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Abstract 

On numerous occasions Ricoeur has characterized the goal of his philosophical 

analyses as the "exchange of the ego, master of itself, for the self. disciple of the text." 

Our investigation follows the development of this theme through careful examination of 

Ricoeur's phenomenological-hemieneutical philosophy. By way of contrast with 

Husserl's phenomenology we see how Ricoeur initiates a program of self-recovery that 

decenters consciousness from the immediacy of self-grounding radicality. Looking 

instead to the polysernic world of the text. Ricoeur chooses a path of indirect imaginative 

mediation as the route towards self-interpretation. 

The imagination, correlative with the works of culture (signs, symbols and texts). 

foms the central core of Ricoeur's understanding of selfhood. Already operative in his 

early publications as the mediating structure of selfhood. the work of imagination is 

transfomed from a transcendental third term into a linguistic process that constructs 

sonorous worlds in front of consciousness for the self to inhabit. 

Ricoeur's analysis of metaphor and narrative shows selfhood to be a task 

accomplished by means of linguistic interpretation. However. such an interpretation of 

the self, with the textual worid as its other. is a linguistic construction that is caught up in 

semantic self-identification. Ricoeur's program for the exchange of the self-enclosed 

ego, for a self disciplecl by the text, becornes entangled in the semantics of identity to 

such an extent that selfhood is equated with the objectifications of the reflective process 

and is never dealt with on the intimate level of the reflexive structure of the self in 

relation to otherness. This has significant consequences which need to be cntically 

examined by philosophy of religion. 



Paul Ricoeur souligne à plusieurs reprises dans ses écrits que le but de ses 

analyses philosophiques est de "mettre à la place de l'ego maître de soi. le soi disciple 

du texte". Notre enquête suit le développement de ce thème en examinant 

soigneusement la philosophie phénornénologim-herméneutique de Ricoeur. A la 

différence de la phénoménologie d'Edmund Husserl. Ricoeur propose un programme de 

redécouverte du soi qui décentre la conscience par rapport à la prétendue immédiateté 

d'une radicalité autofondatrice. S'intéressant plutôt au monde polysémique du texte. il 

opte pour une médiation imaginative indirecte comme voie de l'interprétation du soi. 

Corrélative avec les matériaux culturels que sont. entre autres choses. les 

signes. les symboles. et les textes, I'imagination est au coeur de la compréhension du 

soi chez Ricoeur. Déjà à l'oeuvre dans ses premières publications en tant que structure 

médiatrice du soi, le rôle de l'imagination se transforme, d'un troisième terme 

transcendantal. en un processus de construction de mondes auditifs devant la 

conscience où le soi peut habiter. 

L'analyse par Ricoeur de la métaphore et de la narrativité montre à quel point le 

soi est une tâche requérant l'interprétation linguistique. Pareille interprétation du soi. 

pour qui le monde du texte est son autre. repose toutefois sur une construction 

linguistique prise au piège d'une approche trop exclusivement sémantique de 

l'identification du soi. Le programme de Ricoeur consistant dans le remplacement d'un 

ego ferme sur soi par le soi disciple du texte s'empêtre à ce point dans une sémantique 

de l'identité que le soi est mis sur le même pied que les objedivations du procès réfiexif 

et n'est jamais abordé au niveau même de la structure réfléchie du soi eu égard a sa 

possible altérité. Cela entraine une série de conséquences que la philosophie de la 

religion se doit d'examiner critiquement. 
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Introduction 

"The symbol gives rise to thought" (SE 347). This affirmation opens 

interesting possibilities. Ricoeur explains that this "sentence, which 

enchants me, says two things: the symbol gives; but what it gives is 

occasion for thought, something to think about'' (SE 348). The return to a 

"primitive naïveté," where the "immediacy of belief " (SE 351) is affÏrmed 

without suspicion or doubt, has never been the focus of Ricoeur's 

philosophical inquiries; the pursuit of a "second naïveté," though, is his 

constant goal and the publication of OneseHAs Another (1992) by 

Ricoeur gives new life to this correlation between cornmitment and 

thought. Ricoeur develops his entire philosophy of selfhood on the 

assumption that henneneutical inquiry is attestation of the being of 

selfhood. Here, attestation has the meaning of "a kind of 

belief .... attestation belongs to the grammar of '1 believe-in"' (OA 21). 

By giving occasion for thought, the syrnbol neither predetemines 

the outcome of thought, nor gives opportunity for fideism to rule. What 

Ricoeur wants to describe is the structure of linguistic reflection on 



existence. "The consciousness of self seems to constitute itself at its 

lowest level by means of symbolism and to work out an abstract 

language only subsequently, by means of a spontaneous hermeneutics 

of its primary symbols" (SE 9). What begins with a primitive symbolisrn 

described by Ricoeur through a phenomenology of confession ends with 

ontological discoorse.1 To understand the relation between primitive 

and cornplex language, Ricoeur ernploys a hemeneutical rnethodology 

rather than a one-directional movement based on a hierarchy of below 

and above. In what is perhaps Ricoeur's most succinct and earliest2 

formulation of this hemieneutic relation at least partly based on 

Augustine's "credo ut intelligam,"3 he explains that 

what we have just called a knot-the knot where the symbol gives and 
criticism interprets-appears in hemieneutics as a cirde. The circle can be 
stated bluntly: "We rnust understand to believe, but we must believe to 
understand." The circle is not a vicious cirde, still l e s  a mortal one; it is a 
living and stimulating circle. We must believe to understand: never. in fact. 
does the interpreter get near to what his text says unless he lives in the aura 
of the meaning he is inquiring after. (SE 351) 

Examining the nature of symbols within the context of a 

"symbolism of evil," Ricoeur suggests a principle applicable to the task 

1 See OA 297-356. In My Relation to the History of Philosophy, in the cantext of Gabriel 
Marcel's ontological investigations, Ricoeur affirms that "the desire for this concrete ontology has 
never left me" (p. 5). He quafifies his irtdebtedness to Marcel by the lessons in systematization 
leamed from Husserl, and he maintains that even though "Hussertian idealism did run counter to 
Marcel's concrete ontology" (p. 6). ontology is not in principle antithetically opposed to 
phenomenology, but only the idealistic interpretation thereof. 
2 Ricoeur's major publications can be dassified into three different historical periods: 
1 ) Early phenomenological work: Truth and History, Freedom and Nature, Fallible Man, Husserl; 
2) Early henneneutical studies: Symbolism of Evii, Fmud and Philosophy. Interpretation Theory, 
Conflict of lnterpmtations; 3 )  Herniemutical Phenomenology: Rule of Metaphor, Hermeneutics and 
the Human Sciences, Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, Time and Nanative, Oneself as Another. 

Augustine, De libero arbitilo 1, c. 2. 5 4; 11, c. 2, 9 5. 



of understanding human selfhood as a whole. Through a descriptive 

phenomenology of confession, Ricoeur uncovers a level of worldly 

participation that is prior to abstract reflection and philosophical 

speculation. Symbols "gather together at one point a mass of 

significations which, before giving rise to thought, give rise to speech" 

(SE 11) that is heard before it is spoken (FP 29-30). Our basic orientation 

and cornrnitment to the world is given shape by a knot of significations 

focused on a "symbol-thing" such as the "sky, water, moon ... tree, stone" 

(SE 6) ,  which then gives rise to speech in the form of linguistic symbols. 

Subsequent to the formation of language, a "re-enactment of 

confession" takes place t&ugh ritual and narrative. Telling and retelling 

re-enacts Our symbolic connection to our world. Narration, particularly in 

the form of mythic tales, offers "an understanding of human reality as a 

whole ... through the myth by means of a reminiscence and an 

expectation" (SE 6). By remembering and looking ahead, narration helps 

to understand our deepest commitrnents and confessions of belonging 

by giving shape to the "opaque" effort to exist. Narrating the past gives 

hope for the future (TN 3. 258). However, narration is but one part of the 

henneneutic of understanding. Rooted in the symbolization of 

experience, ontological discourse arises from narration and returns in a 

more abstract manner to what was first symbolized. "lt is the whole 

circle, made up of confession, myth, and speculation, that we must 

understand" (SE 9). If thinking about existence and selfhood is to take 

place, the symbolism expressed by confession, cornmitment and belief, 



must become an integral part of the effort to understand how we 

participate in ouf world. 

The circle of commitment and thought is the object of Ricoeur's 

philosophical explorations; it also documents his own philosophical 

method. On several occasions Ricoeur reveals the basic philosophical 

commitments that have animated his research throughout the years.4 

Undoubtedly, his cornmitment to meaning is preeminent and 

characterizes his method as a fom of phenomenology. Before the 

subject can reflect on questions of being, a reduction to the meaning of 

being must take places 'The reflecting subject in search of meaning, 

[and] self-understanding," must take a "detour's through the various 

foms of verbaiized meaning, in order, ultimately, to clarify existence and 

çelfhood by means of ontological concepts. Gary Madison points out 

that for Ricoeur the "subject is a speakinglspoken subject ... and to the 

degree that it exists self-understandingly it does so only as the result of 

the constitutive and critical play of signs, syrnbols and texts; it is not a 

natural (or metaphysical) given but the result of a semiosis" (HP 95). Just 

as symbols give rise to thought, Ricoeur's commitment to rneaning calls 

4 Ricoeur makes numerous references to his philosophical and thsolagical commitments. For 
explicit self-conscious evaluations of such commitrnents see for instance: OA 1-25; "On 
Interpretation," in Philosophy in France Today, ed A. Montefiore (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983), pp. 175-1 97, (reprinted in FTA 1-20); "A Response by Ricoeur," in HHS 3240; "My 
Relation to the History of Philosophy," in IlflReview 3513 (1978): 5-12; "From Existentialism to the 
Philosophy of Language," Cffferion 10 (Spring, 1971 ): 14-1 8, reprinted in Paul Ricoeur: An Anthology 
of His Work, eds. Charles E. Reagan and David Stewart, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1978), pp. 86-93; 
"Intelledual Autobiography," in The Philosophy of Paul Rheur,  ed. Lewis Edwin Hahn (Chicago: 
Open Court, 1995), pp. 3-53. 
5 We will examine this in greater detail below # 1.3 and # 1.4. - 
6 "lt seemed, therefore, that direct reflection on oneself could not go very far without 
undertaking a roundabout way, the detour of a henneneutics of syrnbols" (EPL 87), (01 17). 



for the analysis of meaning manifest in language. 

It could ... be said that the preliminary choice in favor of meaning is a sort of 
philosophical act of faith taking the place of the traditional "inner light:" but 
only if, at the same time, it is pointed out that it is in fact a philosophical faith, 
a new fides quaerens intellectum. The initial presupposition of meaning is 
borne out and validated in the totality of phenomenologico-hermeneutic 
procedures. (Jervolino 96) 

The circle of symbol and thought repeats on the level of language what 

is supposed to take place within the larger circle of linguistic meaning 

and existence. Just as the philosophical act of faith is tested through 

method and method tested by the fruit it bears in the explication of 

cornmitment, so too the project of existence is supposed to be tested by 

the world of meaning it prefigures. 

Ricoeur's own cornmitment to meaningful existence is tested by a 

threefold methodology. "1 should like to characterize [my] philosophical 

tradition" or approach, Ricoeur explains, "by three featureç: it stands in 

the line of a reflexive philosophy; it remains within the sphere of 

H usserlian phenomenology; it strives to be a hermeneutical version of 

this phenomenology" (01 12). Elsewhere, in Oneself as Another, Ricoeur 

places this threefold approach in the context of two additional 

"philosophical intentions" which converge in the question of selfhood: a 

polarity of "self-sameness" and "selfhood," and a polarity of selfhood and 

otherness (OA 3, I 6). 

For Ricoeur the fundamental assumption of reflexive philosophy 

considers the most radical philosophical problems as those that concem the 
possibility of self-understanding as the subject of the operations of knowing, 
willing, evaluating, and so on. Reflexion is that act of tuming back upon itself 



by which a subject grasps. in a moment of intelledual darity and moral 
responsibility, the unifying principle of the operations among which it is 
dispersed and forgets itself as subject. (01 12) 

At first glance it might seem as though Ricoeur's preoccupation with the 

"reflexive" philosophical tradition, consumed with the idea of a self- 

transparent subject, runs counter to the recovery of selfhood from 

cultural signs, symbols, and texts. Although the tradition of Husserl's 

phenomenology shares the central intention of "reflexive" philosophy, 

Ricoeur's transformation of the phenornenological project precludes the 

possibility of self-transparency. Ricoeur radically alters the very notion 

of reflection.7 The desire for "radical grounding" in self-transparency is a 

quest that is caught in an infinite regress, where the question VVho is 

conscious of consciousness?" can never be answered. A metaphysical 

"ground that grounds itself " (OA II) is forever out of reach. Hence, 

Ricoeur transfomis reflection by way of a hermeneutical variation of 

phenomenology, not to "posit" a substantive ego in control of the 

operations of consciousness, nor to dispose of the importance of the 

subject altogether, but to purge subjectivity from idealistic and 

metaphysical interpretations. Ricoeur eloquently explains that 

to say self is not to say I. The I is posited-or is deposed. The selfis implied 
reflexively r ' r é f l M ' ]  in the operations, the analysis of which precedes the 
retum towards this self. Upon mis dialectic of analysis and reflection is grafted 
that of idem and ipse. Finally, the dialectic of the same and the other crowns 
the first two dialectics. I shall condude this preface by underscorhg the two 
features [the polyserny of the question "Who?", and the testimonial character 
of the answer "The seif "1 diarnetrically opposing, not simply the immediacy of 
the / am, but also the ambition of placing it in the position of ultimate 

7 For further discussion on Ricoeuts distinction between refiection and refiexive ("réflexif" and 
"rbfiéchi"), or the refledive process and refiexive structure, see below # 5 n. 1. 



foundation. (OA 18; SA 30) 

The quest for a non-idealistic interpretation of the self is the centrai 

concern of Ricoeur's hermeneutics of selfhood. However, it rernains to 

be seen if Ricoeur does indeed accomplish this goal; for as he readily 

admits, the orientation in favour of meaning makes non-idealist 

discourse "difficult" (PH 1 1 5). If the tradition of modernity as exemplified 

by Husserl's attempt to ground meaning in absolute self-consciousness 

is to be set aside in favour of a reflexive understanding of the self, then 

not only discourse about the self but the very notion of seifhood must be 

8 The contrast between Ricoeur's philosophy of the subject and the tradition of modemity is 
flot directly comparable with the so-catled contrast between modemism and postmodemism. 
Although Ricoeur does advocate a hemeneutic of selfhood that is supposed to be beyond the 
philosophies of the cogito and anticogito, Ricoeur is certainly not an advocate of the end of 
philosophy and al1 things modem. Further, designating Ricoeuts hermeneutic of selfhood as a 
variation of philosophical postmodemism is not particularly helpful given the present state of 
"temporal disjunction" that seems unable to define postrnodernism in the first place (Jean-François 
Lyotard, 1984, 3. See also Joseph C. McLelland, 'Via Postrnoderna: Toward Modal Theolcqy", in 
ARC, The Journal of the Faculty of Religious Studies, McGill23 (1995): 47-58). As Gary Madison 
points out, the question "Just what is postmodernism?" offers endless plurality of reply. 'There 
seems to be no canonical answer to this question. As one writer pertinently obsmes: 'Every student 
of modem culture is evidently required to state a position of modemism and postmodernisrn. even 
though it is not clear what these words denote. They mean, it appears, what ever we want them to 
mean"' (HP x). However, Madison does go on to offer a definition, by way of contrast with 
modemism, that does help to limit some of the arnbiguity of the terni "postrnodernism". 

"Modemism" denotes what the traditional terni "modem philosophy" denotes: that rnovement 
of thought which originates with Descartes and which has perpetuated itseif up to and into 
the twentieth century .... What above al1 charaderizes that form of the logocentric 
metaphysics of presence known as modem philosophy is that it seeks to realize philosophy's 
traditional goal of achieving a basic, fundamental knowledge (episteme, Wissenschaf?) of 
mat is (ta onta) by tuming inward, into the knowing subjed himself (conceiveci of either 
psychologistically or transcendentally), where it seeks to diswver grounds wtiich will allow 
for certainty of our "knowledge" of Mat, henceforth, is calleci ''the extemal world. ... The two 
great theoretical by-products of modem, epistemologically centered philosophy which places 
al1 the emphasis on m e # d  (as opposed to insight  SIS], as in the case of the ancient 
metaphysics of presence), are the notions of subjectivity and a fully objective, determinate 
world-the essential business of the "knowing subjed" ("man") being that of forming tme 
"representations" of so-called objective reality. The end of modemism means, accordingly, 
the end of epistemologically centered philosophy (as Richard Rorty has rernarked). It means 
the end of what modernism understood by "the subject," and it means as well the end of the 



Ricoeur explains that "no consciousness is self-consciousness 

before being consciousness of something towards which it surpasses 

itself ... consciousness is outside itself, that is towards meaning before 

meaning is for it and, above all, before consciousness is for itself" (PH 

1 i 5). Meaning and subjectivity are outside consciousness. The task of 

hemeneutics is to recover the self from the vast diversity of signs, 

symbols, and texts, which consciousness is intentionally oriented toward. 

What is recovered, however, is not supposed to be a transparent 

unifying principle behind the operations of consciousness which only 

bold rnethodological precision could reveal, but a self received through 

the interpretation of various foms of semiotic meaning. The self is not 

the arche, ground, or the first thought which secures theoretical 

refledion; it is that which is aimed at through a long and difficult linguistic 

detour. As Ricoeur explains in his "lntellectual Autobiography", 

I came to the conclusion that. despite the idealist thesis of the ultimate self- 
responsibility of the mediating subject, subjectivity did not constitute the 
primary category of a theory of understanding, that it has to be lost as origin if 

- - - - - - -- - - - - - - - .  - - - - - 

"objective world" (a world which is fully what it is in itself and which simply waits around for a 
cognizing subject to corne along and fom a "mental representation" of it). (HP x) 

Essential ta this way of describing philosophical postmodemism is the deconstruction of the 
philosophical a r e  of modern philosophy. However, such critical desmption is not without thetical 
content. Madison points out that "...many of the deconstructions of modernism ...p oint only in the 
direction of relativism and, even more, of nihilism, the kind of nihilism which Nietzsche prophesied 
and which he and his philosophical heirs have sought-vainly-to conjure away by means of a joyful 
affirmation of the pointlessness of our effective history" (HP xiii). The story Madison wishes to tell is 
not without a plot. Life is purposeful and fuli of meaning, even if such meaning c m  be only spoken 
of through partial stories haltingly told. Perhaps th8 fnOmented m o r e n t  beyond the subject and 
the project of foundationalism, is still predicated on a metaphysic of new kind not yet made fully 
conscious. But that does not mean, as Ricoeur points out, the dissemination of al1 meaning. The 
story of the self is one in which "1 exchange the me, master of itself, for the seK disciple of the text" 
(PH 11 3). For those whose lives are rnarked by the narrative of Scripture, the postrnodern projed is 
not one guided by a Hegelian consumrnation of the Absolute, but by a hope of final restoration and 
forg iveness which acknowledges the ptimordiality of goodness over sufFering and evil . 



it is to be recovered in a more modest role than that of radical origin. To be 
sure, there is still a need for a speaking-subject to receive the matter of the 
text, to make it its own. to appropriate it. in order to balance the correlative 
moment of distanciation of the textuakation of experience. The proof that 
appropriation does not irnply the surreptitious return of sovereign subjectivity 
lies in the necessity that one dis-appropriate oneself, a necessity imposed by 
the self-understanding before the Wt. I then stated in the 1975 text, "1 
exchange the ego, master of itself, for the self, disciple of the text." I was 
anticipating in this way the opposition between the self and the ego [le soi et 
le mol], which would become the basis for my analyses in Oneself as Another. 
(IA 35)  

To understand the meaning of selfhood fragrnented amongst the vast 

array of linguistic workç, we must become aware of the interconnective 

structure of language, to recover not a metaphysical principle of unity, 

but a self that does not result from an interpretive reflection on the 

meaning of existence and always remains a task. Ricoeur's desire for 

linguistic self-disclosure echoes John Caputo's formulation of the 

hermeneutical inquiry: "For henneneutics in the broadest sense means 

for me coping with the flux, tracing out a pattern in a world in slippage. 

Hermeneutics is the latest fonn of the philosophy of becoming, the latest 

response to the Heraclitean challenge" (RH 37). What Ricoeur seeks in a 

world of slippage are analogously related patterns of selfhood 

appropriated from texts which help us to contend with the discordant 

nature of experience. 

The question of humanity is thus an open question which Ricoeur 

approaches with reference to the series of questions posed by Kant. 

Ricoeur explains that the question, 

What is a human?, far from constituting the first question that philosophy is 
able to raise, cornes at the end of a series of prior questions such as: What 
can 1 know? Mat must 1 do? M a t  am 1 allowed to hope? I do not c lah  that 



these three Kantian questions are the only ones that can introduce the 
decisive question: What is a human? My only daim is that. in order not to 
remain trivial, the answer to this question must appear as the ultimate 
outwme of a series of preparatory steps. (NP 89-90) 

In this regard, the hermeneutics of the self can be characterized as an 

"interrogative" recovery that focuses on the semantics of "Who?" is 

implied in what I can know, do, and hope for. Rather than the 

substantive "what" of the modem cogito, Ricoeur's hemeneutics of the 

self is supposed to be a response to the questions, 'Who is speaking? 

Who is acting? Who is recounting about himself or herself? Who is the 

moral subject of imputation?" (OA 16). Scattered among the "objectivities 

(discursive, practical, narrative, and prescriptive predicates) in the 

[reflective] process of the self,"g phenomenological hemieneutics 

searches for attestation of "the self" (OA 16). However, for Ricoeur, this 

fragmentation of response results neither in an endless pluralism, nor in 

despair. As Ricoeur explains in the introduction to Oneself as Another, 

the self is a concord of discordance held together analogically. 

This fragmentation ... has a thematic unity that keeps it from the dissemination 
that would lead the discoune back to silence. In a sense, one could Say that 
these studies together have as their thematic unity human action and that the 
notion of action acquires, over the course of the studies, an ever-increasing 
extension and concreteness. ... But the unity that the wncem with human 
action confers to these studies as a whole is not the unity that an ultimate 
foundation would confer to a sedes of derivative disciplines. It is rather a 
merely analogical unity between the multiple uses of the term "acting," which. 
as we have just mentioned, receives its polysemy from the variety and 
contingency of the questions that activate the analyses leading back to the 
refiection on the self. (OA 20) 

9 OA 187, n. 22. Here the English translation talks about 'Yhe reflexive process of the self'. 
whereas the French original has "le procès réfiexif du soi" (SA 219), not: le prods réfléchi. See 
below # 5 n. 1, for clarification of the ternis "&flex#' and "réflécht'. 



For Ricoeur, the question of selfhood, self-identity, and sel, 

understanding, is not without coherence. The analyses of 

objectifications of self are linked together analogically and, 

f- 

the sernantic 

as Ricoeur 

daims, give ontological testimony of the productive power responsible 

for this diversity of activities, namely, the self as "conatus" (OA 315). 

The consequences of this view of selfhood, however, remain in 

question. Ricoeur asks if we c m  "give new value to the meaning of 

being as act and potentiality, securing in this way the analogical unity of 

acting on a stable ontological meaning."'o The difficulties posed by such 

an ontological question are complicated by the fact that 

this reevaluation of a meaning of being, too offen sacrificed to being-as- 
substance, c m  take place only against the backdrop of a plurality more 
radical than any other. namely that of the meanings of being. Moreover, it will 
quickly becorne apparent that the ontology of act and of potentiality will in tum 
open up variations of meaning dificuit to specify because of their multiple 
historical expressions. Finally, and most especially, the dialectic of the same 
and the other, readjusted to the dimensions of our hemeneutic of the self and 
its other, will prevent an ontology of act and potentiality from becoming 
enclosed within a tautology. The polysemy of othemess ... will imprint upon the 
entire ontology of acting the seal of the divenity of sense that foils the 
ambition of amving at an ultimate foundation. characteristic of cogito 
philosophies. (OA 20-21) 

Ricoeur has set for himself an ambitious and difficult task. 

Compounding the fragmentation of meaning dispersed in cultural works, 

the self only has analogical unity predicated on a polysemic ontology 

which is in turn rooted in this fragmentation of semantic meaning. 

OA 20. In this context Caputo's assertion that al1 desire for stability of ontological meaning is 
in fact an attempt to bring rnetaphysical peace to the anxiety generated by the original difficulty of 
living, merits careful consideration. Caputo explains that Gadamer "and a brti9n Ricoeut' attempts 
'70 block off the radicalization of hermeneutics and to turn it bacù to the fold of metaphysics" (RH 5). 



This task of the hermeneutical discovery of selfhood is made 

even more problematic when one considers its linguistic structure. 

According to Ricoeur, the ego "master of itself ", can be "exchanged" 

for the self, "disciple of the text" (IA 35, PH 113). For Ricoeur the act of 

interpretation opens a reflective space which takes linguistic distance 

from experience. But is this space able to offer anything more than 

semantic models which identify variations of self? 

To detail Ricoeur's program of phenomenological hemeneutics, 

and to show how his philosophy of selfhood is collapsed into a 

semantic identification of models of selfhood, we will firçt examine in 

(chapter 1) Ricoeur's methodological approach to the problem of 

selfhood by way of contrast to Husserl's phenomenology of absolute 

consciousness. In chapter 2, we will explore Ricoeur's development of 

the mediating role played by imagination in the process of self- 

constitution. Then, in chapters 3 and 4, we will look at the linguistic 

transformation of the work of imagination by examining Ricoeur's 

analysis of metaphor and narrative. Finally (chapter 5), we will outline 

Ricoeur's philosophy of seifhood and contrast it with his understanding 

of identity. 



