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‘G A STO N  B A C H E L A R D , HALF-W AY BETW EEN SCIENCE A N D  
T H E  O BJECT’ 
(A m a tte r  o f  B e rg so n ia n  an d  B a ch e la rd ia n  ju d g e m e n t)

In a  r f c e n t  book pub lis l ied  in M o n t re a l ,  Bachelardou le Concept C'onire I 'image, 
J p a n - l ’ic r re  R o y  suggests t h a t  idealists hav e  in recen t years  a t t e m p t e d  a  
r e c o u p in g  oi B a c h e la r d ’s works in a  w ay  th a t  w ou ld  p ro ceed  IVom “ a 
h u m a n is t  ideology o f  l i t e r a tu r e ” (1977, p . 203) a n d  he  m en t io n s  G eorges 
P oule l ,  J c a i i -P ie r r e  R ic h a r d  a n d  P au l  R icoeur .  In d eed  he sees a  ru p tu re  
b e tw e en  B a c h e la r d ’s a p p ro a c h  to  works o f  a r t  a n d  his ep is tem ology ,  w h ich  
w o u ld  p lace  h im  in th e  c a m p  o f  r igo rous  kno w ledg e ,  a n d  J e a n - P ie r r e  R o y  
refers to  Barthes ,  G e n e t  te a n d  D e r r id a  (1977, p. 219). T h e  a u th o r  o f  th e  book 
c o n c lu d e s  t h a t  th e  poetics o f  B ach e la rd  b e lon g  to  a tim e  w h ich  is a n te r io r  to 
th a t  o f  his ep is tem ology .  T h is  is o f  course  a  v e rd ic t  w h ich  a llows Ibr the  
rejection  o f  a  m o d e  o f  th in k in g  wliich belongs to th e  past a n d  w h ich  c a n n o t  
be seen f lou r ish in g  in th e  fu tu re  c h a n n e l s  o f  w h a t  M arx is ts  ho ld  as th e  sense 
o f  history.

O u r  o w n  views on  the  B a c h e la rd ia n  a p p r o a c h  are  so m ew h a t  d ilferen t,  since 
th e  a p p ra isa l  wc hav e  m a d e  o f  o u r  c o n te in p o ra iy  w orld  does not lean 
to w ard s  a n  ex is ten t ia l is t  co m p re h e n s io n  o f  it. R e sea rch e rs  usual ly  g ro u p  
them selves a c c o rd in g  to a d iv id in g  line, h e rm cneu tic s  a n d  semiology. T h e  
llrst is r e p u te d  to be sub jective , th e  second  ob jec t ive ,  w hereas  wc feel, a f ter  
h a v in g  h a d  a  ca re fu l look a t  aspects  o f  th e  w ork  o f  S a r t r e  a n d  R en é  T h o m ,  
th a t  the  objec tivity  w h ich  re ta ins  th e i r  a t t e n t io n  is no t  th a t  o f  th e  ob jec t  
w h ich  is u n d e r  sc ru t iny ,  bu t  th a t  o f  science itself. T h e  old te rm in o lo g y  ofe« 
.wi a n d  fmiir .mi is re levan t  here ,  as in a new’ fo rm  wc hav e  co in ed  ac c o rd in g  to 
F re n c h  g ra i rm ia r ,  w h ic h  we call th e  lui a n d  the  soi, w h a t  be longs  to th e  
object a n d  w h a t  is seen o r  in te rp re te d  by  us. T h e  ob ject iv i ty  th e  M o d e rn s  
a re  in te res ted  in is th a t  o f th e jo i ,  tha t  isofthe/»oMr.ioi, bu t  not th a t  o f  t h e o r  
en soi as it is for peo p le  like I’ierre K m m an u e l ,  J e a n  B run  o r  J a c q u e s  Ellul.  
A nd  th e  g rea t  p a r a d o x  ol this age  a n d  t im e  is th a t  th e  g re a t  m a jo r i ty  o f  
clerks, th a t  is th ink e rs  o f  o u r  t im e  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  te rm ino lo gy  o f  D enis  de  
R o u g e m o n l ,  give the.ioi o r  th e  pour soi th e  va lue  o f  a  lui o r  o f  a n  en soi. W h a t  
th e  F re t ich  ca ll  Modernilé is n o th in g  o th e r  th a n  a n  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  o f  
m e a n in g  by forms, th a t  is o f  essence in s i tu a t io n -fo rm , b u t  to  th e  exclus ion o f  
essence as one  is ex pec ted  to  g e n e ra te  in a ra t ion a l  w ay, a n  essence for the  
s i tu a t ion -fo rm  w hich  is o n e ’s po in t  o fd e p a r t t i r e ,  as is the  case w ith  M arcu se ,  
L ue ien  ( j o l d m a n n  o r  ind ee d  L u kács  a n d  w h a t  P’ran^ois  M i t t e r r a n d ,  th e  
P’ren ch  P res iden t  calls “ Le C h a n g c m e n t” . Barthes,  L aca n ,  M iche l  F o u c a u l t  
a n d  A lthusser  a ie  o n  the  b a n d -w ag g o n .
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G a s to n  Bac lie lard  is a  b i rd  o f  a dilVerent fea ther .  His d u a l i sm  is soiiicliow 
m o ra l ly  sound ,  clost-r to th a t  ol Dcscartcs,  o r  indeed  those of Bergson, 
L av e lle  a n d  Jean  G re n ie r .  G o d  (m a y b e ,  m a y b e  not)  is no t  d e a d  as is the  case 
w ith  N ie tz sch e  o r  S a r t re .  M o d e r n  ])hiloso|>hy ol a k ind  will p ro b a b ly  hav e  it 
th a t  G o d  n e ver  exis ted a n d  th a t  it is n o th in g  b u t  a  d re a m .  W ith  r eg a rd  to 
w h a t  th e  F re n c h  call “ M e th o d e  B a c h e la r d ” J e a n - P ie r r e  Roy  suggests th a t  
B a c h e la r d ’s poetics is n a r r o w e r  th a n  is h isep is te i t io logy , because  I he/wH^'-jo/ 
o f  this w ork  is m o re  r igorous. H o w ever ,  as is th e  case w ith  ' f e i lh a r d  de  
C i i a rd in  a n d  his O m e g a  P o in t ,  we th in k  th a t  B a c h e la r d ’s use o f  ra t io n a l ism  
in th e  p a r t  o f  his works w h ich  dea ls  w ith  th e  h u m a n  sciences, (and  he uses a 
c o n c e p t  o l 's u r ra t io n a l i sm  w h ich  is para l le l  to su rrea lism ),  is a n  a t t e m p t  a t  
e n la r g in g  th e  m in d  to w a rd s  so m e th in g  th e  m in d  c a n n o t  grasp . Indeed ,  
B a c h e la rd  a lw ay s  refused th a t  on e  sh o u ld  m ix  ii|} lo r h im  m e th o d s  w h ich  he 
th o u g h t  w ere  on  th e  o n e  h a n d  re levan t  ib r th e  sciences a n d  on  th e  o th e r  
su i ted  to  l i te ra ry  c r i t ic ism . It is u n lo r tu n a t e ly  w h a t  J e a n - P ie r r e  R oy  does 
w h en  he  suggests th a t  B a c h e la r d ’s ep is tem ology  “ gives us the  iTieans to 
q u es t io n  his poe tics”  (1977, p.220). In  c o n t r a d ic t io n  to  the  I ' l e n c h  
P h i lo so p h e r ,  he  h im se lf  w o u ld  like to re jec t ,  for the  analys is  o f  B a c h e la rd ’s 
w ork, th e  d u a l i sm  w hich  B ach e la rd  in te n d e d  to keep.

