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﻿1	 Introduction

Ravaisson1 in his essay Of Habit [1838] (2008) uses the expression 
“double law of habit” (henceforth: DLH) for the first time, alongside 
the long-established “law of habit” (henceforth: LH), to designate the 
same conceptual content: repetition weakens the sensation while it 
strengthens the action, making it quicker and easier ([1838, 13, 9] 
2008, 37; 31). The DLH would thus be nothing more than a further 
reproposal of the LH (Sinclair 2019; Wright, Tabb 2023). The first 
formulation of the content of the LH is identified by scholars in 
the work of Joseph Butler (1736), while the first occurrence of the 
expression ‘law of habit’, associated with this content, is encountered 
in the George Turnbull’s work [1740] (2005) (Wright 1994; 2011; 
Wright, Tabb 2023).

It is generally agreed that Ravaisson’s reformulation is the most 
comprehensive or at least the most mature compared to his English 
and French predecessors, not least by virtue of the gradualism he 
introduced into the DLH (Carlisle 2010; Sinclair 2019), albeit deriving 
closely from the theorisations contained in Maine de Biran’s essay 
The Influence of Habit on the Faculty of Thinking (Maine de Biran 
1987; Carlisle, Sinclair 2008, 8) edited in 1802 (henceforth: SM), but 
preceded by an earlier version from 1801 that remained unpublished 
for a long time (henceforth: PM). A careful analysis of Biran’s essay 
can, however, show that his formulations are just as rich and complex 
as Ravaisson’s, so much so that one can rightly consider Biran’s LH 
in all respects a DLH on a par with Ravaisson’s. Furthermore, a 
careful analysis of Maine de Biran’s essay reveals that the DLH 
presented there applies to a triad of faculties: sensibility, judgement 
and imagination. This implies the introduction of a model that is 
more complex not only than those elaborated by its predecessors, 
but even than Ravaisson’s, overturning the interpretation that has 
prevailed until now. Finally, the Biranian formulation of the DLH 
integrated with Ricoeur’s corrections to Ravaisson’ s theory seems 
better suited to respond to certain objections that could be made 
to the Ravaissonian DLH, as we will try to show in the conclusions.

1 This paper is the product of a research conducted as part of the PRIN 2022 project 
“Habits in (Time of) Crisis (HiToC). Conceptual Tools for Dealing with Disruptive Events” 
funded by European Union – Next-GenerationEU – The National Recovery and Resilience 
Plan (PNRR) – MISSION 4, SECOND INTERVENTION AREA, INVESTIMENTO 1.1 Fondo 
per il Programma Nazionale di Ricerca e Progetti di Rilevante Interesse Nazionale 
(PRIN), CUP: F53D23007330006.
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2	 The DLH Prehistory

Before tackling the comparison between Ravaisson’s and Maine de 
Biran’s formulation of the DLH, it is useful to recall the historical-
theoretical stages that precede them, so as to be able to highlight 
more clearly the original contribution that the two philosophers made 
around this issue. There is a consensus among scholars (i.e.: Wright 
1994; 2011; Carlisle 2010; 2014) in indicating as the first emergence 
of the theoretical core of LH the work The Analogy of Religion, Natural 
and Revealed, to the Constitution and Course of Nature (1736) by 
the English ‘pastoral philosopher’ Joseph Butler (1692‑1752). There 
Butler states that both bodily habits and mental habits are formed in 
human beings: the former are produced by external causes, the latter 
by internal causes, i.e. by the exercise of the principles of the mind:

Under the former are comprehended all bodily Activities or Motions, 
whether graceful or unbecoming, which are owing to Use: Under 
the latter, general Habits of Life and Conduct. (Butler 1736, 82)

It follows from this that “there are habits of perception, and habits 
of action”: the former are “passive Habits”, the latter “active Habits” 
(Butler 1736, 82). Butler explains:

It may be hard, to explain throughout its several Parts; and to trace 
up the Faculty by which we are capable of Habits to its Original, to 
as to distinguish it from all others in our Mind: And it seems as if 
contrary Effects were to be ascribed to it. But the thing in general, 
that our Nature is formed to yield, in some such Manner as this, to 
Use and Exercise, is Matter of certain Experience. (Butler 1736, 85)

Passive habits weaken with repetition, while active ones strengthen 
with it:

from our very Faculty of Habits, passive Impressions, by being 
repeated, grow weaker. (Butler 1736, 83)

In other words, repetition or exercise has an opposite effect on 
perception or action:

by accustoming ourselves to any Course of Action, we get an 
Aptness to go on, a Facility, Readiness, and often Pleasure, in it. 
The Inclinations which rendered us averse to it, grow weaker; the 
Difficulties in it, not only the imaginary but the real ones, lessen; 
the Reasons for it, offer themselves of course to our Thoughts upon 
all Occasions; and the least Glimpse of them is sufficient to make 
us go on, in a Course of Action, to which we have been accustomed. 
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﻿ (Butler 1736, 83)

That we need to take into account is the correlation between the two 
processes, as in the case of sight (physiological domain), where visual 
perceptions are imperceptibly replaced by judgements, allowing us to 
easily establish magnitudes and distances, or in the case of morality 
(ethical domain), where the pity that follows the perception of others’ 
misfortunes diminishes with repeated exposure to this perception, 
as a passive trait, while the disposition to help others (benevolence) 
increases, as an active trait (cf. Butler 1736, 84).

