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Preface

There is nothing sacred about the century as a unit of time, but
there is a relatively self-contained and coherent story to be told
about French philosophy from about 1890 to about 199o. In telling
it, I have tried to be comprehensive although by no means
exhaustive. There are full chapters on the half-dozen figures I
regard as of the highest importance and substantial sections on
about a dozen other major thinkers. Beyond that, I have let the
logic of my narrative, more than any desire for encyclopedic
completeness, determine whom I discuss and how. Given the
constraints of length, it has been impossible to avoid arbitrary
exclusions. Thoughtful readers will regret no more than I that there
is little or nothing on Andre Lalonde, Alain, Simone Weil, Pierre
Bourdieu, Alain Badiou

My approach has been that of a historically minded philosopher
rather than a historian per se. I have, accordingly, paid more
attention to the internal logic of ideas than to, for example, social-
political contexts, economic determinants, or the psychology of
influence. I have, however, tried to give a sense of the flow and
interaction of ideas from one thinker to another and to explain, at
least in intellectual terms, major changes in views (from, for
example, idealism to existentialism and existentialism to poststruc-
turalism). My main goal has been to provide the reader with lucid
and fair analyses of what philosophers have thought and of how the
thoughts of different philosophers are related. T have also paid some,
necessarily limited, attention to the broader intellectual context of
French philosophical thought (for example, German philosophy,
avant-garde literature, and structuralist social science) and to its
dependence on the distinctive French system of education. (The
appendix provides a summary of basic facts and terminology that
may be useful for understanding references to this system.)

xi



xii Preface

My first four chapters, on the years before World War II, cover
much material seldom discussed in English. I hope that readers will
see the importance of spiritualism, university idealism, Bergson, and
French philosophy of science for understanding the developments of
the latter half of the century. I also hope they will come to share my
appreciation of the intrinsic philosophical value of what thinkers
such as Lachelier, Poincare, Brunschvicg, and Blondel achieved. My
later chapters, covering better-known but often quite difficult philo-
sophers, put a particularly strong emphasis on clarity of analysis.
They also defend some controversial judgments about, for example,
the centrality of Sartre's L'étre et le neant, the philosophical importance
of Beauvoir's Le deuxieme sexe, the relatively marginal role of structur-
alism, and the significance of poststructuralism. The Conclusion
presents my view that twentieth-century French philosophy is best
read as a sustained reflection on the problem of individual freedom.

I am especially grateful to those who read and so perceptively
commented on drafts of this book: Karl Ameriks, Philip Bartok,
Frederick Crosson, Thomas Flynn, Anastasia Friel Gutting, and
Stephen Watson. Warm thanks also to those who offered their expert
assessment of particular chapters or sections: Alissa Branham, David
Carr, Jean Gayon, Eric Matthews, Todd May, William McBride, and
Ernan McMullin. Philip Bartok deserves special mention both for
his acute close reading and his invaluable bibliographical assistance.

I also want to thank the University of Notre Dame's Erasmus
Institute, which provided financial support and a splendid intel-
lectual atmosphere for a semester's work on this book. I am
especially grateful to the Director, James Turner, and the Associate
Director, Robert Sullivan. Thanks are also due for all the stimulation
and assistance I received from the fg99-2000 cohort of Erasmus
fellows: Terry Bays, William Donahue, Anita Houck, Pamela Jason,
Wesley Kort, Daniella Kostroun, Roger Lundin, John McGreevy,
and Susan Rosa.

Special thanks are due to Hilary Gaskin, the philosophy editor at
Cambridge University Press, who suggested that I write this book
and encouraged me throughout its writing, and to Jocelyn Pye for
excellent copy-editing.

Finally, as always, by far my greatest debt is to my family: to my
children, Tom, Edward, and Tasha, for all the pride and joy they
bring; and to my wife Anastasia for the perfect gift of loving and
being loved by her.



A note on references

Books and articles are cited simply by title, with full details given in
the References. All citations are in English and are from a published
translation when one is listed in the References. Otherwise, the
English translations are my own. When a text is cited repeatedly, the
tide is abbreviated (e.g., EN for L'i'tre et le ?leant) and page references
are given in the main text, the first number referring to the French
original and the second to the English translation.
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CHAPTER I

Fin-de-siecle: the professors of the Republic

Abandoning the study of John Stuart Mill only for that of
Lachelier, the less she believed in the reality of the external
world, the more desperately she sought to establish herself in a
good position in it before she died.

(Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, IV, 438)

PHILOSOPHY AND THE NEW UNIVERSITY

Writing just after the end of World War I, an acute observer of the
French philosophical scene judged that "philosophical research had
never been more abundant, more serious, and more intense among
us than in the last thirty years". I This flowering was due to the place
of philosophy in the new educational system set up by the Third
Republic in the wake of the demoralizing defeat in the Franco-
Prussian War. The French had been humiliated by the capture of
Napoleon III at Sedan, devastated by the long siege of Paris, and
terrified by what most of the bourgeoisie saw as seventy-three days
of anarchy under the radical socialism of the Commune. Much of
the new Republic's effort at spiritual restoration was driven by a
rejection of the traditional values of institutional religion, which it
aimed to replace with an enlightened secular worldview. A principal
vehicle of this enterprise was educational reform and specifically the
building of a university system dedicated to the ideals of science,
reason, and humanism. Albert Thibaudet highlighted the import-
ance of this reform when he labeled the Third Republic "the
republic of professors". 2

Philosophy was at the center of the new educational regime,
exerting its influence through the famous "classe de philosophic"

1 Dominique Parodi, La philosophie contemporaine en France, g — io.
2 In his La republique des professeurs.

3



4 The Philosophers of the Third Republic (189o-194o)

that was the main requirement for students in French public high
schools (lycees) during their last year (when they were seventeen to
eighteen years old). 3 The class's modern history went back to
regulations of 18o9 that reestablished the medieval divisions of
philosophy into logic, metaphysics, and morality and stipulated that
it be studied for eight hours a week. There was also introduced a
division treating the history of philosophy. Around 183o, Victor
Cousin4 added psychology, which soon became the most important
element of the curriculum. Also, where the rules of 1809 had given
merely a set of recommendations for teaching and a list of authors,
Cousin worked out a detailed required structure. The idea was to
cover the whole of philosophy, both its problems and its history, in a
year-long grand synthesis. Cousin also began the process of laicizing
philosophy, by reducing the role of religious questions. His structure
stayed in place until philosophy was eliminated from the curriculum
of the lycees in 1853 under the Second Empire.

In 1863 philosophy was restored to the lycees and became a
required subject for all students in the last year of secondary
education.' During the First Empire, a lycee education became
required for many civil service positions. This meant that, after
1863, the "classe de philosophic" was extremely important for
French secondary students, since it was now a key topic on the exam
they had to pass to receive their degree (the baccalaureat) and be
eligible for state employment. Its importance was further empha-
sized by the reform of 1874, which made philosophy and rhetoric
separate divisions, emphasizing philosophy's autonomy and distinc-
tiveness. Moreover, since philosophy was taught only in a single year
- the final one - it was presented as the culmination and synthesis of
all that had gone before, the "crown", as it was inevitably put, of
secondary education. It was not surprising that philosophy soon
replaced rhetoric as the course with the highest intellectual status

3 For an overview of the structure of the French educational system, see the Appendix.
4 Victor Cousin (1792-1867) was minister of education in the 183os and 184os under the

bourgeois monarchy of Louis-Philippe. His own philosophical position, which he called
eclecticism, tried to synthesize French philosophical psychology (deriving from Maine de
Biran) with empiricism, Scottish realism, and German idealism. During the mid-nineteenth
century, eclecticism had the status of an "official" philosophy in the French university.
Cousin was also important as an editor, translator, and historian of philosophy.
For a general discussion of French education in the later nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, see Fritz Ringer, Fields of Knowledge: French Academic Culture in Comparative Perspective,
189o—I920. On the role of philosophy in France during this period, see Jean-Louis Fabiani,
Les philosophes de la republique.
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and, accordingly, attracted a large number of the brightest students
interested in secondary teaching.

Since the main goal of the university teaching of philosophy was
to produce teachers for the lycee philosophy class, there was
considerable continuity between the content of the two programs. At
the same time, the qualifying examination (the agregation) for those
who wanted to teach philosophy in the lycees was geared to
university-level research rather than merely what we would think of
as high-school teaching. The result was a large number of talented
lycee teachers with a high level of specialist knowledge in philosophy;
and, of course, the best of these went on to take doctorates in
philosophy and become university professors.

The French educational system thus gave philosophy a highly
privileged place in the Third Republic. There was an audience
composed of a general public educated in the rudiments of phil-
osophy, as well as a substantial number of secondary school teachers
with specialist knowledge of the subject; and there was a highly elite
group of university professors engaged in philosophical research.
Accordingly, a faculty of philosophy presided over the "republic of
professors". Thibaudet falls into religious language in trying to
express the sublimity of the philosopher's role: "The philosophical
vocation embodies a principle analogous to a priestly vocation.
Anyone who has prepared for the agregation in philosophy . . . has
been touched, at some point, like a seminarian, by the idea that the
highest degree of human grandeur is a life consecrated to the service
of the mind and that the University lets one compete for positions
that make it possible to render this service." 6

Nevertheless, as Ernst Curtius (writing in 193o) emphasized,
French culture remained essentially literary. The dominant figures
were writers such as Zola and Anatole France, who were outside the
university system; and philosophical writing itself was literary in the
sense that, as Bergson said, there was "no philosophical idea, no
matter how profound or subtle, that could not be expressed in the
language of everyday life [la langue de tout le monde]" . 7 Curtius,
imbued with German idealism's conception of philosophy, saw the

6 La republique des professeurs, 139.
7 Cited by Ernst Curtius, The Civilization of France: An Introduction, too. Fabiani notes, however,

that "during the period 188o-1914 there were no close connections between professors of
philosophy and avant-garde writers" (Les philosophes de In republique, r is). As we shall see, that
changes with the generation of the 193os.
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French as surrendering the philosophical enterprise "to literary form
and average intelligence" and thought this was why, although "in
Germany intellectual culture may be philosophical, in France it can
be literary only". 8

The university philosophy of the early Third Republic (before
World War I) had both the strengths and the weaknesses of its
privileged status. The high level of talent and the informed critical
audience sustained a professional solidity that contemporaries favor-
ably (and rightly) contrasted to the eloquent vagaries of Victor
Cousin's eclecticism and Hyppolite Taine's positivism, which had
dominated the Second Empire. Also, universal philosophical educa-
tion and the high social position and connections of professors gave
philosophy a strong influence on the general French culture. Scien-
tists such as Henri Poincare (brother-in-law of the philosopher Emile
Boutroux) showed a particular interest in philosophical issues.
Marcel Proust (a groomsman at Bergson's wedding), was a friend of
Leon Brunschvicg, his fellow lycee-student in the philosophy course
of Alphonse Darin. The strong philosophical content of the writings
of Andre Gide and Paul Valery is often remarked; and the work of
Andre Malraux, who studied philosophy with Alain (the pseudonym
of Emile Chartier), the most famous of all lycee teachers, has been
characterized as "the thought of Alain transposed into the novel". 9

But privilege also encouraged intellectual complacency and
damped the creativity that can rise from radical questioning by less
socially secure thinkers. With the arguable exception of Bergson, the
philosophers of the early Third Republic worked within a relatively
narrow band defined by their training in the history of thought, their
bourgeois moral ideals, and the political realities of their time.
Curtius stretches the point to the maximum:
[French philosophy's] conservative Humanism could not endure either the
Pantheism of a world-intoxicated ecstasy, nor the transcendental idealism
of the creative spirit, nor the knowledge of salvation which desires
redemption and depreciates the value of the world, nor the moral criticism
of an heroic will to power. A Hegel, a Schopenhauer, a Nietzsche are
unthinkable in France.'

On the other hand, eschewing the ecstasies of Germanic metaphy-
sics - and the attendant drive for strong originality - allowed the

The Civilization of France: An Introduction, 99—Too.
9 Jean Guinon, Regards sup- la penseefrancaise,1870-194o, 59.
to The Civilization of France: An Introduction, io4.
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French professors to create a fruitful circle of sensible conversation,
focusing on a small set of key topics and grounded in a common
formation and strong mutual respect. Such conversation was carried
out in the Revue de metaphysique et de morale (founded by Xavier Leon
and Leon Brunschvicg in 1893) and in meetings of the closely related
Societe Francaise de Philosophic (founded in 1901). The degree of
shared understanding that could be assumed is most striking in
Andre Lalande's project of a Vocabulaire technique et critique de la
philosophie. This volume, which went through eleven editions between
1900 and 1926, offered detailed definitions of the full range of
philosophical terms, finally formulated by Lalande but informed by
commentary from most of the leading philosophers of the period.
(Lalande's proposed definitions were discussed regularly at sessions
of the Societe, and the comments of members are printed beneath
the Vocabulaire's entries.) The work came remarkably close to its goal
of "achieving accord among philosophers — as much as possible — on
what they understand by . . philosophical terms". 11

Focused and fruitful, if not drastically creative, early Third
Republic philosophy was rather like much contemporary analytic
philosophy (or medieval scholasticism), though far less technical and
rigorous and far more accessible to the general culture. Such
thought is not likely to make new epochs, but it is an effective
contribution to the civility and rationality of the age in which it finds
itself.

Politically, the philosophers of the Third Republic, like other
members of the new university, occupied an interesting and important
position. 12 Their social status and position as government employees
obviously made them part of the establishment, but since they had
typically been born into intellectual families (with parents who were
teachers, writers, physicians, etc.) they were less inclined to identify
with the conservative values of the wealthy bourgeois class. (They
had, in Pierre Bourdieu's terms, much more cultural capital than
economic capital.) Accordingly, professors as a whole formed an
influential class of liberal supporters of the Third Republic's ideals,
with those with the highest level of intellectual status generally the
most liberal. So, for example, in the Dreyfus affair, which split France

Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophic, ix.
12 See Fritz Ringer, Fields of Knowledge: French Academic Culture in Comparative Perspective,

1890-1920, 219-25.



8 The Philosophers of the Third Republic (189o-194o)

at the turn of the century, the majority of professors at the Sorbonne
and the Ecole Normale Superieure supported Dreyfus, and this
support was particularly strong among philosophers.

Reflecting the Third Republic's secular liberalism, the central
concerns of its philosophers were science, human freedom, and the
relation between the two. Unlike the German idealists, who felt
themselves possessed of intuitive or dialectical modes of knowing
that far outstripped the plodding efforts of empirical science, these
philosophers saw their reflections as grounded in an accurate
understanding and appreciation of scientific results. On the other
hand, even those closest to a positivist acceptance of the ultimate
cognitive authority of science rejected empiricist epistemologies of
scientific experience in favor of a rationalist active role for the mind.
In a parallel way, construals of freedom typically avoided the
determinism or compatibilism favored by empiricism and the sub-
ordination of the individual human will to an idealist absolute spirit.
Because of this lack of sympathy with the dominant traditions of
both Germany and Britain, French thought was very nearly autono-
mous during this period.' 3

POSITIVISM

Surveys of philosophy in France from 187o to 1920 almost always
employ a standard division of their subject into three schools:
positivism, spiritualism, and idealism. These are useful categories for
understanding the problems and approaches of the period, but they
are much less helpful as classifications of individual thinkers. This is
particularly so for positivism. The term was first used by Auguste
Comte (1798-1857) to characterize his effort to develop a philosophy
based on only the plain (positive) facts of experience - of which
science provides paradigm examples - and to avoid metaphysical
hypotheses. It came to be applied to any view that privileged
empirical science over metaphysical thought. A "positivist" might
well hold strongly scientistic views such as Humean empiricism or
materialistic reductionism, but not necessarily. Many positivists

13 Similarly, there was little foreign interest in French philosophy. Harald Häffding, for
example, in his comprehensive history of modern philosophy, omits any treatment of
French philosophers of the latter half of the nineteenth century, noting that, although they
are important in the thought of their own country, "they have brought no new principles to
bear on the discussion of problems" (A History of Modern Philosophy 486).
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rejected Comte's exclusion of theoretical entities, such as atoms,
from science, and Comte himself maintained the irreducibility of
biology and sociology to physics and chemistry. Later, leading
positivists such as Ernest Renan and Hyppolite Taine painted grand
visions of historical progress that were with some plausibility labeled
Hegelian. This represented a broadening and dilution of positivism
as it became more a general intellectual orientation than a well-
defined philosophical position. In the mid-nineteenth century, positi-
vism was still a major force, but its main proponents were literary
figures such as Renan and Taine rather than academic philosophers.
From 187o on it was rejected by every major philosopher. 14

Nonetheless, the positivist spirit survived. It was a major motiva-
tion for extending the methods of the natural sciences to the human
domain, leading to the seminal work of Durkheim in sociology and
of Pierre Janet in empirical psychology.'' Such work did not assume
or imply that all knowledge was scientific, but it did constitute a
challenge to anti-positivist arguments that the specifically human
domain was not open to empirical understanding. Other vital
legacies of positivism were the development, by Poincare and
Duhem, of philosophy of science as a separate subdiscipline and the
central role accorded detailed discussions of the history and results
of science by virtually every major figure from Boutroux to Brunsch-
vicg and Bergson. Indeed, by the 193os Bachelard could respectably
maintain that philosophy, while not reducible to science, should be
identified with the philosophy of science.