In th a t ,  how ev er ,  R o y ’s a p p r o a c h  a n d  o u rs  a re  no t g rea t ly  d i l fe re n t  bu t 
w h e re  th e  C 'a n ad ian  critic, in ten d s  to a ssum e th e s ia n t lp o in t  of  ep is tem ology ,  
we wish to co n s id e r  a th i rd  d im en s io n ,  w h ich  is som eho w  not he rm en eu tic s  
n o r  th e  idealis t t r e n d  b u t  w h ich  p ro cee d s  from  a B ergson ian  v iew -p o in t  
w h ich  m ig h t  lead  a  C^hristian lo th in k  in te rm s  o f  rev e la t io n  w ith  re g a rd  to 
using  the  abso lu te  as a  point o f  reference , b u t  a n  a b so lu te  w hose g rav i ty  
c e n t r e  is n o t  in th e  sui o r  l>our soi, b u t  in d e e d  in the  lui, o r  eri soi; close to  the  
Bergson ia n a n d  to  w h a t  B ac h e la rd  h im se lf  calls ‘im a g in a t io n  o u v e i t e ’ 
(open  im a g in a t io n )  in a n  a t t e m p t  to g a in  access to ‘im a g in a t io n  m a lé r ie l le ’, 
a  ty p e  o l ' in ia g in a t io n  w h ich  is th a t  o f  m a t t e r  itself in its a t t e m p t  at g iv in g  us 
th e  c lu e  as to  h o w  best to p a r t i c ip a te  in it. T h is  is th e  process  used by ( í o d  iti 
w h a t  is k n o w n  as R e v e la t io n ,  a n d  th e  w o rd  ‘m a t t e r ’ nujs t no t  be con s id e red  
in  its m a te r ia l i s t ic  sense, it is th e  o b je c t  w h ich  is in th e  |)rocess o f  b e in g  
revea led .  The m o d e r n s  often  use th e  w o rd  ‘exegesis’, as o p p o sed  to 
‘in t e r p r e t a t i o n ’ b u t  to  o iler  this te rm in o lo g y  m a y  force us to  e n te r  w ith in  a 
sys tem  w h ic h  w as im po sed  u p o n  us by m arx is t  th in k e rs  whi) be lieve  in the  
s t ru g g le  o f  th e  classes; in this  c o n te x t ,  m a t t e r  a g a in s t  m a n ,  a n d  for som e, 
‘m a t t e r ’ covers  th e  c o n cep t  o f ‘G o d ’, ll is p e rh a p s  also d a n g e ro u s  to  use the  
te rm s  ‘v e r t ic a l ’ as o p p o sed  to  ‘h o r i z o n ta l ’, they  b e lon g  to th e  ja rgon  o f  
M arx is t  S t ru c tu ra l is m .  Is it m o re  rea.sonable to s|H 'ak as CMaudel d id  o f  
‘a n i m a ’ a n d  ‘a n in n i s ’, a lso ap p lie  1 to  th e i r  purp(jse  by B ach e la rd  a n d  ju n g  
o f  w h o m  B ac h e la rd  w as a  lo l low er if no t a  disciplei* Is it m o re  r e a so n ab le  lo 
o p p u s t Ai>afie \uE ros, as Jac( |ues Kllul does it? W e  like re a d in g  S a r t re ,  using
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liisfn SO) Anú pour soi c lislinctions as wc also h a v e ' iggesled  h i  ancl,so(, w here  
oiir/i/ i is ill f a c l J i i n g ’s.!oi, th a t  hT K lre  (Being), p e rh a p s  t h e G r e a t  M o th e r  o f  
th e  pr im itives.  Perl iaps  it is good to  be ai)le to m o ve  in v arious  systems o f  
reference , it a llows o n e  to  b e co m e  free o f  th em , as o ne  m u s t  ev e n tu a l ly  from 
ep is tem ology . A fte r  all , it is no t the  navel o f  m a n ,  b u t  m a n  h im self  w ho  
m a t te r s ,  aw a y  from  his sub jec tiv ity  at large, o r  from  his res tric ted  
subjectiv ity ,  his ra t io n a l  m in d ,  in p a r t icu la r .

