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In his 1748 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, David Hume famously argued that we have no 

direct experience of causal power in either bodily movement or mental actions: all we experience, 

he claims, is a volition preceding its result, and even though constantly conjoined, we have no 

knowledge of a necessary, causal connection between them.1 Rejections of this sceptical account 

as ‘implausible’ (Mumford and Anjum, Getting Causes from Powers, 204) and ‘defective’ (Stalley, ‘The 

Will in Hume’s Treatise’, 53) are hardly uncommon in contemporary philosophy, but recently 

Joshua Wood has issued an important defence of Hume. Wood contends (‘Hume and the 

Phenomenology of Agency’, ‘Hume and the Metaphysics of Agency’) that Hume’s position is both 

plausible and closely bound to widely-held early modern views. Neither these rejections nor 

Wood’s defence, however, have acknowledged that two centuries ago Maine de Biran argued that 

Hume’s sceptical account denied ‘evident facts’ of the experience of bodily agency (De l’aperception 

immédiate, 105). This critique is essential to Biran’s philosophical project since it is based on the 

claim that there is immediate awareness of will-power in the fact of effort, a fact composed of the 

relation of will to resistance. Biran signalled the critique in a footnote to his 1805 prize-winning 

Mémoire sur la décomposition de la pensée (Hume’s analysis ‘has too great a relation with the principle 

on which I ground almost all my analyses for me to pass over it in silence’, 125), developed it in 

the 1807 dissertation submitted to the Academy of Berlin, On Immediate Apperception, and presented 

it again in his 1812 Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie. These texts remained unpublished in his 

lifetime,2 but in 1817 he resolved to publish a self-standing version of his critique in two essays, 

which were originally one in an earlier manuscript, that form an appendix to his Examen des Leçons 

de philosophie de M. Laromiguière: ‘Opinion de Hume sur la nature et l’origine de la notion de causalité’, 

and ‘Sur l’origine de l’idée de force selon M. Engel’.3 

In the light of Wood’s defence of Hume, the present article is concerned to reassess to 

what extent, and on what metaphysical grounds, Biran can rightfully claim to have discovered the 

origin of the idea of causal power in effort. After presenting the metaphysical and epistemological 

point of view from which Biran responds to Hume’s sceptical and separatist account of the relation 

of volition and bodily movement, the third section of the article shows how the Scottish 

philosopher’s attempt to reject, in an important footnote of the first Enquiry, the claim that the 

 
1 On the well-known development of Hume’s views in this connection, see Wood, ‘Hume and the Metaphysics of 
Agency’, 88 n.5. Here I would also like to think the two anonymous referees for valuable direction and suggestions. 
2 For an account of why Biran was unwilling to publish even the 1812 text, see Azouvi, Maine de Biran, 283-370.  
3 The published Hume essay is available in Biran, Commentaires et marginalia: dix-huitième siècle, 37-48; the essay on Engel 
occupies 49-54; the earlier version – ‘Examen des doutes sceptiques de Hume sur l’idée de pouvoir, d’énergie et liaison 
necessaire, et sur l’origine que peut avoir cette idée dans le sentiment interne de l’effort, ou du pouvoir efficace de la 
volonté dans les mouvements du corps’ – occupies pp. 1-31. I refer to these three texts with the abbreviations OH, 
OIF and EDS respectively. Biran appears to have intended to add the two published essays to his last attempt at a 
systematic statement of his views, the 1822-23 Nouveaux essais d’anthropologie (see Dernière philosophie, 208). 
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experience of effort or ‘endeavour’ can ground the idea of causal power implies the French 

philosopher’s position more than it counts against it. Before all of that, however, the first section 

of the article addresses one of the background motivations for Hume’s sceptical account to which 

Biran does not respond directly, namely what the first Enquiry presents as the ‘inconsistency’ of 

the idea of free will as a power removed from all causal determination. The article returns to this 

issue in conclusion by arguing that although Biran seems unable to respond adequately to Hume 

on this particular point, the work of Félix Ravaisson – Biran’s principal heir in the nineteenth-

century French spiritualist tradition – allows for a fuller, more compelling response. 

 

 

1. Points of View 

Hume sets up his analysis in chapter 7 of his first Enquiry by supposing that ‘the influence of 

volition over the organs of the body is a fact, which, like other natural events, can be known only 

by experience’ (EHU 7.10).4 Biran is happy to accept that this influence is a fact – as Stalley puts 

it, Hume has a ‘tendency to attack accepted views while continuing to use language redolent of the 

very positions he is criticizing’ (‘The Will in Hume’s Treatise’, 46) – but he challenges Hume’s 

interpretation of it by ‘denying absolutely the parity’ (OH 39) between inner and outer experience. 

This is ‘the source of all those illusions that give heart to the sceptics’ (De l’aperception immédiate, 

119). The perspective from which Biran offers this critique is one that he decisively gained in 1804 

by distinguishing complementary ‘points of view (points de vue)’ in the ‘science of man’ that each 

have their own facts and faculties: the facts of inner experience are apprehended by means of 

reflection, while those of outer experience are grasped by means of representation or imagination.5 As 

Biran will put it in 1807, parallel to external perception there exists an ‘immediate apperception’, a 

form of awareness that is different to objective knowledge – different not only in that it is inner 

rather than outer, but also because inner experience is (as a German Biran might have written) 

more a matter of Erfahrung than Erlebnis, a matter of ‘living through’ rather than ‘presentation to’ 

(Hallie, ‘Maine de Biran’, 160; see also Dunham, ‘On the Experience of Activity’). Hume’s thesis 

that the givens of inner experience are ‘impressions’ (of reflection) had led him, in the Treatise, to 

conceive of volition not directly as a faculty, not as something that we do, but rather in terms of 

an ‘impression of will’, an ‘internal impression we feel and are conscious of, when we knowingly 

give rise to any new motion of our body, or new perception of our mind’ (T 2.3.1.2). This 

 
4 I abbreviate Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding with the abbreviation EHU followed by the chapter 
number and paragraph number. I refer to the Treatise of Human Nature as T followed by the book, part, section, and 
paragraph number. 
5 On the vagaries in Biran’s terminology in 1804 see Azouvi, Maine de Biran, 84-7. 
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impression accompanying our actions, for Hume, is both obvious to introspection (like the feelings 

of ‘pride and humility, love and hatred’) and indefinable (T 2.3.1.2).6 Hume appeals to the obvious 

but, from Biran’s perspective, fails to justify why ‘knowingly giving rise’ is not itself a voluntary 

causal power. Hume, Biran argues, thus denatures subjective experience and ‘gives up, from the 

beginning, on finding what he is looking for’ (Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 163). 

