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Abstract

This paper argues that Bergsonian duration (la durée) is not inherently an internal
phenomenon. However, this proposition arises by considering two distinct types of
discourse within Bergson’s philosophy: on one hand, his insistence on the
metaphysical nature of duration and its irreducibility to any internal or psychological
state; and on the other, the undeniable prominence and frequency of references to
the ‘inner’, the ‘psyche’, and ‘consciousness’ when he discusses duration. This
article  resolves this  dichotomy by introducing the  distinction
between privilege and primacy. That is to say, while internal duration enjoys
a privileged status in Bergson’s philosophy as the most accessible expression of
duration, it is not the essential instance of duration, nor does it hold ontological
primacy. However, to legitimize speaking of duration in general (not duration in a
specific work among Bergson's oeuvre), an initial effort will be made to offer a
methodological proposal for a particular reading of the relationship among Bergson's
works. Then, based on this proposal, the second effort and the primary finding of the
article will be to demonstrate that applying duration to the psyche is of the kind of
converted predication (predication by conversion, aks al-haml). Finally, the
significance of this finding lies in liberating Bergsonian duration from an interpretive
framework that holds both historical and logical precedence over other
interpretations: the spiritualistic reading of Bergson. This spiritualistic reading
serves as the foundation for two other misinterpretations of Bergson
(specifically, naive realism and a form of
correlationism). Consequently, demonstrating the falsity of the spiritualistic reading
effectively separates Bergsonian duration from all three erroneous readings.
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Expanded Abstract

Any discussion on duration in Bergson (if the scope of the discussion is not limited to a specific text by
Bergson) will invariably be confronted with the difficulty of determining to which duration and which
work it pertains. In other words, one must first legitimize speaking of ‘duration in general’, so that the
validity of the discourse is not confined and restricted to only a portion of his writings and a period of
his intellectual development, but holds true for the entirety of his thought and works. Consequently, the
first step in speaking of Bergsonian duration is necessarily a methodological one in determining the
relationship of Bergson's works to one another. Hence, the entire reading presented in this article is
founded upon a methodological proposal that seeks to explain the relationship among Bergson's works
in a different manner.

Hitherto, the relationship among Bergson's works has been viewed in two ways. From one
perspective, these works have been considered continuous and progressive, with the entire corpus seen
as the development of a single discourse which gradually, in each subsequent work, assumes a more
refined and mature form. From this viewpoint, Bergson possesses a unitary thought, germ-like in the
earlier work and becoming manifest in the later. Thus, as we approach Bergson's final works, his core
and fundamental discourse is expressed more clearly.

The other perspective, diametrically opposed to the first, does not perceive such continuity and
progression among Bergson's works. Rather, it considers each work singular and unique, and regards
the continuous-progressive viewpoint as reductionist. From this angle, one cannot consider the later
works as abrogating and encompassing the earlier ones. In other words, one cannot view Bergson's
collected works as a single Book, with each of his works being a chapter of it. Rather, each work is truly
an independent, singular and unique book.

What is proposed in this article is neither the first nor the second perspective. Rather, it is the proposal
of a specific kind of relationship among Bergson's works, which can be termed ‘continuity founded on
discontinuity’ (or creative continuity). The meaning of this term, while implying a simultaneity and a
simultaneous recognition of both the continuity of the entire corpus and the singularity of each of its
works, is by no means a dialectical synthesis. For in that case, our proposed reading in its totality would
not differ significantly from the progressive reading. Rather, it means, on the one hand, accepting a
single fundamental theme in all of Bergson's writings (namely, duration) and, on the other hand,
proposing the point that this single fundamental theme finds an entirely new and irreducible ‘expression’
in each work; in such a way that it cannot be deduced beforehand. Nevertheless, among these different
expressions, there exists a kind of continuity. In such a manner that whenever one expression
predominates, the other expressions are also virtually (and not merely potentially) at work.

This reading is proposed via a phenomenon in Bergson's works that textologists call ‘intertextuality’.
Bergson in his later works refers to his earlier works, and this dispels the notion that there is a
discontinuity among Bergson's works. At the same time, this very phenomenon of intertextual reference
also dispels the notion of progression. For if the later work abrogated and subsumed the earlier one,
referring back to the abrogated would serve no purpose. Thus, supported by the phenomenon of
intertextual reference present within the text of Bergson's works, one can simultaneously move beyond
both the continuous and the discontinuous readings.

However, the phenomenon of intertextual reference, while providing a passageway from the two
aforementioned readings, it does not, in itself, offer a proposal for determining the relationship among
Bergson's works. Therefore, a positive step is necessary, which we take by introducing another
textological notion: ‘the dominant’. This means that in Bergson's works, although the discussion is
always about the same core problem (i.e., duration), the dominant aspect differs from one work to
another: in Bergson's various works, duration is sometimes posited as a difference in nature, sometimes
as a difference in degree, and at other times as a difference in itself. In all these expressions, the discourse
is about duration, and whenever duration is posited, it brings all its expressions along with it. Yet, among
all those expressions, one expression is dominant. The notion of the dominant is thus helpful in
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proposing that speaking of a creative continuity allows for a framework in which each work is connected
to those preceding and following it, while simultaneously being singular and irreducible.

Now, with this methodological groundwork laid, the main thesis of the article can be proposed.

In Bergson’s oeuvre, one generally encounters two distinct modes of speech regarding duration. On
the one hand, duration is elucidated through references to the psyche, the inner self, and consciousness;
on the other, it is emphatically distinguished from that which is merely psychological or internal. To
rely exclusively on either side of this dichotomy renders a portion of Bergson’s philosophy
unintelligible.

If we take the ‘internality’ of duration literally, we risk sliding into a spiritualistic reading of
duration. In such a reading, duration is primarily predicated of the psyche, making the psyche its
essential referent. In this scenario, we must interpret the psyche as either a personal psyche or
a cosmic one.

The first interpretation (personal) forces us to view the attribution of duration to anything non-
psychological as merely metaphorical or analogical. Consequently, our understanding of the non-
psychological becomes indirect and non-intuitive. Such a restriction of the scope of intuition reduces
metaphysical intuition to a form of psychological introspection, effectively reducing metaphysics to
psychology.

The second interpretation (cosmic), however, leads to a different problem: it implies that Bergson
conditions all of reality and existence upon a form of consciousness, albeit a cosmic one. This leans
toward a type of fundamental correlationism, wherein no absolute (in the sense of being independent of
consciousness) can exist. Phenomenologists have correctly identified the absence of this view in
Bergson’s work, though they have incorrectly lamented its absence: in Bergson’s philosophy, it is
duration itself that is absolute, absolute and independent of being given, and being perceived. Duration
does not fall under the rule of universal a priori of correlation.

Nevertheless, the prominence and frequency of terms like ‘psyche’, ‘consciousness’, and ‘inner’
when discussing duration require an explanation, one that goes beyond merely asserting that duration is
metaphysical and not psychological. This explanation is provided through the distinction
between privilege and primacy.

While internal duration possesses no primacy in comparison to other expressions of duration, it does
possess a privilege: accessibility. Internal duration is the most accessible and available expression of
duration, even if it is not the only one, nor the uniquely ‘authentic’ one.

If internal duration is the privileged expression of duration rather than its primary or essential
referent, then predicating duration upon it is an act of converted predication. This logic applies not only
to the psyche but to anything else upon which duration is predicated. This is because duration is
simultaneously perceived fully within each of its expressions (albeit in a limited and determined mode)
while also exceeding the sum of all its expressions.
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