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Abstract
This chapter argues that Henri Bergson—whose philosophy is in large part devoted to locating human freedom outside not only the laws of causality, but the mechanical modes of thinking and habitual modes of acting that define our usual conduct—should be considered a crucial figure in the tradition of modernist self-optimization and in the intellectual history of media theory. Although Bergson regards such freedom as a fundamental and originary characteristic of our being, he equally posits it as able to be realized only through an ongoing inner labor whereby we work to distinguish our true self from the repetition and similitude encrusted upon it. And whilst his account of freedom is often utilized today as an antidote to rampant quantification of ourselves and our experience, it is very much grounded in an ethos of heroic productivism and transgressive spontaneity reflective of and responsive to the industrial culture within which it was formulated.
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It was “not until Nietzsche, Bergson, and existentialism,” argues Pierre Hadot, that philosophy would “consciously return to being a concrete attitude, a way of life and of seeing the world.”[footnoteRef:1] Bergson, in Hadot’s estimation, sought to effect “a radical rupture with regard to the state of unconsciousness in which man normally lives,” believing that “aesthetic and philosophical perceptions of the world are only possible by means of a complete transformation of our relationship to the world: we have to perceive it for itself, and no longer for ourselves.”[footnoteRef:2] Bergsonism, according to this account, thus marks a revival of the ancient conception of philosophy as grounded in “spiritual exercises” (i.e. practices aiming for a transformation of the self). It is not just about abstract classification and conceptualization; rather, it demands a complete modification of one’s relationship to the world and to oneself.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault, trans. Michael Chase (Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell, 1995), 108.]  [2:  Ibid., 254.]  [3:  On this topic, see also Keith Ansell-Pearson, “Bergson and Philosophy as a Way of Life,” in Interpreting Bergson: Critical Essays, ed. Alexandre Lefebvre and Nils F. Schott (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020).] 

In this chapter, I wish to follow this line of thought in order to position Bergson as a key thinker of modernist self-optimization, whose attempt to furnish an account of the real conditions of conscious experience (and concomitantly, of freedom), released from the shackles of causal-mechanical thinking, involves a kind of attunement of self. The purpose of metaphysics for Bergson is not to deduce concepts for their own sake, but to help optimize the self so as to facilitate free action, transgressing both habitual everyday activities and customary ways of speaking. This is a distinctly modernist form of self-optimization, tacitly posited in opposition to the dehumanizing, stupefying rhythms of industrial society. “Bergson’s philosophy,” observes Donna Jones, “would come as a relief in the age of the machine.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Donna V. Jones, The Racial Discourses of Life Philosophy: Négritude, Vitalism, and Modernity (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 36.] 

Bergson may not seem like an obvious candidate for thinking through the implications of self-optimization; after all, a major part of his project involves questioning the discrete boundaries of the self.[footnoteRef:5] I wish to argue, however, that in spite of any such gestures, one of the fundamental aims of Bergson’s philosophy is to throw light upon our true self—or more precisely, to help us continually return to this true self—which remains inalienable in the face of ubiquitous quantification, mechanization, and the routine habits of everyday life. But though this philosophy proffers a helpful understanding of the epistemic limitations of spatialized and quantified thinking, it often falls back into a naturalized productivism which mirrors the hegemonic values of the industrial society. [5:  As Lisa Blackman observes, for thinkers like Bergson and his ilk, “the human subject was not self-contained, individualized, clearly bounded and separate from others, but rather the borders and boundaries between self and other were considered porous and permeable” (Immaterial Bodies: Affect, Embodiment, Mediation [London: Sage, 2012], xiv).] 
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In the humanities, we are readily familiar with the manoeuvre of returning to once-obsolete philosophical thinkers who, in their untimeliness, seem to bear uponspeak to the concerns of the present moment. Bergson is a perfect example of this, his work seeming appearing to bear upon the peculiar characteristics of digital culture. For some scholars, Bergson’s collocation of two distinct modes of experience—durational intuition and spatialized intellection—the latter characterized as a homogeneous medium involving “clean-cut distinctions and a kind of externality of the concepts or their symbols with regard to one another,” would seem to previse the foundational distinction between analog and digital mediation.[footnoteRef:6] For others, Bergson’s account of time and becoming actually provides a means of overcoming these kinds of dichotomies, underscoring the labile, fluctuant structures and temporalities underpinning networked digitality,[footnoteRef:7] and his theory of embodiment allows for novel ways of conceiving of the relationship between the digital image and the affective body.[footnoteRef:8] Although writing at a time when digital technologies, in the way we think of them today, remained in their infancy, Bergson offers considerable critical resources for interrogating the complexities of our contemporary media environment. [6:  Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness, trans. F.L. Pogson (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1913), 97 [hereafter TFW]. Douglas Maxwell suggests that “[i]n general the continuous, qualitative, subjective and intuitive may be coded analog whilst the discrete, discontinuous, quantitative, objective and logical is digital,” and that “the analogic is in Bergson’s view always superior to the digital” (The Abacus and the Rainbow: Bergson, Proust, and the Digital-Analogic Opposition [New York: Peter Lang, 1999], 36, 39).]  [7:  Tiziana Terranova argues, in overtly Bergsonian terms, that “by thinking of the Internet in terms of the grid we might have fallen into a classic metaphysical trap: that of reducing duration to movement” (Network Culture: Politics for the Information Age [London and Ann Arbor, MI: Pluto Press, 2004], 50). See also Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska, Life After New Media: Mediation as a Vital Process (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2012).]  [8:  Mark Hansen submits that “as a processural and necessarily embodied entity, the digital image lays bare the Bergsonist foundation of all image technology” (New Philosophy for New Media [Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004], 10). See also Adrian MacKenzie and Anna Munster, “Platform Seeing: Image Ensembles and Their Invisualities,” Theory, Culture & Society 36.5 (2019).] 