A few years later, in 1739 to be precise, David Hume took up 
Butler’s formulation in the first book of A Treatise of Human Nature. 
Here he explicitly pays homage to Butler (whom he describes as 
an “eminent philosopher”: Hume [1739‑40] 2000, 272) and accords 
LH with neurophysiology based on the doctrine of animal spirits 
(which has Hellenistic roots), in the version taken up in philosophy 
by Descartes (posthumously: 1662‑64, but developed since the 1630s) 
and Malebranche (1674‑75), and in the same years also in medicine, 
as with Thomas Willis (cf. Pathologiae Cerebri of 1667 and De Anima 
Brutorum of 1672) (Sepper 2015).

It should be noted that William Harvey (1578‑1657) had already 
rejected the theory of animal spirits around the middle of the 17th 
century (1649). The vitalist physician of the Montpellier school, 
Théophile de Bordeu, also argued against the existence of animal 
spirits in his 1742 medical thesis, De sensu generice considerato, 
perhaps influenced by Voltaire’s scepticism on the subject (Wolfe 
2018, 99). Despite that, many philosophers and physicians continued 
to consider the theory of animal spirits valid until the 19th century 
to explain vital and intellectual functions (Rusu 2022).

In the Treatise, although neither the expression ‘law of habit(s)’ 
nor ‘double law of habit(s)’ is encountered, it is the theoretical core 
of the LH that is revived, in accordance with neurophysiological 
doctrine: the ease gradually produced by repetition corresponds to a 
greater fluidity of the animal spirits in the nervous system. This ease, 
regulated by habit, with the gradual disappearance of the novelty of 
the stimulus and emotion, subtracts strength from passive habits, 
making the movement of the corresponding animal spirits languid, 
while on the contrary it gives strength to active habits, because the 
inclination of the spirit, through repetition, determines their orderly 
and ready movement according to neuronal pathways made more 
fluid and easier by repetition itself:

The facility takes off from the force of the passive habits by 
rendering the motion of the spirits faint and languid. But as in 
the active, the spirits are sufficiently supported of themselves, the 
tendency of the mind gives them new force, and bends them more 
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strongly to the action. (Hume [1739‑40] 2000, 272)

The orderly movement of animal spirits in active habits is accompanied 
by a pleasant or agreeable affection

which will sometimes be so powerful as even to convert pain into 
pleasure, and give us a relish in time for what at first was most 
harsh and disagreeable. (Hume [1739‑40] 2000, 271)

But the opposite is also true: when the facility is of a very high degree, 
pleasure can turn into pain:

as facility converts pain into pleasure, so it often converts pleasure 
into pain, when it is too great, and renders the actions of the mind 
so faint and languid, that they are no longer able to interest and 
support it. (Hume [1739‑40] 2000, 271)

In 1740, in The Principles of Moral Philosophy, George Turnbull 
(1698‑1748) dwells at length on habit and custom using both the 
expression “law of habit” (Turnbull [1740] 2005, 29; 137; 140) and 
(more often) the expression “law of habits” (Turnbull [1740] 2005, 39; 
135‑40; 173; 221; 304; 329), describing it in the same terms as Butler, 
whom he calls an “excellent author” (Turnbull [1740] 2005, 137). From 
what Turnbull writes, it must be concluded that the expression ‘law 
of habits’ was already in use, although we have not been able to go 
back further to his writings:

It is in consequence of a propension to do, and a facility and 
readiness in doing, acquired by repeated exercise called the 
Law of habits, that we have memory and habitual knowledge, 
learn languages with tolerable ease, attain to grace of body, 
as in dancing; to a good ear in music, a good eye in painting or 
architecture, and a good taste of any ingenious composition, as in 
oratory or poetry. (Turnbull [1740] 2005, 133‑4)

Even in The Principles of Moral Philosophy, Turnbull introduces 
the expression “law of custom” to designate a principle that would 
account for both the association of ideas and the formation of habits:

Those effects called the association of ideas and formation of 
habits, do therefore resolve themselves into the same general law 
or principle in our nature, which may be called the law of custom. 
(Turnbull 2005, 120)

One would think that the Scot Turnbull had just read the first book 
of the Treatise by his compatriot Hume!



