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			The reason for his stupendous reputation lies, it seems to me, in this: that Bergson is not so much a prophet as a herald in whom the unrest of modern times has found a voice. He is popular because he says with splendid certainty what thousands of people have been feeling vaguely.

			—Walter Lippmann, Everybody’s Magazine, July 1912
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			Introduction

			The Most Famous Philosopher in the World

			Of all the lectures on offer at the Collège de France in the early years of the twentieth century, those dispensed by Paul Leroy-Beaulieu were easily the most tedious. Even though his course was open to the public, the professor refused to teach anything even remotely crowd-pleasing. Week after week, the almost seventy-year-old droned on about the organisation of the French financial administration and the economic philosophy of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. In the three decades Leroy-Beaulieu held the chair of political economy, his lectures had never attracted more than a handful of listeners. But about halfway through the first decade of the new century, something changed.

			He started noticing unfamiliar faces emerging alongside his small group of faithful listeners. They were unlike any of the students he  had ever taught. In fact, he wondered if they were students at all. Even as young as they were, they did not look like budding economists. The old professor knew he was probably out of touch with the ways of this new generation, but some of these newcomers were so unkempt that they almost looked like servants. Others carried themselves with an aloofness usually found only in introspective artistic types. More perplexing yet, women were now appearing, in large numbers, in the lecture theatre. What business did women, of all people, have learning about the distribution of wealth, public finance, and currency?

			To add insult to the professor’s bewilderment, he began to suspect that this mysterious phenomenon had little to do with enthusiasm for his lectures. For years, the only sounds he had heard, besides his own monotonous voice, had been the diligent scribbling of notes and the occasional yawn. These had now been replaced with muffled laughter and loud whispers. Once, he could have sworn he saw two rather scruffy men dealing out playing cards at the back of the room. Although his lectures had never been better attended, Leroy-Beaulieu felt that he had lost his audience.

			Sadly for the economist, his suspicions were soon confirmed. One day Leroy-Beaulieu entered his lecture theatre to find all the seats occupied. For the first time in his life, he spoke before a full house, and it was the loneliest experience of his life. No one noticed him enter or leave the room that day. As he surveyed the auditorium mid-lecture, he realised with a painful twinge of indignation that not a single person was listening to him. When his hour was up, the old man quietly made his way out into the packed corridor. He was in such a daze that he failed to notice that no one else had followed him out of the lecture theatre, which was now buzzing with an excited murmur. He pushed his way past a group of perfumed women who were talking animatedly: “I told you we should have arrived earlier,” one of them sighed. “Not a single seat remains!”

			The coup de grâce came in the early months of 1914. One day, before Leroy-Beaulieu could begin his lecture, cries were heard in  the corridor. Two men were fighting to get into the room. This time the professor felt emboldened to chastise those who had forgotten he even existed: “Before hearing M. Bergson,” he shouted, “I insist that you listen to me in silence.” The noise eventually subsided, and the professor arranged his notes on his desk, stroked his long beard, and, ignoring the many women present, began:

			“Today, gentlemen, I will only speak briefly . . . ”

			This statement was met with enthusiastic cheers. Startled, he managed to retain his composure and pursued:

			“I will only speak briefly about the classical doctrine of social credit, because there is no need to insist . . . ”

			He was interrupted by a chorus of sardonic chants:

			“Don’t insist! Don’t insist!”1

			When he announced the end of the lesson an hour later, several audience members let out unmistakable sighs of relief alongside the sarcastic cheers and claps. Humiliated, the economist dropped his notes and stormed out of the room. The cruel echoes of mocking applause and hysterical laughter followed him down the corridor.

			Leroy-Beaulieu’s only crime had been to share a lecture theatre with the most famous philosopher in the world.

			Philosopher à la Mode

			In the years leading up to World War I, Henri Bergson’s lectures were the most popular in all of Paris. In his books, he took on highly specialised debates, such as the metaphysical status of time, the relationship between memory and the brain, and the evolution of the eye in vertebrates. He illustrated his arguments with complicated examples taken from the psychology, neuroscience, biology, and physics of his day, and he never wrote with a broad readership in mind. Yet week after week, more and more people tried to squeeze inside his Collège de France lecture theatre to hear him speak. The wealthiest members of the audience had started sending their valets to save them a spot. The unsuccessful resorted to climbing  onto window ledges to listen in, and inside the room the heat often became so unbearable that people fainted.

			By his fiftieth birthday, Bergson had managed what most public figures can only hope to achieve in death: he had become an icon. His fame had skyrocketed with the publication, in 1907, of Creative Evolution. With his fourth book, the philosopher, who was already well known in academic circles, became an international celebrity. His notions of “durée,” “élan vital,” and “intuition” entered everyday language. His fans believed that he had already earned his place in the philosophy hall of fame, alongside such royalty as Plato, Descartes, and Kant. Pilgrimages were organised to his summer home in Switzerland, and locks of his thinning hair were stolen from his barber.2

			The crowds of hundreds, sometimes thousands, who flocked to listen to him speak left in a kind of trance, enchanted by the perfectly timed cadence of his speech, the melodic quality of his voice, and his masterful developments, which brought complex philosophical notions together in apparent harmony. Bergson’s disciple and friend Jacques Chevalier described the beginning of a lecture with an almost religious emotion:

			A silence descended on the auditorium, a secret quiver ran through our souls, when we saw him silently appear at the back of the amphitheatre and sit under a discreet lamp, his hands free, usually clasped, never needing written notes, with his enormous forehead, his clear eyes that were like two lights beneath his bushy eyebrows, and his delicate features that brought out the power of his forehead and the immaterial radiance of his thought. His speech was slow, noble, and regular, like his writing, extraordinarily confident and surprisingly precise, with caressing, musical intonations.3

			There was indeed something special about the way the professor spoke. He held as a principle that “there is no philosophical idea, however profound or subtle, that cannot and should not be expressed in everyday language,” and that philosophers should “not  write for a restricted circle of initiates; they write for humanity in general.”4 And though humanity in general did not attend his lectures, the hundreds who pressed themselves into the Collège de France each week did form a diverse group.

			Bergson’s lectures had become a weekly rendezvous for a who’s who of the capital’s trendiest literary, artistic, and political personalities. Week after week, philosophers and philosophy students sat (or stood) next to mathematicians and poets, suffragettes and priests, actors and engineers, socialists and socialites, artists and journalists, aristocrats and anarchists, curious bystanders, and politicians.

			The countess and poet Anna de Noailles could often be found in the lecture theatre, adorned in feathers and silk, trailing a flock of devotees. A few rows behind her, one might have seen a large, bearded man, Georges Sorel, a proponent of revolutionary syndicalism. Nearby, one could often glimpse Giovanni Papini, a writer with untamed curls, small round spectacles, and close ties to Futurism, a movement whose manifesto was still fresh off the press. One of Bergson’s most ardent followers, Charles Péguy, wearing thick eyeglasses and his distinctive black cape, was there too. Scattered across the room and listening intently, these trendsetters absorbed and transformed Bergson’s words, sometimes taking such liberties with them that the philosopher no longer recognised himself in their applications of his ideas.

			At first glance, nothing about Bergson screamed avant-garde. At the peak of his fame, he was a peculiar little man in his fifties. It seemed that at any moment his frail body might be crushed under the weight of his massive forehead, which he usually covered in a high crown bowler hat. His light blue, highly expressive eyes, overhung by thick dark brows, gave him a perpetual air of mild astonishment. He spoke softly and moved slowly, with the calculated agility of a large insect or small bird. Although his lectures entranced the most fashionable crowds of the early twentieth century, he was, at heart, a deeply private, almost timid person. Acclaim and flattery  left him uncomfortable, and he found the whole situation embarrassing and inconvenient.

			On one occasion, Bergson entered the lecture theatre to find his desk entirely covered in flowers. Mortified, he cried: “But . . . I am not a ballerina!” He found celebrity “stupid” because it distracted both his followers and him from what mattered the most: his philosophy. Fame, he said, had rapidly become “odious” to him.5

			Whenever he could, Bergson sought refuge from the madness of the city and the obligations that came with international celebrity in the sanctuaries he had created for himself and his family. He spent his summers in the country home built for him in the cool air of the Swiss mountains. The rest of the year, whenever he could, he enjoyed the quiet of his Parisian home, which sat at the end of a garden in a private residence called the Villa Montmorency. When he looked up from his papers, he could see the neighbours’ cats playing amid the trees and flowers, and he could pretend he had left the city. “What I dislike about Paris,” he told his friend Jacques Chevalier, “is the lack of sunshine, the lack of air, the lack of silence. . . . People talk about progress. But every new advance is accompanied by the invention of a new kind of noise: trains, cars, aeroplanes. . . . I would have loved to live in the countryside.”6 He envied the peaceful existence of forest rangers, who lived among the trees, breathing in pure air away from the commotion of the city and enjoying levels of freedom he could no longer hope for.7

			It seemed to Bergson that each stage of his career had pulled him further away from a life that better suited his temperament. Yet he also knew that, step by step, it was a life he had chosen. When he had been assigned his first teaching positions in the smaller and quieter cities of Angers and Clermont-Ferrand, he had grown restless. Although he valued quiet, he had eventually decided to move back to the turbulence of Paris: the gravitational pull of a prestigious academic career in the capital had been too strong. And while he preferred private, meaningful philosophical conversations to what he viewed as the empty chatter of social gatherings, he was adept at networking,  playing the career game masterfully, making friends with the right people, and seeking out their support at the right time. His Collège de France position and various Académie elections came as the result of relentless campaigning on his part. The quiet Bergson always had to make concessions to the ambitious Bergson; later, one of his main regrets was that he had not taken better care of himself, that he had not followed the advice he so often gave to his friends—to take time off and rest. In the end, he paid a huge price for not doing so. In 1914, Bergson requested permission to take a break from his Collège de France duties. He never returned to his post: when he finally allowed his body to rest, it broke and never recovered.

