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HENRI BERGSON (1859-1941)
FROM CReATIVE EvoLuTion 1907

French philosopher. Following on from bis pioneering work on the concept of time and how we
8&(5 Son'S  experience it, Bergson’s 1907 central text, 1 Evolution créatrice, asserted that evolution was a
Cenlal creative rather than a mechanistic process. He claimed that an enduring creative urge (an ‘élan vital') as
b . opposed to natural selection was responsible for the evolution of species. Bergson’s vitalist philosophical
g dtomy | . . . . .
" model was both highly influential and immensely popular and helped shape an understanding of the
/4\‘ me inner dynamic of time, memory and experience which inspired much Modernist writing. The following
el e g taken from the gpening chapter of Creative Evolution, in Arthur Mitchell’s 1911
J‘b Ae translation.
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) ,\H The existence of which we are most assured and which we know best is unquestionably
our own, for of every other object we have notions which may be considered external
Vi and supetficial, whereas, of ourselves, our perception is internal and profound. What,
Ou Q’\:m\ then, do we find? In this privileged case, what is the precise meaning of the word

( ‘exist’? Let us recall here briefly the conclusions of an earlier work.
P r I find, first of all, that I pass from state to state. I am warm or cold, T am merry or
7°), sad, I work or I do nothing, I look at what is around me or I think of something else.

Sensations, feelings, volitions, ideas — such are the changes into which my existence
is divided and which colour it in turns. T change, then, without ceasing. But this is not
saying enough. Change is far more radical than we are at first inclined to suppose.
For I speak of each of my states as if it formed a block and were a separate whole.
I say indeed that T change, but the change seems to me to reside in the passage
from one state to the next: of each state, taken separately, I am apt to think that it
remains the same during all the time that it prevails. Nevertheless, a slight effort of
attention would reveal to me that there is no feeling, no idea, no volition which is not
undergoing change every moment: if a mental state ceased to vary, its duration would
cease to flow. Let us take the most stable of internal states, the visual perception of
a motionless external object. The object may remain the same, I may look at it from
the same side, at the same angle, in the same light; nevertheless the vision I now have
of it differs from that which I have just had, even if only because the one is an instant
older than the other. My memory is there, which conveys something of the past into
the present. My mental state, as it advances on the road of time, is continually swelling
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with the duration which it accumulates: it goes on increasing — rolling upon itself, as

a snowball on the snow. Still more is this the case with states more deeply internal,
such as sensations, feelings, desites, etc., which do not correspond, like a simple
visual perception, to an unvarying external object. But it is expedient to disregard this
uninterrupted change, and to notice it only when it becomes sufficient to impress a
new attitude on the body, a new direction on the attention. Then, and then only, we
find that our state has changed. The truth is that we change without ceasing, and that
the state itself is nothing but change.

This amounts to saying that there is no essential difference between passing from
one state to another and persisting in the same state. If the state which ‘remains the
same’ is more varied than we think, on the other hand the passing from one state to
another resembles, more than we imagine, a single state being prolonged; the transition
is continuous. But, just because we close our eyes to the unceasing variation of every
psychical state, we are obliged, when the change has become so considerable as to
force itself on our attention, to speak as if a new state were placed alongside the
previous one. Of this new state we assume that it remains unvarying in its turn, and
so on endlessly. The apparent discontinuity of the psychical life is then due to our
attention being fixed on it by a series of separate acts: actually there is only a gentle
slope; but in following the broken line of our acts of attention, we think we perceive
separate steps. True, our psychic life is full of the unforeseen. A thousand incidents
arise, which seem to be cut off from those which precede them, and to be disconnected
from those which follow. Discontinuous though they appear, however, in point of
fact they stand out against the continuity of a background on which they are designed,
and to which indeed they owe the intervals that separate them; they are the beats of
the drum which break forth here and there in the symphony. Our-attention fixes on
them because they interest it more, but each of them is borne by the fluid mass of
our whole psychical existence. Each is only the best illuminated point of 2 moving
zone which comprises all that we feel or think or will — all, in short, that we are at any
given moment. It is this entire zone which in reality makes up our state. Now, states
thus defined cannot be regarded as distinct elements. They continue each other in an
endless flow.

But, as our attention has distinguished and separated them artificially, it is obliged
next to reunite them by an artificial bond. It imagines, therefore, a formless ¢go,
indifferent and unchangeable, on which it threads the psychic states which it has set
up as independent entities. Instead of a flux of fleeting shades merging into each
other, it perceives distinct and, so to speak, so/id colours, set side by side like the
beads of a necklace; it must perforce then suppose a thread, also itself solid, to hold
the beads together. But if this colourless substratum is perpetually coloured by that
which covers it, it is for us, in its indeterminateness, as if it did not exist, since we
only petceive what is coloured, or, in other words, psychic states. As a matter of fact,
this substratum has no reality; it is merely a symbol intended to recall unceasingly to
our consciousness the artificial character of the process by which the attention places
clean-cut states side by side, where actually there is a continuity which unfolds. If our
existence wete composed of separate states with an impassive ego to unite them, for
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us there would be no duration. For an ego which does not change does not endure,
and a psychic state which remains the same so long as it is not replaced by the
following state does not endure either. Vain, therefore, is the attempt to range such
states beside each other on the €go supposed to sustain them: never can these solids
strtung upon a solid make up that duration which flows, What we actually obtain in
this way is an artificial imitation of the internal life, a static equivalent which will lend
itself better to the requirements of logic and language, just because we have eliminated
from it the element of real time. But, as regards the psychical life unfolding beneath
the symbols which conceal it, we readily perceive that time is just the stuff it is
made of.

