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In this paper, I shall focus on Bergson’s concept of “my present.” This is 

Bergson’s concept of temporal experience as introduced in Matter and 

memory. The aim of this paper is to find out the reason why Bergson 

introduced the concept of “my present.” One of the aims of chapter 3 of 

Matter and memory is to refute Presentism and to justify the existence of 

past memories. Insofar as this is the case, in order to explain the reason 

why Bergson introduced “my present,” we have to consider the relation 

between the concept of “my present” and the claim that past memories 

exist. With that said, however, we should note in advance that the claim 

that the present in temporal experience is successive and contains the past 

does not entail the statement that the past itself has an objective reality. 

Furthermore, there is no guarantee that we can necessarily find a relation 

between these two claims. If this is the case, then what is the contribution 

of the concept of “my present” to an affirmation of the objective reality of 

the past? This will be our question in this paper. 
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Introduction 

 

“My present” is Bergson‟s concept of temporal experience as introduced in 

chapter 3 of Matter and memory. Through this concept, Bergson advanced his 

theory the present in temporal experience is not a mathematical point, but 

consists in change and succession. This concept has been compared not only 

with the “specious present” of William James or the “living present” of 

Edmund Husserl, but also with the “Retentional Model” and “Extensional 

Model” in modern theories of temporal experience. A great deal of effort has 

been made to explore the possibilities of Bergson‟s concept of “my present” in 

the prior research leading up to this point.
1
  

What seems to be lacking, however, is a search for the most basic reason 

why Bergson introduced the concept of “my present.” Some scholars, who do 

not share this opinion, might respond in the following way: we do not need to 

tackle this problem, because we can all already agree that the primary purpose 

of Bergson‟s philosophy is to describe successive, living experience.
2
 We may, 

therefore, conclude that the concept of “my present” comes out of his 

philosophical disposition quite naturally. Although there is some truth in this 

view, it is unsatisfactory. A good place to start is to check the aim of chapter 3 

of Matter and memory. Here, Bergson‟s goal is to refute Presentism, “the 

doctrine that only this present moment is real, that the past and future are 

completely non-existent,”
3
 and to justify the existence of past memories. 

Insofar as this is the case, in order to explain the reason why Bergson 

introduced “my present”, we have to consider the relation between the concept 

of “my present” and the claim that past memories exist.  

                                                 
1
See Dainton [2016]; Dainton [2017]  

2
“Throughout his writings on these topics Bergson stressed the continuity of our experience. 

Every part of our experience flows, and it does so without break or interruption.” (Dainton 

[2016: 220-1]) 

3
Dainton [2016: 227] 
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We should note that, at first glance, the claim that the present in temporal 

experience is successive and contains the past does not entail that the past itself 

has an objective reality, and we are not necessarily guaranteed to find any 

relation between these two claims. If this is the case, then what is the 

contribution of the concept of “my present” to an affirmation of the objective 

reality of the past?
4
 It would not make sense just to show the primal purpose of 

Bergson‟s philosophy to answer this question.  

In the following paper, we shall discuss Bergson's argument in favor of the 

reality of the past in detail. In the end, we will find that his argument has four 

steps to it, and then figure out Bergson's conception about the relation between 

reality and experience, which is not discovered just by reflecting the concept of 

past philosophers and modern models of temporal experience. Let us start with 

looking at Presentism which Bergson wanted to refute. 

 

                                                 
4
Worms [1999] describes Bergson‟s argument for justifying existence of the past in the 

following way: “the possibility for the past in general to preserve itself through the act of the 

consciousness is verified in each moment of our life, or rather, as soon as „the concrete present 

really experienced by the conscience‟ is considered. In fact, this present consists for the most 

part in the immediate past.” (Worms [1999: 155]) Worms goes on to say the following 

statement: “In this way, the conscience manifests in the perception itself its continuous 

conservation of the past” (Worms [1999: 156]). According to Worms, what is immediately 

apparent from these extracts is that Bergson‟s argument is as follows: the immediate temporal 

experience, i.e., “my present” contains the past, therefore the past exists. Deleuze [1991: 

chapter 3] also gives a similar interpretation when he describes Bergson's argument by 

considering the subjective act, i.e., "the leap into the being in itself of the past." That is to say, 

the existence of the past can be found through such a subjective act. (For further details of 

Deleuze's interpretation, see Kelly [2008: 17-22]. It is too difficult a subject to be treated here 

in detail.) What I wish to show in this paper is that this kind of arguments is exactly what 

Bergson tried to criticize by introducing the concept of "my present". 
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Presentism  

 

We may use the following figure from Matter and memory in order to 

show what Presentism is. On the one hand, AB represents the material objects 

existing in space. On the other hand, CI represents memories of the thing 

already perceived. Point I represents what is actually given to a consciousness. 