			On the other side of the First World War, the transgressive appeal of Bergson’s philosophy had dissipated. In the 1920s, Bergson received multiple honours and accolades—not least a Nobel Prize in 1927—but those who had found in Bergson’s philosophy new ways of thinking about radical change were no longer interested in a figure who had become a living monument. Bergson’s fame evaporated almost as rapidly as it had materialised. In 1944, the American philosopher Irwin Edman wrote that “the news of [Bergson’s] death, in 1941, was shocking precisely because the world had already fallen into the habit of thinking of him as dead.”8

			Un-Bergsonian

			Writing a biography is a highly un-Bergsonian exercise. The biographer usually unravels the story of a human life from birth to death. She might give her reader the impression that her subject’s life is developing before their very eyes, but in reality she already holds together all the events from start to finish. She looks at portions of a lived experience from the outside, moves them around, and cuts them up into interchangeable pieces. Anyone who is familiar with Bergson’s philosophy knows that such a process is at odds with his description of the flow of time as gradually ripening a person’s existence from within.

			
			Perhaps the only thing more un-Bergsonian than writing a biography is writing a biography of Henri Bergson. On several occasions, including in the will he started drafting half a decade before he died, the philosopher demanded that he be remembered for his philosophy and nothing else: “I have always asked that my personal life be ignored, and that only my work should be examined. I have invariably maintained that the life of a philosopher sheds no light on his doctrine and is of no concern to the public.”9 He knew that after he died any traces of himself he left behind would be picked apart, that all manner of tributes (which he viewed as unwarranted) would be paid, and that all sorts of erroneous assumptions and preconceptions about his character and intentions would become set in stone. He knew that the wishes he stated in his testament would not be fully respected, and so, before he died, he made sure to quell all future attempts to study Bergson the man, beyond the work. He instructed his wife Louise, who had shared his life for over four decades, to destroy anything he left unpublished after leaving this world. Correspondence, miscellaneous papers, lecture notes, drafts of new ideas—Louise threw it all in the fire.10 A biographer’s nightmare.

			Bergson often repeated that nothing can be learned about a philosopher’s ideas by studying their life. But what if it is precisely their life we are interested in?

			My Bergson

			At eighteen, I used the little I knew about Bergson’s philosophy in my baccalaureate philosophy exam. We were given four hours to write an essay on a single question: “Does language betray our thoughts?” So much of what I then knew of Bergson’s thought felt entirely beyond my reach, but his ideas about language resonated. Words, Bergson said, are mere labels we affix to things. We use concepts to tidy up the overwhelming diversity of reality into neat boxes. But in doing so, we often lose sight of what is special and particular about the different aspects of reality that our words describe, including our own inner lives. Beneath this monochromatic conceptual veil,  our vibrant, unique self remains hidden out of reach, unless we know how to look for it. Bergson had implanted in me the idea that philosophy could serve as a window into the world beyond what is given.

			At the Sorbonne, I majored in philosophy. In an ocean of Western classics, Bergson’s name bobbed up once in a while alongside Plato, Descartes, and Kant, but I wanted to find out more. Towards the end of my third year, I decided to read his works on my own time, in chronological order. I was met with difficult but beautiful texts that delved into scientific debates for which I had little context. Like so many of his contemporaries, I found that his book Creative Evolution was the one that stood out to me. I was so fascinated by this early twentieth-century philosophical interpretation of biological evolution that I applied to do a master’s degree in the history of science to better understand what was at stake. My curiosity got the better of me, and I ended up writing a PhD thesis at the University of Leeds on the reception of Bergsonian evolution among the biologists of his day. It was only then that I started learning about Bergson’s life, beyond his theories, the life the philosopher himself did not want anyone to study.

			I was captivated. Parts of his story read like an adventure novel. Other parts reminded me of the most deranged aspects of our current celebrity culture. As I unravelled the various threads of my research, I realised that there was almost no area of early twentieth-century culture that this soft-spoken, bald-headed French philosopher had not touched. For a time he had been the most talked-about person on the planet, but as I would learn, his name meant very little to most of the academics I encountered in the anglophone world. It has always seemed unbelievable to me that such an extraordinary figure and his incredible story could have been almost entirely forgotten.

			This book is not an introduction to Bergson’s philosophy. There have been many of those, hundreds even. The ones I have found the most helpful throughout my studies and research are listed  in the “Beginner’s Guide to Bergson” at the end of the book. But naturally, over the course of this book I introduce many of Bergson’s key ideas, as they constitute pivotal “moments” in the philosopher’s journey. This book is not strictly what one might call an “intellectual biography” either. I do not purport to find within the events of Bergson’s life the germs of his ideas. As the philosopher Gabriel Marcel wrote about Bergson: “Did he not teach us how important it is to be wary of a posteriori reconstructions that so profoundly alter the creative process they claim to describe?”11

			Instead, I like to think of this book as the product of three intertwined and inseparable portraits. A portrait of a man, with aspirations and contradictions. A portrait of his philosophy, which, in various ways, changed the world around him. And a portrait of the world in which the man and his ideas evolved. A portrait is, by nature, a point of view taken on a subject. My own interests, idiosyncrasies, and blind spots will therefore be reflected in my depiction of Bergson’s life, times, and philosophy. But it is my hope that this book will highlight just how profound, interesting, and impor­tant Bergson was and why he deserves to be remembered.

			It would be a mistake to dismiss Bergson as a mere historical curiosity. In the early years of the twentieth century, his defining of life and consciousness in terms of freedom and creativity reassured those who worried that new discoveries in biology had reduced human existence to a cold mechanical process. His critique of the static symbolism of science resonated deeply with those who had grown suspicious of what they viewed as the excesses of rationality and technology.

