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Translator’s Preface

Action was once a prominent theme in philosophical reflection. It figured prominently in Aristotelian philosophy (ϵνϵρϒϵια), and the medieval Scholastics built some of their key adages around it, such as actiones sunt suppositorum and operari sequitur esse. But by the time Maurice Blondel came to focus on it for his own philosophical reflection, it had all but disappeared from the philosophical vocabulary. As one of his fellow students at the École Normale in Paris remarked, when he noticed that Blondel was contemplating a dissertation on action, the word “action” did not even appear in Adolph Franck’s Dictionnaire des sciences philosophiques, the only one available in France at the time. And when Blondel came to have the subject officially inscribed at the Sorbonne for his dissertation, he was at first turned down, on the grounds that action did not offer matter for a philosophical thesis.1 It was only with the support and at the insistence of Emile Boutroux, who was to be the patron for the thesis, that the subject was finally admitted.

But it was the same Boutroux who was later to remark, in his summation of the results of the First International Congress of Philosophy in 1900, that “the philosophy of action, life properly so-called, the social and individual destinies of humanity,” all terms that clearly reflect Blondel’s approach to action, had become a real and legitimate part of philosophy.2 Since then the word has found its way back into the philosophical vocabulary, in the Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie of André Lalande, for example, where Blondel had a good deal to say in the discussions about how it should be defined,3 and in almost any other standard philosophical reference work. It is no longer possible or legitimate to ignore action in philosophy as it was in France when Blondel appeared on the scene in 1882, when at the age of 21 he first began to focus on action as a dissertation subject, and in 1893, when he defended and published the dissertation now presented here for the English reader for the first time in its entirety, 90 years after its original publication in French.

Blondel later published a second work entitled L’Action in two volumes in the context of a systematic trilogy on thought, being, and action.4 The relation and the difference between these two works, which came more than forty years apart and each of which is systematic, has been a matter of controversy among interpreters of Blondel, a controversy which is intimately connected with the interpretation of Blondel’s approach to the question of religion.5 But it is enough for us to note here that L’Action II takes up more or less the same theme and the same method as had been worked out in L’Action (1893), though with some important modifications due in part to the new context in which it was being presented. Some have argued that these modifications were due to some of the opposition that Blondel had encountered in his earlier work and constituted a watering down of the original thesis. But Blondel himself argued that the more comprehensive and technical framework which the trilogy afforded for his philosophy of action had been a part of his intention from the beginning.6 He did not like being identified merely as “the philosopher of action,” especially when action was seen as opposed to thought and the philosophy of action as anti-intellectual. His intention from the start had been to bring out the intellectual aspect of action7 and to reopen the realm of action as an integral part of philosophy as a whole. Once the more technical aspects of his thought on thought, being, and pure act had been formulated, he was able to present his original philosophy of action in a new light, without some of the apparatus that had been necessary in the original version of 1893.

Blondel himself called attention to the fact that the first provisional subtitle for his thesis on action had been: Essai d’une métaphysique commune de la nature, de la science et de la morale religieuse, essay on a metaphysics common to nature, science and religious morality.8 But in order to meet the rational exigencies of his contemporaries and to stay within the limits of a scholarly exercise such as a doctoral dissertation,9 he had to place artificial restraints on such a vast subject and adopted a strategy of focusing primarily on the question of human destiny: Yes or no, does human life make sense? The method he adopted was one of accepting only the least possible answer to the question and seeing whether one could stay with such an answer. Thus the first answer to be examined was the dilettante’s reply to the effect that the question itself is not worth considering. After showing that this answer could not stand, the next one to come up was that of nihilism: if there is a question of human destiny, the answer lies in nothingness. Blondel argued against this answer as well and went on to argue progressively that the answer lies in something, the something of positive science, the something of national life, and even the something of humanity as a whole, until he had exhausted the whole of what he called “the phenomenon of action.” But since the question of human destiny found no satisfactory answer even in that, he then went on to argue about the “necessary being” of action and how that entered into the question of human destiny. But in the end, at the defense of his thesis, which was at once an ordeal and a triumph for Blondel,10 he noticed that many, if not most, had missed the metaphysical import of his philosophy of action, and so he tried to remedy the situation by adding, rather hurriedly, a long chapter on “the bond of knowledge and action in being” to the end of the thesis he had submitted to the Sorbonne.11

Eventually, however, the additional chapter, though it constitutes a veritable philosophical tour de force, proved satisfactory to very few people, not even to Blondel himself, which explains why it did not appear again in L’Action II. But in this later version it was no longer deemed necessary since the metaphysical point had already been made in the preceding volumes of the trilogy. Other changes were also made between the two published versions of L’Action which we cannot go into here, though the question of human destiny and the general cast of the argument were preserved as a necessary complement to the integral philosophy Blondel wanted to develop, changes which reflect a greater concern to develop and follow his own language and train of thought, rather than espousing the language and thought of adversaries at every turn, in order to bring out the truth that is in them and leads beyond them, but changes which also did not maintain all the verve and force of the original version.

In defense of the second published version of L’Action, it should be noted that Blondel had been blind some five or six years by the time he got around to working on it with the help of Nathalie Panis, who became an invaluable assistant in the production of all of his later works. In his revision Blondel reformulated the old outline of the work and kept many sections of it intact while inserting new paragraphs of transition and touching up the language, thus giving the work a somewhat different, less “phenomenological” tone and making it somewhat disjointed in style and less easy to read. But even those who think that this second version of L’Action may still be truer to Blondel’s original and fundamental intention, in spite of its difficulties, as this writer does, will still agree that the first version offers a much more ready access to the thought of its author in whatever mode. According to Mlle Panis, Blondel spoke of this early monumental work as his cathedral, and he was loathe to see it parceled out in morceaux choisis, or selected passages, which lost the eloquent and moving force of the whole.

L’Action (1893) was meditated on for some ten years by Blondel12 and was put in writing in a final burst of activity beginning in 1889, when Blondel took a leave of absence from teaching in order to work full-time on his two doctoral dissertations.13 These were times of both intellectual torment and inspiration for the young Blondel as he worked to give his thought a systematic and dialectical form. He wrote two or three outlines, dictated one short version to a secretary, changed his subtitle several times before settling on Essay on a Critique of Life and a Science of Practice, and rewrote many parts of it six or seven times, as he told one of his examiners,14 in order to make himself clear and forestall any accusation of obscurity, knowing that this thesis on action would come as an intellectual bomb not only for the examiners but for the intellectual milieu of France at the time. Blondel showed remarkable confidence for someone in his position, and the anticipated explosion did not fail to materialize. When Blondel arrived in Paris to defend his thesis, Boutroux warned him that the other members of the board of Examiners were furious, and he advised Blondel to go call on them privately so that they could vent some of their anger before the public defense. The galleries were packed for the defense, which lasted from 3:00 to 7:15 p.m., and Blondel was awarded the Docteur ès Lettres by the sheer force of his method, even though his examiners felt compelled to express a total disagreement with his conclusions, especially those concerning the necessity of a supernatural religion. It was only a few days later that Blondel learned he would be refused a university teaching post for arriving at such conclusions, a refusal that would be overcome only two years later through a direct appeal to a new Minister of Education of France related to Boutroux, who had by this time himself become a sort of intellectual martyr in university circles in the cause of Blondel.15

It must not be supposed, however, that in order to follow the dialectic of action one must first have gone through the more technical parts of Blondel’s work. As Blondel remarked even of L’Action II, which came at the end of the trilogy on thought, being, and pure act, the way or the method that it follows “does not require any technical preparation or any special competence since it deals with the itinerary to be followed by the most simple as well as by the most adept as long as they are looking for the rectitude of intention in all the byways that human existence can offer amidst the current ideas and the passions that intersect one another. In many respects such an aim can more readily be understood by minds free of any preconceived system than by those accustomed to a particular terminology and doctrinaire attitude.”16 Even though the philosophy of human action in the concrete comes as a necessary complement to the rest of philosophy, as Blondel resolutely maintained, it can still be read as “a relatively autonomous investigation into what can serve and suffice for all those unfamiliar with the other technical disciplines of philosophy who feel the need to rationally illuminate and vitally assure their road toward the inescapable term of their destiny.”17

The reason for this is that the relation between philosophy and life is not a one-way street. Just as life stands to learn from philosophy, so also philosophy stands to learn from life. Hence the importance of “a critique of life and a science of practice” for philosophy as such. In some respects L’Action can be likened to Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit in its relation to Hegel’s system. It is a systematic introduction to a philosophy of spirit, especially in the 1893 version, and it follows its own phenomenological method. But it is not an introduction that can be left behind once one has entered the realm of systematic thought. For Blondel, who insisted on being a systematic philosopher, systematic thought can never close in upon itself. Even the idea of action is never equal to action itself, as Blondel repeatedly maintained. In all his systematic work he argued to keep philosophy systematically open and integral so that it would always have to return to action for its necessary complement. Theory cannot do without practice any more than human practice can do without theory. This is why at the end of his trilogy he had to return to his initial philosophy of action. It is a conclusion as well as an introduction, but a conclusion that opens the way to a completely new set of questions. Each one of his volumes on thought, being, and act called for this return to action. Thought and action must mutually enrich one another by taking turns in being principle and consequence in a sort of cycloidal motion.18

Nor must it be thought that this philosophy of human action in the concrete is meant to be simply an edifying and elevating moral discourse filled with instructions for leading the good life, as one of the examiners had mistakenly expected in reading the phrase “science of practice” in the subtitle of the original dissertation.19 To be sure, there are elevating passages in L’Action and there are pages of moral exhortation in this long dialectic on human action, but ethics is by no means the principal concern of the dialectic. It appears as one stage in the dialectic, while the dialectic itself is aiming at a much higher and much broader goal, an understanding of the metaphysical and religious foundation of human action as a whole. Given the kind of thinker he was, Blondel could hardly eschew all moral exhortation along the way, but his ultimate aim was to show that no natural ethic, no separate philosophy, could be grounded apart from the religious and the supernatural, and he aimed to do so philosophically, not theologically, as he tried to make clear not only to his examiners in 1893 but also to all who would continue to misinterpret his intentions as a philosopher of religion later on. His science of practice was meant to be critical of action as a whole, “a critique of life,” and to encompass all that makes human action what it is, from the lowest stirrings in the nature of man to the highest aspirations of the human spirit and the ontological and divine foundations on which these aspirations are grounded.