JoLMA e-ISSN  2723-9640
6, 2, 2025, 97-116

102

﻿ If we move to the French area, we must wait until the end of the 
century to encounter similar formulations of LH. The first, in order 
of appearance, is the one included in a mémoire read by the medical 
philosopher Pierre-Jean-Georges Cabanis on 24 August 1796, but 
first published in 1798 and included in his Rapports du physique et 
du moral de l’homme four years later:

It is a constant law of animate nature that the frequent return 
of impressions makes them more distinct, that the repetition of 
movements makes them easier and more precise. The senses are 
cultivated by exercise, and the empire of habit makes itself felt 
before it manifests itself in the motor organs. But it is a law no less 
constant and no less general that impressions which are too vivid, 
too often repeated, or too numerous are weakened by the direct 
effect of these latter circumstances. (Cabanis [1798, 195] 1802, 215)

Xavier Bichat (1771‑1802), considered to be the founder of histology, 
i.e. the study of tissues – although some studies greatly diminish 
the novelty of his contribution to the history of this branch of 
medicine (Keel 2001) interesting proposals have been recently 
made for a re-reading of Bichat’s medical conception, showing its 
innovative aspects and its aim of overcoming both vitalism and 
mechanism (Bottaccioli 2008; Perdicoyianni-Paleologou 2024) –, in 
his Recherches physiologiques sur la vie et la mort (1800) he does not 
use the expression ‘law of habit(s)’ or similar, but proposes a LH’s 
formulation that was very successful and would be taken up by Comte 
and Ravaisson. After having circumscribed the phenomenon of habit 
to the sphere of the “animal life” of our organism (sensitivity, motility, 
volition), Bichat clarifies that it acts both on the feelings generated by 
impressions (which in themselves, as affections, remain unchanged) 
and on the judgements we make about these feelings (Bichat [1800, 
47] 1827, 46). This phenomenon manifests itself, however,

in an inverse way […]: feeling is constantly weakened by it (habit), 
judgement on the contrary owes it its perfection. (Bichat [1800, 
47‑8] 1827, 46)

The example is very clear:

The more we regard an object, the less sensitive we are to what 
is unpleasant or pleasant in it, and the more we judge all its 
attributes. (Bichat [1800, 48] 1827, 46)

It is a phenomenon that is functional to our own learning process and 
the development of our knowledge and skills:
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by weakening little by little the impressions that at first hold the 
child’s entire attention, habit enables him to seize the particular 
attributes of bodies, and teaches him to see, to hear, to smell, to 
taste and to touch, subsequently makes him pass in each sensation 
from confused notions of the whole to precise ideas of details. 
(Bichat [1800, 55] 1827, 52)

In 1801, in the first volume of his Eléments d’Idéologie, Destutt de 
Tracy dwells on the effects produced in us by the frequent repetition 
of the same acts and illustrates a “general law (loi générale) of all our 
movements”, which he describes as follows:

The more they are repeated, the easier and faster they become, 
and […] the easier and faster they are, the less perceptible they 
become, i.e. the more the perception they provoke in us diminishes, 
until it is cancelled out, even if the movement continues to take 
place. (Tracy 1801, 226‑7)

3	 The Biranian Double Law

Compared to the formulations of the LH reported so far, more complex 
and articulate is undoubtedly the treatment of it contained in the two 
versions of the mémoire dedicated by Maine de Biran to the question 
of the influence of habit on thought (1801 and 1802), the second of 
which was awarded in a competition organised by the Classe des 
sciences morales et politiques of the Institut de France. The topic had 
been proposed in 1799 by Cabanis and Destutt de Tracy on the basis 
of the circulation of Bichat’s ideas, even before the publication of the 
latter’s Recherches. The competition had been re-bid after no memoir 
submitted in the first edition, including Biran’s, had been selected for 
the award. Hence the origin of the two versions of Biran’s mémoire, 
the second of which the author was forced to publish, unwillingly 
according to his style, so as not to have the honour he had earned 
withdrawn.

For his research on habit, Biran – who does not appear to have read 
works of philosophy written in this language directly in English – did 
not have at his disposal most of the sources we have mentioned above. 
Turnbull does not appear to have been translated into French, while 
Butler’s Analogy is only translated into this language in 1821 and 
Hume’s Treatise in its complete form will only be translated in 1878. 
Biran did not even have access to Bichat’s text, which he said he read 
only after he had delivered the manuscript of the second version of his 
mémoire for printing. This does not mean that he could not have had 
fairly precise knowledge of Hume’s theories (although Hume is cited 
by Biran essentially only for his theory of causality: Piazza 2005), 
while he certainly had knowledge of the above-mentioned works by 
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﻿Cabanis (from the time of the first drafts of his mémoire) as evidenced 
by the references to them in his texts (PM 11‑2; 21; SM 154 note), 
while he only had access to Tracy’s Eléments d’Idéologie when his 
memoir “was almost completely finished” (SM 135 note).

His interest in the subject of habit is part of Biran’s broader 
interest in the relationship between mind and body, in terms of 
understanding the physiological states that do or do not favor our 
activity and what strategies can be used to counteract the negative 
effects, in terms of passivity, due to states and dispositions of our 
organism that reinforce a melancholic and lazy temperament. 
Habit thus presents itself in Biran’s eyes as a bridge between the 
physical and the moral and must be studied jointly by medicine and 
metaphysics, or physiology and psychology.