			The concerns of Bergson’s contemporaries echo many of our present-day anxieties, and his philosophy may offer some solutions. The final words of Bergson’s 1932 book The Two Sources of Morality and Religion could have been written today: “Mankind lies groaning, half-crushed beneath the weight of its own progress. Men do not sufficiently realise that their future is in their own hands. Theirs is the task of determining whether they want to go on living or not.”12

			New facial recognition and artificial intelligence technologies have us fearing for our freedom and humanity. With the current climate crisis, the survival of our species depends on our ability to come up with creative solutions to unprecedented challenges. Who better to turn to than the thinker of radical change and creativity?

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 1

			On the Origin of Henri

			In the autumn of 1859, the world changed twice. On October 18, a baby boy was born in Paris, about halfway between the Garnier opera house and the hill of Montmartre. By the turn of the century, everyone would know his name, and the key notions in his philosophy of change would have entered everyday vocabulary. But at the time this event appeared small and unremarkable, and Henri Louis Bergson entered the world quietly.

			The second event caused an almost immediate uproar, much louder than the cries of an infant. At the end of November, the first copies of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species became available to the public, with effects that rippled far beyond biology and into the remotest regions of humankind’s collective psyche.

			As with any great scientific theory, the philosophical implications of Darwin’s theory of natural selection were dizzying. Humans had been pushed out of the spotlight only to find they were standing  on shaky ground. Everything they thought they knew about themselves and their place in the universe had been turned upside down. Palaeontologists, not priests, now held the key to the meaning of life.

			Darwin had lent scientific weight to an unsettling idea: humans have not always been human and might one day be nothing more than a distant memory in the fossil record. If humans, like all organisms, are always evolving, then the idea of a fixed, immutable human nature so often depicted in religious and philosophical texts becomes hard to justify. Species can no longer be seen as eternal, unchanging, and created categories, and neither can we.

			As evolutionism gained greater acceptance, the world sped up. New discoveries, machines, and modes of transportation were not only profoundly shaking up people’s way of life but also altering their basic understanding of reality. The German poet Heinrich Heine chronicled these feelings: “What changes must now occur, in our way of looking at things, in our notions! Even the elementary concepts of time and space have begun to vacillate. Space is killed by the railways, and we are left with time alone.”1

			The world Henri Bergson was born into was one in which aspects of reality once believed stable and eternal were revealed to be subject to continuous and unstoppable change. But change had not always been a popular notion.

			Our Obsession with Eternity

			In the fifth century BCE, in the Greek-speaking regions of southern Italy, there lived a man called Zeno of Elea. We know very little about his life, but his ideas have floated down to us along the unpredictable currents of knowledge transmission. Zeno is remembered for formulating paradoxes that have perplexed philosophers and mathematicians for over two millennia. One of the paradoxes is based on a familiar story attributed to the fabulist Aesop. A tortoise is given the apparently insurmountable task of racing a much faster opponent. In this telling, instead of a hare, the tortoise has to  face the mythical hero of the Trojan War, Achilles. In the original story, because the arrogant hare underestimates the slow and steady tortoise, he ends up losing the race. But in Zeno’s version, no one makes it past the finish line.

			The paradox goes something like this. Achilles allows the tortoise a head start, believing he will easily catch up to the slow reptile. But in the time it takes the warrior to run the distance already covered by his opponent, the tortoise has slowly but surely advanced a bit further. Before Achilles can overtake the tortoise, he must first cover this new shorter distance. By the time Achilles arrives at the point most recently reached by the tortoise, it has once again moved slightly further ahead. This process repeats ad infinitum, and Achilles never overtakes his opponent. In fact, according to Zeno’s logic, neither Achilles nor the tortoise can ever truly get started. Before they can take their first step, they must take half a step. And before that, a quarter of a step, and so on. The mythical warrior and the heavy-footed reptile remain stuck forever in paradoxical limbo. Defying basic common sense, contradicting what our eyes and ears tell us, the paradox is meant to show that any impression of change we may have is merely an illusion of our senses, the reflection of our own intellectual shortcomings.

			Although Zeno never actually proved the impossibility of change, he highlighted a recurring problem encountered by those who wished to understand the universe: change is, by definition, difficult to grasp. If everything is in constant flux, if nothing remains equal to itself—if, as another pre-Socratic philosopher, Heraclitus, put it, one can never bathe in the same river twice—then it seems very difficult to measure, theorise, or even talk about reality with any certainty.

			This was precisely Plato’s criticism of Heraclitus and of the idea of instability in general. In the Republic, he posited a world of “forms”: the eternal, abstract counterparts to their changeable and corruptible incarnations in the physical world. The tree we perceive with our senses is subject to the changing of the seasons and to all of life’s  accidents, from lightning bolts to woodpeckers. This tree is therefore less reliably knowable than the unchanging idea of a tree, which encompasses all trees and no tree in particular, at all possible stages of development at once. For Plato, the world we perceive with our senses is merely an imperfect and perishable copy of the perfect and eternal ideas.