Chapter One 

Method and Meaning, Distanciation and Selfhood 

An inquiry into Ricoeur's philosophical method is a complex and 

difficult endeavor. Although Ricoeur explores the details of his 

methodology in numerous concisely written articles, his methodological 

procedures are never divorced from the "understanding" that results 

frorn their application. In fact, Ricoeur's entire philosophical project is 

predicated on the unity of methodological "explanation" and 

hermeneutical "understanding" of meaning (TH 4342). Therefore, every 

conversation about meaning is also about method, and dialogue 

concerning method is in turn revelatory of meaning. Here lies the 

difficulty: Ricoeur's method cannot be isolated from meaning and, as we 

will argue, from life, without betraying its original intent. Focusing on 

rnethodological considerations simply gives us an opening ont0 the 

much broader landscape of selfhood as a question. Explanation and 

understanding are intimately connected. Apart from the "world" of 

meaning methodological explanation remains lifeless. Ricoeur's method 



can only be fully understood through careful consideration of the field of 

application, which for us is the interpretation of selfhood. 

Unique to Ricoeur's philosophical method is a cntical moment or 

"space of reflexivity" (HB 89) at the center of his dialectic of explanation 

and understanding. Ricoeur does not deny the importance of critical 

analysis and the necessity of methodological precision for understanding 

the questions of existence. In his insightful exposition of Ricoeur's 

conception of the cogito, Jervolino explains that Ricoeur's 

search for a "methodical" hemeneutics, such as to found and justify in a 
credibte fashion a method or a plurality of methods of interpretation and 
demystification, corresponds to so deep and pressing a need for clarity, 
understanding and self-understanding in mankind today that the undertaking 
must at least be attempted, avoiding any hardening of the Gadamerian 
opposition between "tnith" and "method." (Jervolino 5) 

By rejecting such a dualism of "truth or method," not necessarily to be 

found in Gadamer,' Ricoeur attempts to incorporate, at the very heart of 

the experience of belonging, a methodological moment which he refers 

to as "distanciation" (TH 60). Posing a question in relation to Gadamer's 

view, Ricoeur asks: "how is it possible to intmduce a cntical distance 

into a consciousness of belonging which is expressly defined by the 

rejection of distanciation?" To which he answers: "lt is possible, in rny 

view, only insofar as historiai consciousness seeks not simply to 

repudiate distanciation but to assume it" (TH 60). Employing a 

combination of Husserlian "imaginative variation" and a quasi Kantian 

dialectic of reproductive and productive aspects of the imagination, 

1 See for instance H.G. Gadamer, "L' herm6neutique philosophique," Sfudies in Religion 511 
(Surnmer lWS/i6): 3-1 3. 



Ricoeur develops a method which creates an opening at the core of 

experience itself where critical reflection can distance itself from the 

sedimentation of meaning by exploring imaginative possibilities for 

existing in the mode of selfhood offered by the world of the text. 

1.1 Distanciation and Phenomenology 

The notion of distanciation is perhaps the key feature which 

distinguishes Ricoeur's philosophical position from others within the 

phenornenological-hermeneutical tradition. As Ricoeur himself notes, 

the therne of distanciation gives me the opportunity to mark my personal 
contribution to the hermeneutical-phenornenologid school; it is quite clearly 
characterized by the role I assign to criticai distance in al1 the operations of 
thought belonging to interpretation. (FTA xiii-xvi) 

"Distanciation," however, is more than a mere contribution to the 

phenomenological-hemieneutical school. Ricoeur's modest evaluation 

of his own position belies the unique transformation of 

phenomenological hemeneutics that takes place as result of the 

insertion of a "space of reflexivity" into the heart of belonging. Building 

on the strengths of both the phenomenological and hermeneutical 

traditions, Ricoeur develops a position that avoids their weaknesses. 

The notion of distanciation addresses the demand for methodological 

clarity but avoids the idealism associated with the phenomenological 

tradition. Likewise, by rooting thought in an interpretative process that 

pays homage to textual autonomy in conjunction with the appropriation 



of the referential world of meaning up front in the text, Ricoeur avoids 

the herrneneutical excesses of both subjectivisrn and objectivism. By 

positioning the imaginative play of critical reflexivity at the center of his 

methodology, Ricoeur in fact places the two philosophical traditions in 

service of each other, where "phenomenology remains the 

unsurpassable presupposition of hemeneutics. . . . [and] 

phenomenology cannot constitute itself without a hermeneutical 

presupposition" (PH 1 01). This dialectic of phenomenology and 

hemeneutics, mediated or bridged by a 'Yhird terrn" characterized as a 

"space of reflexivity," brings us to the methodological and 

episternological core of Ricoeur's project. Repetition of this pattern on a 

variety of levels of analysis opens existence for an interpretive 

examination. 

Ricoeur's most explicit and detailed account of his henneneutical- 

phenomenological methodology is found in an article entitled 

"Phenomenology and Hemeneutics" (1 975).2 Here Ricoeur attempts to 

reinterpret phenomenology in the light of hermeneutics without giving up 

the central phenomenological description of intentionality. Rather than 

eliminating phenomenology as a relic of the modem philosophical 

project, Ricoeur wishes to strip phenomenology of the "idealistic 

interpretation [given] by Husserl himself. "3 Although each tradition 

2 If we hold to ouf original periodization of Ricoeur's published works (se8 above p. 2, n. 2), 
PH can not only be placed at the beginning of the third historical period, but is emblematic of the 
period as a whole. 
3 PH 101. See also Ricoeur "Hegel and Husserl on Intersubjedivity," FTA 234, and Anderson 
(1993) 15. 



presupposes the other, Ricoeur's credo that "phenornenology rernains 

the unsurpassable presupposition of hermeneutics.. . . [and] 

phenomenology cannot constitute itself without a hermeneutical 

presupposition," irnplies a foundational role for phenomenology even 

though phenomenological description has "a hermeneutical 

presupposition." However, as is evideilt from Ricoeur's threefold arc of 

mimetic representation4 which begins with phenomenological description 

and then gives way to hermeneutical reflection as a means for offering a 

poetic solution to the aporetic character of historical consciousness, the 

interpretive process takes precedence over and above 

phenomenological description. Although phenomenology provides a 

preliminary foundation which structures herrneneutics, hermeneutical 

reflection qualifies and completes the phenomenological quest for 

meaning. To clafify this hermeneutical qualification we need to explore 

in some detail Ricoeur's appropriation of both phenomenology and 

herrneneutics. 

In "Phenomenology and Hermeneutics," Ricoeur discusses a 

number of themes that are characteristic of Husserlian idealism. Taking 

the "1 930 'Nachwort' to the ldeen as a typical document of Husserlian 

idealism," Ricoeur explains that the "Nachwort", "together with the 

Cartesian Meditations ... constitutes . . . the most advanced expression of 

this idealism" (PH i 02). This designation of the "most advanced 

expression" of Husserl's idealism is of considerable debate. It is of 

4 See below # 4, and TN 1,5247. 



particular importance for our examination of Ricoeur's conception of 

selfhood that we include within the category "most advanced," the first 

part of Husserl's Ideas. Essential to the development of our argument is 

the manner in which Ricoeur contrasts his own position with the 

philosophies of the "cogito and anticogito." In order to understand this 

contrast more clearly, it will be beneficial to detail Husserl's descriptions 

of absolute consciousness found in the first part of Ideas. 

One rnight argue, however, that it is somewhat inappropriate to 

utilize ldeas as paradigrnatic of Husserlian idealism, due to the fact that 

Ricoeur himself stipulates that the promise of the transcendental 

reduction is not fulfilled in ldeas, and that the reduction discussed by 

Husserl in ldeas remains only a psychological epoche, without the 

presence of the full transcendental reduction. Further, Ricoeur states 

that ideas 

is a book whose sense lies hidden; one is inevitably inclined to search for this 
sense elsewhere. At every turn one gets the impression that the essential is 
not k i n g  said. that the effort is to irnpart a new vision of the worid and of 
consciousness. rather than to say something definitive about the world and 
about consciousness. something which perhaps could not be understood at al1 
without the acquisition of the new vision. (HT 14) 

Yet, as Ricoeur points out, the speed with which the reduction is 

perfomed in Husserl's Cartesian Meditations is in stark contrast with the 

"interminable preparations and precautions of Ideas" (HT 87). TO 

understand the full meaning of Husserl's description of absolute 

consciousness, we will have to follow the detailed development of the 

reduction that Ricoeur wishes to pass by in haste. 



Aside from our desire to contrast Ricoeur's understanding of 

selfhood and identity with Husserl's reduction of reality to absolute 

consciousness, there are additional reasons for focusing on ldeas. In 

this regard Theodore De Boer's work is particularly insightful. 

Disagreeing with Ricoeur's interpretation of Ideas, De Boer explains that 

Husserl does Say at the end of the second chapter "...that his meditation 

has 'reached a climax.' All that cornes later is simply addition and 

elaboration." De Boer continues, however, and argues that 

Husserl does speak of these chapten as a 'Yranscendental preliminary 
consideration", which is something different from the "pre-transcendental 
consideration" that Ricoeur makes of them. Husserl speaks of a "preliminary 
consideration" (Vo&etrachtong) because we can grasp the possibility of 
transcendental reduction only after this analysis. (De Boer 383) 

In either case, the question is not when Husserl's phenomenology is 

idealistic or not, but rather when Husserl fully initiates the reduction of 

the real to the ideal. The point is that idealisrn remains a theme 

throug hout Husserl's philosophical project. In fact, De Boer notes that 

"the doctrine of the relativity of the world and the absoluteness of 

consciousness remained the central point in Husserl's phenomenology 

even in his very last works. It is the heart of his transcendental idealism" 

(De Boer 358). This is also echoed by Ricoeur: "ln Husserl himself the 

[phenomenological] method was mixed with an idealistic interpretation 

which takes up a major portion of the published work and tends to place 

phenomenology on a plane with turn-of-the-century Neo-Kantianism" (HT 

4). Further, "the phenomenology elaborated in ldeas 1 is incontestably 

an idealism, even a transcendental idealism" (HT 24). But Ricoeur goes 



on to explain that confusion of interpretation has arisen due to the 

discrepancy found in Husserl between his phenomenological theory and 

practice: "The fact is that the idealistic interpretation of the method does 

not necessarily coincide with its actual practice, as many of his disciples 

have pointed out" (HT 7). Confusion reigns due to the various levels at 

which Husserl's use of idealist language can be interpreted. 

Finally, "pure consciousness," "transcendental consciousness." "the absolute 
being of consciousness." and "originary giving consciousness" are names for 
a consciousness that fluctuates among several levels or, as it might be said, 
is described as different phases of the spiritual discipline. Hence issue the 
errors of interpretation of which Husserl complained so constantly and bitteriy. 
(HT 24) 

Although Ricoeur never denies the presence of the transcendental 

reduction in Ideas, he questions whether one should not look elsewhere 

for its full implementation, particularly the "Nachwort," and the Cadesian 

Meditations. 

It is our intention, however, not to debate the origin of the 

implementation of the reduction, but to lay bare Husserl's contrast 

between the absolute character of consciousness and the relativizing of 

everything else that results from the reduction. Other problems involved 

in the interpretation of the development of Husserl's transcendental 

reduction fall outside the scope of this study. In spite of some 

disagreement between Ricoeur and De Boer, the features of that which 

can be characterized as Husserl's transcendental method are held in 

common by both. 



The most basic or fundamental features associated with 

Husserlian idealism are Iisted by Ricoeur as follows: 

1. The ideal of scientificity proclaimed by phenomenology is not in wntinuity 
with the sciences, their axioms and their foundational enterprise: the "ultimate 
justification" which constitutes phenornenology is of a different order (Hua v 
1 38ff.. 1 59ff.). 
2. The foundation [of phenomenology] in principle is of the order of intuition; 
to found is to see. The "NachworY' thereby confirms the prionty. asserted by 
the sixth Logical Investigation, of intentional fulfillment as opposed to any 
philosophy of dedudion or construction (Hua v l4lff., 143ff.). 
3. The place of plenary intuition is subjectivity. All transcendence is doubffil; 
immanence alcne is indubitable. 
4. The subjectivity thus promoted to the rank of the transcendental is not 
empiricai consciousness. the object of psychology. Nevertheless. 
phenomenology and phenomenological psychology are parallel and constitute 
a "doublet1' which canstantly leads to the confusion of the two disciplines. one 
transcendental and the other empirical. Only the reduction distinguishes and 
separates them. 
5. The awareness which sustains the work of reflection develops its own 
ethical implications: refiection is thus the immediately self-responsible act. (PH 
1 02-5) 

Of these features. it is the third which Ricoeur refers to as "the central 

thesis of Hussetlian idealism." In fact, the four other features are 

founded on the distinction between indubitability of absolute 

consciousness and the doubtfulness of al1 else. Husserl's quest for a 

science of a different order, characterized as a "radical beginning" 

grounded within itself (Selbst-begründungj (PH i o q ,  is dependent on an 

egology which seeks to ground al1 meaning on an absolutely indubitable 

foundation. Therefore, when Husserl proclaims that 

transcendental phenomenology is not a theory, devised merely as a reply to 
the historic problern of Idealism, it is a science founded in itself. and standing 
absolutely on its own basis; it is indeed the one science that stands absolutely 
on its own ground.. . (Ideas 1 3) 



such a proclamation c m  only be made if one clearly understands what 

transcendental phenomenology rests on. To state it otherwise: what is 

this ground that has its ground within itself and gives phenomenology a 

radical beginning? 

More than of mere methodological concern, Husserl's 

phenomenology reorients the ego's connection to the world and is 

therefore of ontological significance as well. Husserl explains that 

the result of the phenomenological clarification of the rneaning of the rnanner 
of existence of the real world (and. eidetically, of the real world generally) is 
that only transcendental subjectivity has ontologically the meaning of Absolute 
Being, that it only is non-relative, that is relative only to itself; whereas the real 
world indeed exists, but in respect of essence is relative to transcendental 
subjectivity, and in such a way that it can have its meaning as existing 
(seiende) reality only as the intentional meaning-product of transcendental 
su bjectivity. (Ideas 14) 

To understand how the world is relativised in relation to transcendental 

subjectivity, particularly in view of Ricoeur's rejection of the foundational 

character of subjectivity, we need to carefully follow Husserl's 

elaboration of the transcendental reduction. 

Husserl's phenomenological idealism c m  be given a preliminary 

characterizaiion as an act of consciousness thaï reduces "natural" reality 

considered as "present to hand" (vohanden) into a phenornenon 

essentially related to me. In the first part of ldeas, Husserl begins to 

show how such an act of consciousness is possible by contrasting his 

position with that of Brentano's phenomenological psychology. For 

Husserl, Brentano never moved beyond the "natural attitude." 

Phenomenological psychology's mistake was to examine the "1" reality 



as any other science rnight examine its object of investigation, hence, to 

take the "1" as something given and described in the manner in which 

reality is purportedly given for any other science. What Husserl wishes 

to describe is the "IV reality after a shift in attitude has taken place, a shift 

away from a natural standpoint which sees the self as a thing in a world 

of things, to a transcendental standpoint. Husserl calls this shift the 

phenomenological reduction. To move beyond reality as given, one 

must restrict one's gaze to the manner in which reality is given for me, to 

the act of consciousness in which the object has been made conscious 

to me. In other words, one must reduce reality from its existence apart 

from my own, to its meaning for me in the conscious act where that 

meaning occurs. Reality must be "bracketed," phenomenologically 

reduced, its validity cancelled, in order that consciousness can have a 

"Wesenschau" of its essential nature, free from the distractions of the 

ever changing shapes of the visible world. 

It could easily be said that phenomenological psychology wishes to 

isolate the ego and grasp an essential glimpse of its structure, but for 

Husserl phenomenological psychology fails to transcendentalize the "1" 

reality. The "1" rnust no longer be construed as an actual existent among 

others, because it is 

no longer a human Ego in the universal. existentially posited worid, but 
exclusively a subject for which this world has being, and purely, indeed. as 
that which appears to me, is presented to me, and of which I am conscious in 
some way or other, so that the real being of the worid thereby remains 
unconsidered, unquestioned, and its validity left out of account. (Ideas 8) 



The psychological ego, through a shift in attitude, is transformed into a 

transcendental ego. Just as reality to which I belong becomes that 

which exists for me, the transcendental reduction transfoms the 

subjectivity of the ego from a "person living among others in the world" 

(Ideas 7). into the ego of intentional acts for which the world is a meaning 

The transcendental reduction, or "epoche," transforms the being of 

the world into a kind of non-being. Although the world is not annihilated, 

it is there in al1 its fulness, but only as meaning in relation to 

consciousness for which it is meaning. This change in attitude 

manifests the ego as transcendental consciousness, as that which 

cannot be thought away or doubted. The ego is the act of 

consciousness grounded in itself without which the transcendental 

reduction cannot occur. Rather than the ego construed as a subject 

"among others in the natural world," the ego becomes the reality to 

which the phenomenological worid is subject. The transcendental ego, 

although it lacks reality as a being among others, becomes the focal 

point of unity and the absolute foundation on which al1 meaning rests. 

Husseri writes: 

I now also becorne aware that my own phenomenologically self-contained 
essence can be posited in an absoiute sense, as I am the Ego who invests 
the being of the world which I so constantly speak about with existential 
validity, as an existence (Sein) which wins for me from my own life's pure 
essence meaning and substantial validity. I myself as this individual essence, 
posited absolutely, as the open infinite field of pure phenornenological data 
and their inseparable unity. am the "transcendental Ego." (Ideas 11) 



The investment of the ego with the quality of absoluteness is a 

curious notion similar to Descartes' cogito ergo sum, although the 

"absolutely indubitable sphere of Being" (Ideas 97), soug ht by Descartes, 

remains within the natural attitude. Husserl's notion of consciousness 

with its intentional meaning correlates is not the same as the residue left 

behind after an exercise in Cartesian doubt. The Cartesian denial of al1 

but consciousness was still understood as a substance present to hand 

(varhanden) which stands over against everything else that is 

changeable and doubtful. Cartesian doubt renders the foundation of 

science indubitable, but on the level of a being among others. Husserl 

writes: "he who attempts to doubt is attempting to doubt 'Being' of some 

form or other, or it may be Being expanded into such predicative forms 

as 'It is,' or 'lt is this or thus,' and the like. The attempt does not affect 

the form of Being itself " (Ideas 97). The absoluteness of Cartesian 

consciousness is still on the level of the natural or general thesis of the 

being of the world; it cannot serve as the foundational goal for science. 

... we cannot at once doubt and hold for certain one and the same quality of 
Being. It is likewise clear that the  attempt to doubt any abject of awareness in 
respect of it being actually there necessatiîy conditions a certain suspension 
(Aufhebung) of the thesis; and it is precisely this that interests us. (Ideas 97) 

Husserl cannot accept Cartesian doubt as a revelation of absolute 

consciousness, for one cannot hold the thesis and the antithesis of the 

reality of the world to be true at the same time and in the same respect. 

What needs to be done is to suspend, or put out of action, the entire 

thesis of the world altogether. This, however, does not cancel the thesis 



of the world. There is no way in which one can undo the passive 

synthesiss of consciousness; rather, what takes place is a transformation 

of the world of being into meaning. Husserl explains that the suspension 

of the natural thesis 

is not a transformation of the thesis into its antithesis, of positive into negative; 
it is also not a transformation into presumption, suggestion, indecision. doubt 
(in one or another sense of the word); such a shifting indeed is not at our free 
pleasure. Rather it is something quite unique. We do not abandon the thesis 
we have adopted, we make no change in our conviction . . .And yet the thesis 
undergoes a modification--whilst remaining in itself what it is, we set it as it 
were "out of action," we "disconneet it," "bmcket it." It stili remains there like 
the bracketed in the bracket, Iike the diswnnected outside the connexional 
system. We can also Say: The thesis is experience as lived (Erlebnis), but we 
make "no use" of it ... we are dealing with indicators that point to a definite but 
unique fom of consciousness, which clamps on to the original simple 
thesis ... and transvalues it in a quite peculiar way. This transvaluing is a 
concem of our full freedom and is opposed to al1 cognitive attitudes that would 
set themselves up as coordinate with the thesis, and yet within the unity of 
"simultaneity" remain incompatible with it, as indeed it is in general with al1 
attitudes whatsoever in the strict sense of the word. (Ideas 97-98) 

Phenornenological reduction refrains from positing the natural world as 

the world of being in which I am a part, in order to isolate the essence of 

the act which perfoms the reduction by which the world is made relative 

as rneaning. The phenomenological reduction reduces the world to an 

intended meaning (noema) correlate of the intentional act (noesis) of an 

absolute consciousness. However, this can only be assumed if the 

"putting out of action" of the natural world is not equated with the 

5 Since the thesis of the world is not an act of consciousness it remains on the level of a 
passive synthesis. Husserl explains that the 'Yact-world that has ifs being out there, does not consist 
of course in an act proper, in an articulateci judgernent about existence. It is and remains something 
al1 the time the standpoint is adopted, that is, it endures persistently during the whole course of our 
life of natural endeavof" (Ideas 96). Hence the suspension of the natural attitude is the result of a 
higher conscious act over the lower passive constitution of the world. 



destruction of the world as being, but simply the free act of placing it 

within brackets (ideas 99-1 00). 

The act of consciousness which performs the phenomenological 

reduction is precisely what Husserl wishes to isolate. By "reducing" the 

natural thesis of the world to an intentional field of rneaning, what 

remains is "...a new region of Being, the distinctive character of which 

has not yet been defined, a region of individual being," a region "...which 

we refer to on essential grounds as 'pure experiences (Erlebnisse)', 

'pure consciousness' with its pure 'correlates of consciousness,' and on 

the other side its 'pure Ego"' (Ideas 10:). Transcendental consciousness, 

or the absolute "pure ego," to which the pure "correlates" of 

consciousness are subject, is thus both the residue of the 

phenornenological reduction and the act performing the reduction. 

Consciousness, as the "new" found "region of Being", is qualified 

as absolute consciousness in three different ways: 1) presence in 

contrast to absence, 2) independence in contrast with dependence, 3) 

existence as necessary and indubitable, in contrast to contingency. 

These three different qualifications of consciousness exemplify the 

central features of phenomenological idealism and the modem idea of 

the cogito as the foundation of meaning, which Ricoeur wishes to set 

aside. Therefore, we will explore these three features of Husserl's 

conception of the ego in greater detail. 



1.1.1 Presence in Contrast to Absence 

Husserl begins to describe the absolute character of 

consciousness by making a distinction behiveen inner and outer 

perception, that is, behnreen perceiving a thing and the act of perception 

as such. The very possibility of a "reflexive" act of consciousness that 

can make the distinction between turning inward away from the thing 

intended to the act of intending transforms the act itself into an "innef' 

object of consciousness. 

. . .every cogitatio can become the object of a socalleci "inner perception." and 
eventually the object of a reflexive valuation, an approval or disapproval, and 
so forth. The same holds good in correspondingly modified ways, not only of 
real acts in the sense of acts of perception (Aidimpressionnen), but also of 
acts of which we are aware "in" fancy, "in" memory, or "in" empathy, when we 
understand and relive the acts of others. We can refiect "in" memory, 
empathy, and so forth. and in these various possible modifications make the 
acts we are '2herein" aware of into objects of our apprehending and of the 
attitudeexpressing acts which are grounded in the apprehension. (Ideas 1 11 - 
2) 

The act of turning inward is the gaze of consciousness directed 

upon its own conscious acts. Therefore, the act of consciousness is the 

reflexive act itself. This is referred to by Husserl as immanent 

perception. 

Under acts immanently directed, or, to put it more generally, under intentional 
expenences immanently related, we include those acts which are essentially 
so constituted that their intentional objects, when these exist at all, belong to 
the same stream of expenence as themselves .... Consciousness and its 
object build up an individual unity purely set up through experiences. 
Intentional experiences for which this does not hold good are transcendently 
directal, as, for instance. al1 acts directed towards essences. or towards the 
intentional experiences of other Egos with other experience-streams; likewise 



ail acts directed upon things, upon realities generally, as we have still to show. 
(Ideas 1 12) 

Here immanent perception does not rnean that in addition to 

transcendent objects there are immanent objects which now become the 

focus of description. Immanent perception does indeed view acts as 

objects, but it too is an intentional act and therefore composed of the 

correlates intention and intended. What interests Husserl is the 

immanent act which intends an act as its object. These are two acts 

within the same stream of consciousness but they are not identical, they 

are different. Whereas an act of perception has i k  object "outside" the 

stream of consciousness or has a transcendent intentional object, the 

object of immanent perception is found within the very same stream of 

the psychic reality which I am now living through. This, however, raises 

a peculiar problem. An act of reflection upon an act is always a new a d  

of consciousness, because no act can be its own object. It is not 

possible to describe an act of immanent perception without making it the 

object of that description, and this reduction of the act to an object 

requires another a d  by which this object is perceived. Such an act of 

description cannot be perceived without another, and another, ad 

infinitum. Hence, Husserlian phenomenology must find rest or be 

grounded on something that prevents the human subject frorn 

succumbing to this peculiar f o m  of dissipation usually called infinite 

recourse. 