From a Humean perspective, this may appear an idle criticism. For in next chapter of the 

Enquiry, Hume claims that external observation is more reliable and truthful than introspection. In 

the observed actions of others, Hume claims, ‘the conjunction between motives and voluntary 

actions is as regular and uniform as that between the cause and effect in any part of nature’ (EHU 

8.16). Seeming irregularities in the comportment of others can be explained by our ignorance of 

the particular motives that caused it. In acting, in contrast, we do not feel that our motivations lead 

inevitably to action. We feel ‘something like’ a ‘looseness or indifference’ in the performance. This 

feeling, which is a positive fact, leads us to ‘imagine that we feel that the will itself is subject to 

nothing’. It is, Hume supposes, this secondary, merely imagined feeling or idea of being subject to 

nothing that has led some philosophers to claim that we have an immediate, irrefutable 

introspective experience of the will being exempt from all determination. Liberty in this sense, for 

Hume, is merely a ‘false sensation or seeming experience’ (EHU 8.22 n.18). 

 Hume provides two reasons for this claim. The first is the ‘inconsistency’ of introspection 

with external experience, with ‘plain matter of fact’ (EHU 8.24). Motives being followed regularly 

by the observed actions of others contrasts with the indifference and freedom that we claim to 

feel. Given past experience, someone else with knowledge of my situation can securely infer what 

I will do, Hume supposes, but this clashes with the less secure looseness (or ‘something like’ it) I 

experience in acting. Hume’s reasoning here seems to be that, given their different testimonies, 

internal and external experience cannot both be true at the same time, and that we have to privilege 

external experience. Some justification for why we should privilege external experience is provided 

by the second reason. Hume rehearses traditional critiques of the liberty of indifference in arguing 

that, as signifying an absolutely undetermined power of the will, the notion is ‘inconsistent with 

itself’ (EHU 8.24). Not being determined by any cause is ‘the same thing as chance’, but chance is 

merely a ‘negative word’ (EHU 8.25) that provides no positive idea of that whose existence we 

claim to affirm. The idea of chance provides no real sense of freedom. Hence the idea of 

indetermination, of an absence of determination, is inconsistent with the idea of liberty. 

 
6 In the same spirit, the first Enquiry holds that ‘volition is surely an act of the mind, with which we are sufficiently 
acquainted’ (EHU 7.20). Biran’s focus on the first Enquiry, means that he does not directly criticise Hume’s notion of 
an ‘impression of will’. For interpretations of the notion, see Wood: ‘Hume and the Phenomenology of Agency’, 18, 
n.13. 
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 Biran, then, criticises Hume for failing to adopt a genuinely first-person view on agency in 

Chapter 7, without acknowledging that he provides an argument in Chapter 8 for why we should 

not trust that point of view. Biran has some justification for ignoring that argument in that it 

concerns specifically the question of free will, i.e. the relation of volitions to motives as their 

possible causes, and not the question of causal power in agency, which concerns the will as a causal 

power producing effects. A complete Biranian response to Hume ought to respond to his 

scepticism concerning the experience of free will, certainly, but the two questions are indeed 

different questions, which entails that a sceptical response to the question of the experience of 

‘liberty’ cannot by itself justify a sceptical response to the question of the experience of causal 

power. Hume seems to understand this, of course, given that he has the former follow after the 

latter in the course of the Enquiry. 

It may be that Hume’s argument in Chapter 8 is a function of a more general suspicion 

concerning the reliability of introspection as a philosophical method.7 The argument may be a 

direct expression of an experimental method that derives general psychological principles not just 

according to their degree of empirical confirmation, but also due to their simplicity and explanatory 

power.8 Hume, that is, may be prepared to sacrifice first-person experience in general on the altar 

of third-person experience in order to gain simplicity in principle with a naturalistic philosophy. 

However, the fact remains, as Wood has underlined (‘Hume and the Phenomenology of Agency’, 

14-16), that in Chapter 8 Hume does not deny that we experience ‘something like’ looseness 

between motives and action in agency – he denies only that we experience the liberty of 

indifference as traditionally conceived – and thus he does not reject the deliverances of 

introspection outright. Hume’s account of voluntary agency may be thin, but he is not necessarily 

committed to denying that agential causation is qualitatively different, for the agent herself, to 

causal relations between objects.9 Moreover, in Chapter 7 Hume is committed to taking seriously, 

in its own terms, the immediate data of introspection given that his task is to determine whether 

we have a first-person experience of causal power. Hence if Biran can show that Hume has not 

undertaken this task with sufficient rigour his critique is not idle. 

 

 
7 Demeter (‘Hume on Moral Responsibility and Free Will’, 226) takes EHU 1.13, for example, as evidencing Hume’s 
‘reluctance to invoke introspection as a reliable source of insight and justification’. 
8 Qu (‘Prescription, Description and Hume’s Experimental Method’, 287) holds that Hume’s experimental method 
involves ‘the selection of general principles on the basis of the three theoretical merits of empirical confirmation, 
explanatory power, and simplicity’. For Demeter, similarly, Hume is influenced by the ‘18th-century ideal of public 
science’ according to which ‘the proper epistemic foundation of inquiry is not scholastic authority as fossilized in 
canonical books, but experience accessible in public spaces, in the form, say, of publicly performed experiments’ 
(‘Liberty, Necessity, and the Foundations of Hume’s “Science of Man”’, 23). 
9 For Wood’s argument that the experience of looseness in the performance of an action does not contradict Hume’s 
theory of causation at the level of reflection on action, see ‘Hume and the Phenomenology of Agency’, 12-13.  
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2. The Separability Argument 