To achieve his purpose, Blondel had to distinguish clearly between practical science, which comes with life and constitutes a veritable experimentation, but an experimentation that cannot be completed until the end of life, and the science of practice, which starts from that practical science but attempts to anticipate its conclusions in a rational and methodical way by examining the contents of action as it now presents itself concretely.20 As a science of practice, therefore, it had to be a philosophy of the concrete,21 and, as a philosophy, it had to be universal in its scope, leaving out nothing of what might affect human action and trying to harmonize and unify everything which an abstract and notional reflection left in a state of exclusive separation. This is why it focused on action as the concrete universal. Action appeared to Blondel as “that ‘substantial bond’ which constitutes the concrete unity of each being while assuring its communion with all. Is it not, indeed, the confluence in us of thought and life, of individual originality and of the social and even the total order, of science and of faith? … It comes from the universal, it returns to it, but by introducing something decisive into it: It is the geometric locus where the natural, the human, the divine all meet.”22

This already suggests some of the richness of meaning which Blondel attaches to this short word “action,” a meaning which can only be articulated more precisely in the course of the dialectic. But there is one more aspect of the idea which should be brought out more clearly to assure that the dialectic will be followed critically. If the philosophy of action is to be critical, as it claims to be, it must proceed from a principle that is critically established. This principle, to anticipate for a moment something that will also be established in the course of the dialectic,23 can be expressed in terms of a certain inadequation which appears in action itself where we find a mixture “of obscure virtualities, conscious tendencies, and implicit anticipations,” for, as Blondel writes, the term “action” includes at once “the latent power, the known achievement, the confused presentiment of all that, in us, produces, illuminates and attracts the movement of life.” This is why for him “philosophy begins when it turns expressly to the study of this internal disequilibrium in order to aim at a progressive coincidence between the implicit and the explicit; its proper object is action.”24 But if such a philosophy is not to remain anarchical, without principle, it must seek an adequation, not of an abstract speculation with reality (adaequatio speculativa rei et intellectus), but of thought with real life (adaequatio realis mentis et vitae),25 by first recognizing as its point of departure “the systematic affirmation of our actual inadequation and of the solidarity of all the problems that concern our being and beings.”26 In some respects this could be seen as a conclusion of the dialectic of action as well as its operative principle, since its aim is not to close off but to open up philosophy in its endeavor to embrace all that is real.

This is not the place to go into any elaborate explanation of Blondel’s dialectic. Like any good systematic work in philosophy, it must be allowed to speak for itself and to develop according to its own logic and method. But we could mention that there have been many accounts and summations written on this dialectic of action.27 Among them is an extensive one in English, the only one, written in anticipation of a translation of L’Action (1893) as an “initial approach to the Philosophy of Action for the American reader” by James Somerville– Total Commitment: Blondel’s L’Action.28 The book is the most complete and detailed analysis of the work translated here, and it contains a good introduction to Blondel and his work. Somerville taught Blondel for years at Fordham University when Blondel was otherwise little known in the English-speaking world. The only other comparable introduction to Blondel in English is the one by Alexander Dru and Illtyd Trethowan given with their translation of The Letter on Apologetics and History and Dogma,29 two long early articles by Blondel, one in 1896 and the other in 1904, in which he took issue with developments in Catholic thought on both the right and left and which embroiled him in long and bitter controversies over the Modernist crisis among Catholic theologians, controversies which kept Blondel for a long time from doing the work he should have been doing as a philosopher. Dru and Trethowan give a good account of this theological turmoil and of Blondel’s involvement in it in an introduction of over one hundred pages.

We should mention also some of Blondel’s many ties with modern and contemporary philosophy. One of these was with William James and American Pragmatism, though no strong relationship ever developed there. Blondel’s philosophy of action did not escape the notice of James’s ever-roving eye. James refers to Blondel in the preface to Pragmatism as a kindred spirit in philosophy. The relation between pragmatism and action seems obvious enough at first glance, and Blondel did speak of his philosophy as a “practicing philosophy.” He may even have been willing to refer to it as a form of “pragmatism” at one time, but not after he discovered what the term meant to James and others in England and America.30 The criterion of truth remained too extrinsic and utilitarian in pragmatism, whereas for Blondel action was more intrinsic to knowledge itself. Pragmatism also saw itself as opposed to intellectualism, whereas Blondel admitted of no such opposition between thought and action. Beyond pluralism, he sought a more unitary view of life, but one which did not reduce religious life to the uniform level of empirically observable facts.31

For his part James tried to read L’Action (1893) in 1907, which he had to borrow from Blondel himself since he could not find it in print anywhere, but he had to admit that he could not follow the argument or agree with it.32 What stood in the way seems to have been precisely the method of implication, or disimplication, as some now prefer to say, which he saw Blondel make so much of in the formulation of his point of departure and operative principle.33 In spite of this disparity, however, James could still write to Blondel, “you belong for me to the race of absolutely original, probably prophetic, thinkers with whom one feels that one must some day settle one’s accounts,” and he could go on citing Blondel at least implicitly in speaking of how philosophy affects reality in the pluralistic universe and the cycloidal relations between theory and action.34

Blondel was also, of course, a contemporary of Bergson, who had just left the École Normale Supérieure when Blondel came there in 1881. He was critical of Bergsonism, if not of Bergson himself, for wanting to rely too exclusively on intuition35 and for being only a futurism instead of an eternism.36 But along with Bergson he was largely influential in helping French philosophy break out of the narrow positivism and rationalism in which it found itself at the turn of the century. While Bergson was the more elegant writer, Blondel was the more systematic one. While Bergson spoke of the élan vital, Blondel spoke of the élan spirituel. While Bergson used a method more closely related to the observational sciences, Blondel developed a more critical and dialectical method.

Blondel is also said to have been an existentialist philosopher long before the era of such philosophy. Anyone who reads the first few pages of his introduction to L’Action written in 1893 will readily see why this can be said. Moreover, Blondel surely had an influence on existential philosophers like Marcel and Merleau-Ponty, who is reported to have acknowledged an important debt to Blondel one day, and he spoke of freedom and subjectivity in a language quite similar to Sartre, though with diametrically opposed conclusions with regard to the existence of God and the significance of religion. But unlike most of these existentialist thinkers, Blondel was resolutely systematic in his pursuit of the existential question of human destiny. In this way, it has been argued, he was able to overcome the opposition between “existence” and “truth” that is often found in existentialism.37 He was also able to answer the arguments of existential atheism, so to speak, as found in Sartre and Polin, for example, long before they were formulated.38

William James was quick to note a resemblance in formula at least, if not in substance, between Blondel and Kierkegaard as well as with himself,39 while others have brought out similarities with Hegel and Fichte. But the latter must not be unduly exaggerated. Blondel was not unacquainted with the German Idealists, but his acquaintance was mediated more by his close friend Victor Delbos, the historian of philosophy, than by any prolonged meditation of these authors. The similarity with Hegel is obvious enough in that both were systematic and dialectical thinkers, both had a “phenomenology of spirit,” and both saw religion as an essential part of human life. In some respects Blondel was to French Catholicism what Hegel had been to German Protestantism. At least he reintroduced into a recalcitrant French philosophy the theme of religion as a legitimate realm of investigation. Blondel himself made this point early on, using the parallel with Hegel, in a letter to the Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale in defense of the legitimacy of his concern with religion as a philosopher.40

But the similarity with Hegel may end there. When it came to the supernatural as such, Blondel took a view that was quite different from that of Hegel. Far from trying to absorb religion into philosophy, Blondel argued philosophically for the necessity of a supernatural with a positivity of content and precepts which philosophy could not attain, let alone absorb. This is what came as a shock to his examiners in 1893, and it would have come as a shock to Hegel as well because it was presented as a philosophical claim of the highest order. If both Blondel and Hegel treat of the same themes when it comes to religion, they do not treat of them in the same way be any means. The difference that separates them is like the difference that separates the cycloid from the circle.

It is true that at the end of part V, chapter III, Blondel refers to Goethe’s saying Im Anfang war die That (In the beginning was the act), which could be read as tying him into the German idealist tradition and its philosophy of act.41 But he immediately corrects or complements it by a quotation from St. John, In principio erat Verbum (In the beginning was the Word), to bring out an equal primacy of truth with action. Blondel was intent on overcoming the Kantian dichotomy between theoretical reason and practical reason, and in L’Action (1893) he espoused the Kantian language of determinism and freedom to the hilt to do so. But his effort was not so much one of digging down into the subject in idealist fashion, as Fichte did, to find where reason is common to both theory and practice or to reduce truth to practice, but rather one of going over the top of the dichotomy, so to speak, back into the concrete where the two are already one. This is why he chose to do a philosophy of action rather than merely a philosophy of act. As he writes, “The word ‘action,’ more concrete than ‘act,’ expresses what is at once principle, means, and end of an operation that can remain immanent to itself.”42 To illustrate its meaning he preferred referring to the Greek distinction between πoιϵιν, πραττϵιν, and θϵωρϵιν, with the idea of including all three of these in his meaning, rather than to a German theory of act. Though he is very careful to distinguish between act and fact in making the passage from objective phenomena to the phenomenon of consciousness, thus establishing the necessity of a distinct science of the subject,43 he does so only to move on to the more comprehensive phenomenon of action as a whole. To be sure, as he writes, “the least act has a reality, an importance, a dignity, so to speak, infinitely higher than the fact of the universe,” but that act must be seen as encompassing the universe. Action is a function of the whole, and, before it can reach completion, the initial act must reach out to encompass the whole of reality as a necessary means to its end. It is the purpose of the dialectic of action to show how far this can and had to go.

Hence Blondel’s philosophy is as closely related to the theory of action and even decision making as it is to the theory of act. To the extent that it places before us an option to be taken before God, it is also related to Kierkegaard’s dialectic of existence and faith, except that where Kierkegaard insists on faith by reason of the absurd, Blondel will try to show how the necessity of the supernatural itself implies some form of positive manifestation of the eternal in time and some form of religious practice for this world, beyond all superstition and false worship, even if it be of reason itself.