In other words, AB (apart from I) represents the material objects which, even if 

not actually perceived, we could possibly perceive, if we go to where these 

objects are, and CI (apart from I) the past memory which is now not 

recollected. (Bergson [1990: 142-5]).
5
 

What I call “Presentism”
6
 is the doctrine that the reality of AB and CI are 

opposites. Let us start with AB. Presentism admits the existence of all material 

objects represented by AB. That is to say, it accepts that, next to the room 

where we are, the other room exists, and, beyond the window in the room, the 

street and the town exist. Thus we see Presentism is a kind of naïve realism 

which admits the existence of material objects not perceived.  

In contrast, concerning CI, Presentism describes nothing aside from point I 

as existing. In other words, Presentism cannot admit the existence of past 

memories except for what appears to consciousness. Presentism, concerning 

mental objects, accepts only the existence of what is actually given to 

consciousness.  

We may rephrase the content of Presentism briefly in this way: Presentism, 

concerning AB, “assume[s] objective realities without relation to consciousness,” 

                                                 
5
Bergson identifies a past memory with its past event. A more complete study of what this 

identification means or whether or not this identification is proper lies outside the scope of this 

paper. 

6
My terminology here is borrowed from Dainton [2016]. 
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and, concerning CI, asserts “states of consciousness without objective reality” 

(Bergson [1990: 143]). All of this amounts to saying that, for Presentism, the 

present is regarded as existence and the past as non-existence. Our concern 

here is to consider how Bergson tried to reject this kind of Presentism. His 

argument, as I have mentioned above, has four steps. Let us look them over 

one by one.  

 

Finding the Origins of Presentism 

 

The first step is to find the origins of Presentism. Bergson describes the 

following two beliefs as these origins.  

The first is a theoretical belief about the role of consciousness. According 

to Bergson, supporters of Presentism believe that the role of consciousness is 

“pure knowledge,” and that it “is directed essentially towards speculation” 

(Bergson [1990: 141]). That is to say, the role of a consciousness in Presentism 

is to give an object to a subject as clearly and distinctly as possible. Viewed in 

this light, it is regarded as a cognitive error to forget on purpose or to perceive 

obscurely. It cannot be accepted that a consciousness has any such defective 

mechanism which may dare to forget something or to perceive things in a way 

that is neither clear nor distinct. In this way, it follows that “it [= 

consciousness] can possess nothing more de jure than what it holds de facto, 

and that, in the domain of consciousness, all that is real is actual" (Bergson 

[1990: 142]). Namely, the existence of things is nothing but the past memories 

which appear clearly and distinctly, and the existence of memories, which are 

not recollected but preserved, are forgotten. The first original belief of 

Presentism is that the role of consciousness is speculative.
7
  

                                                 
7
Here I would like to answer a critical review comment from an anonymous reviewer, as it is 

important for clarifying my interpretation. The comment goes as follows: “The role-of-

consciousness argument needs much more careful spelling out. Is the idea something like this: 

Only that which can be clearly and distinctly known is real (exists); Only the present moment 
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The second is a belief about conditions of reality. According to Bergson, 

when we postulate existence, we refer to the following two conditions. (1) 

Presentation in consciousness; and (2) the logical or causal connection of that 

which is so presented with what precedes and with what follows (Bergson 

[1990: 147]). Presentism completely separates these two conditions, and 

applies (1) only to mental states and (2) only to material objects. This is 

because “our intellect, of which the function is to establish clear-cut 

distinctions, […] prefers to dissociate them [= two conditions], and thus 

attribute to external objects on the other hand, and to internal states on the 

other, two radically different modes of existence […]” (Bergson [1990: 147-

8]).
8
 Let us take an example of (1) which is particularly important for this 

paper. In this case, since “presentation in consciousness” is regarded as a 

unique condition for the reality of mental states, any states which do not appear 

to consciousness are considered to be non-existent. The second original belief 

of Presentism regards the two conditions separated by our intellect, which is 

inclined to make a clear distinction.  

