expression of these 
convictions in the language of movement” (RV, 29). For those of us who have 
learned how to distinguish, in Bergson’s philosophy, between two kinds of 
“verbal violence” (abstraction and attraction), it is not difficult to discern the 
two forces at work in this Sorelian discursive theory of violence. It is, moreover, 
not surprising in the least that Bergson’s name is cited at its core.
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Ordinary language could not produce these results in any very certain 
manner; appeal must be made to collections of images which, taken 
together and through intuition alone, before any considered analyses are 
made, are capable of evoking the mass of sentiments which correspond 
to the different manifestations of the war undertaken by socialism 
against modern society… This method has all the advantages that integral 
knowledge has over analysis, according to the doctrine of Bergson; and 
perhaps it might be possible to cite many other examples which would 
demonstrate equally well the worth of the famous professor’s doctrines. *

*I believe that it would be possible to develop still further the application 
of Bergson’s ideas to the theory of the general strike. (RV, 113)

Sorel often talks about the “sublime” (25 times in Reflections), and Bergson about 
“enthusiasm” (12 times in Two Sources). They both underline the necessity of 
action, but let us not misunderstand them; Sorel’s socialist theory of violence, 
the myth of the general strike, is not a glorification of physical violence, but a 
glorification of violence through metaphor and imagery. The next question is to 
define what kind of violence it is. Even if he declares that “the only force which 
can produce enthusiasm… is the force resulting from propaganda in favour of 
the general strike” (RV, 250), Sorel’s violence is not the ideological agitation 
that moves people beyond words to dogmatic direct action, but violence in the 
economy of words that drives people to creative open action25. The reason is 
obvious: when Sorel speaks of morality, he is thinking of a morality that liberates 
people to free action. The situation will be the same, even or especially when 
he speaks of “industrial progress”. For Sorel, a progressive producer is a kind 
of artist: “even though the artist, with his capricious character, often seems to 
be the very opposite of the modern worker. This analogy is justified by the fact 
that the artist does not like to reproduce standard models” (RV, 244). If so, the 
relationship between the general strike of producers and the organisation of 
images in Sorel is equivalent to the relationship between the open morality of 
mystics and metaphorical attraction in Bergson.

Sorel’s idea of “myth” as “organization of images”, implements thus a discursive 
strategy with “the help of warmly coloured and sharply defined images which 
absorb the whole of our attention” (RV, 140), somewhat similar to that of spoken 
language: “words act upon the feelings in a mysterious way and easily establish 
a bond of sympathy between people” (RV, 6). If this is the case, it is in line with 
the Bergsonian concept of violence of metaphorical attraction that we glimpsed 
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earlier. That is why Sorel cannot help but mention Bergson’s name when 
referring to the depth of consciousness. “Bergson has taught us that it is not only 
religion which occupies the profounder region of our mental life; revolutionary 
myths have their place there equally with religion” (RV, 30).

Based on the above discussion, we may expect that our first thesis on what 
Sorel could owe to Bergson has been somewhat satisfied: Sorel received his 
vision of language as violence from Bergson. Or, at least, Bergson and Sorel seem 
to share the same horizon of the violence of language. 

4. Sorel’s Ambivalent Evaluation on Creative Evolution

From here, we move on to the question of whether Bergson owe anything at 
all to Sorel. However, we must immediately add that our interest lies rather in 
gaining a deeper understanding of their thoughts through the observation of 
their theoretical resonances, rather than in determining a strictly historical 
influence. The question is twofold: one is about the relationship between the 
biological and the sociological (Section 4), and the other, perhaps theoretically 
more ambitious, is about methodology (Section 5). However, both relate to the 
Sorelian concept of diremption. Let us start from this point.

In the preface dated July 1914 to Materials for a Theory of the Proletariat (1919), 
Sorel refers to the principles of the diremption which he proposed in the 
Appendix to his Reflections and recalls its results: “By taking my inspiration from 
this theory, I have been able to dwell at length on proletarian violence while 
leaving aside the juridical aspects of the conflicts which lead to violent strikes, 
the political regime of the country and the institutions that enable the working 
family to improve its everyday conditions of existence”26. Sorel clearly recognises 
the methodological importance of the diremption27. The term appeared in 
1903 in the declaration that “the philosophy of diremption must replace that of 
unification”,28 but for a coherent definition, we must wait for the essay “Unity 
and Multiplicity”, added as an appendix in the second edition of Violence in 1910. 
In the opening paragraph of his article titled “Biological images which foster 
the idea of unity; their origin”, Sorel declares the necessity of showing “how 
mistaken are those people who believe that they raise an irrefutable argument 
against the doctrines based on the class struggle, by saying that, according to 
the evidence of common sense, the notion of society is completely permeated 
with the idea of unity. (...) The unity of society must be taken into very serious 
consideration” (RV, 253). Just as Levinas in Totality and Infinity makes totality 
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the enemy and infinity the goal, Sorel, in his social philosophy, makes unity the 
enemy and multiplicity the goal. What is at stake is a sociobiological account 
of reality that borrows images and metaphors from biology, but only under 
the pretence of its authority. Worse still, biologists themselves are completely 
unaware that they are borrowing images and metaphors from the social world 
in the first place. “Certain habits of language that are prevalent today have 
contributed more than all arguments to popularising the prejudices in favour 
of unity. (…) Such socio-biological analogies present the idea of unity with a 
singular insistence” (RV, 254). 

Now that we have briefly outlined the relationship between the two issues 
we will be looking at, let us move on to the first issue (the biological and the 
sociological). On the surface, Reflections seems to praise Bergson, but a closer 
look will find that the arrow of criticism is secretly aimed at Bergson as well. 
This kind of “criticism” is developed more expressively and extensively in Sorel’s 
five reviews of Creative Evolution. In fact, in his first letter to Sorel, Bergson 
wrote:

[Your review] presents a system of many unique and original views on the 
scope of nature and modern science, on the relation of theory to practice, 
and in short, on the role of philosophy... The most important of these 
[objections] is the following question: the principles I have derived are 
applicable to social facts, but not to biological facts, because they seek their 
information in inner observation and in the consciousness of freedom. 
Indeed, it may be easier and more certain to apply them in sociology (even 
though I have never attempted it). However, that’s all I’ll give you, and as 
for biological philosophy, I think it’s necessary either to go down the path 
I indicate, or to give up any explanation. (C, 193-194)

Let me explain why I qualified earlier this review as “somewhat unusual”. On 
the whole, Sorel’s assessment of biology amounts to a historical misdiagnosis 
quite excessive: “Evolutionism seems to me to be fabricated with data from 
economic history; it is even questionable whether any biological theory can 
be constituted in any other way than by imitating life by means of social 
constructions... Biology is nothing but a false sociology” (RCE1, 269). However, 
it would be premature to assume that Bergson’s characterisation of Sorel’s 
critique as “unique and original” is due to mere courtesy. The fact that Bergson 
himself admitted, albeit concedingly, a certain applicability of the principles 
presented in Creative Evolution “easier and more certain” in sociology, becomes 
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more interesting, when we take into consideration what he later fully developed 
in Two Sources of Morality and Religion and of Creative Mind. The same may be 
said of Bergson’s philosophy of technology, all the more for Sorel’s remark: “Mr. 
Bergson bases his theory of the intellect on a consideration of labour, which 
will come as a shock to those who know what role Marx gives to technology 
in history” (RCE2, 478)29. Anyway, Sorel relentlessly repeats that Bergson’s 
biological philosophy is merely an analogy from social philosophy. The following 
affirmation almost makes us want to say that he even predicted Two Sources30. 
This is the final passage that concludes the five-part series review:

In concluding this study, I express the wish that M. Bergson, abandoning the 
not very fruitful applications of his philosophy to the natural sciences, will 
apply it to the problems which it allows to illuminate with such a brilliant 
light, that is to say, to those which are raised by the great social movements 
which require a great freedom. I believe that he has already recognised 
that his principles would be appropriate to facilitate the understanding 
of religious revolutions, which fit so well into this category, but which are 
not the only ones to appeal to deep convictions in order to break an order 
sanctioned by the centuries. (RCE5, 294)

5. What Bergson could owe to Sorel: Diremption and Intersection

To look at the second comparative point, let us recall rapidly Bergson’s method 
of intersection and his theory of the “lines of facts” to consider whether there 
was anything of methodology that Bergson could receive from Sorel31. This 
theory was first expressed in a lecture “Life and Consciousness” delivered at 
the University of Birmingham on May 29, 1911 (the French title is inverse: La 
conscience et la vie): “Each [of lines of fact], taken apart, will lead us only to a 
conclusion which is simply probable; but taking them all together, they will, by 
their convergence, bring before us such an accumulation of probabilities that we 
shall feel on the road to certitude” (ME, 7). Bergson took up this theory again 
in Two Sources, calling it the method of intersection [méthode de recoupement], 
but the order in which certainty arises from the accumulation of probabilities 
remains the same.

We have alluded elsewhere to those “lines of fact” each one indicating 
but the direction of truth, because it does not go far enough: truth itself, 
however, will be reached if two of them can be prolonged to the point 
where they intersect… In our opinion this method of intersection is the 
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only one that can bring about a decisive advance in metaphysics. (TSMR, 
237)32

To see its closeness and divergence with Bergson’s method of intersection, we 
will now turn to Sorel’s diremption. According to him, in contrast to physiology 
which cannot consider the function of an organism without connecting it to the 
whole organism,

Social philosophy, in order to study the most significant phenomena of 
history, is obliged to proceed to a diremption, to examine certain parts 
without taking into account all of the ties which connect them to the 
whole, to determine in some manner the character of their activity by 
pushing them towards independence. (RV, 263)

To draw briefly three characteristics of Sorelian diremption, let us take 
an example: Primitive Christianity. Sorel admits that the language of the 
Christian authors was entirely disproportionate to the actual importance of 
the persecutions; there were very few martyrs before the middle of the third 
century. The statistics of persecutions play no great part in this question. “It 
was through these rather rare but very heroic events that the ideology was 
constructed” (RV, 180). In this situation, being separated from the rest, a certain 
system of images would stir up emotions and drive people to action. The driving 
force behind what Sorel calls “myths”, such as the Syndicalist general strike, 
Marx’s catastrophic revolution, the French Revolution, etc., springs from this 
symbolism, system of images exerting its forces in certain specific, limited, 
determined contexts.