A lread y ,  Bergson h a d  p o in te d  o u t  th e  op p o s in g  views o f  tw o  types o f  
ph ilosophy : rea l ism  w h ich  is based  on  science o f  a  k ind  a n d  idealism  w hich  
relied on  consciousness; a c c o rd in g  to th e  one  “ e ach  im ag e  on ly  re la ted  to 
itself re m a in s  a n  a b so lu te  for i t s e l f ’, a c c o rd in g  to  the  o th e r  “ all th e  im ages 
we have  a rc  focu.ssed on  a c e n t r a l  im age, o u r  body ,  on  w hich  th e i r  va r ia t io ns  
a re  a d ju s te d ” (Bergson, 1963). C lonsciousnessand p e rcep t io n  hav e  rem a in e d  
a n d  also w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  m e m o ry  the  bases for the  c rea t io n  a n d  indeed  th e  
a p p ra i s a l  o f  th e  w orks o f  a r t .  A th i rd  d im en s io n  w h ich  w as re jec ted  b y  th e  
realists, a n d  w h ich  u sua l ly  re m a in s  u n k n o w n  o f  th e  idealists, is th a t  o f ‘p u re  
p e rc e p t io n ’ w ith  th e  sister c o n cep ts  o f  ‘p u re  consciousness’ a n d  ‘p u re  
m e m o ry ’. Three th em es  w h ich ,  pu t  toge ther ,  c o n t r ib u te d  to the  success o f  
M arce l  P rous t ,  a l t h o u g h  he tlid not d o  it from a ph ilosoph ica l v iew -p o in t  
b u t  as a  c re a to r .  L u kács  a n d  L u c ien  ( i o ld m a n n  co ined  re la te d  co ncep ts  
w h ich  su i ted  th e i r  M arx is t  ph ilosophy; ‘rea l consciousncss’ a n d  ‘possible 
consciousness’; we suggested they  a d d e d  p u re  consciousness (M arie ,  1975) so 
th a t  they  a t t e m j i t e d  to a c h i e v e  th e m e rg in g o f th e .v o i  a n d th e /w i ,  s o m e th in g  
th a t  th e i r  ‘re l ig io n ’ c a n n o t  tak e  an yw ay ,  as it w o u ld  destroy  th e i r  confidence  
in m a te r ia l i sm ,  ' i ’he a d v a n ta g e  seen by  Bergson in his co n c ep t  o f  ‘p u re  
p e rc e p t io n ’ was th a t  ins tead  o f  re la t ing  th e  im age  to  the  bod y  th a t  was 
p e rce iv in g  it, it r e l a te d  it to  th e  ob jec t  t h a t  w as th e  source  o f  th e  im ag e .  It 
m e a n t  th a t  he  o v e rs te p p e d  th e  bo u n d s  o f  u sua l  p e rc e p t io n  as well as those o f  
th e  ra t io n a l  laws. Bergson was offering a n  in ta n g ib le  light w h ich  a t  th e  sam e  
lim e  sho w ed  th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f  idealism  a n d  realism. T h is  light he  re l lec ted  
in a  m ir ro r .  As lo ng  as th e  light,  th e  ob jec t ,  w as th e re ,  a  v i r tu a l  im a g e  was 
ref lec ted , w h ic h  c o u ld  in d eed ,  w ere  it g iven  a  m in d  for it, d ec id e  th a t  it was 
th e  c e n t r e  o f  th e  w orld ,  in a  w ay  w h ich  w o u ld  no t  be en t i re ly  d iss im ila r  to 
w h a t  m a n  th inks  ol himself.. .  R e m o v e  th e  ligh t,  the  ob jec t ,  a n d  you  w ou ld  
soon d iscov er  th e  ab.sence o f  a v i i tu a l  im age. T h e  g rav i ty  c e n t r e  was 
th e re lb re  not in th e  im ag e  o r  in th e  m a n  whose re t in a  w ou ld  su p p o r t  it, b u t  
in th e  ob jec t  itse lf  H e re  end s  th e  d ich o to m y  b e tw een  rea l ism  a n d  idealism. 
Both ph ilosophies  show  only  o ne  b ra n c h  o f  the  p ro b le m  w hich  is linked  to 
th e to i  a s o p p o s e d  to  the/Mi. There a re ,  in a c tu a l  m a t t e r  o f fa c t ,  tw o  forms o f  
su b jec tiv ity ,  o n e ’s o w n  a n d  rea l ism . To d iv id e  th e  w o r ld  o f  p e rc ep t io n  
b e tw een  positiv ism a n d  gen tle  h u m a n i s m  a p p e a r s  in the  B ergsonian  light 
nonsensical.
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Tliis is w h e re  ( j a s to n  Harlu- lard , ll ianks lo liis individiialisi ic  a|)|>rc)a< li, 
con lin i ic s  tlic pliiloso|) liy  ol 'p i i re  p e rc e p t io n ’; iiol th a t  l ies tieks lo it, bu t  lie 
keeps c o n s ta n t ly  in his m in d  the  oiil ihia lisin  at th e  sam e  t im e  as lie sees 
s o m e th in g  o l 'a n  ()mei>a fwini w here  ii lealism a n d  positiv ism c an  converge ; 
how'ever, ih c  m e th o d s  ol b o th  a p i i ro ach c s  nnis t no t be in te i l e la te d .  'I 'he 
sciences a n d  th e  a r ts  m us t  r e m a in  d i l ie ren t  even  if o n e  can  env isage  the  
e v e n tu a l  in e rg in g  o f  t r a n sc e n d e n c y  a n d  im m a n e n c y  w h ich  is by all acco un ts  
a n  essentialis t v iew p o in t  a n d  o u r  o w n  ob jec t ive ,  th e  object u n d e r  sc ru tiny  
c o m in g  c h ro n o lo g ic a l ly  llrst in th e  in te ra c t io n .  It is this  link w h ic h  lortns 
m os t o f t h e  analys is  w h ich  B a c h e la rd  a t t e m p te d .  W e  shall lirst look a t  this as 
he  d id  in th e  second  p a r t  o f  his life w ith  a v iew  to e d u c a t in g ,  q u o t i n g  I'roni 
th r e e  ol his bt)oks, 1m  Dialerlii/ue de hi Durée, I . ’Eni^uj’ement rutwnalisle a n d  I m 
Philosophie du Aon.