Biran claims that Hume has imported categories appropriate only to relations between external 

objects in his assertion that although the ‘motion of our body follows upon the command of our 

will’, the ‘influence of volition over the organs of the body can never be foreseen from any 

apparent energy or power in the cause, which connects it with the effect, and renders the one an 

infallible consequence of the other’ (EHU 7.10). This is Hume’s ‘separability argument’ (Wood, 

‘Hume and the Metaphysics of Agency’, 90). Hume separates volition from its bodily upshot as 

two distinct and separable events in a process and then claims that we have no rational or 

experiential means of discovering a power necessarily connecting the one to the other. Just as 

when playing billiards we experience, as Hume supposes, the white ball hitting the red ball, and 

the red ball consequently moving, but without experiencing any causal connexion or transfer of 

energy between the two, so too in the experience of voluntary bodily movement, there is one 

event, the volition, followed in time by another event, the physical movement, without any 

experience of the former having caused the latter. The only assurance that we may have that our 

volition will have an effect derives from the expectation produced by the more or less constant 

conjunction in past experience of volition with the bodily movement intended. 

A fundamental element of Biran’s rejection of Hume’s account is his denial that the causal 

relation in agency is successive and thus that the effect of will-power can only be foreseen. The 

causal force or power in our action is not prior to the effect, but rather present in it: ‘we feel the 

effect at the same time as we apperceive the cause’ (OH 40). The ‘internal energy of the cause (…) 

is directly felt in the effect or the movement produced’ and thus ‘the relation of causality is quite 

different to that of succession’ (De l’aperception immédiate, 119 and 117). The experience of effort shows 

us, Biran claims, will being exercised at the same time as the movement; when I will to raise my 

arm, my arm rises, and anything that might occur before I raise it is not, in truth, a volition, an act 

of will, but rather a mere wish or desire. The will is what it is, namely an immediately experienced 

active force, only insofar as it meets resistance in the experience of effort. Effort thus understood 

is the fundamental fact, le fait primitif of agency, a fact that is essentially, primitively dual and 

relational; will is distinct but not separable from resistance. The ideas of either the will or the body 

as resistant term isolated from each other are mere abstractions deriving from a more primitive 

truth. 

Why is it that philosophers have thought that agency is successive? On Biran’s account, 

we project the idea of causal power gained from the non-successive experience of effort onto 

sequential, external events and processes, where causal powers are not manifest to us, as Hume 

had shown (see OH 47-8). The result of this projection is pernicious when it makes us consider, 
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by a kind of boomerang effect, that voluntary agency itself is sequential and that its relata are 

separable. But in what sense can Biran’s non-sequential account of agency offer a more compelling 

phenomenology? The idea that volition precedes bodily movement is hardly obvious false, which 

is a reason for the originality of Biran’s position. Anti-Humean commentators have attempted to 

reduce the volition and upshot model to absurdity by supposing that it ‘makes it seem that I raise 

my arm just by engaging in an appropriate mental act and then waiting for the result of that act’ 

(Baldwin, ‘Objectivity, Causality, and Agency’, 114), but the temporal gap between volition and 

movement could be infinitesimally small, and so Hume does not have to accept any such 

conception of ‘waiting’. 

Moreover, Biran’s non-sequential conception of agency, if it is not to appear magical or 

ridiculous, requires revision of traditional metaphysical categories that might be just as challenging 

for common sense as Hume’s scepticism. For we require an explanation of how, without the 

intervention of a divine principle, the body can move at the same time as the event of volition. If 

mind and body are different things, the synchronicity is miraculous. Biran attempts to make it 

intelligible by bringing the human body as a resistant term of the will into the very notion of the 

self: although he still allows himself to write of the voluntary self, le moi, encountering the resistance 

of the body, his more considered thought is that a ‘primitive duality’ of will and the body as a 

resistant term ‘constitutes the very existence of the self’ (Dernière philosophie, 196; see Devarieux, 

Maine de Biran, 165). The self, on this account, is intrinsically relational, but this is not the relation 

between a mind and something foreign to it. Biran distinguishes, in fact, the primary experience of 

the body as it is given pre-objectively in internal apperception from the secondary physiological 

object that I can observe with my eyes. The body as resistant term belonging to the self, le corps 

propre, is not the body as perceived by others. One’s own body has a sort of ‘vague and unlimited 

extension’ (De l’aperception immédiate, 124) that is prior to the space of external perception, and it is 

immediately subject to the power of the will without representational knowledge.10 

 

3. Of Endeavour and Resistance 

Biran’s initial response to the separability argument is not in itself decisive. In order to feel the full 

force of his objection to Hume it is necessary to address the first Enquiry’s ‘very important 

footnote’ (EDS 19) denying what the French philosopher affirms, namely that effort, the 

experience of ‘nisus, or strong endeavour’, can ground the idea of causal power: 

It may be pretended that the resistance which we meet with in bodies, obliging us frequently 
to exert our force, and call up all our power, this gives us the idea of force and power. It is 

 
10 On le corps propre in Biran, see Henry, Philosophie et phénoménonologie du corps, and, for critical responses to Henry, 
Azouvi, Maine de Biran, 234-40, and Devarieux, L’interiorité réciproque. 
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this nisus, or strong endeavour, of which we are conscious, that is the original impression form 
which this idea is copied. But, first, we attribute power to a vast number of objects, where we 
never can suppose this resistance or exertion of force to take place; to the Supreme Being, 
who never meets with any resistance; to the mind in its command over ideas and limbs, in 
common thinking and motion, where the effect follows immediately upon the will, without 
any exertion or summoning of force […]. Secondly, This sentiment of an endeavour to 
overcome resistance has no known connexion with any event: What follows from it, we know 
by experience, but could not know it a priori. It must, however, be confessed, that the animal 
nisus, which we experience, though it can afford no precise idea of power, enters very much 
into that vulgar, inaccurate idea, which is formed of it. (EHU 7.15.n.13) 
 

Hume, again, begins by affirming what he will deny, namely that the ‘impression’ of ‘nisus or strong 

endeavour’ is an experience of causal power. The passage is not clear, however, on what the 

candidate impression for the idea of power exactly is and whether it is given through inner or 

external experience. The opening sentence suggests that the impression is the resistance of 

‘external’ bodies to my own bodily efforts, such as the resistance of a plank of wood to my attempts 

to snap it by hand. The second sentence, in contrast, suggests that the ‘nisus or strong endeavour’ 

that meets this resistance is, as Marshall notes, ‘something primarily in us’ (‘Hume versus the 

Vulgar on Resistance’, 309), something given in inner experience. 