SPIRITUALISM: RAVAISSON AND RENOUVIER

Spiritualism has a good claim to be the national philosophy of
France. It is rooted in Descartes' assertion of the epistemic and

14 One thinker who did defend a strong positivist position in the early 19oos was Felix Le
Dantec (1869-1917). Parodi briefly summarizes his views in his survey of the contemporary
scene; but then, in place of his usual critical assessment, he merely remarks, "it would be
pointless to criticize such work" (La philosophic contemporaine en France, 57). The marginal
place of positivism is also suggested by the two pages devoted to it in 1.alande's Vocabulaire,
in contrast to the four pages on spiritualism and the nine on idealism.

15 For a long time, there was no sharp distinction drawn between psychology/sociology and
philosophy. Even well into the twentieth century, Durkheim, Janet, and similar thinkers
were routinely regarded as philosophers and included in standard surveys such as Parodi's
La philosophic contemporaine en France and Isaac Benrubi's Les Sources et les courants de In philosophic
contemporaine en France. Even today, the work of sociologists such as Pierre Bourdieu and
Bruno Latour has a strong philosophical component.
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metaphysical primacy of thought but does not require his mind-
body dualism. The view is, in fact, consistent with any ontology that
allows for these two central assertions: that the value of human
existence derives from the higher mental faculties (both intellectual
and affective) of individuals; and that these faculties are neither
reducible to material processes (including sense experience) nor
assimilable to a higher level of reality (the absolute). Spiritualism is
thus an assertion of the metaphysical and ethical primacy of the
individual mind (l'esprit), against the claims of materialism, empiri-
cism, and certain sorts of idealism.

One of the earliest and most influential spiritualists was Francois
Maine de Biran (1766-1824). Arguing against Locke, Hume, and,
especially, Condillac and the Ideologues, he maintained that empiricist
reductions of mental life to the flow of passing sense impressions
were refuted by our experiences of willing (effort voulu), which reveal a
persisting self continually straining against bodily resistance. In these
experiences, a unified self or mind is revealed through what Maine
de Biran calls our sens intime (inner awareness). Such inner experi-
ences of human freedom remained the foundation of later spiritualist
cases for the ultimate autonomy and value of the individual.

The spiritualist legacy reached early twentieth-century French
philosophy primarily through Felix Ravaisson (1813-190o). Ra-
vaisson never held a university chair (Cousin, who had initially
helped advance his career, blocked the appointment). But he
exercised major influence through a series of administrative posi-
tions: inspector of libraries, general inspector of higher education,
and, most important, chair of the committee that set and graded the
agregation examination in philosophy. His interest in art led to
scholarly work on Da Vinci and on ancient Greek sculpture and an
appointment as curator at the Louvre, where he carried out a major
restoration of the Venus de Milo.

In 1867, Ravaisson published his La philosophie en France au XIXe
siecle, a report commissioned by the French government on the
occasion of the Exposition of 1867. Surveying the history of French
philosophy after 1800, he noted the dominant place of Comte's
positivism and of its main rival, the eclecticism of Victor Cousin.
Ravaisson argued that both these positions had failed and that
exigencies of fact and argument were driving French philosophy
toward the spiritualism that Maine de Biran had developed but his
contemporaries ignored. Ravaisson predicted a new philosophical
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epoch dominated by what he called "spiritualistic realism or positi-
vism"; that is, a philosophy that gives priority to spiritual "facts" in
the same way that ordinary realism and positivism do to perceptual
and scientific facts. Such an epoch would, he said, have as its
"generating principle the consciousness that mind [l'esprit] has of
itself, a self recognized as an existence from which all other
existences derive and on which they depend, and which is nothing
other than its own activity". 1 6

His prediction was entirely correct. By 1890 Ravaisson's books
were, in Parodi's words, "the breviaries of all the young philoso-
phers"' and the philosophical agenda was being set by thinkers
such as Lachelier, Boutroux, and Bergson (all students of Ravaisson
at the Ecole Normale), who were strongly sympathetic to the
spiritualist view.

If, as Comte had famously said, materialism is the claim that the
higher can be explained by the lower, spiritualism claims to explain
the lower by the higher. Here, of course, the higher is the mind, but
not the Cartesian mind that includes any experience whatsoever.
The spiritualist mind is the locus of only the higher mental functions
such as intelligence, will, and aesthetic appreciation. It does not
include lower forms of mentality (e.g., sense perception and emo-
tions), associated with our "animal" nature. The mind or spirit is,
then, the locus of the "properly human" dimension of our experi-
ence. The project of spiritualism is, first, to describe, accurately and
in detail, our experience of ourselves as spiritual beings; and second,
to show that everything else (the realm of nature) is subordinated to
and dependent on spirit. True to Maine de Biran's seminal descrip-
tions, Ravaisson and his followers made freedom the fundamental
feature of the mind, thereby placing creative action at the root of all
reality. Whereas Maine de Biran understood freedom primarily in
terms of the effort exerted by the will, Ravaisson emphasized the
desire (and therefore the love of the good) behind this effort, a desire
he saw as ultimately directed toward the perfect goodness of the
Christian God.

Although Descartes can be readily regarded as the first French
spiritualist, since he gave clear epistemic and metaphysical priority
to intelligence and volition, Ravaisson replaced the Cartesian

16 La philosophie en France an XIXe siecle, 275•
I 7 La philosophic contemporaine en France, 29.
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dualism of mind and matter as separable substances with a distinc-
tion between mental life and nature as two interdependent poles of
activity. (Here he was influenced by the later philosophy of Schelling,
with whom he had studied in Munich, 18 and by Aristotle's doctrine
of form. 19) This was the basis for his own introspective study of our
experience of habit, a topic suggested by both Maine de Biran and
Aristotle. Following Maine de Biran, he saw habit as a paradigm
example of the union of the creative free agency of mind with the
repetitive stability of the material world. In moving from knowledge
based on explicit reflection to a habit of implicit understanding (as a
cook might at first make crepes by meticulously following a recipe
but later come to toss them off "by second nature"), we go from an
external relation to the objects of our knowledge to "an immediate
understanding in which object and subject are fused". 2 ' Here we are
not far from the intuition of Bergson, who wrote an elegant and
perceptive appreciation of Ravaisson when he succeeded him in the
Academie des Sciences Morales et Politiques. 21

Spiritualism was typically a conservative position, a comfortable
intellectual niche for supporters of an elitist bourgeois politics and
Catholic Christianity. But there was a more radical variant, that of
Charles Renouvier (1815-19o3), which, though always relatively
marginal, eventually exerted significant influence. Renouvier was a
student at the same time as Ravaisson at the Ecole Normale. He was
very active in politics at the time of the 1848 revolution but became
disillusioned after Louis Napoleon's coup in 1851 destroyed hopes for
a socialist democracy. He abandoned politics for philosophy,
although he did later edit and publish a journal, La critique philoso-
phique, aimed at a general intellectual audience. Renouvier never
held an academic position (he had sufficient inherited wealth to

18 We should not make too much of the personal contact with Schelling. As Bergson tells us,
Ravaisson spent only a few weeks in Munich. Also, Schelling spoke French badly and
Ravaisson was not much better at German. See Henri Bergson, "Notice sur la vie et les
oeuvres de M. Felix Ravaisson-Mollien", in La pensee et le moment, reprinted in Oeuvres, 1458.

19 Ravaisson first made his name with a two-volume commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics
(1837). He viewed Aristotle as the true founder of spiritualist philosophy because, even more
than Plato, he overcame empiricism and materialism, by making forms the causes of the
movements of real existents and locating formal perfection in the mental lives of individual
intelligences. On this and other aspects of Ravaisson's thought, see Emile Boutroux's very
helpful "La philosophic de Felix Ravaisson", in his Nouvelles etudes d'histoire de la philosophie,
194 - 220.

21) Felix Ravaisson, De l'habitude, 37.
21 Henri Bergson, "Notice sur la vie et les oeuvres de M. Felix Ravaisson-Mollien", in La

pensee et le mouvant, reprinted in Oeuvres.
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make a profession unnecessary). After the coup, he left Paris for the
south of France, where he had been born, and, working there in
relative isolation, wrote continuously until his death in 1903, produ-
cing one of the largest oeuvres in the history of French philosophy. 22

Renouvier tied his philosophy, which he characterized as "neo-
criticism" (or, sometimes, "French criticism"), to that of Kant,
although he does not seem to have penetrated very deeply into
Kant's thought, which was more a starting-point than a continuing
inspiration. What he took from Kant was mainly the idea of our
phenomenal experience as structured by intellectual categories that
are conditions of the possibility of this experience. He rejected
Kant's noumenal world, maintaining that the phenomenal realm is
the sole reality. He also saw phenomenal reality as fundamentally
relational, excluding substance from the list of categories (and
including becoming) and making relation the basic category of
which all others are forms. These empiricist tendencies were,
however, balanced by the addition of categories with a stronger
metaphysical content than Kant's. Specifically, Renouvier intro-
duced finality (purpose) and personality as essential structures of the
phenomenal world. This led him to the characteristic spiritualist
emphasis on the creative choices of individual minds as the driving
force of reality.

Renouvier's ethical and political thought reflects the centrality of
individual freedom. 23 But freedom is also a crucial epistemological
category for him, since he holds that experience, even as informed
by the system of categories, does not entirely determine what we
must accept as the truth. Our judgments, from the lowest percep-
tions to the highest metaphysical speculations, always involve an
irreducible element of free choice. Spiritualists such as Ravaisson
were uneasy with this epistemological indeterminism and even more
so with Renouvier's religious views." His relativism left no place for
a being of absolute perfection, such as the Christian God, and he
also rejected the idea of an actual infinity — quantitative or qualita-
tive — as incoherent. On the other hand, Renouvier thought that the

22 Renouvier's most important work is his four-volume Essais de critique generale, Paris: 1854-64.
23 William Logue, Charles Renouvier: Philosopher of Liberty, emphasizes Renouvier's ethics and

politics and provides some useful historical background.
24 Ravaisson offers a guardedly sympathetic treatment of Renouvier in his La philosophie en

France an XIXe siecle, ito-18. This was probably the beginning of an awareness of
Renouvicr's work in the wider intellectual community.
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impossibility of an actual infinity required a beginning of the
universe in time and accepted personal immortality as necessary to
make sense of moral obligations. This led him to assert the existence
of God as creator and moral ideal, but he insisted that this being was
finite in both knowledge and power (which finitude, he thought,
provides the only plausible solution to the problem of evil). More-
over, God's creative role is consistent with human freedom since he
is, as Renouvier put it, a "creator of creators". 25 Renouvier's
heterodox theological views underlay his vigorous practical oppo-
sition to the power of the French Catholic Church, an opposition
focused during the 187os and 188os in his journal, La critique
philosophique (and its supplement, La critique religieuse), which followed
a strongly anti-Catholic editorial policy.

Renouvier's lack of a position in the educational establishment,
along with the unorthodoxy of his views, limited his influence on
French philosophy. But the vigor of his thought - not to mention the
huge amount he published over a period of sixty-one years - had an
undeniable impact. He attracted a small group of disciples (and the
strong admiration of William James) and eventually received some
very belated official recognition, including election to the Academie
des Sciences Morales et Politiques in 1900, at the age of eighty-five.
His most important direct influence was on the work of Octave
Hamelin, who offered a detailed analysis of Renouvier's work in his
Sorbonne course of 1906-7 and whose own powerful philosophical
system was strongly informed by Renouvier's work. 26

IDEALISM: LACHELIER AND BOUTROUX

Mainline spiritualist thought had a natural tendency to idealism
(and, indeed, Ravaisson sometimes called the view he championed
idealism). But spiritualism allows the denial of the key idealist claim
that ultimately only minds exist and is committed to a genuine
plurality of individual persons and, especially, to a distinction
between finite human minds and the infinite God that created them.
(Hence the attraction of spiritualism for Catholic thinkers, including
Ravaisson, Lachelier, and Blondel.) We need, therefore, to distin-

25 Address to the Edinburgh Philosophical Society (1914), cited by J. Alexander Gunn, Modern
French Philosophy, 294.

26 Octave Hamelin, Le systême de Renouvier. Hamelin also wrote important studies of the
"systems" of Aristotle and Descartes.
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guish at least between spiritualism and the absolute idealism of a
Fichte or a Hegel.

In any case, idealism in France derived from appropriations of
Kant, not Hegel, who had little influence there before the 192os. 27

There were no translations of Hegel until 1859 (twenty-eight years
after his death), and it was not until well into the twentieth century
that full French versions of major books such as The Phenomenology of
Spirit, The Science of Logic, and The Philosophy of Right were available.
Even Kant's influence was slow in developing and became important
only with Jules Lachelier (1832-1918), who presented a Kantian
account of scientific reasoning in his thesis, Du fondement de l'induction,
defended in 1871 and published the next year. 28

Lachelier's thesis is an elegantly written tour de force, which, in the
space of about ioo pages, expands an analysis of the problem of
induction into a comprehensive idealist view of reality. The
problem of induction is that of finding and justifying principles that
warrant the move "from knowledge of facts to knowledge of the
laws which order them" (Du fondement de l'induction [FI], 3/1). He
endorses the common views that the conclusions of an inductive
inference assert more than its premises and so cannot be grounded
in the principles of deductive logic, and that inductive inferences
require a principle of efficient causality, guaranteeing that the same
phenomena will follow whenever the same antecedent conditions
occur. But he argues that induction also requires a principle of final
causality.

Efficient causality tells us only that if conditions are the same, the
same results will follow. Successful induction also requires that we
know that the conditions are the same. We can, of course, know
from observation that conditions now seem to be the same as they
were previously. But this gives no assurance that there are not
unobserved conditions that make the situation different than it was
previously. Lachelier gives the example of the biological law that
members of a given species generally produce members of that same
species. If all we knew was that the same phenomena follow if the

27 Octave Hamelin (1856-19o7), mentioned above, combined the spiritualism of Renouvier
with something like Hegelian dialectic in his well-regarded Essai sur les elements principaux de
la representation (1907). But Hamelin died early and his Hegelian tendencies had no extended
influence.

28 The index to Ravaisson's La philosophic en France au XIXe sikle shows the continuing
dominance of pre-Kantian influences. It lists 6 references to Hegel, 7 to Kant, but 43 to
Leibniz.
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same conditions occur, "we would have to limit ourselves to asserting
that the product of each generation would resemble its progenitors if
all the required conditions come together". To go further and
maintain that the new generation will actually be of the same species
as the previous, we must also know that "all these conditions do in
fact come together" (FI, 11/5). Since we cannot generally know this
by direct observation, we must assume that there is a principle of
order at work that guarantees the stability of species by maintaining
the same conditions of generation. By such a principle, a feature of a
whole (the stability of a species) determines the developments of its
parts (the generation of individual organisms). Such determination
is, according to Kant's definition, an instance of final causality.
Although this example is biological, the point also holds for chemical
and physical systems. Without a principle of final causality, we would
know only a world of (efficient) causal relations among objects
defined entirely by those relations. We would have no access to the
familiar world of substantial objects that are the enduring instantia-
tions of natural kinds.

There are, then, two principles required for successful inductive
inference: one of efficient causality, "in virtue of which phenomena
form a series wherein the existence of the preceding determines the
existence of the following," and one of final causality, "in virtue of
which these series, in their turn, form systems, in which the idea of
the whole determines the existence of the parts" (FI, 12/6). But is
there any way to justify these principles?

