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The recent resurgence of interest in the philosophy of Henri Bergson has produced essays, 

monographs and new editions of his work, but little attention to how his conception of time as la 

durée réelle, real duration, develops the ideas of his forbears in nineteenth-century French 

philosophy. In this regard, contemporary scholarship has not advanced beyond the early twentieth-

century studies of Bergson’s development of previous French thinking, written when he was at 

the height of his global philosophical celebrity. Perhaps the most significant of these studies is 

Arthur Lovejoy’s ‘Some Antecedents of the Philosophy of Bergson: the Conception of Real 

Duration’ (1912). More directly than any of Bergson’s French interpreters, Lovejoy shows how 

the account of duration in his 1888 doctoral dissertation, Essai sur les données immédiates de la conscience 

(Bergson 1959), translated as Time and Free Will (Bergson 1913), departs from Félix Ravaisson’s 

remarks about time in his own doctoral dissertation, De l’habitude, Of Habit (Ravaisson 2008), 

published half a century earlier in 1838. The idea of duration as time irreducible to the quantified 

time recorded by clocks is at least partially inspired by Ravaisson’s account of measurement and 

quantification as inherently spatial. All Bergson had to do, Lovejoy argues, was draw the 

consequences from Ravaisson’s analysis: if quantification is spatialisation, and if time is different 

to space, then time―in its primitive, original form named ‘duration’―must somehow be irreducible 

to quantification. 

Lovejoy’s analysis is important, but he does not refer to the principal concern of Ravaisson’s 

text, namely habit, and thus he does not ask how exactly reflection on habit leads Ravaisson to 

reflect on time in a manner that would be significant for Bergson fifty years later. This is perhaps 

unsurprising given that Time and Free Will offers no explicit reflection on the nature of habit, but 

in this essay I show that there is both a ‘historical’ and a ‘philosophical’ link between Ravaisson’s 

reflection on habit and Bergson’s notion of time as duration. Without presupposing here the 

possibility of any clear-cut distinction between the historical and the philosophical, I show 

historically how the reflections of Albert Lemoine on the relation of time and habit in the 1875 

and posthumous L’habitude et l’instinct: études de psychologie comparée developed Ravaisson’s insights 

and constituted an important stepping stone on the way to Time and Free Will. Although, as one 

commentator has recently put it, he is of ‘modest notoriety, Lemoine is far from being a marginal 

figure’ (Drouin-Hans 1995, 75) in nineteenth-century French philosophy, and my claim here is 

that he deserves much greater recognition as a formative influence in Bergson’s conception of 

‘duration’. For in reflecting on habit in a manner influenced by Ravaisson, Lemoine is led to assert 

that ‘f]or the living being, the intelligent, rational and free being capable of habit, the three elements 

of time are fused together [solidaires] with each other. It is not true to say that the past is no longer, 

nor even that the future is not yet; if he lives in the present, he lives in it by the past and for the 



future’ (Lemoine 1875, 26). Lemoine thus promotes the sort of non-linear conception of time as 

duration advanced in Time and Free Will; and this must have been revelatory for Bergson, since he 

had clearly read the text, even though he does not cite it in 1888. 

The first section of the paper examines, in developing Lovejoy’s analysis, what Bergson has 

accepted and rejected in Ravaisson’s explicit remarks on time in De l’habitude, while the second 

section shows how Lemoine takes up some of Ravaisson’s more oblique remarks on duration in  

habit in order to advance his own notion of durée. Elucidating in this way the historical link―a 

missing link ignored not just by Lovejoy but also, it seems, by all Bergson commentary1―between 

Ravaisson’s reflection on habit in 1838 and Bergson’s account of time as duration fifty years later, 

allows us to perceive better the ways in which Bergson’s philosophy is rooted in the ‘spiritualist’ 

tradition within nineteenth-century French philosophy. It also leads, however, to the philosophical 

questions of how a certain account of the nature of habit involves or even requires a conception 

of duration, of a temporality more original than clock-time; and of how, conversely, a conception 

of an original time prior to clock-time might necessarily involve a notion of habit. In posing this 

latter question, the third section of the article shows that although Bergson’s Time and Free Will 

does not explicitly reflect on the nature of habit, his reflections on time extend not just Lemoine’s 

ideas, but also a conception of habit developed throughout earlier nineteenth-century French 

philosophy. In this way, I argue that the two grand philosophical themes in nineteenth- and then 

twentieth-century French thought, namely habit and time, have a common origin in a conception 

of duration as an original synthesis or contraction of past, present and future.  

 

1. Quantification as Spatialisation 

 

The principal immediate ‘datum’ of consciousness that Bergson exposes in his 1888 doctoral 

dissertation―in its second chapter, which was, in fact, written before the first―is that of an 

experience of time as irreducible to quantification and measurement. This exposition follows on 

from the argument in the opening paragraphs of the chapter that quantification is spatial by nature: 

in order to have a ‘clear idea of a number’ (Bergson 1959, 54/1913, 79), it is necessary to represent 

the parts of this quantity, the unities of which the number is composed, as co-existent and 

simultaneous; but co-existence amounts to spatial juxtaposition, since the meaning of, for example, 

the number 8 is given in the mental representation of eight things next to each other. This 

argument, however, is already laid out in Of Habit, at the beginning of its second part. Part I of the 

 
1 There is, for example, no mention of Lemoine in the new critical edition of the Essai by Frédéric Worms; see Bergson 
2007. 



text―the ‘objective analysis’ of habit―assesses the power of habit in the inorganic, vegetal and 

animal realms, whereas Part II of the text―the ‘subjective analysis’ (see Madinier [1938], 

272)―analyses habit, not just from the outside, with regard to the things that we are not, but from, 

as it were, the inside, in the immediate psychological experience we have of it. Just before this 

subjective analysis of habit, and in preparation for it, in Section 1 of Part II, Ravaisson attempts to 

account for the nature of consciousness, and what he takes to be its principle faculty, namely the 

understanding: 

the understanding grasps quantity only under the particular and determining condition 
of distinguishing parts – that is, in the form of the unity of plurality, of discrete 
quantity, of number. The idea of distinct parts is, in turn, determined within the 
understanding only under the still more particular condition of distinguishing the 
intervals separating them; in other words, the understanding represents number only 
within the plurality of the limits of a continuous quantity. Yet continuity can be grasped 
by the understanding only on the basis of coexistence. Continuous, coexisting quantity 
is extension. Thus quantity is the logical, knowable form of extension; and the 
understanding represents quantity to itself only in the sensible form of extension, in 
the intuition of space. (Ravaisson 2008, 39 & 41] 

Quantity, then, implies number, number implies co-existence, co-existence implies extension, and 

extension implies space; and if Bergson takes this argument as a given in 1888, it is presumably 

because Ravaisson had already presented it.2 Thus, if time is different to space, it seems that by 

implication Ravaisson’s position, Bergsonian avant la lettre, should be that original time is somehow 

irreducible to time as quantified, and irreducible to its spatial representation as a line on which the 

present is surrounded by past and future ‘nows’. 

