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“Greatis Darwin and Bergson his poet”: Julian Huxley’s Other Evolutionary

Synthesis.

In 1912, Julian Huxley published his first book ThenMiddal in the Animal Kingdom
which he dedicated to the then world-famous Frenclosgipher Henri Bergson.
Historians have generally adopted one of two attitudes towards Huxley’s early encounter
with Bergson. They either dismiss it entirely as unrtggd or minimise it, deeming it a
youthful indiscretion preceding Huxley’s full conversion to Fisherian Darwinism. Close
biographical study and new archive materials demomstiatvever, that neither position
is tenable The study of the Bergsonian elements in play in Julian Huxley’s early works
fed into Huxley’s first ideas about progress in evolution and even his celebrated theories

of bird courtship. Furthermore, the view that Huxley ngjddBergson in his later years
needs to be revised. Although Huxley ended up claiming that Bergson’s theory of
evolution had no explanatory power, he never repudigieddescriptive power of
Bergson’s controversial notion of the élan vital. Even into the Modern Synthesis period,

Huxley represented his own synthesis as drawing decisively on Bergson’s philosophy.
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1. Introduction

In 1970, at the end of a career of almost six decades coveeng @ diverse as experimental
and field zoology, eugenics, the theoretical foundationgheofModern Synthesis (a phrase
which he coined), politics as well as the populaasatand phiosophy of science, Julian Huxley
published his Memories in two volumes. When recounting ebesyof his youth, Huxley looked
back fondly upon the 1909 semi-centenary celebrations of Chizaiegn’s Origin of Species
at the University of Cambridge, identifying this moment dexisive in his own personal
intellectual history, for it was then that he vowed t@¥er be a Darwiniah. Huxley did not
however mention that, a few years later, when he publisisetsh book The Individual in &
Animal Kingdom (1912), a work that he qualified ‘@hiosophical biology?, in which he
developed his first reflections on evolutionary progresshateeagerly admited that his main
influence had been, not Charles Darwin but the Frendbsppher Henri Bergsén author of
the international best seller Creative Evolution (1907). Dutive frst decade of his career, the
young zoologist frequently drew upon Bergsometaphysical biology in his publications
lectures and personal notes but these early Bergsonianations were also left out of his 1970
memoir. In fact, in his Memories, Huxley only mentionedrg8en once, to dismiss one of the
philosopher’s key notions, the €lan vital,as ‘unscientific and pseudo-mystical, failing both in

immediate and in evolutionary relevance, and in biological accuracy’.*

This shit gave rise to two main historiographical tat®s towards Huxley’s
Bergsonism. The first ignores, or minimises, the impacBepgson’s influence in Huxley’s
work: Robert Gascoighe John Greerfeand Peter Bowlérstudy Huxley’s notion of progress,
and although the latter twdo mention Huxley’s early Bergsonism, they do not treat it as an
important feature of his subsequent worldview. Mary Barliagcessfully shows that there is a
link between Huxley’s vision of progress and his studies in field zoology.2 However, she limits
her study toHuxley’s socio-poltical preoccupations ignoring his metaphysicalrasts and
therefore missean important aspect of Huxley’s fascination with animal minds: his Bergsonian

approach to mental evolution. The second trend is suppbstdustorians such as Wiliam
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Proviné, Richard Delislé®, Jean Gayort and Michael Rusg, who argue that Huxley
intellectual trajectory progressed from his Bergsonianthyao his Darwinian coming of age
Huxley is seen as having shifted from defending purposefllten, a form of Bergsonian
vitalism to a less metaphysical and less teleological. éiven Huxley’s family history?s, it

IS no surprise these historians favoured the ieathere was a conflict in Huxley’s mind
between his obligatory Darwinian heritage and his eBeyjgsonism, and that in the long run

his Darwinism won.

However, in what folows, | argue that new archive ni@erin particular Huxley’s
personal notes and preparatory lecture notes, show that biosopiust be rejected. Firstly,
Huxley’s early investment in Bergson’s philosophy cannot be ignored or minimised, for
Bergson’s influence onthe young Huxley extended to areas of his research which, atfirst glance
seemed to be part of an exclusively Darwinian conversaindeed, in addition to his 1912
book on individuality in which he explicitly declared allegge to BergsonHuxley’s better
remembered 1914 article on the courting habits of the Gnested Grebe drew heavily on his
Bergsonian reflections. Secondly, the idea that Huxlémately rejected Bergson needs to be
revised. Not only didHuxley’s encounter with Bergson during his formative years cmomit
some of his subsequent main theoretical concerns, liketiemaly progress or the importance
of mental evolution, but Huxley also maintained the Bemgs: components of his progressive
evolution that he had developed in his 1912 book, long afterupposed shit away from
Bergson. Rather than rejecting Bergson in favour ofMdarHuxley operated a synthesis of
both theories. This was made possible by the fact that, ferautsetHuxley envisioned both
theories as performing different and complementary thedretitsks, Bergson provided a
description of what was in need of an explanation, whiertaiceversion of Darwinism did the
explaining. Before developing both of these claims furthes riecessary to take a slight detour
via Huxley’s formative years. It was during his student days, before he even secured his first

academic job, that Julan Huxley first encountered Bergson’s philosophy.