Husserl attempts to resolve this problem by claiming that 

transcendental subjectivity is absolute, or selfcontained. By 



distinguishing between inner and outer, or immanent and transcendent 

perception, Husserl is in fact making what he calls "a basic and essential 

difference ... between Being as Expenence and Being as Thing" (Ideas 

120). Outer or transcendent being is characterized as phenornenon, 

given as a temporal-spatial thing, and thereby only given to 

consciousness through the incomplete perspectives of the thing 

perceived. But: "An experience has no perspectives - Ein Erlebnis 

schattet sich nicht ab." Husserl goes on to Say that 

it follows from the essential nature of spatial thinghood ... that Being of this 
species cm, in principle, be given in perceptions only by way of perspective 
manifestation; and it follows likewise from the essential nature of cogitationes. 
of experiences in general, that they exclude these perspective shadings; or 
otherwise stated, when refemng to that which has being in this region. 
anything of the nature of "appearing" or self-revealing through perspective 
variations. has simply no meaning. (Ideas 121 -2) 

The object of the act of immanent perception is, in contrast to the 

object of transcendent perception, completely present with regard to 

space and time. Rather than given through perspectives and thereby 

never fully complete, the object of immanent perception is fully present 

without the spatial limitation of the adumbrations of the object, nor the 

temporal limitation of the compilation of perspectives. The object of the 

act of immanent perception and the act of immanent perception coincide 

completely, and therefore, this act is absolute, self-contained in its mode 

of givenness. This is what distinguishes the two types of being: 

immanent being is given as fully present to itself, transcendent being is 

given as absence (ideas 121). In section 44 of ldeas Husserl explains 

that, 



whereas it is an essentiai mark of what is given through appearances that no 
one of these gives the rnatter in question in an "absolute" form instead of 
presenting just one side of it. it is an essential mark of what is immanently 
given precisely to give an absolute that simply cannot exhibit aspects and Vary 
them perspectively. (Ideas 126-1 27) 

Even though the experience of immanent perception is fully 

present, it cannot be described as temporally complete. Although at the 

moment of the experience, it is fully present in a temporal and spatial 

sense, consciousness itself is always linear. Consciousness is a 

stream, a flow of anticipation and retention, of future, present and past. 

Therefore, immanent perceptions change, but this type of change differs 

from that characteristic of transcendent perception and does not 

diminish the absoluteness of immanent consciousness. 

Even an expenence (Edebnis) is not. and never is, perceived in its 
wrnpleteness. it cannot be grasped adequately in its full unity. It is essentially 
something that flows. and starting from the present moment we can swim afkr 
it. our gaze reflectively tumed towards it, whiist the stretches we leave in our 
wake are lost to ouf perception. Only in the fom of retention or in the fom of 
retrospective remem brance have we any wnsciousness of what has 
immediately flowed past us. .. . But this incompleteness or "imperfection" which 
belongs to the essence of our perception of experience is fundamentally other 
than that which is of the essence of "transcendent" perception, perception 
through a presentation that varies perspectively through such a thing as 
appearance. (Ideas 127) 

With this contrast between the fundamental otherness of immanent 

incompleteness and the perspectival incompleteness of temporal 

transcendence, Husserl opens a gap which Ricoeur uses to advance the 

notion of narrative identity which looks for the unity of temporal 

experience not within consciousness but rather within the object towards 

which consciousness is intentionally linked. 



1.1.2 lndependence in Contrast to Dependence 

The priority of immanent consciousness over transcendent 

consciousness gives way to the second characteristic of the absolute 

being of consciousness, namely, its independence in relation to 

transcendent being. Husserl explains that 

it is a mark of the type of Being peculiar to experience that perceptual insight 
can direct its immediate, unobstnicted gaze upon every real experience. and 
so enter into the life of a primordial presence. This insight operates as a 
"reflection," and it has this remarkable peculiarity that that which is thus 
apprehended through perception is, in principle. characterized as something 
which not only is and endures within the gaze of perception, but already was 
befam this gare was direded to it. (Ideas 128) 

"Presence" is primordial; it non-spatially, or transcendentally, grounds 

consciousness within itself by virtue of the fact that the objects of 

immanent perception are "already" there "before" we engage in the act 

of immanent perception. Since the act of immanent perception has the 

acts of consciousness as its objects, the objects of immanent perception 

are cornpletely independent from the perception of them, for such act- 

objects constitute the very flow of consciousness and therefore cannot 

be separated from consciousness itself. Immanent perception as fully 

present cannot be dependent on the perspectival perception of 

transcendent objects of consciousness. The object of inner perception 

is an act that constitutes the very stream of consciousness and is 

therefore independent from the perception of it, whereas the object of 

transcendent perception is dependent on the act of the perception of it 

for its completeness because it is only given in varying perceptual slices. 



1.1.3 Necessity and lndubitability in Contrast to Contingency 

The characterization of consciousness as necessary and 

indubitable is the ultimate expression of Husserl's transcendental 

idealisrn. Reflecting on the advances achieved by the transcendental 

reduction, Husserl begins section forty-six of Ideas, entitled 

"lndubitability of Immanent, Dubitability of Transcendent Perception," 

with the following statement: 

Frorn al1 this important consequences follow. Every immanent perception 
necessarily guarantees the existence (Existenz) of its object. If refiective 
apprehension is directed to my experience, I apprehend an absolute Self 
whose existence (Dasein) is, in principle, undeniable, that is. the insight that it 
does not exist is, in principle, impossible; it would be non-sense to maintain 
the possibility of an experience given in such a way not tmly existing.. . . l say 
forthwith and because I must: 1 am, this life is, I live: cogito. (Ideas 130) 

Here we see the foundational role of absolute consciousness. Because 

"ail experiences are conscious experiences" (Ideas 128), and since the 

objects of immanent perception are constitutive of the very stream of 

consciousness, to turn one's gaze back ont0 the stream of conscious 

experience necessitates the existence of the stream of consciousness 

ptior to any immanent act of reflection. This is the ultirnate meaning of 

the terni "absolute." Transcendental reflection reveals the objects of 

immanent consciousness to exist out of necessity. What Husserl in fact 

describes is an absolute self whose essence and existence necessarily 

coincide: "the possibility of a perceiving reflection which lays hold on 

absolute existence belongs to its essence as it does to every 

experience" (Ideas 128). Therefore, the ego of immanent perception is 



fully present to itself in the temporal moment of experience. and within 

the primordiality of the non-spatial space of conscious reflection. It is 

cornpletely inde pendent, free from the perspectival change of 

transcendent being, and it is that which necessarily exists. Thus. the 

existence of the ego, or self, is completely indubitable.6 

In contrast with absolute consciousness existing out of necessity, 

the transcendent world which has already been defined as "absent," 

"dependent," is now also described as "contingent." With an 

authoritarian note, Husserl daims that "it is an essentially valid law that 

existence in the form of a thing is never demanded as necessary by 

virfue of its givenness, but in a certain way is always contingent " (ldeas 

131). He goes further, declaring that transcendent being is "presumptive 

reality." In other words, without the absolute being of the conscious 

experiences we are now living through, al1 transcendent reality loses its 

meaning. Transcendent being presumes that which gives it meaning . 

In every way, then, it is clear that everything which is there for me in the world 
of things is on grounds of principle only a presumptive ~ a l i t y ;  that 1 myself, on 
the contrary, for whorn it is there.. . l  myself or my experience in its actuality am 
absolute Reality (WrkIichkeit), given through a positing that is unconditioned 
and simply indissoluble. The thesis of my pure Ego and its pmonal life, 
which is "necessary" and plainly indubitable, thus stands opposed to the 
thesis of the world which is "rontingent. " Al1 cotporeally given thing-like 
entities can also not be, no mrporeally given experienchg can also not be: 
that is the essential law, which defines this necessity and that contingency. 
(Ideas 1 31 ) 

6 For al1 Husserl's protestation of the inappropriateness of metaphysics, what he in fact 
describes is a variation of M a t  philosophers since Aristotle have drearned of: that which exists by 
virtue of its essence, that fonn of being wtiich gives everything else Ming, namely God. 



Hence, there is an order of being with regard to the priority of immanent 

being in relation to "mere" transcendent being. De Boer explains it this 

Consciousness is the "ontic presupposition" (Seinsvoraussetzung) of the 
world. Transcendental phenomenology is "presuppositionless" for exactly this 
reason, for it is aware that the worid cannot be accepted as ground since 
consciousness is the true ground and basis. (De Boer 357) 

That is not to Say that the world's being is created by immanent 

... Husserl does not make the classic mistake of rationalism.. . namely. deriving 
being from thought.. . .The phenomenological point of departure, the principle 
of al1 principles, is that every intuition given in an ordinary way is a proper 
source of knowledge. .. .the existence of the world presupposes the existence 
of consciousness, but ... the reverse is not the case. Thus consciousness is 
described as a necessary condition for the existence of the worid. This does 
not yet imply that it is also a sufficient condition. (De Boer 353-354) 

Even though we do not create the world of being among beings, the 

phenomenological reduction places the world as meaning for me in 

absolute dependence on the intending act of consciousness. In other 

words, the transcendental subject is the transparent master of his or her 

own soul. The self has becorne the indubitable self-contained creator 

and ground of al1 meaning. 'With this conclusion," Husserl states, "...ouf 

study has reached its climax. We have won the knowledge we needed" 

(Ideas 132). With this "sure" foundation, meaning is secure. However, if 

transcendental reduction transfomis reality into meaning and becomes 

inconceivable apart from the being of absolute consciousness, is not the 

inverse also true, that phenomenal reality and meaning exist because it 

is intended by consciousness? Absolute consciousness is therefore an 



act of constitution or founding. The reduction has shown that the 

transformation of things, present to hand in the natural attitude, into 

phenornena in relation to the intentional acts of consciousness, is really 

an a d  of constitution for and by consciousness. Absolute 

consciousness is really a meaning-giving, meaning-accomplishing 

being, which has the worfd as its accomplishment. Consciousness is the 

ground of the worid, the foundation upon which being and meaning rest. 

1.2 Ricoeur's Criüque of Phenomenological Idealism 

Ricoeur rejects the idealistic interpretation of phenomenology. He 

combines a change in emphasis in the later works of Husserl with the 

hermeneutical thinking of Heidegger and Gadamer, to orient 

phenomenology towards the intersubjective world of linguistic meaning 

which precedes all transcendental attempts to ground meaning in 

absolute consciousness. 

The shift Husserl makes toward the "Lebenswelt" is, according to 

Ricoeur, an inevitable result of the failure of the transcendental reduction 

to found rneaning within itself. According to John Caputo, this chtnge 

from transcendental idealism to the life-world is more than a simple shifi; 

it is indicative of a fundamental dualism at the very core of Husserl's 

thought. 

Husseri asks us to believe that scientific consciousness is free from the very 
condition which makes consciousness in general possible in the firçt place. 
He asks us to believe. in effect, in two selves, one condition& and finite, the 
other unconditioned and free from limitation. And while he means to say that 
there is but one self, he ends up unable to deliver on that claim. He asks us 



to believe, thus, in one self caught up in the flux, like the rest of us. and one 
which has managed to escape it. to anchor itself in sornething stable. 
absolute, unchanging, present, and self-present. And that is where 1 locate 
Husserl's fiight from the flux, from the ditficulties of intentionai life. and hence 
from his own hemeneutic discoveries. (RH 55) 

Caputo goes on to Say that 

the need for interpretation anses in Husserl only from a failure of absolute 
givenness, a failure which does not beset the givenness of consciousness 
itself. Heneneutic interpretation atises from a defect in givenness; it is the 
recourse of a being which lacks identity with the world. Thus, Husserl's neat 
division of the intentional sphere into the transcendent and the immanent 
amounts to a division into the presumptive and hence interpreted givenness of 
the worid to consciousness and the absolute and henœ uninterpreted 
givenness of consciousness to itself. Husserl in effect asks us to believe in 
two selves: one situated in the worfd and the other, its transcendental double, 
as Foucault calls it, capable of reflecting on that situation, taking hold of it and 
laying it out. Auslegong is a power of perfect retum which makes 
consciousness transparent, exposing al1 of the preconditions under which it 
labours. The repetition whidi repeats backward is unimpeded in its regress. 
It is able to seize consciousness in its beginnings and hold it fast. But that is 
just what not only Heidegger but neariy al1 of those who corne after Husserl 
have denied.. . . Repetition backward, Constantin leamed. is a dream. (RH 57- 
58) 

Since Ricoeur himself appropriates significant portions of Husserlian 

phenomenolûgy and develops a hermeneutic of selfhood as dialectically 

composed of two forrns of identity: idem and ipse, this doubling of the 

self entails a significant problem which will be addressed more 

specifically in our last chapter. 

In spite of this dualisrn within Husserl's work, Ricoeur is confident 

that he can use this shift towards the life-worfd to his own advantage. 

He explains that 

in becoming more and more existential the phenomenology of the late Husserl 
became more and more empirical, for the whole order of the 
understanding.. . henceforth proceeds from "passive synthesis" initiated on the 



very level of perception. Thereafter it is clear that this progression toward an 
ever more originary original destroys every clairn of constituting the world "in" 
consciousness or "beginning from" consciousness. The idealistic tendency of 
transcendental phenomenology is thus compensated for by the progressive 
discovery that one does not constitute the originary but only al1 that one can 
derive from it. The originary is just what could neither be constituted nor 
reduced. (Husserl 205) 

By following Husserl's lead, Ricoeur adopts a methodology that focuses 

on the constituting power of onginary meaning outside of consciousness 

which constitutes self-consciousness, rather than being constituted by 

consciousness. For Ricoeur, transcendental subjectivity ultimately fails 

to place subjectivity on the fim foundation that motivates the project of 

transcendental phenomenology in the first place. Ricoeur puts into 

question the clarity of the apprehension of consciousness. Although 

transcendental phenornenology places al1 transcendence in doubt, it is 

remarkable that transcendental phenomenology seems unable to grasp 

the possibility that "transparent subjectivity" is a ruse constructed to 

satisfy the dreams of metaphysicians for a being whose existence 

coincides with its essence. If all objects of appearance and the 

philosophical systems used to construct thern are susceptible to doubt, 

could not the consciousness of lived experience be the product of forces 

outside of, or more primordial than, consciousness itself? Citing 

Heidegger's question, "Who is Dasein?" Ricoeur states: "lnsofar as self- 

knowledge is a dialogue of the sou1 with itself, and insofar as the 

dialogue can be systematically distorted by violence and by the intrusion 

of structures of domination into those of communication, self-knowledge 

as internalized communication can be as doubfful as knowledge of the 



object, although for different and quite specific reasons" (PH 109-1 O). The 

chiaroscuric play of ideological, structural, social, psychological, 

religious, and economic forces, within the self gives testimony to the 

van ity of transparent self-consciousness. 

Although transcendental phenomenology fails in attempting to 

rnaster one's own destiny, Ricoeur remains committed to the 

employrnent of phenomenology for describing what is closest to human 

existence. Rather than an exercise in foundationalism, phenomenology 

must become an invitation to live in and receive from the world rneaning 

and one's identity as a task. Referring to Husserl's transcendental 

phenomenology, Ricoeur argues that in spite of its idealism, the 

phenomenological project remains a valid enterprise if taken up on the 

level of existence. 

I think that each of us is invited to rediscover for himself this act of 
transœndence. Thus, I will nsk an outline of the "existential" sense of the 
thesis of the world. lnitialiy I am lost and forgotten in the worid, lost in the 
things, lost in the ideas, lost in the plants and anirnals, lost in othen. lost in 
mathernatics. Presence (which can never be disavowed) is the occasion cf 
temptation; in seeing there is a trap, the trap of my alienation; there I am 
extemal, diverted .... For if I lose rnyself in the world. I am then ready to treat 
myself as a thing of the world. The thesis of the world is a sort of blindness in 
the very heart of seeing. What I cal1 living is hiding myself as naive 
consciousness within the existence of al1 things: "ln natural living I live the 
fundamental form of al1 'actual' life." Thus, the spiritual discipline of 
phenornenology is a true conversion of the sense of intentionality, which is 
first the forgetting of consciousness, and then its discovery of itself as 
given ..... Through it I apparently lose the world that I truly gain. (Husserl 20) 

The movement towards the life-world to which Ricoeur looks for 

the reception and appropriation of selfhood, is available, however, only 

through an interpretation of the meaning of experience. It is a 



movement which he already discovers in Husserl's Cartesian 

Meditations. 

The Cadesian Meditations are the most radical expression of the new 
idealism for which the world is not only "for me" but draws al1 of its being- 
status "from me." The world becornes the "world-perceived-in-the-reflective 
life." Constitution becomes a gigantic project of progressively composing the 
signification "world" without an ontological remainder. In addition, the Fourth 
Meditation contains Husserl's outline of the passage from a phenomenology 
"tumed toward the object" to a phenomenology "tumed toward the ego." 
where "the ego continuously constitutes itself as being." The cogitaturn is 
grasped in the cogito and this in the ego wtiich lives 'through" its thinkings. 
Phenomenology is the unfolding of the ego, thereafter termed "monad" in the 
Leibnizian manner. It is the "explication of self " (Selbstauslegung). (Husserl 
1 0 )  

Note the terni "explication" or "Auslegung." Combined with an 

increasing emphasis on that which constitutes the ego rather than a 

constituting ego, Ricoeur sees within Husserl the possibility for the 

development of a phenomenology that focuses on the interpretation of 

the originary world of meaning instead of some originary act that founds 

al1 meaning. Ricoeur writes: 

But the decisive fact is the progressive abandonment, upon contact with the 
new analyses, of the idealism of the Cartesian Meditations. The reduction 
less and less signifies a "return to the ego" and more and more a "retum from 
logic to the antepredicative," to the primordial evidence of the world. The 
accent is placed no longer on the monadic ego; instead the accent is placed 
on the totality forrned by the ego and the surrounding world in which it is vitally 
engaged. Thus, phenomenology tends toward the recognition of what is prior 
to al1 reduction and what cannot be reduced .... The being of the worid is 
manifest in such a manner that al1 tmth refen back to it.7 

7 Husserl 12. For an interesting "solution" to this problern see M. Boutin, "Relation, 
Otherness, and the Philosophy of Religion," in Journal of Religious Pluralism 2 (1 992): 61 -82; pp. 66- 
67. 



If Ricoeur heralds Husserl's "progressive abandonment" of 

phenomenological idealism, why then does he continue to refer to his 

method as phenomenology, albeit hermeneutically qualified? 

Rather than dismissing phenomenology outright, Ricoeur wishes 

to embrace its original insight. Explaining the key features of Husserl's 

phenomenology, Ricoeur writes: 

It is important to notice that the first question of phenomenology is: What does 
signifying signify? Whatever the importance subsequently taken on by the 
description of perception. phenomenology begins not from what is most silent 
in the operation of consciousness but from its relationship to things rnediated 
by signs as these are elaborated in a spoken culture. The first act of 
consciousness is designating or meaning (Meinen). To distinguish 
signification from signs, to separate it from the word, from the image, and to 
elucidate the diverse ways in which an empty signification cornes to be fulfilled 
by an intuitive presence, whatever it may be, is to describe signification 
phenomenologically. The empty act of signifying is nothing other than 
intentionality. If intentionality is that remarkable property of consciousness to 
be a consciousness of. . . , of moving out from itself toward something eise. 
then the act of signifying contains the essence of intentionality. (Husserl 5-6) 

This "remarkable property" sets Ricoeur's critique of Husserlian idealism 

into perspective. Rather than looking for the ground or foundation of 

meaning, phenomenology must follow the airn of its original discovery: 

the intentionality of consciousness. Transcendental subjectivity, or 

consciousness thinking itself, betrays the intentional aim by turning away 

from the intended to that which intends. Ricoeur concludes that this 

attempt to establish self-knowledge on such an interior foundation is 

removed from the fundamental structure of intentionality. 

The phenomenology which arose with the diswvery of the universal 
character of intentionality has not remained faithful to its own discovery. 
narnely that the meaning of consciousness lies outside itself. The idealist 



theory of the constitution of meaning in consciousness has thus culminated in 
the hypostasis of subjectivity.. . .Such difficulties attest that phenomenology is 
always in danger of reducing itself to a transcendental subjectivism. The 
radical way of putting an end to this constantly recumng confusion is to shift 
the axis of interpretation from the problem of subjectivity to that of the world. 
That is what the theory of the text attempts to do. by subordinating the 
question of the author's intention to that of the matter of the text. (PH 11 2) 

Hemeneutical phenornenology is interpretive description of that which 

lies outside of the intending ego. That which is outside of the 

phenomenological ego is the focus of Ricoeur's entire philosophical 

project. However, never significant for its own sake, meaning is the 

place from and in which self-understanding occurs. By focussing on 

language, discourse and texts, Ricoeur wants to "exchange the me, 

master of itself, for the self, disciple of the text" (PH 1 13). The self that is 

retrieved frorn textual meaning is a work of the world of meaning 

projected by the text. 

The transformation of the transcendental ego into a "self " 

discipled by the world of intersubjective meaning becornes the central 

task of herrneneutical phenomenology. Through the use of a 

nonidealistic concept of intentionality, Ricoeur wishes to take into 

account "the various aspects of man's insertion in the world" (EP 203). 

Thus, the self received from the world of meaning is multi-dimensional, a 

collection of objectified activities whose principle of unity remains to be 

established, if at ail. Therefore, Ricoeuf s hermeneutical variation of 

phenomenology is employed to understand the fundamental features of 

lived experience, features which intentionally link the self first and 



foremost to an originary source of meaning that precedes consciousness 

of it. 

Consciousness defined by its intentionality is outside, beyond. It ties its own 
wandering to the "things" to which it c m  apply its consideration. its desire. its 
action. Correlatively, the worid is "world-for-my-life," environment of the "living 
ego." And it has this sense only with referenœ to the "living present." where 
the pact between daily living and every revealed presence is continuously 
renewed, time is once more. as Kant said of the imagination, "the art hidden in 
nature'' thanks to which the living present never ceases to move beyond itself 
into the project of a total world. (EP 205) 

Ricoeur goes on to explain that because the "world" precedes 

consciousness, it must become the basis for al1 refiection on human 

experience. 

The "worid" is pnor to every "object." It is not only presupposed in the 
intellactualistic sense of a condition for possibilities, it is pre-given in the sense 
that every present activity surges into a world already there. Moreover, this 
worid is the totality which, not being composed from parts and by means of 
addition, is inaccessible to doubt. It is the "passive pre-given universal of al1 
judgmental activity," the "one basis of belief upon which every experience of 
particular objects is erected."* 

The concept of the "world" is thus indicative of the repositioning of a 

methodological foundation no longer located in an indubitable absolute 

- 

8 EP 205. Ricoeur's intuition about the "world in this passage is more dearly and more fully 
8xpres~ed by Gordon O. Kaufrnan in ''A Problern for Theology: The Concept of Nature," Harvard 
Theological Review 6513 (July 1972): 337-366, particularly pp. 34344: "WoM is never an objed of 
perception or of experience: it can never 'corne into vi& or be in any way directly experienced. It is, 
rather, the backdrop against wtiich or context within which we have ail Our experienœ and within 
which we know ourseIves to be situated. ... if we treat the concept of wrld as fundamentally Iike other 
concepts which refer to or represent objet% (identifiable in experience), we get into insoluble 
antinomies. [...] 'worid' is a concept for which no objed (in that sense) exists (at any one time) at all. 
The notion of world is a construct created by the human imagination as a heuristic device to make 
possible the ordering and relating of al1 ouf other concepts of objects and events. It is thus 
indispensable to out thinking and even to the orderliness of our experience - and in every culture we 
find some sort of (Men mythical) notions of this widest context W i n  wtiich human life transpires - 
but it is itseff not an object of experience; it is a fundamental presupposition of experience." 



ego, but in a world of diverse rneaning full of competing stories that 

precede self-consciousness. 

By shifting from a "ground grounded within itself " behind the 

intentional acts of consciousness, to the world of meaning in front of 

consciousness, is Ricoeur not discarding one form of foundationalism 

for another? 1s Ricoeur's insistence on the closure of the metaphysical 

ground of phenomenology, in view of the opening offered by the world of 

meaning, not a grounding of a different sort? This might be the case if 

Our attention simply focused on Husserlian phenomenological resources 

without elaborating the second terni of the couplet "phenomenological 

hermeneutics." 

1.3 A Hermeneutical Variation of Phenomenology 

As early as 1957, in an article entitled "Existentiai 

Phenomenology," Ricoeur displays a propaedeutic interest in 

phenomenology as a means for uncovering or describing the structures 

of existence: "...existential phenomenology makes the transition between 

transcendental phenomenology, bom of the reduction of everything to its 

appearing to me, and ontology, which restores the question of the sense 

of being for al1 that is said to 'exist"' (EP 212). This early formulation of 

Ricoeur's methodology lacks the programmatic decentering of the ego 

that characterizes his later works. Although Ricoeur's early 

phenomenological studies include a nascent hemeneutic,g their 

See Don Ihde, Hemeneutical Phenomenology: Thme Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur (Evanston: 
Northwestem University Press, 1 971 ). 



preoccupation with eidetic structure forgoes the degree to which 

Ricoeur's later works are attuned to the ruses of consciousness which 

hide, distort, and cloud the dialogue of the soul. Even though Ricoeur 

does look to "the examples of Hegel, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche," as 

philosophers of existence who offer "sufficient indication that description 

is effective only in the service of a great plan: to denounce an alienation, 

to rediscover the place of man in the world, or on the other hand, to 

recover his metaphysical dimension, and so on" (EP 208). it is only in his 

middle and later works that Ricoeur develops the notion of the critical 

space of reflexivity which counters the idealism of the self-transparent 

ego.'* 

Ricoeur, however, employs key elements of phenomenology oniy 

by way of a "hermeneutical" critique. In '!The Task of Hermeneutics" 

(1973). Ricoeur traces the essential historical features and figures of the 

hermeneutical tradition. Beginning with the philological origins in the 

work of Schleiemacher and ending with Gadamets magnum opus, 

Truth and Method, Ricoeur concludes that herrneneutics should be 

defined as "...the theory of the operations of understanding in their 

relation to the interpretation of texts." The central problern of such a 

theory is "...the opposition, disastrous in my view, between explanation 

and understanding" (TH 43). Hermeneutics thus becomes an attempt to 

resolve the seemingly divergent concerns of methodological explanation 

and participatory understanding, in order to ultimately clafify existence by 

See above p. 2. n. 2. for more detail on the historical classification of Ricoeur's published 
works. 



means of concepts that are rnethodologically responsible and 

existentially true. 