Ravaisson does not quite adopt this position, however, and we can see why in noting first 

that he seems to endorse Kant’s argument that although ‘the pure image of all magnitudes 

(quantorum) for outer sense is space’, time is necessary for the application of the concept magnitude 

to appearances. The ‘rule’ or ‘schema’ of this application is what Kant calls number, ‘a 

representation which comprises the successive addition of homogeneous units’, and ‘number is 

therefore simply the unity of the synthesis of the manifold of a homogeneous intuition in general, 

a unity due to my generating time itself in the apprehension of the intuition’ (Kant 1929, 183: 

A142-3/B182). As Ravaisson argues more simply, ‘addition is possible only in time’ (Ravaisson 

2008, 41): 

if diversity is represented only in the plurality of the divisions that I establish within 
extension, and through which I reflect my own unity, then it is necessary, in order to 

 
2 Bertrand Russell (Russell 1912) famously criticises the argument, and Bergson for taking it as a given. For H. Wildon 
Carr’s response to this critique, and Russell’s rejoinder see Carr 1914. 



represent the totality or wholeness of that extension, that I combine the different parts, 
bringing them together. This addition is successive; it implies time. (41) 

 
So, although quantification is intrinsically spatial, it also requires time. On this basis, Ravaisson 

claims that the time supposed by quantification can itself be measured, and that this quantification 

of time requires an extra-temporal principle: 

 
But in time everything passes and nothing remains. How to measure this uninterrupted 
flux and also this limitless diffusion of succession, if not by something that does not 
change, but which subsists and remains? And what is this, if not me? For everything 
that belongs to space is outside time. Substance, at once inside and outside time, is 
found within me, as the measure of change and permanence alike, as the figure of 
identity. (41) 

 

The claim that quantification, although intrinsically spatial, also requires time has, then, led 

Ravaisson to the further claim that the measurement of time itself requires an extra-temporal 

principle, the ‘substance’ of the self. A footnote (120) appended to this passage refers to the Critique 

of Pure Reason, but if, as Lovejoy has it, Ravaisson has thus led us back ‘to the Kantian Ego, to the 

“Synthetic Unity of Self-Consciousness”’ (Lovejoy 2013, 470), this is hardly the most faithful 

rendition of Kant’s doctrine, since Ravaisson commits the paralogism of applying the category of 

substance to the ‘subject’ who thinks.3 

What, then, does Ravaisson mean by ‘substance’? In order not to mistake his doctrine for a 

pre-Kantian, ‘dogmatic’ account of substance―which would be odd in the context, given the 

reference to Kant―it is necessary to understand that the force and originality of his Aristotle 

interpretation earlier in the decade resides in its ‘non-substantialist’ (see Ricoeur [1993]) reading of 

the Metaphysics. Being, for Aristotle, is said in many ways, but according to Ravaisson the highest 

and primary sense is being as dunamis and energeia, ‘potency’ and ‘activity’. As he writes in his 1834 

prize-winning dissertation at the Académie des sciences morales et politiques, De la Métaphysique 

d’Aristote: ‘the idea of substance was not presented there’, i.e. in Aristotle’s response to the most 

fundamental question of metaphysics; ‘it was not in substance, the passive subject of universal 

change, that Aristotle situated the identity of all existence and all thought, but in energeia, pure 

actuality’.4 In Metaphysics Zeta, Aristotle certainly leads the question ti to on―’what is being?’―back 

to the question tis he ousia,5 but Ravaisson’s approach brings into question the translation of ousia 

 
3 On Kant’s doctrine, see Proops 2010. 
4 ‘L’idée de la substance n’y était pas exposée, ce n’était pas dans la substance, sujet passif du changement universel 
qu’Aristote avait placé l’identité de toute existence et de toute pensée, mais dans l’energeia, l’acte pur, la forme, dans 
laquelle l’être devient pensée’ (manuscript De la métaphysique d’Aristote, p.237, as cited in Marin 2001, 45). Long sections, 
but not this passage, of the manuscript are printed in a separate chapter of Belay and Marin 2001, 201-13.  
5 Metaphysics 1028b6. 



by substantia, substance, since ousia derives from a participle form of the verb ‘be’ (einai), whereas 

substantia is a transliteration of a wholly different Greek word, namely hupostasis. Ousia is more 

faithfully translated as ‘beingness’, given that this nominal form maintains a relation to the 

participle; and if in Aristotle’s ontology there is something corresponding to the idea of substantia 

as a passive subject, the passive core of a being that bears its attributes, then this is, Ravaisson 

suggests, the hupokeimonon, which Aristotle posits both as a physical subject of change and as that 

of which attributes are predicated,6 but which is not being in the highest sense. In 1834, then, 

Ravaisson rejects the idea that substance or subject―understood either as the passive, invisible 

‘core’ of a being or as a passive, formless indeterminate substrate in the case of absolute change, 

i.e. something’s coming into existence―constitutes being in the most fundamental sense for 

Aristotle. From 1838, however, Ravaisson attempts, idiosyncratically,7 to make ‘substance’ as the 

traditional translation of ousia do rather untraditional work, to speak of activity, of what he takes 

to be being in the most fundamental sense, rather than of a passive subject or substrate. As he 

writes in 1887, Aristotle teaches that ‘substance and energy are the same’ (Ravaisson 1887, 

404/2016, 256). It is not Ravaisson’s metaphysical doctrine and his critique of traditional 

‘substantialist’ interpretations of Aristotle that have changed here, but only the sense that he lends 

to the term ‘substance’: it now names being as activity, the activity that ‘is’ being. 

It is in this sense that Of Habit uses the term ‘substance’ to speak of the activity of will―the 

glory of modern philosophy consisting in its having conceived the essence of activity not just as 

thought but as will―and, more specifically, of the desire and love that, Ravaisson argues, is 

continuous with and presupposed by will: ‘voluntary movement finds not only its matter [matière], 

its substance, but also its source and origin in desire’ (Ravaisson 2008, 61). The claim here is not 

that voluntary movement finds its source and origin in a passive substrate, since desire is a form of 

activity, and since, as he will argue in the 1840 ‘Contemporary Philosophy’, ‘the passive substrate 

of phenomena is only an abstraction formed by the imagination’ (Ravaisson 1840, 427/2016 80). 