With regard to Thomism it should be noted that Blondel, though a Catholic, received his philosophical formation entirely within the state university system, which was quite impervious, not to say directly opposed, to that way of thinking, and he resolutely pursued his own philosophical career within that same system. This was to be a source of some resentment among certain clerics later on when he would comment on Thomism and intervene in matters that affected theology. Christian influences on Blondel go back to writers that antedate the great medieval systems, to St. Bernard, the only medieval quoted in L’Action (1893), to St. Augustine, and to St. Paul. To be sure, Blondel was a devoted and faithful Catholic, but not because he was a Thomist. In fact, he was severely critical of Thomism when he first encountered it and of the way it was trying to deal with the question of religion. That was the burden of the misnamed “Letter on Apologetics” of 1896, which caused no less of a stir in church circles as his dissertation of 1893 had caused in university circles. The real title was A Letter on the Requirements of Contemporary Thought and on Philosophical Method in the Study of the Religious Problem.44 The “Letter” was a prolonged reflection on the development of modern philosophy and its exigencies. It was written as an attempt to set the record straight as to his intention and his philosophical method, and it dealt with apologetics, a theological category, only tangentially inasmuch as it presupposes some kind of philosophy. Blondel’s argument was that if philosophy is to intervene in the study of the religious problem, it must do so according to the exigencies of modern philosophy, and Thomism was not doing that at the time. Later on he changed his view on Thomism when he encountered authors like Rousselot and Maréchal who had in fact themselves been influenced by him, and when he began to read more of St. Thomas himself. But he never felt compelled to become a Thomist, even though he came to see a common interest between Thomas and himself, which was to think the unity of his life as both human and Christian at the same time.

A philosophy of action such as Blondel conceives it is bound to contain a wide diversity of interests along the various stages of its development. Besides dilettantism and nihilism, both of which it must overcome in order to get underway, it must deal with the sciences of nature and the positivism that frequently underlies them. At this stage of the development45 Blondel shows remarkable insight into the nature of the mathematico-physical sciences and the kind of action they require on the part of the scientists to bridge the gap between calculus and observation and to make them work. The analysis is something that would interest both scientists and philosophers of science even to this day, even though the analysis antedates most of the revolutions in modern post-Newtonian physics. For his own part, however, Blondel uses the analysis to show that one cannot stop at merely objective science in the study of action, but one must move on to a science of the subject as such according to a method that is appropriate to this subject. In other words, Blondel demonstrates an objective necessity for a subjective science of human action.

It is at this point that Blondel enters into his own insight as to how to pursue such a science in a rigorous fashion. He begins with a reflection on the dynamics of consciousness, or what he calls “the conception of action,” and goes on to demonstrate the necessity of freedom, or that the very notion of determinism presupposes the notion of freedom. He shows how freedom necessarily arises in consciousness and how it necessarily exercises itself as freedom, that is, freely, and in so doing gives rise to a whole new order of determinism, an order that is no longer prior to the exercise of the will but consequent to it and an order which the science of action must now unfold stage by stage. In the first free exercise of his will, the subject finds a certain emptiness in his transcendence, a need to make himself equal to the fulness of himself in his willed action, and so he is launched into the pursuit of equality with himself in his body, in his psyche, in language, in action with others, and on to the confines of the phenomenal universe. In this systematic reflection on the experience of the subject the young Blondel shows himself at his best form, inviting every objection and ready to overcome it and move on, a form he was not able to maintain in the later version of L’Action.

The entire thrust of the argument, however, was not just to develop each stage along the way with all its exigencies as rigorously as possible, but at the same time to reach to the very confines of the phenomenal universe of action where the question of religion appears along with that of the necessary being of action. In a letter to Lalande for the Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie, Blondel writes as follows of his twofold intention in L’Action (1893): “It focused on the following two problems and with the attitude defined as follows: 1. A study of the relations between thought and action conducted in such a way as to constitute a critique of life and a science of practice, with the aim of arbitrating the contention between intellectualism and pragmatism through a ‘philosophy of action’ that includes a ‘philosophy of the idea’ instead of excluding it or limiting itself to it. 2. A study of the relations between science and belief and between the most autonomous philosophy and the most positive religion conducted in such a way as to avoid rationalism as well as fideism and with the aim of uncovering through a rational investigation the intrinsic claims of religion to be heard by all minds.”46 Thus, Blondel’s philosophy of action was meant to be a philosophy of religion from the start and to raise the question of religion which was being excluded from academic philosophy in his day or simply dismissed out of hand. It was with this purpose that he had originally decided to focus on action.47 His intention had been to extend the domain of philosophy both at the bottom and at the top and to reach deeper into the hidden sources of human action in order to bring philosophy higher to the question of religion.

In L’Action the question is approached first through a radical critique of religion in all its superstitious forms, including the superstition of the enemies of superstition and of those trying to do without religion in an attitude of self-sufficiency.48 The outcome of this critique is not an elimination but a reinstatement of the question in its true meaning, a question which Blondel then goes on to pursue, not just in the sense of “religion within the limits of reason,” but in the sense of a strictly supernatural religion with positive revelation, precepts, and practices. The ambition of the project seems daring and almost excessive even to this day, but Blondel was quite serious about it precisely as a philosopher. What he came up with was an unparalleled argument in the philosophy of religion that is worthy of the most serious consideration, one that managed to impress his most hostile examiners even as they still rejected its conclusion.

Part of Blondel’s purpose was to put an end to the idea of an autonomous philosophy separated from religion, a philosophy which even many Thomists had long accepted and still often cling to. For him, as we saw, even the most autonomous of philosophies could not prescind from religion, even from positive religion, and his argument was to show that integral and comprehensive thought had to be systematically open not only to the teaching of action in the concrete but to whatever new or supernatural intervention of God that might come through this action.

From the other side, this also meant that religion itself could no longer consider itself “autonomous” or separated from action and philosophy. Religion had never much enjoyed being ignored or dismissed by philosophy, but it found something disquieting in Blondel’s claim to include religion in his philosophy of action, especially when its critical aspect became more manifest. As a philosophical champion of religion Blondel did not bring theologians an easy comfort. Many of them felt threatened by what seemed to them an illegitimate intrusion into their domain, which according to them had to be separate and apart from the domain of philosophy, and they reacted no less violently to his efforts than philosophers had done on the other side of the division. In fact Blondel, who remained a faithful son of the church, suffered much more from the violence coming from this quarter over the years than he did from any other source. There were never any official condemnations of his work. Indeed, there were expressions of official approval at various times. But there was always a certain fear of condemnation, especially in the early years of the Modernist controversy, and the hounding threats of certain theologians that lasted until Blondel’s death. Ironically, it was Blondel who first began to notice the unorthodox tendencies of writers like Loisy, long before most clerics, and to write in opposition to these tendencies.49 What he wrote proved to be very successful for the renewal of the idea of tradition and the development of dogma and was to have a significant impact on theology, but it offered little comfort to those who remained his foes, since it was as critical of the “old” way of thinking, which it characterized as excessively extrinsicist, as it was of the new, which it characterized as falsely immanentist.

But in the end, in spite of these long and painful adversities, Blondel’s philosophy of the supernatural was to have a significant impact, not only on the development of the theology of the act of faith but on the conception of the relation between the natural and the supernatural in both philosophy and theology. For those who believe in the supernatural, as he did, he marks in many ways the end of the idea of a layered, or two-storied, universe, one natural and another supernatural, the latter simply superimposed on the other in purely extrinsic fashion. For those who do not believe, he marks the end of a philosophy that ignores religion or refuses to treat of the strictly supernatural as such, the secular, or one-storied, version of the layered universe. Blondel was well aware of the difference between philosophy and theology as intellectual disciplines, but he did not think the competence of the one excluded the competence of the other even in religious subjects. Without infringing on the competence of theology as to the content of the idea, he thought the idea of the supernatural could be determined philosophically, and he argued for its necessity in his dissertation of 1893.

The argument which he presented then was never reproduced in any of his later works in precisely the same form. In L’Action II he only leads up to such an argument but does not develop it, and in his last major work, which he was still working on at the end of his life, Philosophy and the Christian Spirit, a work which he had begun to plan forty years before at the turn of the century,50 he treats of some of the same themes but not in the same rigorous, closely knit fashion. It is this philosophy of the supernatural as such of L’Action (1893) which makes the work one of permanent interest along with some of the other features which we noted earlier. A translation of it into English has long been overdue. Now let us let the work speak for itself by accepting Blondel’s invitation to explore with him: “Yes or no, does human life make sense, and does man have a destiny?”

Oliva Blanchette
Boston College
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L’Action is a carefully written, systematic work in philosophy. Many parts of it were revised and rewritten as many as seven times. It was given its final form in a burst of energy that lasted about a year and a half, after having been preceded by two other preparatory versions and numerous partial drafts. There was even a “last minute” revision between the version originally submitted to the Sorbonne for the defense of June 1893 and the version eventually published in November of the same year, in which the final chapter was reworked and greatly expanded in an effort to counteract an antimetaphysical impression left on the first readers of the work.

All of this adds up to a carefully elaborated work where an argument is carefully laid out and a precise language created to support that argument. A translation of such a work must try to be as consistent as possible with both the argument and the language, while trying to be as readable as possible in English. However, it should be kept in mind that Blondel is not easy to read even in French. L’Action is a demanding book in any language. In spite of the many reworkings, the style remains abrupt in many places, apparently deliberately so. I have tried to convey the same kind of abruptness in English, as part and parcel of the argument and the rhetoric of the book.

In order to preserve as much of the systematic aspect of the work as possible, certain principles have been followed in translating key terms that present some difficulty in going from French to English. The first of these was that of conscience, in French, which can mean either “consciousness” or “conscience” in English. The double meaning expressed in the English distinction is sometimes intended by Blondel, but the more basic meaning is that of “consciousness.” This is clear from the nature of the work, which is not restricted to morality, but purports rather to be a science of action as a whole, with a special emphasis on the scientific validity of subjectivity. Hence, in principle, I have translated conscience by “consciousness” in all cases, except those where the more restricted idea of moral conscience was clearly intended in the text, in which cases I rendered it as “conscience” simply, without qualification and without quotation marks.