2. Huxley’s training in Darwinian-Oxonian biology and the transformative encounter
with Bergson (1906-1911)

In his Memories (1970), Huxley acknowledged the good fortune df libeim into the Huxley
family, presided over by his grandfather, T. H. Huxlél:was born with great advantages,
genetic and cultural* The cuktural benefits took, among other things, the forra pérfect
school career, from Eton to Oxford. Entering Ballol Collegedof in 1906, the young man
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joined one of the few intellectual environments that ditl appear to be affected by wHae
would later come to calthe eclipse of Darwinisid®As historian Jack Morrell puts fin the
1910s and 1920s, when Darwinian natural selection was undek attathe sole or chief
mechanism of evolution it was staunchly deferidadOxford® As a student, Huxley was in
contact with some of the key actors in this Oxonian schobkofinian biologists: he followed
lectures by E. S. Goodrich and J. W. Jenkinsthe frst major British experimentalist in
embryology!’, and he handed in weekly essays to‘hiliant zoological tutof® Geoffrey
Watkins Smith. In June 1909, after graduating from Oxford Witt-class honours, Huxley
attended the semi-centenary celebration of the publicatbrihe Origin of Species at
Cambridge. The event was attended by delegates from oveem douantries and, as Huxley
recaled many years later, théhe stream of addresses stressing the importance of Darwin’s
many-sided workmade a great impression on him. He had been invidsda Huxley and a
budding biologist® Over 60 years later Huxley claimed that this was aidecsoment in his
intellectual life:

| resolved that all my scientific studies would be undemain a Darwinian
spirit and that my major work would be concerned with evelutin nature
and in man. This was not so much a turning point in meeraas a
crystalization of my ideas, a clear vision and insgiratiwhich | can truly

say remained with me all through my ffé.

Therefore, however romanticised this retrospective accoayt appear, this indicates that
when Huxley eventually encountel Bergson, he was already working within a Darwinian
framework.

After graduating, Huxley obtained ‘Naples Scholarship which allowed young
biologists to conduct research in the Naples Marine Biolbgitation founded in 1872 by
Darwinian zoologist Anton Dohrn (with help from people llelian’s grandfather, T. H.
Huxley). Upon arriving in Naples, the privileged young manoentered poverty for the first

time. He sardonically recounted:

The saying“See Naples and diecan be taken in two sensegither that you
wil never again see such beautiful scenery, or thatnyay catch some fatal
disease like typhus in the city slums or malignant raalar the adjacent

marshlandg?



The station’s well-equipped faciities attracted many reputable scientister ¢he years
including August Weismann, Hans Driesch and Thomas Mamgan. Al Huxley needed was
an interesting research project that would alow him talbrew ground. It was one of the
permanent members of the Stazidoologica’s staff, the German zoologist and disciple of
Haeckel, Paul Mayer (1848-1923), who suggested that Huxleprexpbme of the phenomena
of regeneration and dedifferentiation already studied byyHéan Peters Wilson (1863-1939).
Wilson had published two papers in 1907 describing the results ekperiments on siicious
sponge$? He demonstrated that, as a result of artificially induckegeneration, some of the
surviving cells aggregated (or coalesced) and formed umedifiated tissue which had the
power to regenerate, differentiate and form a new functionpogge. In addition, he suggested
that a thus obtained differentiated cell would, under tigat riconditions revert to an
undifferentiated state which, in turn, could regeneraterin® his time in Naples, Huxley
attempted to repeat Wilson’s experiments on a different, less-specialised form, Sycon raphanus.
He carefully applied himself to the replication Wilson’s method of chopping up the sponge
and straining it through a fine gauze in order to segretye cells, receiving technical advice
from Mayer. He was able to show that Wilson’s results on silicious sponges also extended to
Sycon raphanus. Huxley descriptions were lengthier and more detailed that Wilson’s. He
described the spontaneous reunion of the artificially stgohiells; this phenomenon did not
occur in natural conditons. It was folowed by regenematicor as Huxley called it
‘reorganisatio) the phase during which the cells specialised and gadarthemselves
according to this division of labour, and the last phase‘rgdgsvelopment Huxley extensively
described each phase and compared the latter two to whatredcaluring ‘normal
development. He observed thbehaviour?® of the collar cells of Sycon raphanus when
completely isolated from the rest of the organism: inetlsgsecial conditions, these cells would
arrange themselves in the reverse of their normal ippsias a reaction to the sea-water
environment. Back in Oxford in 1910 Huxley was appointed lectaret he published the
results of his experiments on Sycon in the Philosophical @idions of the Royal Society in
191124, ‘a real honour for a biologist only twenty-three years dl.2°> Huxley’s Sycon
experiments had provided food fbe young zoologist’s more philosophical thoughts. In 1907,
Wilson, had noted that for such organisms ‘the ordinary idea of the individual is not
applicable’.2® Prompted by Wilson’s reflections, Huxley began formulating his own thoughts
on the matter. Huxley also drew inspiration from théidasble phiosophy of the man of the
hour, Henri Bergson, who refiected on biological individualisywaell as evolution in general

in his international best sellet,’Evolution créatrice.
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The same year Huxley publshed his Sycon article, Bergsmmentarily abandoned his
responsibilities as Professeur at the College de France arlgdraseEngland to deliver some
much-anticipated public lecturés.Bergson’s nephew, Floris Delattre claimed that in the period
1910-1914, GredBritain had been hit by a veritable ‘Bergson Boom’. 28 Everybody was taking
about his new phiosophy of time. First, he went to the Wilyerof Oxford and delivered two
lectures in French before crowds of about 300 pédplied ‘La Perception du Changement
Two days later, he was at the University of Birminghaningithe 7" Thomas Huxley lecture,
in English this time, titled ‘Life and Consciousness’. In October, Bergson gave four lectures at
University College London on ‘The Nature of the Soul’ to a large audience, his third lecture
filling the theatre ‘to its utmost capacity’ and he was greeted to the sound of ‘loud cheers’. 30
These talks were concise and clear presentations of saime @éntral ideas of his phiosophy.
In ‘La Perception du Changemélimt spoke about his philosophical definitions of intuition and
time. With ‘Life and Consciousness’ he presented his metaphysical take on biological
evolution, developed in his 1907 bobkEvolution Créatrice which had just been published in
English. In London, he discussed the relation between apidnd physical realties, between

memories and the brain as wel as the temporal and creativee of consciousness.

