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Elan Vital

Elan Vital

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy, Biology (historical context), Metaphysics

1. Core Definition

The term "élan vital", originating from the French language, translates most closely to "vital
impetus" or "vital force". Coined by the influential French philosopher Henri Bergson in his seminal
1907 work, Creative Evolution, it represents a profound philosophical concept central to his

understanding of life, evolution, and consciousness. At its essence, élan vital postulates an
inherent, non-materialistic force or impulse that resides within all living organisms, driving their
development, growth, and evolutionary trajectory. It posits that life is not merely a mechanistic
process governed by deterministic physical laws but is imbued with an internal, creative energy
that propels it towards ever-increasing complexity and adaptation.

Bergson conceived the élan vital as a fundamental, irreducible principle distinct from both physical
and chemical forces. Unlike purely mechanistic explanations prevalent in much of 19th-century
science, which sought to reduce biological phenomena to physicochemical interactions, Bergson
argued that such reductionism failed to capture the dynamic, unpredictable, and inherently creative
nature of life. This vital impetus is not a static property but a continuous, unceasing current that
flows through generations, manifesting as the spontaneous, adaptive efforts of organisms to
overcome obstacles and forge new forms. It is, therefore, an explanatory concept for the apparent
directionality and creativity observed in biological evolution, suggesting an underlying impulse for
self-creation and enduring existence.

The concept is often understood as a form of vitalism, a philosophical doctrine positing that living
organisms possess a hon-physical principle or energy that differentiates them from inanimate
objects. However, Bergson's élan vital distinguishes itself from earlier, more simplistic vitalistic
theories by emphasizing its dynamic, evolving nature rather than a fixed, static life-principle. For
Bergson, this vital impulse is the very source of novelty and unpredictable change in the biological
world, constantly pushing against the constraints of matter and habit to create new possibilities. It
is the creative force that ensures life's persistence and diversification, leading to the astonishing
array of forms and functions seen across the biological spectrum.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The phrase "élan vital" literally means "vital impulse" or "vital thrust" in French, with "élan"
connoting enthusiasm, momentum, or a spirited dash, and "vital" pertaining to life. Bergson
introduced this term at a critical juncture in intellectual history, as scientific understanding of
evolution, particularly through Darwin's theory of natural selection, was gaining widespread
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acceptance. While acknowledging Darwin's insights into adaptation, Bergson felt that purely
mechanistic or materialistic interpretations of evolution overlooked a crucial, intrinsic element: the
internal drive and creativity of life itself. His work, Creative Evolution, sought to bridge the gap
between scientific observation and philosophical intuition, proposing a metaphysical framework
that could account for the apparent spontaneity and inventiveness of biological forms.

Historically, the notion of a distinct "life force" has roots in various philosophical and proto-scientific
traditions dating back to antiquity. Ancient Greek thinkers, such as Aristotle, spoke of an
"entelechy" or a vital principle guiding an organism's development. During the Enlightenment and
Romantic periods, various forms of vitalism emerged as counter-movements to the rise of
mechanistic philosophy, which viewed the universe as a grand machine. Thinkers like Georg Ernst
Stahl (17th century) posited a anima sensitiva (sensitive soul) as the organizing principle of life,
while later vitalists such as Hans Driesch (a contemporary of Bergson) proposed a non-spatial,
non-energetic "entelechy" responsible for embryonic development and regeneration. Bergson's
élan vital, while part of this broader vitalistic tradition, offered a more dynamic and less
anthropocentric concept, framing it as an evolutionary force rather than a mere animating principle.

The development of the élan vital concept was also deeply intertwined with Bergson's broader
philosophical project, which challenged the supremacy of scientific materialism and rationalism. He
argued that the intellect, primarily suited for analyzing inert matter, was ill-equipped to grasp the
true nature of life and duration, which he perceived as continuous flow and becoming. Intuition, for
Bergson, was the superior mode of understanding life's creative surge. Thus, élan vital became a
cornerstone of his philosophy of process and becoming, providing a metaphysical explanation for
the constant emergence of novelty and the irreversible passage of time within the living world. It
was a conceptual tool to emphasize the qualitative, subjective experience of life over its
guantitative, objective analysis.

3. Key Characteristics

One of the primary characteristics of élan vital is its quality of being an indivisible, continuous
flow. Bergson described it not as a substance or a discrete entity, but as a current, a creative
surge that permeates and drives all living things. It is akin to a "force that is always striving to
transcend itself," constantly pushing life to greater complexity and diversity. This continuity implies
that the evolutionary process is not a series of isolated events or accidental mutations, but a
persistent, unified effort of life to unfold its inherent potential. The vital impetus resists
fragmentation and reduction, emphasizing the holistic and interconnected nature of biological
existence, where each organism and species is a manifestation of this single, underlying creative
drive.