Most fittingly for this chapter, Bergson supplies a prescient corrective to an increasingly hegemonic injunction to self-optimization: namely, the “quantified self,” whereby individuals are urged to track and monitor their movements and other such bodily metrics via wearable technologies.[footnoteRef:9] His critique of “the idea that the living body might be subjected by some superhuman calculator to the same mathematical treatment as our solar system”—a metaphysical postulate which he argues is the product of the human mind’s natural proclivities, but which has gradually been sharpened since the time of Galileo—seems to speak directly to the current fascination with finding technological means of quantifying the human body and its functions.[footnoteRef:10] A fascination that is, as Sarah Kember argues, “justified by a humanistic, moralistic and ultimately economistic refrain about the optimization of human potential.”[footnoteRef:11] [9:  See Deborah Lupton, The Quantified Self: A Sociology of Self-Tracking (Cambridge and Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2016).]  [10:  Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, trans. Arthur Mitchell (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1911), 20 [hereafter CE].]  [11:  Sarah Kember, iMedia: The Gendering of Objects, Environments and Smart Materials (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 55. We can also connect this to what José van Dijck terms ‘dataism’, which she describes as ‘a widespread belief in the objective quantification and potential tracking of all kinds of human behavior and sociality through online media technologies’ (“Datafication, Dataism and Dataveillance: Big Data Between Scientific Paradigm and Ideology,” Surveillance & Society 12.2 (2014): 198).] 

Bergson would surely regard this trend toward the quantified self (alongside various other types of surveillance and algorithmic processing, in the porous spheres of both labor and leisure, that seek to convert the body into machine-readable data) as a further intensification of the mechanistic explanation of causality which conceals the real time or durée in which our psychical life consists, instead positing “the future and the past as calculable functions of the present,” grasping time as a perpetually renewed present instant.[footnoteRef:12] This kind of explanation, although crucial to the sciences (and an indissoluble aspect of human experience), can only describe that which has already taken place; it is constitutionally incapable of accounting for change and motion in their own right. In the spatialized and quantified world of scientific knowledge, time can only be represented in terms of simultaneity, and movement only in those of immobility—mere snapshots or freeze-frames.[footnoteRef:13] Appealing directly to Bergson’s philosophy, Phoebe Moore argues for instance that “the reduction of the whole of life to quantification is equivalent to locking-in existing categorical ‘interests’ and spatial schemas,” suggesting that “the quantification of work is not an improved mapping of subjects and of life, but a more subtle and more total regime of control.”[footnoteRef:14] From a Bergsonian perspective, we might say, this regime encourages us to optimize ourselves in a manner corresponding not to the fluid continuity of our inner selves, but to the requisites of external rhythms and protocols. [12:  CE, 37.]  [13:  See TFW, 234.]  [14:  Phoebe V. Moore, The Quantified Self in Precarity: Work, Technology and What Counts (London and New York: Routledge, 2018), 116.] 

It goes without saying though that such prescience only becomes apparent in retrospect. We inevitably project the specificities of our own circumstances onto thinkers of the past. We perceive in them the solutions to problems that did not even exist in their own time.[footnoteRef:15] As Bergson himself appositely remarks, [15:  Jill Walker Rettberg notes that “although people have been tracking their personal data for centuries,” the current fascination with personal monitoring has been spurred by “the combination of data generated through wearable devices and online services that can automatically log personal data with our increasing ability to store and process large quantities of data” (Seeing Ourselves Through Technology [Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014], 64).] 


it is only by a lucky accident, or exceptional good fortune that we can accurately note in the present reality that which will be of most interest for the future historian. When that historian studies our present he will, above all, be seeking the explanation of his present, and more particularly of what novelty his present contains. We can have no idea whatsoever of this novelty today, if it is to be a creation.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Henri Bergson, The Creative Mind, trans. Mabelle L. Andison (New York: Philosophical Library, 1946), 24 [hereafter CM].] 


Bergson’s apparent premonition is in fact a product of our own retrospection, whereby we look back at a sequence of events and see in them a certain inevitability, precisely because the particular path these events have taken has been actualized at the expense of other possible routes. To the philosopher himself, writing more than a century ago, the course his concepts might take—the direction, the end point, the ramifications, the premonitory potential, and so on—are unknown:

We transmit to future generations that which interests us, that which our attention centers upon and even sketches, in light of our past evolution, but not that which the future will have made interesting to them by the creation of a new interest, by a new direction brought to their attention.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Ibid., 25.] 


His concepts’ becomings cannot be predicted in advance. And it is exactly this further unactualized potential that also lends these concepts their contemporary pertinence: placed into new contexts, situated in relation to new problems, they do not come to seem like indurative dead ends; rather, they open up a field of new opportunities and courses of action.
With all this in mind, I wish to propose that Bergson’s philosophy, although unabashedly universal in scope, operates as a tacit critique of not just mechanistic thinking (which we can trace back to antiquity) but of the growing mechanization of the industrial society—and more precisely, the way in which this process exhorts us, as human beings, to optimize ourselves in accordance with the exigencies of the machine. Crucially though, he does not just furnish a critique of this tendency, but puts forward another, more authentic form of self-optimization, premised upon a quite peculiar account of time and free will. If “pure durée is the form which the succession of our conscious states assumes when our self lets itself live, when it refrains from separating its present state from its former states,” then Bergson’s philosophy provides the means for attuning one’s self toward this durée—the means, in short, for letting oneself live.[footnoteRef:18] And yet, I want to suggest, this form of self-optimization might not be as at odds with its hegemonic modernist equivalents as it appears at first glance. [18:  TFW, 100, translation altered. Bergson was fluent in English and personally authorized the published translations of his major works. Nevertheless, in certain cases I have made minor alterations to translated quotes, where I believe the original French to be clearer.] 
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Although his work cuts across many different areas of study, Bergson is, perhaps more than anything else, a philosopher of time. For him, the basic problem persisting throughout the Western philosophical tradition is that it cannot think time as such. In some cases, such as Plato, time is dismissed as an empirical residuum, an unwanted artefact resulting from our existence as sensible beings. In more modern philosophies, of which Kant (and the faculty of intuition he describes) is the exemplar, time is converted into a spatial form, robbed of the continuity, heterogeneity, and irreversibility (in short, the durée) that is the very essence of temporality. Whatever the case, these spatialized accounts cannot account for freedom. For instance, in Kant, because time is taken as a homogeneous medium, a linear sequence of discrete instants, the concrete time of free activity is broken up, transformed into extensity, congealing into a solidified object distinct from the fluid spontaneity of the act in action, so to speak, wherein heterogeneous moments permeate and melt into one another. Freedom is thus “made into an incomprehensible fact.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Ibid., 232.] 

