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            Introduction by the translators
   

         

         Why are we offering a new translation of this essay first published by Bergson in 1903?

         The primary reason is that the English language, like all natural languages, constantly changes, so even the best translations go out of date. For this same reason we have previously published translations of several dialogues by Plato, essays by Aristotle, Descartes, Kant, and Nietzsche as well as new versions of works already in English—texts by Hume, Berkeley, Mill, and Whitehead. Agora Publications also publishes audio versions of those same works, which means that our translations and revisions are specifically designed for oral presentation.

         Although Bergson was widely known and extremely popular at the beginning of the 20th century, both Bergson and metaphysics have been eclipsed by a variety of philosophical movements. But things were radically different a century ago when Henri Bergson made his first trip to the United States to lecture at Columbia University. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, the enthusiasm generated by his appearance was responsible for the first ever traffic jam in the history of Broadway. Perhaps Bergson’s philosophy will never regain that kind of popularity, but a fresh English translation might open a door for those who wonder why his philosophy once had the power to stop traffic in Manhattan.

         In An Introduction to Metaphysics, Bergson traces the demise of metaphysics to the failure of both scientific materialism and dogmatism and to the immense success of a kind of pragmatism that promised liberation from the fruitless battles among various schools of philosophy. He also rejects relativism and criticizes the vacuum that is created when philosophers refuse to inquire about the nature of reality. To avoid metaphysics easily leads to a worldview shaped by unexamined ideas and hidden presuppositions.

         Bergson was born in 1859, the year Darwin published the Origin of the Species. Hecould not have imagined the philosophical impact of evolutionary theory, which is now so great that Bergson’s philosophy, which emphasizes “creative evolution,” is experiencing a significant revival. The basic principles that Bergson articulates, especially his way of thinking about reality as a dynamic process and his view of human beings as creative and evolving, should be helpful to anyone who seeks to go beyond simply dealing with the practical demands of daily life.

         Of special importance is Bergson’s claim that it is both possible and necessary to know from the inside rather than confining our attention to external perspectives and points of view. Intuition is able to get beyond what is relative and place us inside reality. This essay is, as the title says, an introduction. But if we think there is more to a human being—and even to nature itself—that material structures alone (no matter how useful they are) perhaps the time has come to take a fresh look at Bergson’s essay.

      

   


   
      
         
            Introduction to metaphysics
   

         

         by Henri Bergson
   

         If we compare the definitions of various metaphysics and the conceptions of the absolute, we realize that the philosophers agree in spite of their various pretences 0to distinguish two profoundly different ways of know0ing something. The first one implies that one moves around that thing and the second that one is in it. The first one depends on the viewpoint one takes and on the symbol by which one en00ters it. At first encounter one will say that it stops at the relative; at the second as to where it is possible that it achieves the absolute.

         Take for example the case of the movement of an object in space. I perceive it differently being mobile or immobile, depending on the point of view from which I look at it. I explain it differently according to the system of the axes or the point of reference to which I report, in other words according to the symbols by which I translate them. And I call it relative for the double reason: in a case like the other one I place myself outside of the object itself. When I talk about an absolute movement, it is that I attribute to the move an interior and like the aspects of the soul, it is also that I sympathize with the aspects, and that I immerse myself in them by an effort of the imagination. Therefore, since the object will be mobile or immobile, since he will adopt a movement or another movement, I will not prove the same thing. And what I prove will not depend either on the point of view that I might adopt for the object because I will neither be in the object itself nor depend on the symbols by which I could convey them, because I dismissed the origin from all translation. In short, the movement will not be grasped from the outside and in some way of me, but from the inside, in him. I will thus have an absolute.

         Yet there might still be a character in the novel where one tells me adventures. The storyteller could multiply the traits of character, have his characters talk and move his heroes as much as he might like. All of it would not be the simple sentiment and be indivisible so that I would try if I could coincide for a moment with the person itself. Thus, like in the origin, the actions, the gestures and the words seemed to flow naturally. No longer were there those accidents that strengthened the idea that would create characters for me, always enriching, and always that idea, without ever ending it. The characters allow me to give a full push to his integrity, and the millions of incidents that manifests it, instead of strengthening the idea and of enriching seem to me on the contrary to detach from it, without being able to strengthen and impoverishing the essence. Everything told to me about the person provided me with too many points of view of it. All the traits that described it for me and could not make it familiar to me for so many comparisons with people or of things that I already knew were signs by which to express more or less symbolically. Symbols and points of view therefore place me outside of them; they do not provide me with those that are common with others and do not really belong in them. But what they are truly themselves, those that constitute their essence, cannot be seen from the outside since they are internal by definition, never explaining itself with symbols, being incommensurable with other things. Description, history and analysis leave me here in what is relative. Only the coincidence with the person itself will give me the absolute.

         It is in this sense, and only in this sense, that the absolute is synonymous with perfection. All the photographs of a town taken from all possible points of view would indefinitely complement each other, but they would not be equivalent to the three dimensional surface that is the town through which one walks. All the translations of a poem into all possible languages could certainly add beautiful nuances to those languages, and by a slight common improvement of the task would more and more provide a true image they translated, they will never retrieve the inner meaning of the original. A representation that is taken from a certain point of view, a translation that was made with certain symbols, always remain imperfect in comparison with the object that had been used or which the symbols seek to express. But the absolute is perfect in that it is perfectly what it is.