Biran addresses this footnote not in the 1817 essay on Hume, but in the extension of that 

essay concerned with Engel’s response to the footnote in an 1802 dissertation on the origin of the 

idea of causal power.11 Engel had focused his own response on the external resistance of things, 

and attempted to solve Hume’s problem by arguing that there is a necessary connection between 

a muscular sense of ‘endeavour’ (OIF 50)12 and that resistance. For Engel, this ‘muscular sense’ is 

an external fact, and not given through inner sense, as Hume seems to suggest: for Engel, when 

trying to break a plank of wood by hand, the straining of my arms and upper-body is an external 

fact related necessarily to the external fact of the resistance of the wood. On Biran’s account, Engel 

recognises something essential in seeing an experience of causal power in the relation of effort to 

resistance, but nevertheless misconceives the relation. Engel fails to see that I can experience the 

resistance of the plank of the wood only mediately, only through the immediate resistance posed 

by my body as the primary term of the will, and that this resistance is given in immediate 

 
11 In contrast to the 1817 Engel essay, the 1812 Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie discusses Engel after Hume 
without directly addressing the footnote, which seems to have led Biran scholarship almost entirely to ignore it. Moore, 
for example, responds to Wittgenstein’s later version of Hume’s first argument in the footnote without noticing the 
latter (The Psychology of Maine de Biran, 99-102). In ‘A Universal and Absolute Spiritualism’ (174), however, Dunham at 
least mentions the footnote briefly. 
12 This is rendered by both Engel and Biran as tendance, which accords with Mérian’s 1758 French translation. On 
Mérian and Biran, see Laursen and Popkin, ‘Hume in the Prussian Academy’, 159. 
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apperception (Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 169).13 Consequently, Engel’s position is 

problematic in at least three ways. First, the claim that endeavour or effort resides in muscles being 

exercised risks something like a category mistake ignoring the role of the agent, of the self or 

person who actually makes the effort: ‘we can ascribe action or effort to muscles no more, in fact, 

than we can ascribe sensation to nerves’ (Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 171). Second, when 

he accounts for the agent, Engel can provide no defence against Hume’s sceptical account of the 

relation of will and bodily movement (Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 172). Third, given that 

it is not given through inner sense, causal power would be ‘bound to the knowledge of objects or 

phenomena of nature, and thus to the contingent laws of repeated external experience’ (EDS 21). 

Biran’s concern here is that Hume is right concerning external experience and it is impossible to 

overcome his scepticism on that terrain. 

Engel, then, ‘fails to see the primitive cause where it is, and attempts to see it where it is 

not’ (Biran, Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 173). But what of Hume’s own account of nisus 

or ‘strong endeavour’ which prompted Engel’s response? Hume contrasts endeavour with 

resistance, but seems to view it as intrinsically connected to the latter when he writes of the 

‘sentiment of endeavour to overcome resistance’ as a unitary phenomenon. He has reason to do 

so since it is hard to see what an experience of endeavour could be without resistance; God does 

not meet resistance, indeed, but that is why we tend not to conceive Him as trying to do things. But 

Hume connects endeavour and resistance while considering, in his second argument, endeavour-

resistance ‘to have no known connection with any event’. Endeavour-resistance, then, is 

independent of worldly effect. In Hume’s terms, I have an impression or sentiment of trying, I 

have an impression of the resistance against which I struggle, but I have no guarantee that, say, 

the plank will break. But this contingency of the intended result does not affect the relation 

between endeavour and resistance. In tying endeavour to resistance, Hume suggests something 

essential, but, from Biran’s perspective, he misses two things: 1) that endeavour and resistance are 

connected in internal apperception; and 2) that this immediate resistance is impossible without the 

movement of one’s own body as experienced first in internal apperception. For how can there be 

endeavour to overcome resistance if there is not at least some minimal flexing of muscles, which 

I originally experience in internal apperception but which can also be witnessed externally, on the 

part of the agent? Resistance requires an opposing counter-force, endeavour, and both, for Biran, 

are given through the voluntary movement of the body.14 

 
13 On this point against Engel, see Madinier, Conscience et mouvement, 122-3, and Dunham, ‘The Experience of Activity’, 
who is right to note that ‘only by recognising the vital fact’ of internal resistance ‘can we overcome Hume’s problem’ 
(273).  
14 Marshall (‘Hume versus the Vulgar’, 309), with reference to Locke’s Essay 2.4.1, takes it as obvious that resistance 
does not necessarily require endeavour since ‘we can experience bodies pushing against us even when we are at rest’ 
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Biran does not directly address the ambiguities in Hume’s expression of his second 

argument, but he flatly rejects its sceptical conclusion by claiming that ‘endeavour’ has ‘a necessary 

connection with its effect’ (EDS 23), an effect which may be as minimal as muscles being tensed. 