Certainly, the word ‘matter’, used metaphorically, is unfortunate, since it might suggest the idea of 

such a passive substrate, but this presumably is why Ravaisson omits it when restating his position 

in the conclusion of the 1840 essay (425/80). In any case, this sub-voluntary activity that is 

‘substance’ is what Ravaisson also conceives as being, being in an active, verbal sense. He writes 

 
6 See Physics I 190b11-17, and Metaphysics 1029a2-4. 
7 If Martin Heidegger is right to note that the ‘expression substantia functions sometimes with an ontological meaning, 
sometimes with an ontic meaning, but mostly with one which is hazily ontic-ontological’ (Heidegger 1984, 94/1996 
88) Ravaisson’s idiosyncrasy resides in taking the idea of substance, in principle, wholly ontologically, i.e. to name not 
a hidden core of a thing or underlying passive substrate, but the activity of being. 



of the soul, l’âme, that ‘[b]efore acting by thought, it acts by being and in being [par l’être et dans l’être], 

and this is all there is that is real in the will’ (425/80). 

From 1838, then, for Ravaisson ‘substance’ means the sub-voluntary activity that he 

conceives as being, and as desire or love; the latter is not a ‘simple mode of a substance’ (Ravaisson 

1840, 426/2016, 80), but substance itself, and thus, as Dopp observed in 1933, the term ‘is 

employed by Ravaisson in a very new sense’ (Dopp 1933, 271).8 In 1834 Ravaisson had already 

expressly criticised the ‘substantialism’―and let that term name any doctrine of a passive subject 

or substrate as the ground of beings―in modern conceptions of the self, particularly in Descartes 

and Spinoza (Ravaisson 2001, 204-5). There is, however, one way in which Ravaisson employs the 

term in a traditional sense: substance, as is clear from De l’habitude Part II, Section I, means identity 

over time, permanence, constant presence. It is in this sense that substance ‘in me’ is ‘outside of 

time’, and ‘the measure of change and permanence alike’ (Ravaisson 2008, 41). Although 

permanence is not itself something permanent, substance not itself something substantial, i.e. a 

substance, the thought of the former leads, perhaps inevitably, to the latter. Ravaisson, when 

advancing his own doctrine of the self, speaks not of a substance whose being is substance, but of 

a ‘substantial subject [sujet substantiel]’ (41). This substantial subject that is the self is, in the terms 

of Aristotle’s physics, that in which change occurs but ‘which itself does not change’ (25). But the 

subject thus understood is not the lowest level, as it were, of explanation, since rather than 

constituting, as a passive subject or substrate, the ground of beings, activity, as ‘substance’, 

constitutes the being of the subject. In this way, Ravaisson’s Aristotelian concern for a permanent, 

unchanging subject of change―in the self, and thus according to a ‘psychologisation’ or 

‘subjectivisation’ of Aristotle’s metaphysical categories (on this point, see Marin [2001], 39)―does 

not contradict his claim that the passive substratum of phenomena is a figment of the imagination.9 

Thus although Ravaisson’s doctrine of substance is not ‘substantialist’, he is committed to a 

sense of being as permanence, as pure and constant presence, and it is this commitment that seems 

to structure, and even deform, the development of his reflection on time after his analysis of 

 
8 See also the whole chapter ‘L’amour,“substance” de l’âme’ (Dopp, 1933, 249-78). Without referring to Dopp’s 
analysis, Jeremy Dunham mistakes this ‘theory of substance’ for a traditional substantialist doctrine that ‘shows how 
far Ravaisson was from the true voluntarist French philosophers of the nineteenth century like Biran’ and ‘from 
Schelling’ who ‘says that “the person who cannot think activity or opposition without a substrate cannot philosophize 
at all”’ (Dunham 2015, 1099). Ravaisson’s real position―in his 1840 essay celebrating Schelling for finding ‘in action, 
in personality, in freedom, the basis of any future metaphysics' (Ravaisson 1840 421/2016, 77) and criticising the later 
Biran’s claim that ‘substance is the passive subject of modifications’ (424/79) presupposed by the will―is, precisely, that 
the ‘[t]he passive substrate of phenomena is only an abstraction formed by the imagination and that there is true reality 
only in the internal activity of spirit’ (427/80). 
9 Aristotle’s hupokeimenon, as a participial form, does not have to be read as naming a passive subject, for, as Heidegger 
(1976, 260/1998, 199-200) argues, it names that which lies-before (translating hupo as ‘before’, in the sense of ‘before 
the eyes’) in its lying-before, and it thus has a verbal sense. 



quantification as spatialisation. He did not have quite the same commitment in 1834, since he 

sharply criticised Aristotle’s guiding ‘theological’ idea of pure energeia as a denial of the movement 

that is the life of things (Ravaisson [2001], 201-6). In 1837, in the first published volume of his 

work on Aristotle, he drops this critique of Aristotle’s onto-theology, though he denies that the 

soul in Aristotle can be conceived as ‘substance or subject’; it is rather ‘a form, the form of a 

singular [un seul et unique] body whose individuality and life it constitutes’ (Ravaisson 1837, 420). 

But in the 1838 Of Habit ‘substance’ names the being of the sub-voluntary self as constant presence, 

which is thus, in part, outside time.10 This ‘metaphysics of presence’ seems to lead Ravaisson into 

a position barely consistent with his analysis of quantification: if all quantification is spatial, it is 

hard to see what the measurement of time carried out by the substantial self could be if it is 

supposed to treat time in its own terms and not reduce it to space. Lovejoy was right, therefore, 

to note that after an interesting analysis of quantification as spatialisation, Ravaisson seems to have 

fallen into ‘self-contradiction’ (Lovejoy 1913, 420) in his reflection on time and the self; and he 

was also right to note that ‘all’ that Bergson has to do subsequently is do deny both that time in its 

most original sense can be quantified, and that the quantifying self stands outside of this original 

time. 

That said, it is necessary to note how Bergson responds to the lemma that led Ravaisson 

into metaphysical trouble after his analysis of quantification as spatialisation, namely that 

quantification also requires time. Bergson implicitly criticises both Kant and Ravaisson by arguing 

that the idea that time is necessary for quantification is merely the result of habit: ‘[w]hat leads us 

astray [ce qui fait illusion] on this point is the habit we have contracted of counting in time, as it 

seems, rather than space’ (Bergson 1959, 53/1913, 78). It is ‘incontestable’ that we can count from, 

say, 1 to 50 in time, and that in a sense ‘we will have thus counted moments of duration rather 

than points of space’ (54/78), but the number 50 will be a genuine quantity, i.e. a sum, only in 

‘fixing in a point of space each of the moments that we count’ (54/79). Ravaisson’s thesis, as 

Bergson puts it, that ‘any clear idea of number requires a vision of space’, should have led him to 