Lachelier thinks we can do so by showing that the principles are
essential to the "concrete and particular acts by which thought
constitutes itself while seizing immediately upon reality" (FI, 14/7).
But neither empiricism nor rationalism can make the case. If, with
empiricists, we hold that knowledge is merely of phenomenal
appearances, then - as the failure of Mill's justification of induction
shows - any argument for induction will have to be from phenom-
enal experience and therefore valid only if circular. If, on the
contrary, as rationalists maintain, knowledge is of sensorily inacces-
sible things-in-themselves, then induction could in principle be
justified on the basis of truths about the structure and stability of the
substances or causes beneath appearances. But we have no access to
such substances and causes, and evocation of them is merely "the
assertion of a problem transformed into its solution" (FI, 36/20).
(Lachelier also maintains that, even if there were, say, an intellectual
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intuition of things-in-themselves, this would still give them only as
they appear to us intellectually at a given moment, not as they are
apart from our experience of them.)

There is, however, another alternative, based on the Kantian
claim "that whatever may be the mysterious foundation beneath
phenomena, the order in which they follow each other is exclusively
determined by the requirements of our own thought". To see if Kant
might be right, Lachelier says that we should try to establish the two
principles of induction "by showing that if they did not exist then
human thought would not be possible" (FI, 42/23). A successful
demonstration will confirm Kant's view of the active role of the
mind in knowledge and justify induction.

Thought is about the phenomena (sensations) of our world. But a
thought is not itself another phenomenon nor is it about just one
phenomenon. It requires a subject, distinct from the succession of
phenomena, that exists as a unity over against this succession.
Traditional (pre-critical) views locate this distinctness and unity in
the thinking subject's existence as a metaphysical substance sepa-
rated from the world it experiences. But, given this separation, there
is no way to understand how thought could ever know the world
outside of it. It would have to remain enclosed in its own autono-
mous existence. For knowledge to be possible, thought must rather
be a unity in virtue of its relation to the world of phenomena; that is,
thought must be one precisely because it unites the succession of
phenomena into a single world that is the object of its experience
and knowledge. The unity of thought is not that of an autonomous
metaphysical act but that of a form providing coherence and hence
intelligibility to the flux of sensations.

Reflection on our experience immediately reveals that one aspect
of this coherence and intelligibility is the single time and space in
which phenomena occur. But, Lachelier argues, space and time
alone are not sufficient to unify phenomena into a coherent world.
Phenomena existing in the same space and time could still occur in
total independence of one another and never provide a coherent
object for thought. Phenomena must also be unified through their
interconnection by laws of necessary causal succession. Such laws of
efficient causality provide the unity needed for phenomena to be
coherent objects of thought. "Thus, all phenomena are subject to
the law of efficient causes, because this law is the only foundation to
which we can attribute the unity of the universe, and in its turn this
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unity is the supreme condition of the possibility of thought" (FI, 47/
26).

Lachelier further maintains that the phenomenal world, precisely
because it is governed by efficient causality, must be a mechanistic
world; that is, a world consisting entirely of motions determined by
their antecedent motions. Phenomena occur in space and time;
consequently their unity must be a unity that exists through space
and time. But the only possible form of unity through space and
time is continuous movement, understood as continuous change of
spatial location over time. All phenomena must be movements.
What we have, then, is a system of movements governed at every
point and moment by strict laws of efficient causality: a mechanistic
universe. Our Kantian turn seems to have led to what Lachelier calls
an "idealistic materialism" (F1, 69/38). But we have not yet taken
account of the role of final causality.

It might seem that we cannot effect a Kantian derivation of final
causality since the distinctness and unity of the subject (and hence
the possibility of thought) are guaranteed by efficient causality alone.
But Lachelier maintains that the unity so guaranteed is "incomplete
and superficial" (H, 76/42). This is because an object given simply
as part of a mechanical system of efficient causes is not given as a
full-blooded thing in its own right (an instance of a structured kind)
but only as, so to speak, a place-holder in the causal network. It has
no intrinsic content but exists only through its causal relations to
other items in the network. This corresponds to the point made
above, in our analysis of inductive inference, that efficient causality
by itself guarantees only that the same results follow from the same
conditions, not that the same conditions will regularly recur; regular
recurrence is necessary for the stability of enduring kinds. This sort
of stability (or, equivalently, a world of things with enduring natures)
is, as we have seen, guaranteed only by a principle of final causality.
Lachelier acknowledges that thought could exist in the diminished
world of mere efficient causality. But he maintains that this would be
a "purely abstract existence", because it would be in a world with no
substantial content. Such an existence "would be, so far as thought
is concerned, a state of illusion and death" (Fl, 79/44). He therefore
concludes that the fully real (concrete) existence of consciousness
requires a principle of final causality.

The reality of final causality radically transforms Lachelier's
picture of the world. The truth of cosmic reality is not "idealistic
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materialism", which in fact expresses merely the abstract mechanical
skeleton of a robust purposive nature. Movement still conforms to
the patterns of mechanical laws, but it is now seen to be ultimately
derived from forces that express the world's intrinsic teleology. These
forces are not intervening outside causes; they flow directly from the
internal organization of natural objects. Indeed, Lachelier insists
that force is not a thing in itself but "only the tendency of movement
toward an end" (FI, 93/ 51). Most important, the priority of (teleo-
logical) force over movement implies the priority of freedom over
determinism. An end cannot externally determine the means (move-
ments) that bring it about because the end does not exist until the
means have produced it. Rather, "the means dispose themselves in
the order fitted to realize the end" (FI, 87/48). Consequently, finality
requires that the forces informing natural movements be sponta-
neous tendencies to the relevant ends. On the abstract level of
efficient causes, the purely quantitative formal structures of natural
developments are still mechanically determined. But the qualitative
content of concrete things is the contingent product of spontaneous
activity. 29

Mere spontaneity is not full freedom. Every part of nature enjoys
a certain freedom (and hence life and even thought) in that its goals
are achieved by its innate tendency toward them, not by mechanistic
determination. But freedom in its full sense consists "in the power of
varying one's purposes and in conceiving new ideas" (FI, 97/53-4).
Animals act with a freedom limited to the precise means of fulfilling
goals set for them by nature, as when a bird chooses materials and
locations for its nest. Rational beings such as humans, however,
employ intelligence not just to achieve pre-given goals but also "to
conceive an infinite number of pure ideas which our will then
undertakes to realize externally" (FI, 98/54). Freedom properly
understood is not, as so many philosophers have thought, the will's
unconstrained choice of means of action; it is rather the intellect's
invention of new goals of action. Lachelier argues that freedom in
this sense is required by the principle of final causality "since the
systematic unity of nature could not be realized except as the result
of original invention and creations properly so-called" (FI, 97/54).

We see, then, the transformation effected by the need to include

29 In his Etudes sur le syllogi sme, Lachelier argues that the syllogism provides the appropriate
logic for the qualitative while mathematical logic (including the logic of relations) is
appropriate for the quantitative.
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the principle of final causality in our account of knowledge and the
world: "the realm of final causes, by penetrating the realm of
efficient causes without destroying it, exchanges everywhere force
for inertia, life for death, freedom for fatality" (FI, 101/56, trans-
lation modified). The result is no longer the "idealistic materialism"
of the world as a nexus of efficient causes but what Lachelier calls a
"spiritualistic realism", in which mechanism is subordinated to
finality and "every being is a force, and every force is a thought
which tends toward a more and more complete consciousness of
itself" (FI, 102/56, translation modified). Lachelier's final insistence
on "realism" rather than "idealism" reflects not an assertion of a
reality independent of thought - he remains an idealist in rejecting
this - but rather an insistence on the metaphysical autonomy of
individual persons, which he refuses to assimilate to any absolute
thought. This keeps open a path to Lachelier's Catholic commitment
to an afterlife of personal salvation and immortality. But this is not a
path that he thinks can be traveled by philosophical reflection since
on it we "cross, by an act of moral faith, beyond the boundaries both
of thought and of nature" (FI, 102/56).

Lachelier published very little beyond his thesis on induction, 30

but his influence was immense, particularly through his teaching at
the Ecole Normale, where he was maitre de conferences (a post roughly
equivalent to a Reader at a British university or an American
associate professor) from 1864 to 1875, and, like Ravaisson, through
his later position as chair of the committee that set the agregation in
philosophy. His writing and teaching set high standards of concep-
tual subtlety and rigor and also made serious engagement with Kant
de rigueur among his pupils, including, most prominently, Boutroux
and Bergson. 31

Emile Boutroux (1845-1921) dominated the academic philosophy
of the Third Republic through World War I. He followed his
teacher, Lachelier, as maitre de conferences at the Ecole Normale
(1877-86), where he taught Bergson, Blondel, and Durkheim. He

30 We should, however, mention his famous article, "Psychologie et mêtaphysique" (translated
as "Psychology and Metaphysics" in The Philosophy of Jules Lachelier), first published in 1885,
in which Lachelier develops his idealism via a description of psychological experience
(developed in opposition to positivist reductionism) and with a particular emphasis on the
role of the will.

31 Bergson was not formally a student of Lachelier, since he did not enter the Ecole Normale
until 1878, three years after Lachelier stopped teaching there. But Lachelier was a strong
influence on Bergson, who dedicated his doctoral thesis to him.
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formulated his major philosophical ideas in his thesis, La contingence
de les lois de la nature (1874). His later work consisted of reformulations
of these views (particularly in De l'idee de loi naturelle dans la science et la
philosophic contemporaine [1895]) and numerous important studies in
the history of philosophy (from 1888 to 19o2 he was professor of the
history of modern philosophy at the Sorbonne). Boutroux was also a
leading figure in "official" French academic life, a role that, perhaps,
led to his writing, in 1915, Philosophy and War, one of those unfortu-
nate books connecting German aggression with German phil-
osophy. 32

Boutroux shared the general concern with the tension between
science and freedom. He endorsed Lachelier's picture of a world in
which free and purposive creativity had priority over the abstrac-
tions of scientific causality but was dissatisfied with Lachelier's
Kantian willingness to accept a total scientific determinism for the
phenomenal world. Because our lives are led in this world, Boutroux
argues, this concession to determinism means that any given human
action is the necessary product of past actions. Perhaps I have a
noumenal nature (or character) that has been created by a choice
outside the deterministic network. But then my freedom has been
entirely spent in the creation of this character, which becomes the
determining cause of all my individual actions. 'A strange doctrine",
he concludes, "one that regards . . . repentance, conquests of self,
struggles between good and evil, as but the necessary events of a
drama the issue of which has been decided upon beforehand".
Moreover, Boutroux adds, even this character cannot be properly
regarded as my free creation. As a part of the intelligible (phenom-
enal) world, it too must belong to a deterministic system. The
Kantian effort at reconciliation of freedom and determinism suc-
ceeds only in placing freedom and hence "morality in a sphere
inaccessible to human consciousness". As a result, "this hypothesis
would prevent us from passing any moral judgment either on others
or on ourselves". 33

Boutroux concludes that the assertion of human freedom must be
at the expense of a deterministic view of phenomena; to justify the
claim that we are free, we must establish that the phenomenal world
described by science is indeterministic. To say that the world is

32 For an American example of this genre, see George Santayana, Egotism and German
Philosophy

33 La contingence de les lois de In nature, 169, 17o .
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indeterministic is to say that the laws governing it are not necessary.
Here Boutroux has in mind three senses of necessity: the analytic
necessity of logical truth, the synthetic a priori necessity of Kantian
truths about the conditions of possible experience, and the empirical
necessity of de facto constant correlations.

He undertakes to show that, in all of these senses and at every
level, there is no necessity in the world. His approach is nothing if
not comprehensive and systematic.' It begins by distinguishing a
series of six successively more specific levels of description. The first
level (that of "being", in Boutroux's terminology) is simply that of an
aggregate of separate individuals. Subsequent levels correspond to
further specifications of these individuals. The second level (that of
"genera") adds that the individuals have natures allowing them to be
divided into qualitatively similar classes; the third (that of "matter")
makes the individuals material beings, extended in space and time;
the fourth (that of "bodies") adds that they are structured material
substances, for example, atoms or compounds of atoms; the fifth
(that of "life") that they are organisms; the sixth (that of "man") that
they are intelligent. For each level, Boutroux argues that there is
neither external nor internal necessity; that is, the level is not
required to exist in virtue of a preceding level (external necessity),
nor, given its existence, are there necessary laws governing its
development (internal necessity). In so arguing, he must, of course,
show that there is no external or internal necessity of any of the
three types (analytic, synthetic a priori, and empirical). He must,
then, provide six arguments against necessity for each level, for a
grand total of thirty-six arguments. There are, however, just a few
basic patterns to Boutroux's arguments.

These patterns are well illustrated in his treatment of being, the
first level of reality. Here we begin with nothing more than a
collection of individual beings and do not assume that they are
intelligent, alive, substantial, material, or even grouped into distinct
genera. Boutroux's first question is about external necessity: is there
anything outside the realm of actual being (in the realm of mere
possibility) that requires the existence of a collection of beings?
Certainly, there is no analytic necessity, no contradiction in asserting
that a given collection of beings does not exist. An existent is a

Mathieu Schyns offers an excellent account of Boutroux's sometimes difficult argumenta-
tion in La philosophie d'Emile Boutroux.



Fin-de-siecle: the professors of the Republic 23

synthesis of possibility and actuality (the actualization of a possi-
bility), and there is no logical necessity for any such synthesis. Nor
can it be maintained that the very possibility of experience requires
the actuation of a specific set of possible beings. In the domain of
experience, the possible is simply that which may or may not be
given as an object of experience. Our experiential knowledge
(science) tells us about connections that exist among the actualized
possibilities, but the mere fact of experience does not require that
certain possible beings be actualized. Nor, finally, is it possible to
argue that we know as a matter of empirical fact that any of the
objects of our experience had to be actualized.

So the existence of beings is a contingent fact, not an externally
imposed necessity. But, given this existence, are there necessary laws
for the development of a collection of beings (i.e., internal necessity)?
Boutroux first argues that there can be no question of a logical
necessity because developmental laws require us to think of the
beings they govern as in certain respects stable and unchanging,
whereas the mere idea of a collection of beings is consistent with
their being in random flux. As to the possibility of a Kantian a priori
causal connection, Boutroux agrees that the idea of a productive
cause would have to be a priori, since it goes beyond anything given
in our experience. But he notes that, precisely for this reason, we
have no basis for postulating a metaphysical connection that is not
grounded in experience. It might be maintained that there is still the
empirical necessity of a scientific law, which is revealed by experi-
ence and does determine that one phenomenon follow upon
another. But Boutroux argues, first, that even an exact correspon-
dence between cause and effect would not prove a necessary
connection. Even if, for example, observation of gases showed that
the product of pressure and volume was always exactly equal to a
constant multiplied by temperature, this might merely show that
gases have always behaved this way; deviations might still be
possible. But more important, he argues, is the fact that our
observations are never able to show the exact validity of a law. We
measure pressure, volume, and temperature only up to a certain
range of uncertainty, and connections between these phenomena
may be indeterminate precisely within this range.

Boutroux deploys similar arguments for the higher levels of reality.
He excludes logical necessities of existence or developmental laws by
showing that each successive level involves new features and laws
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that are not implied by the preceding levels. For example, a world of
non-material genera and species is discontinuous, whereas a world
of matter is extended and hence continuous; and matter may vary in
size and position without changing qualitatively, so that the qualita-
tive laws of non-material genera cannot determine purely quanti-
tative relations among material entities. Kantian a priori claims of
existence or causal connection he rejects by showing that our actual
experience of phenomena does not support such claims. For
example, although metaphysicians may understand the solubility of
sugar in water in terms of unobservable powers informing these two
substances, scientific observation reveals only that there is a constant
correlation between sugar's melting and its being put into water.
Finally, Boutroux rejects claims of empirical necessity by arguing,
first, that experience never excludes the possibility that a given level
of object might not exist. For example, even if we knew that living
cells were the products of certain chemical reactions, we would not
know that such reactions had to occur or that cells did not merely
happen to follow from them. And Boutroux always excludes the
empirical necessity of laws by appealing to the inexactness in our
knowledge of the correlations they express. For the case of organ-
isms, he suggests that the laws governing them (e.g., the law of
adaptation, which says that species vary to survive in new circum-
stances) are so imprecise that biology does not in fact constitute a
positive science.

