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Abstract

The Relation of Matter and Image

in Bergson’s Matter and Memory

Um, Taeyeon
Department of Philosophy
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

The purpose of this thesis is to show the relation of matter and
image in Henri Bergson's Matter and Memory. Matter and Memory,
Bergson’s second major work, begins with an original definition of
matter: “an ensemble of images.” Generally, commentators have
understood this expression to mean that matter and image are
identical, and have contended that Bergson introduces the concept of
image as a new ontological entity which, taking on an ontological
reality, overcomes the subject/object dichotomy. Recent studies,
however, repeatedly point out that existing interpretations that
identify matter with image ignore the provisionality of Bergson's
image theory. According to these challenges, Bergson presents his

view on matter in Chapter 4 of Matter and Memory, not in Chapter
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1, which, as Camille Riquier says, is merely a “methodological fiction”
(fiction méthodologique) that is provisionally offered in the process of
the argument.

However, whereas existing interpretations that ignore the
provisionality of Chapter 1 uncritically extend Bergson’s image theory
to the entire book, recent challenges that underestimate the theory as
a mere fiction unfairly sacrifice it as illegitimate. Contrary to the
abovementioned interpretations that try to attribute to Bergson a
single view on matter, I suggest that two different views on matter
coexist within Matter and Memory, and furthermore that the book’s
argument is developed along a direct line from one perspective to
another. Image is neither an explanation of matter in itself nor a new
ontological entity, but a common-sense perspective through which we
interact with matter for practical purposes. Bergson performs a
“critique of common sense” through the double work of first
uncovering the domain of practice in which common sense can retain
its legitimacy, then going beyond the common-sense perspective to
an inquiry on the metaphysical nature of matter on which it is
founded. For Bergson's image theory to be considered as a
provisional discussion of matter, it must be justified on the one hand
as a common-sense perspective independent from the book’s
conclusion, and on the other hand, the passage from this perspective
to the subsequent metaphysical perspective on matter must be
explained. In sum, my tasks are: 1) a justification of Bergson's image

theory as a provisional departure point; 2) the tracking of Bergson’s

] 1 3
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passage from his image theory to his theory of matter; and 3) an
explanation of the role of his image theory in the final theory of
matter.

As stated in Chapter 1 of Matter and Memory, common sense
apprehends matter as an “ensemble of images” presented “in the most
vague sense’ (au sens le plus vague). Images here only have a
practical and formal determination that they act and react reciprocally,
lacking concrete content. Chapter 1 is not an inquiry on the nature of
matter, but on the manner in which we interact with it. Images are
not constituent elements of matter, but a form of interaction between
spirit and matter. Whatever we think the ultimate constituent element
of matter to be, we presuppose it as an object of our possible action,
that is, as an image. Therefore Bergson's suggestion that all theories
of matter necessarily presuppose Images 1is no more than an
indication that our common sense cannot represent reality in itself,
which escapes our practical interests, and is unable not to understand
reality as a chain of actions between relatively isolated objects. An
ensemble of images, placed midway between matter and spirit, things
and representations, is a totality of chains of actions with which my
body interacts for practical purposes in the regime of pure experience,
in which matter and spirit make contact with each other.

It is the change in the concept of body that plays a key role in the
passage from the common sense perspective, which interacts with
matter for practical purposes, to the metaphysical perspective, which

reaches into the nature of matter. It is so natural that from the
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beginning of the book Bergson presupposes, besides images, “my
body,” a practicing subject, as what Chapter 1 deals with is images,
a totality of chains of our practical actions. This “my body” is, as an
image among images, a body of pure perception, which, lacking its
duration, is occupied with (re)acting with other images. Of course,
even in this case, my body is a “minimum consciousness,” as
Frédéric Worms says, and a source of indetermination in that it
chooses and delays received actions contrary to other images.
However, the origin of its power to choose is not yet explained in
Chapter 1, and it is presupposed as a privileged image.

The double task of justifying the introduction of my body that was
impatiently presupposed in Chapter 1, and, at the same time, of
restoring the duration of the body that lacked its own duration, is
accomplished by the theory of memory. It is widely recognized that,
through his theory of memory, Bergson tries to prove positively the
foregoing conclusions of the theory of pure perception—that the role
of body is just a selection of images among images. However, it is
scarcely noted that the concept of body undergoes change as he
moves beyond images—souvenirs to apprehend, and begin research on,
the souvenir pur that escapes our practical interests. Bergson's
explanation of the movement of memory permits us to consider the
body, which was merely presupposed as a privileged image, to be a
repetitive souvenir-habitude which is the most actual point of our
spirit. Although the body is still an image among images and the

center of actions which exchanges actions with other images, it is

] 1 3
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now founded wupon the temporality of memory, as it i1s a
souvenir—habitude which can maintain its motor mechanism by
repeating habits contracted from past experiences. The body, merely
given as what does not require deduction in Chapter 1, is now
deduced to be a minimum consciousness through a metaphysical
discussion on the nature of mental life, and finally encounters the
world of images which was at first only described.

As it i1s revealed that the body as image takes the temporality of
memory as its principle, we can also find an equal principle for
matter as images that interact with the body. Like the spirit, matter
is pure mobility. All fixed contours of material bodies are mere
practical forms which we arbitrarily attribute to it. We grasp all at
once the qualitative differences that matter ex-tends throughout its
history, and in this way we grasp images. The duration of matter is
not itself constituted by images, but it is a ground of images which
can emanate images as partial expressions of itself.

The domain of images is a relatively immobile common plane that
1s necessary for durations of matter and of spirit to interact.
Durations of matter and spirit require object-image and body-image
to interact on this plane. In this domain of images, matter is given to
us already divided by our basic needs. How can we define this plane
of images? It is a space in that it arbitrarily regards indivisible
movements of durations of objects as divisible positions. However it
1s not the homogeneous objective space of science, but a space

disposed in accordance with my duration, a space in which my spirit

] -1] 7
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encounters objects in accordance with the needs of my body. It is an
ensemble of images in which are juxtaposed practically partitioned

bodies. It may be defined as a lived space.
keywords : matter, image, body, perception, common sense,

duration
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