In contrast to Kant, who tries to get around the problem by placing the free-acting self within a supersensible realm outside the circumscribed boundaries of both time and space, Bergson remains confident that we can “perceive this self whenever, by a strenuous effort of reflection, we turn our eyes from the shadow which follows us and retire into ourselves.”[footnoteRef:20] This withdrawal into ourselves involves becoming reacquainted with the durée in which freedom (i.e., the act of making choices without a determinate motive) is truly experienced, outside the shackles of the law of causality. [20:  Ibid., 233.] 

Conversion of time into space, and its according elision of freedom, is for Bergson part and parcel of human experience, insofar as the latter will always involve spatial refraction of our actions. “The durée wherein we see ourselves acting, and in which it is useful that we should see ourselves, is a durée whose elements are dissociated and juxtaposed. The durée wherein we act is a durée wherein our states melt into each other.”[footnoteRef:21] In point of fact, whilst we are quite able to affirm our own freedom in its immediate manifestation, as we try to explain this freedom, whether to ourselves or others, we will inevitably explain it in spatialized terms, breaking it up into a series of disjoined moments. Hence, Bergson’s philosophy of time is, at its core, apophatic. The philosopher can describe certain aspects of durée, but these are only vicarious gestures, pointing toward something that will always elude the objectifying gaze of analysis: [21:  Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer (Mineola, NY: Dover, 1912), 243–44, translation altered.] 


doubtless no image will quite answer to the original feeling I have of the flowing of myself. But neither is it necessary for me to try to express it. To him who is not capable of giving himself the intuition of the duration constitutive of his being, nothing will ever give it, neither concepts nor images. In this regard, the philosopher's sole aim should be to start up a certain effort which the utilitarian habits of mind of everyday life tend, in most men, to discourage.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  CM, 194.] 


It is striking that Bergson does not at all situate this effort to displace our quotidian habits within a historico-cultural context: from his perspective, refraction of time through space is an inveterate tendency of human intellection, bound up in this creature’s evolution. It is a product of common sense, which is “essentially mechanistic” and “loves clear-cut distinctions, those which are expressed by sharply defined words or by different positions in space.”[footnoteRef:23] And it is as evident in Zeno’s paradoxes, articulated in ancient Elea, as it is in the Lumière brothers’ cinematograph, developed at the turn of the twentieth century. I say striking because these arguments are almost incontestably of a piece with many other vitalist nineteenth-century critiques of machine culture (Friedrich Nietzsche in particular).[footnoteRef:24] In spite of frequent affirmationist postures, vitalism, argues Jones, has in the main “ironically remained a critical project, defined less affirmatively than as the negation of its own negation—the mechanical, machinic, and the mechanistic.”[footnoteRef:25] Given their philosophies are expressly premised upon an impulse eluding all linguistic or conceptual representation, vitalists typically face a dilemma: namely, how to gesture toward that which remains stubbornly inexpressible. Hence the aforesaid recourse to negative theology, and in particular, to a counterposition against industrial culture. [23:  TFW, 176, translation altered.]  [24:  Hannah Arendt lumps Bergson and Nietzsche together with Marx (somewhat curiously) as “the greatest representatives of modern life philosophy,” whose ultimate point of reference is “life and life’s fertility” (The Human Condition [Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1998], 313).]  [25:  Jones, Racial Discourses of Life Philosophy, 28. Or as Claire Colebrook writes, modernism and vitalism were both “responding to the mechanized, industrial, rationalized, quantifying, capitalist, and reifying forces of an increasingly reductive world of homogeneous time and space” (“The Joys of Atavism,” in Understanding Bergson, Understanding Modernism, ed. Paul Ardoin, S. E. Gontarski, and Laci Mattison [New York and London: Bloomsbury, 2013], 283).] 

Bergson observes that for many years “it was taken for granted that industrialism and mechanization would bring happiness to mankind,” and yet an irresistible force seems to compel humanity “more and more violently towards the satisfaction of its basest desires.”[footnoteRef:26] Specifically though, my interest in this chapter relates to Bergson’s mostly tacit association of machine culture with the mechanistic representation of time. For Bergson, by reaching beneath this superficial representation, into the inexpressible depths of the psyche, we can find our own powers of creativity. As Mark Antliff argues, Bergsonism “was part of widespread reaction against the temporal hegemony of industrial capitalism”—a hegemony that was, and still is to some degree, exemplified by the figure of the clock.[footnoteRef:27] [26:  Henri Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, trans. R. Ashley Audra and Cloudesley Brereton (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1935), 291.]  [27:  Mark Antliff, Inventing Bergson: Cultural Politics and the Parisian Avant-Garde (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), 178. See also Robert Hassan, Empires of Speed: Time and the Acceleration of Politics and Society (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 42–44.] 