This perhaps accommodate too much of Hume’s separatist views, since effort, on Biran’s account, 

is the unity of will and internal bodily resistance, and not on one side of the relation. But the point 

remains: the experience of effort is that of an a posteriori necessity. When I will to raise it, my arm 

– at least in some minimal fashion, even if I am wearing a straitjacket and only compress my flesh 

– by necessity rises: ‘the only necessary link (liaison) is that which originally takes place between a 

living force and a resistance or inertia that is overcome’ (De l’aperception immédiate, 120). It is ‘true 

that we know of this by a primary inner experience that does not need to be repeated in order to 

assure us of its real existence’ (EDS 23), but this does not mean that it is a priori, independent of 

experience, as Hume supposes it must. Hence if, following Hallie (Maine de Biran), we can talk of 

Biran as a Reformer of Empiricism, he is this only in destroying one of its fundamental dogma 

according to which necessities can be discovered only a priori.15 Certainly, Biran’s notion of 

necessity is not a Humean necessity linking two separate and temporally successive items. For this 

reason, Biran’s notion of necessity is not a link between volition and intentions such as opening 

the door or potting the black; in the event, the door may well be locked and I may be hopeless at 

snooker, and so these intentions may not be realised. Still, although his necessity is not a Humean 

necessity, Biran has not simply ‘changed the subject’ (Marshall, ‘Hume versus the Vulgar on 

Resistance’, 312) in the way that those who have responded to Hume by denying that causation 

involves necessitation can be charged with changing the subject.16 Biran challenges the common 

interpretation of causal necessitation, but not the idea that causation necessarily involves a form 

of necessitation. Some internally apperceived movement in the body is necessarily present in the 

experience of agency. After experiencing that necessity for a first time we can foresee with certainty 

that a future volition will be accompanied by bodily movement; experience ‘teaches us to foresee the 

fact of movement in the very energy of its cause that is me’ (OH 40). In other words, the experience 

of the will as a power – the power of the will that is contemporaneous with its bodily effect – 

 
(307). For Biran, in contrast, we cannot experience the pushing as resistance without pushing-back and there is no 
consciousness at all without effort. 
15 Hence Pucelle can write that in general Biran ‘fights on two fronts: at the same time as innatism and substantialism, 
he rejects empiricism’ (‘Maine de Biran critique de Hume’, 56). But Pucelle, following Hallie, also acknowledges the 
possibility of a new, broader empiricism.  
16 See, for example, Fales, Causation and Universals, Mumford and Anjum, Getting Causes from Powers, and Schrenk, ‘Die 
Erfahrung der Widerständigkeit’. Had Schrenk engaged with Maine de Biran’s arguments, and not just obliquely 
mentioned him (41), he may have been persuaded to see that the causal power experienced in resistance does have the 
modal value of necessity, and that the experience of failing to open the jar of marmalade at breakfast (37) is no 
testimony against this. 
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involves an awareness that that this active, successful power belongs to the voluntary agent, to the 

self, and that the self has the power to reproduce at another time the bodily effect. 

On this basis, Biran dismisses the footnote’s first argument by emphasising that although 

we may ascribe causal power to processes where it is absent – and although we, by ‘analogy’ (EDS 

22), talk of divine and material causation – that fact ‘has no bearing at all on the possible origin of 

the idea of force in us or in the immediate feeling of our power of action’ (EDS 22).17 Biran should 

also respond directly to Hume’s claim that some bodily actions seem to take place without effort 

if he wants to claim more broadly that action in general grounds the idea of causal power. He does 

not respond as directly as he might have, but his response is a keystone of his philosophy: effort 

comes in degrees and is always present, at least minimally, ‘however weak it may appear to us to 

be’ (EDS 20). Despite our ordinary talk, no action is entirely ‘effortless’, and in its slightest degrees 

– in, say, lifting my little finger – effort is not exhausting exertion but plain conscious awareness. 

When I say that a performance was effortless, I normally only point out that it was easy and 

graceful rather than commit myself to the controversial thesis that it was carried out without any 

form or trying or effort at all.18 

Hume’s first argument is off-target, but how could he respond to Biran’s claim concerning 

the unity in duality of endeavour and resistance, i.e. to Biran’s response to his second argument? 

He could claim that resistance does not require bodily movement, but this, as I have argued, is 

implausible. He could deny that endeavour requires resistance, but this, as I have also argued, is 

no less implausible. The only other option left to him, it seems, is to radicalise Biran’s claim 

concerning the unity in duality of the ‘sentiment of endeavour to overcome resistance’ by affirming 

that this is simply one impression. In the experience of effort, we have just a simple impression, a 

particular kind of feeling that is not relational. This might be like the purely physiological or ‘animal 

nisus’ that, as Hume supposes, ‘enters very much into that vulgar, inaccurate idea’ (EHU 7.15.n.13) 

of power. But the hypothesis seems scarcely plausible when we consider that as soon as we try to 

say anything about the feeling of effort, and as soon as Hume tries to say something about it in 

the footnote, he and we break it down into a relation, of a self that tries (and knows that it is trying) 

to overcome resistance.  

Hence, from Biran’s perspective, on the issue of effort and causal power, the vulgar are 

closer to the truth and possibly in ‘better faith’ (OH 19) than the learned sceptic. But whether it is 

issued in good faith or not, Hume’s footnote attacking the claim that an idea of causal power 

 
17 For similar responses to Hume’s first argument, see Fales, Causation and Universals, 10 and Schrenk, ‘Die Erfahrung 
der Widerständigkeit’, 39. 
18 For this claim, see Moore, The Psychology of Maine de Biran, 101. In defending Hume’s claim that agency is independent 
of effort, Wood does not anticipate such a Biranian position; see ‘Hume and the Phenomenology of Agency’, 5. 
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derives from effort, insofar as it links endeavour and resistance, suggests Biran’s position much 

more than it counts against it. 

 

4. Of Paralysis and Amputation 

In order to defend his claim concerning the necessity of bodily action in effort, Biran has to 

respond to Hume’s appeal to cases of paralysis and amputation. The recent amputee or newly 

paralysed person, just as the able-bodied person thinks that she has power over her limbs, and thus 

‘endeavours, at first, to move them, and employ them in their usual offices’ (EHU 7.13) but in fact 

she does not have such power, and is surprised to discover this. For Hume, her volition is not 

followed by the intended movement, which entails that volition is separate from bodily movement 

and not necessarily related to it. The example, for Wood, shows that there is at least ‘some merit’ 

to Hume’s separability argument (‘Hume and the Metaphysics of Agency’, 96) in that it is not 

‘implausible to claim that someone in such circumstances could have an experience of volition’ 

(101). Many early-modern philosophers, including Descartes, Geulincx and Locke, had discussed 

such cases as involving volition without bodily movement (100). Such interpretations are not tied 

to specifically Cartesian presuppositions in modern philosophy, for they can be found in the work 

of more Aristotelian philosophers such as Jean Fernel and Kenelm Digby, as Wood also shows 

(100-1). 