Another crucial characteristic is its anti-mechanistic and anti-teleological (in a strict sense)
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nature. While the élan vital gives direction to evolution, it is not a pre-ordained teleology with a
fixed, ultimate goal or design, like a blueprint. Instead, it is an open-ended, spontaneous creativity.
Life, guided by this impulse, improvises and finds solutions to problems posed by matter, rather
than following a predetermined plan. It pushes organisms to develop "characteristics which can
help them adapt to a changing world," but this adaptation is the result of an ongoing, immanent
effort, not a divinely inspired master plan. This contrasts sharply with mechanistic views that
interpret organisms as complex machines, and with traditional teleological views that suggest an
external designer or a fixed endpoint for evolution. The élan vital is a force of becoming, not a
blueprint for being.

Furthermore, élan vital is characterized by its creative and adaptive power. It is the engine of
genuine novelty in the universe, responsible for the emergence of new species, new organs, and
new behaviors that could not have been predicted from prior conditions. Bergson believed that
beings possess an "innate impulse to live," which compels them to develop and evolve. This
impulse manifests as a "vital force towards progress," where progress is understood not as linear
advancement towards a predefined ideal, but as the continuous exploration of new possibilities and
the overcoming of obstacles. It is the capacity for invention and the persistent drive to flourish that
defines this vital impetus, making life an ongoing project of self-creation and dynamic interaction
with its environment.

4. Significance and Impact

The concept of élan vital had a profound impact on early 20th-century philosophy, particularly
within the broader context of vitalism and anti-positivism. Bergson's philosophy resonated deeply
with those who felt that scientific materialism provided an incomplete, cold, or reductionist view of
reality, especially regarding the phenomena of life and consciousness. His work offered a
philosophical justification for the intuitive sense of life as dynamic, creative, and imbued with an
inherent purpose, even if that purpose was internally generated rather than externally imposed.
The concept provided a powerful counter-narrative to deterministic science, emphasizing freedom,
spontaneity, and the qualitative aspects of existence over strict causality and quantitative
measurement.

Beyond philosophy, the élan vital, and Bergson's wider philosophy, significantly influenced various
cultural and intellectual movements. It found resonance in fields such as literature, art, and even
psychology, inspiring artists and writers who sought to express the dynamic, fluid, and often
irrational aspects of human experience. Thinkers grappling with the nature of consciousness and
creativity found fertile ground in Bergson's ideas, which privileged intuition and lived experience.
While never becoming a mainstream scientific theory, the philosophical force of the élan vital
contributed to a broader intellectual shift towards acknowledging the limitations of purely analytical
and mechanistic approaches to understanding complex phenomena, fostering an appreciation for
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emergent properties and systemic thinking.

The concept also played a role in discussions surrounding the nature of evolution itself. While
scientists largely rejected it as a scientific explanation due to its non-empirical nature, Bergson's
work sparked important debates about the drivers of evolutionary change and the philosophical
implications of Darwinism. It encouraged a deeper consideration of the creative aspects of
biological adaptation and the sense of directionality in life's history, even if his proposed
mechanism for this directionality was metaphysical. The élan vital served as a philosophical
challenge to strictly gene-centric or purely accidental views of evolution, prompting further
philosophical inquiry into the relationship between mind, matter, and the processes of biological
development and diversification.

5. Debates and Criticisms

Despite its initial popularity and philosophical influence, the concept of élan vital faced
considerable criticism, particularly from the scientific community. The primary objection centered
on its lack of empirical verifiability. As a metaphysical construct, the élan vital cannot be directly
observed, measured, or tested using scientific methodologies. Critics argued that it functioned as a
"god of the gaps" explanation, attributing unknown biological phenomena to an inexplicable force
rather than seeking mechanistic causes. From a scientific perspective, proposing a non-physical,
vital impulse offered no predictive power and contributed little to the development of testable
hypotheses, thus placing it outside the realm of empirical science.

Philosophical criticisms also emerged, often highlighting the vagueness and imprecision of the
concept. Critics questioned how the élan vital interacted with physical matter, or how it could
generate specific biological forms without itself being a form of intelligence or design, which
Bergson explicitly denied. The concept was often seen as an unnecessary additional layer to
explain phenomena that could potentially be accounted for by increasingly sophisticated scientific
understanding of genetics, biochemistry, and developmental biology. Furthermore, its emphasis on
intuition over intellect was sometimes perceived as a retreat from rigorous philosophical and
scientific inquiry, favoring subjective experience over objective analysis.