In a chapter of Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie published in 1765 devoted to manufacturing, the following is observed: “in the large factory, everything is made at to the sound of the bell, and the workers are more constrainedcompelled more and more berated more.”[footnoteRef:28] These two facts are not unrelated: the discipline and routine imposed upon workers within the factory system is, to a considerable degree, enabled by the clock, which provides the means by which managers, supervisors, foremen, and so forth are able to synchronize the tempo of work to a regular measure (the aforementioned ring of the bell). Even if the Industrial Revolution proper is regarded as springing from the steam engine, it is the clock, more than any other device or instrument, which furnishes the technical basis for industrialization and its logic of automation. “The clock, in fact, is,” argues Lewis Mumford, “the paragon of automatons: almost all that we can achieve and all that we can expect in automatons was first worked out in the clock.”[footnoteRef:29] The clock automates time by exteriorizing it; detached from the inconstancy and mercuriality of individual human experience, clocks keep ticking along with an unperturbed regularity.[footnoteRef:30] [28:  “Manufacture,” in Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et métiers (Neufchastel: Samuel Fauche & Co., 1765), 10, 61, my translation.]  [29:  Lewis Mumford, The Myth of the Machine: Technics and Human Development (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1967), 286.]  [30:  “Clock time,” writes Barbara Adam, “the organizational time-frame and structure of industrial production, is governed by the non-temporal principle of time, a time that tracks and measures motion but is indifferent to change. Abstracted from its natural source, this machine time […] is created to the goal of invariant repetition and perfect repeatability” (Timewatch: The Social Analysis of Time [Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995], 52).] 

Of course, Mumford views the development of industrial culture as a gradual process: most prominently from the twelfth century onward, with the proliferation of windmills and watermills, the printing press, and then mechanical clocks, and so on, but in fact dating back to the earliest stages of human civilization, whereby an “inflexible, predictable order” derived from early forms of astronomy and scientific calculation was “transferred to the regimentation of the human components,” impelling forcing large numbers of people into mindless, repetitive, forced labor and thus effectively incorporating them into an exteriorized, mechanized order—a kind of human machine.[footnoteRef:31] It is exactly this kind of mechanization of the human body and mind that Bergson seeks to counter through his philosophy. And like Mumford, Bergson is inclined to see processes of mechanization—of both the body and mind—as being, at least to a certain degree, endemic within human cultures. But whereas Mumford inscribes these processes within human history, as an extension of techniques of both abstraction and political coercion, Bergson transcribes them into a psychological and metaphysical register that can only be historicized in terms of physico-biological evolution. The human condition is characterized by the fact of “something mechanical encrusted on something living.”[footnoteRef:32] Yet whilst this mechanization is presented as an inevitable product of human intellection, it is telling that his figuration of it consistently rests upon two images: the divisible units of clock time and the repetitive monotony of clockwork automata. [31:  Mumford, The Myth of the Machine, 12.]  [32:  Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic, trans. Cloudesley Brereton and Fred Rothwell (New York: Macmillan, 1913), 57 [hereafter L].] 

The metaphysical image of what we would now call clock time (composed of homogeneous, divisible present moments) has a much longer history than the mechanical clock itself: it forms part of Aristotle’s notoriously obscure account of time in the Physics, presumably prompted inspired by the sundial. And Bergson’s concern with it relates as much to the reversible model of time furnished by Newtonian mechanics (which also supplies the basis for Kant’s intuition), against which he counterposes a becoming evidently (albeit tacitly) derived from the irreversible entropic time of thermodynamics. “A century has elapsed since the invention of the steam engine,” he observes, “and we are only just beginning to feel the depths of the shock it gave us.”[footnoteRef:33] Bergson mounts an implicit critique of the industrial society via implicit reference to a theory of time formulated on the basis of this very society’s inventions (e.g. Carnot’s studies of heat engines), and accomplishes this in a universalized psychology and metaphysics, figuring this critique as a conflict between the faculties of the mind on one hand, and as a tension between inert matter and the élan vital on the other. [33:  CE, 138.] 