Boutroux's defense of indeterminism has a distinctly positivist,
anti-Kantian, anti-idealist bent. He takes for granted the authority
of scientific descriptions, rejects logical analysis of concepts as
irrelevant to questions of truth about the world, and insists on an
empiricist reading of immediate experience that replaces Kantian
necessities with Humean correlations. This positivist bent is even
more obvious in De l'idee de loi naturelle dans la science et la philosophic
contemporaine, where Boutroux makes his case by a direct analysis of
scientific results rather than by abstract philosophical argumenta-
tion. 3 ' But his account is also relentlessly anti-reductive, with each
successive level of reality distinguished by new traits (the continuity
of matter, the self-determination of life, the moral freedom of human
beings) that cannot be explained via "lower" categories. Moreover,

" Here, as we shall see. Boutroux's views have important similarities to those of his brother-
in-law — with whom he also had close intellectual contacts — Henri Poincare.
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the distinctive features of each ontological level are always further
and richer achievements of freedom. Boutroux deploys positivist
epistemology in the service of spiritualist ontology. Ravaisson and
Lachelier might well question his means, but they would agree with
his result.



CHAPTER 2

Science and idealism

It's like the rules of logic or scientific laws, reality conforms to
them more or less, but remember the great mathematician
Poincare: he's by no means certain that mathematics is a
rigorously exact science.

(Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, in, 149)

The narrative of French philosophy during the first two decades of
the twentieth century consists of three intertwined stories: the
development of philosophy of science as an independent discipline,
the solidification of university idealism in the philosophy of Leon
Brunschvicg, and the brilliant rise of Bergson's spiritualist metaphy-
sics. This chapter treats the first two topics, and the following
chapter is devoted to Bergson.

PHILOSOPHERS OF SCIENCE: POINCARE, DUHEM, AND

MEYERSON

Although French philosophers firmly rejected positivism, they still
recognized the centrality of science for philosophical reflection.
Lachelier and Boutroux, in particular, insisted on the need to
construct a unified account of nature that showed how the truths of
science and of human freedom combined in a coherent whole.
Such a synthesis involved exhibiting the limitations of science
(indeterminism, absence of finality) that require us to complement
it with metaphysical accounts if we are to describe the full concrete-
ness of reality. This enterprise of developing a metaphysics of
nature called for serious philosophical reflection on scientific
knowing, which in turn required a thorough acquaintance with the
methods and results of science. Moreover, the survival of the
Comtean idea that science had to be understood as a historical

26
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phenomenon' led to a rapid development of the epistemology of
science, a historically based effort to understand the structure of
science as a cognitive enterprise. In principle, the new epistemology
of science could have remained entirely subordinated to the goals
of the metaphysics of nature. In practice, it emerged as more and
more an autonomous study of science in its own terms, with
decreasing concern for including scientific results in a synthetic
metaphysical view of nature as a concrete whole.

The move to autonomy is perhaps clearest in the philosophical
reflections of Henri Poincare (1854-1912). As a distinguished mathe-
matician and scientist, Poincare had little training in philosophy and
no interest in the spiritualist and idealist orientation of philosophers
such as Ravaisson and Lachelier. (Neither are mentioned in his three
main books on philosophy of science, and even Bergson receives
only one passing reference.) On the other hand, Poincare was well
aware of current philosophical issues about the nature and limita-
tions of science and was very sympathetic to the ideas of Boutroux,
his friend and brother-in-law, about the contingency of laws. Poin-
care's writings on methodological topics set a model for a new
philosophical approach to science, one that placed a high premium
on careful discussion of the conceptual foundations of particular
theories and, on this basis, developed sophisticated analyses of the
key concepts of observation, law, theory, and explanation. He was,
along with Mach and Duhem, a founder of the philosophy of science
that became so central in twentieth-century analytic philosophy.

Poincare was, however, less naively empiricist than the early
logical positivist philosophers of science who came after him.
Reflecting the Kantianism of his milieu, he acknowledges the role of
theoretical interpretation in scientific observation, and his sophisti-
cated conventionalism gives the mind an active role in the consti-
tution of empirical objects and truth. But his work derives more
from reflection on scientific practice than from philosophical prin-
ciple, leading him, for example, to different accounts of conventions
in geometrical axioms, empirical generalizations, and theories; and
his a priori categories, such as simplicity, are more a function of
pragmatic utility than of transcendental conditions of experience.

In the first lesson of his Course in Positive Philosophy (183o-42), Comte had emphasized the
need to trace "the course actually followed by the human mind in action, through the
examination of the methods really employed to obtain the exact knowledge that it has
already acquired" (The Essential Comte, 32).
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Among Poincare's most important views are his account of the
roles of hypotheses in science and his defense of the objectivity of
scientific knowledge. In La science et l'hypothese, he distinguishes
several kinds of hypotheses, each with a distinctive and essential role
in scientific inquiry (La science et l'hypothese [SH], 3/28). The first kind
comprises general claims testable by observation. They are essential
to science's project of foreseeing the future, an enterprise inconsis-
tent with the popular view of science as simply a body of certain
facts, proven by observation. General empirical hypotheses are by
their very nature an extrapolation beyond what observation gives
and so are always open to refutation by subsequent experience.
They are most often explicitly formulated generalizations, supported
but not logically entailed by experimental data; for example,
Kepler's laws of planetary motion, based on Tycho Brahe's observa-
tions of the solar system. There are also unconscious hypotheses of
this sort, unthinking assumptions, often engrained in our language,
about how nature must behave. (Poincare cites examples from
Ampere's work on electrodynamics and notes the value of rigorous
mathematical formulations in bringing such assumptions to light.)
Poincare notes that scientists should try to make hypotheses one at a
time, so that they will know just what has been refuted by a negative
experimental result. (Duhem, as we shall see, will question whether
this is in fact possible.) Poincare argues that a falsified hypothesis is
not a failure of science. A scientific hypothesis is formulated on the
basis of what we have reason to expect, and the failure of our
expectations points to the existence of a new phenomenon that
represents an advance in our knowledge. He also distinguishes a
subclass of empirical hypotheses that are "perfectly natural and from
which one can hardly escape" (SH, 187/135). Examples of such
assumptions (no doubt often unconscious precisely because they are
so natural) are that the influence of very distant bodies is negligible,
that quantitative effects vary continuously with their causes, and that
nature behaves according to basic principles of symmetry. Such
hypotheses, for all their obviousness, may turn out to be falsified by
observation, although they are so fundamental that "they are the
last that ought to be abandoned" (SH, 188/135).

Poincarê also thinks that some scientific hypotheses are not
empirically testable at all. The most important examples are claims
that seem to be substantive empirical hypotheses but turn out to be
"reducible to disguised definitions or conventions" (SH, 3/28).
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Consider, for example, the question of the geometrical structure of
physical space. For a long time, there seemed to be no doubt that
this was Euclidean, since there seemed to be no coherent alternative
to the familiar axioms of Euclidean geometry (such as, for example,
that two lines intersect in at most one point). The only question
concerned the nature of the necessity of these axioms: were they
analytic truths, derivable from the very definitions of basic geome-
trical terms (as Leibniz held) or were they, as Kant maintained,
synthetic a priori truths required as conditions of possible experi-
ence? But according to Poincare, the development in the nineteenth
century of alternative, non-Euclidean geometries refuted both of
these claims by showing that the Euclidean axioms were not
necessary. Such geometries contained axioms contrary to those of
Euclid (those of Riemannian geometry, for example, allowed distinct
lines to intersect in more than one point) and could, moreover, be
proved to be self-consistent if Euclidean geometry was. This put
them on a logical and conceptual par with Euclidean geometry.

Of course, even if Euclidean geometry is not the only conceptual
possibility, it might seem to be the only one supported by empirical
evidence. Do precise measurements not show, for example, that the
three interior angles of a triangle add up to i8o degrees? (Non-
Euclidean geometries require sums lesser or greater than i8o
degrees.) One difficulty with this idea — suggested by Boutroux's
treatment of measurement — is that the non-Euclidean nature of
physical geometry might be apparent only beyond the limits of the
accuracy of our current measurements. But according to Poincare
even unlimited accuracy in measurement could not establish the
empirical truth of one geometry over another because we would
always be free to reinterpret the metric (that is, the way in which
measuring instruments vary in different parts of space) used to
make the measurements. Perhaps, for example, if we assume that
our measuring rods are perfectly rigid bodies, our measurements
will support Euclidean geometry. But the very same measurements
will support a non-Euclidean geometry on the assumption that the
lengths of our rods vary with their position. (We might, of course,
try to measure our measuring rods at various locations — say by
timing light rays that we shot back and forth along their length.
But the result of these meta-measurements would depend on
equally untestable assumptions about the speed and straightness of
the light rays.) Poincare concludes, then, that the question of the
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geometry of physical space can be resolved only by our specifying a
convention.

This does not, he insists, put the nature of space up to our
arbitrary choice. Our choice of a convention is not a whim; it is
based on powerful considerations of convenience (e.g., simplicity).
Our choice is free in the sense of not compelled by logic or observed
facts, but it is not arbitrary. In fact, Poincare maintains that
"Euclidean geometry is, and will remain, the most convenient" (SH,
7o/65), not only because of our familiarity with it and its obvious
adequacy to everyday experiences, but also because of its greater
intrinsic simplicity. 2

Poincare also thinks that some of the fundamental principles of
physics are conventional. Here we often begin with an empirical
hypothesis, say that bodies attract one another in inverse proportion
to their distance or that energy is conserved in closed systems. There
is considerable evidence for the hypothesis; it has very fruitful
consequences and eventually becomes central to our way of thinking
about physical phenomena. At this point, we begin maintaining the
hypothesis even in the face of contrary evidence. If two bodies seem
to move according to something other than the inverse square law,
we take this as evidence that there are other forces operative, not
that the law is invalid. If energy seems not to be conserved, we
assume that the system is not closed. Eventually, what was an
empirical hypothesis becomes a principle true by definition, and the
rest of our physics is built around it. (We can, of course, decide to
cease treating a principle as a definition, but that too is a conven-
tional decision.) Poincare showed how the history of modern physics
supports his distinction between empirical hypotheses and defini-
tional principles.

Poincare was forced to a careful consideration of the objectivity of
science by the writings of one of his students, a brilliant mathemati-
cian-turned-philosopher, Edouard Le Roy. Le Roy argued that
Poincare's demonstration of the conventionality of certain scientific
principles should be extended to all of science: "the scientist creates
[fait] the order and determinism that he imagines he discovers in
things". 3 Why, after all, can we not extend to all scientific claims the

2 This view has, of course, been proven wrong, at least for the purposes of theoretical physics,
by the general theory of relativity, which describes the universe in terms of a Riemannian
geometry of variable curvature.

3 Edouard Le Roy, "Science et philosophic", 513.
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analysis that Poincare gives for the law of gravitation and the
conservation of energy? It may seem that this suggestion misunder-
stands Poincare's analysis. The conventional character of certain
scientific hypotheses was uncovered, in effect, by separating them
into two components, one conventional, the other empirical. So,
Poincare points out (La valeur de la science [VS, 260/334-5), the
statement The stars obey Newton's laws is broken up into: Gravitation
obeys Newton's laws and Gravitation is the only force acting on the stars. The
first component statement may be treated as a conventional defini-
tion, but then the second must be regarded as an empirical hypoth-
esis, falsifiable by observation. The latter, then, remains as a claim of
fact on which the truth of the Newtonian theory depends.

But such a response will not satisfy Le Roy, who maintains that
even scientific facts are created by the scientist: "Far from being
imposed on him from outside, scientific facts are, in truth, made
[faits] by the scientist who asserts them."' Here Le Roy's thought,
inspired by Bergson, is that the sole reality truly given to the mind is
an unstructured continuum of passing time (la duree).' This con-
tinuum is not accessible to the intellect and is revealed only by an
extra-intellectual intuition. All the structures of science are imposed
by the mind on this continuum: "The facts are carved out [tailles] by
the mind in the amorphous matter of the Given." 6 If so, there are no
objectively given scientific facts, merely the free decisions of the
intellect to divide reality up in certain conventional ways. The point
of this division is to provide us with rules of action as guides toward
practical goals. The rules work, but only because we have formulated
them so that they will. As a result, "our calculations are not, properly
speaking, true, but they are effective. Their favorable results are less
the success of our science than of our action."'

Poincare's immediate response to this extreme claim is that the
very success of our rules of action is proof that science is not purely
our creation: "If science did not succeed, it could not serve as [a]
rule of action." Further, the practical success of science derives from
its ability to predict the future. Accordingly, "there is no escape from
this dilemma: either science does not enable us to foresee, and then
it is valueless as a rule of action; or else it enables us to foresee .. .

4 "Un positivisme nouveau", 45
,

5 See below, chapter 3.
6 "Science et philosophic", 517.
7 "La Science positive et la liberte", 338-9.
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and then it is not without value as [a] means of knowledge" (VS,
24o1/324).

This response is effective in principle, but how do we know that it
does not tell against Poincare as well as Le Roy? Perhaps Poincare's
introduction of convention into our understanding of science under-
mines the idea of an objective scientific fact and makes even his own
position vulnerable to his dilemma. To respond adequately to Le
Roy, Poincare needs an account of the nature of scientific facts.

He has such an account, based on a distinction, acknowledged by
Le Roy, between brute facts (les faits bruts) and scientific facts.
Poincare's complaint against Le Roy is that he tries to separate
entirely the brute fact from scientific work, so that the first exercises
no constraint on the second. Poincare maintains that a scientific fact
is simply a translation of a brute fact into a particular (scientific)
language and, as such, has to follow constraints imposed by the
brute fact. He offers the example of the "facts" about an eclipse of
the sun. There is a continuum, beginning with the common-sense
fact that it is getting dark, and moving through ever higher levels of
scientific interpretation such as, An eclipse occurred at nine o'clock, An
eclipse occurred at the time predicted by Newton's laws, and The eclipse occurred
because of the earth's revolution around the sun. In fact, even our first
"common-sense" fact involves a minimal interpretation of "the
impression of obscurity" (VS, 245/327), so that it is really this
impression rather than the assertion "It is getting dark" that is the
brute fact. At each stage beyond the sheer impression of darkness,
this brute fact is expressed in increasingly rich and nuanced
language. But, Poincare maintains, each such expression is con-
strained by the brute fact it is trying to formulate. Granted, we
choose to express the fact through the simple qualitative categories
of dark and light or through the far more sophisticated categories of
the heliocentric theory. But in all cases, given the categories we have
chosen, some formulations are better than others (it would not do to
say It is getting lighter or The sun is in front of the moon); and this is
because of the controlling role of the brute fact we are trying to
express.

This response makes scientific and common sense, but it scarcely
resolves the philosophical problems raised by Le Roy's position. For
the dispute between him and Poincare depends on the nature of
"brute facts": whether there are any such things and, if there are,
whether they have the minimal conceptual structure required to
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constrain "scientific facts". Resolving such issues would require a
much closer probing than Poincare is prepared to undertake of the
precise nature of the concrete experience in which we encounter
alleged "brute facts". Such probing will be a high priority for
subsequent philosophers of experience such as Bergson and, later,
Sartre and Merleau-Ponty. But Poincare has little interest in the
nature of experience, just as he has little interest in Kantian
questions about the conditions of possible experience. He is, perhaps
rightly, content with our humdrum, common-sense understanding of
"fact" and "experience".

Pierre Duhem (1861-1916) was also a prominent scientist (and an
even more prominent historian of science), but, unlike Poincare,
very interested in fundamental issues of epistemology and metaphy-
sics. Nonetheless, his work, like Poincare's, helped constitute phil-
osophy of science as an autonomous discipline. In La theorie physique
Duhem insisted on a sharp split between the world known by science
and the world of metaphysical truth. In his view, the object of
science was merely the sensory appearances of things. The real
world beneath these appearances — for Duhem a domain of Aris-
totelian substances — was inaccessible to scientific scrutiny although
open to nonempirical philosophical reasoning. Duhem enforced this
epistemological dualism with his contention that empirical science
has no explanatory capacity. To explain is to trace phenomena back
to their real causes in the realm of metaphysical substances. Science,
having no access to such causes, can merely formulate and system-
atize empirical generalizations describing the phenomena.