Biran admits that ‘it is quite true that a man who has just lost the use of a limb seems to 

make an effort [faire des efforts] to move it as before’ but denies that this is really making an effort; they 

are ‘efforts only in an improper sense [efforts improprement dits]’. For Biran, there is here no willing 

or volition, and thus no effort, present at all; the paralytic can wish or desire to move her arm, but 

not will to do it. Any apparent feeling of her command over the limb is merely a function of 

memory and habit and thus wholly different to the apperception of force in actual effort (EDS 

11).19 Hume may well rely on much of the modern philosophical tradition in appealing to cases of 

paralysis, but Biran considers that the tradition as a whole has failed to distinguish adequately desire 

and will. ‘We desire’, on his account, ‘the things or the modifications that are in not at one’s 

disposal; we wish them as foreign events over which we have no power; and this desire is a sort of 

prayer addressed to causes that are friends or foes of our existence […]’ (Essais sur les fondements de 

 
19 To this extent Biran’s thesis is simple, and Devarieux (Maine de Biran, 147, n.61) is right to take issue with Moore’s 
claim that it is ‘lamentably obscure’ (The Psychology of Maine de Biran, 97). But Moore bases his remark on a passage – 
which has often been noted as problematic; see Madinier, Conscience et movement, 167-8 – in the Nouveaux essais 
d’anthropologie, where Biran seems to admits that in paralysis there can be ‘will and effort without organic result’ (Dernière 
philosophie, 167). Devarieux’s view is that here ‘Biran wants to show only that the force does not execute by itself 
organic movements’ (Maine de Biran, 148) such as the tensing of muscles; I will to raise my hand rather than will to 
move muscles in my upper arm in order to move my hand. 
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la psychologie, 257). Will is not a mere Lockean preference or Malebranchian prayer, but an 

immediate power that one has over certain organs of one’s own body; playing snooker, we will to 

move our arms in aiming to, in desiring to pot the black. What I want is not exactly what I will, 

and what I will is not exactly what I want. Biran takes the difference between will and desire as a 

difference between active and passive principles, between the ‘passive succession of events’ and 

‘an active causality’ (OH 43). 

We might worry that in applying this distinction to cases of paralysis Biran ends up denying 

an evident fact. Is his point simply that what looks from the outside to be voluntary endeavour is 

not genuinely voluntary for the agent? His view does not have to be so simple and it better not be. 

In order to be convincing, his thesis requires the qualification that there can be actual experience 

of effort in such cases, effort that relates to the non-paralysed and still present parts of the body 

associated to the paralysed or absent limb; the paralytic might tense his shoulder muscles, for 

example, in the absence of an arm. That simple addition helps to illuminate how Hume could 

consider there to be ‘endeavour’ in this case, when there exists no resistant term, i.e. only a 

paralysed or absent limb. Biran does not have to deny tout court that the paralytic tries to move the 

paralysed limb. He has to deny only that the effort relates directly to that limb. With that 

qualification, Biran’s position is far from counter-intuitive, and if we accept, with him, that in non-

pathological cases the will is what it is only insofar as it meets resistance in movement, the idea 

that the paralysed person wills to move her arm becomes less plausible and more questionable. 

The paralysis example does not give the Humean the upper hand. 

 

5. The Incomprehensibility Argument 

Wood supposes, finally, that Hume’s incomprehensibility argument does give Hume the ‘upper 

hand’ (‘Hume and the Metaphysics of Agency’, 94) against his opponents. This is an argument 

based on a supposed lack of knowledge of how we voluntarily move the body.20 The major premise 

is this: ‘if by consciousness we perceived any power or energy in the will, we must know this power; 

we must know its connexion with the effect’ (EHU 7.11). In order to know that the will produces 

bodily movement, we would have to know how it does so. But we do not know how it does so: 

although ‘we are at every moment conscious’ ‘that the motion of our body follows upon the 

command of our will’, ‘the means, by which this is effected; the energy, by which the will performs 

 
20 Wood provides (‘Hume and the Metaphysics of Agency’, 107-9) a brief history of the ‘incomprehensibility argument’ 
without noting that Descartes had already rejected Arnauld’s version of it: ‘there is no reasoning or any comparison 
drawn from anything else that can teach us that the mind, which is incorporeal, can move the body; but still we cannot 
doubt it since certain and evident experience manifestly makes it present to us every day’ (Descartes, Œuvres V, 214). 
Biran develops (see De l’aperception immédiate, 122-3) Descartes’ response, but for discussion of the latter see Kolesnik-
Antoine, L’homme cartésien, 243, and Roux, ‘L’union cartésienne’. 



 13 

so extraordinary an operation; of this we are so far from being immediately conscious, that it must 

for ever escape our most diligent enquiry’ (EHU 7.10). 

Biran rejects the major premise outright if knowing how has to mean explaining and 

imagining the relation of mind and body as two distinct and external things. Hume’s first 

justification of his minor premise shows that he takes knowing how in this way: ‘we must know the 

secret union of soul and body, and the nature of both these substances’ (EHU 7.11), if we are to 

know how the will affects the body. Hume claims that we must have a solution to what Biran takes 

to be a badly posed philosophical problem—the Cartesian mind-body problem—in order to have 

a direct experience of the will’s effect on the body. We will certainly produce an ‘inexplicable 

mystery’ (OH 42-3) if we think in this way, but we do not have to. The same understanding of 

knowing how underlies Hume’s third justification, his appeal to what we ‘learn from anatomy’, 

namely ‘that the immediate object of power in voluntary motion is not the member itself which is 

moved, but certain muscles, and nerves, and animal spirits’ (EHU 7.14). We might think we feel 

an immediate power to move our limbs, but in physiological, anatomical reality our will does not 

have to act on the limb as a whole, but rather on a host of intermediaries, beginning with any 

number of elements of the brain, and we have no immediate knowledge of this in experience. 