Whereas Leibniz, say, is untroubled by the likeness he perceives between living beings (including humans) and clockwork automata, regarding this as a corollary of the universe’s preestablished harmony, Bergson is fervidly suspicious of repetition and similitude—the mechanical aspects of the human self impeding its true vitality—counterposing “the moral personality with its intelligently varied energy” against “the stupidly monotonous body, perpetually obstructing everything with its machine-like obstinacy.”[footnoteRef:34] Consciousness, as freedom itself, is placed in contrast to the inflexibility of the intellect’s concepts, adapted as they are to the inertness of matter, “compounding the old with the old and the same with the same” and thus effacing the creative aspect of the free act.[footnoteRef:35] The clockwork-like repetition of intellection can only be a hindrance to human freedom. But this suspicion is not surprising when taking into account the transformations in science (and particularly in physics) occurring at the time Bergson is writing: as Suzanne Guerlac observes, Bergson bestrides the epistemic rupture between the inherited confidence in “an orderly, mechanistic world disposed to yield still further to our mastery of it” and the incipient crisis stemming from “an experience of indeterminacy that characterizes not only a certain mathematical knowledge of the physical world but that world itself.”[footnoteRef:36] Bergson seeks mastery, not by acquiescing to the quantification and abstraction of mechanistic thinking, but by harnessing said indeterminacy in the service of free, creative action. “The fundamental law of life,”’ he declares, “is the complete negation of repetition.”[footnoteRef:37]	Comment by PE-NG: 
AU: Note that no closing double quote for the opening double quote has been provided in the phrase ““The fundamental law of life”. Please check and amend necessary. [34:  L, 50.]  [35:  CE, 270.]  [36:  Suzanne Guerlac, Thinking in Time: An Introduction to Henri Bergson (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006), 17.]  [37:  L, 32.] 
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Industrial culture hinges not just upon a particular mode of timekeeping, but an expectation that one’s habits and behaviors—and most pertinently, one’s labor—can be synchronized to this time. This requisite conformity with the time of the machine is, in effect, an injunction to self-optimization. To optimize oneself, in this respect, is to work in accordance with clock time (i.e., a single, unified measurement of time to which everyone is beholden), and in many cases, to use this measurement as the basis for hastening the pace of one’s work. The factory transforms human beings into mere machine parts, judged not on their creative autonomy (for any deviance from the norm is undesirable in such a setting), but on their heteronomy—which is to say, their ability to repeat an action at regular intervals.
The exemplar of this heteronomic injunction is the time-motion study arising from the work of Frederick Winslow Taylor and Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, intended to provide factory managers with a systematic means for increasing productivity, often at the expense of the worker’s well-being.[footnoteRef:38] After all, Taylor’s time study demands workers optimize themselves in relation to the rigid pace of the stopwatch. The efficiency of mass production gained by the twin principles of Taylorism and Fordism, argues Judy Wajcman, “was based on the subordination of workers to the momentum of the machine.”[footnoteRef:39] And although the development of such methods follows afterpost-dates the publication of Bergson’s central works, the latter’s critique often seems to anticipate their basic principles, insofar as they seek to quantify every aspect of the production process, down to the movement of workers’ own bodies. The notion that the temporality of experience as seized through quantitative analysis, as a numerical multiplicity, is just “the shadow of the self projected into homogeneous space,” provides a comforting rejoinder to these management theories, a reminder of the organic wholeness of one’s own durée, a qualitative multiplicity irreducible to such analysis.[footnoteRef:40] [38:  As Anson Rabinbach (The Human Motor: Energy, Fatigue, and the Origins of Modernity [New York: Basic Books, 1990]) details, in Europe—especially in France—Taylorism was often augmented or countered by other methods of “scientifically” organizing and managing work, such as that of Jean-Maurice Lahy. It is this “European Science of Work,” more than Taylorism proper, argues Christopher O’Neill (“Taylorism, the European Science of Work, and the Quantified Self at Work,” Science, Technology, & Human Values 42.4 [2017]), that is the real antecedent to today’s quantified self.]  [39:  Judy Wajcman, Pressed for Time: The Acceleration of Life in Digital Capitalism (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2015), 89.]  [40:  TFW, 128.] 

Bergson’s description of mechanization as “looking upon life as a repeating mechanism, with reversible action and interchangeable parts” is frank in its evocation of the shop floor.[footnoteRef:41] Interestingly though, the examples of mechanistic activity Bergson uses often allude not to the factory, but to the staid procedures of bourgeois professions. The “stiff and starched formality of any ceremonial”, or even worse, the complete automatism of a government official who “‘performs his duty like a mere machine”’ evokes the idea of “a mechanism superposed upon life.”[footnoteRef:42] Lawyers, judges, doctors, bureaucrats, and so forth, who are punctilious with respect to their official duties but have little concern for the human ends they should be serving (e.g. justice, health, etc.) “bring about a kind of professional automatism analogous to that imposed upon the soul by the habits of the body”.[footnoteRef:43] No sector of society wholly eludes the pull of mechanization. Anyone, regardless of their occupation, is destined to at least sometimes not make use of their own judgement and trust their own feelings, but instead rely absentmindedly upon unexamined impressions, memories, habits, ready-made procedures, and the sentiments of others. [41:  L, 102.]  [42:  Ibid., 45–46.]  [43:  Ibid., 54–55.] 

There is a tension here. On the one hand, Bergson views the risk of mechanization as an inherent aspect of human life: the habitual repetitions of the body lead us intoguide us toward mechanical patterns of thought, and this in turn manifests in social behaviors. On the other hand, though, these concerns regarding humans acting like automata with which his philosophy is suffused are expressed in terms that seem much more historically specific, and which, as already noted, seem to indicate a latent critique of the industrial society Bergson is unwilling to foreground, for fear of compromising his system’s transhistorical universalism.[footnoteRef:44] Take for instance, the following passage: [44:  Bergson is equally skeptical about any appeal to philosophy’s history, reinforcing this sense of transhistoricality. As Martial Gueroult writes in his monumental, unfinished history of the history of philosophy, Bergson’s “attitude as a reformer of philosophy […] necessarily consists in opposing philosophy to its history, like truth to error” and results in a theory of the history of philosophy which presents its development as a “succession of errors” (Dianoématique, livre I: Histoire de l’histoire de la philosophie, volume 3, en France de Condorcet à nos jours [Paris: Aubier, 1988], 840, my translation).] 


we must remember what our intellect is meant for. The causality it seeks and finds everywhere expresses the very mechanism of our industry, in which we go on recomposing the same whole with the same parts, repeating the same movements to obtain the same result. The finality par excellence, for our understanding, is that of our industry, in which we work on a model given in advance, that is to say, old or composed of elements already known.[footnoteRef:45] [45:  CE, 164, translation altered.] 


Not only is a direct parallel thus established between industry and intellection, but the former is posited as the most perfect manifestation (at least so far) of the latter’s tendencies. And in the same way that the intellect cannot capture freedom in its real becoming, it is likewise unable to grasp the indivisible outpouring and creative genius of the act of invention from which such industry springs forth, seeking instead to explain it by “resolving the unforeseeable and new into old or known elements”.[footnoteRef:46] The contrast between industry and genuine invention is a straightforward corollary of his foundational distinction between intellection and intuition, the latter being the faculty capable of grasping freedom as such. [46:  Ibid., translation altered.] 