Huxley had already become acquainted with Bergson’s ideas thanks to a philosophy
fellow and tutor at Balliol, Alexander DunlogSandy) Lindsay (1879-1952) who would later
become Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford and whblighed in 1911 his Jowett
lectures on‘The Phiosophy of Bergsott. Huxley later recaled that he often engaged in
philosophical discussions with Linds&y.When Bergson came to deliver his first ever lecture
on British soil at Oxford, in 1911, Huxley had just taken ugp finst job as lecturer and
demonstrator in the department of zoology and comparative ana&brinat very university. It
is therefore hard to imagine that the young phiosophicaliyded zoologist would have
missed the opportunity to listen to one of the most famoukeattel figures of the time, right
on his doorstep. The days later, Bergson was honouring Julian Huxley’s beloved grandfather,
Thomas Henry Huxley, in Birmingham, all the more reasonJidian to be excited about
Bergson’s visit. If Huxley did indeed attend these lectures, he was surely captivated by

Bergsm’s renowned oratory skills and galvanised by the enthusiasm of the audience.

The starting point of Bergson’s philosophy and the central idea behind all of his main
theses was apparently simple: time is not space. Heduklithat science had always provided
a distorted picture of time and motion. He objected to time en@tt as a juxtaposition of

instants (mathematical time), proposing instead that isn@n indivisible creative force which
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he called duration (duréeBergson’s main works addressed several problems all based on this
central notion of real time: the intimate nature of cansnes®, the relaton between mind
and mattet*, the meaning of laught&r and biological evolutiod® In his Oxford lectures,
Bergson outined his phiosophical project. Since Plato, he @aildsophy has been suspicio us
of the unreliable human senses and has, as a resulh, rédilige in conceptual thought. A more
intuitive, non-systematic phiosophy was possible. This phiosoplyld echo the way in
which artists, like Turner embraced and transcended tmeeseby making visible certain
aspects of realty which would otherwise have been lafioticed. In his second lecture,
Bergson described in detail his key notion of duration. TheSp@atic philosopher Zeno of
Elea (490-430BC), with his famous paradoxes, exemplified argurated the most pervasive
misunderstanding in Western phiosophyhe confusion between the juxtaposition of
mathematical points antteal movement Time and movement, said Bergson, are not a
succession of simultaneities and duration is indivisilleerefore, said Bergson: “There are
changes, but there is no thithgt changes: change doesn’t need anything to stand upon. There
are movernts, but there aren’t necessarily invariable objects that move; mobility does not

presuppose something that moves™®”,

Bergson’s philosophy of change left almost no one indifferent. It is therefore not
surprising that traces of these talks, delivered in the wawersity where Huxley was working,
can be found in one of Huxley’s first publications in 1912, a contribution to a collection of
Oxford Mountaineering Essay$The chapter contained poetical and phiosophical thoughts
inspired by a holday Huxley had spent in the Swiss Alpgs&hhoughts were all variations
on a Bergsonian theme: at first sight, mountains areettyesymbol of stabilty. We like to see
them as immutable beings supporting all the changes ringcaround them. However, just as
Bergson had remarked m his Oxford lectures, Huxley stated that “Our ntelligence, indeed,
although it transcends the senses’ immediate judgements, has to go back to them and ask their
aid if it is to attain to fullest knowledge” and it is thus, “a very imperfect instrument™°, Even
though we cannot perceive it, mountains, like everything &isthe world, are subject to
unceasing, irrevocable change (or duration). Human ietetigy allows us to go beyond our
senses to obtain knowledge about things we cannot percaecle,as the mutability of the
seemingly immutable mountains; however, intelligenceil-equipped when it comes to
“feel[ing] fully and unquestioningly the rightness of*4° the rationally obtained knowledge. This
unquestionable feeling was akinBergson’s notion of intuition, which Huxley acknowledged

at the end of the essay: “feeling as well as reasoning, reasoning as well as feeling, is necessary



to true knowledge; a conclusion which would appeal to foloweirsvi. Bergson but hardly
falls within the scope of this book™!. Like Bergson, Huxley believed that the mobie nature of
realty required thinking in terms of tendency rathentbgatic categories and he applied this
principle in 1912 in his first book The Individual in the Animal Kingdom, apbjphical take
on the question of biological individuality. The same yearldyutook a position as research
associate in biology at the newly founded Rice Instiotélouston. He had been head hunted
by the President of the Institute himself who waselliag Europe to recruit promising young
scientists?2 Therefore, as Huxley was launching his scientific career, he hachegaithe
experience and the intellectual maturity to take a step ftam his experiments and begin

thinking about some of the wider implications of his researc

3. The Individual in the Animal Kingdom: Huxley’s first formulation of his theory of
evolutionary progress.

Huxley had first tackled phiosophical questions in biology, iBpeety the problem of
biological individuality in 1911 through reflections about ‘the meaning of death’.*3 Huxley
stated that certain biological phenomena force us to qudbiims we would otherwise take
for granted such as the idea that life is necessadgompanied by death. For instance,
unicellular organisms divide but do they realy die if thegve no corpseBy asking ‘what
dies?” Huxley was questioning the very nature of individuality and the link between the parts

of an organism and the organism as a whole.