According to Duhem, scientific practice has often been confused
by efforts to use theories to explain. To eliminate this confusion, he
distinguishes between the explanatory and the representational
aspects of any given theory. What a theory represents are phe-
nomena. Science concerns itself with measurable features of the
phenomenal world and associates them with mathematical symbols.
These symbols, in turn, are connected to one another in mathema-
tical propositions. The propositions are formed with a view to logical
consistency and considerations of convenience (e.g., simplicity).
They are also constructed in the hope that conclusions deduced
from them will, when translated back into observational terms,
accord with experienced phenomena. Duhem insists, however, that
there is no reason to think there is one particular set of mathematical
propositions observationally superior to all other sets. Many different
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ways of representing phenomena mathematically would yield inter-
esting and useful conformities with the phenomena. There is,
accordingly, no reason to think that the mathematical structures of
even the most empirically successful theory tell us what underlies
and explains phenomena. Those who speak of theories as explaining
phenomena, rather than just describing and predicting them, mis-
understand the significance of theory construction. Such misunder-
standing leads to a fruitless concern with the details of theoretical
structures, based on the false idea that these details provide the deep
truth about nature. In fact they are just convenient - and hardly
unique - tools for representing phenomena.

Corresponding to Duhem's distinction between experienced phe-
nomena and theoretical representation is his distinction between
"practical facts" and "theoretical facts". A practical fact is a
description of phenomena in ordinary observational language (for
example, This paperweight is heavy, or a basic generalization such as
Heavy objects fall to earth when dropped). A theoretical fact is the
translation of the practical fact into a symbolic language (for
example, This body qf mass m is being acted on by a force g). This
distinction is very similar to Poincare's between "brute facts" and
"scientific facts", but in his La theorie physique, Duhem rejects
Poincare's view that the scientific description is merelj a (convenient)
translation of the brute fact.' He points out that, just as there are
numerous alternative scientific descriptions of any given brute fact,
so too there are numerous brute facts with the same scientific
description. There is a current of n amps in the circuit, for example,
translates brute facts about the behavior of any number of experi-
mental set-ups for measuring electric current. Poincare admits this
but says that it merely reflects the variety of laws connecting currents
with different ways of measuring them. Duhem agrees but maintains
that this shows that our theoretical description of the brute fact as a
current in a circuit is not a mere translation but a complex
theoretical interpretation of the fact. His conclusion is that theoreti-
cal facts are not basic scientific truths; they are already complicated
instruments of calculation that have no truth value in their own
right.

It follows directly that scientific laws and theories cannot be

8 See Duhem's comments on Poincare's distinction in The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory iLa
theorie physique], 149-51.
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regarded as simply inductive generalizations from observed (prac-
tical) facts. The initial scientific descriptions of such facts already
assume a theory about them. But Duhem does not see this as
showing that laws and theories are, as Le Roy maintains, the
arbitrary creations of our minds. As we have seen, laws and theories
can be rejected if they have consequences that, when translated back
into the language of practical facts, turn out to be false. Of course,
Duhem also famously holds that there can never be a decisive
refutation of any single theoretical hypothesis because any empiric-
ally meaningful deduction will require several hypotheses to derive
its conclusion. (There will, for example, be hypotheses giving
theoretical descriptions of our measuring apparatus or stating the
absence of various distorting forces.) Any empirical refutation will
show only that at least one of the relevant hypotheses is false.
Duhem's point here, however, is not the skeptical one that no test
can justify rejecting a hypothesis. He is simply noting the inadequacy
of pure logic to ground such a rejection. There is, he says, such a
thing as "good sense", which enables us to make rational judgments
about cases "that do not fall under the hammer of the principle of
contradiction". 9 It may be difficult for scientists to achieve consensus
about such cases, but eventually there will emerge a shared judgment
about what it is rational to conclude. 10

Duhem's account of science is, as he emphasizes, strictly positivist
in the sense that it rejects any underlying ontology for scientific
theories. The metaphysical content of science is nothing beyond the
common-sense world given in the "practical facts" of ordinary
experience. Theories function simply as instruments of calculation
without revealing the reality beneath the appearances of ordinary
experience, which is why they have no explanatory force. Scientific
results are, therefore, strictly independent of any metaphysical
claims: they can neither establish nor refute any theory about the
real natures of things. But Duhem thinks nonetheless that we can

9 The Aim and Structure of Physical Them); 217.
l() On a related issue, Duhem agrees with Poincarê that there are cases of theoretical

principles that are not open to empirical refutation because they come to have the status of
definitions. But he rejects Poincare's view that there are some principles (e.g., the axioms of
Euclidean geometry) so entrenched in our thought that we could never reject them. "The
history of physics shows us that very often the human mind has been led to overthrow such
principles completely, though they have been regarded by common consent for centuries as
inviolable axioms" (The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory, 212).
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have knowledge of the reality beneath appearances and that, more-
over, scientific results are not irrelevant to that knowledge.

Developing a metaphysical account (or, as Duhem often puts it, a
cosmology) requires first of all close attention to the practical facts
given in experience, apart from any theoretical interpretations.
These common-sense truths are the fundamental data of metaphy-
sics. The trick is to separate them from the theoretical accretions
that we so easily confuse with the plain truth. Here is required the
finesse of the subtle and imaginative mind (l'esprit de finesse), as
opposed to the logical rigor of the geometrical mind (l'esprit geome-
trique). 11 Given an adequate grasp of the practical facts, pure reason
can penetrate to an understanding of the metaphysical reality lying
beneath them. For Duhem, the core of Aristotle's philosophy of
nature is still the best expression of metaphysical truth, although this
truth must be separated from the mass of outdated science that
Aristotle and his successors built up around it.

Duhem recognizes our inveterate tendency to move from the
predictive success of scientific theories to a belief that they are true,
to assume, as he puts it, that our most successful theories provide a
"natural classification" of objects, rather than just a convenient but
dispensable system of conceptual organization. He insists that this
move is a matter of faith rather than knowledge; ontological
inferences from even the best current theory are ungrounded, since
the problems of the moment often require theoretical structures that
will have to be subsequently abandoned. But he also agrees that it is
possible to construct good metaphysical arguments from the history
of science, when, as in fact happens, this history exhibits a
convergence toward a single unified theory of all natural phe-
nomena. There is absolutely no empirical, scientific reason to
explain or expect such convergence - no reason why adequate
description of the phenomena should not require two or more
mutually irreducible theoretical systems. But the fact of convergence
supports the conclusion that there is a coherent reality underlying
the world of appearances. Moreover, Duhem maintains, there will
be an analogy between the scientific theory that gives an ideally
adequate description of phenomena and the cosmology that explains
why the phenomena are as they are. With a thorough grounding in

I I For Duhem's version of this Pascalian distinction and his application of it to the history of
science, see The Aim and Structure of Physical Theory, chapter 4..
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the history of science, we can discern an overall direction in the
development of theoretical structures, from which we can make an
educated guess about what would be the nature of an ideally
adequate theory. His own reading of the historical data was that the
convergence is not toward modern atomistic theories but toward a
generalized thermodynamics strongly analogous to Aristotelian
natural philosophy.

Duhem's endorsement of Aristotelianism is not unconnected with
his Catholic religious faith. Certainly, he saw his belief as requiring a
"spiritualist" metaphysics such as he found in Aristotle and his
medieval successors, as opposed, say, to a metaphysical materialism
or naturalism. Nor did Duhem deny that it was important to his
faith to show that there could be no contradictions between Catholic
doctrines and scientific results. But he insists that his view of science
was developed in complete independence of his religious commit-
ment and should be entirely convincing to nonbelievers. In this
sense, it is not, as Abel Rey suggested, the "physics of a believer". 12

Duhem's positivist rejection of science as explanatory and realistic
was challenged by the work, likewise deeply informed by the history
of science, of Emile Meyerson (1859-1933). Meyerson first argues
that explanation has been the consistent aim of science throughout
its history. Scientists from Aristotle through Galileo and Newton to
Maxwell and Einstein have tried to discover the true nature of
physical reality and to use this as a basis for explaining observed
phenomena. Duhem, of course, agrees but sees the drive for
explanation as a dead-end that has distracted scientists from their
true business of describing phenomena. But according to Meyerson,
when scientists "describe" phenomena they are really replacing the
inadequate interpretations of common sense with more accurate
scientific interpretations. He accepts the distinction between brute
or practical facts and theoretical or scientific facts and agrees with
Duhem that the distinction is between two different interpretations.
"The scientist makes scientific facts and not brute facts", but, in

12 Abel Rey, "La philosophic scientifique de M. Duhem", 44ff and 133ff. Duhem's response,
"The Physics of a Believer", is included as an appendix to The Aim and Structure of Physical
Theory. Edouard Le Roy was likewise a strongly committed Catholic (although, unlike
Duhem, he was a strong opponent of scholastic Aristotelianism). He also insisted that his
hyper-conventionalist view of science did not derive from his religious faith. On the other
hand, Le Roy's extension of his conventionalism to religious dogmas, which he presented as
merely rules for guiding action, resulted in his views being included in Pius X's
condemnation of modernism (in his encyclical "Pascendi gregis" of 1907).
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making a scientific fact, the scientist "has exactly followed the same
process which common sense employed in creating the brute fact"
and has thereby produced an improved version of practical facts. 13

The resulting theoretical facts are, therefore, better descriptions of
physical reality and, as such, have the ontological significance that
Duhem accords to practical facts: they are data from which we must
construct a metaphysical cosmology. It follows that this construction
is carried out not by transempirical metaphysics but by theoretical
science itself.

Meyerson's realistic view of theory is intimately connected to his
famous thesis that to explain is to identify. According to this thesis, to
explain a phenomenon scientifically is to identify it with a theoretical
description that replaces our common-sense description. So, for
example, the kinetic theory explains heat by identifying it as the
motion of molecules, and electromagnetic theory explains the current
in a circuit by identifying it with the flow of electrons. Meyerson
supports this thesis through detailed historical studies of chemical
and physical theories, studies that challenge Duhem's positivist
histories. 14 He also uses the thesis to argue that a surd of irrationality
underlies the scientific enterprise. Since to explain is to identify, a
total explanation of the universe would require reducing it to a sheer
undifferentiated unity. This, however, contradicts the plurality of
objects that always confronts science and that, accordingly, poses an
impassable limit on rational explanation.

Despite important disagreements among themselves, Poincare,
Duhem, and Meyerson represent a single new and distinctive
approach to philosophical reflection on science. They are positivist
in their effort to avoid metaphysical assumptions and empiricist in
their insistence on the central role of observation and experiment.
But their positivism does not extend to the dogmatic elimination of
all metaphysical inquiry and their empiricism is a sophisticated sort
that allows for the mind's active role in the constitution of both
theory and experience. They also all emphasize the need for
philosophers of science to operate out of an intimate acquaintance
with the actual practice of science, both historical and contemporary.
Not only the spirit of their approach but also many of their specific

13 Emile Meyerson, Identity and Reality, 378.
14 These studies are found both in Identiti et realite and, especially, in De l'explication dans les

sciences. Later, in La deduction relativiste, he supports his views by an analysis of Einstein's
theory of relativity.
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formulations of problems and solutions are directly relevant to
contemporary discussions, and their thought has maintained a
significance outside of France unusual in French thinkers of their
period.

At the same time, its positivism and empiricism separated the new
philosophy of science from the spiritualism and idealism that
continued to define mainline French philosophy in the Third
Republic. The separation was deepened by the specialized training
in science and its history that the new discipline required. 15 Bergson
and Brunschvicg combined traditional interests with specialized
work on scientific issues. Eventually, however, French philosophy of
science became a nearly autonomous domain, respected and influen-
tial in the French university, but, especially after the rise of existential
philosophy, mostly left to a small circle of specialists. Gaston
Bachelard and Georges Canguilhem were, as we shall see, important
figures in the general education of successive generations of students
at the Sorbonne. But, apart from the exceptional case of Michel
Foucault, they had relatively little influence on existentialist and
post-structuralist philosophers dominant from the 1940s on. Outside
of France, after the rise of logical positivism, philosophy of science
took a formal, non-historical turn for which the French tradition was
uncongenial. The French in turn were disdainful of what they saw as
the naive epistemological foundationalism of logical positivism and
its insensitivity to the actual practice of science. Later, when the
historicist reaction against positivism took hold, English-speaking
philosophers of science rediscovered major themes articulated long
before by the French tradition, such as the theory-ladenness of
observation and the irreducibility of scientific rationality to logic.
But by then the two approaches were too far apart for fruitful
interaction. The French could hardly share the excitement of what
they rightly saw as old news; 1 h and the British and Americans had
scant interest in discussions which, if they read them at all, lacked

13 Also relevant here is the fact that Poincare, Duhem, and Meyerson were all, in different
ways, outsiders to the close community of the philosophers of the Third Republic. All were
trained in science rather than philosophy. Duhem, at least partly because of his conservative
religious and political views, never received a call to Paris and remained throughout his
career at the provincial university of Bordeaux. Meyerson was born in Lublin, Russia (now
Poland), educated in Germany, and never held a teaching position in France.

16 When George Steiner chided Foucault for (in Les mots et les chases) not mentioning Kuhn,
Foucault responded that he had instead cited a thinker who had anticipated Kuhn, Georges
Canguilhem ("Foucault responds 2", 6o).
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the analytic clarity and rigor to which they were accustomed and
that ignored logical positivist philosophy of science as hardly worth
refuting. 17

BRUNSCHVICG

Leon Brunschvicg (1869-1944) was the leading representative of
university idealism. As a professor of philosophy at the Sorbonne
from 190o to 1939, he exercised immense influence, and every
aspiring French philosopher, from Marcel to Sartre and Merleau-
Ponty, had to come to terms with his thought. Brunschvicg was
famous as an editor of Pascal and a historian of philosophy
(particularly that of Spinoza), but the heart of his work was the
"critical idealism" he developed and defended throughout his
career. The root and foundation of critical idealism is his thesis, La
modalite du jugement, completed when Brunschvicg was only twenty-
eight years old. What might seem to be merely a specialized
monograph on modality is in fact an outline of an entire philosophy.

Brunschvicg's idealism is based, first of all, on a thorough rejection
of the thing-in-itself. He finds no sense in the idea that we could
have any knowledge of something as it exists entirely apart from its
relation to our knowledge. "Knowledge is not an accident that is
added on from outside a being" but rather "constitutes a world that
is the world for us", for "a thing outside of knowledge would be by
definition inaccessible, indeterminable, that is to say equivalent for
us to nothing" (La modalite du jugement [MJ], 2). Further, Brunschvicg
does not reject external, material realities in favor of an internal,
spiritual reality. A substantial subject of experience would be just as
much a thing-in-itself as the external substances posited by realism.
A consistent idealism must see all beings as the objects of a thought
that is itself a function or act of thinking, not an independently
existing thing.

Whereas natural sciences are concerned with the objects of
thought, philosophy is concerned with thought itself, the intellectual
activity through which objects are presented to (constituted for) us. It

17 Anglophones may also have been put off by the fact that, during the 196os and 197os, a
number of French students of philosophy of science (or, as the French say, l'epistemologie)
were followers of Louis Althusser's structuralist Marxism, which appropriated some key
concepts of Gaston Bachelard, by then the most influential French philosopher of science.
See below, chapter 8.
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may seem that characterizing the activity of thought as "intellectual"
begs important questions about its nature, but Brunschvicg is
prepared to argue that thinking is identical with judging, the
quintessential intellectual activity. Since philosophy itself is an
example of intellectual activity, it follows that it is an essentially
reflective enterprise: "Intellectual activity becoming aware of itself
[prenant conscience d'elle-merne] — that's what philosophy is" (MY, 4).

Brunschvicg tries to establish his central claim that thinking is
judging by arguing that the other two traditional elements of
thought, concepts and reasoning, are reducible to judgment. Philo-
sophers have perennially argued over whether concepts should be
defined by their extension (nominalism) or by their comprehension
(realism). But according to Brunschvicg the premise of this venerable
debate is wrong. There is no need or possibility of reducing a
concept to either the individuals that fall under it or the properties
that describe those individuals. Rather, a concept is precisely the
linking of a certain set of properties to a certain set of individuals.
"To conceive man is to unite together certain characteristics and
certain individuals [and] to assert these characteristics of these
individuals." But such an assertion is precisely what is meant by a
judgment, so "we can say without paradox that to conceive is to
judge" (MY, 8).