R e la te  lui a n d  sot t h ro u g h  ac t ion ,  from  ’ab s t ra c t io n  e rn p i r i f |u e ’ (em pir ica l  
a b s t ra c t io n )  to  ‘ab s t ra c t io n  ré l léch issan te ’ (re llec ting  a b s t ra c t io n )  (1977, 
p . 4 l )  suggests P iage t ,  “ I ’o know  is to  t r an s lb rn i  rea l i ty  to a p | ) r e h e n d  h ow  a 
c e r t a in  s ta te  is r e a c h e d ”  (|).;<9). U n like  e m p ir ic a l  ab s t rac t ion s ,  re l lec t ing  
ab s t ra c t io n s  m u s t  lead  to the  rep reserU ation  o l ' the  ob jec t  by a sign, a  sym bol 
o r  a n o th e r  ob jec t ,  to  th e  eliect th a t  “ a  signil ian t  rep resen ts  th a t  w h ich  is 
s ign il ied ” (p.4(i). l'’o r  his o w n  p a r t  B ach e la rd  insists th a t  “ psychological 
c o n t in u i ty  is not g iven ,  b u t  bu i l t  i i | j”  (1963, p.viii) .  B oth  m e n  s i tu a te  the  
process o f  accjuisition in B ergson ian  diirée (e ternity?) as o p p osed  to space- 
t im e ,  bu t  w h e rea s  F iag e t  a im s  at h e lp in g  th e  ch i ld  to  estab lish  a real 
e ( |u iv a len ce  a t  the  level ol logical s t ru c tu re s  b e tw een  th e  e x te rn a l  w orld  a n d  
th e  rea l i ty  he percieves, B a c h e la id  c o n c e n t ra te s  his a t t e n t io n  u p o n  i hy thm s. 
H e  calls rylhmanalyse ( r h y th m  analysis) th e  process by w h ich  ‘d u ré e  p a r  les 
choses’ (e te rn i ty  t h to u g h  th ings, o r  objects) a n d  ‘d u i r e  p a r  la rai.son’ 
(e te rn i ty  th r o u g h  reason)  c o id d  be l in ked  by m a n  a t  th e  level ol pe rcep l io n .  
T h e  la te  o l 'm a n  w o u ld  the re fo re  b ec o m e  poe tica l ,  th e  v ital im pu lse  g iven a 
r i c h e r  s ign if icance  : “ P oe try  c o u ld  b ec o m e  th e  p r in c ip le  b e h in d  c rea t ive  
e v o lu t io n ”  (1963, p.xi). In tens i ty  w o u ld  crca lc  diirée. 'l'liis was also seen by 
Louis l .avel le  w ho  based his a | )p ro a c h  on  the  u n d e rs ta i id in g  o f ‘I / i n s t a n l ’ 
( in s tan t)  (1934). I’laced in diirée as o p po sed  lo space - t im e ,  life is th en  seen as 
h a rm o n y .  Joy is the re fo re  a t t a in e d  a n d  ‘in s ta n t ’ is work , r h y t h m  analys is  is 
“ less a n  e x c h a n g e  o f  su b s ta n c e  th a n  a n  e x c h a n g e  o f  e n e rg y ”  (1963, p. 134). 
This is w h e ic  Ba< h e la rd  goes dec |)e i in to  the  process o f  a( ( |u isit ion  th a n  

does  P iaget .  R e m e m b e r ,  m a t t e r  m us t  be a b s o rb e d  by m a n  a iu l this  will be 
d o n e  d u r i n g  w h a t  B ac h e la rd  calls  ‘te m p s  v ib r c ’ (v ib ra te d  tim e)(p . 131). In  
o th e r  w ords ,  t h e e d u c a t i o n a l  t im e  is no t seen as a  transm iss ion  ol k n o w ledg e  
from  on e  sp a t ia l  d im e n s io n  in to  a n o th e r  spa t ia l  d im en s io n ;  ins tan t is seen as 
durée a n d  becom es a  d r a m a .  It lasts a c c o rd in g  to  a n  essentialist d ialectics  
w h ich  ensures  th e  osmosis o f  o u ts id e  a n d  inside, in this  ch io n o lo g y .  
B ac h e la rd  e m p h a t ic a l ly  s ta tes  th a t  “ m a t t e r  a n d  ra i l ia t io n  on ly  exist in the
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i liylliiii a n d  by (lie i h y t lm i” (|). 132). Be it an  ‘in lc g ra l io n ’ willi Piagcl o r  a n  
‘a ss im ila t io n ’ w ith  Haclic lard (here  is a  p iiv iicgcd  tim e w h en  suljs tance 
spends itsell, so to s[)eak; it is then ,  w hen  it is he ing  i lestroyed tha t  o ne  must 
seize iipon it. 'I ’he  v ib ia t io n s  a re  ac t ion  at tl ial very m o m en t .  A bsohite  
pe rcep t io n  a n d  eo n tinn o iis  |)e rcep tion  jjroeeed Irom tliis d iach ro n y .  O n e  
im ders tan d s ,  h o w e v e i , th a t  th e  reci |)ieht m u s t  be a tten tive .  His a t t e n t io n  is 
sucli th a t  he | )a r t ie ip a le s  totally .  F ro m  a p ed ago g ica l  v iew p o in t  B achc la rd  
insists th a t  it is From a thoug l i t -ou t  rh y th m  that one  will be ab le  to  o rgan ize  
a n y  r h y th m  a n d  th a t  it c a n n o t  w ork  th e  o th e r  w ay  ro u n d ,  in  o th e r  w ords, il 
is at th e  level of th e  v i r tu a l  im ag e  a n d  not at th a t  o f  th e  ob jec t  th a t  lea rn in g  
c a n  star t .  'I’liis n o tw i th s ta n d in g ,  “ subs tance  is n o th in g  bu t  the  occasion o fa n  
a d v a n c e m e n t ;  essence in its pu res t  form  is n o th in g  b u t  a well v ib r a te d  t im e ” 
(p.l3(i) .

T h is  v ib r a te d  t im e  gives b i r th  to w h a t  B ach e la rd  calls surralionalisme 
(sin ra t io n a l ism ) .  O n e  m us t “ le a rn  to co n s id e r  logical p r inc ip les  in re la t io n -  
sh ip  to th e i r  f im ction  a n d  no  lon ger  to  th e i r  s t r u c tu r e ”  (1972, p .30), the  idea  
b e ing  to  s i tu a te  w h a t  is am id s t  a n y  d y n a m ic  ac tion .  G enera l i t ie s  a re  
therelÍDre seen as a necessity a n d  to P ia g e t’s closed ra t io na l ism  B ache la rd  
op]ioses a n  “ op en  r a t io n a l i s m ” (p. 12) w h ich  also d e p e n d s  on  po lem ic  w ith  
the  in n e r  necessity for a  m ul t ip l ic i ty  o f  viewpoints.  R a tio n a l i sm  a n d  
im a g in a t io n  w o u ld  th en  p lay  a s im ila r  role in the  ap p re h e n s io n  o f  w orld  a n d  
o f  m a n ,  c re a t in g  w h a t  B ache la rd  nam es  ‘Es.sentielle tens ion’ (essential 
tension) w ith  th e  u l t im a te  o u tc o m e  o f a n  a x io m a t ic  ro o t in g  oi' i tsell in the  
absolute .