Employing the notion of ontologized understanding, Ricoeur 

echoes the Heideggerian quest for the recovery of a sense of belonging 

that is prior to any fragmentation of a subject over against an object. 

"The first declaration of herrneneutics is to Say that the problematic of 

objectivity presupposes a prior relation of inclusion which encompasses 

the allegedly autonomous subject and the allegedly adverse object. This 

inclusive or encompassing relation is what I cal1 belonging" (PH 105). 

Ricoeur sharpens this declaration by referring to belonging as the 

"hemeneutical expenence itself, " which can be understood in 

Heideggerian ternis as "being-in-the-world" with its emphasis on care, or 

the priority of belonging "which precedes reflection." We belong to the 

world as Dasein before it can be objectified by an epistemological 

subject (PH 106). 

Here we begin to see a deeper understanding of the meaning of 

interpretation. Since belonging is the hemeneutical experience par 

excellence, interpretation is CO-primordial with the world to which we 

belong, it is the "universal concept of interpretation which has the same 

extension as that of understanding and, in the end, as that of belonging" 

(PH 107). Referring to Heidegger, Ricoeur points out that interpretation is 

the "development of understanding." It reveals the "ast'-structure of 

reality, that is, "being" as something. Therefore, "explication does not 

transform understanding into something else, but makes it become 



itself' (PH 107). Because belonging is the act of interpretive 

understanding which "precedes reflection," we are predisposed to an 

orientation in and by rneans of the world to which we belong. Hence, 

being-in-the-world "anticipates" or expects the world to be configured in 

a certain fashion. lnterpretive understanding is characterized "by the 

'structure of anticipationf, which prevents explication from ever being a 

presuppositionless grasp of a pregiven being [étant]; explication 

precedes its object in the mode of the Vor-habe, the Vor-sicht, the Vor- 

gnR the Vor-meinung" (PH 107). By utilizing these Heideggerian 

concepts, Ricoeur wishes to make clear that the "vast" universality of 

interpretation is co-extensive with hermeneutical understanding. 

Ricoeur states: 'What is important to emphasize is that it is not possible 

to implement the structure of the 'ast without also implernenting the 

structure of anticipation. The notion of 'meaning' obeys this double 

condition of the Als and the Vor- ..."Aq Therefore, interpretation as the 

explication of belonging is predicated on participation in a world which 

precedes any objectification of the intended objects of consciousness, 

but also reveals the power of belonging to configure being as 

something.12 

PH 107. -This dual "rule" of meaning plays a significant role in the developrnent of Ricoeuf s 
own herrneneutic. Refming to Heidegger, Ricoeur explains that "interpretation is above al1 an 
explication, a development of understanding wtiich 'does not transfonn it into something else, but 
makes it becorne itse if'... what is explicated is the as such (als) whicti adheres to the articulations of 
experience; but 'the assertion does not make the "as such" appear, it only gives it an expression' (SZ 
149; BT 190)" (TH 57). For Ricoeur, the "as such" is the imaginative power of language which can 
see reality "as" the possibility to live otherwise. 
l2 SeeIY1.2.n.5andn.7. 



For Ricoeur the notion of participation in the world is of great 

significance because it is the means by which we "shatter the pretension 

of the knowing subject to set itself up as the measure of objectivity. What 

must be reaffinned in place of this pretension is the condition of 

inhabiting the world, a condition which renders situation, understanding 

and interpretation possible" (TH 56). Conditioned possibility becomes 

one of the central themes in Ricoeur's appropriation of the heneneutic 

tradition. The "hemeneutical experience itself " can be described as the 

"power to be ...[w hich] orientates us in a situation. So understanding is 

not concerned with grasping a fact but with apprehending a possibility of 

being" (TH 56). Existence is structured so that the act of living calls for 

an act of interpretation and understanding that envisions possibilities to 

be more than and other than what has already been. 

Coupling the Heideggerian concept of ontologized understanding 

with the Gadamerian "Sprachlichkeit of al1 experience" (PH 1 15), Ricoeur 

looks to language to give testimony of the possibilities for being. All 

experience or existence "has an expressibility in principle. Experience 

can be said, it demands to be said. To bn'ng it to language is not to 

change it into something else, but, in articulating and developing it, to 

make it becorne itself " (PH 115). Understanding and interpretation, the 

fundamental aspects of belonging to a world, take place in and by 

means of language. 

"Discourse is the articulation of what understanding is." It is therefore 
necessary to situate discourse in the structures of being, rather than situating 
the latter in discourse: "Discourse is the "meaningfui" articulation of the 
understandable structure of being-in-the-worid." (TH 58) 



Language, however, is not supposed to be objectified discourse about 

being, about what is; it is in language, by means of the referential 

funcüon of language codified in textual form, that the possibilities of 

being take shape. 

We must not lose sight of this point when we draw the methodological 
consequences of this analysis: to understand a text, we shall Say. is not to find 
a lifeless sense which is contained therein. but to unfold the possibility of 
being indicated by the text. Thus we shall remain faithful to the Heideggerian 
notion of understanding which is essentially a projection or, to speak more 
dialectically and paradoxically, a projection within a pnor being-thrown. (TH 
56) 

Language, particularly symbolic, metaphorical, and fictional language, 

becomes for Ricoeur the place where being is manifest, but also where 

self-consciousness and identity are fonned. 

The revelatory power of language is indicative of the universality of 

hemeneutical understanding. This is most evident in the "polysemic 

value of words" which characterizes language use. Before any 

rnethodological and hermeneutical reflection can take place, the pre- 

scientific use of language already involves herrneneutic understanding; 

hence, there is a "spontaneous process of interpretation which is part of 

the most primitive exercise of understanding in any situation" (PH 108). 

To live, as we have said, is to live by means of interpretation. Life is a 

mediation between oneself and the world in which language "is the 

medium through which we understand ourselves" (HFD 142). For Ricoeur 

conversation is paradigrnatic of this interpretive process "by which, in the 

interplay of question and answer, the interlocutors collectively determine 

the contextual values which structure their conversation" (PH 107). 



Language mediates rneaning face to face, or "vis-à-vis" (HF0 143), and 

therefore is determined by the specific context and purpose of the 

conversation. To understand the other is to interpret the meaning of the 

words used. Without this universal fact of interpretation the world would 

only echo the voice of an absolute and solitary ego. 

Such a daim for hemeneutical universality, which is significant in 

the immediate moment of conversation, fails if it cannot take into 

account the history of dialogue or the "long intersubjective relations ... 

sustained by an historical tradition" (PH 108). Language use is rarely the 

transparent exchange of clearfy defined words with univocal meaning; it 

is the product of long traditions that have developed around a body of 

texts. Although understanding a conversation requires one to sift 

through and interpret a vast array of linguistic meanings, the possibilities 

for being as another that are revealed through language have a great 

deal of baggage in tow, not to mention the unconscious or even the 

deliberate work of miscommunication and deceit. The universality of the 

hermeneutical experience itself is the experience of belonging to a world 

revealed through a language exchange that has multiple meanings on a 

variety of conscious and unconscious levels. Therefore, al1 

understanding, because it takes place through language, is 

hermeneutical. 

The hemeneutical orientation of Ricoeur's phenomenology places 

the signification of meaningful worldly participation in the linguistic 

dialectic of sense and reference. Through "the meaning of the act of 



discourse, or the noema of the saying" (HFD 135),-that is, the correlate of 

the phenomenological noesis, or intention- textual interpretation opens 

the phenomenological aim to a multiplicity of articulated meaning that 

gives testimony of the experience of belonging and to the possibilities for 

new being. The world of participation is therefore not shrouded in some 

deep ineffable mystery; it can be understood when one travels along the 

phenomenological aim of "intentional exteriorkation" (HFD 135) to a world 

of meaningful belonging signified and articulated in a vast and 

seemingly infinite number of texts. But whose vision of belonging is 

understood, and which testimony is true? 

Ricoeur addresses this problem not by closing down the 

multiplicity of meaning, but by giving it a semantic rather than a 

subjective context. Each author, by giving articulate shape to 

experience through language, proposes possibilities by means of the 

textual reference or rneaning. Thus Ricoeur explains that 

phenomenological hemeneutics "give[s] the word 'meaning' a very 

broad connotation that covers al1 the aspects and levels of the 

intentional extenonzation which, in turn, renders possible the 

exteriorization of discourse in writing and in the work" (HFD 1356). In 

writing, discourse becomes fixed through its semantic structure, 

becorning a textual work among other cultural works.13 The transition 

from conversation to written text gives the textual forrn a kind of 

3 'Composition, belonging to a genre and individual style charedenze discourse as a work. 
The very word 'work' reveals the nature of these new categories; they are categories of production 
and of labour.. . . Discourse thereby becomes the objed of a praxis and a techne" (HFD 1 36). 



autonomy or "emancipation" from its historical context and the authorial 

intention. Since the transcendental ego operative behind experience 

has been set aside as philosophically untenable, any attempt to recover 

the original intention of the author from the textual worid of meaning 

would reinstate the necessity of a transcendental ego in control of 

transcendent meaning. Writing, however, places articulated experience 

into the shared world of belonging, thus separating it from the life and 

control of the author. Textual autonomy removes the constraints of 

authorial intention, freeing the text for multiple interpretations inherent in 

its polysemic structure. Ricoeur explains that 

this cornmon feature, which constitutes the text as text, is that the meaning 
contained therein is rendered autonomous with respect to the intention of the 
author, the initial situation of disaurse and the original addressee. Intention, 
situation and original addressee constitute the Sih-im-Leben [site-in-life] of the 
text. The possibility of multiple interpretations is opened up by a text which is 
thus freed from its Sitz-im-Leben. Beyond the polysemy of words in a 
conversation is the polysemy of a text which invites multiple readings. (PH 
108) 

Textual meaning shifts from the worid of the original author to the world 

of the reader by means of the intemal dialecüc of sense and reference 

which forms the basic structure of texts. 

Here lies one of the fundamental differences between Ricoeur and 

transcendental idealism. lnterpretation is an open understanding of the 

meaning and significance of existence that takes place here and now in 

the ambiguous flux of real life situations by real people. Appropriation of 

meaning does not take place in the rarified sterility of an absolute 

consciousness exerting control over the constitution of meaning; it is a 



risky business of handing control over to the dialogical exchange 

between the reader and the world of possibilities presented by a text. 

"So understanding is quite different frorn a constitution of which the 

subject would possess the key. In this respect, it would be more correct 

to Say that the self is constituted by the 'matter' of the t e x -  (HFD 143-144). 

We live in the middle of life; therefore, beginning from a signification and 

working backwards to the ultimate foundation of transcendental 

subjectivity deny the hermeneutic reality of existence. The world of 

meaning is something into which we are born, it precedes us and gives 

us the tools of reference for understanding ourselves. Meaning is 

always larger and infinitely more diverse than the consciousness of it, 

and thus the interpretation of meaning is always incomplete. Ricoeur 

eloquently explains that 

we suddenly arrive, as it were. in the middle of a conversation which has 
already begun and in which we try to orientate ourselves in order to be able to 
contribute to it. Now the ideal of an intuitive foundation is the ideal of an 
interpretation which, at a certain point, would pass into full vision .... Only a total 
mediation would be equivalent to an intuition which is both first and final. 
Idealist phenomenology can therefore sustain its pretension to ukimate 
foundation only by adopting, in an intuitive rather than a speculative mode. the 
Hegelian daim to absolute knowledge. But the key hypothesis of hermeneutic 
philosophy is that interpretation is an open process which no single vision can 
conclude. (PH 108-9) 

Therefore, since the interpretation of meaning sheds light on life and 

self, it continually calls for reinterpretation. Understanding is an ongoing 

process, centered in the act of creative living. Meaning and existence 

form a dynamic spiral that only moves forward through the continual 

oscillation of the interpretation and reinterpretation of existence. To be 



without a concluding "vision" does not mean that hermeneutical 

phenomenology is without sight. To Say that the dynamic spiral of 

rneaning and existence is an "open process" does not mean it is a futile 

process. Total mediation is indeed passed by, but so too is a vision of 

being that is cornpletely consumed by "the efficacy of history." 

1.4 A Dialectic of Phenomenological Hermeneutics 

Ricoeur steers a careful course between the extrernes of a 

complete domination of meaning by consciousness and the domination 

of consciousness by rneaning. The dialectic of meaning and existence 

is for Ricoeur a dialectic of distanciation and belonging that produces a 

creative tension which rnakes it possible for him to form a unified 

method out of the divergent aims of hermeneutical interpretation and 

phenomenological constitution. Meaning, Ricoeur insists, is always 

"coextensive with the concept of intentionality," and the extension of 

consciousness by means of intentionality outside of itself towards 

meaning emphasizes a "priority of meaning over self-consciousness" 

(PH 1 16). Between the expenence of belonging and linguistic meaning 

Ricoeur opens a gap that allows him to take distance from "lived 

experience" by means of textual signification. This is the 

phenomenological presupposition of hermeneutical reflection. 

The distance from experience that Ricoeur seeks is the distance 

provided by lang uage. By reinstating a non-idealistic version of 

Husserl's phenomenological epoche, Ricoeur does not want to control 



and dominate meaning, but to accept the ternporality, the birth and death 

of human existence, and thus the fragmentation of al1 understanding. 

However, the hemeneutical appropriation of the meaning of existence is 

not irresponsible, as if understanding experience would be ultimately 

unintelligible. By joining the phenomenological and hemeneutical 

projects into a single, albeit complex method, Ricoeur passes over the 

rationalism of modern philosophy without accepting the irrationalism of 

romanticism. Ricoeur writes: 

I cannot accept the irrationalism of immediate understanding. conceiveci as an 
extension to the domain of texts of the empathy by which a subject puts 
himself in the place of a foreign consciousness in a situation of face-to-face 
intensity. This undue extension maintains the romantic illusion of a direct link 
of wngeniality between the two subjectivities implieâ by the work, that of the 
author and that of the reader. However, I am equally unable to accept a 
rationalistic explanation that would extend to the text the structural analysis of 
sign systems that are characteristic not of discoune but of language as such. 
This equally undue extension gives rise to the positivist illusion of textual 
objectivity closed in upon itself and wholly independent of the subjectivity of 
both author and reader. To these two one-sided attitudes, I have opposed the 
dialectic of understanding and explanation. By understanding 1 mean the 
ability to take up again within oneself the work of structuring that is perforrned 
by the text, and by explanation, the secondsrder operation grafted ont0 this 
understanding which consists in bringing to light the codes underiying this 
work of structuring that is carried through in company with the reader. (01 18- 
19) 

Ricoeur's focus on language provides him with a productive means of 

mediation between critical reflection and historical understanding, where 

one presupposes the other. The diaiectical character of these two 

p hilosophical attitudes, that is, p henomenological explanation and 

hemeneutical understanding, fotms a unified method. Phenomenology 

provides the means for taking distance from lived experience, but only 



because what comes to language is the intelligibility of experience itself. 

Language does not produce experience; it opens experience to an 

interpretive understanding. Ricoeur, therefore, explains that 

the interplay of distance and proximity, constitutive of the historical 
connedion. is what cornes to language rather than what language 
produces.. . .The reference of the linguistic order back to the structure of 
experience (which cornes to language in the assertion) constitutes. in my 
view, the rnost important phenomenological presupposition of hemeneutics. 
(PH 11 7-8) 

This, however, presents only half of Ricoeur's methodology. The 

fact that experience is prior to language, that "the constitution of the 

complete noema precedes the properly linguistic plane upon which the 

function of denomination, predication, syntactic liaison and so on corne 

to be articulated" (PH 118), does not mean that language is the Platonic 

image of a more primordial presence. Experience, rather than being 

produced by language, is given configuration by language. Language 

arises from experience in order to signify and interpret experience; but 

this signification is not simply the duplication of experience. To use the 

words of John Caputo, language is the "repetition of existence" (RH 15), 

that is the production of what is repeated, and not the recollection of a 

self-contained prior experience. Through an act of configuration, 

language can also reconfigure experience by appropriating latent 

potentialities and new possibilities. Thus, language is for Ricoeur not 

the duplication of experience but a signification of the vast possibilities of 

existence, a revelation of the "surplus" of meaning constitutive of al1 

experience. Therefore, "experience can be said, it demands to be said. 



To bring it to language is not to change it into something else, but, in 

articulating and developing it, to make it become itself " (PH 11s). The 

life-world, the gift into which we are born, is not a meaningless and futile 

process of birth and death; it is a superabundant gift ovefflowing with 

meaning that can be understood. 

The experience of belonging is the hemeneutical presupposition 

of phenomenological distance which reshapes the phenomenological 

project into an interpretive description of the surplus of meaning 

externalized in textual fom. However, the mutual dependence of 

hemeneutics and phenomenology makes herneneuticat belonging 

unintelligible without the critical distance of the phenornenological 

epoche. Ricoeur explains that 

the Lebenswelt is not [to bel confused with some sort of ineffable immediacy 
and is not identified with the vital and emotional envelope of human 
experience. but rather is constmed as designating the reservoir of meaning. 
the surplus of sense in living experience. which renden the objectifying and 
explanatory attitude possible. (PH 1 19) 

Ricoeur employs the dualism of the phenomenological reduction and the 

life-world, or of constitution and intuition, in such a way that 

the "lived experience" of phenomenology corresponds, on the side of 
hemeneutics, to consciousness exposed to historical effcacy. Hence 
hemeneutical distanciation is to belonging as. in phenomenology. the epoche 
is to lived experience. Hemeneutics similarly begins when. not content to 
belong to transmitted tradition, we intempt the relation of belonging in order 
to signify it. (PH 1 16-7) 

By focusing on the codification of language, Ricoeur joins the 

phenomenological reduction of being to textual meaning with a 

hermeneutical appropriation of the "world" of meaning revealed in front 



of the text through the dialectic of sense and reference. Jervolino, in his 

insightful analysis of Ricoeur's method, explains that Ricoeur's 

transformation of transcendental idealism proposes a new model of 

"rationality" capable of giving a justifiable interpretation of experience. 

Choice in favor of meaning, dialectic between belonging and distanciation. 
pnmacy of the totality of experience with respect to its expression in language, 
temporal and historical nature of living experience: these are the features of a 
phenomenological and hemeneutical reason capable of countering 
phenomenological idealism's rnodel of rationality with a different form of 
rationality, suitable to a historical. incarnate subjectivity. In effect. the 
"radicalness" of this phenomenological undertaking can never be carried out 
by means of a chah of intuitive leaps back toward a presurned "originav" 
evidence, but only through an interpretative penetration into the life of the ego. 
(Jervolino 98) 

Ricoeur mediates between what is passively received as experience, or 

what he refers to as the involuntary character of existence, and the 

active or voluntary creation of rneaning,i4 by cuupling the divergent 

philosophical projects of phenornenology and henneneutics in a 

mutually dependent dialectic of distanciation and belonging. In this 

sense Ricoeur appearç to overcome Husserl's dualism of constitution 

and intuition, or as Caputo expresses it, the dualism of the hivo selves 

(HP 55). Ricoeur's vision of hemeneutical phenomenology moves 

beyond these divergent aims by looking to the works of the imagination, 

or the testirnonies of being, not for a new metaphysic of presence, but 

for dialogue that will exchange the ego for a self discipled by another. In 

a sense one could Say that Ricoeufs position is a productive resolution 

of the 

l4 See below # 2.1. 



paradox [that] is inescapably connected with the equivocal CO-presence of two 
conflicting philosophical projects: a project of describing transcendence 
versus a project of constituting in immanence. The role of interpretation is 
precisely to occupy a midpoint between a speculative constructivist philosophy 
and a philosophy of intuition such as Husserl's phenomenology apparently 
insists of being. (Jervolino 99) 

We must ask, however, if such a mediation between speculative 

distance and intuitive belonging does not create a dualism of a different 

sort. After all, does not the signification of experience create an "ernpty" 

space, or a non-spatial space, out front of itself by means of its world of 

reference? And does not the linguistic distance from experience create 

a gap between the experience signified and the signification as such? 

There appears to be a breach on two different levels: the fimt 

appearsasbothagapbetweenlanguageandexperienceandan 

opening by linguistic meaning to something more than can be 

phenomenologically described. A second gap appears within language 

itself between the explanatory procedures which detail the "sense" of 

language and linguistic "reference" which allows for the signification of 

"something more," the "surplus" of meaning proper. In other words, 

there is a doubling of the gap that creates distance on hivo different, but 

related levels: the epistemological, involving explanatory and 

hemeneutical procedures which reveal a world of rneaning in front of 

the text, and the ontological, involving the dialectic of proximity and 

distance which cornes to language in the epistemological dialectic of 

sense and reference. 



These two different openings and/or gaps reveal a third one. As 

noted right at the beginning of this chapter on method and meaning, 

Ricoeur never divorces method from Iife: the epistemological and 

ontological levels are linked. Although he begins on the methodological 

level and works toward the ontological, truth and method remain the 

presupposition of each other by virtue of a connecting matrix of activity 

Ricoeur cails the imagination. The creation of distance by means of the 

phenornenological reduction is in fact the result of the work of the 

imagination. Ricoeur writes: 

The epoche is the virtual event. the imaginary act which inaugurates the 
whole game by which we exchange signs for things and signs for other signs. 
Phenomenology is like the explicit revival of this virtual event which raises to 
the dignity of the act. the philosophical gesture. It renders thematic what was 
only operative. and thereby makes meaning appear as meaning. (PH 116) 

Employing a combination of Husserl's "imaginative variations," and 

Kant's dialectic of the reproductive and productive poles of the 

imagination, Ricoeur develops the idea of the "space of reflexivity" as a 

cmative center that mediates between the "efficacy of history" and the 

opmess toward new possibilities for being more or other than what has 

been received. Through the power of the imagination Ricoeur not only 

mends the breach between the divergent aims of phenomenology and 

henneneutics, but also provides the means for historical and existential 

transcendence. The work of the imagination, however, does not step 

outside of history, nor is it a Platonic gaze at the heavenly vault of truth; 

it is primarily a linguistic act that can take distance h m  "reality" in order 

to understand the "deep structures of reality to which we are related as 



rnortals who are born into this world and who dwell in it for a while" (MP 

151). The imagination is an activity that provides a "look," ruled by our 

historical horizon, of the potentialities of belonging and the means for 

appropriating them. 

The imaginative "look" echoes the phenomenological 

Wesensschau of meaning; yet the idea of a "vision" of reality is perhaps 

a misnomer. Since the hermeneutic connection to existence is linguistic 

in character, Ricoeur's understanding of imagination is first and foremost 

a "hidden art" that reveals the potentialities of being by means of 

language rather than perception. For Ricoeur the Platonic view of 

imagination as false image-rnaker, or the Aristotelian faculty by which we 

make judgements about unclear perceptions and pass along sensory 

information for the rational mind to consider, is at best a secondary type 

of imagining, because "we only see images in so far as we first hear 

them" (IDA 9). The creative imagination envisions possibilities for being 

prirnarily through linguistic foms, through symbolç, metaphors, historical 

and fictional narratives. Thus, the imaginative center of Ricoeur's 

methodology is revealed in the work of the imagination which binds 

together the paradoxical daims of phenomenological distance and 

hermeneutical understanding. 



Chapter Two 

Imagination and Creativity 

Considering the methodological importance given by Ricoeur to 

the work of imagination, it is not surprising to hear him cast his lifelong 

philosophical inquiries into a grand category of "the formidable question 

of creativity" (HHS 38). The creative imagination, however, not only 

mediates between the competing philosophical aims of hermeneutics 

and phenomenology, but is rooted in the most basic of human activities 

as well: living. "The mediating role of imagination is forever at work in 

lived reality (le &CU). There is no lived reality, no human or social 

reality, which is not already represented in some sense" (Dialogues 24). 

Therefore, the work of the imagination, structured as the dialectical 

relationship of sense and reference, has methodological significance but 

also reaches the ontological depth of human existence. Through the 

creative work of imagination, life is both represented and understood; 

through discourse that is close to the creative power of the imagination 

life and self are most clearly revealed. The hemieneutical "detour of 

countless mediations - signs, symbols, texts and human praxis itself " 

(Dialogues 32) is a detour through works which are not separated from life 



and closed in on themselves, but Say something meaningful about the 

world we live in. In doing so, it gives a reflexive response to the 

question: 'Who is this that we cal1 human?" In fact, Ricoeur identifies 

the core meaning of human existence as fundamentally textual or 

narrative in character. "1 would Say, borrowing Wittgenstein's term, that 

the 'languagegame' of narration ultimately reveals that the rneaning of 

human existence is itself narrative" (Dialogues 17). Ricoeur's 

investigations into the various works of the creative imagination not only 

reveal the significant and referential features of such works, but point to 

a collection of creative-imaginative activity that is instrumental in the 

formation of human selfhood and identity. 