Habit is therefore a phenomenon that lays bare the complexity and 
duplicity of our being, which, through its reflexive capacities, can try 
to curb its negative aspects.

Biran bases his theory on the distinction between sensation 
and perception, one passive, the other active. It is a distinction of 
nature and not of degree: active impression (perception) is always 
accompanied by voluntary effort and is a movement associated with 
consciousness, whereas passive impression (sensation) is a mere 
sensation and is not accompanied by consciousness.

The duplicity of impressions corresponds to that of their 
determinations, i.e. their effects in the senses or motor centres. The 
active impression, through the repetition that facilitates it, gives 
rise to reminiscences and ideas, whereas the passive impression 
is weakened by repetition and remains excluded from the field of 
consciousness because the judgement of personality – i.e. self-
awareness or apperception of self – in the sentient subject is not 
associated with it.

This fugacity, this degradation of all sensorial effects, thus seems 
to be a law of habit (loi de l’habitude) as constant and general as 
that of the increasing rapidity and easiness of the products of our 
motor force; and applying these two laws together (ces deux lois 
reunies) to all the interior phenomena that reflection discovers 
in us, there seems to be not one that cannot serve as proof and 
confirmation of them. (SM 203)

The expression “seems to be” should be emphasised, to be taken 
seriously in its dubitative value, because we will see shortly 
afterwards that there are indeed phenomena that for Biran escape 
the DLH as he formulates it here, without, however, completely 
undermining the bipolar model of the law.

The effect of DLH is fundamentally problematic on the passive 
habits level, since these have important physiological repercussions 
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and in terms of inner sensitivity they change the natural tone of our 
organs. The inner impressions from which they originate thus tend to 
be converted into habits of temperament and thus affect our feeling 
of existence, which they make sad or pleasant, ceasing

to be felt in themselves, but are lost and confused in the multitude 
of vague impressions that combine to form this intimate and 
habitual feeling of our passive existence. (SM 169)

Thus, is formed, according to Biran, a callousness of our sensitivity 
that has potentially fatal characters.

In correlation, on the other hand, with the perceptive faculty 
and motor determinations, the weakening of sensations makes the 
impressions on which they are based available to be perceived, while 
the movements of the organs on which these impressions depend 
become easier and more precise.

From this point of view, DLH seems to give rise to exclusively 
positive effects:

Such is the great law of habit, of operations, of movements 
without number associated with each other, which have become 
extremely prompt and easy; weakening and disappearance of effort, 
insensitivity in the action, clarity and precision in its result. (SM 187)

In other words:

In the same manner, therefore, as effort is nil or insensible in 
visual perception, it will also be nil or insensible in the production 
of the corresponding ideas or images; these images will arise 
spontaneously in the organ of thought, will follow one another 
there with the greatest rapidity, will shine there with the brightest 
brilliance, will disappear only to reappear again, and this without 
the individual’s will seeming to participate in any way. (SM 151)

DLH presents, however, a dual process associated with the weakening 
of sensation and the refinement of action or judgement: on the one 
hand the production of a need, on the other that of an automatic 
spontaneity, thus suggesting a principle of activity at work in passive 
habits and a principle of passivity in active ones. This is how Biran 
describes the first of these processes:

While the repeated sensation weakens in any organ or eccentric 
part immediately excited, the sensory principle, or system, may 
retain its determination, tend to carry it out at the accustomed 
(accoutumés) intervals, demand the same motives for irritation, 
become exasperated at their absence... Hence the desire (désir), 
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﻿ product of the instinct of the organs, which gives laws to the will 
without receiving any, and could take place without will, without 
movement, without power. This is how sensations, while weakened 
by habit (habitude), become imperious needs (besoins). (SM 284‑5)

While this is how the second process is presented, on which much 
of Biran’s focus is on the phenomenon of habit, in its conditioning of 
mental acts originally produced consciously and intentionally:

When the perceptive faculty has reached this degree of perfection 
on the one hand, of blindness in its exercise on the other, the 
individual thus remains passively surrendered to the impulse 
of external causes, which often move him without his being 
aware of it, or to organic dispositions, to involuntary outbursts 
of sensibility, to the periodic revival of the same needs, which 
momentarily awaken him from his lethargy only to plunge him 
back into it the next instant; circumscribed in a circle of operations 
that are always repeated in the same way, he performs them 
without thinking about them, with distraction and as if in a sort 
of somnambulism. If there is in him a capacity for reflection, a 
power to react on everything around him and to modify himself, 
this power is masked by habit (habitude), by the facility and 
spontaneity of the primary movements, or natural signs, on which 
he is based. (SM 216‑7)

The weakening of sensations makes the impressions derived from 
them available for perception, while the movements of the organs 
on which these impressions depend become easier and more precise. 
With repetition, however, the impression of effort and the activity 
of consciousness weaken, although “its initial results do not follow 
the same law of degradation” (SM 151): the result is that their active 
character is nullified at the level of individual self-perception (hence 
the error of confusing perceptions with the sensations from which 
they derive), to the point of generating automatic movements that we 
interpret as instinctive.