         It is certainly for this reason that one has often identified the absolute and the infinite as the same. If I want to communicate to someone who does not know Greek language the simple impression of a poem by Homer, I would give him a poem by Homer. Then I would explain the translation of the poem and describe my commentary and from explanation to explanation I will come closer and closer to what I want to explain; but it would never end. When you raise your arm you achieve the movement internally: the simple perception; but internally, for me who looks at it, your arm moves by a point, then by another point, and between those two points there will still be other points, so that if I begin to count the operation would continue without end. Seen from the inside, an absolute is thus a simple thing; but looked at from outside, in other words relative to something else, it becomes, due to their relation with the signs they express, the piece of gold which one can never find to repay. Otherwise, what shows itself simultaneously as an indivisible apprehension is by definition an inexhaustible counting of the endless.

         Thus it follows that an absolute will only occurs in an intuition, whereas everything else promotes analysis. Here we call intuition the sympathy by which one transports oneself into the inside of an object in order to coincide with what is unique and consequently the inexplicable. On the contrary, analysis is the operation that brings the object back to the already known elements, in other words it communicates with that and other things. Analyzing thus consists of expressing something for the function of what it is not. All analysis is thus a translation, a development in symbols, a representation taken from symbols, a representation taken from successive points of view from which one notices just as many contacts between the new object one studies, and others that one believes to know already. In its endlessly unfulfilled craving desire of embracing the object around which it is condemned to turn, the analysis endlessly multiplies the points of view by completing the always unfulfilled representation, varies the symbols without relief in order to improve the imperfect translation. Thus it continues forever. But the intuition, whenever possible, is a simple act.

         Having clarified this, one will easily see that positive science has analyzing as its customary function. Therefore, above all it works with symbols. Even the most concrete sciences of nature, the sciences of life, hold on to the visible form of living beings, of their organs, and of their anatomical elements. They compare the forms from, one to the other, they take the most complex to the most simple, and finally they study the functions of life in which they are, so to speak, the visual symbol. If a means of possessing an absolute reality exists, then instead of knowing it relatively, of placing itself into it instead of adopting points of view on them and thereby having the intuition of it instead of making its analysis, instead of grasping it outside of expression, translation or symbolic representation, then metaphysics is the same. Metaphysics is thus the kind of science that pretends to surpass symbols. There is at least a reality we grasp entirely from the interior, by intuition and not by simple analysis. It is our true persona in its passing of time. It is our being that continues. We cannot sympathize intellectually, or rather spiritually, without any other thing. But we certainly sympathize with ourselves. When I reflect, probably inactively, the inner aspect of my consciousness, I first notice a solidified crust on the surface of all the perceptions from the material world that come to him. Those perceptions are clean, distinct, and juxtaposed from the one to the other; they search to group themselves in objects. Then I notice recollections that are more or less adherent to their perceptions and serve to interpret them; these recollections seem to be detached from the depth of my being, attracted to the periphery by perceptions that resemble them: they are placed on me without being absolutely myself. In the end I sense tendencies that manifest themselves: bad habits, a lot of virtual actions more or less solidly connected in their perceptions and memories. All these elements of clearly achieved forms seemed the more distinct from me, the more distinct they are one from the other. Oriented from the inside toward the outside they constituted together the surface of a sphere that tends to lengthen itself and to loose itself in the exterior world. But if I pull myself from the periphery toward the center, if I search inside me that which is the most consistent, the most continual and most durable, I find something totally different.

         Under those crushed crystals and that superficial congealing there is a continuous flowing that is not comparable to anything flowing I ever saw. It is a succession of situations where each announces what continues and contains what it precedes. To say the truth, they do not consist of multiple levels because I have already excelled them and because I look back to observe the trail. As long as I tested them, they were so well organized, so deeply animated by a communal life, that I could not know which one of them finished or another begins. Actually, neither of the two ever started or finished, but all of them prolonged themselves in one and the other.

         This is the undoing of a doing because there is no living life that feels to arrive bit by bit at the end of its role: living consists of getting older. But it is just as much a constant unrolling like that of a thread on a string, because our past follows us, it grows endlessly more away from the present that grasps it along the way; and conscience signifies memory.

         To tell the truth, there is never an entanglement nor disentanglement because those two images evoke the representation of lines or surfaces of which the parts are homogenous among them and can be superposed from one to the others. Otherwise there are not two identical moments in a being that is conscious. Take the simplest sentiment, suppose it to be constant, absorb into the entire personality; the consciousness of this sentiment could not remain identical with itself during two consecutive moments, because the next moment would always be a consciousness without memory. It would thus endlessly decay and be born again. How could the absence of consciousness represent itself otherwise?

         One must therefore evoke the image of an apparition of thousands of nuances with insensible degradations that cause one moves from one nuance to the other. A flow of sensation crossing the spectrum by each holding itself again and by each proving its gradation by which each announced the next and resumed in it the ones that preceded. Even then the shades successive to the spectrum always restore the ones to the others. They juxtapose themselves. They occupy space. On the contrary, what remains pure excludes the entire idea of juxtaposition, of reciprocal exteriority and extension.
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