Important as it appears, what is remarkable about Ricoeur's 

treatment of the dialedical relationship between the imagination and the 

cultural reservoir of linguistic meaning is the abundance of philosophical 

inquiries into symbol, myth, metaphor, and narrative, into the works of 

the imagination, in contrast to the relative absence of a detailed 

description of the imagination as such. This, however, should not be too 

surprising given Ricoeur's interpretation of consciousness as 

consciousness of something, that is, as intentional, directed outside 

itself, connected to that which is other, and thus decentered. An 

interpretation of the productive works of imagination, rather than a 

phenomenological analysis of transcendental subjectivity, is supposed to 

be more revealing of an imagination at work engendering consciousness 

with a self-consciousness dialectically tied to the other-than-my- 



consciousness. The activity of the imagination is to be undentood in a 

fragmentary rnanner through the vast diversity of what it produces, thus 

avoiding, on the one hand, the route of direct reflection on the 

imagination, and on the other, the complete dispersal of an activity 

responsible for the reception and creation of meaning. Ricoeur explains 

that "the formidable question of creativity" is one that 

always seemed to me to be too easy or t w  difficult: too easy. insofar as it 
invites waffie devoid of rigor; too difficult. as Kant himself said of the 
schematisrn which he called "a rnechanism hidden in the depths of the soul. 
which it is impossible to extricate from nature." However. if the problem of 
creativity cannot be approached directly and as a whole. perhaps it c m  be 
treated in a lateral and fragrnentary fashion. (HHS 38-39) 

The works of imagination are not the shattered remains of an idealist 

ego responsible for the constitution of linguistic images, but reveal an 

analogous, "open-ended, incomplete, imperfect mediation" (TN 3. 207) or 

pattern common to the var~ous foms of creativity which provides a 

fragile view of a creativity tbat can be called human. The focus on the 

linguistic creation of meaning in syrnbol, metaphor, and narrative opens 

language to the question of humanity and selfhood, which in turn allows 

and calls for ontological refiection. 

What is at stake for Ricoeur in his studies on symbolism, metaphor 

and narrative is the very core of the relationship between rneaning and 

existence. The process from creative discourse to questions of selfhood 

and to ontological discoune opens the self-contained ego to an ever 

enlarging landscape: first through the world of textual reference, then as 

the voice of the other calling for recognition, finally as the very possibility 



for initiating action in the social world on the grand scale of time and 

history. 

Ricoeur's philosophical inquiries into the works of imagination 

open a meaningful door to human existence by tracing out a pattern of 

imaginativity amidst the vast polysemy of imaginative discourse. Far 

from reestablishing a unifying transcendental subjectivity, and thereby 

closing down linguistic plurality in an authoritarian a d  of violence, 

Ricoeur's quest for "a general philosophy of the creative 

imagination ...[ or] the constantly postponed project of a 'Poetics of the 

Will"' (HHS 39) addresses the pressing need to truly hear the voice of the 

"othef' without losing the possibility of selfhood in radical plurality, but on 

the other hand to refuse to enclose all otherness in the circle of the 

"same", or to identify otherness with self-reference. Ricoeur, in an 

interview with Richard Kearney, summarizes this need as follows: 

For me the philosophical task is not to close the circle, to centralire or totalize 
knowledge, but to keep open the irreducible plurality of discourse. It is 
essential to show how the different discourses may interrelate or intersect but 
one must resist the temptation to make them identical, the same. My 
departure frorn Husserlian phenomenology was largely due to my 
disagreement with its theory of a controlling transcendental cogito. I 
advanced the notion of a wounded or split cogito, in opposition to the idealist 
daims for an inviolate absolute su bjectivity.. . . 1 think that there is a certain 
"degree zero" or emptiness which we may have to traverse in order to 
abandon our pretension to be the center, our tendency to reduce al1 other 
discourses to Our own totalizing schemas of thought. If there is an ultimate 
unity. it resides elsewhere, in a sort of eschatological hop.  But this is my 
"secret". if you wish, rny personal wager, and not something that c m  be 
translated into a œntralizing philosophicai discourse. (Dialogues 27-28) 

Ricoeur's view of a decentered meaning-receiving rneaning-creating 

collection of imagina1 activities, correlative with the works of the 



imagination, merits further reflection. 

2.1 Creative Imaginativity 

Ricoeur offers some rather concise parameters within which the 

question of the imagination should be addressed. In several articles, 

particularly "Imagination in Discourse and in Action" (1978) and 'The 

Function of Fiction in Shaping Reality" (1979), Ricoeur develops a 

"conception of imagination, first set out in the context of a theory of 

metaphor centered around the notion of semantic innovation," and 

expands it "outside the sphere of discourse to which it originally 

belonged" (IDA 3). Ricoeur goes on to Say that the "[tlie between 

imagination and semantic innovation ...[ is] the care of our entire analysis" 

(IDA 3). Metaphoric creativity reveals something fundamentally 

constitutive about human imagination, and all subsequent elaboration of 

various creative activities displays an analogous similarity by virtue of the 

repetition of the pattern of metaphoric creation. 

One may think that the tie between imagination and semantic 

innovation, since it is the "core" of Ricoeur's "entire analysis" and the key 

to understanding his work on metaphor and narrative, is a relatively late 

conception in the overall historical development of Ricoeur's 

herrneneutical-phenornenology.1 This, however, is not the case. 

Ricoeur, refiecting on the development of his notion of the imagination, 

ties the work of the imagination to the symbolization of experience at "its 

1 See "introduction" n.2 for further detail on the historical periodization of Ricoeur's work. 



cultural lever' ( H H S  39). Further, Ricoeur recalls how the imagination 

"was already situated, in the period of FaIlMe Man, at the fragile point 

where the voluntary and the involuntary are articulated and where 

fallibility insinuates itself into the ontological structure of man," which is 

antedated by the quest, in Freedom and Nature, for a ""Poetics of the 

Will' ...[ or] a general philosophy of the creative imagination" (HHS 39). 

Throughout Ricoeur's publications the imagination can be seen in 

different stages of development. The imagination in combination with 

the notion of sernantic innovation is simply the latest reorganization of 

the imaginative core of human existence. Although the conceptual 

apparatus employed by Ricoeur in his earliest publications, such as 

eidetic analysis, empirics, and the symbolic focus of hemeneutics, has 

been set aside in favour of reflective hemeneutical phenomenology, the 

significance of the imagination as a work of mediation has remained a 

constant feature of his writings. Further, the initial conceptual pattern of 

the work of the imagination employed by Ricoeur, particularly evident in 

Freedom and Nature (1 966) and Faiiibie Man (1 96ï), is refigured and 

repeated with an ever increasing degree of nuance and sophistication, 

throughout his published works. Therefore, despite the essentialist 

nature of the discussion of the work of imagination in Ricoeur's early 

works and his recent proclamation of the "new" manner in which the self 

is understood (OA 120 n. 5, 124 n. i i), the mediating work of the 

imagination seen in these early investigations of voluntary 

consciousness and human fallibility displays several vecton of continuity 



with his more recent studies in The Rule of Metaphor (1 977), Time and 

Narrative (1 984-88), and Oneself as Another (1 992). We will examine the 

development of Ricoeur's notion of the mediating role of the imagination 

as a propaedeutic for our investigation of the creative imagination at 

work in semantic innovation, narrative configuration, and identity. 

2.2 Freedom and Nature 

Ricoeur's first major publication, Freedom and Nature (l966), is an 

attempt to "reveal ... man's structures or fundamental possibilities" (FN 3) 

by means of a phenomenological reduction, which from the outset is 

dissociated from Husserl's transcendental reduction. "ln contrast we 

shall see that ail our considerations drive us away from the famous and 

obscure transcendental reduction which, we believe, is an obstacle to 

genuine understanding of personal body" (FN 4). Yet, Ricoeur is 

nevertheless concerned with the elucidation of essential rneanings, 

although reinterpreted "simply as meanings or principles of intelligibility 

of the broad voluntary and involuntary functions" (FN 4). They are 

nevertheless the result of a Wesensschau, a direct and "immediate 

understanding" by rneans of a phenomenological reduction. 

The most "immediate" Wesensschau for Ricoeur is the revelation 

of the human "situation" as "the recipmcity of the in vol un ta^ and the 

voluntaqi' ( F N  4),  where al1 that is involuntary lacks meaning apart from 

its relationship to voluntary will. Therefore, description starts from "the 

top down and not from the bottom up" (FN 5) by virtue of the fact that 



there can only be one "1 will," one "central function" with many "partial 

functions" or involuntary components that limit voluntary power. Hence 

"the involuntary refers to the will [only] as that which gives its motives 

and capacities, its foundations, and even its limits" (FN 5). Ricoeur 

construes the central phenomenological intuition as a reciprocity 

between two poles which are related to each other in ternis of unity and 

diversity: the unifying or organizing pole of the voluntary "1 will," and the 

diversity of involuntary capacities in conjunction with an intractable 

necessity that stands in need of order and cohesion. Ricoeur's 

remarkable phrase that 'the will is the one which brings order to the 

many of the involuntary" (FN 5 )  is the core intuition of the meaning of 

existence which is laid bare through the careful application of descriptive 

phenomenology. 

The centrality of the cogito, understood as the unifying function of 

the "1 will," is in marked contrast to Ricoeur's disavowal of the 

philosophies of the cogito in Oneself as Another. Yet, in Fmedom and 

Nature, despite the unmediated eidetic picture of the cogito, we see the 

beginnings of Ricoeur's vision of selfhood as open to the Other. The 

voluntary "1 will" is given limits or a foundation of potentiality for enacting 

a voluntary choice; it is connected to a level or dimension of affectivity 

which opens the self-contained ego to that which is outside of itself and 

its control. By initiating a phenomenology of the will, Ricoeur reinterprets 

the intentional thrust of consciousness as essentially volitional, as an 

active process which begins with decision but ends in consent to al1 that 



is involuntary. Mohanty underscores Ricoeur's volitional reorientation of 

the Husserlian concept of intentionality by explaining that for Ricoeur 

volition is intention par excellence, for every intention is attention and every 
attention "reveals an '1 can' at the heart of the ' 1  think."' Every act. whether 
specifically volitional or not. is an intentional ad in so far as it expresses a 
power in us which we exercise, so much so that the analysis of volition places 
us at the very heart of the intentional function of consciousness. (Mohanty 
1972: 144) 

By reformulating the "1 think" in ternis of an "1 cm," and thereby 

placing the intentionality of consciousness in a context of what can and 

cannot be willed, that is, in a context of the potentialities and lirnits which 

condition what can actually be willed, Ricoeur opens the entire 

intentional thrust of consciousness to that which is other than cogito. By 

following the intentional thrust of the cogito through the power of 

decision and the project of action, we see the cogito extended beyond 

itself and confronted by the need for "acquiescence to the necessity 

which it can neither propose nor change" (FN 7). The intentional thrust of 

the cogito is confronted with its own involuntary necessity, its own 

functional capacities necessary for the completion of its task as well as 

the absolute involuntary realities of birth, death, character, the 

unconscious, and other people. However, voluntary decision and choice 

must give way to "consent" and accept these limitations that are other 

than the "1 will," yet nevertheless my limitations which comprise a 

fundamental involuntary dimension that is reciprocally bound up with the 

very possibility for willing. The description of the "human situation" is 

one of a split ego, of a self divided between the inherent othemess of its 



affective necessity and that which is centered within the voluntary will. 

By extending the phenomenological reduction beyond immanent 

consciousness, Ricoeur transforms the initial Husserlian project into a 

"task of describing the voluntary and involuntary" where the goal "is in 

effect one of becorning receptive to Cogito's complete experience, 

including even its most diffuse affective margins" (FN 7). AI1 dimensions 

of affective experience need to be taken into account, but only in relation 

to the "1 can" which gives affective experienœ its meaning. For Ricoeur, 

the reconquest of the Cogito must be complete: we can only discover the 
body and the involuntary which it sustains in the context of the Cogito itself. 
The Cogito's experience, taken as a whole, includes "1 desire," "1 can." "1 
intend." and, in a general way, my existence as a body. A common 
subjectivity is the basis for the homogeneity of voluntary and involuntary 
structures. Our description. yielding to what appears to the consideration of 
the self, thus moves into a unique universe of discourse conœming the 
subjectivity of the integral Cogito. The nexus of the voluntary and involuntary 
does not lie at the boundary of two universes of discourse, one of which would 
be reflection conceming thought and the other conceming the physical 
aspects of the body: Cogito's intuition is the intuition of a body wnjoined to a 
willing which submits to it and governs it. It is the meaning of the body as a 
source of motives, as a cluster of capacities. and even as necessary nature. 
Our task will in effect be one of discovering even necessity in the first person, 
as the nature which I am. (FN 9-1 0) 

Ricoeur's attempt to take ownenhip within the cogito of al1 that is 

involuntary and to include "otherness" within a circle of the "1 can," that 

is, within the circle of the "homogeneity ...[ ofl a cornmon subjectivity," 

must be counterbalanced by his insistence that "the Ego must more 

radically renounce the covert daim of al1 consciousness, must abandon 

its wish to posit itself, so that it can receive the nourishing and inspiring 

spontaneity which breaks the sterile circle of the self's constant return to 



itself " (FN 14). Ricoeur, therefore, asks us to balance the 

phenomenological task of describing and including al1 experience within 

the purview of a unifying cogito over and against an otherness which 

breaths life into the cogito by drawing it outside of itself. What in effect 

Ricoeur is insisting on is the need for, and the limitation of, an eidetic 

description of an all-encompassing reciprocity of the voluntary and 

involuntary. If that which is other is not to be reduced to the same, 

description "need[s] to pass from objectivity to existence ... lt requires that 

I participate actively in my incarnation as a mystev' (FN 14). 

Ricoeur's effort to describe the reciprocal structure of the 

"voluntary" and "invoiuntary" is juxtaposed with the unfathomable depth 

of experience. Phenomenological discourse of the "1 can" is always 

open to the "mystery" of existence. However, mystery needs to be 

clarified by eidetic meaning so that the "distinctive understanding of 

subjective structures of the voluntary and an enmpassing sense of the 

rnystery of incarnation mutually complete and limit each other" (FN 15). 

From the very outset, Ricoeur views phenornenological description as an 

eidetic abstraction necessary for the clarification of existence; but such a 

reduction of existence to essential meanings must not be understood as 

the masterful control over existence nor its "objective" or 

'Yranscendental" constitution (FN 16). Because existence escapes 

complete description, phenomenology can only construct signposts 

amidst the temporal flux of experience but can never exhaust the 

ontological depth of the mystery of living. For Ricoeur the 



philosophy of man appears.. .as a living tension between an objectivity 
elaborated by a phenomenology to do justice to the Cogito ... and the sense of 
my incarnate existence. The latter constantly overflows the objectivity which 
in appearance respects it most but which by its ver' nature tends to eschew it. 
That is why the concepts we use, such as motivation. completion of a projed. 
situation, etc.. are indications of a living experience in which we are 
submerged more than signs of mastery which Our intelligence exercises over 
our human condition. But in tum it is the task of philosophy to clarify 
existence itself by use of concepts. (FN 17) 

The structures of the voluntary and involuntary must be set off from the 

lived reality of human existence. In this manner, Ricoeur places the 

description of essential meanings over against existence as "indications" 

of the structure of life that are beyond the control of the cogito. 

The relationship between this phenomenology of essential 

structures and the mystery of existence has for Ricoeur an interpretive 

quality. As a diagnosis of lived reality, the essential meanings of the 

voluntary and involuntary can be viewed as an interpretive pattern whose 

chief purpose is to clarify the mystery of existence without reducing 

mystery to descriptive sterility.2 However, to place "essential meanings" 

in juxtaposition with existence is puuling if existence has no discernible 

characteristics aside from phenomenological reductive essences. If the 

mystery of existence has no intelligible familiarity apart from 

phenornenological meaning , apart from its recognizable and "intelligible 

essential structures," existence as such would be unrecognizable. 

2 Don lhde, in Hermeneufic Phenomenology: The Philosophy of Paul Rheur, explains that FN 
"anticipates Ricoeur's subsequent henneneutics.. ." In particular. "...the diagnostic is the 
rnethodological anticipation of a general dialectic wtiich animates al1 of Ricoeuf s thought. lt is the 
technique which after a series of transformations and refhements euentuates in a radicalizing of 
reflective philosophy. But its use in Freedom and Nature is one which remairis limiteci to a clarrfying 
role1'(55). 



Therefore, the interpretation of existence by means of a 

phenomenological reduction must presuppose some recognizable 

outline to which we attribute the phrase: the mystery of existence. Even 

if phenomenology describes essential contours, existence is understood 

as lived experience before it is described. The epistemic interpretive 

relevance of the reciprocity of the voluntary and involuntary, if it is to be 

"mutually cornplete" and be limited by existence, must correlate with a 

deeper and more fundamental level of experienced reciprocity. Eidetic 

description must be tuned to and reflect the ebb and flow of existence. 

Ricoeur explains that 'Yo participate in the mystery of incarnate existence 

means to adopt the interna1 rhythm of drama" (FN 17). The duality of the 

voluntary and involuntary, held together through the reciprocal mutuality 

of the "1 cm", is predicated on a dramatic dualism experienced at the 

heart of existence. 

A new dualism, a dualism of existence within the experienced unity, replaces 
epistemic dualism and suddenly endows it with a radical and, we might Say, 
existential significanœ which goes singulariy beyond the demands of method. 
Existence tends to break itself up. In effed the advent of consciousness is 
always to some degree the disruption of an intimate hamony. (FN 17) 

The duality of the voluntary and involuntary is founded on the radical 

possibility of denial, on the dramatic refusal of the will to live as 

"hamionious self." This lets 

a dream of purity and integrity take ... hold of consciousness which then 
conceives of itself as ideally cornplete, transparent, and capable of positing 
itself absolutely. The expulsion of the personal body beyond the circle of 
subjectivity, its ejection into the realm of objeds considered at a distance, can 
from this viewpoint be interpreteâ as a savage revenge of a subjectivity which 
feels exposeà, abandoned, thrown into the worid, and has lost the naïveté of 



the original compact. (FN 18) 

Lived reality is characterized as the episodic movement and 

opaque fragmentation of egological distance from and proximity with 

incarnate otherness. By casting the drama of existence in an objective 

phenomenology of the voluntary and involuntary, Ricoeur is in effect 

prescribing a unifying interpretive discourse, rooted in a fundamental 

ontology, for the existential rift of anthropological fragmentation.3 The 

purpose of Freedom and Nature, Ricoeur explains, "is to understand the 

mystery as reconciliation, that is, as restoration, even on the clearest 

level of consciousness, of the original concord of vague consciousness 

with its body and its world. In this sense the theory of the voluntary and 

involuntary not only describes and understands, but also restores" (FN 

18). By clarifying the conflicting mystery of existence through the 

interpretive diagnostic of the voluntary and involuntary, phenomenology 

gathers together the diversity of involuntary necessity into the unifying 

discourse of "1 can" in order to re-establish "an original concord" which 

seems absent in lived reality. 

Beyond the possibility of restoration, Ricoeur's phenomenology of 

the voluntary and involuntary reveals the necessity for an ontological 

ground despite the fact that "there is no system of nature and freedom" 

(FN 19). The unification of the involuntary and voluntary, or of the 

passive and active dimensions of consciousness, points to a more 

3 lt remains to be seen to what extent th8 phenomenological remedy is also a "pharmacon." 
We will argue that the immediate character of the phenomenological appropriation of the essential 
structures, wtiile it does offer a remedy for anthropological disunity, can never be a cure. This 
becornes evident by the fact that Ricoeur moves from an imrnediate appropriation within a unifying 
discourse to a mediated plurality of analogical voices not reduced to the circle of the same. 



fundamental "paradoxical ontology" which assumes that existence is 

somehow "covertly reconciled." For Ricoeur, "the juncture of being 

appears in a blind intuition reflected in paradoxes; it is never what l 

observe, but rather what serves as occasion for the articulation of the 

great contrasts of freedom and nature ....[ which] can be reconciled only in 

hope and in another age" (FN 19). 

This poses an interesting problem. If hope for reconciliation is in 

fact a real possibility by virtue of the reciprocity or "original concord" of 

the voluntary and involuntary, then essentially the "great contrasts" are 

unified, albeit paradoxically, although on the level of existence they 

oppose each other. This paradoxical unity of essential reciprocity gives 

existence its rneaning. In other words, the link between essence and 

existence is understood as original meaning in relation to actual 

existence. The latter is ordered by the essential structures of the 

reciprocity of the voluntary and involuntary, although it is experienced as 

a mysterious conflict. Ordered through a "blind intuition" of paradoxical 

unity, existence is in a sense finished beforehand. 'What we shall then 

becorne" is predicated on the preconceived idea of a "hornogeneity" of a 

common subjectivity or selfhood that is fomed behind the back of the 

existing subject. Accordingly, the mystery of existence is the failure to 

express such fundamental unity; therefore, Ricoeur waits in hope for the 

day when essence and existence will coalesce. If existence escapes 

complete description and has more depth than mere ethical refusal, then 

the essential "completeness" implied by the paradoxical ontology of 



eidetic reciprocity between the voluntary and the involuntary opens to a 

level of otherness that cannot be enclosed within a descriptive or 

ontological circle. To conclude that Ricoeur is arguing for a 

metaphysical determination of the mystery of existence would trivialize 

the dramatic character of existence. If life is indeed a texture of plots, 

events and characters, then it is unfinished and without closure.4 No 

single phenomenological, ontological, or metaphysical detemination, 

can inscribe lived reality. We are in the middle of a life that has not been 

concluded. "The medium of human unity is duration, living motivation, 

the histov of the union of sou! and body ... is a drama, that is, an internai 

action which takes time" (FN 136). For Ricoeur, existence is ultimately a 

constant production through reproduction, a project carried out but 

always and only in relation to an intersubjective worfd which impinges on 

if and continually redefines existence. 

Ricoeur's preoccupation, in Freedom and Nature, with the 

fundamental reciprocal structures of the cogito reduces the vast variety 

and complexity of experience to one of two types: voluntary or 

involuntary. By offering a unifying discourse in order to heal the dualism 

of existence, Ricoeur's phenomenology becomes, to use a Derridean 

phrase, a phamakon, having both rnedicinal and poisonous qualities. 

4 The expression "drama of existence" anticipates the central thesis of Ricoeuts Time and 
Nanative. By referring to the mystery of existence by means of a narrative literary genre, Ricoeur 
implies that existence is interpreted through narrative, which calls for a Iiterary herrneneutic that he 
will develop many years later. Further, the contrast between the prdgured opaque experienœ that 
calls for interpretation, and hence for meaning and order through configuration by means of a plot, 
ba rs  a rernarkable similarity to the description of essential structures which order the mystery of 
existence. For further cornparison see # 4. 



As a possible description of anthropological unity Ricoeur's 

phenomenology moves beyond Husserlian transcendental subjectivity by 

connecting in a more radical manner the notion of the cogito to affective 

otherness. However, by prescribing unity in doses of unmediated 

essentialist language, he holds the notions of subjectivity, selfhood, and 

identity captive by a methodology that determines them beforehand. 

Ricoeur's Freedom and Nature is an early attempt to break free from a 

self-constituting transcendental subjectivity by including all levels of 

affectivity within the reciprocity of the voluntary and involuntary, without 

sacrificing the notion of the cogito. However, the unmediated character 

of the phenomenological reduction produces a deep ambivalence with 

regard to the origin and unity of subjectivity or of selfhood. It is only 

through a herrneneutical reorientation of phenomenology that the 

question of subjectivity can be transformed from one of an original 

essential unity constituting selfhood prior to existence into a question of 

selfhood that always remains a task to be accomplished. Despite its 

ambivalent character, Freedom and Nature initiates an important 

investigation into the problem of subjectivity. Even though the 

phenomenological clarity of a unified subjectivity will eventually be 

abandoned by Ricoeur in favor of a herrneneutic of selfhood, in Freedom 

and Nature he develops a conceptual pattern or model of the 

relationship between meaning and existence mediated by the 

imagination which persists in various forms throughout his later 

publications. 



The diagnostic description of consciousness as the voluntary and 

involuntary is mediated by a third tem. Ricoeur situates the imagination 

between voluntary singularity and involuntary divenity, at the critical 

junction between an active voluntary center of consciousness and the 

inherent passivity of consciousness that is open to involuntary affectivity. 

With reference to the specific structures of voluntary decision, Ricoeur 

explains that his phenomenological description has led him "to seek the 

crossroads of need and willing in imagination-imagination of the 

missing thing and of action aimed towards the thing" (FN 95). By 

mediating between involuntary need and an appropriate satisfying 

action, the imagination straddles two fields of discourse: cognitive and 

practical. 

On a cognitive level, the imagination performs a quasi hylemorphic 

function by transfoming affective sensual "matter" into an appropriate 

conceptual "forrn" to be considered by the will as a possible motive for a 

decision. Imagination changes affective matter or felt need into an 

image suitable for the cognitive process of deliberation. The raw 

affective need or the "blind" and undefined intentional lack pressing on 

voluntary consciousness is given by the imagination the specific forrn of 

an appropriate object for çatisfying a need. In other words, the 

imagination presents a representation of the affective involuntary 

diversity of needs by producing correspondhg images with a level of 

cognitive clarity and definition that is otherwise absent from raw need. 

This rnediating function of imagination, if we follow Ricoeur's 



example of hunger, is primarily perceptual or visional in character.5 The 

initial involuntary impulse to satisfy hunger is only given specific fom, or 

made concrete in relation to the perception of an appropriate object such 

as bread. The sight of bread gives an immediate corresponding fom to 

the affective matter of involuntary hunger. In the absence of such 

immediate presence, however, the imagination functions by passively 

receiving and transforming sensual matter into a conceptual image to be 

utilized by the will for the deliberation of an appropriate course of action 

which would result in satisfying the need for food. The initial perception 

of bread gives imagination the image with which it can create and 

recreate a motive for willful action. This, Ricoeur explains, is not only 

true of hunger, since al1 foms of involuntary affective need c m  be 

recreated and represented in motive form for cognitive deliberation. 

Although imagination "is the heir of the perceived," the creation and 

recreation of represented images free objects from their actual presence 

and reduce thern to motives for a projection of action. Therefore, the 

cognitive quality of imaginative representation is not to be confused with 

a mental presence of something absent because it is the creation of an 

absence which is made present only through action. Ricoeur states that 

if imagination c m  play such a role, it is because, contrary to cornmon 
psychological opinion. it itself is an intentional design projected into absence, 
a product of consciousness within actual nothing and not a mental presence. 
Intentional as perception, it cm,  like perception. play such a role as it 
completes the virtual intentionality of need: absence gives a vivid, non-actual 
form to lack. (FN 97) 

5 This initial conception of imagination has not undergone the hemeneutical transformation 
which places the emergence of rneaning on a linguistic rather than on a perceptual level. 