In the long run, as the fields of genetics, molecular biology, and evolutionary biology advanced
throughout the 20th century, providing detailed mechanistic explanations for development,
heredity, and adaptation, the scientific necessity for a concept like élan vital diminished
significantly. Modern biology largely operates under the paradigm of mechanism and
materialism, seeking to explain all biological phenomena through physicochemical processes.
While Bergson's work continues to be studied in philosophy for its insights into time,
consciousness, and the limitations of scientific reductionism, the élan vital itself is no longer
considered a viable scientific explanation for biological evolution or development. It remains,

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=28993
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

Elan Vital

however, an important historical and philosophical concept, reflecting a particular moment in the
dialogue between science and philosophy regarding the mysterious nature of life.

6. Influence on Arts and Literature

Beyond the confines of academic philosophy and science, Bergson's concept of the élan vital
exerted a significant, albeit often subtle, influence on the arts and literature of the early 20th
century. Writers, poets, and artists found in Bergson's philosophy a compelling framework for
understanding the dynamic, fluid, and often irrational aspects of human experience and the
creative process. The idea of an underlying, continuous surge of life resonated with artistic
sensibilities that sought to capture the flux of consciousness, the spontaneity of intuition, and the
inherent creativity of existence itself, moving away from rigid, deterministic narratives. This
influence was patrticularly evident in movements that valued subjective experience and dynamism
over static representation.

Authors like Marcel Proust, with his exploration of involuntary memory and the subjective
experience of time in In Search of Lost Time, are often cited as being influenced by Bergsonian
ideas of duration and the continuous flow of consciousness, which are intimately connected to the
concept of élan vital. The novel's non-linear narrative structure and its deep dive into the internal
life of its characters reflect a profound engagement with Bergson's critique of spatialized time and
the emphasis on lived experience. Similarly, the stream-of-consciousness technique employed by
modernists like Virginia Woolf and James Joyce can be seen as literary attempts to capture the
unceasing, indivisible flow of subjective duration, which is at the heart of Bergson's philosophy and
the vital impulse.

In art, movements such as Futurism, which celebrated dynamism, speed, and technological
progress, also drew inspiration from a broader cultural fascination with vital forces and evolutionary
energy, albeit often interpreted through a lens of mechanical power rather than purely biological.
While not a direct adoption of élan vital, the spirit of constant motion, transformation, and the
overcoming of traditional boundaries found parallels in Bergson's philosophy of creative evolution.
The concept provided a philosophical underpinning for a modernist sensibility that championed
innovation, the breaking of established forms, and the exploration of new dimensions of reality,
reflecting the continuous, self-transcending nature of the vital impetus.

7. Contemporary Relevance

While the élan vital is no longer considered a scientific explanation for biological processes, its
philosophical implications continue to hold a degree of contemporary relevance, particularly in
discussions at the intersection of philosophy of biology, metaphysics, and even certain approaches
to artificial intelligence or systems theory. In the philosophy of biology, Bergson's critique of purely
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reductionist mechanism still prompts reflection on how adequately physicochemical explanations
capture the emergent properties, self-organization, and adaptive capacities of living systems. The
question of whether life possesses unique organizational principles that transcend simple
summation of its parts remains a rich area of inquiry, even if phrased in terms that are empirically
testable.

Moreover, Bergson's emphasis on creativity, duration, and the open-ended nature of evolution
resonates with contemporary discussions about complex adaptive systems and the unpredictable
emergence of novelty. Concepts such as "emergence" in complex systems theory, or the idea of
"autopoiesis" (self-creation) in theoretical biology, while rigorously scientific, bear a distant
conceptual kinship to the vital impulse's drive for self-organization and persistence. These modern
scientific frameworks explore how complex behaviors and structures arise from simpler interactions
without necessarily invoking a non-physical force, yet they share Bergson's appreciation for the
dynamic, non-linear, and often unpredictable character of life's processes.

In a broader cultural and philosophical context, the élan vital serves as a reminder of the enduring
human impulse to find meaning and purpose beyond purely mechanistic explanations of the
universe. It represents a persistent philosophical stance that challenges the completeness of
materialism and reductionism, suggesting that there might be aspects of reality--especially
concerning consciousness, free will, and creativity--that require a different mode of understanding
than that offered by classical science. Thus, while it has faded from scientific discourse, the
philosophical spirit of the élan vital continues to stimulate thought on the fundamental nature of life
and the universe, encouraging a holistic perspective that values dynamism, creativity, and the
mystery inherent in existence.
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