 
10 Is this evidence of a commitment to a monadological philosophy, given that, as Dunham notes (2015, 1099), Leibniz 
also thinks substance as at once inside and outside time? Ravaisson had, in fact, concluded his 1834 Aristotle essay by 
describing his position as a non-monadological Leibnizianism: ‘Our approach is based, without accepting its 
monadological hypotheses [sans accepter ses hypothèses monadologiques], on the elementary basis of a Leibnizian idealist-
realism [sur la base élémentaire du réalisme-idealiste Leibnizien]’ (Ravaisson 2001, 213), the notion of an idealist-realism 
indicating that this reception of Leibniz is Schelling-influenced (Dopp [1933, 111] shows how it rehearses Rixner’s 
Schellingian reading of Leibniz in his 1822-23 Handbuch der Geschichte der Philosophie [Rixner 1829]). Two later texts 
indicate that and why Ravaisson always rejected Leibniz’s ‘monadological hypotheses’: in 1867 he criticises Leibniz―‘at 
least if we follow the letter of his expressions’ (Ravaisson, 1984, 275)―for not maintaining that substance is force and 
no-thing besides; and in 1893 he writes that ‘it is perhaps due to not having as profound an awareness of what is 
special and superior in the order of thought that Leibniz attempted, vainly, to replace with his pre-established harmony 
between the body and the mind their real union’ (Ravaisson 1893, 448/2016, 288).  



recognise that the unities perceived in space, the unities giving a clear idea of number, are, and 

have to be, simultaneous, rather than consecutive. Although Ravaisson’s account of time appears 

within a text concerned with the nature of habit, Bergson argument is that it has succumbed to the 

power of habit, insofar as it has confused space with time. It is habit, and Bergson is hardly the 

first philosopher to make this claim, that confuses aspects of experience that are originally wholly 

different; and thus the task of the philosopher is to counter the power of habit.11 

 

2. Habit and Duration 

There are other aspects of Ravaisson’s De l’habitude that are, as I have suggested, important for 

Bergson’s philosophy of duration. Lovejoy notices one of them: Ravaisson’s conclusion contrasts 

‘the extensive unity of logical or mathematical forms’ that ‘science defines’, with the ‘intensive, 

dynamic unity of reality’ that ‘nature constitutes’ (Ravaisson 2008, 75), and this seems, indeed, to 

herald Bergson’s own opposition between the extensive realm of quantity and the intensive realm 

of pure quality that he conceives as a realm of duration. Lovejoy does not go on to ask how 

reflection on habit leads Ravaisson to a conception of duration irreducible to quantified time; and 

the main reason why he does not is because in 1913 his main aim is to cut Bergson down to size, 

both historically and philosophically.12 After Ravaisson, Bergson ‘fell into another contradiction 

not less obvious’, since given that it is ‘only by the aid of the category of number that either time 

or anything else can be represented as anything but mere unity, a blank Identität der Identität’, he 

‘obliterates the distinction between the temporal and the eternal, between change and immobility, 

between a sequence and a totum simul’ (Lovejoy 1913, 471). Bergson’s development of Ravaisson’s 

claims has supposedly led us into an eternal night in which all cows are black, but the claim that 

thinking or awareness in general requires the category of quantity, and thus that a conception of 

original time as duration would require the application of that category in order to be intelligible 

is an unjustified presupposition. Bergson certainly rehearses Ravaisson’s claim that ‘[o]nly what we 

can figuratively represent in the field of the imagination is clearly intelligible to us; only what we 

describe to ourselves in an imaginary space can be conceived distinctly’ (Ravaisson 2008, 41), but, 

like Ravaisson, he does not consider clear and distinct conception to exhaust intelligibility and 

 
11 According to Maine de Biran’s 1802 prize-winning dissertation on habit that was crucial for Ravaisson, habit is ‘the 
general cause of our progress on the one hand, of our blindness on the other. . . It is to habit that we owe the facility, 
the precision, and the extreme rapidity of our movements and voluntary operations; but it is habit also which hides 
from us their nature and quantity’ (Maine de Biran 1987, 100-01/1970, 49). 
12 Lovejoy ends his treatment of Ravaisson abruptly also because the second part of his article is devoted to the ideas 
about time of two students of Charles Renouvier, L. Dauriac and G. Noel, ideas that were, Lovejoy argues, influenced 
by Ravaisson and important for Bergson. I cannot address the significance of Renouvier’s neo-criticist school for 
Bergson here. 



philosophical method. It is possible that Ravaisson has exaggerated here, and that it would have 

been better to accept Descartes’ claim that clear and distinct conception can occur independently 

of the imagination, but, throughout his career, Bergson develops his predecessor’s distinction of 

‘intuition’ and imaginative conception, and his concomitant claim that the fundamental truths of 

existence are apprehended intuitively.13 

 Of the other aspects of Ravaisson’s reflection on habit that point towards a conception of 

non-quantifiable, non-linear time, the first are the lapidary and elliptical remarks in the introduction 

to Of Habit on the way in which habit as a principle exists in or even as time. According to the 

opening paragraph, habit is ‘the state of an existence considered either as the unity of its elements 

of as the succession of its different phases’ (Ravaisson 2008, 25), which suggests that habit unifies 

a being not just in the present, but over time. The third paragraph specifies that the focus of the 

text ‘is not simply acquired habit, but habit that is contracted, owing to a change, with respect to 

the very change that gave birth to it’ (25), which suggests that the relation of an acquired habit to 

its acquisition in the past is in question. The fourth paragraph seems to develop this point in 

asserting that ‘if it’, i.e. an acquired habit, ‘is related, insofar as it is habit and by its very essence, 

only to the change that engendered it, then habit remains for a change which either is no longer 

or is not yet; it remains for a possible change. This is its defining characteristic. Habit is not, 

therefore, merely a state, but a disposition, a virtue’ (25). Habit subsists beyond the change that 

brought it about, but it is not merely the register or record of past change, since, as Ravaisson 

argues throughout, it is not a passive state of a being, but power capable of shaping what is to 

come, an active bearing towards the future. 

The essential point of these opening passages is, indeed, that habit is a power of 

reproduction as well as of conservation; a power that Ravaisson conceives as activity, just as he 

conceives being and substance as activity. More precisely, in both motor habits, such as the ability 

to touch-type, and sensory habituation, such as getting used to a sound to the point where it is no 

longer noticed, Ravaisson holds that the power or activity of habit is an inclination or tendency 

that arises as a result of the continuity or repetition of an action or sensation. It is in this sense that 

a motor habit, following Thomas Reid (2010, 78), can be understood as a principle of action, a 

principle that, at a certain remove from the will, can lead us to act: ‘as effort fades away in 

movement and as action becomes freer and swifter, the action itself becomes more of a tendency, 

an inclination that no longer awaits the commandments of the will but rather anticipates them’ 

 
13 The most direct source of Ravaisson’s critique of imaginative thinking is Maine de Biran (see, for example, Maine de 
Biran [2000], 326), but that Ravaisson uses the term ‘intuition’ instead of Biran’s ‘apperception’ suggests the influence 
of Schelling’s critique of the ‘understanding’. 