Huxley buitt upon these reflections in The Individual in #@mal Kingdom. His
previous research on Sycon raphanus had made him eageratoriike sense of phenomena
which appeared to complicate the notion of biological individyakuch as reproduction,
regeneration, human societies, parasttism and evolutiamleyH admitted that when he first
chose animal individuality as a subject he ‘had no idea of its real importance, its vastness and
many ramifications’** but he then came to realise that the essapject-matter was such that
it necessarily integrated psychological and philosophical denagions on top of the biological
because biological individuality was intertwined with thelaion of consciousness. Huxley
therefore identified his essay asvork of ‘philosophical biology’#® and was explicit about his

Bergsonian heritage:

My indebtednesses are great. It wil easily be seen hogh nhowe to M.
Bergson, who, whether one agrees or no with his views, Neas g stimulus

(most valuable gift of all) to Biology and Philosophy afike.
9



Huxley quoted Bergson in the introduction outining thenntaesis of his book:

the major portion of this book is devoted to showing that Ivingtemaitways
tends to group itself into these “closed, independent systems with harmonious
parts”. Though the closure is never complete, the independence never
absolute, the harmony never perfect, yet systems and tgnalidec have real
existence’’

One of the main tendencies of life was to strive towardsiduality or‘wholeness’, a certain form

of internal harmony by which the different parts of thetesys worked together towards the
conservation of the whole and of the kinthe more complex the parts and their interactions, the
stronger the internal harmony needed to be. Therefore, higherduality was realised through

higher complexity, via the differentiation of the partsoa of division of labour.
Bergson responded to the book with warm and enthusiastic woetsairagement:

Not only do you manage to synthesise a great number ofrfagitegle, clear
and elegant fashion; you also outlne a sort of philosophy tfengoy
showing the progress of life in the direction of individiyaliYour vision of
progress gives us insight into the essence of indiviquadita much more
convincing way than simple formulations such as my owat tpou

nevertheless do me the honour of quotiti.

In this book, Huxley formulated the frst version of a visiohprogressive evolution
that he would maintain throughout his whole career. Bssgrsaid Huxley, could be measured
through the individual’s independence from its environment: the more options an organism was
able to consider and choose from in any given situationmére independent it was. This was
especially achieved through the complexification of gvous system, allowing for more and
more elaborate forms of consciousness. These themes hadideddoped by Bergson in
L Evolution créatrice and summarized in his 1911 Birmingham lecture. Like Bergson,eiiuxl
claimed there existed almost an infinity of degrees ofamumsness from primitive organisms,
whose nervous systems were so simple that perception and aetio; mashed together in
immediate reflexes, to more complex organisms whose compeyous systems, with a
division of labour between nerves and brain, allowed retokecof past perceptions and
anticipation of future situations through choices basedthese recollections. The more
differentiated the nervous system, the higher the dexreensciousness, the more choices the

organism was able to make and the more independent it was. Huxley employed Bergson’s

10



description of the human nervous system as ‘a veritable reservoir of indetermination’ and added
that this nervous system, ‘by supplying the individual with memory and reason gives thien
largest scope to adjust his actions, and so himself to the variations of circumstance’.® Bergson
and Huxley viewed humans as the highest expression ofepsdg evolution, the most
individuated of all individuals (and thus the most independi®mnh their environment) because

of how differentiated the human nervous system was.

Huxley continued to develop his Bergsonian vision of evolutipn@rogress in the years
that folowed. In the preparatory notes for the first of @eseof publc lectures he gave in
Houston in 1916he argued that with the arrival of mankind on the biologise¢ne new forms
of control had appeared. Huxley would later carefully lay tbetprinciples of lsi eugenicist
posttion, but he originally situated the very possibiity ofmao controlled evolutionary
progress, within a Bergsonian framework in which evalutieas seen as continuously creative
and constantly bringing about new means of creativity.oftiog to Huxley, humans were in
an extraordinary, unprecedented position, both products of creatblation and within reach

of taking creative control over evolution:

“Creation is not a thing of the past, but here and now: and
that he, Man, is the being to whom has been delegated some
of the power of creation; for his own destinies are in his
own hands, and it is within the power of his control to shape
the future of his race”.°

These early expressions of Huxley’s theory of progressive evolution were therefore embedded
within a Bergsonian framework in which evoluton wasx@ement of progressive lberation
of life from inert matter which culminated in humartbe species with the strongest creative
potential. This constitutes, in itselfgason enough to take Huxley’s Bergsonism seriously. In
addition, a closer look at the fieldwork Huxley was conductingnglithe same period shows
that Huxley’s Bergsonism went beyond his explicit references to the French philosopher.
Indeed, around the time Huxley published The Individual in the Anikimgdom,he was also
carrying out research in field-zoology, concentrating hencourtship habits of British birds. At
first glance, there is no link between Huxley’s philosophical concerns and his zoological
fieldwork. However, when taking into account his vision of pgegr it becomes apparent that
Huxley’s zoological practice and his fascination with the emotional lives of animals was a direct
consequence of his Bergsonian phiosophy, equating progresshevidibiity to acquire more
and more complex mental and emotional states.