1) Symbolic: this is precisely the first characteristic of diremption as “symbolic 
knowledge”: “Rather than representing things, this method produces symbols 
in which phenomena participate” (IMTP, 228). What Sorel calls symbolism “fills 
them with life, exalts the psychological qualities that constitute the true cause of 
the importance given to memorable actions by thoughtful people” (IMTP, 229); 
although, what he calls rationalism “annuls these qualities in constructing reality 
within the bounds of skeletal abstractions” (ibid.), and thus “countermines our 
symbols” (IMTP, 235). Therefore, there will have been a war of interpretation 
around symbols. The “symbol”, which is in the position of the closed in Bergson, 
is in the position of the open in Sorel.

2) Abstractive: By “navigat[ing] in imaginary space, in pursuit of absolute 
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man” (RV, 260), Sorel’s diremption counter-attacks against the jest made by 
Joseph de Maistre in 1796 on the subject of the work of French constituent 
assemblies: “I have seen Frenchman, Italians, Russians, etc.; but as for man I 
declare that I have never in my life met him.” The abstraction of the “ahistoric 
man” envisioned by Rousseau for the construction of an ideal city-state based 
on the social contract remains rather essential for the formation of the “idea 
of absolute duty,” which makes possible that “man can detach himself from 
the ties that bind him to historical conditions” (RV, 262). Thus drawn, the 
principles of ahistoric men are “more or less thrust on the road of the absolute. 
The abstract man is not, therefore, as Joseph de Maistre thought, a useless 
person for philosophy; he constitutes an artifice of our understanding” (RV, 
263). If Bergson’s famous words mean to bring the human mind to reverse the 
direction of its customary way of operating, then he is not too far from Sorel: 
“But philosophy should be an effort to go beyond the human state” (CM, 228). 
The “soundness” of what Sorel calls “sound interpretation of the symbols” 
(IMTP, 231) is a graceful resignation to the limitations of this abstraction. 

3) Ascetic: The third characteristic seems to be easier to understand, if we 
recall the following: the method of intersection in Two Sources is introduced 
to ensure the philosophical value of mysticism. In certain “catastrophic” 
atmosphere (RV, 182, 273) Sorel’s diremption focuses not only on the limited 
and fragmented in terms of situation and domain, but also on the “isolated 
individuals” (RV, 257), such as “beggars, certain itinerant artists and especially 
singers, and bandits”, or the “genius”, as ‘Greek hero, who had occupied such 
a prominent place in the national traditions” (RV, 256-257). The description of 
“ascetics” who “were called to have a history of very different importance from 
that of the other isolated individuals” cannot help but remind us of Bergson’s 
Two Sources: “Western Christianity profoundly transformed asceticism in its 
monasteries; it brought forth this multitude of mystical persons who, instead of 
fleeing from the world, were devoured by the desire to spread their reforming 
activities all around them and to whom the religious experience gave superhuman 
strength” (RV, 257-258). 

IN PLACE OF A CONCLUSION

As a perspicacious historian of political thought, Isaiah Berlin saw, of course, 
that Sorel “in due course, offered sustenance to ‘extra-parliamentary’ 
oppositions both of the right and of the left” (Berlin, 417). However, while drawn 
to Sorel’s strange attractiveness, Berlin seems to fail to get to the heart of his 
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theoretical possibility. He admits it himself: “Sorel remains unclear” (407). Why 
so? Because, for Berlin, “among purveyors of words”, Sorel was “productive 
only of words” (418). Such an insensitivity may be responsible, in our view, for 
his indifferent inclusion of heterogeneous political currents under the name of 
“irrationalism”, from “the wave of radical unrest [Berlin mentions ‘Fanon and 
the Black Panthers, and some dissenting Marxist groups’]” (414) to “Fascism and 
National Socialism” (412). If Berlin had read Two Sources, he would have smelled 
the danger of Fascist-like propaganda in the frenzied language of the Bergsonian 
mystics. Dreaming the political alternative could indeed be vehement, but for 
Sorel and Bergson, this vehemency takes the form of an artistic idling, never 
of any holocaust full of deep hatred and resentment. We believe, in this precise 
regard, having found in Sorel’s discursive acuity, the reason why he considered 
the general strike, non-action (in the sense of nonsense), as exemplary of 
violence, and, parallel to this, why Bergson privileged the mystic, active but not 
actual, untimely, as exemplary figure of open morality in urgent international 
politics. 

Considered often as the century of violence, the twentieth century, with all its 
intricate relationships between enlightenment and myth, politics, and religion, 
will therefore have been also the century of the violence of language. Among 
other masterpieces such as Adorno and Horkheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment, 
or Hannah Arendt’s Vita Activa, better known by its English title The Human 
Condition, the closest to the problem sphere of Bergson and Sorel is undoubtedly 
Walter Benjamin’s article mentioned earlier “Critique of Violence”. While 
Bergson distinguishes between two types of violence in language (symbolic 
abstraction and metaphoric attraction), and Sorel stressed the distinction between 
force and violence, Benjamin emphasised on the distinction between mythic 
violence and divine violence (CV, 249-250). Just as the symbol, being in the position 
of the closed in Bergson, was in the position of the open in Sorel, so the myth, in 
the position of the open in Sorel, is in the position of the closed in Benjamin.

Our next work will explore probably the relationship between Bergson’s themes 
(the violence of language and the idleness of pure memory) and Benjamin’s, such 
as 1) the theory of Passage, the motif of the flâneur, 2) the theory of translation 
(the glorification of certain unpolished literality as opposed to smooth, legible 
translation), and 3) the theory of aesthetics (the “politicization of art by 
communism” as opposed to the “aestheticism of politics promoted by fascism”). 
But this is another story.
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3. Hisashi Fujita, “Anarchy and Analogy: The Violence of Language in Bergson and Sorel”. Bergson, 
Politics, and Religion. Eds. Alexandre Lefebvre and Melanie White. Durham and London: Duke 
University Press, 2012, 126-143.
4. As an authority of the Anglo-Saxon study of political thought, Isaiah Berlin’s account can 
be regarded as the “standard” Sorel interpretation: “But there was also the decisive influence 
of the philosophy of Henri Bergson…Not theoretical knowledge but action, and only action, gives 
understanding of reality… Reality must be grasped intuitively, by means of images, as artists 
conceive it, not with concepts or arguments or Cartesian reasoning. This is the soil which gave birth 
to Sorel’s celebrated doctrine of the social myth which alone gives life to social movements” 
(Isaiah Berlin, Against the Current. 2nd edition, Princeton University Press, 2013, 399-400, we 
highlight). But the words with which this distinguished scholar concludes his essay on Sorel seem 
to us to be a symptom that he is missing something crucial: “The first to formulate this in clear 
language was Sorel. His words still have power to upset” (Berlin, 419, we highlight).
5. In our broader scope, the “Left” Bergsonians in this sense could include certain German thinkers 
such as Adorno, Arendt, Benjamin, Horkheimer, etc. generally considered as anti-Bergsonians. Is 
there nothing at the core of their thought that is formed by a kind of παλίντροπος ἁρμονίη with 
Bergsonian thought? This could be effectively one of the essential questions in measuring the 
range of Bergson’s political philosophy.
6. Henri Bergson, The Creative Mind [abbreviated as CM]. Trans. M. L. Andison. New York: 
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revitalizing the nation: vitalist 
philosophy in the chinese 
nationalist party
daniel stumm

In 1934, Chen Lifu 陳立夫 (1900-2001), a high-ranking member of the Chinese 
right-wing Nationalist Party (Guomindang 國民黨), published a book with the 
title Vitalism (Weishenglun 唯生論), in which he laid out his vision of China’s 
future. Based on the idea that the country could only be as strong as its people, 
Chen argued for a collectivist society where citizens had to discipline themselves 
constantly. The same year, the party initiated the New Life Movement, which 
sought to create modern citizens and put the same principles into practice for 
which Chen Lifu had laid out a metaphysical framework in Vitalism. This article 
will trace the development that led a right-wing party to employ the rhetoric of 
vitalist philosophy in its struggle for national unity and modernization.

With the term “vitalism,” the Nationalist Party connected its project to the 
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conservative discourse of the previous fifteen years. The widespread and 
controversial debate on the philosophy of Henri Bergson (1859-1941) during 
the late 1910s and early 1920s prepared the ground for Chen Lifu to build on. 
However, while Bergson is sometimes seen in Europe as a vitalist philosopher, he 
was received as a “philosopher of life” in China. The major proponent of vitalism 
in Europe during the early 20th century was Hans Driesch (1867-1941), who, 
unlike Bergson, frequently used that term in the titles of his publications. On the 
invitation of Zhang Junmai 張君勱 (1887-1969), the most enthusiastic defender of 
Bergson in China, Driesch visited the country for a year-long lecture tour in 1922 
and 1923. The philosophies that clustered around the term “life” were thus very 
present in China at that time.

With the recent rise in interest in philosophy of life and Bergson, the intellectual 
sources of Nationalist Party ideology have drawn the attention of historians.1 
Dian-Kuei Chang 張典魁 has shown in great detail that Chen Lifu’s Vitalism was 
an extension of the ideas of the party founder Sun Yat-sen 孫逸仙 (1866-1925), 
and identified several Bergsonian elements in the text.2 In an earlier important 
study, Jiang Yihua 姜义华 emphasized the degree to which Sun himself had been 
influenced by, among others, Bergson and Rudolf Eucken (1846-1926).3

Building on these studies, the present article argues that Vitalism was conventional 
as an expression of the party line, yet employed a novel term, different from 
earlier Chinese translations, for vitalism. Chen combined vitalist, authoritarian 
and traditional Chinese themes into a distinctive theory meant to justify said 
party line. The emphasis is thus on the political function of the text, instead of 
its philosophical value. The first section gives an overview of the conservative 
discourse during the 1910s and 1920s. Then, an analysis of Chen’s book will show 
which sources he drew on, how it fit into the overall agenda of the party, and 
finally how the party put this agenda into practice with the New Life Movement.