T h e  most in s truc t ive  a n d  p ro b a b ly  the  m o re  accessible o f  tlie  books 
c o n c e rn e d  w ith  this ( juestion is /,« I ’/iiloivfiliie du .\'on (T h e  ])hilosophy o f  
negation) .  H e  suggests th a t  rationalist ii  m u s t  b eco m e  prospective  (1973, p .6) 
anti he  proposes a  law  ; “ O rg a n iz e d  p h e n o m e n a  a re  r ich e r  th a n  n a tu ra l  
p h e n o m e n a ” (p .6) a n d  kn ow ledge  is cons ide red  ,s th e  evo lu t ion  o f  t l i e m in d  
(p .9). Scientif ic  th o u g h t  beco ines a g re a t  a d v e n tu r e  from  realist form  to 
ra t iona l is t  fo rm  th i o u g h  a  series o f  tensions. W h a t  B ache la rd  calls 
‘Pli ilosophie  d isp e rsee ’ (sca tte red  ph ilosophy) casts th e  basis for his p h i lo ­
sop hy  o f  n e g a t io n  w h e re  he  has it th a t  a  m in d  a t  w ork  is a  m in d  in progre.ss. 
H e  seems to  ac(X‘i)t m y  o w n  essentia lis t’s a lg o r i th m  in such a w ay  th a t  the  
in teg ra l i ty  ol ph i lo so p h y  th r o u g h  v ib ra te d  ac t io n  leads in a  ra p p o r t  of u n i ty  
a n d  th r o u g h  a n  o p en  dea l to w h a t  he calls ‘ph ilosoph ic  sc ienti lique  
d i i ré ren tie l le '  (d i l le ren t ia ted  scienti llc  ph ilosophy).  'I’he object c a n  th e n  be 
en v isag ed  in te rm s  o f  laws as he m a in ta in s  is th e  case w ith  Physics, a n d  he 
oilers this  im p o r t a n t  s t a te m e n t  ; “ II faiit passer d u  rea l ism e ties cho.ses au  
rea l ism e des lois”  (O n e  nnist p ro ceed  from  th e  rea l ism  ol th ings  to  the  
realism  t)f laws) (p.27). T h in g s  a re  th en  as a result o f  th e  o[)era tion  to  be



cons id e red  as s im ple  illi is lratioiis ol (lit- p r inc ip les  w hich  represen i ihcni. It 
is a c c o rd in g  lo ih e  B e ig so n ian  d ia g r a m  as il lh e  th in g  w ere th e  p e rcep t io n  ol 
its o r ig ina l  princ iple. T h e  o rg an isa t io n  is ol course  re la t iona l  a n d  in a 
ra t io n a l  w ay  to a c o rp u s  ol n o tions  (p.32). “ l .a  realisai ion p r im e  la réa l i té”  
(p ro d u c t io n  excels reality)  (p.3(i). The linal stage, Unite in t im e  bu t  not in 
(hirée, w an ts  a (piasi co incitle iice  o f  the  uí/h//// a n d  th e  u^iiijidiil w hich  gives 
ev iden ce  o f  th e  m iity  ol the  wot Id in its re la t io nsh ip  w ith  its orig in  (see all 
en tr ie s  in I j ih l iography  i in d e r  M arie ) .  'I 'he oljject ol th e s u i  ra t io n a l is t ’s(piesl 
is, o lC o nrse ,  “ a  m a t h e m a t ic a l  t r u th  w h ich  has so far  not resu l ted  in its liill 
c o m p le t io n ” (B ache la rd ,  1973, ‘Mi).

U n l i k e  M a rx ism  th e  c en tre  ol'gi av i ty  ol know lege  is seen in the  objet t ra the i  
th a n  in society, a n d  th e re  is no  c o u p l in g  ol th e  type  lead in g  to a n  
e x p o u n d in g  ol th e  sense o f  history. B ach e la rd  gives m o re  iinpoi tan ce  to 
t r u th  th a n  does M arx is t  d ia lec t ic s  in its a t t a c h m e n t  to  u n d e r l in in g  eri(jrs 
a n d  hes i ta t ions  w h ich  on ly  witness u n c e r ta in t ie s o l  an  em |)ir is t ic  n a tu r e  a n d  
the  te n ta t iv e  e l l b r t s o r m a n  to go s t ra igh t .  In d ee d ,  th e re  is n o th in g sy s te in a t ic  
w i th in  the  .social im p u lse  a n d  c e i t a in ly  n o th in g  o f  a n  ab so lu te  to  be 
co n s id e red ,  this is w hy  B a c h e la r d ’s r h y th m  analys is  c a rm o t be sc ro u n g ed  by 
M arx is t  d ia lec t ic ian s  h o w e v e r  h a rd  they  m a y  try. I 'he ie  is no  in t e r ­
sub jec tiv ity  in th e  Sart i  ian m oo d  e i th e r  in the  Bachelaicliaii 'ab s t rac t -  
c o n c re t e ’ co up lin g .  F a r  a w a y  Ironi th e  on ly  too  I'amous ‘L ’e n le r  c ’est Ics 
a u t r e s ’ (Hell,  the  o th e rs  a re  Hell!),  B ac he la rd  a t t e m p ts  to  establish  a  l ink  ol 
c o n t i n u a t i o n  a n d  n o t  a b r e a k  b e t w e e n  th e  a b s t r a c t  a n d  the  c o n c r e te .  “ (Jn e  
is iTiore likely, he says, to  know  su g a r  by iT iaking sugars  th a n  th ro t ig h  th e  
analys is  ol a  g iven  s u g a r”  (p..'Ui). VVe a re  a g a in  m o v in g  aw a y  from  spai;e in to  
ditrée, aw a y  Iro m  s t r u c t i n e  i n to  I’l n i c t i o n ,  aw'ay from  th e  uni((ue in to  
m u l t ip l ic i ty  w ith  a b e t t e r  c h a n c e  to  l lg u re  ou t in th e  light ol the  essentialist 
a x i o m a t i c , f i r s t ,  ahovc.sii^nijlanl, w ith in  a t r a n s io rm a t io n  w h ich  is the  
core ,  a n d  th r o u g h  its o w n  rh y th m s ,  ol th e  ob jec t  in to  m y lu l le r  p e rcep t io n  ol 
it, a  lui w h ich ,  th an k s  to su r ra t io u a l i sm ,  c a n  m erg e  in to  a  .mi. The 
t r a n sc e n d e n t  a n d  th e  im m a n e n t  a re  a c tu a l ly  m ee t in g .  T h is  is w h a t  tlu- 
F re n c h  p la y r ig h t  Jean  ( i i r a u d o u x  ca l led  ‘' l ’r a n s p a r e n c e ’ : “ C’e d o n t  les 
h o m in e s  on t le p lus  p e u r ”  (W h a t  m e n  a i c  m ost a l r a id  ol) (I93D, Ondiui:).*