(Ravaisson 2008, 51). Ravaisson nevertheless rejects Reid’s classification of habit as a mechanical 

principle of action, a classification that sits uncomfortably with his genial descriptions of habit as 

inclination or proneness (see Sinclair [2011a]). For Ravaisson, ‘although movement, as it becomes 

a habit, leaves the sphere of will and reflection, it does not leave that of intelligence. It does not 

become the mechanical effect of an external impulse, but rather the effect of an inclination that 

follows from the will’ (55). Habit resists mechanistic explanation precisely because, Ravaisson 

contends, it is continuous with the will and intellect, and not opposed to the latter; and because 

habitual actions are genuinely automatic, i.e. they can bring themselves into motion, which 

mechanical actions―despite our ordinary talk about automatic cars and washing machines―are 

not and cannot be. Thus understood, the force or power of habit is fundamental or primitive, 

which is to say inexplicable in terms of something other than itself, and inexplicable by means of 

a mechanical materialism. 

 Ravaisson conceives the force of habit as tendency or inclination, but the temporal sense of 

his claim that ‘habit remains for a change which is either no longer or not yet’ is intriguing. A 

peculiar temporal sense of Ravaisson’s dynamic conception of habit may become even more 

striking in his claims that we ‘contract’ (Ravaisson 2008, 25) habits, and that the habits thus 

contracted ‘anticipate’ (51), as we have just seen, the will in a motor habit. One might wonder 

whether this entails a peculiar sense of the past being contracted such that it somehow remains in 

the present; and whether the anticipation of the will involves a non-linear conception of the future 

as something other than a mere sequence of now-points that have not yet occurred. This sense of 

wonder might only increase in noting that, for Ravaisson, time belongs to the domain of life and 

that inorganic things are ‘somehow outside of time’ (35). A motivation for this restriction of time 

to an ‘inner sense’ proper to life―which Bergson will re-enact in 188814―could be that ‘time’, for 

Ravaisson, means not just time in general, the quantifiable time in which things appear, but a lived-

time peculiar to the experience of habit, which he takes to be co-extensive with biological and 

psychological life. 

The final point to note concerning the temporal sense of Ravaisson’s reflection on habit, 

which despite its obviousness Lovejoy does not, is that he writes repeatedly of habit according to 

an idea of durée. which may, indeed, seem to name and describe the experience of a non-quantifiable 

lived-time. The ‘duration of movement’, the ‘duration of change’ in the living being is, Ravaisson 

writes, a ‘relative permanence’ (Ravaisson 2008, 79) and thus is a kind of enduring.15 Duration in 

 
14 In 1888 Bergson restricts duration to psychological life, but later, of course, he will apply it to biological life also. 
15 This sense of durée did not arrive de novo in Ravaisson’s work, for Maine de Biran already writes of the enduring of the 
self in voluntary effort in, for example, Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie : ‘Un sentiment identique et immédiat de 
l’existence personnelle, ou d’une durée qui peut être considérée comme la trace de l’effort fluant uniformément, de 



this sense is not just a section of quantifiable time, as when we say that the film lasts for ninety 

minutes, but is rather a lasting in the sense of a remaining of the past, a persevering or perdurance 

of the past in the present. At one point, Ravaisson writes ‘continuity and repetition – that is, 

duration’ (49), and this gives the idea of enduring as a power to contract a habit from the repetition 

of an action, or from the repetition or continuity of a sensation in the case of passive, sensory 

habit. Duration and habit would, thus, somehow be the same; and together they both may imply 

a critical delimitation of a vulgar, linear conception of time. 

Thus although Ravaisson promotes an idea of the self as possessing a non-temporal, 

absolute permanence outside of time in Part II, Section I of De l’habitude, it may well seem that his 

reflection on habit entails some kind of non-linear conception of its ‘relative permanence’, and 

thus of a peculiar, psychological lived time. In his 1875 and posthumous L’Habitude et l’instinct: 

études de psychologie comparée, Albert Lemoine seems to draw exactly this conclusion in response to 

Ravaisson. Lemoine was a philosopher operating at the intersection of philosophy and psychology, 

and he wrote on subjects such as sleep, madness and the relations of mind and body.16 In his last 

work, however, which he was not able to complete before his death at the age of 50 in 1874, he 

turned to the question of habit in developing, often critically, Ravaisson’s views. De l’habitude was 

still the most recent substantial philosophical analysis of habit in nineteenth-century French 

philosophy,17 and in the 1870s Ravaisson’s philosophical influence was at its peak; particularly as 

a result of presiding over the jury of the agrégation in philosophy, he was chef de file of a new 

generation of French philosophers greatly influenced by his 1867 manifesto for a new ‘spiritualist 

positivism’ or ‘spiritualist realism’ (Ravaisson 1889). Lemoine does not, for all that, refer to Of 

Habit directly―though he refers to Reid and Maine de Biran―and it seems that he thought it 

prudent not to do so given his critical responses to its ideas. 

In the first part of Lemoine’s 1875 text, the part concerning habit that he was able to 

complete before his death, he writes this: 

[f]or the living being, the intelligent, rational and free being, capable of habit, the three 
elements of time are fused together [solidaires] with each other. For that being, is it not 
true to say that the past is no longer, nor even that the future is not yet; if it lives in the 
present, it lives in the present by the past and for the future. Its past is not abolished; 
it carries its past within itself in its very present, and with this past anticipates the future. 

 
même que la ligne mathématique est la trace du point qui flue’ (Biran 2001, 240). Anne Dévarieux (2004, 229-235) 
shows how Biranian durée is distinct from succession and irreducible to any measure. 
16 See Drouin-Hans (1995, 83-84) for a short biographical and bibliographical notice concerning Lemoine. As Drouin-
Hans also notes (76), Ravaisson refers approvingly to several of Lemoine’s published works in his 1867 report on 
French philosophy. 
17 Ravaisson’s dynamic conception of habit had been restated in Emile Boutroux’s 1874 doctoral dissertation De la 
contingence des lois de la nature [Boutroux 1874], which Lemoine may well have read before his death.     



For it, the past is accumulated and is summarised in the present; it holds the past within 
itself in its entirety in the form of habit, hexis.(Lemoine, 1875 26)18 

Lemoine thus explicitly develops a notion of time on the basis of reflection on habit: habit, which, 

after Ravaisson, he takes to be co-extensive with life, is temporal such that the past remains in the 

present, and anticipates the future. The past remains, and it remains for a future which is not yet, 

as Ravaisson had put it; but the past thus remains and anticipates the future in a way that forbids 

us saying that the past is no longer and the future not yet. This conception of time as a fusion of 

past, present and future may well be essentially negative, saying more about what original time is 

not―past, present and future are not successive and independent of each other―than what time is, 

but it is clear that in some sense Bergson rehearses Lemoine’s ideas in L’habitude et l’instinct, which 

he had read, for he refers to it in his lectures on habit at the Lycée Henri-IV in 1892/3.19 What 

Lovejoy takes to be the ‘characteristic Bergsonian phraseology about the “indivisibility” of 

duration, the “interpenetration” of moments, the innocence of the elements of our temporal 

consciousness of all “reciprocal externality”’ (Lovejoy 1913, 471) derives, in fact, from Lemoine. 