THE INFLUENCE OF BERGSON AROUND 1920

After the republican revolution of 1911, which led to the demise of the Qing Dynasty 
(1644-1912), military leaders soon took control of the country. By 1916, China 
was split into effectively independent provinces. There was no strong central 
government any longer, and the republic existed in name only. In this bleak political 
situation, anti-traditional sentiments ran high, especially among students. Faced 
with the failure of the republic, a culturalist discourse gained currency in the 
late 1910s that blamed Confucian doctrines for instilling a subservient mindset 
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into the Chinese people. Chinese culture represented irrationality and passivity; 
individuals were bound up in repressive family structures and uninterested in 
the fate of the nation. Western culture, admired for its rationality, utilitarianism 
and achievements in science, was hailed as the corrective. I call this perspective 
“culturalist” because culture was seen as the panacea. Questions of politics were 
bracketed; in one extreme case, Hu Shi 胡適 (1891-1962), one of the major liberal 
thinkers, vowed not to discuss politics for 20 years.4 Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-
1900), US-pragmatist John Dewey (1859-1952) and Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) 
were among the more popular thinkers whose ideas circulated widely, often with 
the express purpose of turning the Chinese into enlightened, modern and liberated 
individuals. Becoming modern was understood by many to mean becoming more 
like the West. This has become known as the New Culture Movement.

This denigration of the Chinese heritage and idealization of the West, prevalent 
during the late 1910s and early 1920s, did not go unchallenged. The most effective 
line of attack was to draw on European thinkers who were themselves critical 
of the very things the Chinese looked up to: rationality and science. The most 
influential representative of this position at the time was Henri Bergson, who 
defended the value of intuition over intellect. In 1920, Liang Shuming 梁漱溟 
(1893-1988), then a philosophy lecturer at the prestigious Beijing University, 
caused a stir when he re-interpreted the teachings of Confucius through the lens 
of Bergsonian anti-intellectualism. According to Liang, Confucius spontaneously 
harmonized with the world around him by relying on his intuition, instead of 
using his intellect to fulfil his desires and destroy the unity of life. Made public 
first in a series of lectures and then in a book with the title Eastern and Western 
Cultures and Their Philosophies, Liang’s ideas were controversially discussed, 
and became foundational for the cultural conservatism of the 1920s.5 Liang and 
other like-minded commentators argued that the latest philosophical trends 
emanating from Europe and the United States were fully compatible with the 
Chinese intellectual heritage. There would thus be no need to reject Chinese 
culture; rather, the Chinese had much to contribute to the development of a new 
worldview that was necessary after the horrors of the First World War.

The tensions between those who preferred modernization after the model of the 
West and those who defended the value of Chinese culture came to a head in 1923. 
In February, political activist and educator Zhang Junmai gave a lecture in which 
he argued that science and “view of life” (renshengguan 人生觀, from German 
Lebensanschauung) were categorically distinct. The former was objective and 
employed logical methods to study objects that fell under the laws of causation, 
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whereas the latter relied on intuition, was subjective and concerned with beings 
that possessed free will. Thus, Zhang claimed, the two should be kept separate 
and, crucially, that “science, no matter how evolved, cannot solve the problems of 
the view of life.”6 Critics immediately charged that Zhang defended superstition 
and dreamed of a return to futile metaphysical speculation. Zhang’s fiercest 
opponent in the ensuing year-long debate on science and metaphysics, Ding 
Wenjiang 丁文江 (1887-1936), was convinced that “the omnipotence of science, 
the omnipresence of science, the thoroughness of science lies not in its material, 
but in its method.” Ding explicitly identified Bergson as the source of Zhang’s 
theories.7

The positions of Zhang and Ding were the poles around which two camps formed 
that included some of the most prominent public intellectuals of the period. That 
specialized questions about epistemology and the possible limitations of science 
attracted such interest was due to the fact that science was coded as Western 
and progressive. Anyone who questioned science was perceived as questioning 
progress. Conversely, any defense of Chinese culture was seen as regressive and 
anti-Western. Despite these polemical claims, Zhang Junmai had in fact been 
inspired by German social democratic ideas in the political realm, and was highly 
knowledgeable about the latest trends in European philosophy. Besides his use of 
Bergsonian terminology such as “intuition,” Zhang had studied in Germany under 
Eucken and written a book with him on The Problem of Life in China and Europe 
(Das Lebensproblem in China und Europa, in German). The two authors introduced 
the history of Chinese philosophy in broad strokes and considered what Chinese 
thought might have to contribute to the future development of global philosophy. 
Eucken’s philosophy of life (Lebensphilosophie) strongly colored the tone of the 
work, which consequently focused on the importance of the spiritual life (geistiges 
Leben) of mankind.8 Zhang’s defense of Chinese culture was thus grounded in an 
intimate understanding of contemporary idealist thinking.9 Over the 1920s, this 
part of European philosophy, though not unchallenged, gained ground in China.

HANS DRIESCH IN CHINA

After celebrated visits of Russell and Dewey, the German biologist-turned-
philosopher Hans Driesch came to the country for an extended lecture tour in 
1922 and 1923. Zhang Junmai, who was responsible for the invitation, had originally 
planned to invite his own teacher Eucken, but Eucken declined on the grounds of 
his advanced age. In his introduction of Driesch to the Chinese public, Zhang 
remarked that the scientific background of the German philosopher should be in 
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accordance with the current mood among Chinese intellectuals.10 Importantly, 
however, Driesch rejected mechanistic explanations of biological processes. 
Instead, Driesch posited that an immaterial life force he called entelechy guided 
the development of living beings. This must have made him particularly attractive 
to Zhang, who vehemently attacked the tendency to apply mechanistic laws of 
causation to questions of culture and society in the debate about science and 
metaphysics. 

Driesch arrived in China in October 1922, at the height of Bergson’s popularity. 
He lectured on the philosophy of Kant, his own vitalism, psychology, and recent 
trends in philosophy in Nanjing and Beijing, before leaving China for Japan and 
the United States in July 1923.11 If Zhang had hoped to shape the Chinese debates 
through the invitation of Driesch, this did not materialize.12 Werner Meißner, one 
of the few scholars to have written about Driesch’s stay in China, states that after 
1924, “interest in Driesch’s philosophy apparently died.”13

There are several possible reasons for this. The topics of Driesch’s lectures, 
especially Kant and vitalism, did not draw much attention outside of specialized 
circles. Furthermore, even though Driesch had a background in science, he came 
to China as a critic of mechanistic explanations. The ability to predict outcomes 
based on a mechanistic understanding of the world was highly attractive to Zhang’s 
opponents in the debate about science and metaphysics, which took place while 
Driesch was in the country. Similarly, Driesch came upon the invitation of Zhang, 
which have endowed his lecture tour with a partisan flair. Zhang had clearly 
aligned himself with the cultural conservatives, and the Chinese public may have 
assumed the same of Driesch. Though the visit was not a failure, its impact on the 
intellectual developments of the period was unremarkable.

Despite the lack of widespread interest in the vitalism of Driesch, the cultural 
conservatism that drew its initial inspiration from Bergson continued to flourish 
during the 1920s. The virulent anti-traditionalism that had animated debates 
in the 1910s gradually subsided. The value of tradition proved resilient, and 
the movement that later became known as New Confucianism began to take 
shape.14 At the same time, Marxism became a force to be reckoned with among 
intellectuals, who debated how Chinese history fit into historical-materialist 
models of development in the 1930s.15 Politically, however, it was the violently 
anti-Communist Nationalist Party that was in power. Led by men who saw Chinese 
tradition as a unifying force in a country threatened by imperialist aggression from 
the outside and left-wing agitation on the inside, the Nationalist Party employed 
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the rhetoric of cultural conservatives to achieve their own, authoritarian ends. 
Under these circumstances, vitalism suddenly came to play a prominent role in 
the political discourse, even though not in the sense Driesch had used it.

THE NATIONALIST PARTY AND VITALISM

The Nationalist Party was formed out of the major forces behind the revolution 
of 1911. Following the death of party founder and leader Sun Yat-sen in 1925, right-
wing groups within the party extended their influence. In 1927, after a successful 
military campaign to bring all of China under their control, the united front with 
the Communist Party collapsed. The period of White Terror began, during which 
thousands of labor activists and communists were imprisoned or killed. As head 
of the Bureau of Investigation, whose task it was to keep an eye on communist 
activities, Chen Lifu was one of the organizers behind the White Terror. In the 
writings emanating from the circle around Chen and other counterrevolutionary 
groups, Maggie Clinton has identified a strong concern with national unity based 
on a timeless Confucian spirit. In the eyes of Nationalist Party theorists, it was the 
unified nation and not the proletariat that had to bring about the revolution that 
would propel China into the modern age. Their hostility towards communism 
stemmed from its divisive focus on class struggle, and their professed reverence 
of Confucian values served the goal of uniting the populace under a truly Chinese 
spiritual framework.16 Every threat to the state, understood as a hierarchical 
collective united by Confucian moral teachings, was seen as “communist.” The 
Nationalist Party thus established a link between belonging to the nation and 
following the precepts of Confucian morality. It diagnosed the markers of modern 
city life, such as dance halls, cabaret and unmarried couples living together, as 
symptoms of communist licentiousness.

Chen Lifu’s Vitalism reflected all these strands in the author’s attempt to provide 
a comprehensive theoretical justification for the party line. Chen was not a 
philosopher. By training, he was a mining engineer, with a diploma from Pittsburgh 
University. He rose from personal secretary of party leader Chiang Kai-shek 蔣
介石 (1887-1975) to various positions that allowed him to influence high-level 
appointments as well as the training of new cadres. Together with his brother, 
he was a major force in the CC Clique, one of the factions vying for dominance 
within the Nationalist Party in the 1930s. Vitalism, one of his major forays into the 
philosophical realm, began as a lecture series for students of the Central Political 
Institute before it was published as a monograph in 1934.17
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Even scholars who take the doctrines of the Nationalist Party in that era seriously 
as an attempt to respond to contemporary problems are keenly aware of their 
shortcomings. Terry Bodenhorn, who offers the most sympathetic reading of 
Vitalism, admits that his analysis “does support previous scholarly readings of 
GMD [Nationalist Party] ideology as derivative and confused,” and notes Chen’s 
failure as a propagandist.18 Vitalism is not characterized by a consistently rigorous 
argumentation or lively examples that bring the abstract theory down to everyday 
challenges. At the same time, Bodenhorn stresses that party functionaries 
constituted Chen’s main audience, and that for them, laying out the guiding 
principles behind the party line they were tasked to put into practice might have 
been entirely satisfactory.19

Vitalism was an attempt at ideological self-assurance on the side of the Nationalist 
Party. Unlike the Communist Party, whose intellectual appeal survived the violent 
purges, the Nationalists could not point to a fully developed theory that justified 
their decisions. After the death of Sun Yat-sen, different groups strove to canonize 
their interpretations of the ideas of the party founder to fill that gap. Chen’s text 
was part of that development; what is noteworthy about this book is that Chen 
directly engaged with the sources on which Sun himself had drawn, and that 
he established links between Nationalist Party doctrines and the conservative 
discourse.