Such motivational image construction brings about a clarification of the 

opaque intentionality of involuntary affectivity through a "quasi- 

representation" or "quasi-observation of the obje &...[ that] is the light of 

need just as the actual presence of the object would be" (FN 52). lt also 

reveals the necessity of a decisive projection and action, by voluntary 

consciousness, into this illuminating "absence" in order to bring about 

need's satisfaction. Image construction not only provides motives for 

cognitive deliberation, but also is tied to the practical acquisition of 

goods which will satisfy the vast diversity of involuntary need. Utilizing 

the imagination's ability to open a meaningful, or cognitively clear space 

or "absence" within consciousness, Ricoeur expands the meaning of 

imaginative consciousness to include an anticipatory structure which 

fundamentally reorients his description of voluntary consciousness. For 

him 

imagination is also, and perhaps primarily, a militant power in the service of a 
diffuse sense of the future by which we anticipate the actual-to-be, as an 
absent actual at the basis of the world, As such it cm mediate need and 
willing, each in its way directed towards the future of the worid: the latter in 
order to open up new possibilities within it. the former in order to await there 
the fruit of achievement and encounter. 60th cany us ahead of ourselves into 
a world which is at the same time indeteminate and full of promises and 
threats. Imagination focuses the double anticipation of project and concern. . . . 
It is a lamp we point ahead to light up lack in ternis of an entirely wotldly 
absence . . . ci 

6 FN 97-98. The quotation in its entirety reads: "Imagination focuses the double anticipation of 
project and concem. Imagination which campletely 'negates' and carries us 'elsewherel-into an 
'elsewhere' which love of the exotic searches beyond distant seas and which is most frequently 
presented on a theatrical stage and evoked by charaters in novels-this imagination is a luxury won 
frorn an imagination beset by concerns which does not depid a pure negation of the present. but 
rather an anticipated and still absent presence of things from whose lack we suffer. It is a lamp we 
point ahead to Iigtit up la& in terms of an entirely wortdly absence, white need in tum tinges the 



Imagination is always "anticipating imaginationtf ( F N  105) which opens a 

space ahead of consciousness for appropriate action. 

Imagination is seated at a vertical and horizontal, or cognitive and 

practical, crossroad.7 On a cognitive level, imagination mediates in 

service of an interior hierarchy of needs and motives which forms the 

basis of a projected course of action. However, on the practical level of 

temporal fulfillment of a projected course of action, the imagination 

mediates between absence and presence of actual fulfillment. 

Imagination calls for deliberation to corne to a close in a choice that 

moves from interior to exterior and "constitutes me as existence" (FN 

167). 

The consequences of such a view of anticipatory imagination are 

signifiant for u nderstanding subjectivity and selfhood. Deliberation 

culminates with projection into a future by a specific choice coupled with 

action that seals the compact of meaning and existence. Through 

choice the projected and provisional or potential self is transfomed into 

an actual existing self who must take responsibility for hidher insertion 

imaginary with corporeal, concemed hue, quite diîTerent from aesthetic creations wtiich sever its 
contact with its actual context." The connection Ricoeur makes between imagination's mediating 
function and assthetic creation is quite interesting, particularly in the light of later publications which 
root aesthetic creations even more deeply in an anticipation of world into which we project ourseives 
than in the anticipation of the fulfilment of need. 

7 Ricoeur makes referenœ to the convergence of the vertical and horizontal vedors by 
explaining that 'im shall not forget that this temporal and, so to speak, horizontal paradox of 
continuity and discontinuity in progress sums up the vertical paradox of motivation and project, that 
is, finally, of the involuntary and voluntary. The event of choice is precisely the practical 
recanciliation of the paradox in the moment wtiich simultaneously brings the process to a resolution 
and bursts forth into novelty" (FN 168). 



into the intersubjective world of others. Ricoeur explains that the 

formation by means of deliberation of a project for action is a "projecting 

of the self ahead of itself " (FN 171). Choice brings all involuntary 

diversity under a single voluntary detemination, making actual the 

potential self projected by the deliberative process. In voluntary choice "1  

choose myself in detemiining what I shall be in my doing." Ricoeur goes 

on to explain that 

the projected myself gives consistency to my self. to the self which is at 
present projecting. Before the choice, I was only the unity of a wish ta choose 
and the unity of painful consciousness of my intirnate division. I create myself 
as an actual living unity in my act: in that moment of choice I corne to myself. I 
corne out of the intemal shadows. I impt as myself. I ek-sist. Finally, in the 
choice the constellation of motives itself is fixed in its definitive order.. . [but] 
we have to dare: freedom is always a risk.8 

The transition from essence to existence, from potential to actual 

selfhood, takes place through the mediating work of imagination which 

anticipates a possible self through the projection of an absence, an 

opening into which free choice takes a risk and makes selfhood actual. 

Such phenomenological description, Ricoeur points out, seems to 

fragment the cogito into deliberative self, projected self, acting self, etc. 

It is nevertheless predicated on the initial insight of the unified 

connection between the voluntary and involuntary, which in tum is rooted 

in the ontological affirmation that subjectivity is indeed essentially whole. 

Ricoeur therefore explains that such 

8 FN 172-1 73. For Ricoeur's ethical development of self-projection in the analogous mode of 
selfhood, see # 5.3. Note the conceptual similarity between the unrfying act of self-creation in 
Freedom and Nature and benevolent spontaneity in Oneseif as Another. 



a primordial identification resists the temptation to exile my self into the 
margins of my acts: an identification of the projecting and the projected 
myself. I am the myself which now wills (and projects) just as I am he who will 
do (and is projected). "This action is myself " means that there are no two 
selves, one projecting and one in the project; I affinn myself as the subject 
precisely in the object of my willing.9 

Selfhood is to be found in the oscillation of the projecting self and the 

projected self, or in the deliberative cognitive self and the practical acting 

self. Although the self "ek-sists" through choice that gives a "definitive 

order" to it, I am no less a self in the deliberative mode which considers 

what "order" is tu give me definition. In fact, the self which is projected 

and chosen soon becomes part of the involuntary order of necessity, a 

historical self accountable for its past and in need of imaginative 

mediation with a new voluntary projection and choice of self. 

The projecting self and the project that becomes myself is a 

historical process which oscillates between deliberation and choice. To 

choose my projected self is not to conclude the project, but to keep the 

project of selfhood alive. However, giving order and stability to 

subjectivity through choice brings about a sedimentation of self, a 

historical necessity which involuntarily limits future choice. To "eksist" is 

a spiral process which drarnatically unfolds in time. It is not a matter of 

identifying the essence of self with one or the other pole of the dialectic. 

Subjectivity comprises both the projecting and the project, the voluntary 

and the involuntary. It is the dramatic process itself, continually 

9 FN 60. This disavowal of two selves for a self that is the subject in the objedivities of 
selfhood wilI require futther refiection. This is partiwlarly important, since Ricoeur in Oneself as 
Another is engaged in a herrneneutics of seifhood that wishes to refledively irnplicate the self within 
the objectivities of setfhood without equating these objectivities with the reflexive structure selfhood 
as such. 



oscillating between determination and indetermination, form and matter, 

singularity and diversity, that constitutes subjectivity. This is why Ricoeur 

continually reaffirrns his cornmitment that "the medium of hurnan unity is 

duration, living motivation," that "the history of the union of sou1 and 

body ... is a drama, that is. an interna1 action which takes time" (FN 136). 

To "ek-sist" is to continually mediate via the productive work of the 

imagination. 

Fmedom and Nature offers a description of the mediating work of 

the imagination which combines a hierarchical cognitive structure with a 

practical actualization of selfhood. The drama of existence is in essence 

a mediation performed by the imagination which first reduces involuntary 

diversity to the singularity of voluntary fom, and then opens the way for 

choice to give actual determination to imaginative absence. These two 

functions of the work of the imagination, although they give testimony to 

an essential model of human existence, testify to a prescriptive power for 

determining the success of actual mediation. Ricoeur's phenomenology 

of essential structures is not an innocent description, merely recording 

inherent potentialities within lived reality. Description of the reciprocal 

structures of involuntary diversity entails a detemination not only of a 

unified self, but the detemination of failed unity or fragmented 

subjectivity. Essentially, phenomenology describes the power of 

imagination, choice, and action to continually establish selfhood; but in 

order for Ricoeur's a phenomenological diagnosis to have existential 

validity it rnust also be able to account for the possibility of failure and 



fragmentation, since the historical drama of existence is one of conflict 

rather than unity (FN 20). Therefore, Ricoeur's essential model of 

existence is also a model for existence. 

2.3 Fault and Failure 

In the introduction to Freedom and Natum Ricoeur discusses the 

significance of anthropological failure under the heading "Abstraction of 

the Fault" (FN 20-28). Despite the conflictual nature of existence in which 

we see "the tendency of the '1' to close a circle with itself " (FN 20), the 

fault as actually experienced failure is not necessitated by the essential 

duality of the voluntary and involuntary. Ricoeur writes: 

The fault is not an element of fundamental ontology hornogeneous with other 
factors dismvereâ by pure description. like motives. powen, conditions. and 
limits. It can be conceived only as an accident. an interruption, a fall. It does 
not constitute a part of a systern together with the fundamental possibilities 
contained in willing and the involuntary. There can be no genesis of the fault 
starting with the voluntary or the involuntary. even though each aspect of the 
circular system ... constitutes an invitation to the fault. Rather. the fault remains 
an alien body in the essential structure of man. There is no pnnciple of 
intelligibility of such disruption, analogous to the mutual intelligibility of 
involuntary and voluntary functions. in the sense that their essences wmplete 
each other within the human unity. The fault is absurd. (FN 24) 

However, the fact remains that failure, fault, and evil, are part of lived 

reality. While the fault is "absurd," the possibility for its occurrence must 

be taken into account. 

Since the invitation to failure is presented by "each aspect of the 

circular system" of the voluntary and involuntary, it is not surprishg to 

find Ricoeur placing the imagination at center stage. Unity results from a 



successful forward projection mediated by the imagination. But the 

imaginative "power of showing the object whose appeal is nothing but 

the echo of our needs echoed by the world" can be transfomed into an 

abnomal "fascination with the image" (FN 98-99). The will can "enslave" 

itself to "the cham of the imagination ...[ and its] magic power of 

absence" (FN 98). Although 'there is no power within man capable of 

enslaving him; al1 the involuntary is for freedom, and consciousness can 

only be its own slave," the imagination is nevertheless a "privileged point 

of entry of ... the fault" (FN 98). Imaginative mediation, while not 

responsible for failure, is a fragile and weak link that provides a 

possibility for the fault. Hence Ricoeur explains that 

the power of imagination to fascinate, to dupe, and to deceive.. .the very 
imagination which seals the compact of our freedom and our body is also the 
instrument of our bondage and the occasion for corruption. Ta the guilty 
consciousness imagination does not sirnply show thing and value, but 
fascinates it by their very absence or rather by the image of absence which 
thereafter functions as the snare of a false presenœ. There must be a lie 
already ingrained at the heart of consciousness. Here we stand at the source 
of a psychology of temptation: imagination ternpts and sedums by the 
absence it represents and depicts. Through it need in tum not only demands, 
but also ternpts and seduces. Starting with this seduction, imaginary pleasure 
can be uprooted from need and pursued for itself, endlessly refined in 
quantity, duration, intensity. (FN 102-1 03) 

For Ricoeur, imagination performs a fundamental mediation between the 

voluntary and involuntary, and it also shares the burden with voluntary 

consciousness for the occasion and possibility of failure. 

Such is the essential composition of the drama of existence. The 

voluntary will brings meaning and order to involuntary otherness and 

affectivity by continually moving from the projecting self to the projected 



self by means of decision, choice and action. The dialectic of the 

voluntary and involuntary is a fragile mediation which presents the 

possibiiity for failure. The conflictual nature of existence is predicated on 

an inherent weakness in its essential structure which, while not 

necessitating fragmentation, provides the occasion for choices that 

result in the Ioss of freedom. 

Failure is not the simple transgression of a deontological code; 

beyond moral failure lies a fault at the core of the mediating process of 

living which results in a conflict that either moves to inscribe al1 of reality 

within an originating self-sufficient cogito, or to completely subject the 

cogito to the lure of affectivity and thereby lose al1 voluntary initiative. 

For Ricoeur, living well is a single process that combines a receptive 

proximity or openness, with an active distance from affective otherness. 

To live is to engage in a mediation between the voluntary and 

involuntary aspects of existence, but to live Well is to do so successfully 

by producing a unified self through the mediating power of the 

imagination. Essential subjectivity always remains a task to be 

accomplished. Anthropological unity is a momentary product and work 

of the cycle of motivation, decision, choice and action. To be a subject, 

a self, is the repetition of "eksist"ence, a distention of subjectivity 

towards the future through the reception of the past. Time stretches the 

momentary self into an episodic, dramatic self. The unity of this "intemal 

action" and drama "which takes time" will be explored by Ricoeur only 

later, through a hermeneutical transformation of the work of imagination 



from a projection of interna1 absence to that of the intersubjective world 

of the text and the narrative enterprise. Freedom and Nature only offers 

an essential unity of existence which ultimately concludes in compound 

descriptions of paradox. "Choice," Ricoeur states, 

appeafls] to us as a paradox. a paradox of initiative and receptivity. or 
irruption and attention. In some respects it is an absolute. absolute irruption. 
in other respects it is relative: relative to motives in general and through thern 
to values in general, relative to bodily motives in particular and through thern 
to values of organic life. The grandeur and misery of human freedorn ...[ are] 
joined in a kind of dependent independence. (FN 483) 

Only with Fallible Man (l967), where the question of anthropological unity 

is set within the grand dialectic of finitude and infinitude, will this 

paradoxical unity be replaced by an emphasis on the fundamental 

disproportion of selfhood as a primordial act of freedom over and above 

the indeterminate obstinacy of the involuntary. While the intention of 

Freedom and Nature is to exhibit the mutuality of the voluntary and 

involuntary, Fallible Man seeks to affinn a "primordial self beyond its 

acts" (FM xlviii). This, however, can be accounted for by means of a 

philosophical reflection that begins with disproportion rather than 

mutuality. 

2.4 Fallible Man 

In Falfible Man the concern for mutual reciprocity of the voluntary 

and involuntary is no longer treated in isolation from the question of 

human failibility. Ricoeur removes the phenomenological brackets 

placed around the "faulti' in Freedom and Nature, and he expands his 



investigations of the structure of subjectivity in order to develop a 

philosophical anthropology which c m  take into account human 

existence in its totality. Human existence is still considered as a 

mediation of dialecticaliy intertwined opposites, but Ricoeur now 

removes the phenomenological constraints and opens his investigation 

to a dialectic of sweeping disproportions. Ricoeur explains that 

the theory of fallibility represents a broadening of the anthropological 
perspective of the first work, which was more closely centered on the 
structure of the will. The elaboration of the concept of fallibility has provided 
an opportunity for a much more extensive study of the structures of the human 
reality. The duality of the voluntary and involuntary is brought back into a 
much vaster dialectic dominated by the ideas of man's disproporüon, the 
polarity within him of the finite and the infinite, and his activity of intemediation 
or mediation. Man's specific weakness and his essential fallibility are 
ultimately sought within this structure of rnediation between the pole of his 
finitude and the pole of his infinitude. (FM xliv) 

The removal of the phenomenological brackets, and the consideration of 

the fault as part of the essential structure of human reality, is not simply 

a grand redescription of mutual reciprocity. Rather than beginning with a 

description of the essential unity of voluntary and involuntary structures 

of the cogito, Ricoeur employs a transcendental reflecti-ve method that is 

initiated on three levels of disproportion in order to reveal human 

existence as a necessary 'third terni," a work of mediation par 

excellence that is ultimately constituted in relation to others. 

Like Freedom and Nature, Fallible Man is ambivalent with regard 

to the status of the subject. It remains unclear as to whether Ricoeur 

wishes to uncover "a notion of being which is act rather than fonn, living 

affirmation, the power of existing and making exist" (HT 328), that is, a 



self which is a task opened in front of consciousness, or whether 

Ricoeur wants to establish a primordial link through the nation of 

selfhood tu that which would serve as a metaphysical ground of human 

reality.10 While Ricoeur has already disavowed the radicality of a 

Husserlian ego in control of the constitution of reality, and calls for an 

understanding of selfhood that is linked with the other, he nevertheless 

seems to inscribe otherness within an identifying self-reference that 

reduces difference to an originary affirmation of "Joy" where "1 am it, you 

are it, because we are what it is" (FM 137). Through the participation in 

the infinite quest for self-affÏmiation, the individuality of self and other 

than self seems to disappear. By identifying "Being" with the affirmation 

of selfhood, in which "1 am it and I participate in if' (FM W ) ,  and in which 

al1 humanity participates, does Ricoeur close the door to the voice of the 

othef? Is not Ricoeur's recourse to the transcendental third terni an 

attempt to find a univenal commonality that overcomes difference 

through a higher unity by enlarging the circle until al1 difference 

disappears? While this appears to be a valid conclusion, Ricoeur 

argues that this is but one side of a dialectical coin: 

thus we speak of "several" consciousnesçes, this is not to be taken as a 

In "Negativity and Primary Affirmation." in Hisfory and Twfh (1965). Ricoeur reflects on 
Anaximandets metaphysical grounding principle of reality, a detenninate ground in dialectical union 
with the unlimited or indeterminate, and he states: "being is primordially dialectical: determining and 
undetemineci. It is through this dialectical structure that he [Anaximander] puts an end to 
interrogation conceming its origin and founds the possibility of interrogating upon al1 else. If such is 
the case. we may consider our Mo le  itinerary on the basis of its terminal and founding act. It seems 
to me that a philosophy of being which is not swallowed up in a rnetaphysics of essence. and still 
less a phenomenology of the thing, is alone capable of booier j u w n g  and limiting the pact of 
human reality with negativity" (HT 327). 



simple anthmetic plurality; the otherness of consciousnesses is relative to a 
primordial identity and unity that makes possible the understanding of 
language, the communication of culture. and the communion of persons. 
Thereby another is not only an other. but my like. Conversely. this 
fundamental unity of logos is relative to the difference of legein. This 
difference signifies that the unity of humanity is realized nowhere else than in 
the movement of communication. Thus, difference is not absolute, as if the 
multiplicity of consciousnesses were purely numerical and their coexistence 
merely contingent. nor is the unity of the being of man absolute ... Man is this 
plural and collective unity of destination and the difference of destinies are to 
be understood through each other. (FM 138) 

Ricoeur's vision of selfhood is one which must be able to affirm both the 

self and other than self. It remains to be seen whether or not Ricoeur 

can maintain such dialedical mutuality when the connection between the 

self and the other than self is made through the transcendental synthesis 

of a passive receptivity to otherness and a rationality that transcends 

otherness by naming it. 

Unlike Oneself as Anotherwhere Ricoeur asserts that his 

hermeneutic of selfhood has "superseded" the "philosophies of the 

subject" (OA 4), Fallibie Man develops an idea of the subject as a 

necessary 'Phird terni" or synthetic unity through the application of a f o m  

of transcendental reflection characterized by epistemological 'Vans- 

parency" (FM 144). Ricoeur's elaboration in Oneself as Another of a 

hermeneutic of selfhood which calls for analogous self-identification 

without metaphysically grounding the cogito as first principle, seems to 

be at odds with the clarity of the concept of human fallibility which 

Faible Man transcendentally reveals. Despite a fundamental difference 

of approach between this early publication and Ricoeur's latest work, 

there remain some remarkable similatities which are important for our 



investigation of identity. For the first time, Ricoeur makes a connection 

in Fallible Man between language, imagination, and selfhood, that opens 

a door for the transformation and reorientation of the entire question of 

selfhood. We need to examine in greater detail several key features of 

Fallible Man which establish vectors of continuity and also avenues 

which are subsequently closed off. This will also help understand the 

breadth and scope of the work of the imagination and its deep 

connection to the mediation that is human existence. 

In Faliible Man Ricoeur seeks to clarify existence through a 

consciousness of fault and evil. The purpose of such reflection is not 

theological. Rather, Ricoeur's goal is to follow a chah of connections 

between the consciousness of fault and a primordial affirmation of a self 

that is more than the sum total of individual a&. For Ricoeur, although 

"we have no access to this self outside of its specific acts, ... the 

consciousness of fault makes manifest in them and beyond them the 

demand for wholeness that constitutes us. In this way, this 

consciousness is a recourse to the primordial self beyond its acts" (FM 

xiviii). In other words, Ricoeur seeks to affïrm the presence of the "self " 

beyond the enumeration of individual acts that is prior to an ethic of good 

and evil. Such self-presence must account for the diversity of individual 

acts without necessitating the occurrence of evil, and also provide the 

opportunity or possibility for evil to occur. Primordial selfhood is for 

Ricoeur a universal "keyboard," or philosophical anthropological 

structure, which is revealed as a prima1 unity on which al1 human acts 



can be predicated. "Man's humanity is that discrepancy in levels, that 

initial polarity, that divergence of affective tension between the 

extremities of which is placed the [fragile] 'heart"' (FM 92), which can 

account for the totality of human existence without relinquishing a 

primary affirmation of innocent fragility. By proposing the concept of 

"fallible man", Ricoeur is on a rnythical quest to show that "however 

primordial badness may be, goodness is yet more primordial" (FM 145). 

What is rernarkable about Ricoeur's approach to the human 

question in Falfible Man is the claim of transcendental reflection to reach 

beyond individual acts and uncover an anthropological structure which 

makes these a& possible in their very diversity. The fact that Ricoeur 

gives a mythic qualification to this divenity does little to hinder the ability 

of transcendental reflection to access the primordial. Even though 

existence is "fallen" and "man 'finds himself subject' to err ..." (FM A ) ,  the 

testimony of this state of "weakness" or the "rhetoric of misery" does flot 

rnaintain primordial selfhood in darkness. If lived misery can be 

expressed with the passionate force of mythical language, 

transcendental reflection can bring the hidden depth of the primordial 

sou1 into the light of a philosophical anthropology. "If that pathos was 

already mythos, that is, speech, it must be possible to reconstruct it in 

the dimension of philosophical discourse" (FM 83). Rather than 

encumbering reflection, the consciousness of fallen existence provides 

transcendental analysis with the best means of discovering the 

primordial unity of selfhood, because 



we have access to the primordial only through what is fallen. In retum, if the 
fallen denotes nothing about that fmm which it has fallen. no philosophy of the 
primordial is possible, and we cannot even say that man is fallen. For the 
very idea of downfall involves reference to the loss of a certain innocence that 
we understand sufficiently to name it and to designate the present condition 
as a lapse. a loss or a falf. I cannot understand treason as evil without judging 
it by an idea of trust and loyalty in relation to which it is evil. (FM 76) 

Transcendental reflection cm move beyond "fallen" reality by 

uncovering a unifying "third terni" that provides the possibility for a 

mediation of disparate extremes that is truly hurnan. Ricoeur begins his 

investigation of human fallibility on a transcendental level in order to 

provide a formal philosophical model that is connected to the primordial 

from the very outset and can be utilized for further investigations of the 

practical and affective levels of disproportion. Ricoeur is convinced that 

transcendental reflection presupposes no opposition to objectivity, no 
resistance of sensibility to reason. For it. objectivity is not value, a polar 
opposite to non-value; it is merely the "natural light" in which sornething can 
appear and sustain determination. In short. transcendental reflection is on the 
primordial level at the very outset. It does not have to reach it through a 
depraved condition. That is why it has been able to serve as a guide for the 
exploration of the "practical" disproportion that is more prima1 than the ethical 
duality, and to uncover a pmciple of limitation that would not already be 
radical evil. (FM 78-79) 

Transcendental reflection provides a model of the primordial that has 

application beyond episternic objectivity, to include practical 

consciousness, self-consciousness, and a grounding ontological 

structure. 

2.4. 1 The Transcendental Synthesis 

In order to initiate philosophical reflection on the nature of self- 

consciousness. Ricoeur begins with an investigation of the objectivity of 



the world. Before individuated self-consciousness can be examined, a 

formal model of consciousness must be developed to serve as a neutral 

and universal means for making possible genuine philosophical inquiry 

into the disproportion that constitutes personal existence. In other 

words, although transcendental reflection begins with the structure of 

consciousness, "it is not yet the unity of a person in itself and for itself; it 

is not one person; it is no one. The '1' of I think is merely the fom of a 

world for anyone and everyone. It is consciousness in general, that is, a 

pure and simple project of the objed" (FM 46). By focusing on the 

objectivity or the synthetic unity of the object, Ricoeur seeks to 

transcendentally recover that which makes possible the unity of 

consciousness, thereby providing a philosophical avenue towards the 

very core of self-consciousness. 

The consequences of Ricoeuts transcendental starting-point for 

the elaboration of a philosophical anthropology are such that reflection 

must begin with the duality inherent in the constitution of the objectivity 

of objects. For "it is one thing ... to -ive the presence of things, it is 

another to detemine the meaning of things. To reœive is to give 

oneself intuitively to their existence; to think is to dominate this presence 

in a discourse which discriminates by denomination and connects in 

articulate phrasing" (FM 19). 

Transcendental reflection begins with a disproportionate duality. 

Reception of "the presence of things" is combined with a deteminating 

domination of presence by language. While one is intuitively open to 



passively receive the presence of thingç, it is only by means of 

language, specifically the infinite noun and verb, that things can be given 

universal designation. The formal rnodel of consciousness which 

transcendental reflection reveals is a duality of a passively received 

immediate presence of particular objects, and a linguistic determination 

of finite presence through the universal infinitude of noun and verb. 