Bergson will also prolong Lemoine’s remarks, slightly earlier in his 1875 text, about the non-

indifference of the living being, the living being subject to habit, to the passage of time: the passage 

of time changes the very ‘nature’ of living beings, and does not merely alter, as with dead, inorganic 

things, ‘the relations of their elements’ (Lemoine 1875, 16). For the living being, then, time is not 

a kind of empty container or frame through which that being, always identical to itself, would pass; 

and it somehow constitutes the very nature of the living being. And it is time in this psychological 

sense that Lemoine names durée: ‘habit establishes precisely an indissoluble solidarity between the 

different moments of duration that unfolds [la durée qui s’écoule]; it consists in making the past 

endure [faire durer le passé] and in prolonging it indefinitely in the present’ (59). 

In order to comprehend Lemoine’s claim, and also the way in which it merely spells out 

Ravaisson’s thinking, we have to develop the thought that habit as a disposition is not some thing, 

or even a state, whether material or psychological, of something. This is what, as we have seen, 

Ravaisson (2008, 25) underlines, and it is also what Lemoine emphasises in accounting for habit 

with the Greek term hexis (see also Rodrigo [2011] for an ‘activist’ reading of hexis). If a habitual 

disposition were only a material or psychological state, then it would be possible to think of it both 

 
18 Marco Piazza (Piazza 2015, 179) dicusses Lemoine’s conception of habit without drawing out the temporal sense 
of the French philosopher’s ideas, but my concern for the latter grew in recent conversation with him. I am also 
indebted to the anonymous reviewers of this article. It should also be noted that no discussion of the temporal, 
durational sense of habit appears in Gerhard Funke’s magisterial study of habit, even though it devotes a long section 
to Ravaisson (Funke 1957, 440-464) and cites Lemoine’s book in the list of French works concerned with habit (16). 
19 Bergson (1992, 275) refers to Lemoine’s text in the bibliography that follows the text of the lectures on habit. It is 
theoretically possible, but highly unlikely, that Bergson had not read Lemoine’s text until after writing his doctoral 
dissertation. 



as having been caused by repetition or continuity in the past and as causally determining the future 

in some kind of mechanical sense. Yet in reflecting on the temporal sense of habit, Lemoine 

evidently wants to say more than this. His claim is that in a hexis there is a kind of presence of the 

past in the present; that the past is, indeed, contracted within the present. On the idea of 

contraction, Lemoine writes: ‘[n]o other word of our French language expresses better what it has 

to say than the vulgar expression: contracter une habitude. By habit, indeed, the past is really contracted 

in the present and perpetuates itself within it’ (Lemoine 1875, 26). We contract habits not merely 

in the general sense of acquiring them, and not merely because we often acquire them despite 

ourselves, as we might contract an illness, but, most profoundly, because in acquiring a habit we 

synthesise the past in the present with a view to the future. 

But how exactly to understand these notions of contraction and synthesis? Consider a motor 

action. From the many different instances―repetition is never wholly repetition of the same, and 

always involves difference to some degree―we gain an unreflective facility, in reproducing the act 

and perhaps even a tendency to reproduce the act; habit as a disposition is the power, a synthetic 

power, to isolate the same in the different instances, and thus to develop itself as a capacity to 

produce acts of that sort in the future. The power of habit draws out of repetition something new, 

namely a difference in that power itself. For all that the acquisition of a motor habit may involve 

the will and conscious deliberation, the synthesis contracting the past into the present and future 

that is operative here is not, for Ravaisson, an intellectual synthesis, since it is prior to memory and 

reflection, and occupies the middle-ground between pure activity and pure passivity; ‘it is not 

action that gives birth to or strengthens the continuity or repetition of locomotion; it is a more 

obscure and unreflective tendency, which goes further down into the organism, increasingly 

concentrating itself there’ (Ravaisson 2008, 53). Lemoine, it is important to note, may well resist 

Ravaisson on this point because he is reluctant to adopt what he takes to be the ‘mystical’ position 

according to which habit is a principle of action that surpasses reflective will and reason; it is not 

by accident that he holds habit to belong, as we have seen, to ‘the intelligent, rational and free 

being’ (Lemoine 1875, 26). If the will is no longer ‘imperative’ in an acquired habit, it is still 

‘permissive’ (56), i.e. somehow still guiding the action, and reason can always return to reclaim its 

rights.20 Yet given that the permissive will is not imperative, i.e. not fully active, it would seem that 

Lemoine has to accept that there is a form of pre-intellectual, pre-rational activity in habit, which 

can be conceived―in borrowing, with Gilles Deleuze, an oxymoron from Edmund Husserl―as a 

 
20 Lemoine thus implicitly opposes Of Habit’s assertions that habit “leaves the sphere of will and reflection” [Ravaisson 
2008, 57], but these assertions are to be understood in the light of Ravaisson’s notion of the continuity of pre-reflective 
tendency or desire with the will. For Ravaisson, in the end, the will has no ‘sphere’, for it is always present to a degree, 
and thus on this point Lemoine may oppose only the letter but not the spirit of his doctrine.  



‘passive synthesis’ (Deleuze 1968, 101/1994, 76). Lemoine is all the less able to reject the idea of 

such a passive synthesis in that he argues that if, in one sense, habit results from repetition, in 

another sense, and conversely, repetition presupposes the power of habit. As Victor 

Egger―Lemoine’s student and editor of L’habitude et l’instinct―put it in his 1880 ‘La Naissance des 

Habitudes’, the major accomplishment of L’habitude et l’instinct is to show that “repetition, from its 

beginnings, needs habit for its explanation” (Egger 1880, 1).21 This is, indeed, a crucial point: the 

passive synthesis is not posterior to the individual repeated actions, but prior to them, precisely in 

that the synthesis makes possible the repetition of the action as repetition of the same action. 

Without this prior synthesis the acquisition of the motor habit simply could not occur. The 

synthesis is thus not an empirical synthesis of pre-existing isolated moments, but is rather 

presupposed by any attempt to isolate particular instances of the repeated habitual action. The 

synthesis precedes, and is the condition of possibility of, particular moments in the acquisition of 

a habit: the number of times that I have carried out the act in the past, my action now, and my 

actions in the future. Habit, then, as a disposition or virtue is a kind of a priori synthetic power that 

is a continual contraction of the past into the present, in such a way that the past lives on within it 

and pre-forms a future.22 As hexis, habit is stretched out between its past and future, such that its 

present is pregnant with the past and future. 