			Plato’s student Aristotle divided the universe in two: our own terrestrial realm, a place of change, irregularity, and erosion; and the place beyond the moon, where regular, unchanging, and ethereal celestial bodies exist. The only motion that exists in the sky is cyclical and predictable. The highest form of being—Aristotle’s version of a deity—is the “unmoved mover,” or “that which moves without being moved.” This most perfect being, the primary cause of all movement, is immortal and unchanging.

			Some two millennia later, the French philosopher René Descartes observed a piece of wax change shape under the heat of a flame. He noted that, depending on how close the wax is to the flame, it might be hard or soft to the touch, its smell might change, and it might appear lighter or darker. “Clear and distinct” knowledge is attained by doing away with “those things that do not belong to the wax”—in other words, its fluctuating qualities—and by retaining only the qualities that persist beyond all change.2 Descartes’s abstract idea of wax as something “extended, flexible, and mutable” remains the same no matter the variations of form, texture, and colour any piece of wax may undergo.3 This is what we can truly know about it beyond the changing data of the senses.

			Therefore, some of the most important thinkers in the Western philosophical canon built their philosophy around the idea that in order to know the world it is better to focus on eternal, unchanging ideas than on the fluctuations and accidents of everyday life. As Bergson later put it, ancient and modern thinkers alike were “led to seek the reality of things above time, beyond what moves and what changes, and consequently outside what our senses and consciousness perceive.”4 This idea that there is more reality in  stability than in change, more truth in eternity than in the passing of time, became one of the most deeply engrained biases of Western thinking.

			In the early twentieth century, Bergson would become the most famous philosopher in the world for reversing this trend, for being the thinker of change. In the first pages of his international bestseller Creative Evolution, he wrote: “For a conscious being, to exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on endlessly creating oneself.”5

			Born into an Unstable World

			In the late months of 1859, if you had walked down the rue Lamartine in Paris on a chilly autumn evening, you might have overheard Henri Bergson’s father, Michal Bergson, gently playing one of his own compositions to his newborn son—perhaps a mazurka inspired by his old teacher Frédéric Chopin.6

			The year 1859 had been a good one for the Bergson family. While Michal and his wife Kate had been expecting Henri, their second child and first son, Michal’s music was being performed in Paris for the first time.7 It seemed as though the universe was finally granting the composer some stability, something that had so far been lacking in his life.

			Michal was born in 1818 in Poland. His parents, Berek and Tamerl Sonnenberg, had been wealthy Warsaw merchants and renowned benefactors of the Jewish Hasidic community.8 Their status afforded them rights normally refused to Polish Jews at the time, such as choosing where they lived and how they dressed. After his father’s death, however, only the eldest of Michal’s brothers was permitted to retain these special rights. Michal and his other brother were forced to leave their home and never return. Everything changed for the young Michal, right down to his last name. With his father gone, he took the name Berksohn (son of Berek), and later Bergson.9 He went to Dessau and Berlin to study music and later travelled across Europe, finding work where he could.

			
			In Paris in the 1850s, he married an Englishwoman of Irish origins, Kate Levinson. She was also Jewish, twelve years his junior, and the daughter of a Yorkshire doctor.10 In a charcoal portrait sketched by Mina Bergson, one of Henri’s younger sisters, Kate exudes serene wisdom and kindness. She was a rational and calming presence in the Bergson household, contrasting with Michal’s sometimes erratic behaviour. She was born in the north of England and spoke in English to all her children.11 Thus, Henri and his siblings were raised bilingual. Although he did not grow up in Britain, Henri inherited traits stereotypically associated with the British character, like emotional restraint, dry humour, and almost pathological levels of self-deprecation.

			Over the years, Kate provided vital support for her husband, caring for their three sons and four daughters through the ups (of which there were some) and downs (of which there were many) of his career. In 1859, Michal happened to be on an all-time career high. A Parisian venue had put on a production of his now-forgotten operetta Qui va à la chasse perd sa place, and for a time his music was being played every night.12 One can imagine that when he gazed at baby Henri, his heart filled with hope, the kind that makes the future scintillate with infinite, smiling possibilities. Unfortunately, this did not last. After the reasonable success of Michal’s operetta, the director of the Théâtre Lyrique commissioned another of his works, a full opera this time. But before opening night, the theatre went bankrupt and the project was abandoned.

			In 1863, when Henri was four years old, the composer moved his growing family to Switzerland, where he took a professorship at the Geneva Conservatory. The apartment in which Henri learned to read was located on the auspiciously named boulevard des Philo­sophes.13 Michal did not get along with his colleagues and did not take well to his new position. Perhaps these tensions stemmed from his difficult character (as the director seemed to think), perhaps they had to do with his being Jewish in an anti-Semitic milieu, or perhaps both were true. In any case, after four years of turmoil, Michal quit  his job. With the arrival of each new child putting more financial strain on the family, they returned to Paris.

			Michal’s music never again occasioned the levels of enthusiasm generated by his 1859 operetta, and by Henri’s tenth birthday he had abandoned all hope of a successful public-facing music career. Once again, the Bergsons relocated. This time they moved to Kate’s home country, to a house in Shepherd’s Bush, London. They hoped that there Michal would be able to find work stable enough to support the family.