The title, weishenglun 唯生論, literally “life-only theory,” is of particular interest. 
Though commonly translated as “vitalism,” the preferred term for the philosophy 
of Hans Driesch that went by that name was shengji zhuyi 生機主義 (literally: 
vitality-ism).20 Shengji zhuyi was already a niche concept, but weisheng languished 
in complete obscurity prior to being discovered by Nationalist Party in 1929. I 
am aware of only a single occurrence before that year: Li Shicen 李石岑 (1892-
1934), a university lecturer, mentioned it in passing while discussing philosophy 
of life.21 On January 25, 1929, however, the renowned educator Cai Yuanpei 蔡元
培 (1868-1940) introduced a “vitalist view of history” (weisheng shiguan 唯生史
觀) in a speech at a Nationalist Party political training class.22

Cai’s speech allows us to trace the two-fold terminological trajectory that led the 
Nationalist Party to adopt the weisheng-variant of vitalism. First, one of Sun Yat-
sen’s core principles had been “livelihood of the people” (minsheng 民生), under 
which he subsumed his economic policies. Based on the similarity of the terms 
and the argument that the struggle for existence, and by implication the human 
concern with life, is the motor of all development, Cai equated vitalism and 
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livelihood of the people.23 Besides this link to party ideology, he contrasted vitalism 
with materialism and idealism. All three terms are structurally similar in Chinese 
(weisheng, weiwu 唯物 and weixin 唯心), and Cai stated that the new approach for 
which he coined this neologism was meant to overcome the limitations of the two 
established philosophies.24 Clearly, however, it was the historical materialism of 
Marxist philosophy that was the main target. In effect, weisheng-vitalism grants 
Sun’s “livelihood of the people” the same status as materialism and idealism.

Afterwards, variations of that term appeared with increasing frequency in articles 
that used language affiliated with Nationalist Party ideology. About half a dozen 
such texts predate Chen Lifu’s 1933 lectures on vitalism; they were published in 
highbrow or even academic journals. Chen seems to have been the first party 
member of note after Cai Yuanpei to have picked up on weisheng-vitalism, which 
indicates a slow process of gestation from the periphery of the party. That he chose 
Vitalism as the title of his book suggests his desire to present a comprehensive and 
foundational work on the subject. Unlike the preceding texts on the topic, Chen’s 
presented an abstract theory of vitalism that was grounded in the conservative 
discourse of the 1920s: The title emphasized the primacy of life as a category of 
analysis, which had been a distinctive feature of that discourse. And the content 
drew, if not always in a systematic and explicit manner, on central concepts and 
thinkers that had informed it.

At the heart of Chen’s conception of vitalism were “elements” (yuanzi 元子).25 
He introduced them as the “tiniest, most fundamental things in the universe as it 
is now known to man, and also in general the constituent parts of everything.”26 
His definition thus included both the technical as well as the vernacular meaning. 
In a nod to the continuous discovery of new sub-atomic particles, Chen stressed 
that whatever was the smallest known thing at any point was the “element:” “In 
relation to atoms, electrons are the elements; in relation to molecules, atoms are 
the elements.”27 With this display of scientific knowledge, the mining engineer 
Chen Lifu made pretensions to proposing a scientific theory of the universe.

On top of this science-inspired foundation, Chen built the manifestly vitalist 
framework that gave the book its title. Most importantly, he explained that 
each element possessed life (shengming 生命) and wisdom (zhihui 智慧). This 
understanding is similar to Driesch’s theory of entelechy, the life-force that 
guided the development of living organisms. The important difference is that 
Driesch conceived of entelechy as an immaterial force, inexplicable in chemical or 
physical terms, though he also spoke of entelechy as a “true element of nature.”28 
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It is thus possible that Chen took Driesch literally and saw this life force as akin 
to particles in that, given sufficient progress in the sciences, it could be observed 
one day.

Bergson was another major source of Chen’s vitalism. Chen’s “debt to Bergson 
was common knowledge at the time,” though completely unacknowledged in the 
text.29 The most obviously Bergsonian terminology can be found in the section 
“The Stream of Life” (Shengming zhi liu 生命之流). The idea of incessant change, 
often expressed in Chinese writings as “stream,” forms one of the central pillars 
of Bergson’s philosophy.30 True to his collectivist bent, Chen emphasizes that 
each individual living being is but a tiny drop in the mighty stream of life.31

Chen’s discussion of mankind’s struggle for existence is another instance where 
the influence of Bergson becomes apparent. For Chen, the natural state of affairs 
is that things can only grow if they exploit other things; in his terminology, 
“generally, things are only capable of destroying the existing states of equilibrium 
of elements in the universe.”32 As the finest accumulation of elements, humans 
could avoid disturbing universal harmony, as they were able to create without 
destroying or taking away from others. While inconspicuous at first sight, the 
issue of creativity was closely linked to Bergson on several levels. Firstly, Creative 
Evolution proved to be central for his reception in China and already carried the 
issue of creativity in its title. Secondly, on a more abstract level, the idea of human 
creativity stood at the center of the controversy over science and metaphysics 
that pitted defenders of Bergson against mechanists: If humans could create in 
the full sense of the word, then they were unpredictable and not bound by laws 
of causation.

Chen Lifu also intertwines his interpretation of vitalism deeply with traditional 
Chinese concepts. He claims that ancient Chinese thinkers already possessed an 
understanding of vitalist cosmology, and that it found expression in the classic 
Book of Changes (Yijing 易經).33 He repeatedly draws on the “Middle and the 
Mean” (Zhongyong 中庸), a chapter of a classical text that became a cornerstone 
of Confucian teachings in the Southern Song dynasty (1127-1279).34 With his 
constant references back to foundational texts, Chen was in line with the party’s 
approach of building a modern society on the basis of Confucian teachings.

Besides the Confucian tradition, the other important authority in Chen’s 
Vitalism was the thought of party founder Sun Yat-sen. After the latter’s death in 
1925, various factions within the Nationalist Party scrambled to enshrine their 
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interpretation of his ideas as authoritative. Along with other members of the right 
wing, Chen highlighted the anti-communist and anti-democratic aspects of Sun’s 
legacy.35 In order to show that his own Vitalism fit coherently into this program, 
Chen includes quotations from Sun in his text on numerous occasions, and 
always presents them as authoritative statements that guide his own thinking. 
Not only does he refer to a section as “We should collectively strive to expound 
and propagate the philosophical thought of the Premier (zongli 總理) [Sun]” in 
the table of contents for the first chapter; Chen also opens the whole text with the 
following quote: “The Premier once said: ‘Life is the center of the universe, and 
the livelihood of the people is the center of human history.’”36

As this quote shows, Chen’s life-focused approach was far from alien to Sun’s own 
thinking. Rather, to a certain degree Chen was retracing the steps of the former 
party leader. When Sun was in exile in Japan between 1913 and 1916, he had used 
the time to work out his vision for the republic. To that end, he bought a number 
of books from a Tokyo bookstore, and an order list that covers the months from 
November 1914 to March 1915 has survived. Table 1 shows the books Sun bought 
in that period as reported by Jiang Yihua.37

Bertrand Russell The Philosophy of Bergson

Friedrich Nietzsche The Gospel of Superman

Émile Boutroux Science and Religion in Contemporary Philosophy

Émile Boutroux The Rise and Fall of Religion

Edward Westermarck The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas

Rudolf Eucken Present-Day Ethics

David Balsillie Professor Bergson’s Philosophy

William T. Jones An Interpretation of Rudolf Eucken’s Philosophy

Rudolf Eucken The Life of the Spirit

Émile Boutroux Education and Ethics

Edward Le Roy A New Philosophy: Henri Bergson
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Rudolf Eucken Knowledge and Life

Rudolf Eucken The Truth of Religion

Jacques Maritain La Philosophie Bergsonienne

Table 1: List of books Sun Yat-sen bought in Tokyo, 1914-5.

Among the 14 books, five are by or about Rudolf Eucken (highlighted in dark grey), 
and four about Henri Bergson (light grey). Émile Boutroux (1845-1921), whose 
name appears three times, had heard lectures by Eucken in Germany and was 
a teacher of Bergson. In his writings, he defended free will against materialism 
and determinism. Judging from these orders, Sun was immersed in fin de siècle 
philosophy that focused on spiritual life and intuition.38 Thus, when Chen Lifu 
chose vitalism to furnish Nationalist Party policy with a metaphysical foundation, 
he brought to the fore some of the very ideas that had informed the revered late 
Premier.

To understand what type of ideology Chen constructed in Vitalism, and how much 
support he could draw from Sun’s own writings, the following quote from Sun is 
central: “A state is the accumulation of persons. A person is the vessel of the heart, 
and the affairs of the state are the phenomenon of the psychology of a collective 
of people.”39 This voluntarist, individualized approach is precisely the thrust of 
Chen’s element-based cosmology. Just like atoms were the elements of molecules, 
“in relation to a nation, every citizen is an element of the nation.”40  By equating 
the natural and the social in this manner, Chen made clear that the nation was 
only as strong as each individual. Seen in relation to the communist threat that 
figured so prominently in party propaganda at that time, he was formulating an 
answer to the national challenges that was based on individual responsibility, and 
not on the kind of systemic change that the Communists favored.