 

3. Duration and Habit 

There is clearly more to say here, and Lemoine does not develop his claim concerning duration 

and the contractive power of habit as much and as clearly as he could have. Moreover, he does 

not explicitly argue that reflection on the peculiar temporality of habit brings to light the very 

nature of original time, of duration as such; but he may well have done so had he lived beyond 

1874. We gain, however, a better understanding of Lemoine’s position in determining how 

Bergson takes up his  ideas. Although Time and Free Will is concerned to undo the confusing effects 

of habit, as we have seen, it is not until the second chapter of his 1896 Matière et Mémoire that 

Bergson directly reflects on the nature of habit in his published work. Here he famously 

distinguishes two forms of memory, habit memory from episodic memory: ‘the past survives under 

 
21 For a recent study of Bergson’s relation to Egger, see Roni 2016. 
22 For an affirmation of the non-linear temporal sense of hexis, see Cathérine Malabou 2004, 56: hexis, ‘is a kind of 
virtuality engaged in three exstases of time at once, without one dominating the others: the past (habit is prior to its 
being put to work), the present (habit is itself a modality of presence), and the future (habit takes the form of a task 
which must be fulfilled, of an expectation that rules the direction of what is to come)’. Malabou does not justify this 
notion of temporality in habit, but it can be elucidated against the background of nineteenth-century French 
philosophy. 



two distinct forms: first, in motor mechanisms; secondly, in independent recollections’ (Bergson 1959 224/1991, 

81), and these two forms, although they work together in experience, are at least ‘theoretically 

independent’ of each other. That Bergson speaks of a survival of the past in habit echoes 

Lemoine’s thinking; but that he conceives of an acquired habit as a mechanism amounts to 

rejecting Lemoine’s conception of habit as hexis. In accounting for the example of learning a text 

by heart, Bergson claims: 

Like a habit, it is acquired by the repetition of the same effort. Like a habit, it demands 
first a decomposition and then a re-composition of the whole action. Lastly, like every 
habitual bodily exercise, it is stored up in a mechanism. (225/80) 

This is an at once intellectualist and mechanist conception of habit acquisition: intellectualist, in 

that it is necessary to break a phrase down into its basic elements in order to learn it by heart, by 

means of intellectual decomposition or intellectual analysis; mechanical, in that the result of the 

ensuing re-composition or synthesis is mechanical. The result of repeated acts―any of which can, 

in principle, be isolated and recollected in episodic memory―of such analysis and synthesis is a 

new bodily mechanism. An acquired motor habit departs from the mind and ends up as a 

mechanism; it is, as Bergson will put it when misinterpreting Ravaisson in his otherwise admirable 

discourse on his predecessor’s life and work, ‘the fossilised residue of a spiritual activity’ (Bergson 

1959, 1462/1946, 275; and see Sinclair [2011b]). 

Bergson did not always hold this view, at least not so categorically, and his different sets of 

lectures on habit record his move away from a position more obviously influenced by Ravaisson 

and Lemoine’s more dynamic conceptions of habit. But in 1896 he rejects the idea of habit as hexis, 

as a disposition or power, and thus he offers no reflection on the peculiar temporality of this 

power. He even wonders whether it is legitimate to describe habit as a form of memory (see 

Bergson [1959], 229/[1991], 82). Perhaps this expresses only a worry that the term ‘memory’ 

cannot, properly speaking, be used as the genus of episodic recollection and habit: despite our 

occasional talk of ‘muscle memory’, memory should perhaps be reserved for recollection, that is, 

for memory proper. The real problem here, however, concerns not how we name the genus, but 

whether or not mechanical habit and memory can be understood as species of the same genus at 

all. For the idea of a survival of the past in the mechanical, neurological changes in which an 

acquired habit consists is merely figurative or metaphorical: we may just as well claim that the piece 

of paper I have folded has its own memory, and that the past survives in the folded-paper because 

its present state is a record of the causal change effected on it. We have to be clear on this point: 

if an acquired habit is to be conceived as a form of memory, and the present of an acquired habit 

as prolonging the past in any significant sense, then it is necessary to grant the existence of a power 



synthesising the past, present and the future in a way that challenges our ordinary, linear 

conceptions of time; but this Bergson does not do when he reflects on the nature of habit.23 

Bergson was made aware that his characterisation of Ravaisson’s conception of habit was 

unfaithful, and he even considered altering his 1904 essay in response to those who suspected he 

had ‘Bergsonified’ his predecessor’s work.24 He considered, however, that it was the only way of 

developing the problem of habit, and the record of Bergson’s teaching shows that developing the 

problem of habit means accommodating contemporary mechanical and neuroscientific theories. 

In fact, the notion that ‘habit is the fossilised residue of a spiritual activity’ is less a wilful 

misinterpretation of Ravaisson’s thought, than an attempt to defend it against materialist 

conceptions of habit, such as that provided by Léon Dumont in his ‘De l’habitude’, a long essay 

that appeared in 1876, the year after Lemoine’s L’habitude et l’instinct. In a proto-behaviourist sense, 

Dumont attempts to account even for the acquisition of habit mechanically, without recourse to 

any principle of spirit or mind, and for the sake of a universally applicable scientific theory he 

claims to discover habit even in the inorganic realm. The increasing ease with which a new key 

turns a new lock is a phenomenon of the same order, he argues, as the increasing ease with which 

I can recite a line of poetry as I learn it. Although Bergson considers Dumont’s arguments to be 

‘ingenious’ (Bergson 1992, 270), they take no notice of habit in the strong sense as a principle of 

action, i.e. as tendency or inclination, since the key does not turn the lock on its own; and when, 

in Matter and Memory, Bergson describes an acquired habit as mechanical and yet maintains that 

habit prolongs the past he seems to be influenced by Dumontian equivocations, insofar as the 

latter attempts to find habit, i.e. a survival of the past, in mechanical physical change, where it 

cannot really be found. 

Bergson’s conception of habit and time in Matter and Memory retreats from Lemoine’s 

position, but what of Time and Free Will, wherein Bergson first develops the idea of duration? Here 

habit is a principle of fallenness and inauthenticity: we fall into the habit of counting in time rather 

space (Bergson 1959, 53/1913, 78), i.e. of counting without making present the sense of our 

counting, just as, to take two of the many examples in Time and Free Will, we have contracted the 

habit of seeing time in a linear fashion, in space (81/158), just as we fall into the habit of identifying 

force with necessary connection (142/216).25 Nevertheless, when Bergson exemplifies the idea of 

 
23 Ed Casey (1984, 280) generously affirms that Bergson’s notion of habit memory, even though his mechanistic 
approach precludes any real development of the notion, is original and open up new possibilities for philosophy, but 
Lemoine had opened up these possibilities twenty years earlier. 
24 See Sinclair 2011b, 34. 
25 Elizabeth Grosz claims, in contrast, that ‘f]rom his first text, Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of 
Consciousness, Bergson understands habit and its capacity to transform living beings into free beings’ (Grosz 2013, 226). 



duration by contrasting an immediate grasp of the bell ringing the hour, in which I do not 

distinguish each ring of the bell from the other, with a less immediate conceptual counting of the 

individual rings of the bell, in which I place each sound side by side and thus spatialize time, he 

appeals to a retention, i.e. a contraction of time in experience that is itself, perhaps, a form of habit:  

the sounds of the bell certainly reach me one after the other; but one of the two 
alternatives must be true. Either I retain [je retiens] each of these successive sensations 
in order to combine it with the others and form a group which reminds me of an air 
or rhythm which I know: in that case I do not count the sounds, I limit myself to 
gathering [recueillir], so to speak, the qualitative impression produced by the whole 
series. Or else I intend explicitly to count them … . (59/122). 