And it is in Bergson’s peculiar conception of freedom that we find his own tacit manoeuvre of self-optimization, proffered in opposition to that of industry. The logics of mechanism (and symbolic cognition more broadly, including language), he suggests, constitute a “foreign body”[footnoteRef:47] or “parasitic self”[footnoteRef:48] living within and encroaching upon the fundamental self, the concrete self, the real self, which persists in the continuity of its own durée.[footnoteRef:49] All genuine free activity springs forth from this originary self, and by consciously returning to this self, we might not only rid ourselves of the delusive accounts of freedom and causality engendered by its symbolic, surface-level substitute, but hopefully also find ourselves capable of acting more freely. The purpose of philosophy then, above all else, is not just to furnish metaphysical or psychological propositions (which could subsequently be learnt by rote), but to help us recover our real selves, to put us back in touch with the truly living aspects of our existence. Put simply, it “does not only facilitate speculation; it gives us also more power to act and to live”.[footnoteRef:50] [47:  L, 87.]  [48:  TFW, 166.]  [49:  Bergson claims that he is not describing a literal split personality, for it is “the same self which perceives distinct states at first, and which, by afterwards concentrating its attention, will see these states melt into one another” (TFW, 138).]  [50:  CE, 270.] 

Which is to say that philosophy, as Bergson envisions it, must proffer spiritual exercises, in the strict sense in which Hadot uses this phrase: it must supply “exercises in learning to live the philosophical life,” exercises not merely studied or memorized, but “exhibited in every aspect of one’s existence.”[footnoteRef:51] After all, free activity, insofar as it eludes all analysis, is precisely that which is unable to be represented in a form that would leave it open to mimicry. “Our gestures can only be imitated in their mechanical uniformity, and therefore exactly in what is alien to our living personality,” and thus to imitate someone can only be to imitate their automatism, their ersatz self.[footnoteRef:52] One’s inner life, in action, will never manifest in a manner either apprehensible to outside observers or articulable in language. So philosophy must instead exhort its audience to engage in deep introspection, paying more attention to their own experience, to the real durée of their consciousness. “To act freely is to recover possession of oneself, and to get back into pure durée.”[footnoteRef:53] [51:  Hadot, Philosophy as Way of Life, 21.]  [52:  L, 33.]  [53:  TFW, 231–32, translation altered.] 

Although he singles out Bergson as a key figure in the revival of philosophy qua way of life, Hadot does not explore his work in detail, his interest in modern philosophy rarely extending beyond Wittgenstein and Foucault. A more relevant exposition is offered by Ian Hunter, who posits Kantian moral philosophy as a misprized example of the spiritual exercise. As Hunter would have it, Kant’s search for a purely formal moral law not only places him in continuity with Leibniz and Wolff, his putative adversaries, as upholding a model of “university metaphysics” premised upon the relation between an infinite divinity and finite, worldly beings, but provides the basis for a project of moral self-transformation. Metaphysics, as Kant conceives of it—namely, as the identification of the a priori conditions of both experience and morality—does not just supply a theory of the moral subject, but actually seeks to cultivate moral subjects capable of spurning the sensuous half of their double nature and finding their place within the community of rational beings toward which their intellectual half draws them:

the figure of two-natured man […] is neither a formal postulate nor an empirical hypothesis, but something else altogether: the cultural device through which those being initiated into a particular moral “school” are induced to take up a certain relation to themselves as the condition of commencing a work on the self.[footnoteRef:54] [54:  Ian Hunter, “The Morals of Metaphysics: Kant’s Groundwork as Intellectual Paideia,” Critical Inquiry 28.4 (2002): 913.] 


This formulation of metaphysics as moral ascesis holds out a useful starting point for considering Bergson’s consonant theory of self-optimization which, in a similar fashion, submits that philosophy is capable of “breathing life once again into the phantoms which surround us” and “revivifying us.”[footnoteRef:55] Bergson assures us that he is not describing two metaphysically distinct selves (as Kant does in his aforementioned distinction between the noumenal and phenomenal self) and we can say with certainty that he does not subscribe to the same relation between sensibility and reason as that which occurs in the Kantian critical project. But he does still encourage a purification of our mental faculties by which we can “bring our perception back to its origins,” enabling us to reflect upon the fluid temporal conditions of our own singular experience.[footnoteRef:56] Freedom, as he depicts it, requires one to break through the heteronomous autonomism of ossified habits, customary behaviors, and frigid formulas in order to act truly autonomously, and philosophy smooths the way for this by promoting a self-discipline through which we as individuals continuously and willfully dissolve solidified concepts. “Our freedom, in the very movements by which it is affirmed, creates the growing habits that will stifle it if it fails to renew itself by a constant effort,” and philosophy can play a central role in this effort.[footnoteRef:57] [55:  CM, 151.]  [56:  Ibid., 150.]  [57:  CE, 127. Hence why, as Justin Clemens notes, “Bergson can simultaneously declare that ‘freedom is a fact,’ and yet has to proselytize for it as if it were a value” (The Romanticism of Contemporary Theory: Institution, Aesthetics, Nihilism [Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003], 143).] 

“To philosophize means to reverse the normal direction of the workings of thought,” Bergson declares, breaking down impliable categories and instead following the errant movements of one’s inner life.[footnoteRef:58] To think in this “violent” manner will not supply one with any greater intellectual insight into the nature of freedom but it will both permit intuition of one’s own free activity as such (in action, rather than after the fact) and clear the mental blockages inhibiting such activity’s irruption. Philosophy thus entails a ceaseless optimization and transformation of the self—for in the end, the “creation of self by self is the more complete, the more one reasons on what one does,” reasoning in a personal and singular, rather than abstract manner.[footnoteRef:59] It exhorts us to become artisans of our own existence, to “work continually, with the material furnished us by the past and present, by heredity and opportunity, to mould a figure unique, new, original, as unforeseeable as the form given by the sculptor to the clay,” shaping and directing our life in line with our own intentions, decisions, and actions, and in turn enlivening our experience of the world as we perceive things in their true dynamism.[footnoteRef:60] [58:  CM, 223.]  [59:  CE, 7.]  [60:  CM, 109.] 