11



4. Birdwatching and mental evolution: Bergsonian biology in practice

In 1910, when Huxley was appointed lecturOxford, he took up birdwatching again, an

activity he had started pursuing at a very young age

at the age of thirteen, the sight of a green woodpeck8toaks, with his
green and yellow plumage, red head and black moustache, gan®y finst
ful awareness of the wonderful creatures in our coudeyand set me to

serious birdwatchingt

According to Richard W. Burkhardt, Huxley’s return to animal behaviour was due to chance

since there were no apparent theoretical or institutioeasons for him to do so:

When Huxley returned from Naples to Oxford in 1910Q)( neither his
research in Naples nor his responsibilities at Oxford dgeeany particular
reason to take up the study of animal behaviour. Experimemtikyology
and genetics were the hot fields in biology. The study iofedrbehaviour, in
contrast, was scarcely on the horizén.

However, rather than this return to his old hobby being coehplelue to chance, it seems that
Huxley’s regained and maintained interest in birdwatching was aeuagisee of his fascination

with the mental ves of animals, which he believed adda¢ studied through their behaviour.

By 1912, Huxley had published three papers on bird behaviour. r3be fas a note
about a‘disharmony in the behaviour of wid ducks in which Huxley describedquite
gruesome detail the aggressive behaviour male ducks wonidgtimes infict on females,
going against their own individual interest and thathef species. Then came a detailed
description of the courtship of the RedsHdnlobserved by Huxley in April 1911 during a trip
to Wales. The third bird-watching article Huxley publishdtht year dealt with a strange
phenomenon observed in the Great Crested Grebeth males and females possessau
erectie ruff at the sides of the neck and a pair of &retofts on the hedef and they both used
them identically during courtship. These characters (asacters Huxley meant both structures
and behaviours) had arisen through sexual selectionr thtwe natural selection, and would be
defined as secondary sexual characters were they natadlan both sexes. Huxley therefore

proposed to name these characteqsigamic charactes instead.
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At first glance, theras nothing very Bergsonian about any of these articles hayd dll seem
to be part of an exclusively Darwinian conversation. df ave to look more closely though
however, we find that here too, Huxley was operating theyis between Bergsonian and
Darwinian biology. Burkhardt notes that as early as 1907 falka delvered before the
Decalogue club at Baliol, Huxley provide@n explanation of birdsong as an expression of
emotion (‘a kind of mental safety valve’®8) and that like Darwin, he&redited birds with ‘mental
states’ and granted them at least a glimmering of reasoning power.5° In 1912, whie he was
developing his Bergsonian theory of progressive evolution,lefdtbad become convinced that
there was an element of choice in the birds’ behaviour, more precisely in the female’s attitude
towards a potential mate. Huxley pushed the anthropomorphisan asdomparing the female
Redshank’s rejection of the male with the attitude of female humans:

though the hen does not actively select her mate fromng@ma bevy of
competing cocks, yet, lke the modern European woman, she ha®iles
of saying yes or no to each individual male who may chduse (iterally,

there metaphorically) to run after Ké€r.

This passage might seem to indicate that Huxley watdedistance himself from any
accusation of anthropomorphism by showing that he did not leligve that any real choice
was mvolved on the bird’s part, but rather something that looked like choice to the human
observer. However, a letter Huxley wrote to his then fianbde observing the birds suggests
that he believed that there was a difference in theedegf consciousness in bird and human

behind the act of choosing, but that there wabloice in both cases nonetheless:

the hen has the power of choiceif she doesn’t like the cock, away she just
goes, & he always has to gve up the chase eventuatty.omy has she got
it, but she exercises it a great dealll the suitors so far have been rejected!
It must be a queer kind of choice, | daresay, scarcely consdialls bait very
decided in its working8!

John Dusint qualifies Huxley’s position as ‘psychologisti¢®?, meaning that he postulated the
existence of the mental ives of animals and speculatemlit them. Huxley was putting into
practice Bergson’s idea of different degrees of animal consciousness correlated with the degree
of choice and independence possessed by the animal, whichd lardady developed in The
Individual in the Animal Kingdom.
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Huxley expanded on this idea in his famous 1914 arti€lee Courtship habits of the
Great Crested Grebe (Podiceps cristatus); with an addition Théuey of Sexual Selectiof?
This article is stil celebrated todfdyand is seen as a pioneering work in ethofSgiHuxley
later regretted the use of the word ‘courtship’ which designated behaviour carried out by an
animal in order to court a member of the opposite sex, whéeineabehaviours Huxley had
observed among the Grebes were ‘self-exhausting’ expressions of emotion which served no
such purpose. They were instead ways of strengtheningeli®nships between the bird
couples and Huxley, in retrospect, admitted that the teowe-habits%® would have been more
adequate. These behaviours, executed by both sexes, were ameEdnyyaveritable emotions:
‘during courtship there must be in the mind of the bird an excitement, a definite feeling of
emotion’.®” The structures and behaviours displayed by the birds heeh,arccording to
Huxley, through a process half way in between NaturalSsndial Selection, which he named
‘Mutual Selection’ and which ultimately rested upon the birds’ reactions and ‘choices’ based
on their emotional stimuliThe last pages of the article left no doubt whatsoever about Huxley’s
ideas on the importance of mental states in the birddarsiyet less complex than those of

humans:

In animals such as Birds, where there is a regulaingaip season, and
where, too, the mental processes are already of considerableexiym is
impossible to doubt but that mating may be, and in some speciggided
by impulse, unanalysable fancies, individual prediectionerdh in a
rudimentary state, we find that form of ‘choice’ — intuitive, unreasoned, but
none the less imperious, and none the less in itssrestitie choice- which
reaches its highest stage of development in the ihfefede affinities of man
and woman-in that condition known as ‘falling in love’, where the whole of
the subconscious mental activities become grafted on tiorégted sexual
passions, the whole past of the mental organism is sumpé@dthe present,
in the intensely real act of choice which chooses am famong thousands
and says, whether in words or no, ‘that one being, and no other, is the being
that I desire for my mate’. That a choice of this type can exist in birds is shown

by the subject of this memdé#.

The Bergsonian style of this passage is manifest, iticylar the reference to the present
summing up the past in an act of choice which Bergsonld have simply called ‘duréé.

Huxley was once again summoning Bergson’s conclusions from ‘Life and Consciousness’.
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Humans possessed the most complex nervous system andugetlet most independent and
individuated. Their mental states were the most complexhamdrange of emotional responses
was the widest. Human expressions of emotion vieae fuid®® and less determined by
heredity than the Grebes’ but the fact remained that human and Grebe alke possessed (in

diferent degrees) dcomplex emotional life 7 Physiology could only go so far in
understanding the emotional responses of birds. Translatengndimtal states of the Grebes
using physiological terms likenerve-currents’t, ‘merely indicates the possible material

mechanism; of thactual, we know next to nothing’.”?

Huxley believed that Bergson’s account of different degrees of consciousness leading
up to man meant that drawing from our own human experienieeernces could be made about
the inner states of the birds using a form of analogieasoning. The naturalist could therefore

conduct a form of animal psychology:

by comparing the actions of the birds with our own in
circumstances as similar as possible, we can deduce the bird’s
emotions with much more probability of accuracy than we can
possibly have about their nervous processes: that is to sagrw
interpret  the facts psychologically better than we can
physiologically. | shall therefore (without begging any qoest
whatever) interpret processes of cause and effect is teirmind
whenever it suits my purpose so to-dahich, as I just said, will

be more often than nés.

Huxley added that the level of complexity of the Grebe’s mental states, as illustrated by their
displays of emotion, proved ‘how difficult, and almost inevitably futie, it is to try and deal with
the emotional essence of things by the methods of ‘ordinary biology’.”# ‘Ordinary biology did
not take into account a whole range of phenomena essentahderstanding the evolution of
lfe as a whol€®. In Huxley’s mind, ‘ordinary biology’ did not allow for phiosophical ideas,
such as those he developed in the Individual in the Animal King@oen of his works in
‘philosophical biology’), to inform scientific practice, such as his field-zoological study of bird
behaviour.

It is therefore clear that Darwin and Bergson were mafloences for Huxley from the
very beginning of his intellectual life and remained soubhout his career. His first account

of progressive evolution in The Individual in the Animal Kingdorated upon Darwinian
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selective pressures. The general characteristics atiftewary progress on the other hand
(increased complexity of mind and increased independence df filem matter), were
profoundly Bergsonian. Similarly, in his birdwatching papers,ldyuxnserted himself in a
Darwmnian debate on Natural and Sexual Selection. However, it was Bergson’s metaphysical
take on evolution that inspired Huxley to take a closer loaniatal emotions. In other words,
before he comned the expression “Modern synthesis”, Huxley was operating another, perhaps

more personal synthesis between his Bergsonian philosopliseal and Darwinian science.

5. “Great is Darwin and Bergson his poet”

In one of his personal notebooks from around 1916, Huxley emphabkisecbmplementary
nature ofBergson’s élan vital and natural selectioin a simple phrase: “Great is Darwin, and
Bergson his pet”.”® This single line which Huxley seems to have almdsseatmindedly
scribbled, among other notes to himself, in fact embodiesrubenature of his attachment to
Bergsors philosophy. Huxley did not favour Darwin over Bergson. In his lectaaes from
the same period, Huxley’s endorsement of Bergson was clear: “Bergson is right when he speaks
of creative evolution but he viewed Bergsonism as providing the picture or framevior
evolutionary explanations which were from the outsatiddan: “Through the labors and the
insight of Darwin and his successors, it is being reveaads how creation proceeds, and by
what methods that which is higher and better may be produced from that which is inferior”.””
Huxley was, from the very outset, operating a synthesiweleet Darwin and Bergson, between
scientific explanation and phiosophical vision. Insteadatisty out Bergsonian and gradually
becoming Darwinian, Huxley saw his Bergsonian and Damvimiaws as complementary from
the outset. This is not, however, how historians account for Huxley relationship to Bergson’s

phiosophy.