Paraphrasing Biran, let us think of the judgement with which 
we recognise a familiar object: the ease with which the repetition 
of its perception has generated is of great help in freeing mental 
energies that we can turn to something else, but in such indifference 
error can insinuate itself because automatic recognition bypasses 
conscious judgement and we can easily fail to realise that that object 
has changed or been replaced.

This risk is evident to Biran when he takes an in-depth look at 
the effects of habit on the intellectual faculty. And he sees the risk 
of too precipitously conversion into reminiscences of the reflexive 
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judgements that underlie the primitive association between signs 
and ideas.

When we use linguistic signs to express our thoughts we are 
dealing with memory signs, which we voluntarily associate with 
ideas understood as perceptions of which we are aware in our minds. 
These memory signs, which are then linguistic signs, by effect of 
habit tend to become signs of the imagination, i.e. they tend to lose 
their figurative character (which makes them conventional signs, 
which stand for...) to assume a character of their own.

The result is the indication of a real model of life to be made one’s 
own, which is based on the commitment to escape the empire of habit 
over our mind, acting in a very specific direction:

In order to move from the virtual to the effective, the individual 
must be determined to repeat with intention everything he has 
done before by habit; he must go back to the origin of his signs, 
untangle their functions, institute them anew by an act of his will, 
associate them fixedly, and by a series of (reflected) repetitions, 
with all the impressions of his senses, all the products of his 
thought, everything he perceives, everything he feels inside 
and outside himself. This opens up an indefinite career for 
perfectibility. (SM 217)

Since there is a tendency for our sensibility to associate images and 
feelings with ideas and the signs that express them, habit contributes 
to making these associations obstinate and generating prejudices 
that are often inculcated through education. The philosopher is the 
one who examines the words fixed by habit and with difficulty tries 
to dissociate the first products of the sensory memory from the ideas, 
restoring the terms to their original function.

The articulated sign and the visible or tangible object, for example, 
to which this sign is attached, are two equally distinct perceptions, 
equally fixed and available; the motor force can divide itself 
between these two terms, enveloping them in the same act without 
there being any sensory disturbance that stops or distracts its 
deployment. The same exercise can be continued or repeated, 
according to the will of the individual […]. Henceforth the presence 
of the object will determine the recall of the sign, and this recall 
will provoke the appearance of the image. The function is common 
and reciprocal; recall is facilitated by the familiarity of perception, 
and representation by the frequency of voluntary recall. Memory, 
relying here equally on the sign that leads to the idea and on the 
object that leads back to the sign, will thus have a double motive; 
its habits will also acquire a double persistence. Finally (and this 
inestimable advantage is exclusively attached to the class of our 
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﻿ perceptible impressions) the fixity of the image corresponds to 
that of the available articulated sign or to the permanence of the 
written, drawn, etc. sign, as the constant value of this sign in turn 
rests on the invariability of the object it represents; there are no 
illusions, enchantment or mechanical habits here. (SM 274‑5)

The Biran’s method aims to forms “the tempered temperament of the 
thought” (le tempérament tempéré de la pensée) (SM 254), i.e. a way 
of being and thinking that never settles into passivity and aims to 
practise the habit of constantly subjecting to scrutiny all judgements 
that assume a habitual, unreflective character:

The levers of the mind are like the levers of the body; they help 
us, but sometimes too much, by preventing the development of 
our natural powers. So, as soon as they abandon us, we are left 
helpless, with all the weakness that comes from their habitual use. 
All this brings us back to the method and means indicated [...] for 
developing good habits of memory, for forming and maintaining the 
right temperament, the right balance of mental powers. Exercising 
(by appropriate means) all these powers, but gradually, and 
without ever exceeding them: making a habit, a need, of the clear 
representation of ideas, and of linking them to signs: protecting 
ourselves from the training of words, and from purely mechanical 
forms: these are the first conditions that a method should fulfil, in 
order to achieve the proposed aim. (SM 279‑80)

The analytical exposition of the DLH thus proves useful in introducing 
correctives to the uncontrolled power of habit, the ambiguity of which 
is strongly emphasised by Biran, in this not at all original compared 
to a long tradition to which he makes only a few rare mentions in his 
dense description.

4	 The Double Law for Ravaisson

Let us now turn to the best-known formulation of the DLH, the one 
that is even considered canonical, namely the DLH presented by 
Félix Ravaisson (1813‑1900) in his 1838 doctoral thesis entitled De 
l’habitude (2008), drawing on the theories of Bichat, Destutt de Tracy, 
Maine de Biran, Butler (whose Analogy, as anticipated, had been 
translated in 1821) and at the same time blending elements from 
his direct meditation on the works of Aristotle, the French vitalist 
medical tradition and the German idealism of Schelling. Ravaisson, 
among his sources, also cites the French translation of the first 
volume of Dugald Stewart’s Elements of the Philosophy of the Human 
Mind (1792), which appeared in 1808. It should be noted that here 
the English expression “these two laws of our nature” (1792, 536) 
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referring to habits is translated “cette double loi” (1808, II, 392) in 
abbreviated form.