[bookmark: CBML_ch01_sec1_004][bookmark: _Toc180512153][bookmark: _Toc180514611][bookmark: _Toc180530133]4	The Naturalization of Productivism
“For a conscious being,” avers Bergson, “to exist is to change, to change is to mature, to mature is to go on creating oneself endlessly.”[footnoteRef:61] In other words, this sustained process of self-transformation is both the essence of human life and something we as individual human beings must consciously effect and perpetuate. It speaks to the peculiar evolutionary path the human species has taken, and the resulting superiority of our brains, which has enabled us “to build an unlimited number of motor mechanisms, to oppose new habits to the old ones unceasingly, and, by dividing automatism against itself, to rule it.”[footnoteRef:62] Human beings are able to remove the obstacles hindering their continued development, and thus, their lives constitute a kind of ongoing project, always under construction. By acting in such a fashion (i.e., freely), they not only further their own becoming, but participate in the uninterrupted outpouring of creation that is life itself. [61:  CE, 7.]  [62:  CE, 164–265.] 

This equation of freedom with self-transformation does not originate with Bergson (it is also central, for example, to the philosophies of Fichte and Kierkegaard) and is probably more commonly associated with existentialism and its offshoots. But it does take on a peculiar tenor in Bergson’s work. There is a certain work ethic of and upon the self involved. Which again, is not in and of itself unusual (even if it is rarely remarked upon). But whereas Kant, say, in a quasi-secularized variation on the puritan work ethic, regards the moral subject as enjoined to doggedly persevere in their obedience to the apodictic law of reason, Bergson by contrast places the emphasis upon values of spontaneity, ingenuity, and transgression—the individual triumphantly breaking through the trammels of either self- or socially-imposed routines and conventions. Freedom does not arise from duty-bound conformity but spur-of-the-moment irregularity. “Free acts are exceptional.”[footnoteRef:63] This, I would argue, is an account of freedom thoroughly conditioned by the same logics of industrial culture to which it is tacitly hostile. In place of one model of industrial self-optimization (mechanical, repetitive, and temporally regimented) Bergson offers another (organic, inventive, and extemporaneous). [63:  TFW, 167.] 

Of course, these kinds of critiques are not new—in fact, they were commonplace even within Bergson’s lifetime. The Frankfurt School, for instance, were castigatory. Max Horkheimer argues that Bergson fails to recognize the extent to which metaphysics is “dependent on historical conditions and exerts social functions,” dispelling one set of philosophical shibboleths merely in order to install another in their place.[footnoteRef:64] More pointedly, Walter Benjamin suggests that Bergson “manages to stay clear of that experience from which his own philosophy evolved, or, rather, in reaction to which it arose,” this experience being “the alienating, blinding experience of the age of large-scale industrialism.”[footnoteRef:65] From a rather different political standpoint, Wyndham Lewis propounds that beneath the “pretentious metaphysic” of Bergson’s durée lies a “glorification of the life-of-the-moment, with no reference beyond itself and no absolute or universal value; only so much value as is conveyed in the famous proverb, Time is money.”[footnoteRef:66] Likewise, Bertrand Russell ventures that those for whom “action, if it is to be of any value, must be inspired by some vision, by some imaginative foreshadowing of a world less painful, less unjust, less full of strife than the world of our everyday life” will find nothing of worth in Bergson’s valorization of action for its own sake.[footnoteRef:67] [64:  Max Horkheimer, “On Bergson’s Metaphysics of Time,” Radical Philosophy 131 (2005): 11–12. See also Theodor W. Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. E.B. Ashton (London and New York: Routledge, 1973), 8–10.]  [65:  Walter Benjamin, “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” in Selected Writings, vol. 4: 1938–1940 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 314.]  [66:  Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man (Boston, MA: Beacon Hill, 1957), 11.]  [67:  Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy (London and New York: Routledge, 1996), 722.] 

These critiques are, for the most part, colorful but caricatured presentations, conspicuous in their rhetorical overreach, inseparable from much broader, often quite combative debates, and hence only so helpful. For my part, I want to conclude this chapter by putting forward an argument both more modest and more specific: namely, that Bergson fails to escape the productivism—that is, the principle of productivity as an end in itself—of which he is implicitly derisive.
As we have already seen, Bergson does not locate moments of genuine freedom in “the ordinary and even indifferent circumstances of life,” for these are likely to always contain some trace of automatism; on the contrary, “at the great and solemn crisis, decisive of our reputation with others, and yet more with ourselves, that we choose in defiance of what is conventionally called a motive.”[footnoteRef:68] Nor does he consider it possible to get beyond the mechanical thinking of the intellect merely by speculating upon its limits; instead, “[y]ou must take things by storm: you must thrust intelligence outside itself by an act of will.”[footnoteRef:69] Freedom, to put it simply, requires unforced, impulsive action, unencumbered by forethought or calculation. Such action breaks through the vicious “circle of the given” reasoning foists upon us: [68:  TFW, 170.]  [69:  CE, 193.] 


if we had never seen a man swim, we might say that swimming is an impossible thing, inasmuch as, to learn to swim, we must begin by holding ourselves up in the water and, consequently, already know how to swim. Reasoning, in fact, always nails us down to the solid ground. But if, quite simply, I throw myself into the water without fear, I may keep myself up well enough at first by merely struggling, and gradually adapt myself to the new environment: I shall thus have learnt to swim.[footnoteRef:70] [70:  Ibid., 192.] 