Another term that presented special difficulty in translation was the French impersonal pronoun on, which is used throughout the argument. As an impersonal pronoun, on can be rendered either by “one,” as in “one expects that,” or by “they,” as in “they say that.” But anyone who speaks French knows that on is also used as a sort of alternative to nous, in which cases it should be rendered by “we,” as in “we went to the movies last night.” Thus, the impersonal on can also be quite personal. Much of L’Action is written with on as principal pronoun. The concrete and reflexive nature of the argument suggests that it should be translated by “we,” especially in the main part of the book, where Blondel is speaking in his own name. The only exceptions to this principle, which occurred principally in the early parts of the book, are those places where Blondel is clearly rehearsing views he does not espouse and speaking quite impersonally. In those cases I resorted to the use of “one” or “they.”

Then there are terms which, while presenting no special difficulty in translating, require special systematic attention because they are central to the argument. These center around the idea of the will. Blondel uses the terms volonté, volontaire, and vouloir. I was able simply to transliterate the first two of these. I translated the infinitive form of the verb either with “to will” or “willing,” depending on what the context called for. Blondel also distinguishes between volonté voulante and volonté voulue, expressions that become technical in the argument and that appear as barbarisms in French as well as in English, rendered as “willing will” and “willed will.” The precise meaning of the distinction is elaborated in the text and had to be translated literally.

Less crucial, but still requiring some interpretation in translation, is the term esprit, which is similar to the German term Geist. English translators, for example, of Hegel, used to eschew the term “spirit” and use the term “mind” to render this term. In doing so they were sacrificing a very rich meaning for a more depleted one. More recently, however, the term “spirit” has become more acceptable to convey what the French and the German have in mind. Yet the French term esprit, more than the German term Geist, has both connotations of “mind” and “spirit,” depending on the context. In some cases it can refer only to a particular frame of mind, and in others it can refer to a profound principle of spiritual life. Hence esprit has been rendered by either “mind” or “spirit,” as the context seemed to call for.

Finally, I should perhaps mention that the term “ground” has been used systematically throughout to translate fonder or fondement. In the context of contemporary philosophy that seemed to convey more of Blondel’s meaning than a more literal translation might have done.

O.B.
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Preface to the New Edition

In his second edition of Action as part of a trilogy—Thought in two volumes, Being in one volume, and Action in two volumes—forty years after the publication of the original dissertation in 1893, Blondel remarked that no special expertise in philosophy is required for understanding this final volume of the trilogy, which is an edited version of his original dissertation. Both editions relate directly to the human experience of free choice in taking action in this world. Anyone who has exercised rational free choice in taking action has what it takes to follow the argument in this dialectic, which begins from any direct exercise of rational free choice in the world and rises to the highest form of free will in confrontation with the divine will.

That is what makes this early version of Action unique in all of Blondel’s writings. It is also what has kept it in the forefront of those interested in studying Blondel and his philosophy of Christian religion, even though much of this philosophy of Christian religion is found only in the later trilogy and in the added tetralogy, Philosophy and the Christian Spirit, the third volume of which was still in the works at the time of his death.

Blondel speaks of his original dissertation, Action, in the subtitle, as a “science of practice.” He starts with those who deny that there is a problem of moral action and shows that such a denial cannot stand in a rational consciousness exercising free choice. He then deals with those who claim that the solution to the problem of action is negative. Against that claim, Blondel argues that in willing the negative there is hidden a will for something, a natural orientation of the will for something positive.

This brings him to Part III, the longest part of the work, “The Phenomenon of Action.” He starts from the positive orientation of the empirical sciences and “how we try to define action through science alone and to restrict it to the natural order.” He eventually rises all the way up to the question of the necessary being of action, which brings him to the questions of religion in the fourth part.

In stage two of Part III, on the phenomenon of action, titled “From the Threshold of Consciousness to the Voluntary Operation,” Blondel makes the all-important move from a perspective on the object of human action to a perspective on the subject, in terms of the conception of action, the reason of action, and the determination of freedom and the production of action. This is a key stage for understanding the rest of the induction and the principles that govern it, starting once again from sense determinations and rising to the limits of a universe that is still finite and fails to satisfy the infinite willing of any self-consciousness. This dissatisfaction leaves the human subject with the problem of facing God: to be God with God or to be God against God, and suffer the consequences, described in Part IV, “The Necessary Being of Action,” as having to do with “how the terms of human destiny are inevitably and voluntarily posited.”

He writes all of this in a language that is compatible with orthodox teaching in the Catholic Church. It conveys a much deeper sense of the Christian spirit rooted in faith and in a revelation from the divine. It makes for excellent spiritual reading even for nonphilosophers, as well as excellent reasoning for the more scientifically inclined.

Oliva Blanchette

Emeritus Professor of Philosophy

Boston College
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Yes or no, does human life make sense, and does man have a destiny? I act, but without even knowing what action is, without having wished to live, without knowing exactly either who I am or even if I am. This appearance of being which flutters about within me, these light and evanescent actions of a shadow, bear in them, I am told, an eternally weighty responsibility, and that, even at the price of blood, I cannot buy nothingness because for me it is no longer. Supposedly, then, I am condemned to life, condemned to death, condemned to eternity! Why and by what right, if I did not know it and did not will it?

I shall make a clean breast of it. If there is something to be seen, I need to see it. Perhaps I will learn whether or not this phantom I am to myself, with this universe I bear in my gaze, with science and its magic, with the strange dream of consciousness, has any solidity. I shall no doubt discover what is hidden in my acts, at that very depth where, without myself, in spite of myself, I undergo being and become attached to it. I will know whether I have a sufficient knowledge and will concerning the present and the future never to sense any tyranny in them, whatever they may be.

The problem is inevitable; man resolves it inevitably; and this solution, true or false, but voluntary at the same time as necessary, each one bears it in his actions. That is why we must study action: the very meaning of the word and the richness of its contents will unfold little by little. It is good to propose to man all the exigencies of life, all the hidden fulness of his works, to strengthen within him, along with the force to affirm and to believe, the courage to act.

I

To take stock of the immediate evidence, action, in my life, is a fact, the most general and the most constant of all, the expression within me of a universal determinism; it is produced even without me. More than a fact, it is a necessity, which no doctrine denies since such a denial would require a supreme effort, which no man avoids since suicide is still an act; action is produced even in spite of me. More than a necessity, action often appears to me as an obligation; it has to be produced by me, even when it requires of me a painful choice, a sacrifice, a death. Not only do I use up my bodily life in action, but I am forever putting down feelings and desires that would lay claim to everything, each for itself. We do not go forward, we do not learn, we do not enrich ourselves except by closing off for ourselves all roads but one and by impoverishing ourselves of all that we might have known or gained otherwise. Is there a more subtle regret than that of the adolescent obliged, on entering life, to limit his curiosity as if with blinders? Each determination cuts off an infinity of possible acts. No one escapes this natural mortification.

Will I at least have the power to stop? No, we have to go forward. To suspend my decision in order to renounce nothing? No, I must commit myself under pain of losing everything; I must compromise myself. I have no right to wait or else I no longer have the power to choose. If I do not act out of my own movement, there is something in me or outside of me that acts without me; and what acts without me ordinarily acts against me. Peace is a defeat; action leaves no more room for delay than death. Head, heart and hands, I must therefore give them over willingly or else they are taken from me. If I withhold my free dedication, I fall into slavery; no one gets along without idols: neither pious folk nor even the most libertine. A scholastic or partisan prejudice, a watch-word, a worldly compromise, a sensual delight, and it is enough for all repose to be lost, all freedom to be sacrificed. And that is often the reason why we live and why we die!

Will I be left the hope of guiding myself, if I will to, in the fulness of light, and of governing myself only according to my ideas? No. Practice, which tolerates no delay, never entails a perfect clarity; the complete analysis of it is not possible for a finite mind. Any rule of life that would be grounded only on a philosophical theory and abstract principles would be temerarious. I cannot put off acting until all the evidence has appeared, and all evidence that shines before the mind is partial. Pure knowledge is never enough to move us because it does not take hold of us in our entirety. In every act, there is an act of faith.

Will I at least be able to accomplish what I have resolved, whatever it be, as I have resolved it? No. Between what I know, what I will and what I do there is always an inexplicable and disconcerting disproportion. My decisions often go beyond my thoughts, and my acts beyond my intentions. Sometimes I do not do all that I will; sometimes I do, almost without knowing, what I do not will. And these actions that I did not completely foresee, that I did not entirely order, once they are accomplished, weigh on all of my life and act upon me, seemingly, more than I acted upon them. I find I am like their prisoner; they sometimes turn against me, like an insubordinate son before his father. They have fixed the past, they encroach on the future.

Impossibility of abstaining and of holding myself in reserve, inability to satisfy myself, to be self-sufficient and to cut myself loose, that is what a first look at my condition reveals to me. That there is constraint and a kind of oppression in my life is not an illusion, then, nor a dialectical game, it is a brute fact of daily experience. At the principle of my acts, in the use and after the exercise of what I call my freedom, I seem to feel all the weight of necessity. Nothing in me escapes it. If I try to evade decisive initiatives, I am enslaved for not having acted. If I go ahead, I am subjugated to what I have done. In practice, no one eludes the problem of practice; and not only does each one raise it, but each, in his own way, inevitably resolves it.

It is this very necessity that has to be justified. And what would it mean to justify it, if not to show that it is in conformity with the most intimate aspiration of man? For I am conscious of my servitude only in conceiving, in wishing for a complete emancipation. The terms of the problem, then, are sharply opposed. On one side, all that dominates and oppresses the will; on the other, the will to dominate all or to be able to ratify all, for there is no being where there is only constraint. How then resolve the conflict? Of the two terms of the problem, which is the unknown to start from? Is it goodwill that will show trust, as if it were betting on something sure and infinite, without being able to find out before the end whether, in seeming to sacrifice everything to this something, it has really given up nothing to acquire it? Or must we consider first only what is inevitable and forced, by refusing to make any concession, by repelling all that can be repelled, in order to find out, with the necessity of science, where this necessity of action leads in the end, except to show simply, in the name of determinism itself, that good will is right?

The first way is unavoidable and can suffice for all. It is the practical way. We must define it first, if only to set aside the part of those, the majority and often the better ones, who can only act without discussing action. Besides, as we shall show, no one is exempt from entering on this direct route. But it will be good to prove how another method becomes legitimate to confirm the first and to anticipate the final revelations of life, and how it is necessary for a scientific solution of the problem. The object of this work must be this very science of practice.