In this  | j r in c ip le  is to  be fo tmd l i a c h e la r d ’s e a r ly  a p p r o a c h  to  l i te ra ry  
Cl i t icism a w a y  from  b o th  th e  idt^alist a n d  the  realist,  w h a t  we cou ld  phrase  
‘p e rc e p t io n  ol th e  a b s o lu te ’, th a t  is, ol an  o b jec t ,  a w ork  ol a r t ,  w h ich  itsell in 
tu rn  has o r  does not h av e  a  l ink w ith  th e  abso lu te .  A n d  l ia ch e la rd  will choosit 
l()r his analyses w rite rs  w ho  d o  h av e  links w'ith th e  ab.solnte. I l<Tice, |)crhai5s, 
th e  fee l ing  th a t  J e a n - l ’ierre  R oy  h a d ,  th a t  he co u ld  m ak e  a b s t ra c t io n  ol 
d u a l i s m  w i t h i n  B a c h e l a r d ’s w o r k  to  a n a l y s e  t h a t  v e ry  w o rk ,  it

* A ls i) ,  M a r i e ,  ‘J e a n  ( i i i a i i d o i i x  c l  Ic d u o  d ' u t i i u '  | ) ( h ' I Í ( | i i c , '  I n :  /,<■ C e il  i 'o lu iil. N o .  1 I.'), 
i JC l 'w o )  i n i n i ' M i c ,  I9 H2 .
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is a  l i l c r a r y  ci i l ic is in  w h ic h  is h a sc d  o n  t h e  use  o f  t h e  f o u r  e l e m e n t s  a n d  
w h ic i i  a | ) p r o a c h  n e c e s s i t a te s  s o m e  f o rm  ol i n i t i a t i o n ,  p e r h a p s  ol a  n o n -  
r a l i o n a l  n a t u r e ,  w h i c h  iiTiplies t h e  p i q j e c d o n  ol t h e  o IjJ ccI i n to  o n e ’s 
c o n sc io u s n e s s  as it w o u l d  h e  w i th  t r u t h ,  o r  f r e e d o m ,  o r  ( í o d ,  o r  a n y  
r e c o g n i z e d  a b s o l u t e ,  k e e p i n g  in m i n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e  t r ip s  B a c h e la r d  w o u ld  
m a k e  a t  a  l a t e r  s t a g e  in t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  d ia le c t ic s ,  r a t i o n a l i s m  a n d  
m u l t ip l i c i ty .

W e shall us<- h e re  L'Hau el les Rêves, Essai sur riiiiaginaliiin de la m atihe ( 1939) 
a n d  m e n t io n  l.a Rsyc/uinalyse Hu feu, h i  Terre el k.s reveries de la imlotUe, L ’airel k s  
.sons,es. N o t  un like  A n to n in  A r ta u d  in his Thealre el son double (1964), G as to n  
B ache la rd  stal ls from  forms a n d  a t t e m p ts  to d iscover the i r  m ean ings ,  true  
m ean ings ,  not just in te rp re ta t io n s ,  as M iche l Fo ticaull w ou ld  la te r  have  it in 
his Les M ols el les ('hoses (I9G6). “ Im ages  sp r in g  ou t  o f  m a t te r ,  a r e  h o rn  like 
germ s o u t  o f  a  sensual a n d  p r im it iv e  reality , a n  in to x ica t io n ”  (B ache la rd ,  
1939, p. 11 7). M a t t e r  is indeed  th e  ob jec t ive  a n d  m us t be  ev a lu a te d ,  first in 
(he  sense ol its o w n  d c |) th  (imai’inalior) malérielle), secondly  in its soa r in g  
(imafiinalinnJormelleJ. ' I 'he llrst im plies a m ystery , the  second  a n d  in ex h au s t i ­
b le n m l t ip l ic i ty .  In b o th  cases “ the  m e d ia t io n  o f a  m a t t e r  br ings  u p  an  o p en  
im a g in a t io n ” (p b p  3 — 4). S ta r t in g  from {\icsii;nifiaiils, th e  formal im a g in a ­
tion  will be liist exi)lored, then  it will be possible to  find “ in d e p t h ” the  
su b s ta n c e  a c c o rd in g  to “ a  law  o f  the  four  e lem en ts  w h ich  classifies the  
various  m a te r ia l  im ag in a t io n s  in a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  fire, air ,  w a te r  o r  e a r th ,  as 
th e  case m a y  b e ” (p .4). 'I 'he c o m p le x  o f  th e  sw an  will i l lu s tra te  the  
pro|X)sition. N ovalis  d re a m s  th a t  he is go ing  to  swim a n d  here  w ith  the  w ave  
is a g ro u |)  o f c h a i n i i n g  girls w h o  a re  | i a r t  o f  th e  w ave ,  c re a t in g  bo d y  co n tac t  
w ith  tlie y o u n g  m a n  w h ich  will lead  him  te believe th a t  u n i ty  has been  
ach ieved ,  “ ' i 'he  fem ale  fo rm s”  writes ISachelaid, “ will sp r ing  from  the  
w a te ry  su b s ta n c e  in c o n ta c t  w ith  te m a n 's  ches t  as his desire  will g ro w  m ore  
precise. But th e  vo lu |) tu( jus  sub s tan ce  exists before  the  foiins o f  sensual 
d e l ig h t”  (p. 173). T h e  d r e a m  will sulllce w ith o u t  g iv ing  b i r th  to  an y  form  of 
liaison. B ac h e la rd  co nc lud es  tha t Novalis is n o t  a  seer, bu t a  to u c h e r  w ho  
touches  the  un rea l  in a n  ‘in d e p t h ’way. The su b s tan ce  is “ this m arve l lou s  
w a te r  w h ich  |)laces o f  th e  yo im g  lad y  e v e ry w h e re ”  (p. 173). N ovalis  enjoys 
the  possession o f  su b s tan ce  o f  w h ich  he d re a m s  a n d  this is p u re  m a te r ia l  
im a g in a t io n .  W ith  B achela i t l ,  i f lh e t ju e s t  begins w ith  formal im ag in a t io n ,  it 
necessarily  op ens  o n to  a m a te r ia l  im age  a n d  the  criti< m ust strive to isolate 
the  foice o f  im a g in a t io n  at woi k.