The received historiographical view, defended by Provinesi®eind others, holds that
Huxley shited from a Bergsonian vision of purposeful déwot) envisioning mankind as the
inevitable result of evolutionary progress, to a lesdistic and more Darwinian view. While
it is true that Huxley disavowed Bergson’s notion of the €lan vital as early as 1923, no doubt,
as noted by Michael Ruse partly in a tactical move tarmlist himself from the vitalistic
connotations of the élan vitd]it remains to be seen exactly what form this shift toakst Bf

al, it is important to note that neither Bergson in 1907 nodeyt in 1912 argued in favour of
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purposeful or teleological evolution. For both thinkers, to $@y progressive evolution
followed certain tendencies did not entail that evolutiomsymd a predetermined goal. They
did, however, involve general evolutionary trends. One dfethieends was the increasing
control of organisms over their environment which had bectedeto the development of
higher forms of consciousness via more and more complepuseBystems and, for continge nt
reasons, the highest point of this trend was mankind. e \éfal, or vital impetus, was a
metaphor Bergson had devistxddescribe the creative nature of life and the unprddxditta of

its evolution. Bergson explicitly said that evolution dobhve turned out differentl§y and this
was because the main trends pursued by the élan vitallmied by material constraints
Huxley shared a similar postipnrecycling one of Bergson’s comparisons between the
creativity of lfe and the creatity of poets

Life has had to contend with the limitations of her owgsplal basis, and
the result achieved is a compromise; not what she plaringdwhat her
imperfect materials allowed her to carry euhe old difference between the
poem flashed on the poet’s brain and the same poem of paper, striving to

gleam through the words that buid®%.

Secondly, if there was indeed a shitt, it was not away Bengson and towards Darwin.
As | have shown, Huxley had been Darwinian-minded siheebeginning of his intellectual
career. In fact, as early as 1912, in The Individual in the Animal Kingddvaugh he kept an
open mind about the causes and mechanisms of evolutioneyHalteady envisioned
evolutionary progress as part of a Darwinian frameftforkurthermore, the vision of progress
Huxley defended throughout his career remained very diosthe Bergsonian vision he
developed in 1912. In 1942, in his famous book Evolution, the Modern SynthesigyHuxI
represented the new Darwinism to which he subscribechammd! “the Modern Synthesis”, as

still resolutely drawing upon Bergson’s philosophy:

It is with this reborn Darwinism, this mutated phoeniemridrom the ashes of
the pyre kindled by men so unike as Bateson and Bergson, gr@hose to

deal in succeeding chaptéfs.

In this book, Huxley’s vision of progress in evolution was stil a non-universal phenomenon
which was expressed through complexification, ‘the possibility of bringing past experience to

bear on present problems’®3 and the ‘increase in the control exerted by organisms over their
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environment, and in their indepince with regard to it’8* and was stil intimately tied to
mental evolution, culminating in human intelligence #w human nervous systéfin other
words, Huxley maintained all that the élan representedaryl evolution, creation of new

forms, directionality understood as the pursuit of certaideteties without telos.

Why then, do the historians of science who have studied Huxley’s theory of progressive

evolution, claim that such a shift ever took platé&ve already mentioned Huxley’s dismissal
of the élan vital in his 1970 Memoriesnother, much less recent article of Huxley’s is often
quoted to ilustrate his repudiation of Bergson. In a now soate®mous passage, in his 1923
article, “Progress, Biological and Other”, Huxley described Bergs as ‘a good poet but bad
scientist’ and argued that the élan vitahs as bad an explanation for evolution as the ‘élan
locomotif® would be for explaining the complex engineering of a train. afigarent contrast
between the Bergsonian tones of Huxley’s 1912 book and his dismissal of the élan vitalin 1923
is what has misled historians; but however damrifgley’s critique may appear, several
elements should draw our attenton to the fact that the B3 did not represena
repudiation of Bergsonism. Inin the same passage, afieigcBergsona “bad scientist” and
just before deriding the explanatory power of the élan JitaXley had lauded Bergson’s
philosophical insight

[Bergson’s] intellectual vision of evolution as a fact, as something happening,

something whole, to be apprehended in a unitary wthat is unsurpassed.

He seems to see it as vvidly as you or | might seendreéd yards race,

holding its different incidents and movements all in hisdmiogether to form

one picture®’

Huxley’s comment about Bergson being a “good poet” should not be understood as a sarcastic
attempt to discredit Bergssnphilosophy. It was, on the contrary, to be taken quite lterally
Huxley himself had been writing poetry since his teenages and his 1923 essay even opened
with one of his poems entitletEvolution: at the Mind’s Cinema” in which he mused about his

own “mtellectual vision” of cosmic as well as biological evolution:

EVOLUTION: AT THE MIND’S CINEMA
| turn the handle and the story starts:
Reel after reel is all astronomy,

Till life, enkindled in a niche of sky,
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Leaps on the stage to play a milion parts.

Life leaves the slime and through all ocean darts;
She conquers earth, and raises wings to fly;
Then spirit blooms, and learns how not to die,

Nesting beyong the grave in others’ hearts

— I turn the handle: other men ke me
Have made the film: and now I sit and look
In quiet, privileged like Divinity

To read the roaring world as in a book.

If this thy past, where shall thy future climb,
O Spirit, built of Elements and Time!’

This poem can be seen as Huxley’s attempt to capture his own “intellectual vision of evolution”.
The young biologist sincerely admired (perhaps even gnfdetbson’s poetic insights into the
evolution of ife (these insights did, after all, earnphgosopher the Nobel Prize for lterature
in 1927). Brgson’s philosophical writing style was based on the notion that that fluid
metaphorical language would do a better job at representingothiitymof reality than would
restrictive conceptual language. When Huxley caledg®er a poet, he was referring to the
multiple metaphors the phiosopher used in his books in emattto put the reader on the track
of an intuitive vision of the mobie nature of reality. eféfore, even though Huxley did not
grant the élan vital explanatory value, he did attach i@pce to its descriptive power. In his
personal notes from around 1916, Huxley referred to the élarasitalseful descriptive term
whose evocative powers bore wii to Bergson’s talent, his “poet’s eye”. The metaphor of
the élan was however, said Huxley, too vagoeconvey matters “of cold fact”®® and the

explanation for progressive evolution could be found in a foir@arwinian pressure.