Finding the two original beliefs of Presentism is the first step needed to 

reject Presentism.  

 

 

                                                                                                                                 
can be clearly and distinctly known; Therefore only the present moment is real? Anyway, the 

argument here needs to be made much clearer.” The first point that must be clarified is that 

Bergson‟s aim here is not an argument in favor of this claim, but rather to present the 

psychological process needed to affirm the existence of the present moment and refute that of 

the past. The second point we need to clarify is the nature of this psychological process: Only 

that which can be clearly and distinctly perceived tends to be regarded as real (existent); only 

the present moment can be clearly and distinctly perceived; therefore only the present moment 

is thought to be real.  

8
“But we have great difficulty in representing the matter to ourselves in this way, because we 

have fallen into the habit of emphasizing the differences and, on the contrary, of slurring over 

the resemblances, between the series of objects simultaneously set out in space and that of 

states successively developed in time” (Bergson [1990: 145]). 
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Modifying the Original Beliefs that lead to Presentism 

 

The second step is as follows: Bergson shakes the two original beliefs of 

Presentism in order to introduce some ontological and epistemological 

conceptions.  

 

First Modification 

 

As I have already mentioned, if we follow Presentism, then the aim of 

consciousness is regarded as "speculative" and "pure knowledge." Accordingly, 

the preservation of the past itself becomes unacceptable. To begin, this 

conception of consciousness has to be changed. In order to make this change, 

Bergson proposes to "restore to consciousness its true role" (Bergson [1990: 

142]). According to him, the role of consciousness is to provide information 

useful for action. Put simply, the "true role" of consciousness is to give 

information useful for survival. As this is the case, it is actually beneficial that 

a perceptual cognition remains obscure. It is, for example, regarded as 

necessary for survival that we forget things or avoid perceiving all objects 

clearly. The reason why is that, if all past memories were recollected and 

objects were perceived in total detail, their cognitive contents would be too 

much to cope when faced with imminent danger. To take a simple example, if a 

boxer in the ring were to recall countless past events and see the stadium in full 

detail, it would be difficult for him to continue his pugilistic struggle against 

his opponent. In this way, Bergson claimed that it is necessary for survival to 

block out memories and to perceive things obscurely (in other words, to repress 

recollections and perceptions).  

From this point of view, Presentism‟s conception of the present and the 

past must be changed, thus that “there will no longer be any more reason to say 

that the past effaces itself as soon as perceived” (Bergson [1990: 142]). 

Bergson says that “if consciousness is but the characteristic note of the present, 
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that is to say of the actually lived, in short of the active, then that which does 

not act may cease to belong to consciousness without therefore ceasing to exist 

in some manner” (Bergson [1991: 141]). Here, we notice, Bergson has changed 

Presentism‟s conception that the present is existence and the past is non-

existence. Instead, Bergson claims that the present is effective and the past is 

non-effective. To put it another way, the present is regarded as what is able to 

exert an effect while the past is regarded as something ineffective, but the 

ineffective is not necessarily non-existence. In this way, Bergson left room for 

the existence of the past memory.  

 

Second Modification 

 

Let us now take a look at the way in which the intellect makes such clear 

cut distinctions. When we postulate the existence of things, as I have mentioned 

before, we refer to two conditions, i.e., 1. Presentation in consciousness; 2. the 

logical or causal connection of that which is so presented. We have seen that, 

in Presentism, the former condition is applied only to inner states and the latter 

only to external objects. Bergson proposed that we stop this distinction and to 

apply these two conditions to both inner states and external objects to some 

extent. In this case, it would be possible to find the following features in inner 

states and external objects.  

We will begin with external objects. Here, on the one hand, the second 

condition concerning connection is satisfied. This is because it seems that the 

material world is governed by strict laws. On the other hand, the first condition 

concerning presentation in consciousness is only partially satisfied. This is not 

only because we cannot see the whole of the material world at once, but also 

because there is nothing which appears without a particular perspective.  