Ravaisson starts from an Aristotelian premise: every entity 
possesses a specific way of being (hexis or habitus) and its 
“fundamental character” is “the tendency to persist in its way of 
being” ([1838, 5] 2008, 27). Habitus is that “force” (Ravaisson [1838, 
38] 2008, 57) by which an intimate continuity is established between 
organic nature and the life of the spirit, and between the life of the 
spirit and the life of God itself.

Whereas Maine de Biran maintained a dualism between the 
physical and the mental, while recognising the complexity of their 
relationship, in Ravaisson we encounter a kind of metaphysical 
monism. And whereas for Maine de Biran habit is synonymous with 
the weakening of consciousness and reflection – and thus contains 
within itself the risk of prejudice and the scleroticisation of language 
and thought –, for Ravaisson it is always the effect of an inclination 
that follows the will, an inclination aimed at a purpose and thus a 
trace of intelligence.

In his “highly regarded thesis”, as Léon Dumont defines it some 
forty years later ([1876] 2019, 50), Ravaisson mainly serves the more 
usual and simple expression “law of habit”, in one case recalling 
the adjective “general” already used by Cabanis and Tracy to refer 
precisely to the DLH:

Receptivity diminishes and spontaneity increases. Such is the 
general law of the disposition, of the habit, that the continuity or 
the repetition of change seems to engender in every living being. 
(Ravaisson [1838, 9] 2008, 31)

The law of habit can be explained only by the development of a 
Spontaneity that is at once active and passive, equally opposed to 
mechanical Fatality and to reflective Freedom. (Ravaisson [1838, 
28] 2008, 55)

Ultimately, even in the sphere of the pure understanding and 
of abstract reason, the law of habit is still to be found, and 
consequently also the principle of this law, namely natural 
spontaneity. (Ravaisson [1838, 43] 2008, 71)

In fact, only two occurrences of the expression associated with DLH 
appear in the entire dissertation, and both are contained in the same 
sentence:

The double law of the contrary influence on beings of the duration 
of change, depending on whether the being merely suffers the 
change or sets it off – that is, the double law of habit – must manifest 
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﻿ itself here by more apparent and incontestable characteristics. 
(Ravaisson [1838, 13] 2008, 37)

Incidentally, on closer inspection, the ‘standard’ formulation of the 
Ravaissonian DLH is taken from a passage in which neither the 
expression ‘double law’ nor the more prevalent ‘law’ appears:

Thus everywhere, in every circumstance, continuity or 
repetition – that is, duration – weakens passivity and excites 
activity. (Ravaisson [1838, 25] 2008, 49)

Beyond this, the originality of Ravaisson’s philosophy of habit is 
evident: habit is a kind of operator linking nature and spirit, and its 
action in the human being develops as if along a spectrum, from a 
maximum of sensitivity to which corresponds a minimum of activity, 
to a maximum of perception to which corresponds a minimum 
of passivity. Unlike Biran, where the perspective is decidedly 
horizontal, here it becomes vertical: in proceeding from nature to 
spirit, according to an ascending path, albeit a reversible one, insofar 
as it is possible to follow the reverse path to understand the abysses 
of instinct in which our very nature is rooted.

But if the Ravaissonian philosophy of habit is decidedly original, 
due to its metaphysical ‘turn’ and its embracing of the entire world 
of life, from the simplest forms of the plant kingdom to the most 
complex forms of the human species, his conception of DLH is not so 
original. In what is considered to be the distinctive contribution of 
his formulation compared to previous ones, Ravaisson actually does 
nothing more than repeat what Biran has already illustrated. That 
is, that even where passive sensitivity prevails, there is a “desire” 
(Ravaisson [1838, 27] 2008, 53), a “need” (Ravaisson [1838, 41] 2008, 
69) that contains a principle of activity, even if not thinking. And 
where active perception prevails, there is a principle of passivity, an 
automatism that introduces irreflexivity into spontaneity.

That is, Ravaisson argues – just as clearly as Biran – that there 
is an active aspect in the passive pole of sensibility and a passive 
aspect in the active pole of action and judgement. This means that 
habit produces, on the one hand, “a stronger willing in the absence 
of will” and, on the other hand, “a weaker passivity in the absence of 
resistance to this passivity” (Vincenti 2019, 107‑8). But it is precisely 
at the heart of this conception, which structurally mimics the one 
already exposed by Biran, that a new trait is concealed, one that 
tends to dissolve the dualism on which the DLH is based: it is the 
unifying element between passivity and activity constituted by what 
Ravaisson calls an “obscure activity” (activité obscure) (Ravaisson 
[1838, 26] 2008, 51), for which Ravaisson himself refers to Thomas 
Reid (Ravaisson [1838, 26 note 1] 2008, 51 note 27). Obscure activity 
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thus becomes a bridge between passivity and activity, a unifying 
principle that is at one with Ravaisson’s positive evaluation of this 
phenomenon, which governs our lives and, more generally, the 
entire lifeworld, marking a profound break with the Biranian model 
(Carlisle, Sinclair 2008, 11).