Biran responds in 1817 by affirming that once we accept that the action is given in immediate, 

internal apperception, we do not need to know whether the will is effective directly or indirectly – 

by means of real intermediaries or merely hypothetical ones, such as animal spirits – ‘to be assured 

of the reality of this motive force that is our selves’ (OH 46). A fuller response is provided elsewhere 

with the ‘wholly new point of view’ with which Biran considers ‘the knowledge of one’s own body’ 

(Biran, Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 141). This allows Biran to claim that when I raise my 

hand, I do indeed raise my hand directly. I move my hand directly, and not parts of the brain which 

would then occasion nervous impulses which, by a series of intermediaries, would make the hand 

move. This, of course, is not to deny that the brain and nervous system are corollaries of or 

required in action, but only that their operation is willed in that action. 

If Hume, like Malebranche, holds that we are in principle, and not just in fact, ignorant of 

the means by which voluntary movements are realised,21 in that no amount of learning could help 

us, Biran agrees, albeit for a different reason: ‘it is precisely because this power is immediately 

apperceived and is known only by inner sense [conscience intime], that it can be neither conceived as 

a thing in itself nor represented to the imagination in the means or instruments of its exercise’ (OH 

46-7). As soon as we try to represent our own experience in this external fashion, we speak in the 

first and third person at one and the same time, we try to be at one and the same time ourselves 

 
21 On Malebranche in this connection, see Roux, ‘La physiologie contre l’expérience’. 
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and someone or something else, and thus we lose the experience we are trying to explain. As 

Michel Henry has put it, ‘(o)ur ignorance of the anatomist’s and physiologist’s body is precisely 

the condition of our action taking place’ (Philosophie et phénoménologie du corps, 87). If we did have this 

knowledge, we would not be ourselves, and would not be able to act. Ultimately, what Hume 

advances here ‘in the form of an incontestable argument’ is based on ‘a purely gratuitous 

hypothesis’ (EDS 7).22 With Biran, therefore, we have to reject Wood’s claim that Hume ‘in 

constructing his incomprehensibility argument has done well to put his opponent in the position 

of needing to prove that we can distinctly conceive how the will works’ (‘Hume and the 

Metaphysics of Agency, 95). ‘Distinctly conceive’ here requires imagining mind and body as two 

separate entities, but these separate entities, Biran argues, are not given to us in immediate inner 

experience. Hume’s argument from ignorance loses all its force when we recognise that it 

presupposes such picture-thinking and that we do not have to reflect on agency in this way. 

 

6. Inclination without Necessitation 

In Enquiry 7, Hume concludes his account of motor action ‘without any temerity, though with 

assurance, that our idea of power is not copied from any sentiment or consciousness of power 

within ourselves, when we give rise to animal motion, or apply our limbs to their proper use and 

office’ (EHU 7.15). But this conclusion, again, contains an expression of the thesis he wants to 

deny, since to ‘give rise’, is to produce, i.e. to cause. For Biran, this is not merely an accidental 

reversion to a false common-place, but a deliberate refusal to accept the deliverances of experience: 

‘what should we say to someone who denies a visible or tangible fact? Perhaps nothing. We should 

only make him see or touch what he denies, and if he persists in saying that his senses lead him 

into error, all discussion will end there’ (Essai sur les fondements de la psychologie, 165). 

Biran’s exasperation here is understandable, but in what sense has he gained the right to 

claim that Hume has ignored ‘evident facts’ (De l’aperception immédiate, 105) of experience? As I have 

argued, neither cases of paralysis nor our supposed lack of knowledge of how we make the body 

move give Hume’s separability argument and its sceptical conclusion the upper hand. But Hume’s 

separation of what he calls ‘volition’ and bodily movement in action in general is defensible. 

Everything falls, then, on Hume’s conception of effort. If it is possible either: 1) to isolate some 

kind of impression of endeavour from resistance, or resistance from bodily movement, or 2) 

wholly identify an impression of endeavour with resistance, then Hume might be able to resist 

 
22 Craig echoes this claim: Hume employs a ‘gratuitously strong condition’ (‘The Idea of Necessary Connexion’, 216) 
for the possibility of discovering “an impression of power” in voluntary agency. Wood has responded by citing Hume’s 
claim that “this sentiment of an endeavour to overcome resistance has no known connexion with any event” (EHU 
7.15n13), but Biran, as we have argued, gives us good grounds to reject the separability of effort from bodily movement 
as false. 
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Biran’s attack. But if it is not possible, then we have found a necessary connection between two 

distinct, but not separable, items, and an empirical origin of the idea of causal power. With Biran, 

I do not think it is possible – not even in thought – to separate endeavour from resistance, or 

resistance from bodily movement, in the way that Hume requires. I do not think it is possible 

simply to identify them either. I think, therefore, that his own position is compelling as a response 

to Hume’s footnote linking endeavour and resistance, and that it is an option that should be taken 

seriously in contemporary metaphysics. 

 But how does or can Biran respond to Hume’s background motivation for bringing the 

deliverances of first-person experience into question, namely the ‘inconsistency’ of the idea of free 

will? Biran’s most substantial treatment of the question of freedom, the section of his Essais sur les 

Fondements de la Psychologie entitled ‘Des idées de liberté et de nécessité’, does not address Hume’s critique 

of the liberty of indifference directly, but seems to affirm freedom in something like the libertarian 

sense that the Scottish philosopher criticises. Biran takes freedom to belong to the primitive fact 

of consciousness, and to possess ‘evidence with the same sort of primacy: I feel free and thus I am 

free’ (185). Although our desires clearly are important in what we do, the will is of a wholly different 

order to desire, inclination and tendency; ‘the exercise of the power to move ourselves […] is not 

less complete […] when that exercise is preceded or guided by motives that incline without 

necessitating’ (184). Biran sloganizes concerning inclination without necessitation in order to 

defend not a compatibilist, determinist position, but rather an apparently libertarian perspective. 

Hallie complains that Biran ‘never carefully explains the difference between inclining and 

necessitating’ (Maine de Biran, 186), but to this extent his position is clear enough: whatever causal 

force sub-rational desires and inclinations may have, they can always be overridden by the will. 

Our voluntary actions are not determined or necessitated by our motives, however forceful the 

latter may be.  

