Henri Bergson 1859-1941
The concept of time is central in Bergson's philosophy. He distinguished between  scientific time as measured by clocks and other devices, and pure time,  a flowing sequence of continuous events which we experience immediately  and within which it is sometimes possible, he claims, to act freely and  authentically. He posited a vital impulse, elan vital which is the fundamental  reality through which cosmic power is experienced and he was opposed to all points of view that regarded intellect, rationality and science as superior. 
Many of his ideas have a close affinity with those of William James who described Bergson as advising us to dive back into the flux itself ...
 if you want to know reality, that flux which Platonism, in its strange belief that only the immutable is excellent, has always spurned: turn your face towards sensation, that flesh-bound thing which rationalism has always loaded with abuse.'

Bergson was born in Paris of Anglo- Polish parents. He attended the Lycée Condorcet there and then the Ecole Normale from which he graduated in 1881. In succeeding years he taught philosophy in Angers and Clermont-Ferrand and then returned to Paris, teaching in several lycées and then at the Ecole Normale. In 1900 he was awarded a Chair at the College de France. By this time he was beginning to publish his work: 
Laughter in 1900 followed by Creative evolution in 1907. In 1911 he visited England and gave lectures in Birmingham and Oxford. Creative evolution had given him an international reputation and was extremely popular; in 1914 he was elected to membership of the Académie Française. In the same year some of his books were put
 on the Index of books prohibited by the Holy Office at Rome because his anti-intellectualism was thought to be harmful to Roman Catholicism. But his philosophy continued to be widely read and admired and its influence on other thinkers was profound. In 1919 a collection of his essays, Mind-energy, was published and in 1922 Durée et simultanéité, a discussion with Einstein about relativity. 
Bergson retired from his professorship at the Collège de France in 1921 because of poor health. He was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1927. In the years after World War One he gave close attention to international politics and worked to promote collaboration and peaceful co-existence between nations. Soon after the outbreak of World War Two, when he was living in occupied Paris, he was required to register as a Jew. He queued for several hours in cold conditions to fulfil this requirement and subsequeptly developed a pneumonia from which he died on 3 January 1941.
It was Creative evolution, published in 1907 and translated into English in 1911, that established Bergson's importance; but in Time and free will published in 1889, he had already elaborated the contrast between time as deployed in the sciences, where it is thought of as some sort of homogeneous medium regularly punctuated
 by marks of division such as minutes and hours, and time as a dynamic, active and ever-changing stream of events: the flow of life itself. It is,he maintains, the intellect that operates with the first sense of time, organising and conceptualisingeverything into distinct entities or sequences or states and thereby giving reality
 a neat and orderly aspect which it does not in fact possess. He allows that this intellectualism has practical uses, enabling us to survive capably, but at the same time insists that it leads to philosophical error in that it gives a false picture of what is really taking place. In reality there are none of the 'identical situations' that our words and intellectual classifications lead us to believe in but, instead,a flux of shifting experiences that are always different and fleeting. This is what real time, or 'duration', is. It does not extend through space like an unrolling ball of
 string and is not measured by any kind of chronometer. It exists as duration only because we ourselves observe it. Bergson says:
the interval of the durée exists only for us, and because of the mutual penetration of our conscious states; outside us one would find nothing but space, and thus simultaneities, of which one may not even say that they objectively succeed each other.2

This conception of the nature of reality has implications for ideas of human freedom.
 Bergson thinks of the essential core of a person, 'the profound self that we live rather than conceptualise, as not co-ordinate with our bodily movements. Freedom belongs with our direct, non-spatial experience of reality. 
It is felt but is not explicable and it is exercised, he says, only when one's action derives from the totality of one's being. Thus he writes: 'We are free when our acts emanate from the whole of our personality, when they express it and when they have this kind of indefinable resemblance to it that we see sometimes 
between a work and the artist. '3
 There is no objective proof of this kind of freedom because each person's freedom is 
exclusive,to that person and cannot be directly experiencd by anyone else. 
Bergson maintains that human beings do not  exercise their full freedom as much as they might.In Creative evolution Bergson develops his anti-intellectualism and engages in metaphysics. He rejects materialist and mechanist accounts of reality along with theories that describe it in terms of movement towards some goal or purpose. 
[No teleology - Pirsig] [See "Unexplained"  p 1231,1161 & 1735]
He rejects also the view that some kind of individual purpose controls the functioning of each organism. His own view is that the life-force, the elan vital, brings about the creative evolution of everything. This basic energy has no specified or specifiable goal; it is a creative and originating force which produces endless
 variations of forms against which it then has to contend in order to create further variations. 
Its activity increases freedom by overcoming the disintegration and inertia characteristic
 of matter. At one point in Creative evolution Bergson speaks of the elan vital as God.