Now we move on to inner states. Here, on the one hand, the first condition 

concerning presentation in consciousness is completely satisfied. “Presentation 

in consciousness is perfect, an actual psychical state yielding the whole of its 
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content […]” (Bergson [1990: 147], See also Bergson [1990: 145-6, 148]). On 

the other hand, the second condition concerning connection is imperfect. If we 

deny any connection here, it is because we receive the clear-cut distinction 

made by our intellect. Bergson assumes that the second condition is partially 

satisfied insofar as mental states are concerned (Bergson [1990: 147]). The 

inner or mental state is not governed by strict laws, but the connection between 

inner states is not completely broken.  

According to Bergson, if we assume that the two conditions of reality can 

be conceived in this way, we can also admit the existence of the past. This can 

be explained by the relation between the material world and its necessity. Most 

of us would believe that the material world has a necessary order, and Bergson 

claims that the support for this belief is the existence of the material world. 

Bergson makes the following statement: “it is this necessity which I 

hypostatize, as it were, when I speak of the existence of objects outside of all 

consciousness” (Bergson [1990: 145]). He explains this process of 

“hypostatization” by using the metaphor of “a chain.” When we see that, after 

perceiving certain objects, certain others are always perceived, the strict order 

is found in the objects themselves. This “lends to them [=objects] the 

appearance of a chain”, which is strictly connected. In this case, the object 

actually perceived is regarded as “only one link” in a whole chain, and other 

links constituting the chain is also thought to be existence. In this way, we can 

believe in the existence of objects outside of those actually perceived (Bergson 

[1990: 145-6]).  

The same may be said of inner states. If the two conditions of reality can 

be understood as we have described them above, the appearance of a chain also 

could be given to inner states. As a result, their existence may also be admitted. 

“Our memories form a chain of the same kind [as the material world]” 

(Bergson [1990: 146]). “[…] two conditions [of reality] assure to each one of 

the past psychological states a real, though an unconscious, existence” 

(Bergson [1990: 148]). This is to say that the appearance of a chain is also 
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found in inner states to a smaller extent than in external objects, and that the 

reality as a link in a chain is attributed to these memories which are not 

recollected. In this way, Bergson found another method to allow for the 

existence of past memories.  

 

Bergson’s Strategy for justifying the Existence of the Past 

 

Bergson, as has been stated above, modifies our conceptions of the present 

and the past, and furthermore rejects the acceptance of the conditions of reality. 

Speaking more specifically, he finds the original beliefs of Presentism, focuses 

on them, modifies them, and recovers the reality of the past. This is his strategy 

in chapter 3 of Matter and memory for justifying the existence of the past. 

Now, what is the role of the concept of "my present" in Bergson's strategy? In 

the next section, I will shift the emphasis to "my present."   

 

My Present 

 

According to Bergson, there are two types of present. First is the present as 

a “mathematical point” or an “ideal instant”, where further division cannot be 

made. This present is only imagined. In other words, it cannot be experienced. 

Second is the present which we actually experience. This present always 

occupies a certain duration, and it “has one foot in my past and another in my 

future.” In fact, there is not any perception or sensation which appears to me 

without temporal amplitude. To take an example, when I perceive light, my 

retina receives innumerable vibrations with a certain wavelength, and infinitely 

separable intervals can be found between the first vibration and the last. It can 

be said for this reason that a moment of perception is composed of innumerable 

recollected elements. This is what we mean when we say that the present has 

one foot in my past. Additionally, the actual perception contains “the direction 

of the future.” For example, when something is seen or heard, we 
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simultaneously perceive what will appear, and how we should respond to what 

is seen or heard. This is what we mean when we say that the present has 

another foot in my future (Bergson [1990: 137-9]).  

In order to form this “my present”, the subject “I” has to intervene in 

“reality.” The world as reality itself is continuous and fluid. When this 

continuum and fluidity is cut and fixed by the bodily perception, “my present” 

is formed. Since this body is “localized at determined points,” (see Bergson 

[1990: 138]) in other words, since this appears in a certain spatial and temporal 

point, bodily consciousness appears to us to be just a single thing absolutely 

determined. Bergson expresses this appearance of “my present” by using the 

word “actual” or “actuality.” “In its [=body‟s] actual state the actuality of our 

present lies” (Bergson [1990: 139]). It is the third step of rejecting Presentism, 

to extract “my present” as a real state of temporal experience as above.  