			Ten-year-old Henri was already showing great academic promise. From a very young age, he obtained multiple scholarships to help his parents finance his studies, first in Switzerland, with the help of the chief rabbi of Geneva, and later from the French government.14 When his family decided to seek opportunities in London, Henri was all set to attend one of the best secondary schools in France, the Lycée Fontanes (later known as Lycée Condorcet), previously attended by the poet Paul Verlaine and later the novelist Marcel Proust. So Henri, still a small boy, found himself left behind, alone in Paris.

			Henri’s early life was marked by instability. In his first decade, he moved between countries several times, all the while watching his father wrestle with professional precariousness. At a very young age, he lost the warmth of a family home and grew up apart from his siblings, living instead with a boarding master. He was raised by institutions more so than by his parents. Like the organisms in Darwin’s theory, the child Henri had to adapt and build resilience to survive.

			At the same time, the world around him was becoming increasingly unpredictable. Left alone in Paris, young Henri found himself in the midst of one of the capital’s most violent episodes. In July 1870, a few months before the boy’s eleventh birthday, France went to war with Prussia and, within less than a year, was defeated. In the aftermath of this crushing humiliation and the fall of the Second French Empire, a revolutionary insurrection led by thousands of French national guardsmen, as well as by many women, took  the capital. The demands of the Commune—the abolition of child labour, the separation of church and state, and fairer working conditions for men and women—and the Communards’ capture of some of the government’s cannons were met with bloody repression and tens of thousands of casualties. In retaliation against the French government’s brutal attacks, the Communards destroyed the president’s mansion and set fire to several of the city’s landmarks. The Tuileries Palace burned for three days, and for weeks Paris was filled with fire, smoke, and death.

			It is hard to imagine what a young child would have made of this upheaval.15 In an interview he gave many years later, Bergson reflected on the significance of the changes he encountered during his childhood, focussing not on the violent events of the Commune but on the apparently trivial question of his school’s name:

			I studied at Condorcet . . . at a time when the name of the school changed constantly according to political fluctuations. I personally saw these changes occur three times: Condorcet, Bonaparte, then Fontanes, and then back to the original name. As small schoolchildren, we were already meditating on the instability of human affairs.16

			By the early 1880s, around the time of Darwin’s death, Bergson became obsessed with change. It became clear to him that no one had taken the subject seriously enough, not even the leader of the evolutionists. Bergson decided that the trend towards immobility Zeno had set in motion two and a half millennia earlier needed to be reversed once and for all. Bergson’s philosophy demanded that we invert what feels like the natural order of things, the habitual direction of our thinking, and step away from our obsession with eternity. In his view, the philosophers of the past had it the wrong way round: permanence is the illusion, and change is the most fundamental reality of all. Throughout his philosophical career, and in different works, Bergson circled back to one fundamental idea:  change is not something that happens on top of a fixed reality; change is reality.

			Bergson’s ideas would eventually make him the most famous person in the world, and for a while in the early twentieth century, his philosophical interpretation of biological evolution would eclipse even Darwinism. But back in 1859, the “City of Light” did not yet have its first electric streetlamps, and the various directions in which Henri Bergson’s life would snowball—the weekly riots at the Collège de France, the Nobel Prize, the secret meetings with President Woodrow Wilson—were still impossible to predict.

		

		
	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			A “Mere” Philosopher

			One afternoon, Adolphe Desboves, the maths teacher at the Lycée Fontanes, was sitting in his classroom reviewing his students’ homework. Studying one of the papers covered in unusually neat handwriting, he could not believe his eyes. One of his teenage pupils had jotted down the solution to a mathematical problem that had remained unanswered for over two hundred years.

			Pascal’s Problem

			At Fontanes, one of the best schools in Paris, Desboves had the privilege of teaching some of the brightest young minds of his day. He took comfort in the idea that, as an educator and amateur researcher, he was fulfilling an important role that unremarkable but highly competent people like himself had been carrying out for centuries: the study and propagation of the ideas of geniuses.1 And  if his efforts could inspire even one of his students to follow in the footsteps of greatness, then it would have all been worth it.

			In his spare time, the teacher combed through the private papers of one of the greatest minds of the seventeenth century, Blaise Pascal, hoping to unearth new insights into his mathematical investigations. In the archives, he found an exchange between Pascal and another great French mathematician, Pierre de Fermat. In one of the letters, Pascal had sent Fermat a geometry problem that he claimed to have solved.2 In the seventeenth century, mathematicians like Pascal often challenged each other to friendly but diabolically difficult mathematical duels. Victory came not to those who found the solution, but to those who managed to come up with a problem so complicated that no one else could solve it. Desboves’s research had revealed that, in this instance, Pascal’s illustrious friends had been left confounded. In other words, Pascal had won.

			Desboves delighted in sharing with his students anything he thought might pique their curiosity. When he presented them with Pascal’s problem, he had probably not expected any of his young pupils to succeed where even the great Fermat had failed. But within a few days, and with apparent ease, Henri Bergson, aged seventeen, solved it.