Transcendental consciousness is thus a duality of the finitude of passive 

reception and the infinite quest for active detemination of al1 reception. 

Ricoeur explains that the finitude of reception should be 

characterized as one of perspective. Although consciousness is found 

in the reception of a world correlative with its determination, it is always 

received from a particular vantage point, from a "perspectival limitation 

of perception" (FM 20). The objects correlative with reception are never 

given to me completely; transcendental reflection must account for that 

which centers the flow of ever-changing perceptions (FM 21). Through a 

change in bodily position or a change in the manner in which an object is 

presented, transcendental reflection accounts for the unity of the object 

by means of a "'here from where' the thing iç seen" (FM 21). In contrast 

to the "othemess of the silhouettes," Ricoeur "regressivelyl' uncovers a 

pole of "absolute" placement which links the objectivity of objects to a 

unifying subjective enter. 

When I break up the identity of the object into the othemess of its silhouettes. 
and these into the othemess of the active and passive positions of the body, I 
ascribe the diversity of the operation to the identity of a subject pole: these 
diverse silhouettes appear to me, that is, to this unity and to this identity of 
the subject pole which is, as it were, behind the diversity of the flow of 



silhouettes. behind the flow of positions. (FM 22) 

On the level of transcendental consciousness the finitude of unifying 

perspective is correlative with the otherness of indeteminate 

presentation. Despite the fact that Ricoeur insists that "our primary 

relation to the world ... is to receive objects and not create them" (FM 24). 

the intuitive passivity characterized as the openness and reception of 

otherness is in 

essence.. .inadquate. [and] to the essence of this inadequacy to refer back to 
the onesided character of perception, and to the essence of the one- 
sidedness of the thing's profiles to refer back to the othemess of the body's 
initial positions fmm whem the thing appears. The fact that the free mobility of 
my body disdoses this law of essence to me does not make the law 
unnecessary. It is precisely necessary that motor spontaneity originate frorn a 
zero origin. To perceive h m  here is the finitude of perceiving something. 
The point of view is the ineluctable initial narrowness of my openness to the 
world. (FM 23) 

Ricoeur's characteriration of the finitude of receptive openness as 

the dialectic of a unifying subject pole passively Iinked to the vast diversity 

of inadequate perceptual otherness is but one term and movement of 

transcendental consciousness. The finitude of perception and absolute 

placement which gives perception its "zero origin," and "the original 

'here"' from where the world is perceived, must be open to a 

"view-on" finitude, a dominating look which has already begun to transgress 
the finitude .... in order for human finitude to be seen and expressed. a moment 
that surpasses it must be inherent in the situation, or state of being finite. This 
means that every description of finitude is abstract. Le.. separated and 
inamplete, if it neglects to account for the transgression that makes 
discourse on finitude possible. The cornplete discourse on finitude is a 
disaurse on the finitude and the infinitude of man. (FM 24-25) 

Transcendental consciousness is found in a dialectic of passive 



reception and the active transcending of finite perspective. If otherness 

and diversity are to be named, an active determination must accompany 

the objecüval silhouettes of the thing's appearance. The inadequacy of 

reception is Iinked with another movement or intentional "aim" of 

fulfillment "which penetrates it through and through, which literally 

passes right through it, and to which speech is originally Iinked" (FM 27). 

For Ricoeur, the limiting finitude of reception can be transcended 

through the act of meaningful signification which unifies the diversity of 

appearance. Although things present themselves as incomplete relative 

to my perspective, 

I anticipate the [completel thing itself by relating the side which I see to those 
which I do not see but which I know. Thus I judge the entire thing by going 
beyond its given sides into the thing itself. This transgression is the intention 
to signify. Through it I bring myself before a sense which will never be 
perceived anywhere by anyone, which is not a supenor point of view, which is 
not in fact a point of view at al1 but an inversion into the universal of al1 point of 
view. (FM 26) 

Transcendental consciousness is the "absolutely primal" combination of 

not just "saying and seeing" (FM 27), but the determination of the 

meaning of perceptual otherness through a linguistic act of 

denomination. The limitation and inadequacy of perception is 

transcended or ovemme, Ricoeur contends, through the act of saying. 

This duality of limitation and fulfillment provides Ricoeur with the 

opportunity to develop his trademark conception of the "surplus of 

meaning." By placing the dialectic of saying and seeing within that of 

finitude and infinitude, saying not only presents more than can be 

perceived, but refers to a "power of affirmation" (FM 35) that reaches 



beyond mere verbalization. 'What is said, the lekton of my legein, the 

dictum of every dictio, transcends, as an ideal meaning-unity, the simple 

experience of the statement" (FM 28). By "say[ing] more than I see when 

I signify," language reaches for the universal point of view that gives 

perceptual fragmentation a cohesive "self-identity" (FM 28). Saying 

detemiines the identity of othemess through an act of denomination. 

However, since the act of designation aims at an ideal linguistic 

meaning-unity, the narrowness of my own act of naming is transcended 

throug h the intersubjective universality that language possesses. 'We 

need the 'name,"' explains Ricoeur, "to give a ground to the meaning- 

unity, the non-perspectival unity of the thing, the one which is announced 

to and understood by another and which he will verify in his turn and 

frorn his position in a sequence of converging perceptions" (FM 29). The 

activity of naming escapes and exceeds the limitation of individuated 

perspective. It opens my narrow receptiveness to a surplus of meaning 

by "convert[ing] my 'here' from an absolute placement into an any-place- 

whatever, which is relative to al1 the others, in a geometrical and social 

space in which there is no privileged emplacement" (FM 31). The 

transcending aim of language thus makes a fundamental connection 

between speech and the otherness of perceptual presence. Otherness 

is overcome through the intersubjective universality of language. 

Linguistic transcendence is characterized by Ricoeur as a 

denomination dominating "over perception" and as "speaking over 

perspective" (FM 31 e.m.). The dialectic of seeing and saying is weighted 



in favor of the linguistic determination over the inadequate presentation 

of perceptual othemess. Contrary to the reciprocal nature of Ricoeur's 

description of consciousness in Freedom and Nature, transcendental 

consciousness is a disproportionate mode of consciousness. 

Ricoeur intensifies the disproportionate nature of transcendental 

consciousness through a further elaboration of the infinite nature of 

speech. The infinitude of language is not only a relation of the 

universality of a name which accompanies the perceptual diversity of 

objects. The transcending 'Yruth intention" of the noun is transcended 

from within speech itself by a "power of affirmation" linked to the verb. 

Following Aristotle, Ricoeur explains that "the ve rb... is a noun-meaning 

shot through with an added meaning ... and even by a twofold supra- 

signification" (FM 32). The verb has the ability to transcend its own 

primanly function of designating the thing as a subject, through a second 

or higher funcüon that provides the possibility for the "affirmation and 

negation" of the thing's being. lnherent in the sentence is a possibility 

"to affirm and deny the presence of what is absent and to affin and 

deny the presence of what is present" (FM 34). Thus the infinite moment 

of speech anticipates a deeper voluntary level of consciousness which 

can not only transcend the receptive passivity of finite perspective, but 

also designate more than is possible through naming. Corresponding to 

the transcending movement of the verb over the noun is the subjective 

ability of volition to make an infinite variety of assertions which transcend 

what is involuntarily received as presence. Utilizing Husserlian 



phenomenological terminology, Ricoeur explains that "we may Say that 

the supra-signification of the verb is the correlative noema of the noesis 

which we now see to be constituted by the volitional moment of 

affirmation" (FM 35). 

The transcendental model of consciousness, despite the fact that it 

is an objective fom of universal consciousness, is nevertheless linked to 

the anthropological substrate of the power of the will. Ricoeur's 

reference to active naming and passive reception repeats on a 

transcendental level what has already been described on the 

phenomenological level. In Frsedom and Nature volition defines the 

essence of consciousness even though the dialectic of the voluntary and 

involuntary is a mutual relation of exchange. With the addition of the 

dialectic of the finitude of reception and the infinitude of detenination in 

Fatlibte Man, consciousness is no longer characterized by the mutuality 

of the voluntary and involuntary. By indicating that it is one thing to 

receive and another to detemine the meaning and affirm or deny the 

being of objects, transcendental consciousness reconfigures the 

phenomenological relationship of mutuality to one characterized by a 

disproportion of two opposing aims: a transcending aim which 

dominates reception through '9he verb that gives expression to being 

and the truth, at the risk of falling into error," and its counter aim of "the 

passive look riveted to appearance and perspective" (FM 37), which is 

overcome by the former linguistic aim. 

Since this fracture is discovered through the act of intentional 



reflection on the objectivity of objects, that is, on "the indivisible unity of 

an appearance and an ability to express" the unity (FM s i ) ,  the noetic 

correlate of transcendental consciousness must also be synthetic in 

nature: a dialectically disproportionate unity of reception and 

determination. Just as the objectivity of the object is a composition of 

two elements, so too the consciousness of objectivity is a blend of the 

finitude of reception and the infinitude of the "power of affirmation." 

Ricoeur refers to the intentional correlate of objectivity as the necessary 

third terni which "makes this synthesis on the thing possible ... by 

projecting in advance the objectivity of the object, Le., the mode of being 

proper ta it and in virtue of which it can appear and be expressed" (FM 

39). Appropriating Kant's formulation of the transcendental imagination, 

Ricoeur proposes that it is the transcendental imagination, and by way of 

analogy the empirical imagination, which provides the "medium" for the 

"mixture" of the objective synthesis. 

The link Ricoeur establishes between the transcendental 

imagination as medium and the mixture of the objectivity of objects 

attempts to capture the unique character of transcendental 

consciousness. In the production of the objectivity of objects, the 

imagination "does not exist for itself it completely exhausts itself in the 

act of constituting objectivity; for itself the imaginative synthesis is 

obscure" (FM 41). The imagination is thus the medium of consciousness, 

a medium, Ricoeur notes, that c m  be compared to light as the means by 

which something is illuminated, not the object of illumination: "we do not 



see the light but in the light" (FM 40). The imagination as the intentional 

counterpart of the objectivity of objects is likened to the medium which 

produces the mixture of the "space of expressibility" and the "point of 

view" without revealing its mysterious ability to mix such pure 

intelligibility with the sensibility of shifting silhouettes. The imagination 

always "remains an enigma," and yet a transcendental necessity to 

account for the unity of the fundamental disproportion of the objectivity of 

O bjects. 

Transcendental consciousness can therefore be further 

characterized as a disproportionate domination of seeing by saying 

mediated through the work of the imagination, which is only discovered 

throug h reflection on the objective unity of objects. Transcendental 

reflection makes a connection between the objective dialectic of 

language and perception and the hidden depth of the subjective source 

of objectivity. Lang uage, perception, and imagination constitute a fomal 

model of consciousness that is able to reach beyond the opacity of fallen 

existence, to uncover the even more hidden mediated disproportion, i.e. 

human existence. Ricoeur's analysis of transcendental consciousness 

provides a linguistic avenue which, when followed, opens universal 

consciousness to self-consciousness and the lived reality of affective 

consciousness. Through a hermeneutic focusing on the objectivity of 

linguistic objects, refiection can pass from the objective explanations of 

syntax to an understanding of the mediating process of human existence 

which the creative imagination reveals through its linguistic 



determinations of experience. 

2.4.2 From Transcendental Consciousness to Self-Constitution 

The goal of Failible Man is to uncover a universal anthropological 

"keyboard" upon which al1 human action can be predicated. 

Transœndental consciousness, while providing a means for examining 

the human condition, is not yet self-consciousness, that is, 'The unity of a 

person in itself and for itself; it is not one person; it is no one. The '1' of I 

think is merely the f om  of a world for anyone and everyone. It is 

consciousness in general, that is, a pure and simple project of the 

object" (FM 45-46). Transcendental consciousness sim ply provides an 

epistemological or theoretical model for uncovering further mediations of 

human existence with greater philosophical rigor. In order for the model 

of consciousness to be complete Ricoeur progressively deepens his 

reflection to include not only the practical task of selfconsciousness, but 

also the response of human feeling generated through participation in 

the actual work of selfconstitution. Ricoeur's goal is to capture the very 

act of being human simultaneously on all three levels of disproportion by 

means of the initial model of transcendental consciousness.1 

Rimeur makes reference to the struggle within the heart or thumos betwem knowing and 
feeling. The "whole of man's fragility" experienced "through that of feeling" is a stniggle in which 
"man appeared to us as a being stretched between the this-here-now, the certainty of the living 
present, and the need to complete knowledge in the tmth of the whole." However, 'Matever name 
this primordial duality is called-opinion and science, intuition and understanding, certainty and truth, 
presence and sense-it forbids us to formulate a philosopohy of perception prior to a philosophy of 
discourse and forces us to work them out together, one with the other, one by the othef* (FM 92). 
Therefore, the division of the primordial recovery of disproportionate existence into three stages of 
reflection is a methodologicat strategy which does not divide existence into three independent levels 
of consciousness, but simply expands the initial mode1 to include the mo le  person as if diagramatic 



In order to duplicate on a practical level the pattern established in 

epistemoiogical consciousness, Ricoeur explains that the "notions of 

perspective, meaning, and synthesis ... will be the melodic germ of al1 the 

subsequent developments" (FM 49). The transition from abstract 

universal consciousness to reflection on "human reality will appear to us 

as a progressively ficher and more complete dialectic between more and 

more concrete poles and in mediations that become progressively closer 

to iife" (FM 49). Therefore, Ricoeur repeatç the initial model of reflection 

by supenmposing it on the concrete practical elements of the task of 

being human. 

A11 the aspects of "practicai" finitude that c m  be unde~sfood on the basis of 
the transcendental notion of perspective may be summed up in the notion of 
chamcter. Ail the aspects of 'practical" infinitude that can be understood on 
the basis of the transcendental notion of meaning may be summed up in the 
notion of happiness. The "practical" rnediation that extends the mediation of 
the transcendental imagination. projected M o  the object, is the constitution of 
the person by means o f  "respect. ." This new analysis aims at showing the 
fragildy of this practical mediation of respect, for which the person is the 
cornlete. 12 

Although Ricoeur maintains a sirnilarity between the structure of 

theoretical and practical consciousness, the advent of self- 

consciousness brings about a dynamic progression of the initial "melodic 

gem." While transcendental consciousness provides an entree to the 

fundamental questions of human existence, it remains a static model of 

consciousness focused on the objectivity of objeck; self-consciousness 

transparencies were laid over top of one another. 
l 2  FM 49-50. This concept of character will reappear and play a significant role in Oneself as 
Another. Although this kind of "summary" offered in Fallible Man will be-fortunately-dropped by 
Ricoeur latter. 



opens the universality of linguistic meaning to the linearity of "events" 

which mark one's participation in the project of humanity. Self- 

consciousness is therefore a "consciousness of direction" mobilized by 

the representation 

of an ideal of M a t  the person should be. The Self is aimed at rather than 
experienced. Indeed. the person is not yet consciousness of Self for Self; it is 
consciousness of self only in the representation of the ideal of the Self. There 
is no experience of the person in itself and for itself. (FM 69) 

Self-consciousness is a fom of consciousness directed outside of itself, 

focused on some imaginative representation or ideal project of what 

selfhood should be like. The progression from transcendental to 

practical consciousness combines both forrns of consciousness into a 

single process. The project of humanity calls for representational 

transcendental objectivity to serve as a guide for reflective analysis on 

the practical mediation of human existence, and the purely formal 

objectivity of objects correlative with the transcendental imagination is 

given material content through the task it represents. 

Since the combination of practical and transcendental 

consciousness is rooted in the objective representation of a task, both 

the image and the task share a common composition: a dialectical union 

of reception and transgression brought about by a third term. For 

Ricoeur, "what we must first establish is that the person is primarily a 

project which I represent to myself, which I set before me and entertain, 

and that this project of the person is, like the thing but in an entirely 

irreducible way, a 'synthesis' which is effected" (FM 69-70). This project 

combines an infinite aim with its finite realization into a synthetic 



representation which serves as a means to reveal substantially more 

than was possible through the third terrn of transcendental 

consciousness. Practical consciousness uncovers the "heart" or 

"feeling" that generates the project of humanity which Ricoeur defines as 

the reciprocal quest to find one's own self through the representation of 

another as "an end in itself, that is, one whose value is not subordinated 

to anything else" (FM 71). 

This new object of practical conçciousness is a composite of two 

divergent poles: reception and transgression. Here, reception and 

transgression are concerned with the project of human freedom rather 

than with the universal constitution of the objectivity of objects. The 

practical synthesis is one where "I posit actions only by letting myself be 

influenced by motives" - in other words: "1 constitute my actions to the 

extent that I gatherin reasons for them" (FM 52). Reflective analysis on 

the practical synthesis of consciousness shifts away from the linguistic 

determination of perceptual reception to the active determination of the 

passive reception of motives which incline without necessitating the 

active fulfillrnent of the project of humanity. The object of practical 

consciousness is a representation of a dynamic infinite activity 

dialectically bound up with the finite passivity of inclination, passion, and 

desire. 

The passivity of inclination and desire, like the perceptual 

reception of transcendental consciousness, is the recognition that 

practical consciousness is first and foremost open to the world. 



Recapitulating his analysis of the motivated project in Freedom and 

Nature, Ricoeur explains that the finite passivity of desire 

is an experienced lad< of. ... an impulse otiented toward .... In desire I am 
outside myself I am with the desirable in the world. In short, in desire I am 
open to al1 the affective tones of things that attrad or repel me. It is this 
attraction, grasped on the thing itself, over there, elsewhere, or nowhere, 
which makes desire an openness onto ... and not a presence to the self closed 
on itself. (FM 53) 

Practical consciousness is thus a consciousness of being affected by 

and open to a world objectivity qualified by its ability to motivate without 

necessitating the human project. 

Being open to this practical world of images, which gives clarity to 

an otherwise undifferentiated opacity of desire, reveals a point of 

closure. Openness to the world takes place from a particular existential 

vantage point. To be affected by the world is to feel oneself oriented 

toward the world by means of "the body's dumb and inexpressible 

presence to itself' (FM 55). The finitude of practical consciousness 

consists in 'Yhe 'here' of my body," the place where openness has its 

point of orientation and closure to the otherness of the world. The 

fundamental difference between transcendental consciousness and 

practical consciousness consists in finding oneself affected by a field of 

motivation which generates bodily feeling that belongs to a specific 

individuai: oneself. Practical consciousness passes from universality to 

individuality. Here, Ricoeur locates 'The prima1 difference between the I 

and all otherç" (FM 55). He explains that "to find oneself in a certain 

mood is to feel one's individuality as inexpressible and incommunicable. 



Just as one's position cannot be shared with another, so also the 

affective situation in which I find myself and feel myself cannot be 

exchanged" (FM 55). Therefore, while infected with the "melodic germ" of 

perspectival limitation and "zero origin" of transcendental 

consciousness, Ricoeuf s analysis of practical consciousness reveals 

the dialedical pole of finitude as the "primal" origin of "self-attachment" 

(FM 55) which results in the differentiation of self from others. 

The consciousness of individuality is not a reference to some sort 

of physical substrate; rather it refers to what Ricoeur calls "character" 

which is only given through 'We adumbrations of an expression" 

correlative with the project of humanity (FM 60). Character is not a 

"thing," but the individualization of the totality of humanity. "lt is in this 

sense that 'each' man is 'man"' (FM 61). Individual acts and feelings 

designate my participation in the project of humanity; "my character is 

that humanity seen from somewhere, the whole city seen from a certain 

angle, the partial totality" (FM 61). While practical consciousness marks 

the advent of the consciousness of individuality, the prima1 origin of self- 

differentiation is dialectically connected to my participation in the project 

of humanity. To understand oneself or one's character can only be 

done in relation to the openness of the infinite airn of humanity; for 

Ricoeur, this is a relation of analogy. '1 read my character and designate 

it only through allusion, in the feeling of othemess that makes me 

different from al! others; or rather, different from those like me, for 

another is a like man but a different character" (FM 61). Consciousness 



of individuality calls for an analogous transference from "my place" to 

"every place". To undentand oneself as the "narrowness of the 'whole 

soul,' whose humanity is openness" (FM 61). requires that I put myself in 

the place of another, that I share in not hidher point of orientation, but 

the universal airn "for whose sake everything else is done" (FM 64). To 

be conscious of myself requires that I transgress or transcend my point 

of orientation by means of the "total aim of al1 fa& of transgression" 

(FM 64). Individual action is not simply the fulfillment of desire, but a 

choice made which fulfills the airn of al1 desire. 

Consciousness of individuality takes place through a teleolog ical 

determination which functions as 'Yhe horizon from every point of view" 

(FM 65). TO be open to the project of humanity links the passivity of 

desire to "a totality of meaning and contentment," which Ricoeur calls 

"happiness" (FM 65). All individual actions are set over against an infinite 

aim for happiness, which serves as a ''termination of destiny" common to 

every action. Just as the transcendental quest for rational totality of 

meaning detemines the finitude of perceptual reception, the universal 

quest for happiness detemines the purpose of the finite fulfillment of al1 

desire. "The idea of a complete volition and the destination of reason 

hollow an infinite depth in my desire, making it the desire for happiness 

and not merely the desire for pleasure" (FM 67). The infinite quest for 

happiness orients desire towards a goal that transcends the limiting 

boundaries of individual character and perspective which differentiate 

rny individuality from that of others. Happiness gives more than the 



immediate satisfaction of fulfilled desire. Desire is finite, but happiness 

sets consciousness on route toward the infinite, towards an "order in 

which we already are" (FM 66). Although 

no act gives happiness ... the enwunters of our life that are most worthy of 
k ing  called "events" indicated the direction of happiness. Thévenaz reminds 
us that "a meaningful direction is inherent in any event: an event is an event 
only because it is a meaningful direction and is recugnized as such." The 
events that bespeak happiness are those which remove obstacles and 
uncover a vast landscape of existence. The excess of meaning, the overflow, 
the immense: that is the sign that we are "directed toward" happiness. (FM 
68) 

Pracücal consciousness combines the infinite universality of the surplus 

of meaning with a universal goal for al1 human action. Meaning and 

happiness are "coeval" (FM 69), counterparts dialectically connected to 

the closure of individual self-differentiation. 

The dialectical juxtaposition or disproportion of happiness and 

character is taken by Ricoeur as indicative of the task of self- 

consciousness. To know oneself requires a representational image of 

one's own individuality analogously linked to the goal of humanity as a 

whole. Such a synthesis must be an "end in itself ... whose value is not 

subordinate to anything else" (FM 71). This image of humanity must 

subordinate al1 individual values and means of affecting its realization. 

The "project of the person," "to which al1 the means and calculations of 

means are subordinate" (FM 71), combines the abstract idea of a person 

as an end in itself with the concrete individuality revealed by self- 

differentiation. Ricoeur develops an image of the penon as both infinite 

goal and finite "existence that one apprehends, or, to be more precise, a 



presence with which one enters into relation of mutual understanding, 

exchange, work, sociality" (FM 71). The project of the person, by 

subordinating the individuality of self and others to the infinite goal of 

humanity, determines finite existence with an order of mutuality where 

differentiation and otherness are overcome. The idea of the person thus 

becomes a way of understanding oneself as another thmugh the 

synthetic union of a cornmon goal and its individual realization.13 

To complete the model of practical consciousness, Ricoeur points 

out that "it should be possible to go back from this idea to the experience 

in which it is constituted4' (FM 72). Again following Kant, Ricoeur explains 

that the condition of possibility for the synthesis of the person is found "in 

a specific moral feeling.. .called respect" (FM 72). Like transcendental 

imagination the affective work of feeling is "an art concealed in the 

depths of the human soul" (FM 73) and exhausts itself in the act of 

synthesis. The feeling of respect is revelatory of the act of self- 

constitution in which "1 am an obeying subject and a commanding 

sovereign" (FM 75). The feeling of respect opens practical 

consciousness to a "twofold mode of belonging" constitutive of the 

consciousness of my existence (FM 75). Thus the practical model for 

selfhood gives way to an examination of the affective model of selfhood, 

to the a d  in which the project of humanity is transfomed from a 

We will retum to this theme below (# 5) and pose the following questions: if the infinite aim 
of ail humanity overcomes difFerence and othemess by means of individual participation in that 
higher order, do we really understand ourselves as others when the infinite aim is an a d  of 
detemination by whicti we identify the self and other than seW? Does the a d  of detemination give 
an understanding of the other before we hear the other? Does Ricoeur reverse the analogy of 
"oneseff as anothet' ta becorne "another as oneself"? 



representational image into the passion-filled quest that makes the aim 

toward happiness one's own lived reality. 

2.4.3 Self-Constitution 

If the feeling of respect accounts for the birth of mediated self- 

consciousness, then "feeling manifests what life aims at ..." (FM 91). The 

"heart" of the "twofold mode of belonging" is a center of affection where 

one's individuality is felt in distinction from others, simultaneously with 

feelings of community and sameness generated through participation in 

the human quest for happiness.14 The affective heart is a synthesis of 

"Ems and Bios," feelings characterized by either their infinite aim or 

finite orientation. Here, Ricoeur reveals the central duality of his 

philosophical anthropology. Ontological spiritual feelings of belonging or 

"formless moods" are opposed but dialecücally related to the immediate 

needs of finite "Care" (FM 104-105). Spiritual belonging manifests the 

transcending ability to participate in the project of humanity. Spirituality 

is indicative of our connecüon to the project of Reason, that is, to the 

totality of meaning opened by language, and therefore of that which 

sustains the effort of self-constitutional existence. Affective 

consciousness is that moment in which the project of humanity taken up 

through finite action is felt as belonging to ''the excess of meaning, the 

overfiow, the immense ...," to a superabundance of being felt through 

14 '"Nothing hurnan is foreign to me.' I am capable of every virtue and every vice; no sign of 
man is radically incomprehensible, no language radically untranslatable, no work of art ta which my 
taste cannot spread. My hurnanity is my essential community with al1 that is hurnan outside myself; 
that community makes every man my like" (FM 6û41). 