This brings us back to Huxley’s simple and elegant note to himseiiGreat is Darwin
and Bergson his poet”. The élan described what was in need of an explanation: dgeepsive
movement of evolution. The metaphor of the élan stretchedntiepiology and provided
insights into evolution understood as a universal movememnwethsas into the purpose and
meaning of human life. Darwinism, on the other hand provideth maeded scientific tools to

explain the general trends of progressive evolution matsevthroughthe philosopher’s eye.
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Therefore, science could inform the poetical insights adsiphers whie Bergstnintuitive

methods could inform science by giving a direction to sti@ntesearch. Before coming up
with the phrase “Modern Synthesis”, Huxley was already a synthesist at heart who saw
phiosophical reflections as having their place withirergdic enquiry and who sought to insert

scientific research within his phiosophical worldview.

6. Conclusion

Huxley’s dismissal of Bergson in his autobiographical work in 1970 has misled historians by
misrepresenting or, at least, omitting the true nature ®firtellectual relationship with
Bergson. From the 1910s to, at least, the 19MQdsley’s Bergsonism was neither @ minor
interest of his to be disregarded nor a youthful indiscretibhetdismissed as the prehistory of
his career as a Darwiniabiologist. Huxley’s admiration towards Bergson was deeply rooted in

his appreciation of different types of knowledge and their Iplesgiteractions, in his rejection

of the separation of science and phiosophy. In other words melsire to synthesise.

Why then the change of heart later in his lift? Huxley’s harsh rebuttal of the élan vital
in 1970 is made all the more confusing by the fact thatsilatér years, progressive and mental
evoluton remained major concerns® Huxley’s. He went on to develop a worldview
incorporating panpsychism into a monistic univetsand praised French Jesuit palaeontologist
Pierre Teihard de Chardin, also a Bergsonian at heastndtt entirely clear at this stage what
it is that changed in Huxley’s mind. For now, one mightspeculate that by the 1970s, Bergson’s
name had become most unfashionable among biologists (wittextteption of one or two
French biologists at the end of their car@§rsNobel Prize laureate Jacques Monod provided a
definitive albeit respectful dismissal of Berg3ormhilosophy in his best-seling book Le
Hasard et la nécéssité. Study of thelution of Huxley’s philosophical interests and his

attitude towards phiosophy in the last decades of his card#r shigd light on these questions.

Beyond Huxley, in the light of the reconstruction abovegdHurther historiographical
threads appear worth pursuing. Bitsthe thread dBergson’s indirect legacy, through Huxley,
in a certain anti-reductionist traditon in ethology. Tinadition, exemplified by people like
Wiliam H. Thorpe, continued to put the emphasis on the evoautyo importance of the mental

ives of animals and animal activity, against a moreharistic biological traditiof!
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Secondly, the recent iluminating study layiena Canales on Bergson’s encounter with
Einstei!? proved the importance of taking Bergson’s influence in the scientific world seriously
and embedding this influence within its political, social and cultural contexts. Bergson’s debate
with Einstein was uliimately devastating for the phiosopheho went from international fame
to near oblivion. In contrast, Bergson’s legacy within biology was longer lived and of greater
importance than the historiography currently suggeststhd minds of Bergsonian biologists
ke Jullan Huxley, Bergson had raised the status of lypplogt by integrating it within physics,
but by giving it philosophical significance. They viewedrdd®n as having promoted biology
to the position of most fundamental science by placing titeaintersection between questions

about matter and questions about mind.

Finally, this study isan attempt to buid upon the works of historians like Jon Hdtige
Jean Gaydt and Richard Deli® who have successfully drawn attention to the philosophical
diversity within the Modern Synthesis. In addition to Hyxiether founders of the Synthesis,
including Theodosius Dobzhansky, Ronald Fisher and Sewalh#frigwere sympathetic to
certain of Begson’s ideas. This is not to say that the Modern Synthesis was secretly carrying
out a vitalistic agenda. Such a claim has as littlorusti grounding as the idea that the Modern
Synthesis was a purely mechanistic and materialistpest In fact, different neo-Darwinians
drew on Bergson in different ways and at different timetheir career. Historians should not
shy from complicating the larger pictubs paying attention to the many subtleties of scientists’
phiosophical concerns, rather than assigning them rigileitual categories. Julian Huxley
is just one instance where close biographical study biinmgs light the complex interplay

between phiosophy and science.
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9% |n addition to Huxey, these other Modern SyntBemthitects were especially enthusiastic aboun e
Evolution for its anti-deterministic and antieological arguments. Darwin’s tree of life had eliminated the
possibility of evolution following a predeterminggbal. For decades after the publication of the {Drad Species
however, evolutionary progress continued to berpgéd as the ascent of a ladder leading towardkingéwor
modern industrial civilisation as end productss ihteresting to note that, despite his critigfiBarwinian natural
selection, Bergson proposed a non-directional mi®ibprogress which provided the Neo-Darwinianghef early
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