There is, moreover, no stuff more resistant nor more substantial. For our duration
is not merely one instant replacing another; if it were, there would never be anything
but the present — no prolonging of the past into the actual, no evolution, no concrete
duration. Duration is the continuous progress of the past which gnaws into the
future and which swells as it advances. And as the past grows without ceasing, so
also there is no limit to its preservation. Memory, as we have tried to prove, is not a
faculty of putting away recollections in a drawer, or of inscribing them in a register,
There is no register, no drawer; there is not even, propetly speaking, a faculty, for
a faculty works intermittently, when it will or when it can, whilst the piling up of
the past upon the past goes on without relaxation. In reality, the past is preserved
by itself, automatically. In its entirety, probably, it follows us at every instant; all
that we have felt, thought and willed from our carliest infancy is there, leaning over
the present which is about to join it, pressing against the portals of consciousness
that would fain leave it outside. The cerebral mechanism is arranged just so as to
drive back into the unconscious almost the whole of this past, and to admit beyond
the threshold only that which can cast light on the present situation or further the
action now being prepared — in short, only that which can give useful work. At the
most, a few superfluous recollections may succeed in smuggling themselves through
the half-open door. These memoties, messengers from the unconscious, remind us
of what we are dragging behind us unawares. But, even though we may have no
distinct idea of it, we feel vaguely that our past remains present to us. What are
we, in fact, what is our character, if not the condensation of the history that we
have lived from our birth — nay, even before our birth, since we bring with us
prenatal dispositions? Doubtless we think with only a small part of our past, but
it is with our entire past, including the original bent of our soul, that we desire,
will and act. Our past, then, as a whole, is made manifest to us in its impulse; it
is felt in the form of tendency, although a small part of it only is known in the
form of idea.

From this survival of the past it follows that consciousness cannot go through
the same state twice. The circumstances may still be the same, but they will act no
longer on the same person, since they find him at a new moment of his history.
Our personality, which is being built up each instant with its accumulated experience,
changes without ceasing. By changing, it prevents any state, although supetficially
identical with another, from ever repeating it in its very depth. That is why our duration
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is irreversible. We could not live over again a single moment, for we should have
to begin by effacing the memory of all that had followed. Even could we erase this
memory from our intellect, we could not from our will.

Thus our personality shoots, grows and ripens without ceasing. Each of its
moments is something new added to what was before. We may go further: it is
not only something new, but something unforeseeable. Doubtless, my present state
is explained by what was in me and by what was acting on me a moment ago. In
analysing it T should find no other elements. But even a superhuman intelligence
would not have been able to foresee the simple indivisible form which gives to
these putely abstract elements their concrete organization. For to foresee consists of
projecting into the future what has been perceived in the past, or of imagining for
a later time a new grouping, in a new order, of elements already perceived. But that
which has never been petceived, and which is at the same time simple, is necessarily
unfoteseeable. Now such is the case with each of our states, regarded as 2 moment
in a history that is gradually unfolding: it is simple, and it cannot have been already
petceived, since it concentrates in its indivisibility all that has been perceived and
what the present is adding to it besides. It is an original moment of a no less
original history.

The finished portrait is explained by the features of the model, by the nature of
the artist, by the colours spread out on the palette; but, even with the knowledge
of what explains it, no one, not even the artist, could have foreseen exactly what
the portrait would be, for to predict it would have been to produce it before it was
produced — an absurd hypothesis which is its own refutation. Even so with regard
to the moments of our life, of which we are the artisans. Each of them is a kind of
creation. And just as the talent of the painter is formed or deformed — in any case,
is modified — under the very influence of the works he produces, so each of our
states, at the moment of its issue, modifies our personality, being indeed the new
form that we are just assuming. It is then right to say that what we do depends on
what we are; but it is necessary to add also that we ate, to a certain extent, what
we do, and that we are creating ourselves continually. This creation of self by self
is the more complete, the more one reasons on what one does. For reason does
not proceed in such matters as in geometry, where impersonal premises are given
once for all, and an impersonal conclusion must perforce be drawn. Here, on the
contrary, the same reasons may dictate to different persons, or to the same person at
different moments, acts profoundly different, although equally reasonable. The truth
is that they are not quite the same reasons, since they are not those of the same
person, nor of the same moment. That is why we cannot deal with them in the
abstract, from outside, as in geometry, not solve for another the problems by which
he is faced in life. Each must solve them from within, on his own account. But we
need not go more deeply into this. We are seeking only the precise meaning that
our consciousness gives to this word ‘exist,’ and we find that, for a conscious being,
to exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself
endlessly.