The roots of such an organicist understanding of society go back to the end of 
the 19th century in China.41 The prolific translator Yan Fu 嚴復 (1854-1921), who 
popularized the theory of evolution, emphasized its ramifications for China: In 
the global struggle for survival, the country showed signs of being “unfit.” Only if 
the Chinese acted as one could they hope to ward off further foreign aggression. 
With comments like these, Yan was much closer to Herbert Spencer’s (1820-1903) 
Social Darwinism than to Charles Darwin (1809-1882) himself. He established 
Social Darwinism as the framework according to which the majority of Chinese 
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intellectuals and politicians understood international conflicts.42 Spencer’s 
metaphor of society as an organism was picked up by Sun Yat-sen and the 
Nationalist Party; in the 1930s, it even became a central pillar of party-mandated 
civic education textbooks.43

As a formulation of Nationalist Party ideology, Chen Lifu’s conception of society 
was thus entirely conventional. To furnish it with traditional backing, he drew on 
a famous passage from the “Great Learning” (Daxue 大學), a chapter that rose to 
prominence during the 12th century alongside the above-mentioned “Middle and 
the Mean.” In the “Great Learning,” the fate of the country is tied to individual 
self-cultivation.44 Starting with the “investigation of things,” an eight-step process 
is outlined in the “Great Learning” that includes rectifying one’s heart, making 
one’s intentions sincere and bringing one’s family in order. Only then will the 
country be governed well and the world at peace. As a classical formulation of the 
concepts that guided Chen, it figured prominently in Vitalism and strengthened 
his claim that Chinese culture contained the solution to the current problems of 
the country.45

There were clear limits to the kind of responsibilities of the individual, however. 
Instead of the individual pursuit of happiness, for example, where everyone has 
the freedom to create a meaningful life for themselves, the right wing of the 
Nationalist Party was staunchly illiberal and collectivist. As the larger discourse 
shows, they conceived of society as a machine. Depending on their backgrounds, 
the two major camps responsible for publicizing this conception either had a 
streamlined factory à la Henry Ford in mind, or the military. In both organizations, 
the responsibility was to be ready, both physically and mentally, to obey the orders 
that come from above.46

Conversely, the individual only had value in relation to the collective, and 
disobedience was threatened with violence. In Vitalism, there is one passage in 
which Chen is very explicit about the fact that he does not support the right to 
live unconditionally. While explaining his ideal of selfless service to others and 
promising that, given the continuous increase in productivity, the question of the 
future would be how to use the forces of nature to maximize human happiness, he 
also raised a much darker issue: What about those who “did not have the ability 
to create” (meiyou chuangzao de nengli 沒有創造的能力)? As discussed above, 
creativity was one of Chen’s key terms, and linked his text with the conservative 
discourse inspired by philosophy of life in the 1920s. Here, he uses it to justify 
his stance that with respect to those who only consumed resources but did not 
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contribute anything, it “may be somewhat more beneficial if they die” (sile huoxu 
bijiao youyi xie 死了或許比較有益些).47

THE NEW LIFE MOVEMENT

Chen Lifu was not talking in the abstract when he wrote that passage. As a member 
of the Nationalist Party, he was speaking on behalf of the party that governed the 
country in an autocratic fashion. While the attempt to remold the populace along 
the lines laid out in party writings was indeed bolstered by violence, the party also 
initiated a nation-wide movement to foster mass support for its vision. The New 
Life Movement began in 1934 and constituted the practical implementation of the 
ideology for which Chen had provided a metaphysical justification in Vitalism. It 
needs to be emphasized that Chen followed the established party line in many 
respects, and that Vitalism and the New Life Movement were thus two individual 
yet similar expressions of the same ideology.

While historians generally agree that the New Life Movement was not a success 
by any measure, it has been recognized as a defining moment in the history of 
the republic ever since Arif Dirlik argued that the movement needs to be taken 
seriously as attempt at modernization based on the worldview of the Nationalist 
Party.48 The movement tellingly began in Jiangxi Province in February 1934, after 
the Nationalists had forcibly dismantled the local Soviet Republic and driven 
out the Communists. It was meant to build support from the ground up and to 
immunize the population against the lure of Communism, while simultaneously 
putting surveillance measures in place (see below). Beginning in March, large-
scale events like mass rallies and lantern parades that are said to have attracted 
up to 100’000 participants increased public awareness of the movement. Local 
associations were formed in more and more parts of China over the course of the 
next year. While these were substantial achievements, they proved unsustainable. 
The movement never found support from below, which is unsurprising given its 
strictly hierarchical nature that allowed only for top-down organization. Dirlik 
has argued that it was “more the will of its leadership than the nurture of its 
achievements” that kept the movement alive even before war broke out with 
Japan in 1937 and diverted attention away from it.49

In the short period when the New Life Movement had the full support of the 
party, a wide array of speeches and publications explained its goals and meaning to 
the citizens. The speeches by President Chiang Kai-shek were central and widely 
reprinted in newspapers and journals. They were complemented by a flurry of 
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essays and articles penned by both major figures, such as Chen Lifu, as well as 
low-level party functionaries.50 However, the movement relied on multi-media 
messaging: visuals of various formats accompanied the written word.

The issue of the journal Future (Qiantu 前途) that printed one of the important 
speeches by President Chiang on the New Life Movement also included a page 
with two cartoons that perfectly encapsulate the different tendencies inherent in 
the movement.51 The upper one shows three figures being thrown from a moving 
train. The train carries the inscription “The Road to a Strong Country,” with the 
figures identified as selfishness, corruption and degeneracy. The cartoon below 
shows a worker washing off a graffiti on the wall. The graffiti is made up of two 
hearts with the caption “heart of the populace.” The worker’s hose draws liquid 
from a tank with the label “ritual, righteousness, integrity, sense of shame,” the 
four cardinal virtues Chiang Kai-shek sought to instill into the Chinese through 
the New Life Movement.52

Together, the cartoons convey the message that China is now becoming a strong 
country. To reach this goal, bad habits such as selfishness and degeneracy have to be 
discarded, if necessary by force, as the image of being thrown from a moving train 
suggests. In order to contribute to this enterprise and avoid reproach, everyone 
has to purify their hearts according to the guidelines laid out by the leaders of the 
movement. Each citizen’s strong spirit was the basis for a strong country; but only 
those with a strong body could have a strong spirit.53 Therefore, the Nationalist 
Party emphasized hygienic behavior, complementing the exhortations to be moral 
and frugal. The party, and by extension the state, attempted to micromanage 
almost all aspects of daily life through the New Life Movement.

To get a sense of the concrete behavioral norms that the movement wished to 
instill into citizens, it is instructive to look at the propaganda posters from the 
era.54 They mirror the concerns mentioned above. In the category of hygiene, 
individuals are asked to keep their residences tidy and to eat washed food from 
clean bowls. In terms of morality, there was a poster with injunctions against 
soliciting prostitutes, gambling, drinking, and smoking. Citizens were urged to 
wait in line in an orderly fashion and walk on the left side of the road. These 
are appropriate ways to behave in modern cities, which shows that behind the 
traditional rhetoric, the movement was a response to modern problems. Finally, 
a number of posters urge frugality with slogans that praise the re-use of waste 
material and suggest walking instead of using costly means of transport; one 
simply says “Cut down on expenses” and shows a modern, nuclear family gathered 
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around a book of household accounts.

With directives such as these, the New Life Movement achieved two goals. 
First, it imbued seemingly trivial questions of orderliness and personal hygiene 
with a grandiose meaning. If the nation was a machine and every citizen a cog, 
then the whole could only function well if all parts were in order. Citizens who 
behaved well, even in the most inconsequential of activities, were supposed to 
feel that they were contributing to national revitalization. This gave an active 
role to otherwise passive citizens, whose input in politics was neither needed nor 
welcome. Secondly, by laying out clear rules for how to live one’s life, the state 
arrogated to itself the right to sanction any transgression and legitimized a tight 
net of surveillance. Right at the start of the movement, in March 1934, the party 
drafted more than 700 inspectors who formed groups and “examined almost 
every household in Nanchang.”55 Entertainment venues such as cinemas, bars and 
restaurants were also inspected in the course of the movement.56 While left-wing 
activists bore the brunt of state-directed violence, the state also intruded deeply 
into private and public spaces in the name of safeguarding the spirit of China and 
creating a powerful nation.

CONCLUSION

Chen Lifu was only one voice in the right-wing propaganda ensemble, but as the 
author of Vitalism, he personifies the connection between the Nationalist Party 
and the conservative discourse that drew inspiration from idealist philosophers 
such as Bergson, Driesch and Eucken. The same connection became all the more 
apparent when Zhang Junmai gave a speech in Ruijin, the capital of the recently 
liberated Soviet Republic in Jiangxi, in 1936. Zhang had, as mentioned, studied 
under Eucken, invited Driesch to China and vigorously defended Bergson against 
Chinese critics. The title of his speech was “Ruijin Stands at the Frontline of 
Spiritual Anti-Communism.” Zhang decried that the materialist worldview of 
the Communists ignored spiritual life, a point that resembled his position in the 
debate about science and metaphysics. His “willingness to appear at a Nationalist 
assembly lent an air of highbrow respectability to the party’s counterrevolutionary 
violence” and showed that their claim to be defenders of native Chinese culture 
resonated with more moderate cultural conservatives.57

The Nationalist Party theorists and the cultural conservatives were drawn to 
European idealist philosophy by different aspects. Party founder Sun Yat-sen 
explicitly affirmed the value of science and technical progress, but, along the lines 
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of Eucken, maintained that the goal should be a “spiritual culture.”58 In the 1920s, 
Zhang Junmai and like-minded intellectuals challenged the primacy of a scientific 
and rationalized approach to the problems of life, following the lead of Bergson. 
They all agreed that the intrinsic value of Chinese culture needed to be defended 
against unjustified criticism from Chinese modernizers.

In Vitalism, Chen Lifu followed the readings offered by Sun Yat-sen more closely 
than those of the cultural conservatives, which is unsurprising given his role in the 
party. Yet because Chen presented an abstract metaphysical system, he invariably 
integrated more substantial aspects from the anti-materialist sources on which 
both Sun and the conservatives had relied, and thus rooted the party line in the 
debates and intellectual developments that were widely received in the educated 
reading public during the 1920s. The title of the book itself made a strong claim 
that the party had an encompassing philosophy based on, but superior to the 
latest European trends, according to which it shaped the future of the country. 
Yet crucially, even though some passages are strongly colored by Bergsonian and 
vitalist terminology, an organicist conception of society stood at the heart of the 
text. Furthermore, the overall focus on “life,” distinctive for many schools of 
thought in the early 20th century, constituted the deepest connection between 
conservatives and the party.

As part of the propaganda effort of the Nationalist Party, the very existence of 
Vitalism as a philosophical treatise was thus at least as important as its actual 
content. Chen’s readings of vitalist philosophy tended to be idiosyncratic, his 
writing style was heavy-handed and his explanations did not touch upon everyday 
problems. Still, Vitalism is said to have sold 250,000 copies, a figure that historian 
Terry Bodenhorn considers realistic because the book “was aimed at a large 
and captive institutional audience,” i.e. party cadres who took part in training 
sessions.59 Though apparently mostly ignored outside of party circles, Vitalism is 
crucial as a condensation of Nationalist Party ideology. It answers the question 
why Chiang Kai-shek and his advisors believed that the New Life Movement and 
the concomitant state attention to minute aspects of individual behavior could 
be successful in revitalizing China. It is a key document for understanding the 
thought process behind the major mass movement launched by the party during 
the republican era.