			Bergson’s solution went beyond what Pascal himself had imagined. Pascal had told Fermat that the problem could only be solved using ruler-and-compass construction. But the seventeen-year-old proved him wrong by making ingenious use of hyperbolas and parabolas. With geometry, Bergson never felt like he was solving a problem; he simply needed to pull on the problem’s abstract thread for the solution to reveal itself. In his mind’s eye, he could “see” the relationships between the properties of geometric figures as clearly as most people could see objects in space: “I only needed to follow a demonstration on the blackboard once to master it completely; I never had to memorise my lessons at home.”3

			Back then, Bergson was a boy of slight build with striking bright blue eyes. His thick chestnut hair veered towards red in some  lights and was always divided neatly over his large, rounded forehead.4 He spoke softly and politely in a clear, steady voice. With his teachers, Bergson was modest and deferential, but his attitude never seemed affected, as though his good manners were not learned but simply second nature. Something about the boy’s calm seriousness sometimes intimidated the other students. When he turned his attention within rather than outwards, as he often did, he took on an air of introspectiveness and wisdom beyond his years.

			It was perhaps not surprising that he had matured faster than his classmates. From the age of ten he had lived several train and boat rides away from his family. His parents and siblings had remained together in London, while Henri lived at the Springer Institution, a Jewish boardinghouse in the north of Paris, with his scholarships covering the cost. There he received everything he needed on a material level to carry out his secondary studies, but the austere care of his boarding masters could replace neither the daily nourishment of parental affection nor the camaraderie of his siblings. Because he did not share daily life with his brothers and sisters, he grew up somewhat estranged from them all. In an essay he wrote as a student at the École normale supérieure, a few years after he left Fontanes, Bergson appeared to reflect back on the loneliness of his childhood. The essay was about the Renaissance writer Étienne de la Boétie, but he might as well have been writing about himself:

			Orphaned at an early age, without parents or friends, abandoned to a large college where he spent his childhood and youth in solitude, he had neither the advice of a father nor that wise governor of whom Montaigne speaks to guide him: all that he is, he owes only to himself: he made himself. This isolation tempered his character and matured him over time. Thrown into a world of strangers, the child learns, in this solitude, to take possession of himself, to reflect and reason about what he does, to shape himself.5

			
			Despite his solitary childhood, Henri excelled at school. In 1874, his father proudly wrote to one of his friends that his eldest son was “awarded first place every year.” The headmaster described him as “the most distinguished student at the Lycée Fontanes.”6 Bergson amassed an impressive collection of prizes, awarded by both the school (in Latin, Greek, history, and English) and the state. Each year, the Concours général rewarded the best secondary school students in France in each subject. Between 1875 and 1877, Bergson received awards in Latin and French and twice in mathematics. In 1878, one of his demonstrations was even deemed so elegant and original that it was published in an academic journal. The same year, Desboves published his research on Pascal and included his teenage pupil’s findings.7

			Desboves envisioned his star student taking the obvious path laid out in front of him—a shining mathematical career, which could open up a brilliant future. But nothing about this prospect excited Bergson. Unlike geometry problems, philosophical problems did not reveal their solutions to him in an instant; they were not threads that he simply had to unravel. When it came time to decide, in the summer of 1882, to his maths teacher’s despair, Bergson chose philosophy.

			Broadening the Mind

			Bergson’s decision apparently had very little to do with the philosophical education he had received at school. With a fondness steeped in light sarcasm, he remembered his philosophy teacher, Benjamin Aubé, as “a discreet, erudite, artistic man who was concerned with everything other than philosophy . . . who was happy to talk instead at length about archaeology and history, ancient medals and Christian martyrs.”8 Many years later, Bergson reflected that he was mostly grateful that his first introduction to philosophy had not left much of an imprint on his mind.9 His teacher’s indifference and unorthodox teaching methods had left Bergson with enough room to shape his own philosophical self.

			
			Not committed to any particular school of thought, the young Bergson had been able to develop his own interests and lines of investigation. Outside the classroom, Bergson found thinkers who spoke to his mathematical and scientific inclinations. He read contemporary philosophers like Jules Lachelier, the philosopher and mathematician Antoine Augustin Cournot, and later Herbert Spencer, all of whom showed him a completely different side to philosophy that he had not experienced in school. These thinkers did not speculate in a vacuum but drew instead upon empirical data and scientific theories. Of Lachelier’s philosophy, Bergson later wrote that it “gave him the impression of formulating problems the way the problems would formulate themselves.”10 It is not clear when Bergson first encountered these texts, or what role they played in his decision. But at some point they helped him realise that philosophy “could be something serious,” something worth pursuing, and not the “merely oratorical amusement” he experienced in school.11

			A few years after his fateful decision to study philosophy, Bergson started his first teaching job. He was asked to give a speech before an assembly of students and teachers during the traditional end-of-term awards ceremony. Barely out of school himself, the young man invited the students to reflect on the “severe disadvantages of what we call ‘specialisation.’”12 He argued that great men of science of the past, such as the illustrious Frenchmen Blaise Pascal, René Descartes, and Louis Pasteur, had made sure to consider problems from all sorts of different angles and perspectives, using methods from a variety of disciplines. But as the nineteenth century ended, this became more and more difficult to do. The accumulation of knowledge seemed to have reached a tipping point that fragmented the sciences into increasingly narrow fields and subfields and drove a wedge between science and philosophy. In his speech, Bergson warned that this fragmentation, this loss of big-picture, synthetic thinking, impoverished human knowledge as a whole. Bergson conceded that the impulse towards specialisation was a natural one, prompted by the “miserable discovery that the universe is greater  than our mind; that life is short, education time-consuming and the truth infinite.”13 But he urged the students to resist this impulse, to put off committing to one specialised subject for as long as possible, and instead to broaden their minds as much as they could.