We are inclined to think that deductive reasoning is a matter of
connecting two or more judgments so as to derive yet another
judgment. Now a connection of two judgments cannot be itself a
judgment, since a judgment unites two terms (a subject and a
predicate), not two judgments. So it would seem that an instance of
deductive reasoning must be something other than a judgment.
Brunschvicg, however, maintains that deductive reasoning is not a
matter of connecting two or more judgments but of making a single
judgment. Consider, for example, a standard syllogism: All philoso-
phers are just; Socrates is a philosopher; therefore, Socrates is just.
On Brunschvicg's analysis, this syllogism expresses the single judg-
ment, Socrates is just. The two premises of the syllogism merely
explicate this judgment by noting, first, that the characteristic being
just (the predicate of the judgment) is included in the characteristic
being a philosopher and, second, that Socrates (the subject of the
judgment) is an instance of the general subject, a philosopher. Because
of this, the judgment, Socrates is just, can also be expressed as This
philosopher (i. e. , Socrates) has the characteristic of being a philosopher (which
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includes being just). When we reason deductively, we begin with the
first form of the judgment (expressed in the premises) and conclude
with the second form. But the conclusion is not a new judgment, just
a "new expression of a judgment that was already in my mind" (MJ,
19). In this way, reasoning is revealed as just a matter of making a
judgment (Brunschvicg develops similar analyses for other syllogistic
figures).

Having established that to think is to judge, Brunschvicg turns to
the question of what a judgment is. It is, first of all, an affirmation,
an assertion that something is the case. The deep philosophical
issues arise when we ask what "is" means in a given judgment. Since
Aristotle, philosophers have agreed that judgments vary depending
on whether what they affirm is necessary existence, actual existence,
or possible existence. Brunschvicg accepts this distinction of the
three modalities of judgment (hence three meanings of "is") but
maintains that the significance of these modalities cannot be dis-
covered by a merely formal (logical) analysis of the language in
which they are expressed. Understanding the forms of judgment
requires us to answer fundamental metaphysical and epistemological
questions of being and truth.

Brunschvicg begins by noting that, in some cases, judgment
seems to be a matter of our awareness of the internal connection
between two ideas. When, for example, I judge that the sum of the
interior angles of a triangle is two right angles, the "is" of my judgment
expresses the necessary intellectual connection between the two
terms connected. Such a judgment expresses the unity that the
mind finds between two notions that are only verbally separated
and are in themselves mutually implicated. Here Brunschvicg will
say that judgment takes the "form of interiority", since its "is"
expresses the internal unity of ideas. In other cases, however, my
judgment seems to have nothing to do with the internal connections
of ideas but rather expresses the brute fact that something exists in
reality, that, for example, this thing exists here and now. In such a case,
"is" does not express a unity required by the mind's understanding
but a "shock of reality" that the mind must simply accept without
understanding: "it is the impossibility of the intellect's penetrating
to the interior of what it represents in order to analyze and
understand it that obliges [the intellect] to stop short [s'arrgter], to
posit being, that is, to recognize the fact that that is" (Mi, 88). Here
judgment takes the "form of exteriority", its "is" expressing not the
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internal necessity of intelligible thought but the undeniable given-
ness of an external reality.

Brunschvicg's acceptance of this givenness does not mean that he
is abandoning idealism. Like Fichte (from whom he takes the
expression "shock of reality"), he is prepared to argue that the very
exteriority of external objects is just the way they are given to
(constituted by) the mind. But there nonetheless remains an un-
bridgeable epistemological gap between what can be known simply
through the mind's internal reflection and what requires the jolt of
external experience.

Brunschvicg emphasizes that pure interiority and pure exteriority
are merely ideal forms, limiting cases of judgment, which in reality is
always a mixture of the two. This means that our effort to discover
the truth of reality cannot be a matter, as some idealists have
thought, of the mind's reflectively intuiting or deducing its own
intellectual content. Such an enterprise will yield only fragile
abstractions that cannot sustain the shock of reality. At the same
time, Brunschvicg of course rejects the empiricist error of believing
that the truth lies simply in what the mind passively receives from
outside. Truth and reality are rather expressed in "mixed judg-
ments" through which what has been given so far in experience is
interpreted through the best intellectual framework so far developed
by the mind. Since both the most precise experience and the most
accurate interpretations of it are achieved by science, it follows that
the philosophical pursuit of truth and reality must take the form of
historical reflection on science's development of increasingly ade-
quate judgments.

It is this conclusion that justifies Parodi's characterization of
Brunschvicg's thought as a union of positivism and idealism ("positi-
visme idealiste"). 18 The positivism consists in his claim that we know
the truth by experiencing the historical progress of science, the
idealism in his corresponding insistence that this history is the record
of the mind's constitution of ever more successful frameworks for the
interpretation of experience. The truth is derived from reflection on
the life of the mind, but the mind itself is encountered as a positive

18 Dominique Parodi, Philosophic contemporaine en France, 425, 430. Parodi notes the similar
positions of Louis Weber (Vers le po.sitivisme absolu par l'idCalisme), and of Alain (pseudonym of
Emile Chartier). Alain (1868-1951) was an exceptionally charismatic teacher, who, at the
Lycee Henri IV in Paris (19o9-33), influenced a generation of students that included
Simone Weil, Raymond Aron, and Jean-Paul Sartre.
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reality in human history of science, not as an esoteric ahistorical
object of philosophical insight.

Brunschvicg's early views on judgment, truth, and reality provide
the guiding thread for the three massive historical studies that
constitute the bulk of his life's work. The first was Les etapes de la
pensee mathematique (1912), which follows the entire history of mathe-
matics and of mathematically inspired philosophy from the ancient
Greeks through twentieth-century logicism and intuitionism.
Brunschvicg rejects the idea that mathematics is a pure study of
merely ideal relations and instead views it as essentially tied to our
efforts to understand the world. His history shows how novel
mathematical ideas emerge from the mind's creative efforts to make
sense of our experience of the world: "nature puts the mind to the
test; the mind responds by constituting mathematical science."' At
the same time, Brunschvicg follows the work of philosophers
particularly, Plato, Descartes, Leibniz, and Kant - inspired by the
mathematical achievements of their times. He acknowledges the
resulting advances in philosophical understanding but denounces
the philosophical systems that present those results as the final word
on the nature of reality, arguing that the subsequent history of
mathematics always creates new ideas that undermine the old
systems. The only philosophical conclusion supported by the history
of mathematics is Brunschvicg's own anti-systematic view of the
mind responding to ever new and unpredictable "shocks" of nature
with its own new and unpredictable interpretations.

A second volume, L'experience humaine et la causalite physique (1922),
develops the same general viewpoint, this time through a study of
scientific and philosophical conceptions of causality. It concludes
that history undermines the pretensions of both the philosophies of
nature of absolute idealists such as Hegel and the philosophies of
science of other modern philosophers such as Descartes and Kant,
but supports the more modest claims of Brunschvicg's philosophy of
thought (philosophie de pensee). As he uses the term, a philosophy of
nature offers a view of the natural world, derived entirely from
philosophical insight and reasoning, that claims to be independent of
and superior to the empirical constructions of natural scientists.
Whereas both ancient and early modern philosophers saw an
intimate connection, if not identity, between philosophical and

19 Les itapes de la pensee mathimatique, 569.
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scientific efforts to understand the world, the philosophy of nature,
first fully developed by German idealists of the early nineteenth
century, claimed to be able to "achieve, on its own, through original
procedures, the system of things that scientists have not been able to
achieve" with their mathematical and experimental methods (L'ex-
perience humaine et la causalite physique [EH], 544). Brunschvicg rejects
this project as "a chimera", refuted by its obvious inconsistency with
scientific truths and explained by the human desire for "dogmatic
speculation that seeks simple and definitive systems" (EH, 545).

By contrast a philosophy of science quite properly does not seek
"truths beyond the plane of scientific verification; it limits the
horizon of human knowledge [connaissance] to the results furnished
by science [savoir scientfique]" (EH, 546). Such philosophies —
especially in the form of Kant's critique or Comte's positivism —
effectively oppose systems of dogmatic metaphysics. But they go
wrong in thinking that, from the de facto science of their time, they
can extract final truths that must define the framework of all
subsequent science. Brunschvicg notes how often, during the last
century, developments in pure mathematics — and even more in
mechanics and physics — "have blithely ignored [jouees comme a plaisir]
the alleged limits imposed on them in the name of [Kantian]
criticism or of positivism" (EH, 546). (In this regard, Brunschvicg
finds Einstein's general theory of relativity particularly revolu-
tionary.)

Brunschvicg's own "philosophy of thought" balances the claim
that only science can provide the definitive account of reality with a
realization that the content of its account cannot be extracted from
the science of any given time. What is required instead is historical
reflection on the full sweep of science as it has developed over the
last 2500 years: "science considered apart from its history [devenir] is
an abstraction". The philosophy of thought hopes to show that this
history is not a mere "aggregate of disparate and diverging opi-
nions". Its project is to employ a "total knowledge of the curve
followed [by science] up to now ... to project the light of a new
reflection onto the previous phases of thought and . . . in particular
to clarify the relative position of the present". The result will be "a
philosophy of human history" that will "define the direction [sob] of
the drama in which humanity has found itself engaged since it first
became aware of its contact with things" (EH, 552).

Brunschvicg speaks of his philosophy of thought as being "pro-
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gressive" and in tune with the "rhythm of progress" (EH, 552).
Given his strong claims about the unpredictability of the future
direction of science, it is hard to see how even the most well-
informed history could give us a real sense of where science is going
in the long run. But Brunschvicg thinks there is something substan-
tial that can be said about the moral and religious progress of
humankind, a progress that he sees as intimately connected with the
development of science and which he treats in his third magnum
opus, Le progres de la conscience dans la philosophie occidentale (1927).

Brunschvicg's view of progress is rooted in the account of practical
judgments that he developed in La modalite du jugement. There he
argued that practical judgments should be understood as parallel to
theoretical judgments. Corresponding to the distinction between the
form of exteriority and the form of interiority (that is, between
judgments about experientially given facts and judgments about the
internal relation of ideas), there is a distinction between judgments
concerning happiness, which depend on the external world, and
judgments of morality, which, following Kant, Brunschvicg sees as
deriving from "internal conditions tied to a rational principle" (Mj,
217). Likewise, just as theoretical judgments are in fact always a
mixture of exteriority and interiority, so our practical judgments
always combine considerations of happiness and of morality. Just as
scientists must apply a priori intellectual frameworks to the given
facts of experience, so we must apply the a priori principles of
morality to the given passions and desires of our concrete existence.
"In the two cases, the task of judgment is the same: it faces us with a
given nature, either as external world or as individual character."
just as in the theoretical realm scientists "destroy bit by bit the
illusions born from sensible representations", so in the practical
realm moralists "denounce the contradictions of human nature and
the vanity of its spontaneous will". More generally, moral principles
and the principles of mathematics are both characterized by a
"rational purity and universality" that is gradually extended to
various levels of physical and social reality (MI, 22i).

Brunschvicg insists that these parallels are not simply an artifact of
his mode of exposition. They express the "higher truth" of the
"unity of the human mind [l'esprit] ". Although our analyses distin-
guish "knowledge and action, theory [speculation] and practice, life
does not know this distinction" since "theoretical matters [demarches
speculatives] are intimately tied to practical matters, which continue
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and presuppose them" (MJ, 221). Since Brunschvicg identifies the
mind with the activity of judgment, the only difference between
theory and practice lies in the object of the judgment, not in the
nature of the judgment itself, which is in either case a creative
structuring of pregiven materials. Even more importantly, the attain-
ment of theoretical truth and of moral goodness both require the
same central virtue: a rigorous pursuit of the universal by renouncing
all personal perspectives and interests.

Here it is important to take account of Brunschvicg's emphasis on
freedom. In its own right, the mind is entirely free to construct
whatever laws and norms it chooses. In both science and ethics,
"there is nothing outside of freedom"; "consciousness is the creator
of moral values, as it is of scientific values and of aesthetic values". 20

Its "existence is to develop in conformity to the law that it imposes
on itself". 21 In both science and morality, the mind is essentially
creative: "In all domains, the heroes of the spiritual life are those
who, without referring to outdated models ., have cast ahead of
themselves lines of intelligence and truth that are destined to create
a moral universe in the same way that they have created the material
universe of gravitation or of electricity." 22 Thus far, Brunschvicg
sounds like a proto-existentialist, and there surely are some anticipa-
tions of Sartre in his formulations. But he goes on to insist that the
development of both science and ethics requires that the mind's
freedom be directed toward a universal, objective viewpoint; he
never makes the key existentialist move of giving individual
consciousness ontological and ethical priority over this viewpoint.

Brunschvicg sees the epistemic and the moral progress of human-
ity as intertwined. just as we have moved from the perspectival
limitations of sense perception toward universal laws valid for all
observers, so we have moved from moral ideals limited to our own
social groups to an ideal of love for all humans. The history of
humanity is the history of its progress to unity, both cognitive and
ethical. 23

As Brunschvicg sees it, this progress has involved sloughing off
many of the elements of traditional religion. The development of

20 Le progres de la conscience dans la philosophic occidentale, 715, 705.
21 L'idealisme contemporain, 32.
22 "Vie interieure et vie spirituelle", 146.
23 Hence Brunschvicg's title, Le progres de la conscience, intends both meanings of the French

conscience: consciousness and conscience.
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critical idealism shows that the idea of God as a transcendent being,
entirely independent of our minds, is incoherent. Further, the
apparatus of institutional religion - its rites, creeds, and codes - have
been impediments to the free development of thought. To this
extent, there should be no place for "religious consciousness" in the
future history of humanity. Brunschvicg does allow, however, for a
reformulation of religious language in defensible terms. This re-
quires an understanding of God not as a superhuman personage,
causally involved with the world, but as a value, indeed the ultimate
value of truth and love, the unity toward which human history is
converging.



CHAPTER 3

Bergson

For the truths which the intellect apprehends directly in the
world of full and unimpeded light have something less pro-
found, less necessary than those which life communicates to us
against our will in an impression which is material because it
enters us through the senses but yet has a spiritual meaning
which it is possible for us to extract.

(Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, VI, 273)

The strong focus of the early Third Republic's philosophers on
science is hardly unusual. The identity of philosophy has always
been intimately associated with that of science. We can think of
philosophy's premodern period as the time, before the scientific
revolution, when it was identical with science, when philosophy was
simply the enterprise of understanding the world in all its aspects.
The scientific revolution destroyed this identity by showing that
there was at least one domain — knowledge of the material world
where philosophy's methods of rational insight and logical argument
were not adequate. Here, it was gradually discovered (and, of course,
anticipations of the discovery can be traced back to the very
beginnings of Greek inquiry) that the empirical method of testing
conjectures by observing whether their consequences were true was
far superior. No doubt philosophy, considered simply as our search
for truth, could be regarded as employing this method. Then what
the modern world has come to know as science would still be part of
philosophy. But this is mere contingency of words. The determining
historical fact is that philosophy came to be identified with employ-
ments of reason other than the empirical, prediction-driven pro-
cedures of science. The future of philosophy, in the wake of these
procedures, depended on the value of these other employments of
reason.

It is not, therefore, surprising that roughly from the time of
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Descartes, the critique of science became a major philosophical
concern. Explicitly or implicitly, every modern philosophical enter-
prise has had to guarantee a place for itself by showing that there is
something for it to know that escapes the grasp of empirical science.'

There have been many vehicles for staking out the domain of
philosophy, from Descartes' dualism through the positivists' analytic-
synthetic distinction. But one of the most persistently attractive has
been the claim that philosophy can and should root itself in an
experience with an immediacy or concreteness that escapes the abstrac-
tions required for successful empirical science. Here the general
thought is that the precision required for rigorously testing hypothe-
ses requires us to ignore certain aspects of our experience that are
not open to scientific (e.g., quantitative) formulation. The claim (or
hope), however, is that philosophy is capable of giving us an
epistemically adequate access to the experience that science must
ignore. The appeal to a distinctive realm of philosophical experience
is prominent in the French spiritualist tradition and especially in the
work of its greatest representative, Henri Bergson (1859-1941). 2

Since Bergson's mother was English, he spent considerable time
visiting her relatives and grew up with a native fluency in English.
But his education was entirely in the French system. He entered the
Ecole Normale in 1878 (where he was a classmate of Jean Jaures and
Emile Durkheim), passed the agregation in 1881, and received his
doctorate in 1889. For many years Bergson taught at lycees, par-
ticularly two elite Parisian schools, the Lycee Louis-le-Grand and the
Lycee Henri IV. He never held a university professorship but did
teach at the Ecole Normale before being elected to a chair at the
College de France in 'goo, where his lectures became the rage of
fashionable Paris. He had immense influence not only on philoso-
phers but also on French writers such as Proust, Valery, and Peguy,
as well as many British and American modernists; psychologists such
as Pierre Janet and Jean Piaget; political theorists such as Georges
Sorel; and avant-garde artistic movements such as Cubism, Fauvism,
and Futurism. Unlike other French philosophers of the time,

1 Some philosophers, such as Quine, hold a methodological naturalism that assimilates their
enterprise to empirical science. However, for them, the fact that we still continue to talk of
"philosophy" — if we do — reflects only the contingent genealogy of certain discussions or the
sociological classification of certain groups of inquirers. Philosophy has no irreducible
epistemic status.