II

Before discussing the exigencies of life, even in order to discuss them, we must have submitted to them. Can this first verification suffice to justify them, and will it be possible, without any effort of thought, through experience alone, for all equally, to find the certain solution that will absolve life of all tyranny and satisfy every conscience?

I am and I act, even in spite of myself; I find myself bound, it seems, to answer for all that I am and do. I will submit without rebellion then to this constraint which I cannot suppress because this effective docility is the only direct method of verification. Whatever apparent resistance I may offer in opposition to it, nothing, in fact, can exempt me from obeying it. Hence, I have no other recourse but to have confidence; every attempt at insubordination, while failing to rescue me from the necessity of action, would be a lack of consistency as contrary to science as to conscience. It can never be said too often: no factual difficulty, no speculative doubt, can legitimately dispense anyone whatsoever from this practical method which I am forced and resolved to apply first.

I am asked for head and heart and hands: I am ready; let us experiment. Action is a necessity; I will act. Action often appears as an obligation; I will obey. So much the worse if it is an illusion, a hereditary prejudice, a residue of Christian education. I need a personal verification, and I will verify at whatever cost. No one else can exercise this control for me and in my place. The issue concerns me and my all; it is myself and my all that I put into the experiment. One has only oneself; and the true proofs, the true certitudes are those that cannot be communicated. One lives alone as one dies alone; others have nothing to do with it.

“But if it is impossible to attempt a trial by proxy, would it not be enough to do so by projection, in the mind’s eye?” Amusing people, all these theoreticians of practice who observe, deduce, discuss, legislate on what they do not do. The chemist makes no claim to produce water without hydrogen and oxygen. I will not claim to know myself and to test myself, to acquire certitude or to appreciate the destiny of man, without having thrown into the crucible all the man I bear in myself. The organism of flesh, of appetites, of desires, of thoughts whose obscure workings I feel perpetually is a living laboratory. That is where my science of life must first be performed. All the deductions of moralists based on the most complete facts, on mores and social life, are ordinarily artificial, narrow, meagre. Let us act, and leave aside their alchemy.

“But there is doubt, darkness, difficulty.” Again, so much the worse; we have to go ahead just the same if we are to know what is at issue. The true reproach that is addressed to conscience is not that it does not say enough; it is that it demands too much. Besides, for each step there is enough room; there is enough light, enough of a faint call for me to go where I have anticipated something of what I am looking for, a sense of fulness, an illumination on the role I have to play, a confirmation of my conscience. One does not stop at midnight in an open field. Were I to use the darkness in which practical necessities and obligations seem wrapped as a pretext for not trusting them or not making any sacrifice, I would be failing in my method and, instead of finding an excuse for myself, I would be condemning myself if I dared to blame what this obscurity conceals or to cloak myself rashly with it in order to abandon the experiment.—The scientist, too, is often forced to be daring and to risk the possibly precious material he has in hand. He does not know in advance what he is looking for, and yet he looks for it. It is by anticipating the facts that he reaches them and discovers them. What he finds, he did not always foresee, nor does he ever entirely explain it to himself, because he never goes into the workshops of nature down to their last depth.—This precious material I have to expose is myself, since I cannot carry on the science of man without man. Life abounds with ready­made experiments, hypotheses, traditions, precepts, duties we have only to verify. Action is that method of precision, that laboratory test, where, without ever understanding the details of the operations, I receive the sure answer no dialectical artifice can replace. That is where competence is to be found, no matter if it costs dearly.

“But still, is there not equivocation and lack of consistency in this rule of life? If we are faced with many options, why sacrifice this or that? Do we not have the right, almost the duty, to experiment with everything?” No, there is neither ambiguity nor lack of consistency when, faithful to the enterprise and putting the goodness of living ahead of the pride of thinking, we dedicate ourselves to conscience and its simple testimony without haggling. Moral experimentation, like every other, must be a method of analysis and synthesis: sacrifice is that real analysis which, by mortifying the all too imperious and too familiar appetites, brings into evidence a higher will that is only in resisting them; it does not impoverish, it develops and brings the human person to completion. Is it those who have tried heroism who complain? Would we want life always to be good to the wicked? That is when it would be evil, if for them it re­ mained sweet, serene, savory, and if there were as much light in deviance as on the straight path. It is not a question of speculative satisfaction, but of empirical verification. If I already have the solution, I would be inexcusable if I were to lose it while waiting to understand it; it would be to run away from it in order to reach it. The curiosity of the mind does not suppress practical necessities under pretext of studying them; and, in order to think, I am not dispensed from living. I need at least the shelter of a provisional morality, because the obligation to act is of another order than the need to know. Every derogation from the dictates of conscience is founded on a speculative prejudice, and every critique of life that relies on an incomplete experience is radically incompetent. A thin ray of light does not suffice to illumine the immensity of practice. What we see does not destroy what we do not see. And as long as we have not been able to make a perfect connection between action and thought, and between conscience and science, all, unlettered or philosophers, have only to remain, like children, docile, naively docile to the empiricism of duty.

Thus, in the absence of all theoretical discussion, as also during the course of all speculative investigation into action, a direct and quite practical method is offered me. This unique means of judging the constraints of life and appreciating the exigencies of conscience is to lend myself simply to everything that conscience and life require of me. Only in this way will I maintain an accord between the necessity that forces me to act and the movement of my own will. Only in this way will I find out whether, in the last analysis, I can ratify, through a definitive acknowledgement of my free reason, this preliminary necessity, and whether all that had seemed obscure, despotic, evil, I can find clear and good. Hence, on the condition of not leaving the straight path of practice which we would abandon only through a lack of consistency, practice itself contains a complete method and surely prepares a valid solution to the problem it imposes on all men.

Do we understand what this method of direct experimentation is, and do we have the courage to apply it? Are we ready to pay for moral competence at the price of all that we have and all that we are? If not, there is no admissible judgment. For life to be condemned, life itself, once we have experienced what it has to offer that is most painful, would have to warrant our regretting all the sacrifices and the efforts made to render it good. Is that the way it is? And if we have not tried the test, are we in a position to complain?

III

Yes, these complaints have to be accepted. It is possible that the straight road leads where no other does, it is possible too that one be guilty of leaving it. But if one has left it, if one has not entered into it, if one falls along the way, does one cease to count? Science must be as broad as charity and not ignore even what morality frowns upon. Not-withstanding the sufficiency of practice, another method, destined perhaps to enlighten and justify the first, but quite different from it, becomes legitimate and even necessary. For what reasons? Here are some of the principal ones.

To be sure, no one is forced to debate with his conscience, to haggle about his submission and to speculate on practice. But, then, who escapes the curiosity of the mind, who has not doubted the goodness of his task and has never asked himself why he does what he does? When traditions are shattered, as they are, when the rule of mores is subverted on almost every score, when, through a strange corruption of nature, the lure of what popular consciousness calls evil exercises on all a sort of fascination, is it possible to act always with the happy and courageous simplicity that no uncertainty undermines and that no sacrifice disheartens? No, if the method of the simple and the generous is good, we should at least be able to show why. Such an apologia could only be the supreme effort of speculation, while proving the supremacy of action.

Besides, even when we have no hesitation as to what is to be done, do we always do what we know and what we will? And if repeated failings spoil the experiment of life, if the first sincerity is lost, if there rises across our path the irreparable past of an act, will we not have to have recourse to an indirect way? And is not reflexion, roused by the obstacle itself, necessary, like a light, to find once again the lost way? Often born of a proud or sensual curiosity, the presence of evil, even in the most naive consciousness, produces in turn for it a need for discussion and science. This complement or this supplement of moral spontaneity must, therefore, be sought in ideas as scientific as possible.

But let us be careful. Nothing is more perilous and less scientific than to govern ourselves, in practice, according to incomplete ideas. Action cannot be partial or provisional, as knowledge can be. Hence, when one has begun to discuss the principles of human conduct, one must not take the examination into account as long as the examination has not been brought to completion, because we have to have something principal, something central, something total to illumine and regulate acts. Now, if it is true that no one is obliged to speculate on practice, still there is almost no one who does not have his own ideas on life and does not think himself authorized to apply them. Hence, it is essential to push this examination to the end, since only at the end will the authority that speculation often usurps over action become legitimate.

It is therefore a science of action that must be constituted, a science that will be such only insofar as it will be total, because every way of thinking and deliberate living implies a complete solution of the problem of existence, a science that will be such only insofar as it will determine for all a single solution to the exclusion of all others. For my reasons, if they are scientific, must not have any more value for me than for others, nor must they leave room for other conclusions than mine. In this also the direct method of practical verification needs to be completed; but this remains to be shown.

Entirely personal and incommunicable, the teachings of moral experimentation are valid in effect only for the one who instigates them in himself. No doubt, he has succeeded in learning where one acquires true charity of soul and in grounding in himself an intimate certainty that surpasses, in its own sense, every other assurance. But what he knows because he does it he cannot communicate to others who do not do it. In the eyes of strangers, it is only opinion, belief, or faith; for himself his science does not have the universal, impersonal and imperious character of science. But it is good for each one to be able to justify as fully as possible, against the sophisms of passion, the reasons for his conduct. It is good for each to be able to transmit and demonstrate to all the solution he knows to be certain for the problem imposed on all. It is good that, if our life is to judge us with a sovereign rigor, we should already be able, if we will to do so, to judge it with sufficient clarity.

Why it is legitimate and even becomes necessary to raise the speculative problem of practice is therefore manifest. How it is raised, we must now look into.

IV

In what way, in the study of reality, do truly scientific methods proceed? They exclude all false explanations of a fact, all fortuitous coincidences, all accessory circumstances so as to place the mind before the necessary and sufficient conditions, and to constrain it to affirm the law. This indirect way alone is that of science, because, starting from doubt and systematically eliminating every chance of error and every cause of illusion, it closes every way out but one. Hence, truth imposes itself, it is demonstrated.

Now there will be science of action, properly speaking, only insofar as we shall succeed in transporting into the critique of life what is essential about this indirect method. For we must not make believe that men are other than what they are for the most part, especially men of thought. They only do as they please, that is, they like to choose and to know where they are going; and to know with certainty, they will go down blind alleys. Without a complete investigation, there is no conclusive and constraining demonstration. If in the sciences of nature the mind surrenders only before the impossibility of doubting, all the more, in the world of his passions, of his sufferings, and of his intimate struggles, does man hang on and remain where he is, as long as he is not dislodged from the position, whatever it may be, where self-love, in the absence of any other interest, keeps him. Ask no one to make the first step. Science has nothing to concede.