That said, despite appearing to adopt officially a libertarian position, Biran denies ‘the 

primitive action of the will and the very essence of will’ can be reduced to preference or choice: 

Does this essence rest on the choice of sensory goods offered to it, or in the preference 
accorded to one adventitious sensation over another? I fear that there is nothing in all of 
this than passivity [du passif], of what happens to us [d’éventuel], whereas our will is active’. 

 (Commentaires et marginalia – dix-septième siècle, 131) 

 

Will cannot be identified with a notion of preference or choice between pre-given possibilities, 

because, on Biran’s account, perception and intellection require the apperception of the self, and 

apperception requires will from the beginning. Will, then, is not free primarily in the sense that it 

can choose whatever it likes from what the senses and the intellect present to it, and its freedom 
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has to be sought at a deeper level. On this evidence, pace Hallie (Maine de Biran, 113) it is not 

obviously ‘wrong’ to consider that Biran qualifies the idea of liberty of indifference.23 

 Biran’s notion of freedom, it seems, is not exactly or necessarily the notion of the liberty 

of indifference that Hume considers to be inconsistent with itself, but the question remains of 

how to understand it. To Moore’s view that Biran has not paid sufficient attention to the role of 

motives in willing (The Psychology of Maine de Biran, 139), Devarieux has retorted that ‘Biran has no 

illusions on the motives of action; the only motive of willing is will itself’ (Maine de Biran, 147). If 

such absolutism is Biran’s basic position, he lacks a compelling response to Hume’s reasons for 

bringing (at least some aspects of) first-person experience into question: he remains with the 

internally ‘inconsistent’ idea of a pure, unmotivated freedom that is also inconsistent with the 

regularity of behaviour in others. Biran thus risks giving the upper hand to the Humean naturalist 

prepared to reject the testimony of first-person experience concerning the experience of power in 

agency for want of a consistent account of what first-person voluntary experience also seems to 

offer, namely some kind of experience of the freedom of the will. 

I conclude by noting that although Biran seems unable to respond to Chapter 8 of Hume’s 

first Enquiry on this point, in the evolution of the French spiritualist tradition, Félix Ravaisson – 

‘véritable héritier’ if not ‘véritable continuateur’ of Biran’s ideas (Madinier, Conscience et mouvement, 269 and 

285) – allows for a compelling response. In his 1838 Of Habit, Ravaisson’s (ultimately panpsychic) 

development of Biran’s position rests on the claim that there is a continuum underlying, and that 

gives the lie to, traditional oppositions of will to desire as a principle of activity to a principle of 

passivity. For Ravaisson, will, desire and even instinct form a continuum that is manifest to us in 

the experience of habit; the gradual acquisition of motor habit (with the action, in its repetition, 

becoming less and less guided by reflective thought) allows us to grasp the ‘the last rays of thought 

and activity as they are dispersed and dissolved without yet being extinguished, far from any 

possible reflection, in the vague desires of the most obscure instincts’ (Of Habit, 67). The nature 

of this continuum underlying will, desire and even instinct – a continuum instantiating degrees of 

freedom – is characterised by Ravaisson as a ‘spontaneity that is at once active and passive, equally 

different from mechanical Fatality and reflective Freedom’ (Of Habit, 55). This spontaneity is itself 

further characterised as a ‘a tendency or inclination to act’ (Of Habit, 69); by means of its repetition, 

an act ‘does not become the mechanical effect of an external impulse, but rather the effect of an 

 
23 Here Biran prepares the ground for later developments in the spiritualist tradition, for the work of Ravaisson, as I 
indicate below, but also for that of Bergson. In 1889, Bergson affirms that ‘if we remain with experience, we will have 
to say that we feel free, that we perceive force, rightly or wrongly, as a free spontaneity’ (Time and Free Will, 217), but 
this free spontaneity is irreducible to the absolute spontaneity of the liberty of indifference and belongs to the temporal 
development, the durée of the self. See Sinclair, Bergson, 72-81.  
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inclination that follows from the will’ (Of Habit, 55). Tendance, on Ravaisson’s account, is irreducible 

to effort or endeavour, and is rather their precondition; the acquisition of habit presents to us, in 

reverse order, the prior conditions of volition. Moreover, on this account, tendency and inclination 

do not simply constitute a conditionally necessary motive force that can be overridden by other 

forces, including the will. Rather tendency and inclination share in the spontaneity of the will and 

effort even though they are irreducible to it. 

 If we can make good sense of such a notion of inclination and tendency as irreducible to 

blind, mechanical necessity (and this not simply because the force of the will can override it),24 we 

have a way of providing a compelling response to both of Hume’s reasons for bringing first-person 

experience into question. Against Hume’s second reason, the idea of degrees of spontaneity means 

that tendency and inclination are irreducible to indifference and chance as pure indetermination; 

the latter is merely a limit-idea never attainable in experience, and Hume was right to reject it. The 

idea of freedom as a function of tendency and inclination is not inconsistent with itself, and it 

represents the ‘something like’ looseness and indifference that Hume found in the first-person 

experience of motivated action. Against Hume’s first reason, Ravaisson can deny that the degrees 

of freedom and spontaneity that we experience in our first-person experience of agency are 

contradicted by the regularity of third-person human behaviour. This regularity is not absolute 

precisely because it is a function of tendency and inclination. With Ravaisson, we can take Hume 

at his word when he writes that there is only ‘a degree of uniformity and regularity’ (EHU 8.10) in 

human behaviour, in the relation between motives and action: people tend to do, are inclined to do, 

the things that they do in a sense that, for Ravaisson, is just primitive. They do not do them 

according to a kind or iron rule. And if we expect others, given certain circumstances, to do the 

things they do as a result of the association of ideas, we can also take Hume at his word when he 

describes the ‘secret tie or union’ in association, as a ‘gentle force’ of nature, one which ‘commonly 

prevails’ (T 1.1.4.1). Habit, the ‘great guide of human life’ (EHU 5.6), is this gentle ‘propensity’ (T 

1.1.4.1), one which Ravaisson urges us not to confuse with any kind of blind, harsh necessity. If 

we are able to apprehend this difference, we have grounds to argue that third-person experience 

of agency no longer clashes with first-person experience, and to see that the Humean naturalist no 

longer has good reason to privilege the former at the expense of the latter.  
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