Let us, for the moment, consider the relation between actuality and reality. 

Relevant to this point is following quotation: "The fundamental illusion," 

which forces us to deny the existence of the past, "consists in transferring to 

duration itself, in its continuous flow, the form of the instantaneous sections 

which we make in it" (Bergson [1990: 149]). The word "the instantaneous 

sections" is important here, because this word refers to appearances formed by 

our perception. In other words, this "instantaneous section" is given to us with 

"actuality." The point is that a theory that is mistaken about the nature of 

reality, i.e., Presentism, is produced from the projection of appearances of this 

instantaneous sections to the world. In short, reality is misunderstood, when it 

is grasped through "my present." How is Presentism produced through “my 

present”? Tracing the process of how we can reject this concept of Presentism 

is the fourth step in Bergson‟s argument. 
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The Formation Process of Presentism through “My Present” 

 

The Diagram of Our Near Future 

 

To begin with, we will consider the process of affirming the existence of 

AB. “My present”, as I have said earlier, contains the direction of the future. 

Bergson also describes “the direction of the future” as “the diagram of our near 

future." "The diagram of our near future" is, so to speak, guide of action, which 

shows what kind of action is useful. This diagram also shows spatial parts not 

perceived. For instance, a perceptual experience gives us not only a perception 

of the door, but we also perceive how we should proceed in opening the door. 

Additionally, this experience points to existence outside of the perception, i.e., 

the next room, the next building, etc. In short, the existence outside of the 

perception is indicated by the diagram of the future. In this way, the existence 

of the horizon outside of the perception (AB) is shown. (Bergson [1990: 144])
9
  

 

Neglecting Anything Unnecessary for Action 

 

Second, we shall look at the process of rejecting the existence of CI apart 

from I. This process has two parts.  

According to Bergson's epistemology, a memory is not recollected because 

these memories do nothing to aid us in the actions we need to take to survive. 

To borrow Bergson's phrase, "our memories […], inasmuch as they are past, 

are so much dead weight that we carry with us, and by which we prefer to 

imagine ourselves unencumbered." "My present" is formed by leaving this 

"dead weight" behind. It would be difficult to survive if we carried all our 

unnecessary memories with us. That is why it is better for us to suppose that 

these unnecessary memories have effaced themselves. In this way, we get to 

                                                 
9
See footnote 7.  
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believe that nothing can be real except for what appears actually to consciousness 

(Bergson [1990: 144-5]). 

 

The Unconsciousness of the Intermediate Past 

 

We shall turn now to the second part. When we act, our body is always 

accompanying us. Because of this, in order to open a door 3 meters ahead of 

us, we must first go 1 meter, then 2 meters, and finally 3 meters. Generally 

speaking, in order to perform bodily action, we need to pass through the 

halfway points in space one by one; however, in order to recollect a memory, 

we do not have to pass through any halfway point. To take a simple example, 

in order to recollect a memory of what happened three days before a certain 

event, we do not have to first recollect what happened yesterday, then go back 

to two days before, and finally arrive at our memory of what happened three 

days before. We can arrive at the event that happened 3 days before 

immediately. In the same way, it is necessary, for performing effective action, 

to recollect a necessary memory immediately. However, "consciousness goes 

back to the earlier date at a bound, all the intermediate past escapes its hold" 

(Bergson [1990: 146]). As a result, the reality of CI apart from I would be 

denied. In other words, the preservation of the past memory itself would be 

rejected, and these memories would be regarded as non-existence (Bergson 

[1990: 145-6]).  

In this way, on the one hand, Presentism is justified, while on the other 

hand the existence of the past is refuted.
10

   

 

                                                 
10

Bergson did not mention this explicitly, but the three arrows in this figure would designate 

our tendency to affirm the existence of the present moment and to reject that of the past memories. 
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Relearning to Look at the World 

 

We are now able to answer the following questions: what is the contribution 

of the concept of "my present" to an affirmation of the objective reality of the 

past? It is helpful for describing some conclusions confirmed in the considerations 

made above before moving on to the main task. 