It would be to take the first step and the decisive step to accept, be it only by way of a trial or a simple postulate, moral obligation or even the natural necessity to act. This is the constraint, these are the practical exigencies that are in question and that must be justified in the least indulgent eyes and through the effort of the very ones who try to run away from them with all their might. The moment I raise the theoretical problem of action and set out to discover a scientific solution for it, I no longer admit, at least provisionally and from this different viewpoint, the value of any practical solution. The usual words, good, evil, duty, culpability, which I had used are, from this moment on, bereft of meaning, until, if occasion arises, I can restore to them all their plenitude. In the face of necessity itself which, to speak the language of appearances, forces me to be and to act, I refuse to ratify, in the order of thought, what, in the order of practice, I have resolved to practice. And since we must first eliminate all false ways of being and acting, instead of seeing only the straight way, I will explore all those that are furthest away from it.

My situation, then, is quite clear. On one side, in action, complete and absolute submission to the dictates of conscience, and immediate docility. My provisional morality is all of morality, without any objection in the intellectual or sensual order authorizing me to break this pact with duty. On the other side, in the scientific realm, complete and absolute independence. This does not mean, according to a common understanding, the immediate emancipation of the whole of life with regard to any regulating idea, any moral yoke, any positive faith: that would be to draw conclusions before having justified the premises, and to let thought usurp a premature authority, at the very point where we are recognizing its incompetence. Whatever the scientific result of the examination underway will be, only in the end must it return to and illumine the practical discipline of life. The independence necessary for the science of action must therefore be understood this way. This research itself will manifest more clearly the fundamental importance and the unique originality of the problem.

What is at issue in effect? To find out whether notwithstanding the obvious constraints that oppress us, whether through the darkness where we must walk, whether in the depths of unconscious life whence emerges the mystery of action as an enigma whose word will perhaps be dreadful, whether in all the aberrations of the spirit, there does not subsist, in spite of it all, the seed of a science and the principle of an intimate revelation such that nothing will appear arbitrary or unexplained in the destiny of each, such that there will be a definitive consent of man to his fate, whatever it may be, such finally that this clarity unmasking consciences will not change in their depth even those it will overwhelm as if by surprise. At the root of the most insolent negations or the most foolish extravagances of the will, we must inquire whether there is not an initial movement that persists always, that we love and we will, even when we deny it or when we abuse of it. The principle of the judgment to be passed on each individual must be found within each. And the independence of the mind becomes indispensible in this research, not only because it is important to admit first, without prejudice of any sort, all the infinite diversity of human consciences, but especially because in each consciousness, under all the unrecognized sophisms and the unavowed failings, we must find the primitive aspiration, so as to lead all, in full sincerity, to the very end of their voluntary élan. Thus, instead of starting from a single point whence would spread the doctrine peculiar to one mind, it is necessary for us to place ourselves at the extremities of the most divergent spokes in order to lay hold, at the very center, of the truth essential to every consciousness and the movement common to all wills.

As I approach the science of action, then, I can take nothing for granted, no facts, no principles, no duties. It is to strip myself of every precarious support that I have been working. Let us not pretend, like Descartes through an artifice that smacks of the schools with all its seriousness, to extract from doubt and illusion the very reality of being; for I do not sense any consistency in that reality of dreaming, it is empty and remains outside of me. I will not hear, with Pascal, of playing heads or tails over nothingness and eternity; for to wager would be already to ratify the alternative. Let no one, following Kant, pull out from I-know-not-what darkness I-know-not-what categorical imperative; for I would treat it as suspect and as an intruder. We must, on the contrary, take in all the negations that destroy one another, as if it were possible to admit them all together. We must enter into all prejudices, as if they were legitimate, into all errors, as if they were sincere, into all passions, as if they had the generosity they boast of, into all philosophical systems, as if each one held in its grip the infinite truth it thinks it has cornered. We must, taking within ourselves all consciousnesses, become the intimate accomplice of all, in order to see if they bear within themselves their own justification or condemnation. They have to become arbiters of themselves; they have to see where their most frank and their most interior will would lead them; they have to learn what they do without knowing it, and what they already know without willing it and without doing it.

Thus, for the problem of action to be raised scientifically, we should not have any moral postulate or intellectual given to accept. It is not a particular question, then, a question like any other, that presents itself before us. It is the question, the one without which there is none other. It is so primary that any preliminary concession would be a petitio principii. Just as every fact contains all of its law, so also every consciousness hides within itself the secret and the law of life. There is no hypothesis to be made; we cannot suppose either that the problem is resolved, or even that it is imposed or simply posited. It must be enough, for the most intimate orientation of hearts to be revealed, to let the will and action unfold in each individual down to the final agreement or to the contradiction between the primitive movement and the end in which it terminates. The difficulty is to introduce nothing external or artificial into this profound drama of life; it is, if need be, to correct reason and the will through reason and the will themselves; it is, through a methodical progress, to make errors, negations, and failings of every nature produce the hidden truth that souls live by and that they may perhaps die of for eternity.

V

Thus everything is called into question, even whether there is a question. The spring for the entire investigation must come from the investigation itself; and the movement of thought will sustain itself without any external artifice. What is this internal mechanism? It is this. For it is good in advance, not for the sake of validity, but for the sake of clarity of exposition, to indicate the moving thought and, calling into question along with the value of life the very reality of being, to underscore the common intertwining of science, morality and metaphysics. Among these, there are no contradictions, because where people have seen incompatible realities, there are still only heterogeneous and solidary phenomena. And if some have burdened themselves with inextricable difficulties where there are none, it is for having failed to recognize the one question where the difficulty lies. In question is the whole of man; it is not in thought alone then that we must seek him out. It is into action that we shall have to transport the center of philosophy, because there is also to be found the center of life.

If I am not what I will to be–what I will, not with my lips, not in desire or in project, but with all my heart, with all my strength, in all my acts–I am not. In the depth of my being, there is a willing and a love for being, or else there is nothing. This necessity that appeared to me as a tyrannical constraint, this obligation which at first seemed despotic, must in the last analysis be seen as manifesting and exercising the profound action of my will; otherwise they would destroy me. The whole nature of things and the chain of necessities that weigh on my life is only the series of means I have to will, that I do will in effect, to accomplish my destiny. Involuntary and constrained being would no longer be being, so true is it that the last word of all is goodness, and that to be is to will and to love. Pessimism stops too soon in the philosophy of the will; for, in spite of pain and despair, we will still be right in admitting the truth and the excellence of being if we will it of ourselves in all sincerity and in all spontaneity. To suffer from being, to hate my being, I have to admit and to love being. Evil and hatred are only by becoming a homage to love.

Also, whatever apparent disproportion there may be between what I know, what I will and what I do, however fearful the consequences of my acts may be, even if, able to lose myself, but not to escape myself, I am, to the point that it would be better for me not to be, still I must, in order to be, always will to be, even if I have to bear within myself the painful contradiction of what I will and of what I am. There is nothing arbitrary or tyrannical in my destiny; for the least external pressure would be enough to strip being of all value, all beauty, all consistency. I have nothing I have not received; and yet at the same time everything has to arise from me, even the being that I have received and seems imposed on me. Whatever I do and whatever I undergo, I have to sanction this being and engender it anew, so to speak, by a personal adherence, without my most sincere freedom ever disavowing it. This is the will, the most intimate and the most free, that it is important to find in all my endeavors and to bring finally to its perfect fulfillment. What is most important is to bring the reflected movement of my willing into equation with its spontaneous movement. But it is in action that this relation of either equality or discordance is determined. Hence the importance of studying action, for it manifests at once the double will of man; it constructs all his destiny within him, like a world that is his original work and is to contain the complete explanation of his history.

The ultimate effort of art is to make men do what they will, as it is to make them realize what they know. That is the ambition of this work. Not that we would violate here the protective obscurities that insure the disinterestedness of love and the merit of goodness. But if there is a salvation it cannot be tied to the learned solution of an obscure problem, nor denied to the perseverance of a rigorous speech. It can only be offered clearly to all. This clarity must be borne to those who have turned away from it, perhaps unknowingly, into the night they make for themselves, a night where the full revelation of their obscure state will not change them if they do not first contribute to change themselves willingly. The only supposition we will not make initially is to think they go astray knowingly and willingly, that they refuse the light while they sense that it envelops them, and that they curse being while admitting its goodness. And yet perhaps we shall have to come to this very excess, since there is nothing, in all the attitudes possible for the will or in all the illusions of consciousness, that is not to enter into the science of action: fictions and absurdities if you will, but real absurdities. There is, in the illusory, the imaginary, even the false, a reality, something living and substantial that is embodied in human acts, a creation which no philosophy has sufficiently taken into account. How important it is to accept, to unify and bring to completion, so many scattered aspirations, like members perishing through their divisions, in order to build up, through the infinity of errors and by them, the universal truth, a truth that lives in the secret of every consciousness and from which no man ever frees himself.

But let us forget now this anticipated look at the road to be taken. Let us give ourselves without afterthought and without distrust, precisely because no side has been taken nor any act of confidence asked. Even the point of departure, “there is nothing,” could not be admitted, because it would still be an external given and like an arbitrary and subjugating concession. The ground has been completely cleared.

1. The numbers in the margins indicate the pagination of the French edition.


Part I

Is There a Problem of Action?
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CHAPTER 1
How We Claim the Moral Problem Does Not Exist

There are no problems more insoluble than those that do not exist. Would that be the case with the problem of action, and would not the surest means of resolving it, the only one, be to suppress it? To unburden consciences and to give life back its grace, its buoyancy and cheerfulness, wouldn’t it be good to unload human acts of their incomprehensible seriousness and their mysterious reality? The question of our destiny is terrifying, even painful, when we have the naïveté of believing in it, of looking for an answer to it, whatever it may be, Epicurean, Buddhist or Christian. We should not raise it at all.