11 B ach e la rd  is r igh t ,  im a g in a t io n  is now  o p e n e d  to  a  psychoanalysis  o f  
(IreaTns w h ich  c o u ld  o n ly  in l lu ence  life, a r t  a n d  th e  m a jo r  m yths ,  since the  
ob jec t iv e  is to re -es tab l ish  essentialis t re la t ions  in a r a p p o i t  o f  forms to 
m ean in g s ,  sii;nijiaiil to  si^nifié  (See A |)pend ix ) .  In  a  s im ila r  w ay  A r ta u d  

, w ou ld  th in k  tha t  w hat m oves a b o u t  is a |)iece o f  m anifesta tio ti ,  th a t  “ It is a
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sort ol pi inie Physics l'rom w h ich  spirit was never  d c ta c l ic d ” (1964, p .90) 
a n d  a th e a t r e  is i r n c  ac t io n  o n  th e  s tage  w ith  a p r im e  hnii w ith  m a t te r ,  a w ay  
h o rn  sp each  th a t  c a n  only  l)e a c o m p o n e n t  ol ijut not all th e  th e a t re ,  as 
F re n c h  t r ad i t io n  w ou ld  wish to m a k e  one  believe this. T h e  a lchem is t  a n d  the  
m e ta p h y s ic ia n  a re  close a t  h a n d .  As w ith  H ache la rd  it is th e  w ays  ol the  
d r e a m s  w h ich  lead  to  a  m e ta p h y s ic a l  ab so lu te  a n d  it is by fo llow ing such 
p a th s  th a t  th e  cri t ic  will be a b le  to  go u p  to the  ab so lu te  im ag e  w h ic h  is the 
t r u e  p e rson  o f  th e  poet,  a n d  p e rh a p s  his m a te r ia l  o r  d iv in e  or ig in .  O n e  is 
in d e ed  n o t  very  la r  from  C .G .  J u n g s ’ a rch e typ es ,  b u t  it is also E d g a rd  Poe’s 
co n c e p t io n  ol the  stai-isle. A m o ng s t  th e  very  m a n y  im ages th e  cri tic  will 
h a v e  to  ti ace  b a c k  to  th e  a u th e n t i c ,  f ro m  a re l lec t ion  to  an  a b so lu te  a n d  the  
th eo ry  o f  th e  a b so lu te  re l lec t ion  suggested  by B ac h e la rd  usefully co n tin u e s  
th e  line ol la n d m a rk s  e s tab l ished  by Bergson w ith  his ‘p u re  p e rc e p t io n ’, 
‘p u re  m e m o ry ’ a n d  ‘p m e  im a g in a t io n ’.

“ If  on ly  th e  r e a d e r  c o u ld  m a k e  rea l  all th e  im ages  o f  a  poet,  if on ly  he co u ld  
a b s t r a c t  h im se l l ' f ro in  his o w n  rea l ism , he  w o u ld  at lo ng  last h e a r  the  c a l l” 