In the first place, it follows from what has been said that, for Bergson, the 

relation between the claim of Presentism and that of Past-Realism is not an 

antinomy. In other words, these two claims are not both plausible. The main 

reason is that Presentism is almost justified when we establish metaphysics in 

accordance with the nature of our cognition. That is to say that the plausibility 

of Presentism is substantiated by feelings of “actuality,” in view of the direct 

experience of “my present,” and is strengthened through theoretical beliefs about 

cognition, reality, temporal experience, etc. On the contrary, the plausibility of 

Past-Realism is decreased.
11

 Hence it follows that Bergson is forced to refute a 

quite plausible claim (Presentism) in favor of a highly implausible claim (Past-

Realism).
12

  

In such a difficult situation, it is not enough for Bergson to merely present 

an alternative world view or to remark on the difficulties of Presentism. For 

Bergson to support Past-Realism in a substantial way, he must show that there 

is a natural attitude we have towards seeing the world, change it, and teach us 

                                                 
11

“Our reluctance to admit the integral survival of the past has its origin, then, in the very bent 

of our psychical life […]” (Bergson [1990: 150]). See also Bergson [1990: 146].  

12
“The philosopher has not always this patience. How much simpler it is to confine oneself to 

notions stored up in the language! These ideas were formed by the intelligence as its needs 

appeared. They correspond to a cutting out of reality according to the lines that must be 

followed in order to act conveniently upon it. […] Thus is explained the striking inferiority of 

the intuitive point of view in philosophical controversy. […] Science, language, common 

sense, the whole of intelligence is at his [= Bergson‟s opponent‟s] disposal. Criticism of an 

intuitive philosophy is so easy and so certain to be well received that it will always tempt the 

beginner.” (Bergson [2007: 40-1])  
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how we can relearn the way to look at the world. “A natural attitude towards 

seeing the world” means here projection onto reality itself the appearances of 

the section of reality appearing in “my present.” Viewed in this light, 

Bergson‟s concept of temporal experience, i.e., “my present,” can be regarded 

as what shows us the origin of Presentism.  

Thus, we can answer the question of this paper as follows: Bergson 

introduced the concept of “my present” in order to show that the natural 

attitude of seeing the world is the origin of Presentism. In this way, we can 

further extrapolate that he wanted to somehow overthrow this natural attitude 

and search for a new way to look at the world. This is the reason why Bergson 

believed that his introduction of “my present” serves as an affirmation of the 

existence of the past. 

 

The Relation between Reality and Experience for Bergson 

 

Finally, one more point of Bergson's conception about the relation between 

reality and experience must be clarified. 

Let us start with a brief confirmation of Bergson‟s conception of the nature 

of reality: he thinks like some past philosophers that it is very difficult to say 

that immediate experience grasps reality. Perception is always given to us as a 

clear-cut section introduced by cutting many possible perceptions in the 

material world and leaving memories in the past. When we grasp reality, these 

sections are projected onto this objective reality. In addition to this, since 

perception and intellect aim to act effectively, and thus tend to clearly cut 

things, we are forced to fall into a mistaken theory about the nature of reality. 

In this way, Presentism is justified not only by immediate experience, but also 

by the nature of the perception and the intellect. In this sense, for Bergson, the 

immediate experience is just the origin of a theory mistaken about the nature of 

reality.  
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However, Bergson struggled to grasp reality in his hands. He does not 

think that we can recognize reality only by analyzing clear and distinct ideas 

and reasoning from them about reality. It is for this reason that, since 

perception and intellect tend to fall into a mistaken theory about the nature of 

reality, we had better not project onto objective reality these clear-cut 

appearances. Instead, Bergson‟s strategy was to find in experience a radial 

factor which brings out mistaken theories about reality, and to thus elucidate 

how we fall prey to such an erroneous worldview. In other words, this is to re-

tread the path of the historical process in which Presentism had been accepted 

and justified. Bergson identified such a problematic point and deleted it, and 

thus managed to better grasp reality. That is to say that the theory of 

phenomenological fallacy, in which the process of justifying the alternative 

hypothesis is discovered from experiences, is Bergson's approach to reality.
13
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All these things make it clear what philosophical theory is not for Bergson. Philosophical 

theorizing is not the act of introducing certain axioms, theorems, and inference rules in order to 

deduce theoretical statements from them. As was mentioned previously, Bergson does not even 
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