He writes: 'Thus defined, God has nothing of the ready-made, he is uninterrupted life, action, freedom. And the creation, so conceived, is not a mystery; we experience it in ourselves when we act freely.'4

 There seems to be more than a hint of pantheism in this conception of God as apparently identical with the elan vital and as experienced directly in our actions. But in letters to Joseph de Tonquedec Bergson maintained that he regarded God as a free creator, the generator of life and matter but distinct from them. 
Thus he nullifies any imputations of pantheism one might be tempted to make. 
What he does maintain, however, is that human life is part of a great and unfragmented whole which is recognised as such when we rely on our direct intuitive apprehension of, and participation in, the seamless flow of real time. The intuitive faculty that enables us to do this is something quite different from the intellect which artificially immobilises and fragments reality. Intuition,  Bergson  maintains,  is  non- conceptual.
 Directed on to the outer world it enables one to be transported into the interior of an object 'in order to coincide with what there is unique and consequently inexpressible about it'.
 In contrast, intellect can only observe from the outside, using symbols to refer to its object, and it can sometimes produce paradox and falsification. Bergson regarded Zeno's 'paradoxes' as examples of ways in which attempts to conceptualise and explain motion have produced error and puzzlement. 

[That's because he didn't understand them! they're only APPARENT paradoxes -See Paradoxes in Mathematics]

It is, he holds, incorrect to try to analyse motion by breaking up the passage of an object into sections or stoppages. Only the intuitive attitude can yield a knowledge that is undistorted and pure. Intellect immobilises  everything in its attempt to circumscribe and be exact; the result is that the concepts it uses in making that attempt come to seem more real than what they refer to. 
Intuition, derived as it is from instinct - it is instinct become conscious and objective - is able to participate in the living nature of things. However, it is not the case, according to Bergson, that intellect is without value and therefore to be disregarded. Indeed, it is essential in the creative evolution generated by the elan vital for it is deployed in combination withinstinct to develop the capacity of intuition for more profound and more sustained insights. 
We are not to think of this creative progress as a warring of two distinct and entirely opposing substances but rather as a bifurcation of something original and primary that is the common source of both. Here Bergson freely mixes his metaphysical and scientific theories. He maintains that the elan vital originally diverted primitive living systems into several different directions of development, thus producing plants, insects and  vertebrates,  representing  stability, instinct and intelligence. 
Thereafter,matter and consciousness have interacted to evolve not, Bergson insists, in accordance with a predetermined plan but nevertheless in such a way that progress and improvement continually take place on a cosmic scale: the elan vital operates throughout the universe and has, no doubt, produced other beings on other planets.
In his later years Bergson became increasingly religious and mystical in outlook. In the two sources of morality and religion, written 25 years after Creative evolution, he attempts a philosophical examination of anthropological and sociological answers to questions about the origins of morality 
and religion. For Bergson, the springs of such phenomena are to be found once again in a coming together of the human mind with the elan vital; and the mind most able to effect' this union is the mind of the mystic. The ordinary morality of communities and societies serves numerous practical ends, binding people together and furthering easy coexistence, but beyond this limited and limiting system is another kind of morality,' perceived by the more visionary mind which embraces all humanity. The mundane and partial morality of separate communities arises from the need to preserve societal ,life, but the universal morality is inspired by a religious perception of a higher and finer ideal of a community in which the dignity of every human being is recognised. Nevertheless, the morality of ordinary social life is the necessary condition of the imaginative and spiritual qualities of the universal morality.

Bergson's flamboyant and inspirational style of philosophising attracted severe criticism as well as admiration. Chief among his critics was Julien Benda, who regarded him as a supreme example of a general cultural and philosophical decline that had abandoned analytical and scientific thinking in favour of emotionalism, indeterminacy and a passive, feminine attitude. The American philosopher, Charles Sanders Peirce, felt himself maligned when his fellow philosopher, William James, pointed to' what he saw as resemblances between Bergson's and Peirce's views. Strong critical opposition came, too, from several Roman Catholic philosophers in France and especially from Jacques Maritain, who felt that Bergson's anti-intellectualism threatened the traditional
Catholic faith. At the same, time, a modernist movement in Roman Catholicism that was questioning
those very traditions of acquiescence to authority and urging the significance and importance of personal religious experience was sympathetic to Bergson's philosophy. Bergson himself, as he grew older, drew close to the Catholic faith and declared that were it not for his wish to affirm his solidarity with the persecuted Jewish race he would have sought baptism into the Church.
 Manifestly, it was not his intention to undermine a faith he wished to espouse: no doubt it was his conviction that philosophical illumination could, in the end,only purify and enhance any religious doctrine. 
A cogent objection to Bergson's condemnation of the devitalising rigidity of words and concepts is that he has to use them in order to articulate that condemnation and so vitiates the very perception hewants to communicate to us. To this accusation he might reply by reminding us that creative evolution moves towards something not unlike a Hegelian synthesis in which intelligence and instinct combine to produce  a richer intuitive activity; and that in his philosophy he has affected, in his use of the language a part of that creative advance.
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