2 On Bergson's relation to spiritualism, see Dominique Janicaud, Une genealogic du spiritualisme
francais.
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Bergson gained an international reputation; he received the Nobel
Prize for literature in 1928. He was also active in diplomatic affairs,
working for the entry of the United States into World War I and,
after the war, serving on the League of Nations' Commission for
Intellectual Cooperation. Bergson's health (particularly, crippling
arthritis) forced him to retire from his chair in 1921 and eventually
from most other public activities. Shortly before his death he refused
a personal exemption offered by the Vichy regime to its anti-Semitic
laws and insisted on registering as a Jew.

BERGSON ON THE HISTORY OF PHILOSOPHY

Toward the end of his most influential book, L'evolution creatrice (1907),
Bergson offers a critical sketch of the history of philosophy in its
relation to science that provides an excellent introduction to his
philosophical project. Bergson sees science as essentially tied to what
he calls the "cinematographical method" (L'evolution creatrice [EC],
773/357). By this he means that science views reality not as a
continuous flux (the duration that it in fact is) but as a series of
instantaneous "snapshots" extracted from this flux. In terms of a
simple but fundamental example, science derives from a mind-set
that makes Zeno's paradoxes both inevitable and unsolvable. Its end
is the control of nature and thereby more effective action in the
world. Now action, Bergson maintains, is always directed from a
starting-point to an end-point and has no essential concern with
whatever comes between the two. Therefore, the focus of science on
action leads directly to its cinematographic view of reality.

It may be readily accepted that such a construal makes sense for
ancient science, which divided the world into a discontinuous series
of qualitatively distinct essences or natures and for which, as
Bergson puts it, "physics is but logic spoiled" (EC, 765/347). But
what about modern science, which rejects the qualitative approach
and conceptualizes the world as a continuous manifold, open to the
technique of the differential calculus? Bergson recognizes the dis-
tinctive character of modern science but does not see it as aban-
doning the division of the natural flux into isolatable moments.
Modern science abandons not the ancient division of nature into
moments but the ancient assumption that certain of these moments
are privileged over others, in favor of the democratic view that
science must be able to describe nature from the standpoint of any
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one of its moments. Thus, the ancients saw the motion of a falling
body as intelligible in terms of the privileged moment of its telos, its
return to the earth to which it was naturally inclined. Galileo, by
contrast, developed a kinematics for which "there was no essential
moment, no privileged instant" and for which "to study the falling
body is to consider it at it matters not what moment in its course"
(EC, 775/36o).

Accordingly, ancient and modern physics do not differ over the
assumption that the flux of nature is divisible into discrete elements.
They differ only on whether there is an intrinsically privileged
division or an equivalence of all possible divisions. Bergson compares
the difference to that between an ancient sculptural aesthetic for
which the horses on the Parthenon frieze are caught at a moment
that distills the essence of their gallop and a modern photographic
aesthetic that sees all instantaneous snapshots of the gallop as
equally valid representations (EC, 776/ 361). From this difference
follow the modern emphasis on quantitative rather than qualitative
descriptions and the modern concern with laws rather than con-
cepts. But the essential scientific view of nature as a succession of
fixed moments, as opposed to our lived experience of continuous
time, remains in place.

It may be objected that modern science has given time an essential
role, making it the independent variable in all its equations, whereas
ancient science took a fundamentally static view of nature. Aristotle
thought he had understood planetary motion adequately when he
conceptualized it as circular (and even Ptolemy did not pretend to
provide a physical explanation of celestial motions). But Kepler was
not content with his discovery that planetary orbits were elliptical. He
required laws that described how the planets traveled through these
orbits over time. Bergson admits this modern enthronement of the
temporal but maintains that the time in question is not the continuous
flux of duration but a spatialized, immobile surrogate for it:
In contrast with ancient science, which stopped at certain so-called essential
moments, [modern science] is occupied indifferently with any moment
whatever. But it always considers moments, always virtual stopping-places,
always, in short, immobilities. Which amounts to saying that real time,
regarded as flux, or, in other words, the very mobility of being, escapes the
hold of scientific knowledge. (EC, 779-8o/366)

It appears, then, that even modern scientific accounts fail to catch
the essential movement of lived time. We might have expected,
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accordingly, that modern philosophy, which was deeply concerned
with finding itself a distinctive place in a cognitive realm more and
more dominated by science, would have grounded itself precisely on
lived duration. We might have expected a philosophy that rejected
the "cinematographical method" and focused on the "flux itself of
duration" of which "science neither would nor could lay hold" (EC,
784/372). Certainly, "this conception of metaphysics is that which
modern science suggests" (EC, 785/373).

However, although Bergson finds some hints of such a construal of
philosophy he maintains that, on the whole, this was not the
direction taken by Descartes and his successors. One reason was the
abiding influence of the ancient view of reality, which made "time a
degradation, and change the diminution of a form given from all
eternity" (EC, 786/374). This view had led to metaphysical systems,
from the Eleatic to the Aristotelian, that, despite their differences,
privileged eternal, spiritual structures and regarded the world of
matter and change as inessential and ultimately unreal. Even
Aristotle, who so resisted the Platonic separation of form from
matter, ended by in effect combining all the forms into one, which
he identified with the self-thinking "Thought of Thought" and
established as the ultimate unmoved cause of all motion. Modern
metaphysicians were strongly inclined to "repeat with the new
science what had been tried on the old"; that is, to view the new
world of mechanized matter in the same way that the ancient
metaphysicians had viewed their world of eternal forms: as a
complete and unified system encompassing all truth and all reality
Admittedly, given its essential role as independent variable, time
could not be simply reduced to an unreal status. But, since the
modern view treated time as nothing more than a fourth spatial
dimension, 3 it could readily be viewed as having no creative efficacy,
as merely the vehicle for the automatic unrolling of a nomologically
determined sequence.

According to Bergson, the direction modern philosophy took is
the natural direction of the human mind, given its evolutionary
orientation toward practical action. A metaphysics of duration is a
precious theoretical truth, but not one for which we are adapted.
"The science of matter proceeds like ordinary knowledge",

3 The spatialization of time becomes explicit only in Minkowski's formulation of special
relativity, but Bergson sees it as implicit in modern science since at least Galileo.
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perfecting and extending it but not altering its fundamentally
cinematographic bias (EC, 779/ 365).

Descartes himself, according to Bergson, shows some inclination
to the new metaphysical possibility in his separation of the mind as
free agent (and God as continuous creator) from the universal
mechanism of the external world. His dualism may well be inco-
herent, but it at least represents a bow to the reality of duration. By
contrast, Spinoza and Leibniz, insisting on total systematic unity,
return fully to the spirit of ancient metaphysics and refuse the new
path suggested by the limitations of modern science. They transform
the determinism that is a plausible methodological or heuristic rule
of the new science into "a fundamental law of things" (EC, 788/378).
The ancient system of concepts is merely replaced with a modern
system of laws. Bergson sums up the essential similarity of ancient
and modern metaphysics as follows:
The resemblances of this new metaphysics to that of the ancients arise from
the fact that both suppose ready-made — the former above the sensible, the
latter within the sensible — a science one and complete, with which any
reality that the sensible may contain is believed to coincide. For both, reality
as well as truth are integrally given in eternity Both are opposed to the idea of a
reality that creates itself gradually, that is, at bottom, to an absolute
duration. (EC, 794/384-5)

In Kant, however, Bergson finds an important tendency (not,
admittedly, ever properly developed) to a new metaphysics. He
agrees that, from one point of view, Kant's philosophy "is only a
continuation of the metaphysics of the moderns and a transposition
of the ancient metaphysics". Certainly, "the philosophy of Kant is

imbued with the belief in a science single and complete,
embracing the whole of the real" (EC, 795-6/387). Bergson does
not, accordingly, read Kant as a critic of metaphysics as such. But he
does see Kant as developing an extremely important criticism of the
modern metaphysics of Spinoza and Leibniz. The germ of this
criticism is a distinctive feature, noted above, of modern science as
opposed to ancient: the focus on laws rather than concepts. Laws,
Kant argues, are relations between two terms, and "a relation is
nothing outside of the intellect that relates" (EC, 796/387). Since,
then, as modern science tells us, the phenomenal universe is a
system of laws, it follows that the "phenomena have passed through
the filter of an intellect". So far he is in agreement with the modern
rationalist metaphysicians, who, however, go on to identify this
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tendencies that motivated much analytic philosophy were present in
France, but they were channeled along paths outside of philosophy.
(This, however, is not to deny that much French social science, from
Durkheim through Levi-Strauss to Bourdieu, has had major philo-
sophical significance.)

The philosophical root of the French focus on freedom was its
distinctive national tradition, spiritualism. Initially, spiritualism was
a philosophy to complement an optimistic bourgeois Catholicism,
for which human life was a matter of individuals freely working out
their salvation in a comfortable socio-economic world itself em-
bedded in a providentially benevolent cosmos. In the course of the
century, both the religion and the optimism lost their central place in
French thought, but there remained the focus on understanding
individual freedom and on concrete experience as the locus of this
understanding.

The ultimate explanation of this emphasis on individual freedom
may well lie in France's religious and revolutionary heritage. But the
specific instrument of transmission for this heritage was the philo-
sophical educational system. Here the two salient features of this
system were its centralism and its institutionalism. Almost every
important French philosopher was trained in Paris, and of those, the
great majority studied at the Ecole Normale. Further, this education
was dominated by the institutional demands of the lycee's classe de
philosophie, implemented by the crucial agregation examination. Philo-
sophers were trained to be purveyors of a syllabus; and it was this
syllabus, with its emphasis on French philosophy (and French
interpretations of non-French classics) that transmitted the emphasis
on individual freedom as the core of philosophizing.

The French centering of philosophical education around a histor-
ical syllabus contrasts with the Anglo-American and the German
models contemporary with it. The analytic philosophy dominant in
the English-speaking world produced solvers of philosophical prob-
lems, guided much less by their formation in a national tradition or
in the more general history of philosophy than by their conceptual
quickness and imagination. German philosophy favored history over
problems, but initiated the young philosopher into a tradition as the
disciple of one of its master-thinkers. Twentieth-century French
philosophy produced its share of master-thinkers, but they typically
remained at some distance from the university system, either, like
Bergson, Merleau-Ponty, and Foucault, moving to the College de
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France or, like Marcel, Sartre, and Beauvoir, operating as indepen-
dent intellectuals.

The leitmotiv of individual freedom is obvious from the beginning
in the spiritualism of Ravaisson, the finalism of Lachelier, and the
indeterminism of Renouvier and of Boutroux. Lachelier and
Boutroux, in particular, are concerned to make sense of freedom in
the context of a world of scientific causality. They insist from the
outset on freedom as a fact, but their focus is not on explicating the
fact in its own terms but on finding a place for it in a general
ontological scheme compatible with a scientific worldview. Thus
Lachelier, after establishing that a knowable world must be a system
of efficient causes, goes on to argue that this system itself must, for
parallel transcendental reasons, be embedded in a more concrete
system of final causes. This latter system is the locus of the creative
goals of action in terms of which Lachelier understands freedom.
Boutroux, however, argues that Lachelier's comprehensive system of
efficient causes cannot consistently mesh with the finality of free
agents. Referring to our experience of the moral significance of
freedom, he maintains that freedom is incompatible with universal
causal determinism and concludes that its reality requires an
indeterministic universe. His multi-layered analysis of the various
forms of necessity claims to discover, beneath every necessity, a
fundamental contingency.

The disagreement between Lachelier and Boutroux is, to an
important extent, an instance of the classic division between compa-
tibilism (so-called soft determinism) and libertarianism. Contempo-
rary analytic philosophy has taken this dispute to the limit of
conceptual rigor and ingenuity, seeking to reconcile, under one or
the other banner, our common-sense "intuitions" regarding
freedom. Can the compatibilist, who thinks free actions are causally
determined, do justice to our sense that a free action is one that I
could have done otherwise? Can the libertarian, who thinks free
actions must be uncaused, make sense of our belief that there are
always explanations of why I act as I do? Without losing all interest
in the progress of this still lively discussion, we may well worry that it
is not sufficiently grounded in an adequate description of the
concreteness and nuance of our lived experience of freedom.
Perhaps the common-sense intuitions from which it seeks to extract
a finally adequate solution to the "problem of freedom" are not
ultimately reliable guides to the phenomenon. At the least, we
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should acknowledge that a full understanding of freedom is likely to
require experiential descriptions as complex and subtle as the ana-
lytic conceptual clarifications.

Bergson, the greatest figure of the early period, begins with such
descriptions in his Essai sur les donnees iminêdiates de conscience. As we
have seen, he thought that the concrete reality of freedom under-
mined the premise shared by both sides of the libertarian—determi-
nist debate: that the free self is a series of distinct psychological states
that are (or even could be) causally connected. To the contrary,
according to Bergson, the self is an organic continuity of duration
that cannot, except by a misleading abstraction, be divided into
distinct states. Its freedom, therefore, is not a matter of the determi-
nation or indetermination of its states but of its creative self-
extension into a novel future.

Although, unlike his Kantian predecessors, Bergson starts from a
careful description of our immediate experience of freedom, he still
follows them in placing this experience in the context of a larger
metaphysical scheme. His subsequent books situate the lived experi-
ence of duration in relation to, successively, the general union of
mind and body, the cosmic force of the elan vital, and the connection
of this force to the divine. This combination of descriptive concrete-
ness and systematic scope is one of the signal merits that make
Bergson a great philosopher.

The iconoclasm of the young philosophers who emerged between
the wars did not extend to their predecessors' focus on freedom,
which they did not reject but rather intensified. The Catholics,
Blondel and Marcel, situated freedom in the concrete world of lived
experience and practical action. (And even Maritain's neo-Thomism
led to a defense of the individual's political freedom.) Atheistic
existentialism went even further, radicalizing freedom by under-
mining the objective meanings and values to which it was tradition-
ally subordinated. Nonetheless, the young existential philosophers
who emerged in the 192os and mos did not find Bergson's vision
compelling. We saw how Merleau-Ponty rejected his description of
our lived experience of freedom on the grounds that it ignores
essential phenomenological structures, such as the subject—object
differentiation and the three irreducible temporal modalities. Nor, of
course, is it merely Bergson and Merleau-Ponty who disagree over
the content of immediate experience. Even within the phenomen-
ological camp, Sartre's descriptions differ from Merleau-Ponty's in at
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least some significant details; and we saw how Marcel (and, before
him, Blonde') found essential dimensions of hope, community, and
transcendence that had no place in Sartre's and Merleau-Ponty's
phenomenologies. Broadening our temporal and geographical
horizon will, of course, lead to a much wider range of characteriza-
tions of what we most directly experience; for example, the classical
sense-data account of Hume and the positivists, Reid's common-
sense realism, even the pantheistic sensibility of certain mystics
and with these we remain within our own Western tradition, taking
no account of the lived experiences of less accessible cultures.

It might be maintained that this diversity merely shows how
complex must be the philosophical project of discovering just what is
given in immediate experience. But can we in fact even imagine
carrying out this project? Recent philosophy on both sides of the
Channel has devastated the idea that immediate experience is an
epzstemic given that can serve as the ultimate ground of our cognitive
structures. I suggest that the very idea of a unique experiential given
is equally vulnerable — and to many of the same considerations. For
example, the critiques of the idea of interpretation-free observation,
combined with arguments for the historically contingent nature of
interpretative categories, refute not only foundationalism but also
the claim to have discovered the unique character of immediate
experience.