			The young Bergson’s aversion to specialisation had started at some point in the late 1870s, when he discovered that, unlike other academic disciplines, philosophy was not limited to a specific object but opened up an infinity of theoretical avenues. It represented an opportunity to encompass all areas of knowledge, to look at the biggest, most important problems, to embrace every aspect of reality in one sweeping gesture. By choosing philosophy, he would not have to abandon any of his interests but could keep them all under investigation. Conceivably, Bergson had also realised in that moment that mathematical problems, though fascinating, were too narrow for his intellectual ambitions. By specialising as a mathematician, he would be willingly cutting himself off from whole areas of human knowledge, whereas, as a philosopher, the entirety of human knowledge would be his subject matter.

			A “Bad” Scientist

			Desboves was devastated when he found out about Bergson’s decision. His young prodigy, the teenager who had bested his hero Pascal, was squandering his incredible mathematical gift, and for what? To pursue his interest in an inferior subject. The teacher wrote to the boy’s parents, stating in no uncertain terms that their son was committing an irreparable folly. But Bergson did not budge, and his parents stood by his decision. The next time Desboves caught sight of Henri, he grumbled: “You could have been a mathematician; you will be a mere philosopher.”14 Of course, the teacher could not have foreseen that his student would in fact grow up to be anything but a “mere” philosopher.

			Desboves’s comment nevertheless ended up haunting Bergson. Throughout his career, Bergson would find himself repeatedly accused of being a philosopher who rejected science because he  misunderstood it. As the American journalist Walter Lippmann wrote: “Though his thinking has been about biology, mathematics, and psychology, people call Bergson an artist.”15 Such misconceptions about him would stick. In a scathing article published in the Monist in 1912, the British philosopher and mathematician Bertrand Russell would paint Bergson as mathematically illiterate and accuse him of promoting “anti-intellectual philosophy” that led to the absurd view that “incapacity for mathematics is therefore a sign of grace.” This view, Russell added sarcastically, was “fortunately a very common one.”16 In 1922, Albert Einstein dismissed Bergson’s interpretation of relativity, claiming that the philosopher did not have a sufficient grasp of the physics at play.17 The following year the evolutionary biologist Julian Huxley wrote that Bergson was a “good poet, but a bad scientist.”18

			Of all the misconceptions about his philosophy, the idea that Bergson was promoting an anti-science agenda was the one that exasperated him the most. Although he was critical of certain aspects of scientific thought, he did not reject science through and through. Just because he found limitations in the methods of science did not mean that his understanding of these methods was limited.

			Bergson viewed science and metaphysics as two different but complementary forms of knowledge, each limited in its own way. The perspective on reality offered by science would always be relative to its own symbols. Metaphysics, on the other hand, could aspire to absolute knowledge but would never produce the practical results of science. Yet, if both forms of knowledge came together in a way that recognised their fundamental differences, they could pro­gress by pushing each other forward.

			This had not, however, always been Bergson’s belief. In 1878, when he became a student at the prestigious École normale supérieure, he leaned towards the side of those who placed absolute faith in the power of science, thanks in large part to the English philosopher Herbert Spencer.

		

		
	
		
		
			Chapter 3

			“He Has No Soul”

			A decade before the Eiffel Tower took its place looming impressively over Paris, another, much larger testament to French industrial prowess sat on the Champ de Mars. In 1878, Paris hosted the Exposition Universelle, the biggest exhibition the world had ever seen. For several months, a giant palace of steel and glass, stretching over half a mile, covered the whole park from the École militaire to the Seine. The structure had been erected in just eighteen months by France’s best architects and engineers. Inside, visitors admired exhibits sampling the architecture of nearly every country in the world—though, less than a decade after the war against Prussia, Germanic culture was conspicuously absent—as well as a fine arts display and the “Galerie du travail,” which presented state-of-the-art French industrial machines, clocks, and even live factory workers in action. Some of the world’s newest and most intriguing devices were also on show, including Alexander Graham Bell’s telephone  and Thomas Edison’s phonograph.1 The Statue of Liberty’s head, as big as a house, was paraded around the city, and a hot-air balloon could be seen intermittently floating above the Tuileries Garden. That year, for the first time, electric streetlights were installed along the avenue de l’Opéra. Descartes’s seventeenth-century dream of humans becoming “like masters and possessors of nature” had materialised two hundred years later in the machines on display in the temporary palace and in the night sky of Paris. Anything seemed possible, and “progress” was the word on everyone’s lips.

			The exhibition was France’s way of affirming its staying power and technological know-how after the humiliating defeat against Prussia and the chaos of the Commune uprising of 1871. Many French lawmakers felt that France’s legitimacy as a powerful state needed to be grounded in an almost religious faith in science. The official philosophy of the new republic was “positivism,” which at its core rested upon the ideal of progress. Humans would achieve their full potential only when they stopped asking “why?,” the puerile question of children, theologians, and metaphysicians, and concentrated instead on the more serious and scientific question: “How?”
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