Hence the appeal of the heroic “man of action, the man who leaves his mark on the events in which chance has called on him to take part,” who does not follow these events as a series of successive instances, but—aware as he is of his own durée—seizes them within a single domineering purview, using the totality of his past as a springboard in order to leap impetuously into the future.[footnoteRef:71] Bergson posits a psychic “dimorphism” which “does not separate men into two hard and fast categories, those that are born leaders and those that are born subjects,” but instead “makes of each of us both a leader with the instinct to command and a subject ready to obey,” even if the latter tendency is that which predominates in most people.[footnoteRef:72] By following the path laid out for us in this philosophy, becoming conscious of our durée, all of us are capable of taking up this heroic posture, finding our whole personality concentrated into “a sharp edge, pressed against the future and cutting into it unceasingly.”[footnoteRef:73] [71:  Henri Bergson, Mind-Energy, trans. H. Wildon Carr (Westport, CT and London: Greenwood Press, 1920), 20, my emphasis [hereafter M-E].]  [72:  TSMR, 278.]  [73:  CE, 201.] 

This entreaty to intrepid, extemporaneous action is then coupled with a concern for creativity. To act freely is not only to act without motive, but to act in a manner that produces something new, something that would not be predictable in advance. And as a corollary, to live freely is to incessantly strive for novelty, perpetually creating unforeseen concepts and objects. Which on the face of it, is a quite logical response to the stultifying repetition of mechanical production (even if Bergson himself would not admit to his concepts being historically conditioned in this way). But it is not, I would argue, a repudiation to the industrial mentality in which this production is ensconced. It is telling, in this respect, that Bergson contrasts “industry” with “invention,” the latter being defined by its spontaneous outpouring and visionary genius, for his conception of creativity is ultimately of a piece with the commercial injunction to “innovation,” and in particular, both with the myth of true invention as creatio ex nihilo, ignoring the social, cultural, economic, technical, and institutional demands that shape any such originating process, whether conceptual or material, and with the assumption that invention should not just occur on an ad hoc basis, arising on the basis of specific needs, but must be unfailingly perpetuated.[footnoteRef:74] [74:  Regardless of the specific circumstances, Bertrand Gille observes, the inventor’s freedom “is always severely circumscribed by the needs that the invention is designed to meet. The inventor is constrained by choice, then and this range of choice is limited […] and furthermore, the timing of inventions depends largely upon scientific and technical progress, and on economic necessity, etc.” (The History of Techniques, vol. 1: Techniques and Civilizations, trans. P. Southgate and T. Williamson [New York: Gordon and Breach, 1986], 40).] 

Of course, one might object to this characterization, pointing out that Bergson is expressly not trying to sabotage industrial culture per se, but simply hoping to rekindle those essential aspects of human nature that would allow us to circumvent the snares of mechanical thinking (of which industry is only the most recent manifestation). Bergson does not oppose the mechanization of society as such; rather, he desires “a central, organizing intelligence, which would co-ordinate industry and agriculture and allot to the machine its proper place,” placing human interests above those of the machine.[footnoteRef:75] But because he aspires to an ahistorical inventory of the human mind and its functions, he is unable to reckon with the possibility that his figuration of the human being and its capacities is itself a product of a machine-dominated culture. The normative content of his philosophy is dissimulated, dressed up as a merely positive (i.e. descriptive) truth claim. [75:  TSMR, 307.] 

The ramification of this is that the heroic productivism—an obsession with a continual creation of novelty—underwriting Bergson’s schema is absolutized, presented as a product (and indeed, an apogee) of natural processes of evolution rather than a contingent and controvertible value judgement. “I see in the whole evolution of life on our planet,” he writes, “a crossing of matter by a creative consciousness, and effort to set free, by force of ingenuity and invention, something which in the animal still remains imprisoned and is only finally released when we reach man.”[footnoteRef:76] As he would have it then, the human individual’s self-optimization involves an attunement to the élan vital of nature itself. And yet really, what we witness in his philosophy is the naturalization (in the most literal sense) of a work ethic, projected as fact onto both psychological and ontological planes. Seeking some semblance of authenticity at a time of rampant automation, Bergson ends up reifying creativity as an end in itself, transforming the human self into a project for incessant, relentless self-optimization. Ironically, the recovery of the true, authentic self turns out to necessitate an ongoing production of the self. [76:  M-E, 23.] 

Bergson’s hopes lie admirably in fostering the genuinely creative potentials of humankind, against the various forces of mechanization and automatism. His postulation of experience as irreducible to its quantified, symbolized, or abstracted forms has been pivotal in many subsequent critiques of industrial capitalism, and continues to profoundly influence our understanding of the relationship between humans and technology in all its guises.[footnoteRef:77] But when examined in retrospect, taking into account a century of developments in industrial and post-industrial culture, what becomes apparent is the extent to which he is unable to shake off the lure of productivism. As Byung-Chul Han has argued more recentlys recently, “perpetual self-optimization—as the exemplary neoliberal technology of the self—represents nothing so much as a highly efficient mode of domination and exploitation.”[footnoteRef:78] Becoming—the philosophical manoeuvre whereby the self comes to be figured as an endless becoming-other, continually creating oneself anew—has become a norm, an expectation. It retains little in the way of ongoing radical potential. Indeed, Bergson’s work evinces the same tension that lies at the heart of most contemporary philosophies of becoming, in which this becoming-other is both ontologized as an inherent feature of the real and moralized as a categorical imperative one has to follow in order to find some kind of freedom. One is always in becoming, we are told, for this is the very nature of being, and yet one must also learn to become—to take up becoming as a never-ending task. [77:  On Bergson’s impact on subsequent political thought, see Kevin Duong, “The Left and Henri Bergson,” French Politics 18 (2020).]  [78:  Byung-Chul Han, Psychopolitics: Neoliberalism and New Technologies of Power, trans. Erik Butler (London and New York: Verso, 2017), 28.] 
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