Accordingly, there is no point in trying to determine a uniquely
correct description of our lived experience. Experiential immediacy
is a well from which many buckets may draw. The "immediate
givens of consciousness" are an irrefutable and inevitable starting
point of any inquiry. But while the sheer experience itself is certainly
given, no preferred or controlling description or interpretation of it
is. Experience can be read in many different ways, each with its own
plausibility, self-consistency, and limitations. Some of these readings
may be mutually incompatible, but many are literally consistent,
tensions arising only when we ask which is the most comprehensive
or most concrete. It is these latter questions I suggest we eschew, at
least in their general form. On the whole, questions of superiority
make sense only given a specific context, perspective, or purpose.
Experience as such is no doubt an absolute, but there is nothing
absolute that follows from it. There is good reason to suspect that,
for a domain as complex and elusive as experience, no one
formulation will be comprehensively and exhaustively adequate. In
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appreciating and evaluating the great philosophies of experience, we
should rather think, in Nietzschean terms, of each as a particular
vocabulary, with its own strengths and limitations, which we can
expect to be of varying value for different purposes. In this regard,
philosophies are like novels, not alternative absolutes among which
we must choose the "right one" but different perspectival visions
(perhaps complementary, but perhaps incompatible or even incom-
mensurable), all of which have their relative values and uses.

From this standpoint, the new philosophies of existence that arose
in France after World War I represent not a refutation of Bergson
but an exploration of new aspects of our experience of freedom,
aspects that came to the fore in virtue of a new orientation toward
human existence. Specifically, the philosophers of existence were no
longer content with Bergson's optimistic holism, according to which
our species is continuous with nature and assured a central role in its
creative advance. They sought instead a philosophy consistent with
their tragic vision of human beings thrown into a world of
contingency and conflict, in which salvation requires either the
intrusion of divine grace or our own creation of authentic meanings.

This transformation of vision is not a refutation of Bergson's
philosophy, because philosophies are instruments for focusing and
elaborating fundamental visions of the human condition, not foun-
dationalist justifications of such visions. We inevitably begin with
fundamental perspectives on our lives that themselves define what
we require of our philosophical reflection. Past philosophies are
relevant or irrelevant to our concerns depending on the degree to
which they share our fundamental perspectives. The young philoso-
phers of existence shared their neo-Kantian teachers' commitment
to the centrality of individual freedom and, at least in the case of
Sartre, even their commitment to situating this freedom in a
comprehensive ontological scheme. Their perspective differed from
that of the neo-Kantians and agreed with Bergson's in its demand
for a detailed philosophical explication of our concrete experience of
freedom. But their explication of this experience was driven by their
own distinctive tragic vision of human existence. The split between
theistic and atheistic existentialism turned on pre-philosophical
differences regarding the ultimate absoluteness of human freedom.

The great achievement of French existentialism is its penetrating
descriptions of just what it means to be free in a world in which we
are, nonetheless, so integrally implicated that we must speak of our
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being as "being-in-the-world". Sartre is the philosopher of freedom
par excellence, not only for the unparalleled detail and subtlety of
his phenomenological descriptions and ontological explications of it,
but also for his continuing struggle to embed it in the realities of
society and history. It is precisely because Sartre brings thinking
about freedom to a peak of intensity that he remains the central
French philosopher of this century. His L -Vtre et le neant, whatever the
limitations of its ontological categories, provides a powerful account
of our lived experience of freedom as an irreducible reality in our
engagement with the world. And all his work, both philosophical
and literary, even if it does not achieve a comprehensive ethical
vision, establishes the centrality of freedom as a moral value.
Merleau-Ponty's appreciation of our embodiment provides an essen-
tial correction to the dualistic tendencies of Sartre's ontology.
Beauvoir's Deuxieme sexe goes even further, describing the significance
of female embodiment as a biological and historical reality and
connecting it to a specific ethical and political project. We may
readily question details of these descriptions and, even more, the
network of ontological and political commitments to which Sartre
and company connected them. But no one who seeks a philosophy of
freedom rooted in the concreteness of daily life should ignore the
rich starting-point the existentialists have provided.

We have seen that what often appears as an overthrow of
existentialism from the outside by structuralism in fact originated, in
the work of Merleau-Ponty, from the internal logic of existential
phenomenology. Unless it recognizes human structures (social and
psychological) inaccessible to consciousness, phenomenology cannot
avoid collapsing into idealism. Accordingly phenomenological ex-
perience requires supplementation by "ethnological experience", of
which Levi-Strauss's structuralism was a paradigm example. As
Merleau-Ponty saw it, a proper understanding of freedom, one that
avoided an unacceptable gap between subject and object, required a
synthesis of these two perspectives. Sartre's own responses to Levi-
Strauss and Foucault, as well as the ontology of Critique de la raison
dialectique, show that he also accepted the need for such a synthesis.

Why then did structuralism come to be instead regarded as a stark
alternative to existential phenomenology? A first level of explanation
lies in the rivalry between Levi-Strauss and Sartre for the position of
reigning French master-thinker. Levi-Strauss's explicit, sometimes
virulent challenge to Sartre's dominant position (as in the concluding
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chapter of La pensee sauvage) left no room for cooperative inquiry. If
Merleau-Ponty, with his close ties to Levi-Strauss, had lived long
enough and succeeded Sartre (whose interests were becoming much
less philosophical) as the leading existential phenomenologist, the
relations between structuralism and phenomenology may well have
been very different. Moreover, with the death of Merleau-Ponty and
Sartre's relative withdrawal from philosophy, the vitality of French
phenomenology was sapped and its energy flowed into the new
poststructuralist direction.

Poststructuralism strongly challenged the privileged role of
phenomenological consciousness, speaking of the "death of man"
and insisting on the subject's domination by social and linguistic
structures. But it would be a gross error to conclude that this
challenge was a break with the twentieth-century French focus on
individual freedom. With the possible exception of Althusser's
Marxism, French philosophy after 196o strongly opposed the sugges-
tion that individual freedom could find no purchase in a structuralist
world. Such opposition was part of what made this philosophy
poststructuralist.

The poststructuralists rejected the philosophical apparatus
through which existential phenomenology had explicated freedom,
questioning its descriptive and ontological methods as well as its
central category of consciousness. But this very rejection expressed
their commitment to individual freedom. (Indeed, one reason struc-
turalist social science so quickly collapsed as a philosophical frame-
work was its incompatibility with freedom.) Foucault's archaeologies
and genealogies, for example, are explicitly developed to free us
from the limitations of specific conceptual and social structures. His
critique is merely of philosophical conceptions of freedom that
threaten its historical reality. Similarly, Derridean deconstruction
and the other philosophies of difference attack philosophical con-
structions — the subject, identity, the masculinist self— through which
the tradition has conceptualized freedom. But this attack is itself for
the sake of freeing us from the constraints of those constructions.
The justice sought by Derrida and Lyotard, like the ethical and
political goals of Deleuze and Irigaray, flows from a prephilosophical
commitment to individual freedom. The fin-de-siecle "return to the
subject" is in the name of a freedom that thinkers such as Ferry and
Renaut see as destroyed by the radical individualism of poststructur-
alism. But this claim is a significant challenge to Derrida, Nancy, and
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Lacoue-Labarthe precisely because, if correct, it effects a genuine
reductio of their thought, which becomes incoherent if it is truly
incapable of maintaining individual freedom.

Nonetheless, poststructuralism contributed little to our philosophi-
cal understanding of freedom. Foucault made us aware of how
various popular and scientific (or pseudo-scientific) conceptions of
the self — particularly in terms of modern notions of "normality"
could be instruments of domination. And his genealogy and Derri-
da's deconstruction can show how what we regard as essential
limitations on thought and action are often historically contingent
constraints. But, as we have seen, Foucault's critique of "man" in Les
mots et les chases does not demonstrate that traditional philosophical
conceptions of the subject are as such part of oppressive social
power. Moreover, it is not at all obvious that the core existentialist
understanding of freedom, particularly in terms of Sartrean nega-
tion, is susceptible to poststructuralist critiques of Cartesian,
Kantian, or Husserlian subjectivity. The freedom of Sartrean
consciousness, which "is what it is in the mode of not being it", is
not very far from a manifestation of Derridean differance. 1 At the very
least, L7tre et le nthnt and Critique de la raison dialectique would be
excellent starting-points for a serious poststructuralist exploration of
freedom.

Unfortunately, few poststructuralists have been interested in devel-
oping a positive philosophical understanding of freedom (although
Jean-Luc Nancy, whose work picks up Sartrean themes, has been an
important recent exception). They remain content with a naive,
prereflective commitment to the unquestionable status of trans-
gression, novelty, plurality, and difference as absolute ethical ideals.
There is, accordingly, no inclination to ask difficult questions about
the roots and limits of human freedom; the consuming task is to
expose and overcome all obstacles to its unrestricted expansion. So,
for example, Lyotard's philosophy of difference and Deleuze's
ontology unqualifiedly endorse the most radical liberation without
stopping to ask just what it would consist in and why it is so
important.

In this respect at least, poststructuralism is an interlude rather
than a decisive turning-point in the history of French philosophy. It

On the similarity of Sartrean and poststructuralist views of subjectivity, see Christina
Howells, "Conclusion: Sartre and the Deconstruction of the Subject", in Christina Howells
(cd.), The Cambridge Companion to Sartre.
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has been important for its questioning of limits and, especially; for its
rejection of traditional philosophical claims to ultimate truth. But,
once its critiques are properly acknowledged, there remains the
fundamental twentieth-century project of articulating the individual
as a locus of freedom. The recent return of French thought to the
ethical philosophies of Kant and Levinas is an effort to revive the
project of this articulation. In this retrospective mood, current
French philosophers of freedom could also fruitfully revive — as some
have begun to do — an interest in Bergson and Sartre.

But philosophical progress is never a matter of mere returns or
revivals, and there is a real possibility that the twentieth-century
French problematic of freedom has finally worked itself out. It has,
after all, thoroughly developed the topic through embedding
freedom in general systems of thought, describing our lived experi-
ence of it, and deconstructing the forces that act against it. Perhaps
the theme has, for the foreseeable future, been essentially exhausted.
Further, there are signs that French philosophy is losing its distinctive
national character and may be splitting into a variety of elements
(phenomenology, analytic philosophy, feminism) that will each make
its own contribution to corresponding international discussions. At
the same time, the ever-increasing prestige of the social sciences has
drawn considerable talent out of philosophy and undermined its
status as the leading intellectual discipline. It may not be long before
we look back on twentieth-century French philosophy as a vanished
golden age.



Appendix:
Philosophy and the French educational system

Since Napoleon, the base of French education has been the lycee, a
state-funded and -controlled secondary school (the equivalent of
American high school), which awards the baccalaureat degree. There
are also a number of non-state secondary schools, now generally run
by the Catholic Church, which are called colleges. (State schools for
children at the junior high level are now also called colleges.) All
students in the final year of the lycee take at least two hours of
philosophy per week, and there are, accordingly, about 8000 teach-
ers of philosophy in the lycees.

Undergraduate university studies begin with two years of work in
a broadly defined area of specialization (for example, philosophy),
followed by two or three years of more advanced study in the same
area. Students completing the third year receive a licence in their area
of specialization, and those completing the fourth year receive a
niaitrise. (The first two years are now called the premier cycle and lead
to a DiplOme d'Etudes Universitaires Generales (DEUG); the next
two years constitute the deuxieme cycle.) Graduate education (now
called the troisieme cycle) has taken various forms over the twentieth
century. Currently, the first year of graduate studies leads to a
DiplOme d'Etudes Approfondies (DEA), the rough equivalent of an
American master's degree, which is where most graduate students
end their studies. Further work is directed toward a doctoral degree.
Until recently, there was the university doctorate (doctorat d'uninersite),
which, however, carried little prestige, and the state doctorate
(doctorat d'etat), which was the standard requirement for a position as
a full professor in a university (as opposed to a maitre de conferences, the
equivalent of an associate professor). The latter degree required two
theses, a primary one written in French and a shorter "complemen-
tary" thesis (which, until the beginning of the twentieth century, had
to be written in Latin), typically on a historical topic related to the
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main thesis. In 1966, a third doctoral degree, a doctorat du troisieme
cycle, was added as a preliminary to the doctoral d'etat. In 1984 the
three doctorates were replaced by a single doctorate (itself called the
doctorat du troisieme cycle), but there is now also a habilitation (modelled
on the German degree) required for a position as full professor,
which is awarded following a candidate's defense of a set of scholarly
writings (often already published).

The agregation is a competitive exam for positions as teachers in
lycees. It is not a necessary condition for lycee teaching, and today
the majority of lycee teachers are not agreges. (The alternative path to
lycee teaching is a Certificat d'aptitude au professorat de l'enseigne-
ment du second degre [CAPES].) But the few who pass the agregation
(ranked in strict numerical order) are a very elite group, with the best
chances for positions at top lycees. Moreover, university teachers,
particularly in the humanities, typically are agreges, although this is
not an official requirement.

The usual — and surest — preparation for the agregation is study at
the Ecole Normale Superieure (ENS) in Paris, a super-elite institu-
tion, acceptance to which depends on success in a fiercely competi-
tive (written and oral) examination. Candidates for the ENS spend
two years beyond their baccalaureat degree studying at elite lycees for
the test. (The second year is called kheigne, from the Greek for "lazy"
and the first hypokheigne ["before kheigne"].) Corresponding to its
privileged position in the general educational system, philosophy
was for a long time the most prestigious concentration at the Ecole
Normale, and most of the leading philosophers were (and still are)
normaliens. The school is located in the heart of the Latin Quarter on
the rue d'Ulm. (A branch for women was established in 1881 at
Sevres, just outside of Paris, but since the 193os women have been
admitted at the rue d'Ulm.) Normaliens can follow courses at the
Sorbonne, and Sorbonne students preparing for the agregation can sit
in on ENS courses. The ENS is just one of several grandes ecoles
established after the Revolution to train French elites for various
areas of government service. Currently, the most important glandes
ecoles include the ENS, the Ecole Polytechnique, the Ecole des
Hautes Etudes Commerciales (for business), and the Ecole Nationale
d'Administration (for government officials).

Most influential philosophers have had positions at the University
of Paris (specifically, at the Sorbonne, the University's College of
Arts and Sciences), although some few have remained at provincial
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universities, the top Parisian lycees, or the ENS. For centuries, the
University of Paris was simply the famous medieval institution on
the Left Bank, but today there are numerous branches, at various
locations in and around the capital.

Another important part of the French intellectual scene is a
variety of multi-disciplinary centers, independent of the university
system. The most famous of these is the College de France, roughly
similar to the Princeton Institute for Advanced Study, whose profes-
sors have no formal students and are merely required to give a series
of public lectures each year. A chair at the College is a high honor,
often bitterly fought for, but it can also mean fewer disciples and
much less influence on university education. Bergson, Merleau-
Ponty, and Foucault all held chairs at the College de France. Also
deserving mention are the Ecole Pratiques des Hautes Etudes,
founded under Napoleon III and, especially, the Ecole des Hautes
Etudes en Sciences Sociales, which split off from it after World War
II, where major figures of the structuralist movement in the 195os
and 196os (e.g., Claude Levi-Strauss, Georges Dumezil, and Roland
Barthes) held positions. Since World War II, the Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) has been a major source of
facilities and support for research in numerous academic disciplines,
including philosophy.

On another level, the College International de Philosophic has,
since its founding in 1983, been an important center of philosophical
activity. It has no permanent members and is not part of the official
educational system. Nonetheless, led successively by directors such as
Jacques Derrida, Jean-Francois Lyotard, and Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe, it has been an exciting locus of teaching and research for
philosophers from both France and abroad and has encouraged work
outside the conventional boundaries of the universities and the
grandes ecoles.
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of, 285; Lyotard on, 320-1; Merleau-Ponty
on, 201-2; vs. mimesis, 376

unconscious, Foucault on, 260, 261, 275;
Lacan on, 240-2, 318-19; Levi-Strauss on,
224; Lyotard on, 318-19; Ricoeur on, 367;
Sartre on, 14.9; see also Freud, psychoanalysis
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Valery, P., 6,5o, 253 n39
Van Breda, H. L., 184
Veyne, P, 26o n8
Vienna Circle, 188,378
Virgoulay, R., 91 n13
vital force, see élan vital
Vuillemin, J., 377,378 n61

Wahl, J., 105, 1o8 n4o, 1o9-to, 290 n3,
354

Weber, L., 43 ni8
Weil, S., 43 ni8, io5 n31,164 1114

Whitford, M., 35o n27,351 n29
will, Blondel on, 92-3; Ricoeur on, 365-6,

37o
Wittgenstein, L., 378
women, 164-5, 165-8o; and biology, 169-7o,

17o-2, 178; as other, 165-8; see also
feminism

Worms, E, 65 mi
writing, Derricla on, 291-3,295-7,298,

302-3; see also speech

Zeno, 51,304
Zola, E., 5
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