The Ravaissonian model is, in fact, a circular one: habit brings 
the effort and freedom of our acting back into a pre-intellectual 
and pre-voluntary dimension, and at the same time makes this 
natural dimension the very source from which every intellectual 
and voluntary act springs. Just as an idea firmly rooted in our minds 
becomes a spontaneous habit, so an “unreflective and indistinct idea” 
(Ravaisson [1838, 45] 2008, 73) precedes and anticipates “the distinct 
idea that reflection searches out” (Ravaisson [1838, 45] 2008, 73). A 
circularity that accords with a gradationalist conception of habit:

Between the ultimate depths of nature and the highest point 
of reflective freedom, there are an infinite number of degrees 
measuring the development of one and the same power, 
and as one rises through them, extension – the condition of 
knowledge – increases with the distinction and the interval of the 
opposites. This is like a spiral whose principle resides in the depths 
of nature, and yet which ultimately flourishes in consciousness. 
(Ravaisson [1838, 47] 2008, 77)

This model comes to coincide with the condition of normality of the 
living and of existence, in a kind of metaphysical teleologism within 
which even the pathological has its own function above the destiny 
of individuals:

In the same way [with respect to the principle of the law of 
habit], would this not be the secret of the transmission of illness 
itself, of the substantial idea of illness, which bides its time in 
order to become in the son what it was in the father, and which 
is propagated with its forms and its immutable periods from 
generation to generation? (Ravaisson [1838, 37] 2008, 65)

What is certain is that when action becomes freer and faster as a 
result of habit, it becomes an inclination that replaces deliberative 
power, and that “even escapes entirely and irremediably both will and 
consciousness” (Ravaisson [1838, 25] 2008, 51). Hence the movements

more or less voluntary, that gradually degenerate into convulsive 
ones, which we call tics. (Ravaisson [1838, 25] 2008, 51)

This is Ravaisson’s only concession to the risk of passive automatism 
that so worried Biran and that in the 20th century would become 
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﻿almost the only ground reserved for habit by behaviourism, after the 
double polemical reaction to spiritualism and Lamarckism had almost 
completely drowned the philosophy of habit in France, relegating the 
study of habitual behaviour to experimental psychology (Kaufmann 
2011, 108‑14).

5	 Conclusions

We intend, in conclusion, to take a step backwards and one forwards. 
The backward one is a temporary return to Biran, the forward one a 
leap to Ricœur. But let us proceed with the first.

Biran, as is well known, builds the DLH on the distinction, 
fundamental for him, between “sensations” and “perceptions”: the 
former passive, the latter active. And yet, in his mémoire, he makes it 
clear that there are not only habits linked to sensation or perception: 
there are also those linked to the imagination and the passions. It is 
precisely these that constitute an exception to DLH (or a suspension 
of it):

How is it, however, that certain feelings acquire a liveliness, a 
singular energy while the ideas likely to excite them are more 
frequently reproduced? How is it that these ideas themselves 
retain all their brilliance and sometimes become more attractive 
through their repetition? Why do they suddenly regain their 
ascendancy, after having lost it through familiarity? (SM 203)

These images thus constitute a third class of habits: they are habits 
associated either with ideas produced by the imagination (illusions, 
superstitions, beliefs, errors) and founded in fear or in passions 
generated by desires, fears, hopes, obstacles to be overcome, ideas 
of power.

Instead of weakening, these images with repetition produce a need 
that increases the power of the imagination. And, as phantasmatic, 
they generally do not lose their power, because the illusions on which 
they are based ceaselessly feed the feelings, desires and hopes 
associated with them:

Habit, in all these cases, far from withering the imagination, on 
the contrary, makes the same motives for activity more dear to 
it: it fixes it stubbornly in the same direction, and rivets the iron 
plates that keep it enslaved to it. (SM 207)

Only in part do habits of the imagination fall under DLH: in the case 
where their object is achieved (as in love passion),
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the seductive prism is broken, the charm is destroyed, and habit 
regains its rights. (SM 207)

In other words, habit in this case weakens its power, according to the 
“general law of our sensibility” (SM 207‑8), as when it “makes […] the 
same food more insipid” to someone and at the same time “makes it 
more necessary for him” (SM 208): i.e. DLH comes into action.

But if their object escapes us, we feel pain at its loss:

The all-too-familiar object that flees from us once again falls 
entirely under the sway of the imagination: Suddenly stopped 
in a slope that habit had dug and made so easy, it wakes up, is 
astonished, is irritated against unexpected resistance, and reacts 
with all the force of a spring long compressed; it is then that it 
calls all its impressions, so weak, so languid, gives them new 
life, transports an illusory charm on the object that is no longer, 
exaggerates the picture of past happiness, to make the privation 
more cruel. (SM 208)

Thus, Biran seems to suggest, there would be a difference between 
the appetite or feeling of need generated by passive habit, which 
we may be unaware of in deprivation, and the feeling of pain we 
experience when the object of our love is taken away from us and 
escapes our craving for possession. This is because in the latter case 
the image of happiness experienced next to the beloved being is 
re-actualised and reinvigorated in the corresponding idea, which 
instead of losing strength regains it.