Finally, both Chen himself as well as the political atmosphere from which the 
book emerged marked Vitalism as an alternative to the materialist worldview of 
the Chinese Communist Party and their sympathizers. It was based on the same 
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European fin de siècle and interwar thought that conservatives had used during the 
1920s to argue in defense of China’s spiritual tradition. In the battle between the 
Nationalist Party and Communists that had China in its grip throughout the 1930s 
to the establishment of the People’s Republic in 1949, philosophical systems that 
had anything to offer to counter materialist and mechanistic worldviews were 
drawn further and further to the right, regardless of the political beliefs of their 
creators. In the end, ideas of Bergson, Eucken and Driesch wound up in the hands 
of outright authoritarians, who used them to discredit both Communism and 
liberalism.
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intuition and feeling – reading 
bergson with neidjie and 
country
rebecca hill

This article strives to connect Henri Bergson’s intuition of duration as the basis 
for thinking the universe as an enduring Whole in Creative Evolution with the 
teaching of feeling articulated by the Australian Indigenous elder Bill Neidjie in 
his book, Story About Feeling.1 This is a difficult relation to engender because these 
two thinkers belong to vastly different traditions and each thinker elaborates a 
conceptual world that is irreducible to the world of the other. The reasons that 
I wish to connect their thinking are political and ethical as well as philosophical. 
For all of the differences between Neidjie and Bergson, both thinkers elaborate 
rigorous methods for thinking as participation in the rhythms of life. Each thinker 
in his own way, teaches that participation in the rhythms of life is participation 
in the love of the world, the love of becoming, the love of the places in which we 
live and that we are. These teachings are crucially important in an age increasingly 
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pervaded by nihilism, regression into xenophobic fantasies and wall building.

In order to connect Bergson and Neidjie, I will not try to incorporate the ideas of 
one thinker into the framework of the other.2 I aim to relate Bergson’s intuition 
of duration and Neidjie’s method of feeling, without either thinker’s conceptual 
world becoming the master discourse in which the other’s thought is understood. 
I argue for resonances between their philosophies, which is to say that I compare 
their ideas and find some commonalities between them, without seeking to elide 
the incompatible aspects of their respective conceptual worlds. 

Maintaining the irreducibility of Bergson and Neidjie’s projects is especially 
important in the case of Bill Neidjie because he is an Aboriginal thinker who 
needs to be heard in a context that is dominated by the logic and regimes of 
settler colonialism. According to Patrick Wolfe’s influential formulation, settler 
colonialism is primarily about territory, and it elaborates a logic of elimination.3 
Settler colonialists seized the lands of First Nations peoples, and in order to 
expropriate First Nations lands, settlers strove to destroy existing native societies, 
their conceptual worlds, and their regimes of sovereignty. In place of what they 
sought to eliminate, the settler colonists imported their own ideas, practices, and 
regimes of sovereignty from Europe. Their worlds are founded on the exclusion 
and destruction of Indigenous worlds.4 Crucially, as Wolfe and other theorists 
emphasise, settler colonialism does not merely designate events in the past, such 
as the British Empire’s invasion of the continent now known as Australia, it is 
the organizing structure that maintains settler societies to this day.5 Despite the 
annihilating logic and practices of settler colonialism, Indigenous peoples and 
their conceptual worlds survive and resist.6 In Australia, there are many First 
Nations, with many languages and many countries. 

Bill Neidjie was a senior law man of the Bunitj clan of the Gagadju. His education 
includes knowledge of the language, laws, ecology, philosophy, ceremony and 
songlines not only of his own clan, but also of neighbouring Aboriginal clans.7 
His book Story About Feeling is based on transcriptions by Keith Taylor of audio 
recordings that Taylor made with Neidjie in 1982 on Bunitj clan lands in Western 
Arnhem Land in the Northern Territory in Australia. Neidjie elaborated his 
narratives in Kriol rather than his first language, Gagadju, and he referred to the 
narratives recorded by Taylor as ‘story about feeling.’ A monograph with this title 
was published as part of a project of the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture 
Centre through an Aboriginal managed press in 1989.8 
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The fact that Neidjie composed Story About Feeling on his traditional country 
is crucial. ‘Country’ has a specific sense in Kriol and Aboriginal English. For 
many Indigenous Australians, “… country may be mother or grandfather, which 
grows them up and is grown up by them. These kinship terms impose mutual 
responsibilities of caring and keeping upon the land and people …”.9 Country 
designates a relationship between people and land of belonging, mutual respect 
and love.10 This relationship is intrinsic. As Akarre elder M.K. Turner puts it: “The 
Land is us, and we are the Land.”11 Country is not only land in the western sense. 
The Gay’wu Group of Women write, country is “… also the waters, the people, 
the winds, animals, plants, stories, songs and feelings, everything that becomes 
together to make up place. Country is alive for us, it cares for us, communicates 
with us, and we are part of it.”12 To say that Neidjie’s thought is elaborated on 
his country, is to say, as C.F. Black notes, that Neidjie’s ancestral country is an 
addressee of his discourse; and a participant in the narrative of Story About Feeling.13 

Phillip Morrisey cautions against framing Neidjie’s thought as impersonal and 
primordial wisdom. For Morrissey, the technology of the book is taken up by 
Neidjie to reach a bigger audience than he could through oral teaching. His book 
is a direct engagement with the “challenge of modernity.”14 While I agree that 
Story About Feeling is a reflexive and self-conscious engagement with the myriad 
of crises of this age, it must also be emphasised that the authority impelling 
Story About Feeling is “story with spirit” and this is coming from another order 
of time-place which overflows settler-colonial modernity. Neidjie gives a special 
sense to the word “story”, which is widely used in Aboriginal English and Kriol. 
It designates a sacred story, in which the story itself has spirit and can feel the 
reader as the reader feels the story.15 

Story about Feeling is a complex work speaking to multiple interlocutors: people 
and country of Neidjie’s Bunitj clan, Aboriginal people and countries of other 
First Nations, non-Indigenous Australians, and “anyone” who is able to listen to 
Neidjie’s teaching.16 His narrative is not merely addressed to human beings. As I 
said earlier, country is a participant and addressee in Neidjie’s narratives. This 
includes places in which his text is read, not just in Australia but all over the world. 

Bergson’s metaphysics belongs to the tradition of modern western philosophy. As 
decolonial scholars argue, this tradition is central to positing the western form of 
man as if it were the human itself. This figuration of man and related Eurocentric 
claims to define the universe are dependent on the denial of other ontologies.17 In 
conformity with the dominant forms of the tradition in which Bergson worked, 
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there is a hierarchical tendency in his philosophy that valorises the human as the 
highest achievement of evolution on this planet.18 In the terms of my argument, 
his concept of the human is modelled on the western form of man; it did not 
occur to Bergson that there are existing different ways of being human than being 
a species dominated by intellect with a fringe of intuitive knowing at edges of the 
intellect.19 There are also related strands of explicitly colonial racism in Bergson.20 
These tendencies in his project are plainly at odds with Neidjie’s thinking with 
country. And yet, there are other tendencies in Bergson which can be taken up and 
related fruitfully to Neidjie’s teaching.

In addition to valorising the human, Bergson strives to elaborate a philosophy that 
goes beyond the limits of the human condition.21 His celebrated intuition of the 
self as duration is the basis for thinking beyond the human self, for discovering 
the universe as the duration of the open Whole. While he thinks that only humans 
engaged in intuition can do this, Neidjie offers a resonant method of thinking, 
which he calls feeling and Neidjie teaches that practices of feeling are elaborated 
by all sorts of beings. I claim that Bergson’s method of intuition has a real affinity 
with Neidjie’s method of teaching his listeners about feeling. Further, I claim that 
Bergson’s affirmation of intuition as “mind itself” is resonant with Neidjie’s claim 
that feeling makes the world.22 

We must not go too far in claiming resonances between these thinkers. While 
some of the differences I have already indicated between them may be amenable 
to transformation, at least in re-reading Bergson’s thought – Bergson invites his 
readers to go beyond him, acknowledging that his argument in Creative Evolution 
is too sharply drawn and calling for a collaborative and open philosophy of life – 
there are contradictions between Neidjie and Bergson that cannot be overcome.23 
Neidjie’s conceptual world includes aspects of contingency and novelty but is 
fundamentally grounded in laws of country that never change. In contrast, for 
Bergson, the only constant in life is change, or duration. The fundamental and 
sacred status of country has decisive implications for Neidjie’s relationship to 
knowledge and for my reading of his text. Where Bergson strives to articulate his 
philosophical intuition as fully as possible, Neidjie is explicit about not disclosing 
everything he knows.24 He is sharing aspects of sacred knowledge of country and 
keeping profound things about country secret because in his culture that is the 
law. I have sought to listen to his teaching of feeling and to describe it but I do 
not seek to analyse or to transform what Neidjie says because I wish to respect 
his teaching of country and what Story About Feeling elaborates will always remain 
irreducible to the conceptual worlds of western philosophy and its traditions of 
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interpretation.   

REAL BECOMING

Bergson’s founding intuition is that the psychic life of the human self is nothing 
but duration, a constant alteration that ceaselessly engenders novelty. In Creative 
Evolution, reflection upon the self as duration is the basis for the thinker to intuit 
the very becoming of life. Bergson argues that the Whole universe exists in the 
manner of a consciousness. The Whole endures.25 This is to say that the Whole is 
not a totality but necessarily open and becoming. The main image that Bergson 
deploys to figure the open Whole, is famously, the élan vital. This image gives 
a sense of the virtual source impelling the very happening of evolution.26 This 
virtual is ‘one’ in the sense that that there is a common source of evolution. But it 
is also ‘many’ because this ‘one’ consists of an extraordinary ‘plurality’ of different 
tendencies. Strictly speaking, evolution is not many nor is it one; it is outside the 
order of number; a qualitative multiplicity of interpenetrating aspects. Bergson 
writes, “…regarded in itself it is an immensity of virtuality, a mutual encroachment 
of thousands and thousands of tendencies which nevertheless are ‘thousands 
and thousands’ only when once regarded as outside of each other, that is, when 
spatialized.”27 The Being of the élan vital is psychic but not in an anthropomorphic 
sense. The élan vital is absolutely impersonal and pre-individual. This virtual, this 
source of evolution, ‘consists’ in what Bergson calls a “need of creation”.28 The 
need of creation does not articulate a program or fulfill a superhuman will; it just 
creates. 