Granted, it is not all as simple as we imagine it to be at first; for abstention or negation is still a solution; and nimble minds have long since recognized the trickery of neutral or free thought.–To pronounce oneself for or against is equally to let oneself get caught in the gears and be crushed in them completely. It matters little what one is, what one thinks and what one does, if one is, if one thinks and if one acts; one has not made the weighty illusion vanish. There remains a subject before an object; the idol may have changed, but the cult and the adorer remain.–To avoid taking a stand, believing one can succeed in doing so, is another shortsighted illusion. We must in effect reckon with this constraint which, as a matter of experience, perpetually forces us to act. There is no hope of escaping it, even by fighting against it, even through inertia; for a prodigious energy is spent in asceticism, more than in the violent movements of passion; and activity takes advantage of all oversights and abdications as well as all efforts made to reduce it. Inaction is a difficult craft: otium (idleness)! How much delicacy and skillfulness it requires; and can one ever arrive at it completely?

Will there really be a wisdom refined enough to disentangle the subtleties of nature and give in to it in appearance, since we have to give in, while at the same time liberating itself from its cunning lies?

To be duped without knowing it, that is the ludicrous misfortune of the earnest, the passionate, the barbaric. But to be duped knowing that one is, while lending oneself to the illusion, while enjoying everything as a vain and amusing farce; to act, as it is necessary to do so, but all the while killing action with the dryness of science, and science through the fecundity of dreaming, without ever finding contentment even in the shadow of a shadow; to annihilate oneself with erudition and delight, will that not be the salvation known and possessed by the better and the more informed minds, the only ones who will have the right to say they have resolved the great problem, because they will have seen that there is none?

What an enticing tour de force and a useful tactic! It is good to have a close look at it and appreciate its end. For to suppress everything, it is important and apparently sufficient to be all science, all sensation and all action. In making one’s thought and one’s life equal to the universal vanity, one seems to fill oneself only to become more empty. And if in effect there is no problem and no destiny, is not the simplest and the surest way of finding out, to abandon oneself to the free flow of nature by stepping out of the fictions and the confining prejudices in order to rejoin the movement of universal life and to attain, through all the powers of reflexion, the fruitful peace of unconsciousness?1

I

To begin with, let us gather from the fine flower of thought all the subtle and deadly essence it distills.

There is no error, it is said, that does not have a soul of truth; there is no truth, it seems, that does not carry a weight of error. To stop at any particular judgment and hold fast to it would be pedantry and naïveté. To maintain a clear and fixed attitude, to believe that “it has happened,” to dirty one’s hands, to tangle with men, to contend for position, to do that nasty thing expressed by that nasty phrase: assert oneself, conscientiously to introduce a rigid unity into the organism of one’s thought or the conduct of one’s life, bah! What a ridiculous narrowness, how enormously boorish! All the philosophical systems, even those most opposed to one another, have been caught in the same trap: they have always looked for the relation between being and knowing, between the real and the ideal, and they thought they could define it. The ontological argument is found at the heart of every dogmatism, even the one that is sceptical: about the Unknown it is known that it cannot be known. About Pessimism one can say that it is still an optimism since it has a doctrine and offers a goal. To affirm that nothingness is, what a pleasant joke, and how happy one must be when one knows that being is not, and that not to be is the supreme good! Blessed hopeless people who have met their ideal, without seeing that, if it is, it is no longer and that, by rushing toward it, they play the game of that ironic nature which they boast they have confounded. Not only is every monism an error, that is, every doctrine that claims to reduce the principle of intelligibility and the principle of existence to a unity, but so too is every system, by the simple fact that it is a system, just as every action inspired by a fixed conviction is an illusion.

Hence there is truth only in contradiction, and opinions are certain only if we change them. But one must not make of contradiction itself and of indifference a new idol. In openmindedness, one will even practice intolerance in order to savor the charms of narrowness of mind. At one time, one will be enchanted with the acrobatics of a transcendental dialectic, at another, disdaining the weight of even a light armor, one will mock those clods who, with their helmets on, do battle according to the book in hand to hand combat with the wind. Through history, to belong to all times and to all races; through science, to be in all space and to be the equal of the universe; through philosophy, to become the field for the interminable battle of systems, to bear in oneself idealism and positivism, criticism and evolutionism, and to feast on the carnage of ideas; through art, to be initiated to the divine grace of serious frivolities, to the fetichism of advanced civilizations; what pleasant efforts to give oneself to everything without giving anything, to hold in reserve this inexhaustible power of a spirit now sympathetic now destructive, to weave and to unravel without cease, like Penelope, the living garment of a God who will never be! One kneels before all altars, and one gets up smiling to run off to new loves; for a moment one subjects oneself to the letter in order to penetrate into the sanctuary of the spirit. If, before the grandeur of the mystery that covers everything, one feels something like a chill of religious dread, quickly one runs for cover behind the thick certitudes of the senses. One uses brute certitudes to dissipate dreams, dreams to sublimate science, and all becomes nothing more than figures drawn in air. One knows that there are inevitable reactions against any abuse of the positive, and one lends oneself to it devoutly, neither more nor less disposed to venerate the retort of the chemist than to prostrate oneself before the ineffable splendor of the nothingness disclosed to the soul. Some take pleasure in mixing the extremes and in bringing together in one single state of consciousness eroticism and mystical asceticism; some, by means of sealed compartments, develop along parallel lines the double role of alcoholic and idealist. One after the other, or at one and the same time, one tastes, one loves, one practices different religions and one savors all the conceptions of heaven through a dilettantism of the future life.

At times even this undulating and diverse wisdom feigns to overlook itself in order better to dispel the odious appearance of a system, in order to keep, through its incurable nimbleness, the pleasure of anxiety or risk. One flatters oneself, but without contention and blithely hopeful, for having avoided forever the troubling questions, the tormenting answers, the menacing sanctions. One does not assert nothingness to be more certain of not encountering being, and one lives in the phenomenon which is and is not. Don’t try to tell these clever people that underneath their free play and the suppleness of their fleeting attitudes is hidden a prejudice, an original method, an answer to the problem of destiny, and certain involuntary preoccupations: that’s false, one does not run away from what is not. Don’t repeat for them the banal objection that the absence of a solution is still a solution: that’s false. Do not question them, do not press them: no question makes sense, because every response is false, if one does not sense in it the inevitable lie. What shade is a pigeon’s neck? The thought expressed is already a deceit. If they entertain all curiosities it is to be freer to steer clear of any indiscrete questioning; long since have they seen through the vanity of discussions, and have learned always to agree with whoever contradicts: to refute anyone or anything whatsoever is a Philistinism of the worst kind. To be neither offensive nor defensive, for one playing at loser-wins that is the art of being unbeatable.

And that is the true panacea. It counterbalances the rigor of the positive sciences with mystical effusion and, mixing into one and the same crucible the old idol of clear ideas and the fresher beauty of the noumenon, the unconscious and the unknowable, it anoints the classical spirit with the oil of suppleness. To arid minds, it provides a varied abundance; to the narrow, breadth; to the doctrinaire, doubt; to the fanatics, irony; to cold impiety, an aroma of incense; to materialism, an ideal. Thanks to this panacea, admire how our time, after having kissed one cheek of centuries past, slaps them on the other. Give it credit for treating with proper contempt some of those inanely witty objections that charmed Voltaire, for accepting and surpassing all the reversals of opinion, for wearing out its cults so fast that some now revert to those of India and, before the end of the century, some will claim to turn even Catholicism itself into a new and fashionable adornment, for expecting a kind of perpetual renaissance, and for making the need for a flexible and firm rule grow out of the taste for anarchy. Take pleasure in seeing rise, as once in Alexandria, amidst the confusion of ideas and bazaars and from under the oppression of material pleasures and sufferings, an intense breath of mysticism and a passion for the marvelous. Be proud of your brow, enlarged to comprehend more than one beauty, to embrace all the infinite variety of thoughts, the logic of contraries, the new geometry, nature conquered. But behind this glitter, this generosity, this display, you will take pleasure in considering the vanity of a science that enjoys vanity, you will be amused at the ridiculous spectacle of ambitions, of business, of systems. And in the midst of all the entertaining follies of the world, you will exult as you feel in your heart, as you size up with your eye the infinite emptiness of what is called living and acting.

Thus thought, through the double weapon of universal sympathy and pitiless analysis, manages to play with nature as it plays with us. Beati qui ludunt (blessed are those who play): a game, that is the wisdom of life; a game, but a noble and poignant one, which is sometimes to be taken seriously so that it may be a better game, and more of an illusion winning against all illusions. You, Poor Nature with the thousand faces, you seem to cast about ingeniously to vary the bait for all credulities through a perpetual generation of contraries; it is enough to nibble at every lure and give ourselves over to all your Protean caprices for you to be poisoned by your own tricks and vanquished in your triumph. The more we embrace you, the better we escape you; by becoming all that you are, we place a gnawing worm at the heart of everything; we volatilize ourselves along with all the rest, squeezing between heaven and hell in a crisscross of contradictions. With the same respect and the same disdain for the yes and for the no, it is good to lodge them together and let them devour one another; irony and goodwill, it is all the same, the universal master-key, the universal solvent. One cannot know and affirm everything without denying everything; and the perfect science of the aesthete vanishes of itself in the absolute vanity of all.

The speculative problem of action seems well eliminated. Will the practical problem be equally suppressed?

II

By itself the dilettantism of art and science does not suffice for long; it is soon complemented by the dilettantism of sensation and action. For it is generally not enough anymore for the head to reveal to the imagination the universe of sentimental experience; indeed, there is nothing like a man devoted to the ideal for paving the way for the practitioner of the senses and to end up envying him and following him. But is there not in calculated depravity the principle of an art and even of a science that no speculative fiction could equal? And if a desire for unknown emotions seems to be the common law of literary intoxication, there is, on the other hand, also hidden in practical dissoluteness, a source of dissolving discoveries and thoughts. Is not the best way of making the mind flexible and emancipating it from the narrow prejudices that limit its horizon on life to go beyond them and, in order to understand everything, to come to feel everything? One less depraved is thought to be less intelligent.

Not that one should ruin the superstition of shame or even of piety. The damage would be great because the fun and the love of evil are perfect only thanks to the tang of internal contradiction and to the savor of the forbidden fruit, as for those courtesans who preserve the spice of a prie-Dieu. It enlivens enjoyment when we make of it a synthesis of opposed feelings and experience therein, through the variety of contacts and contrasts, something like the multiple caress of a fine and voluminous hair. “His soul elevated to the seventh heaven, his body more humble under the table,” the mystical libertine, “a Christian poet with the flanks of a faun,” he it is who will discover how purifying adultery can be, or savor all the voluptuousness there is in corrupting a virgin soul.