Not only, therefore, is there a third category of habit for Biran, 
which Ravaisson seems to have overlooked, but the fact that passive 
habits for Biran lie outside the realm of consciousness seems to make 
the reversibility attributed by Ravaisson to habit itself impossible.

It will be Ricœur, more than a century after Ravaisson, who will 
return to the issue, proposing to make a clear distinction between 
habit and need, clarifying that it is not habit that creates need, but 
rather habit offers, in the presence of a need, an easy model of action, 
a “customary form” that the need tends to acquire in order to be 
satisfied:

What we often call force of habit is no more than the tendency 
of a preexisting need to adopt a customary form which is easiest 
to satisfy. […] If, then, habit affects need to the point of seeming 
to invent it, it does so in turn by the encounter of the acquired 
customary form and latent needs. The latter are always the true 
sources of need which overflow into quasi-needs. It is never true 
that habit creates a need—even the most artificial needs, such as 
needs of tranquilizers and stimulants, always refer to the genuine 
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﻿ tissue of need in which exercise had worked a kind of derivative 
bloodletting. (Ricœur [1950, 109‑10] 1966, 114‑5)

Among other things, Ricœur adds, the habit-need dialectic also 
includes the conversion into disgust or repulsion of the pleasure 
associated with need:

When a need dies out and there is no other need apt to take charge 
of the habit, the latter seems to us to create no longer a need but 
a disgust, as for example some obligation – professional or other 
– constraining us to carry out an action which we regard as beyond 
the point of saturation of genuine needs sustaining it. (Ricœur 
[1950, 110] 1966, 115)

That is, Ricœur insists that habit is nothing more than a detector of 
needs, which, however, can turn into repulsion if the performance of 
the related task has saturated them:

All habit can do is to provide an outlet for the sources of action by 
providing a form for the power which releases it. Thereafter desire, 
in the determinate sense which it has in ordinary language, is at 
the same time a conscious form of need, spurred by the emotion of 
wonder which drives it to act and encouraged by the ease of familiar 
means. Thus, habit can only reveal needs. Need becomes revulsion 
when the execution of a task has ‘saturated’ it. But beyond the 
contrary affective effects, habit always remains a practical rather 
than an affective spontaneity, offering need an easy action along 
the lines of a privileged form. (Ricœur [1950, 275] 1966, 291)

If the nature of habit is thus merely practical and not affective, and 
this would lead one to exclude its capacity to generate desire in the 
sense that this takes on when understood as emotion, it is Ricœur 
himself who considers the idea of a ‘customary desire’ proper to habit 
admissible, albeit with limitations:

But only with serious reservations could we speak of a ‘customary 
desire’ (désir-coutume) characteristic of habit, compared with 
‘wonder desire’ (désir-surprise) characteristic of emotion, in 
order to stress the specific guidance which comes from capacities 
concealed in structure insofar as they facilitate the initiative 
which moves them. (Ricœur [1950, 275] 1966, 291‑2)

The limitation proposed by Ricœur, as is evident, concerns the 
facilitating aspects that mark habit, and on this front his position 
is at the antipodes of Ravaisson’s (whom he himself quotes in the 
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following passage), depriving habit of a whole series of characters 
that have traditionally been attributed to it:

What is hidden behind this enigmatic submissiveness of habit 
which effaces the traces of its own history? Nothing is more 
impenetrable than the familiar. Ravaisson compares habit with 
desire: it is “the invasion of the domain of freedom by natural 
spontaneity.” However, it is not true that habit is not only skill, but 
also a tendency to act (ordinarily we speak of the ‘force of habit’). 
The most neutral terms, ‘acquired disposition’ or ‘tendency,’ 
remove nothing of the equivocity of this habitual spontaneity. 
(Ricœur [1950, 273] 1966, 289)

By separating habit and will, habit and desire, Ricœur seems 
to embrace a ‘reductionist’ version of habit, but, in reality, his 
reading is more complex, as he considers – against behaviourist 
psychology – automatism as a degradation of habit (cf. Ricœur [1950, 
267‑8] 1966, 284), which is to be understood instead as power:

Habit which can be understood is a power, a capacity to resolve a 
certain type of problem according to an available schema: I can 
play the piano, I know how to swim. (Ricœur [1950, 267] 1966, 283)

In the practical irreflexivity that marks habit as power we find the 
key element that holds the DLH together from Butler to Ravaisson 
via Maine de Biran. But Ricœur’s clarifications seem useful to us 
in order to rethink DLH on this side of Ravaissonian monism: this, 
in creating a short-circuit between obscure activity and will, tends 
to resolve DLH itself into a formula that results in a spiritualistic 
reductionism that today could appear as the other side of the posterior 
behaviouristic one.
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