While the élan vital does not fulfill a plan, its need to create is a need to differentiate 
‘itself ’. This is because the inclinations making up the virtual whole are extremely 
unstable.29 These inclinations provide directions to the movements of evolution 
while also leaving significant aspects of the élan vital open to indetermination.30 
The dissociating of inclinations into diverging tendencies proceeds in a branching 
series of differentiations rather than in a unilinear movement.31 The dissociating 
movements impels the evolution of starkly different tendencies of life – matter 
and consciousness, and within consciousness, diverging tendencies of protists, 
plants, animals and fungi. The tendencies of sexual difference actualize as aspects 
in many of the diverging tendencies.32 

Bergson’s argument that there are directions in the evolution of life is a 
postulation that acknowledges partial determination in the becoming of life in 
the creation of new forms. On Deleuze’s reading of Bergson, the determinations 
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of the élan vital do not exist ready-made, and are themselves created “along with 
the act that runs through them.”33 Bergson’s proof for determination is found 
in his famous account of the emergence “identical organs” in extremely diverse 
species. He takes up the example of the emergence of the eye as a response to the 
problem of light. For Bergson, the organ of the eye is defined by its function rather 
than the organic material that composes it. He compares the eye of a mollusk 
and the eye of a vertebrate and argues that the processes of creating the eye of 
the mollusk and of creating the eye of the vertebrate are so divergent shows the 
creative and contingent ways that extremely different species have responded to 
a determination from the virtual to the problem of light.34 

For Bergson, all forms of life are bound to fulfil a fundamental law, which he calls 
the law of attention to life.35 Responding to this fundamental law is necessary for 
survival. The faculty of thought in human beings is no exception. What he calls 
the intellect has prehuman roots and evolved first of all in mammalian species as 
a response to the demands of practical life. Bergson thinks that intellect develops 
its greatest sophistication in human beings. He claims that intellect structures 
human understanding but he argues that it is possible to go beyond the human 
state and the demands of human action and to think differently.36 This is why 
metaphysics is possible. But a philosopher must engage in tracing the impact of the 
demands of action on the faculty of knowing before striving to attain knowledge 
for its own sake; otherwise the philosopher’s results will remain relative to the 
demands of action. 

In Creative Evolution Bergson’s account of the genesis of the intellect is presented 
in counterpoint to the evolution of another form of consciousness, instinct. He 
argues that the intellect articulates thought in terms that exclude change and 
duration. This form of thought has evolved to work with inert matter, which it treats 
as wholly inert. It posits static frames and concepts and operates in the medium of 
homogeneous space. The intelligence can apply these frames ad infinitum. On his 
argument, the intellect is indispensable to the requirements of human practical 
life and to science. Tool making is an essential feature of intelligence. It is pre-
eminently, “… the faculty for the manufacture of artificial objects, especially tools 
to make tools and of indefinitely varying this manufacture.”37 But the intelligence 
is limited by its adaptation to inert matter. It is characterized by a natural inability 
to understand life and even treats livings beings as if they are inert because its 
procedures are modelled on its work with inert matter. Bergson writes: “Whatever 
is fluid in the real world will escape it in part and whatever is life in the living will 
escape it altogether.”38 
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In stark contrast, instinct is a form of consciousness that knows life from within. 
It is sympathy, in the etymological sense of the word. Bergson focuses his 
discussion of instinct on certain species of Hymenoptera, though he also notes 
that the autopoiesis of cellular life is directed by instinct-knowledge.39 Instinct 
is an implicit consciousness; it is felt rather than thought. To cite one of his 
best-known examples, there are various species of wasps that paralyse their prey 
without killing their victim and then deposit their eggs in the prey’s body. When 
the wasp’s larvae hatch, the larvae can feed on the still living prey’s body.40 From 
an intellectual point of view, which is a formal knowledge of external relations, the 
sophistication of the wasp’s knowledge of its prey’s anatomy and vulnerabilities 
seems magical. But there is no magic here: instinct is naturally attuned to know 
the prey from within. Bergson says that if instinct ‘could talk’ it could “…  give up 
to us the most intimate secrets of life.”41 This does not happen because instinct 
is an unreflective knowledge focused on specific tasks and organized materials 
that meet the demands of life. For Bergson, the unreflective and narrow focus of 
instinct on specific tasks renders it a lesser form of consciousness than intellect. 
Unlike instinct, intelligence is a tendency to establish formal relations that can be 
applied to any material whatsoever. It is reflective and speculative. Nonetheless, 
intellect cannot grasp the becoming of life because its forms are spatialised and 
static. In the study of life, Bergson says: “There are things that intelligence alone 
is able to seek, but which, by itself, it will never find. These things instinct alone 
could find; but it will never seek them.”42

For Bergson, intuition is the way of knowing that exceeds the tendencies of 
intellect and instinct. In a sense, intuition is a grafting together of aspects of 
instinct and intellect: intuition is sympathy with the vital and generalized and self-
conscious reflection on relations. But intuition is different from both intellect and 
instinct because it is disinterested knowledge no longer riveted to the demands 
that confront living beings in the fulfilment of their bodily needs.43 Bergson thinks 
that intuition is restricted to humans because 

… it is from intelligence that has come the push that has made it [intuition] 
rise to the point it has reached. Without intelligence, it would have remained 
in the form of instinct, riveted to the special object of its practical interest, 
and turned outward by it into movements of locomotion.44

Intuition is self-conscious and reflective sympathy with life. This form of knowing 
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is fleeting and partial because human beings are dominated by their intellectual 
faculty.45 Nonetheless, Bergson suggests that the more intuition is practiced by 
philosophers, the more that a real knowledge of life will be revealed to philosophy. 
For Bergson, this is “… mind itself, and in a certain sense, life itself …”46 It is 
philosophy beyond the human condition. 

Neidjie’s teaching of feeling resonates in important respects with Bergson’s 
intuition of life as duration. Feeling is a spiralling that makes ‘the world’ or 
country in the Indigenous sense. To know feeling is to participate in the becoming 
of country. Neidjie’s teaching also diverges from Bergson substantially; Neidjie’s 
concept of feeling is not a way of knowing unique to human beings and he is not 
a thinker of creative evolution. 

RESPECTING THE LAWS OF COUNTRY 

Country is nothing like an intellectual framing of the earth as inert matter that can 
be divided up infinitely. Bergson’s account of intellection is meaningful, though, 
for thinking about the regimes of settler colonialism. For instance, the sense of 
property law institutionalised in Western legal frameworks and imposed upon 
Indigenous country in the making of the Australian settler colony conforms to 
Bergson’s account of the intellect. In property law, land is rendered a commodity, 
as passive, and entirely at the mercy of human action upon it.47 Bergson’s insight 
that the intellect cannot understand life is also meaningful for thinking about the 
incapacity of the dominant settler colonial frameworks to problematize the utter 
violence, danger and destruction of industries such as extractive mining, logging 
and agribusiness.48 

From Neidjie’s perspective, the settler colonists and their descendants must listen 
to Indigenous people who belong to country, because they “got story.”49 This is 
not story in the ordinary sense. Neidjie is speaking of story with spirit which 
comes from a source that is more than human and never changes.50 In Neidjie’s 
language, Gagadju, the source is called Djang. Djang is the law, the cosmic force 
ordering the world.

Neidjie has the authority to speak of Djang because he is a senior law man with 
direct experience of law ceremonies, including the Dreaming of Indjuwanydjuwa 
and the Dreaming of Iwardbad or King Brown Snake.51 What Neidjie shares about 
Djang is offered “outside” of the sacred “Ring-places” where the law ceremonies 
take place. He cannot disclose what happens “inside” ceremony, and he warns 
that the “Ring-places” are places that no-one should stay, walk through or even 
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go to close to. They can only be entered by initiates when they are engaged in 
ceremony.52  

The awesome power Djang is the “biggest one.”53 There is much that Neidjie 
does not know about this power; Djang exceeds comprehension. He explains that 
for a long time, Aboriginal people didn’t speak to non-Aboriginal people about 
Djang because it is sacred knowledge.54 He relates aspects of the law about Djang 
because of the ongoing devastation of the environment through heavy industrial 
production, land clearing and extractive mining.55 His teaching is especially 
directed at warning about the dangers and pollution of the operation of the Ranger 
Uranium Mine, which is built on a very sacred place on Mirarr clan lands, that are 
also sacred to the Bunitj and to many other Aboriginal people. 

We sitting on top that Djang.
You sitting on this earth but something under,
Under this ground here.
We don’t know. You don’t know yourself. 
I don’t know myself but that story.

Because that Djang we sitting on under,
e watching, that Djang, what you want to do.
If you touch it you might get heavy cyclone, 
heavy rain, flood or e kill in another place …
other country e might kill im.56

Breaking the law of Djang by entering a sacred Ring place and mining the ground 
has terrifying consequences. These consequences are felt not only in that sacred 
site on Mirarr country, but elsewhere in the world.57 Yvonne Magarula, a senior 
law woman of the Mirarr people, says that the Fukushima Nuclear Reactor disaster 
in 2011 was caused by the damage to Djang in the extraction and use of uranium 
from the Ranger mine.58 For Neidjie, speaking in 1982, extractive mining is killing 
the world: 

But that man e need plenty money …
e digging alright but e killing himself.
Killing his body where e digging.
Killing his granny or grandpa … no-matter e white!
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E want badly that money but e killing it himself.
Killing us.59 

In this age of climate catastrophe and pervasive exploitation of the Earth by 
corporations and governments, Neidjie’s and Margarula’s calls to respect the 
sacred laws of the Djang and to care for country are meaningful and urgent all 
around the world. But how are people with little sense of connection to the living 
milieus in which they live to do this? How are people living in cities to do this?

LISTENING TO STORY WITH SPIRIT 

Neidjie’s philosophy does not offer a map on how to dismantle the regimes of 
settler colonialism or how to overthrow global capitalism, but he does suggest a 
method for feeling story with spirit and this is crucial for learning an ethics which 
is sensitive to the milieus in which we live, the milieus which we are. Listening 
to story with spirit can be learned “by anyone” who is able to “listen carefully.”60 
This is the opening of his book:

Well I’ll tell you about this story,
About story where you feel … laying down.

Tree, grass, star …
because star and tree working with you.
We got blood pressure 
but same thing … spirit on your body,
but e working with you.
Even nice wind e blow … having a sleep …
because that spirit e with you.