But these learned contrasts of sensation serve not only to refine it; they decompose it and kindle it only to consume it. By insinuating the most exquisite delicacy and the most impure ardor at one and the same time into the same heart, they hasten the dispersion and, so to speak, the agony of the moral person. No more simple and sincere feelings: nothing real, indeed nothing either good or bad. If to know everything annihilates in one blow the object and the subject of knowledge, to feel everything brings this marvelous work of science to completion in practice.

How, then, vary and multiply our sensations enough to escape the disappointing truth of simple impressions and the deceiving lucidity of life? A less well advised wisdom no doubt would recommend the ataraxy of the universal dreamer, who does not engage in action in order to scoff while renewing himself more freely, and who enjoys the world like a grain of opium whence he draws the smoke of his dreams, and life like the shimmering shadow of mist by moonlight. If he had to choose between irony and fanaticism according to the abundance of pleasure he can expect from one or the other, he would perhaps listen to the call of that voluptuous laziness that dreads the stains and the transports of action. A false wisdom that, still too timid, and outmoded! See how today, with infinitely powerful gifts for analysis, the more delicate aspire to action, as if they sought “to reconcile the practices of interior life with the necessities of active life”; see even how, without renouncing the supreme irony of criticism, people applaud whoever seems to be daring enough to have a trenchant opinion and gives the impression of one about to penetrate minds like a sharp wedge through a rigorous clarity and a vigor of conviction!

The fact is that there is in practice an inexhaustible source of new sensations, contradictions, and disappointments; the most generous action can be a deprivation, one more destruction. The essential then is to “mechanize” one’s soul so that it will produce at will all known emotions, to be relentlessly agitated with the most interesting and passing enthusiasms, and to light up each night with new universes like happy circuses where one performs for oneself decked out in high style: a superior form of vagabondage where one takes pride in feeling a whole life going to waste in contemptible occupations, a science of self-liquidation that one is happy to possess by finding it admirable and shameful.

To tell the truth, to act this way is less to act than to set up experiences of practical scepticism and, through this “essayism in action,”1 to become drunk on the powerful poison that kills, not individual life, since it is not real, but the illusion of life. Sensual egoism keeps everything for itself, it is the last word of a past that is dying; fanaticism, on the other hand, represents the first word of the future. It is this double state that the voluptuous ascetic sums up in his present: for him, action as a whole is the end of a world and the beginning of a new world. In all his palinodes, he is always dying only to rise again, and rises only to die again, to destroy better the variety of his own artistic emotions and to construct more different worlds, to feel more how everything is unrealizable, everything is unreal, and to adore, in these very chimera, the eternity of what is forever dying in him and through him. Always ready to reverse his judgment, always busy at moving and fragmenting himself, all routes are equally good and certain to him, even the ill-famed roads that lead to Damascus; all meetings are to him equally attractive and instructive. He sinks deeper into his dream without fearing that little by little a regular sequence of images or a sudden impulse born of the dream itself will wake him up. What does he have to fear, since the more he collides with the real and learns from it, the more he experiences its nullity?

Also, immediately after the aesthete seemed, with a sort of sensual irritation, to want to hold his dear idols tight in his arms, to preserve them from destruction and “to enjoy with a sensation stronger than the centuries what is in the process of dying,” he looks for a new formula through new experiences; and when he appears “raised on high to that total of emotions that is his self, that is his God,” when he succeeds “in living all his being, all past, present and future Being, by grasping it as Eternal,” then, no longer able, no longer willing to aspire to the absolute alone, he comes back down to those violent movements which are what he likes, because one thing remains which alone he cares about, that is to be fortified against disgust and atony, to still have needs, “to be carried off, through the divine Unconscious, by the gentle tug of desires which, propagated from an unlimited past toward an unlimited future, indiscriminately animates all those moving forms characterized as errors or truths by our shortsighted judgments.”

To turn to pessimism, to suicide? Come now! That would be to believe there is something serious about the world. Ardent and skeptical, taking pleasure in the means without care for the end, feeling that there are only ways of seeing, that each one contradicts the other and that with a little cleverness one can have them all on the same object, the essayist1 looks for peace, quiet and happiness with the conviction that he will never find them; and “in order to escape the uneasiness of proper children which is born of a disproportion between the object they were dreaming of and the one they attain,” he places his felicity in the vain experiences he sets up, not in the results they seemed to promise.

To experience thus the perfect serenity of absolute detachment at the same time as the troubled ardor of a militant soul, to unite all the charms of the learned, artistic, voluptuous and religious life with the peaceful security of death, to maintain with the agility of a clown the inertia of a corpse, perinde ac cadaver (in the manner of a cadaver), to penetrate oneself with the Exercises of Saint Ignatius while jumping into the fray of political intrigues, isn’t that the perfection and the very sanctity of perversion?

Look now for the problem. The challenge is indeed to find it. The means of salvation, the object of the new cult, is talent, the inestimable virtuosity of the fencer who, everywhere and nowhere, is never where we strike. But can one get angry with Harlequin? Like the converted clown who, not knowing how to sing psalms in choir, during the office would go entertain the statues of the cloister with his tricks, one has only to frolic with life to be in good conscience. After having always been the advocate of God and of the devil, what fear could the buffoon of the Eternal have? He has respected, despised; filled, emptied; incensed, blasphemed; divinized, destroyed everything, and himself more than all the rest: that is his reward. Poe imagines a dying person being hypnotized at the moment of his passing: it is at precisely that point of unstable balance that we must live. And even an instantaneous photograph of death would not capture us; we would no longer be there; we would never have been there. Go and keep on talking, then, of those good old words like duty and virtue; talk of an examination of conscience, without conscience; of a judgment, without code or due process or judge; of a destiny and a will reaching its ends, when one has neither will to be nor will not to be, a pure nolition (nolonté); when underneath the surface movements or in the body of life there are no intentions and no heart; when actions, without soul, are always stillborn!

How far removed we are now from that simplicity of conscience and from that practical candor which pulls together into one sheaf all the energies of man. It is no longer a simple accidental doubling of the personality; it is a complete frittering away of it, the decomposition of death in life itself. Isn’t that what we wanted: the annihilation of thought and being through multiplication and dissociation; the disorganization of all elementary mechanisms, as if each cell of the organism played its own little tune apart; a complete liquidation, a huge burst of laughter, a mournful joke, a mystification and, that’s the word, a hoax, nothing, that is what a man and his destiny have become.

That is admittedly an extreme state. But, how many there are in our day who, without penetrating into this subtle conception of life, without doing any more than apply the common adage: “we have to try everything,” without being conscious of the attitude they take in the face of practical necessities and obligations, go in the direction of that solution: “There isn’t even any question: the only mistake is to look for a meaning where there is none.” If thought and life are nothing, it must be enough to think and to act for illusion to appear; it appears, it would seem, through the complete use of thought and of life. Against the naive people who have taken their conscience seriously, and who believe they can find in their personal experience of duty a certain confirmation of the infinite value they attach to their being, against their acts and their sacrifices, it is objected, in the name of a fuller experience and a more open science, that all absolute certitude is born of a lack of intelligence and a partial ignorance, that all practical rigidity is the sign of a narrow heart and an obtuse sensibility. To affirm any reality whatsoever with certainty, to raise the moral problem resolutely, one has to have a degree of inexperience and of simplicity which, like the gaucherie of the peasant, so amuses the smart set. The well-mannered society of the bright lives by pleasant fictions, lies and truth both together. All is light and charming, since all is empty. The emancipation of the aesthete seems complete.

It was not without value perhaps to take note of this state of many contemporary minds. As it is sometimes enough to write out a word whose spelling is in doubt or to narrate a nightmare to see the mistake or the foolishness in it, simply to expose certain subtle dreams is to dissipate them and to strip them of their prestige, especially in the eyes of those young people who are ordinarily infatuated by them only insofar as they appear unheard of, incomplete, and mysterious to them, and who create for themselves “a literary soul” by unconsciously modeling their heart in the image of the perversions of storied depravations or of poetic passions. Certain traits may seem excessive. But it is good to look squarely at what we are all too ready to hide from ourselves, namely, the conception of life that follows from an attitude whose delicate comfort and grace we like to taste, and no more. And yet, as would have been said in former times, we must pull the cushions from under the elbows of sinners.
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Chapter two tries to show that the aesthete fails to dodge the problem of action, that he raises it voluntarily by this very pretention, and that he solves it in a certain way. I show there how the fleeting and elusive attitude of the dilettante or the “essayist” results from a double movement. The profound and hidden tendency of which their nolition is made up is what they themselves call the divine Egoism. The contrary will which their endless games declare is the desire and like the hope for nothingness. I conclude by analysing the secret lie, the inevitable contradiction of this entire state of soul; and taking the will, involuntarily made manifest by acts, as the imperfect but truthful expression of a sincere tendency, I attempt to set it on its way toward its end.
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1. Many of the expressions in this chapter are taken from some contemporary writers. I have chosen not to quote them, in order not to appear to impute to them indiscretely intentions they may not have. I refer to states of soul and vague tendencies from which I try to draw out here the doctrine that mutely inspires them.

1. “Essayism” here refers to a philosophical attitude which consisted more in trying different experiences of life than in taking any of them seriously. It was called an “essayism in action” because the object of its experimentation was human life as such, and not something that could be set apart and examined abstractly. But, as Blondel explains, it set store only by the experimenting itself, the essaying, and not by any outcome of the experiment (Translator’s note).

1. “Essayist” here refers, not to one who writes essays, but to one whose philosophy it is to essay or to try different experiments with life and, as Blondel makes clear, to value the experience itself rather than any result that may come from it (Translator’s note).

Chapter two tries to show that the aesthete fails to dodge the problem of action, that he raises it voluntarily by this very pretention, and that he solves it in a certain way. I show there how the fleeting and elusive attitude of the dilettante or the “essayist” results from a double movement. The profound and hidden tendency of which their nolition is made up is what they themselves call the divine Egoism. The contrary will which their endless games declare is the desire and like the hope for nothingness. I conclude by analysing the secret lie, the inevitable contradiction of this entire state of soul; and taking the will, involuntarily made manifest by acts, as the imperfect but truthful expression of a sincere tendency, I attempt to set it on its way toward its end.
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