(I’inviUihnnuu voyage) (B a ch e la rd ,  lf)'59, p.()9), a w a y  Ironi s implis t ic  realist o r  
idealis t visions, a n d  m u c h  cou ld  be g a in ed  from  p o n de i  ing ov e r  m a n y  ol 
B a c h e la r d ’s s t a te m e n ts  : “ M a t t e r  is tlie subconsc ious  o f  fo rm ”  (p .70), he 
says. T h e  call is o f  a  m eta[)hysica l  n a tu r e  b u t  scieiu:e is no t  ex c lu d e d  Irom 
this, espec ia lly  as e a c h  Ibrm  possesses in itself an  a x io m a t ic  t h a t  links it witli 
th e  abso lu te .  Mere o f  course , the  ob jec t ,  th in g  o r  m a t te r ,  rep laces  ob jec t iv i ty  
o r  sc ience  o r  in d e ed  sub jec tiv ity .  B a ch e la rd  only  accep ts  su r ra t io n a l i sm  
w h ich  is a  d y n a m i c  form  o f  ra t io n a l ism ,  aw a y  f io m  all sp a t ia l  d im en s ion s  
a n d  p re jud ices .  H e  accep ts  m a t t e r  as th e  on ly  source  lo r  the  va r io u s  lo rn  is ol 
im a g in a t io n  : “ W h a t  on e  im ag ines  o rd e r s  w h a t  on e  perce iv es”  (1949, p .43), 
a n d  p o e try  is in d eed  a n  o p e n in g  o n to  th e  d iv ine .  H e  does not m en t io n  
sem io tics  o r  th e  w ays o f  th e  n ew  gods w h o  believe th a t  o n e  nm st e m p ty  a 
fo rm  o f  all its m e a n i n g  a n d  “ pass from  th e  ideograp li ic  wi it ing  o f  the  
sym bolic  cjuest to  th e  a b s t r a c t  l a n g u a g e  o f  s t ru c tu r a l  a n a ly s is” (.Serre, 
|>.220). T h e  w o td s  used by B ach e la rd  a re  still signs w h ich  re la te  to values. 
A m o n g s t  all possibilities th e  values ,  th a t  is m a t te r ,  r e m a in  th e  ques t  Ibr th e  
gra i l ,  ' i ’he  now  too  fam o u s  “ glissem ent d u  s ig n i l la n t”  (s liding o( tht- 
signijiani), e x p o u n d e d  la te r  by Ik irthes ,  is not yet b o rn  a n d  does not s tan d  a 
c h a n c e  w ith  h im  to b eco m e  h e  m e a n s  for th e  u p ro o t in g  ol m a n  in an  
a t t e m p t  to  m a k e  h im  subserv ien t to  the  sense o f  his tory, a n d  ind eed  w hen  
B a c h e la id  suggests a fo rm  i)f l i te ra ry  cr i t ic ism  “ it is less a  q ues t io n  ol 
d e sc r ib in g  forms th a n  o f  w e ig h in g  a  m a t t e r ”  (1939, |).2()). In  t r u th  “ the  
])syche is in c o rp o ra te d  w ith  a  cosm ic  re a l i ty ” (p. 123), w h ich  th ro u g h  
il re a m s  a llow s a  p a r t ic ip a t io n  “ to  th e  slow a n d  m o n o to n o u s  life ol an  
e le m e n t” (p. 15). T h is  is | )e rh ap s  w h a t  life a n d  th e  a r ts  a re  al)out.
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A d is tinc tion  is to be  acldcfl, however; the  difl'crcnc.e w hich  P au l G ines l ie r  
sees hel w een  B ergson’s a n d  H aciie lard’s pliilosophics: “ Bergson saw  a type  o f  
im a g in a t io n  by w hicli o ne  p laces oneseil in to  th ings in o rd e r  to  u n d e rs ta n d  
then i ,  w iiereas  w ith  B ach e la rd ,  w h a t  m a t te r s  is to  a n im a te  th e m ”  (1968, 
p. 158). All th e  dilTerence im plies a m ove  from static  to d y n a m ic  a n d  this in 
itsell is a  re v o lu t io n ,  as w as in linguistics th e  passage  o( th e  s tu dy  oilangue to 
th a t  o\ fxirole, bo th  b e in g  in c o ip o ra tc d  in to  Inngn^e. D iach ro n y  m ust be 
a d d e d  to sy n ch ron y  a n d  p e rh a p s  this is w h a t  was missed ou t  (or a long lim e 
by social scientists  a n d  p e rh a p s  ph ilosophers ,  a  need  to re la te  th e  ob jec t  to 
one  w ith in  a  re la t ion  w h ich  is not d iss im ilar  to  tlie acce le ra t ion  of time. If 
m a n  is so, ac t ive ,  p e r h a p s  m a t t e r  is too, a n d  G o d  also. At a n y  ra te  re fe rence  
to an  a b so lu te  is o f  p a r a m o u n t  im p o r ta n c e  a n d  this  is w h a t  the  ph ilosophies  
oi Bergson a n d  B ache la rd  alike will t eac h  us a w a y  from  th e  usual d icho ton iy  
be tw een  rea l ism  a n d  idealism. But w hat is th e  a bso lu te  a n d  can  we allow  it 
to be sk ipp ed  for not b e ing  ab le  to d e l ln e  it? De Saussiu  e used to say th a t  it is 
b a d  p ed ag o g y  to  s tar t  f rom  w ords  to  de l lne  th ings. A n d  here  we s trong ly  
believe th a t  th in g  is m a t te r ,  th a t  very  o ne  w h ich  was th e  subject o f  the  essay. 
It is a  m a t te r  for m e tap h y s ic ian s  to judge  a n d  for o th e r  peop le  to keep 
ta lk ing  a b o u t  so th a t  th e i r  o w n  rh y th m s  ca n  be jo in e d  to th e  rh y th m s  o f  the  
m a t te r .

A P P E N D I X

'I 'hc essentialisi a lg o r i th m  is based  on  S au ssu rea n  L inguistics b u t  the  
standpt) in t  is d il feren t from th a t  of_Iacques L acan :

1
S (Signilie)

s (signillant)

I h ave  also a p p l ie d  this m e th o d  in the  following analyses ;

A. W ith  a ( jh i i s t i a n  bias : 1. ‘Les possédés de  t r a n sc e n d a n c e  - M a u r ic e  
(^lavel - P ie r r e - I le n r i  S im o n  - Pa id  G la u d e l '  (an nna\ytiii> o f  L'AnnnnceJaile
(i Marie), in ( .'Iriiiilrl Si tidies, D allas  l ln ive rs i ty ,  U.S..A.; A pril  1976.
2. ‘A re - e x a m in a t io n  o f  “ form  a n d  m e a n in g ” in C a m u s ’ /,<’ M aknlendu, in 

.\o lltn iilm m  Frem/i Studiey, V ol 17 N 2, N o t t i n g h a m  U n iv e rs i ty ,  ( Í .B .,  
O c to b e r  1978.
.'5. ‘M a r ie -P a u le  de  l . ’EnchantemenI de la niiil ou la ires g r a n d e  fau te  des 
c loches’ (a re a d in g  o f  a  book by J e a n  CJuiree), in liencnntres Arlisliques el 
IJtlhaire.s N 2 7 /2 8 ,  Manles-La-_)olie, I’rance ,  1983.
B. W ith  a poli tical bias : I. ‘Le scep tre  et le b a la n c ic r ’ (an analysis  o f
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G a u ll ism ),  in Revue Espoir N. 14 (Ins ti tu t  C liar les  cle ( ia ii lle) ,  I’loii, M arc h
1976.
2. ‘Ciiraucloux et I’icice d e  n iesure  n a t io n a l^ ’, in 'jean Giraitduuxel k s  Fouvuirs, 
Cahien Jean CHraiiduux 7, G rasse t ,  Paris, 1978.
C. W ith  a  l i te ra ry  bias : 1. ‘l.,a I 'o u r  dii Pin et le R a y u n  l im p id e ’, in her de 
Lance N. 100 (Special issue on  L a  'I’o u r  dii Pin), C^annes, F ra n c e ,  D e c e m b e r
1977.
2. ‘L ’E tre  et le p a r a l t r e  d a n s  E le c t re ’, in (lafiiers Jean Girauduiix 10, G rasset ,  
Paris ,  1981.
3. Luc Vuai’nat dans levo iled ’I m ,  Edit iotis  Poésie V iv a n te  (2 ru e j e a n - J a c |u e l )  
G en eve ,  1984, 184 pages.
4. ‘'I’rois poêtes  genevois : L u c  V 'uagna t ,  j e an -G eo rg es  Lossier, V a h e  
G o d e l ’, in Swiss-French Studies, V'ol V. N. 1, A c a d ia  U n i \ ’ersity, C a n a d a ,  
1984.
5. Le Sens sous les mots, Potchel 's troom  U nive rs i ty  Press, R SA , 1984, 269 
pages.
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