Listen carefully this, you can hear me.
I’m telling you because earth just like mother
and father or brother of you.
That tree same thing.
Your body, my body I suppose,
I’m same as you … anyone.
Tree working when you sleeping and dream. 
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This story e can listen carefully, e can listen slow.
If you in city well I suppose lot of houses, 
you can’t hardly look this star
but might be one night you look.
Have a look star because that’s the feeling.
String, blood … through your body.61 

In this account, feeling is sensing spirit between a star and a person. In the situation 
Neidjie describes, a person participates in feeling with a star, a person participates 
in feeling with grass, a person participates in feeling with a tree. Relations of 
feeling – string and blood – extend throughout the cosmos. Participation in the 
universe of feeling is underlined in Neidjie’s repeated use of the pronoun ‘e.’ As 
Tristen Harwood explains, in Kriol and Aboriginal English, ‘e’ is an ambiguous 
gender-neutral pronoun. Harwood suggests that ‘e’ is open to and contingent on 
everything in the cosmos.62 

Feeling is not seen with the eyes or heard as sound but it can be felt while looking 
at and listening to a tree as it is moving with the wind. Alexis Wright’s citation 
of Quandamooka poet Oodgeroo Noonuccal in her advice to artists is a valuable 
elaboration of this idea; Oodgeroo speaks of the invisibility of feeling in the 
following terms: “as the lark sings and the eagle soars … Paint what you feel more 
than what you see.”63 Feeling is inaudible and invisible, nonetheless, feeling is 
happening as the lark is singing and as the eagle soars. This happening of feeling 
comes through the artist’s body, feeling also comes through the eagle and she 
soars and the lark as he sings. Feeling is not possessed by beings, rather, feeling 
makes beings what they are. Feeling inspires the lark’s singing and feeling inspires 
the eagle soaring, feeling inspires the artist as she paints.

Feeling make you out there with wind, open place
Because e coming through your body
Because you’re like that.
Have a look while e blow, tree
And you feeling with your body
Because tree just about like your brother or father
And tree watching you.

Someone can’t tell you.
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Story e telling you yourself.
E tell you how you feel because tree or earth
Because you brought up with this earth
Tree, eating, water.

That way they give us talk.

So I’m saying now, 
Earth is my mother or my father. 
I’ll come to earth.
I got to go same earth
and I’m sitting on this dirt is mine
and children they playing.
Tree is mine.
In my body that tree.64 

Listening to feeling in Neidjie’s terms has a fundamentally ethical, or more 
precisely, lawful orientation – feeling teaches kinship and belonging with country, 
kinship and belonging with the cosmos. An aspect of this teaching resonates with 
Bergson’s intuition of duration, Neidjie’s teaching of feeling is an inner knowing 
of life as intensive rhythm. There is another locus of resonance between them, 
like Bergson acknowledging that intuition is something that a thinker must do for 
herself, Neidjie points out that he cannot explain, “Story telling you yourself.”65 

In Neidjie’s conceptual world, listening to feeling guides people in meeting their 
practical needs. He describes how the creator being, who he calls Warramurrauungi, 
or First Woman, teaches people which foods to eat, how to eat them, and which 
animals must not be eaten.66 In contrast to the sense of humans as a species of 
Homo Faber in Bergson’s Creative Evolution, Warramurrauungi and the Bunitj, 
who follow her law, do not value the production of technical inventions over what 
is vital in the living. For example, Neidjie speaks about hunting magpie geese with 
wooden spears as a child. A good spear that will strike geese cannot be dry and 
light. His elders tell him to put the spear in water during the day so that he can 
keep it and use it for months. Neidjie asks his elders why he cannot just cut a 
fresh branch off a tree to make a new spear whenever he needs one. They respond 
emphatically, “No! You can’t cut new one. You cutting all that tree and cutting 
yourself.”67 In Neidjie’s teaching of Warramurrauungi’s laws, there is care for 
the self. This self includes not only Neidjie himself, nor only his clan and Bunitj 
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country, the self is the entire cosmos. “Because you love it, this world.”68 

The source of story about feeling is Djang, the cosmic force ordering the world. 
To hear or feel story is to experience an emanation of this ordering law.  An open 
and attentive reader, accesses feeling as she reads Neidjie’s Story About Feeling. 
This feeling guides the reader’s engagement with his text. It is also, of course, an 
invitation to engage in practices of feeling with other living beings. To do this, 
Neidjie says it is best to be outside and engaged with beings such as trees or the 
stars in the night sky. He acknowledges that some people will struggle to access 
story with spirit; they “must listen hard.”69 Some people just “will not worry about 
this story”, or as Morrissey puts it, they will be “impervious” to Neidjie’s teaching.70 
Then there is what Neidjie calls the “no good man” who cannot listen. She, they 
or he can be Indigenous or Non-Indigenous. This person feels something else, 
something destructive.71 

THE INVISIBLE BREATH OF LIFE

There are pronounced and irreducible differences between Bergson’s intuition 
of life and Neidjie’s world of feeling. The concept of duration at the heart of 
Bergson’s thought is a constant principle of change, which ensures that the virtual 
Whole is a becoming of unforeseeable novelty. For Neidjie, the world is ordered 
by the laws of country, including the laws of First Woman, Warramurrauungi, and 
the King Brown Snake Dreaming.72 These eternal beings and the laws of country 
are fundamental and never change.73 In this conceptual world there is also change 
and novelty. Neidjie speaks of the cycles of life, for instance, he anticipates that 
he will die and return to the earth and that new people will be born, and he speaks 
of trees that pass away to be replaced by new trees.74 These cycles can be read as 
repetitions of the new.75  

Neidjie suggests to his readers that they feel the rhythm of Djang in relation with 
other living beings. Feeling in Neidjie is does not originate in ordinary perception 
such as vision but in sensing the invisible spiralling of Djang. This can happen while 
listening to or looking at other beings. The relationship that Neidjie describes 
between a tree ‘watching’ me and me ‘watching’ a tree is not a formal intellectual 
knowledge of a relation between distinct things. It is an interpenetrating 
feeling. As Neidjie says, “in my body that tree.”76 Bergson’s teaching of the inner 
knowledge of life as continuous multiplicity is suggested to a reader as an act of 
introspection on the psychic life of ‘my’ enduring self without recourse to the 
spatializing habits of intellection. His emphasis on focusing inwards to discover 
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intuition could come across as solipsistic in comparison to Neidjie’s teaching of 
feeling the rhythm of Djang in relation with other beings. But Bergson is writing 
in the context of European modernity, in which the static framework of intellect 
is hegemonic. His direction that this intuition involves a withdrawal from the 
external world and a plunging into the inner life should be read as an effort to 
escape the idea of the static individual ego that is presupposed in intellection.77 
This withdrawal is a passage to the impersonal, a passage to learning that ‘my’ 
duration is mingled inextricably in the vibrations of the extraordinary multiplicity 
of durations making up the becoming of the universe.78 Bergson’s intuition of the 
self as duration offers those of us raised in the intellectual framework a method 
for getting beyond our spatial egos and into a common universe of becoming. 
Neidjie speaks from a culture that is far less atomised than Bergson’s culture; 
Neidjie presentation begins with feeling as an extensive-intensive becoming in 
common with others. 

Feeling in Neidjie should be read in contrast and resonance with Bergson’s 
concept of intuition more than in relation to his concept of instinct. In Neidjie’s 
conceptual world, feeling involves reflection and awareness. Reflection and 
awareness of the world are practiced by animals, plants, winds, waters, earth, 
people, songs, stories and feelings. Like people, these beings are conditioned by 
laws of country.79 Country is alive.

There is a final connection I wish to make between Neidjie and Bergson in this 
article. Neidjie’s Story About Feeling is a teaching of love. This is proximate to 
Bergson, for instance, when he celebrates exceptional mystics in their inspiring 
love for the whole of nature in The Two Sources of Morality and Religion. To listen 
to feeling in his sense is to learn respect for this energy, “… because you love it, 
this world.”80 

There is a sense of life as love suggested by Bergson in Creative Evolution which 
is not restricted to the occasional human mystics as it in Two Sources of Morality 
and Religion. This sense is widely accessible to intuitive thinkers.81 In this passage, 
Bergson is drawing a contrast between the dynamism of the interpenetrating 
multiplicity of life and the individuation and differentiation of species, impelled 
by the finitude of the élan vital’s creative energy.

Life in general is mobility itself; particular manifestations of life accept 
this mobility reluctantly, and constantly lag behind…. They are therefore 
relatively stable, and counterfit immobility so well that we treat each of 
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them as a thing rather than as a progress, forgetting that the very permanence 
of their form is only the outline of a movement. At times, however, in a 
fleeting vision, the invisible breath that bears them is materialized before 
our eyes. We have this sudden illumination before certain forms of maternal 
love, so striking, and in most animals so touching, observable even in the 
solicitude of the plant for its seed. This love, in which some have seen 
the great mystery of life, may possibly deliver us life’s secret. It shows 
each generation leaning over the generation that shall follow. It allows us 
a glimpse of the fact that the living being is above all a thoroughfare, and 
that the essence of life is in the movement by which life is transmitted.82 

Here, Bergson describes feelings of love that are manifested in relations between 
animal mothers and their young and between a plant and its seed. The examples 
are species specific and for him, species are concerned only with their own vitality 
and disregard the living of other species. For Bergson, the self-absorption of 
species is one reason why there is so much terrible discord in life.83 In this respect, 
what Bergson calls “the essence of life” is not incarnated in a specific relation; 
the intuitive reader must imagine maternal love beyond the concrete situation of 
a specific maternal relation or beyond a specific plant-seed relation and extend 
this feeling to the universe as a need of creation.84 A highly sensitive reading of 
this passage from Creative Evolution that is attentive to Bergson’s poetic phrase 
“the invisible breath” inspires feeling in an open reader as she reads. This trans-
individual sense of life is close to Neidjie’s teaching of the spiralling of feeling as 
love. In Neidjie, the love of life extends throughout the cosmos and throughout 
the cycles of generation. Where Bergson’s intuition of life is a way of thinking 
that is only attainable by human beings, Neidjie’s teaches that feeling extends 
throughout the cosmos. 

Neidjie’s philosophy does not naively proclaim an existing harmony in the world, 
there are many conflicts in his world, for instance, between the ‘white man’ and 
Aboriginal people, among Indigenous people, and within the world of nonhuman 
animals and plants.85

Neidjie’s call to love the world is a command and invocation, a call to attend to the 
generative becoming of country as feeling. It is a teaching from which those of us 
seeking ways out of the all too pervasive calculating and objectifying conceptual 
world can learn much.
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