Deleuze asks: ‘How are we to explain that―in the case of Bergson’s clock strokes―we feel 

ourselves, indeed, so close to the mystery of habit, yet recognise nothing of what is habitually called 

habit? Perhaps the reason lies in the illusions of psychology, which made a fetish of activity. […] 

It asks how we acquire habits in acting, but the entire theory of learning risks being misdirected so 

long as the prior question is not posed – namely, whether it is through acting that we acquire 

habits’ (Deleuze 1968 100/1994 73). Deleuze is right to underline that habit as a synthetic, 

contractive power is not the product of pure, conscious activity, but we can answer his question 

more fully than he does in retracing the distinction between habits of perception and action, and 

habits of sensation―habituation―in nineteenth-century French philosophy.26 Habits of sensation 

are even less active, less a product of will and conscious activity, than motor habits, and their 

analysis in nineteenth-century French philosophy depends, it can be argued, on a notion of habit 

as a temporal, contractive power. 

In Of Habit, Ravaisson claims that the same ‘obscure activity’ is operative in habituation as 

in motor habits: ‘continuity or repetition brings about a sort of obscure activity that increasingly 

anticipates both the impression of external objects in sensibility, and the will in activity. In activity, 

this reproduces the action itself; in sensibility it does not reproduce the sensation, the passion – 

for this requires an external cause – but calls for it, invokes it; in a certain sense it implores the 

sensation’ (Ravaisson 2008, 51). It is this power of contraction and anticipation in habituation that 

produces a need for the sensation, a need that makes us feel uneasy when the sensation is no longer 

present, and this is why we often wake, for example, on a journey when the car has come to a stop. 

 
It is possible to read Time and Free Will between the lines as a discourse on the nature of habit, as I show below, but 
one should read the lines when doing so. 
26 Ravaisson takes up this distinction from Biran and Bichat in describing a “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” (Ravaisson 
2008, 37): “everywhere, in every circumstance, continuity or repetition – that is, duration – weakens passivity and 
excites activity” (49). 



In this way, Ravaisson restates Maine de Biran’s argument in his 1802 prize-winning dissertation 

on habit: there is a certain tonality, a vital force resident in all the sense organs that brings them 

up the level of the actual sensation, such that we no longer notice that sensation. Ravaisson’s 

hypothesis is less vitalist and more animist than Biran’s, however, since he considers the obscure 

activity in habit, though it resides ‘within the indeterminate multiplicity of the organism’ (57), to 

be continuous with the will and consciousness, even though it is irreducible to them. Biran had in 

turn, however, responded to Xavier Bichat, who, at the turn of the century, explained habituation 

with the hypothesis that all perception is constituted by an implicit, involuntary comparison ‘in the 

soul’, which compares the present sensation with those that precede it. Habit ‘blunts’ or ‘enfeebles’ 

sensation, because ‘in proportion as the same sensations are repeated, the less impression do they 

make upon us, because the comparison between the present and the past becomes less sensible’ 

(1827, 49-50). When there is no difference between the present sensation and those preceding it, 

we no longer perceive the present sensation. 

Bichat provided little justification for his hypothesis of unconscious comparisons, and Biran 

considered it contradictory and his vitalist hypothesis more convincing (see Biran 1987, 302). But 

Bichat brings out the temporal sense of habituation more clearly than either Biran or Ravaisson. In 

order to ‘compare’ the present with the immediate past, I must have somehow retained the past 

in the present; and given that the ‘comparison’ of immediate past and present is not the act of 

conscious, reflective judgment, it must be a function of a pre-reflective retention, a pre-reflective 

synthesis of the past in the present. Bichat was not able to say it directly, but he leads us to the 

thought that habituation is possible only on the basis of a contractive power of retention, of the 

kind of prolongation or enduring of the past in the present that Bergson discusses in Time and Free 

Will. Although Ravaisson does not explicitly draw out the temporal sense of ‘anticipation’, he can 

be understood to complete Bichat’s thought by arguing that the contractive power in habituation 

involves a form of anticipation of what is to come, a synthesis of the future with the present and 

past that forbids us speaking of original time as a series of now-points: ‘nows’ no longer and not 

yet that surround the present now.27 

According to this tradition in nineteenth-century French philosophy, then, habituation 

presupposes a primordial synthesis of time itself, which we can call: durée. Duration would thus 

constitute, as I suggested in the introduction to this essay, the common origin of quantifiable clock-

time and habit in all its forms, including habituation and motor habits. This would seem to be 

 
27 In this way, nineteenth-century French philosophy from Bichat to Lemoine anticipates Bergson’s notion of durée in 
Time and Free Will. It is not possible to address here, however, how Bergson develops the notion in his later work with 
an increasing emphasis on the future after reflection on the past in the 1896 Matter and Memory. 



Lemoine’s position when he writes, as we have seen, that for the being ‘capable of habit, the three 

elements of time are fused together’. The fusion or original contraction of past, present and future 

is what would make habit possible; it would constitute a condition of possibility of the acquisition 

of particular habits. But can we not also say―as we have seen Deleuze suggest―that durée itself, as 

a contractive power, is itself a form of habit, even the most fundamental form of habit, and thus 

that ‘it holds’ the past and future within the present ‘in the form of habit, hexis’, as Lemoine (1875, 

26) also writes? In this sense, Time and Free Will, thirteen years after Lemoine’s L’Habitude et l’instinct, 

would be a book that, despite appearances, addresses the key nineteenth-century philosophical 

question of the nature of habit. We can name this primordial synthesis habit, however, only if we 

recognise that thus understood habit is not a habit, as least not if we take a habit to be something 

acquired or contracted in time. Habit in this sense does not name acquired habits, but rather the 

power to acquire them; it is the “power of repetition rather than its result” (Egger 1880, 2). This 

power is the contraction that is time in the most original, non-quantifiable, and non-representable 

sense: a contraction that ‘carries its past within itself in its very present, and with this past 

anticipates the future’. 
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