"formless moods" particularized in feelings of "delight, joy, exultation, 

and serenity" (FM 105). 

Affective consciousness is more than consciousness of the 

immediateness of care or the finitude of pleasurable feeling; it is a form 

of ontological consciousness where openness to the infinite quest for 

meaning and happiness is felt as "man's very openness to being" (FM 

105). TO belong to the totality of meaning and happiness of the project of 

humanity a transformation of their objective representations into a 

fundamental feeling is needed, a feeling which assures us of their deep 

ontological connection to the lived reality of actual self-constitution. 

This fundamental feeling, this Eros through which we are in being, is 
particularized in a diversity of feelings of belonging that are, as it were. the 
schematization of it. These feelings. called "spintual," are no longer adaptable 
to any finite satisfaction; they make up the pole of infinitude of our whole 
affective life. This schematization develops in two directions, that of 
intehuman participation in the vanous foms of "We," and that of participation 
in tasks of supra-personal works that are "ldeas". (FM 103) 

Through participation in this "excess" of the 'We" and "ldeas," 

individuality is experienced as a dialectic of otherness and sameness. 

To be oneself is to mediate the closure of individuality and openness to 

an ontological universality that overcomes the limitation of perspective 

and character. The ideal of humanity as "an end in itself " is therefore 

transmuted from an imaginative task which I set before myself in an 

objective manner into a living reality of "being-with.. . being-for 

and ... being-in" that reveals itself as "an order in which, alone, we can 

continue to exist" (FM 104). By opening individuality to "the 

Unconditioned that is dernanded by reason and whose inwardness is 



manifested by feeling" (FM 106), affective consciousness shows my 

individuality as ontologically connected to others, to the project of 

humanity, and to the totality of reason aimed at through ianguage. In 

other words. rneaning and action are fundamentally connected in the 

moment of affective self-constitution; they are "not sornething alien 

but ... rather a part of our very nature" (FM 103-104). 

The ontological connection between feelings of openness towards 

being and feelings of the immediateness of finite Gare is at best tenuous. 

Self-constitution, like the transcendental imagination and the formal 

feeling of respect, aims at the infinite through finite means. Self- 

constitution internalizes an infinite goal but is only able to affect a finite 

appropriation that falls short of its demand for totality. The heart of this 

dual mode of belonging is felt as conflict, as a dynamic transition and 

fragile mediation between the demands of living and thinking. 

Belonging and participating in the "excess" of the 'We" and "ldeas" instill 

a deep conflict between the demands of ems and bios. To be oneself is 

a process in which the cal1 for selfhood outstrips the possibility for 

fulfillrnent. The constitution of self is a passionate conflictual quest to 

meet the demand of "an order in which, alone, we can continue to exist" 

(FM 104). 

The process of self-constitution is a repetition of the aim at full 

participation in the "excess" of the 'We" and "ldeas" through the finite 

limitation of one's individuality. Selfhood is a mediation in which the goal 

of living must culminate in participation in an ontological order which not 



only affirms my individuality but that of others. For Ricoeur, the 

affirmation of self is dependent on the affirmation of others. Spirituality 

does not end in solipsisrn; it is open to the immense and "surplus" in 

which al1 others participate. For how could the spiritual feelings of 

belonging be indicative of one's own participation in the goal of humanity 

and totality of meaning, and not that of othen? So the quest for self- 

constitution is in reality a quest of "reciprocal" affirmation 

which no will to live can account for. it is the true passage from consciousness 
to selfconsciousness.. ..My existence for myself is dependent on this 
constitution in another's opinion. My "Self." it may be said, is received from 
the opinion of othen that establishes it. The constitution of subjects is thus a 
mutual constitution through opinion. (FM 121) 

Belonging to the totality of meaning and the happiness of humanity can 

only take place through a reciprocal relationship which ultimately affirms 

my own being at the same time as it affirms that of others. 

The quest for self-constitution is placed in relation to the other by 

means of a determinative model of consciousness; it is a triple quest or 

threefold passion of "having, power, and worth," which gives specific 

"interhuman, social, and cultural" configuration to the act of self- 

constitution. Since Ricoeuh transcendental model or "melodic germ" is 

on a primordial level from the outset, it is capable of "discover[ing] an 

authentic Suchen behind the triple Sucht, the 'quest' of humanity behind 

the passional 'pursuit,' the quest that is no longer mad and in bondage 

but constitutive of human praxis and the human Self " (FM i i 1). 

Continued reflection on the affective heart of self-constitution is not only 

in fundamental continuity with previous stages of transcendental 



reflection; it also reveals the primordial anthropological keyboard on 

which al1 human acts are predicated. 

Unique to Ricoeur's analysis of affective consciousness is the 

employment of "imaginative variation," of the "economic, political, and 

cultural" objective configurations which the quest for self-constitution 

sets up between one's own Self and another Self. In order to "manifest 

the essence" of each of these configurations, one must "break the 

prestige of the fa&' through "a kind of imagination of innocence or a 

'kingdom' wherein the quests for having, power, and worth would be 

what they are in fact" (FM 112). The imaginative variation of the objective 

configurations of self-constitution provides the innocent vision necessary 

to recover the primordial heart. 

Ricoeur begins his application of imaginative variation with the 

most rudimentary quest for self-affirmation. To distinguish one's own 

self from that of another is to make a distinction between "mine and 

yours" in which "the '1' constitutes itself ... by founding itself on a 'mine"' 

(FM 113). By transfomihg "simple need" into desire for an economic 

object "available" to and over against me, "it creates the whole cycle of 

feelings relative to acquisition, appropriation, possession, and 

presewation" (FM 114) of that object. The innocent quest for having is an 

essential 'Yact" that results from the imaginative variation of "passions of 

having-greed, avarice, envy, etc ..." (FM 113). Utilking language similar 

to the linguistic determination over perspecüval receptiveness, Ricoeur 

characterizes this initial differentiation of the self from the other than self 



as an experience of 

both my control over the having of which I can avail myself and my 
dependence with regard to that which is other than myself and on which I 
make myself dependent; I avail myself of it insofar as I am dependent on it; 
and I am dependent on it as a thing that can escape from me. degenerate, be 
lost, or be taken away: the possibility of no-longer-having is inherent in the 
tendency to avail oneself of .... The othemess of the mine, which is the breach 
between the I and the mine. is made up of the threat of losing what I have that 
is mine as long as I hold on to it. Possession is thus the ensemble of forces 
that hold out against loss. (FM 1 14) 

Innocent having results from a control over that which I seek to receive 

through possession. Although the otherness of the economic object 

delineates the "1" from the mine, thus making self-constitution dependent 

on the other than self, Ricoeur expresses this relationship in terms of 

passive reception and active control by which I make myself dependent. 

While the objective economic dimension is essential to self-constitution 

where "1 cannot imagine the I without the mine, or man without having" 

(FM 115)~ having is in continuity with the transcendental model of 

determinative consciousness that is characterized by domination and 

control rather than mutuality. 

The self is further constituted through a second quest for 

affirmation. The relations of having are tied to "relations of power" which 

exhibit even more keenly self-constitution as a domination over the 

other. The acquisition of goods through labour is a natural extension of 

the quest for having. Such "work calls into play the power relations of 

man over man within the context of the relations of force between man 

and nature .... Man's presence among things is a phenornenon of 

domination that makes man a force subjugating other forces" (FM i 16). 



These relations of power become objectified in collective institutions 

which are "sanctioned by an authority that is ultirnately political" (FM 117- 

118). Objective political institutions serve as the means to recover 

feelings of domination and control which are "a necessary 

'differentiation' between men and [are] implied in the essence of the 

political sphere" (FM 1 18). 

Although political power which "perverts itself into Hemchsuchf' is 

unquestionably a fom of self-affirmation through the control and 

domination of others, Ricoeur nevertheless construes the innocent quest 

for power as "intersubjective feelings that modulate indefinitely on the 

theme of commanding-obeying" (FM 118), and calls for a work of 

imagination to 

conceive of an authority which would propose to educate the individual to 
freedom, which would be a power without violence; in short, I can imagine the 
difference between power and violence; the utopia of a Kingdom of God, a 
City of God, an empire of minds, or a kingdom of ends" (FM 120), 

such imaginative variation looks for "pure feelings ... at the root of the 

passions of poweP that are in essence feelings rooted "in the command- 

obey relationship" (FM 120). The innocence of political self-affirmation 

seems to be devoid of any form of mutuality and, like the quest for 

having, displays a fundamental continuity with the model of 

transcendental consciousness. 

It is only with the third quest that Ricoeur's understanding of self- 

constitution transcends the relationships of domination and control over 

the other in favour of dual mutual self-constitution. This is the quest for 



esteem. Ricoeur's entire explanatory tone changes once he has 

crossed the threshold from the detemination of othemess into that 

region where "the self is constituted" via the "belief " of worthiness 

received from the other. Disowning the attempts for self-affirmation 

through the quests for having and power, Ricoeur relinquishes his model 

of control and looks to the fragile opinion of the other for the true 

affirmation of self. 

The quest for reciprocity, which no will to live can account for, is the tme 
passage from consciousness to self-consciousness. Now this demand is not 
satisfied by the interhuman relations in the context of having, which are 
relations of mutual exclusion, nor by the relations in the context of power. 
which are asymmetflcal, hierarchical relations, and therefore non-reciprocal 
ones. This is why the constitution of the Self is punued beyond the economic 
and political spheres in the realm of interpersonal relations. It is there that I 
pursue the aim of being esteemed, approved. and recognized. My existence 
for myself is dependent on this constitution in another's opinion. My "Self," it 
rnay be said, is received from the opinion of others that establishes it. The 
constitution of subjects is thus a mutual constitution through opinion. (FM 121) 

This fom of mutual self-constitution lacks the objective clarity 

associated with economic goods or political institutions which 

characterize the two previous levels of self- constitution. The essence 

of self-constitution is based on "the possibility of being no more than the 

word of another" (FM 122). Yet, this does not break with Ricoeur's 

preoccupation with the objective configurations of the quest for self- 

constitution. The quest for "recognition" is founded rather on a different 

level of objectivity to which self-affirmation is primordially linked. 

Dividing the objectivity of the quest for worth into formal and 

material categories, Ricoeur reconnectç feeling with the practical "idea 



of humanity." Citing Kant, Ricoeur explains that 

what I esteem in others and for which I expect confirmation from others in 
myself, is what may be called our existence-worth, our existing worth.. . . thus 
esteem indeed involves a representation, the representation of an end that is 
not merely an "end to be realized," but and "end existing by itself." (FM 122) 

Formal objectivity is the representation of worth "not merely for us, but in 

itself " (FM 122). Not a good to be possessed, nor an object to exercise 

power over, the objectivity of worth "consists in that I cannot use another 

merely as a means, nor utilize persons like thingsw (FM 122-123). Through 

the opinion of worth understood in such a nonutilitarian manner, which I 

receive from another and the other receives from me, the idea of 

humanity as end in itself takes formal objective shape. In other words, 

the idea of humanity expressed by others for me and which I express 

about others has a recognizable objecüve stability which gives 

consistency not only to the human quest for esteem but to the very 

recognition of self as self. The objective essence of self-constitution 

focuses on the expression of mutual worth, and Ricoeur's fomalization 

of selfhood brings his investigation full circle: what began as a 

transcendental model of consciousness through the linguistic 

determination of otherness returns to this level of linguistic objectivity. 

Coupled with the formal category of objectivity is that of material 

objectivity. The mutual exchange of the opinion of worthiness fomially 

expressed as an idea of humanity as end in itself, is represented 

materially in the works of culture. Through the creative and imaginative 

activity of the mind the very meaning of humanity is syrnbolized. 



"Works" of art and literature, and. in general, works of the mind. insofar as 
they not merely mirror an environment and an epoch but search out man's 
possibilities. are the true "abjects" that manifest the abstract universality of the 
idea of humanity through their concrete universality. (FM 123) 

Self-worth in the mind of another is a "testimony" to the idea of humanity. 

Through "monuments existing in the world," particularly textual works, a 

f om of objective stability is available to guide the ego into true mutual 

affirmation. Ricoeur looks to the works of culture for imaginative 

variations on the essence of self-affirmation. Cultural works provide a 

vast laboratory for exploring the inner dynamic of true self-constitution 

where 

my own self-esteem that I search for by means of the esteem of othen is of 
the same nature as the esteem I experience for others. If humanity is what 1 
esteern in another and in myself, I esteem myself as a thou for another. I 
esteem myself in the second person.. .l love myself as if what I loved were 
another ... l believe that I am worth something in the eyes of another who 
approves my existence; in the extreme case, this other is myself. (FM 124) 

Works of culture offer a rich and varied testimony of the very possibility 

for self-constitution. To Say "1" is to receive through cultural symbol 

systems imaginative possibilities which would affirm one's own self- 

worth simultaneously with the existence-worth of another. 

Reciprocal esteem of oneself as another returns to the universal 

linguistic detemination of verb and noun over the finite limitation of 

individual self-perspective. The fomal imagination first encountered as 

the necessary third terni of the transcendental synthesis now reappears 

with a more specific materiai purpose. Imagination is not just the 

medium and mixture of epistemological necessity; it provides the means 

by which selfhood is affitmed through the medium and mixture of cultural 



works. To achieve true self-consciousness, one must pass through the 

gift of cultural meaning where one receives from another the opinion of 

worth as an end in oneself. That reception of worth is a reception by 

means of language, that is, a detemination of otherness through the 

universalizing aim of the totality of meaning. The objective 

configurations of mutual self-constitution offered by cultural works are 

the products of an imagination characterized by a relationship of 

detemination rather than mutuality. 

Mutual self-constitution is the true passage from consciousness to 

self-consciousness. It is also the passage from the initial model of 

determinative consciousness, which is the "melodic genn of al1 the 

subsequent developments" (FM 49), to a more interactive model free 

from receptive domination. In other words, the tenuous disproportionate 

mediation of the infinite and finite feelings of belonging which 

characterizes the act of self-constitution reveals a paradigrnatic 

disproportion and contradiction as well. While Ricoeur is very careful in 

the development of his philosophical anthropology to maintain the 

unifomity of reflective style, it is puuling to find that once he arrives at 

the point of true selfconstitution he shifts to a different conceptual 

model, when al1 the while he has insisted that because transcendental 

consciousness is on a primordial level from the outset it is capable of 

revealing the essence of the act of self-constitution. If we follow the 

development of Ricoeur's anthropology, the other has always been a 

distinction detenined through acts of domination by either linguistic 



meaning or universal value. With the advent of affective consciousness 

the conquest of the other is transformed into a quest to affinn the other 

through the affirmation of the other directed toward me. While the 

opinion of worth is received from the other and is therefore indicative of 

a degree of passivity, Ricoeur no longer speaks of the need to determine 

the other. His affirmation of the true moment of self-constitution as 

mutual self-constitution is a conclusion that seems out of step with 

patterns rnethodically deveioped and maintained through the analysis of 

the transcendental, practical, and affective modes of consciousness. 

Although formal imagination is given content and life by the quest 

for true self-worth, the use of a linguistic model of transcendental 

consciousness that determines the other begs the question of its 

appropriateness for giving philosophical clarity to the notion of mutual 

self-affirmation. Does not Ricoeur's distinction between the virtual and 

actual imagination reveal a fundamental difference between two 

incompatible conceptual models? Although there is an ontological 

difference between the objects of Ricoeur's three levels of investigation, 

what is the purpose of ernploying a theoretic model of consciousness to 

clarify the meaning of selfhood only to find that selfhood cannot be 

understood as a determination of the other? Once Ricoeur atternpts to 

formulate an ontology of selfhood, the model of consciousness 

characterized by domination does not hold any more and runs counter to 

the very goal of mutual self-constitution. If mutual selfhood is to remain 

a task in front of consciousness, then such a task should not harken 



back to a necessary third terni construed as a metaphysical principle of 

(dis)unity or (dis)proportion which can account in advance for the 

possibilities of self-affirmation. The work of imagination must be 

redefined as a herrneneutic project in which the detemination of 

meaning is exchanged for a response to the cal1 of the other, that is, an 

understanding of the linguistic imagination where "1 exchange the me, 

master of itself, for the selt disciple of the text" (PH 144). If Ricoeur 

wishes to pass through the cultural reservoir of meaning by means of the 

power of imagination, then the model employed to understand this 

creative act of hurnanity should bear greater similarity to the task of 

becoming oneself with another. 



Chapter Three 

Metaphorical Refomulation 

Towards an Ontology of Mutuality 

The methodological and anthropological pre-eminence given by 

Ricoeur to the mediating work of imagination requires further reflection. 

As we have seen, Ricoeur's quest to purge subjectivity from its idealistic 

interpretations involves a reflexive implication of selfhood through textual 

reference. Since the self is decentered and is a "consciousness of 

something" other than self "before consciousness is for itself' (PH 11 5), 

explanation of the sense of the text is necessary for understanding the 

textual reference to this other world of possible selfhood. To Say self is 

to mediate, by means of the dynamic process of imaginative 

interpretation, between the explanation and understanding of that which 

is other than self. The work of imagination is supposed to enlarge the 

self by seeing the other as similar without reducing the other to the 

same. What is ultimately at stake for Ricoeur is the quest for mutual or 



simultaneous selfhood divested of a self-grounding ego and oriented 

towards the diversity of otherness as constitutive of one's own existence. 

The imagination not only makes a connection between textual sense 

and reference, and between self and other than self; it also makes a 

connection between meaning and existence, thereby revealing the 

interpretive path that Ricoeur takes in order to engage in speculation 

concerning the being of self and the other than self, i.e. selfhood.1 

Contrary to the mutuality of the "mediating role of imagination 

[which] is forever at work in lived reality" (Dialogues 24), Ricoeur's early 

publications present us with a view of imagination which mediates 

disproportionately. Ricoeur's work begins with a description of the 

reciprocity between the voluntary and involuntary and between the 

voluntary self and involuntary otherness. At this early stage the 

singularity of the central function of the "1 will" gives involuntary 

otherness its meaning. Although Ricoeur inserts the imagination at the 

heart of volition by giving it a mediating function, the dialectic remains a 

description from "the top down and not from the bottom up" (FN 5). 

Imagination does not mediate between equals but between a center of 

command and the diversity of affective otherness. Even though Ricoeur 

opens the cogito to affective otherness and thereby begins to decenter 

the ego (which he equates with the self), this anthropological description 

runs counter to the constitutive mutuality of Ricoeur's most recent 

publications. If one were to put Ricoeur's publications on a continuum 

1 See David Pellauer, "A Response to Gary Madison's 'Reflections on Paul Ricoeur's 
Philosophy of Metaphor."' in Philosophy Today 2114 supplement (Winter 1977): 444. 



between the centered and decentered self, Freedom and Nature and 

Oneseif as Another, while not at opposite extrernes, would nevertheless 

have considerable distance between them. 

This contrast between the disproportionate nature of 

consciousness and the relation of self and other than self receives its 

most intensified description in Fallible Man. While Ricoeur utilizes a 

model of disproportionate and deteminate consciousness for initiating 

an inquiry into the true nature of self-consciousness, the outcome of his 

reflection is an understanding of selfhood which seeks a mutual 

connection with, rather than a domination of, the other. Two different 

and incompatible conceptual models are used by Ricoeur to develop his 

philosophical anthropology. While it might be possible to maintain a 

separation between these two different orders, Ricoeur's hermeneutical 

phenomenology, narrative anthropology, and tensive ontology exhibit 

such a high degree of conceptual similarity that any sort of radical 

difference between them would be unlikely. Therefore, either the 

intended outcome of selfanstitution must be reformulated in such a 

manner as to maintain epistemological and ontological consistency, or 

the model of transcendental linguistic determination must give way to a 

model more suitable to that of mutual self-affirmation. 

Ricoeur chooses the latter alternative but engages in a 

reconstruction rather than rejection of his model of determinative 

consciousness. The philosophical d l ,  so characteristic of Ricoeur's 

later works, to exchange the ego for a self discipled by the text is given 



initial philosophical shape through a refomulation of the transcendental 

deteminative rnodel of language. Rather than abandoning the linguistic 

mixture and medium which unfolds mutual self-constitution, Ricoeur 

builds on this rudirnentary hemeneutic in such a manner as to allow the 

cal1 for simultaneity to recast his analysis of the creation of meaning in 

language. No longer focused on the determination of otherness by 

means of noun and verb, Ricoeur finds within the imaginative creation of 

metaphor a production of meaning which results from the "shock" of 

"predicative assimilation" or "rapprochement " between divergent 

semantic fields (IDA 7; FFSR 131). The rudimentary explanation, in 

Fallible Man, of the disproportionate mediating work of imagination is 

transposed from a primary act of denomination to that of predication 

within a metaphorical utterance. Since "metaphor has to do with 

semantics of the sentence before it concerns the semantics of a word" 

(IT 49). and as such is "the result of the tension between two ternis in a 

metaphorical utterance" (IT SO), Ricoeur gives metaphor the weight of 

opening a textual world of mutual self-constitution throug h a "new 

predicative pertinence" produced by an interactive corn bination of 

signifiers rather than domination of a single perspectival meaning or 

noun over a perceptual field. Ricoeur's refomulation of the mediating 

work of the imagination is so complete that the "[tlie behnreen 

imagination and semantic innovation ...[ becomes] the core of our entire 

analysis" (IDA 3). Imagination and semantic creativity f o m  an intricate 



relation of vision and text which opens the ego to possibilities of existing 

in the mode of selfhood. 

The centering of the creative imagination in metaphorical 

discourse appears at first to be a contradiction in ternis. The history of 

philosophical reflection on the nature of the imagination can be 

characterized, according to Ricoeur, as a "range of variation ...[ that] can 

be measured along two different axes: with regard to the object, the axis 

of presence and absence; with regard to the subject, the axis of 

fascinated consciousness and critical consciousness" (IDA 5). Along 

both axes theories of imagination appear as "knot of contradictions 

which ...[ characterizes] the shambles of the theory of the imagination 

today" (IDA 6). Ricoeur develops a conception of imagination more 

rudimentary than that founded on perception which unites this knot of 

contradictions without glossing over the tension within each of the poles 

of imaginativity. What Ricoeur proposes is a conception of imagination 

which is fundamentally a language-constructing activity from which 

visual images are derived. 

To say that our images are spoken before they are seen is to abandon what 
we initially-but rnistakenly-take for granted. namely, that the image is first 
and foremost a "sœne" being played out on the stage of a mental "theatet' for 
the benefit of an intemal "spectator"; but this also means giving up a second 
point we also mistakenly assume, namely, that this mental entity is the stuff 
out of which we construct ouf abstract ideas, our concepts, the basic 
ingredient in some sort of mental alchemy. (IDA 6) 

By giving up the notion of a prior presence of the "ingredients" of 

conceptual thought, Ricoeur transfomis the very idea of the creation of 

meaning. Imaginative constructs are not meanings created behind one's 



back, so to speak, but up front through the vast polysemy of language. 

Rather than rooüng meaning in a metaphysic of prior presence the 

creation of meaning is found within the tension between imaginative 

presence and absence,* which simultaneously generates the 

consciousness of belonging to, and critical distance from, the polysemic 

being of metaphorical rneaning. Imagination, Ricoeur explains, "lives in 

the conflict of 'proximity' and 'distance"' (FFSR 131) through a textual 

world of absence and presence. 

Metaphorical reference allows Ricoeur to move frorn language to 

selfhood. The function of "predicative impertinence" provides a new 

model for the interpretive procedures required for understanding textual 

worlds and their intended meaning of selfhood. Ricoeur values 

metaphorical language for its ability to produce similarities or 

resemblances on the level of the statement: "resemblance itself must be 

understood as a tension between identity and difference in the 

predicative operation set in motion by semantic innovation" (RM 6). 

Through the tension between identity and difference, metaphor provides 

a rnodel for textual reference, which paves the way for understanding 

narrative selfhood as an identity in difference, or as metaphorical 

transference between self and other than self. By refomulating in this 

manner the original model of determinative transcendental 

2 This is not to say that the imaginative tension of presence and absence is postmetaphysical; 
Ricoeur simply shifts the orientation of presenœ from behind to in front of consciousness. Yet 
fundamental to this shift is an imaginative variability not commonly associated with a metaphysic of 
prior presence. Ricoeur writes:"the nothingness of absence Goncems the mode of givenness of a 
mal thing in absentia, the nothingness of unreality characterizes the referent itseif of the fiction" 
(FFSR 126). 



consciousness, Ricoeur finds a type of hemeneutics more reflective of 

the cal1 to selfhood. 

This unique ability of metaphorical utterance to open up a world of 

"second-order reference" results from the redescrïptive power found in 

the "copula of the verb to be" (RM 7; OA 298). Metaphor says something 

about reality by redescribing it "as if it is like this or that," but the 

"metaphorical lis' at once signifies both 'is nof and lis like"' (RM 7). 

Metaphorical truth about reality is tensive, expressing reality in ternis of 

identity and difference. In order to understand how human reality can be 

expressed this way, we need to explain Ricoeur's metaphorical theory in 

greater detail. Specificall y we will examine how metaphor constructs 

resem blances and how such resem blances refer to a redescribed reality 

which implies selfhood. 

3.1 From Semantics of Discourse to the Work of Resemblance 

The reformulation of determined meaning into an interactive 

creation of meaning through metaphorical utterance is the key to 

understanding Ricoeur's philosophical anthropology and ontology. 

While Ricoeur does change his focus from the determined word to the 

metaphorical statement, this does not "obliterate ... nominal definition in 

ternis of word or name, because the word remains the locus of the effect 

of metaphorical meaning. It is the word that is said to take a 

metaphorical meaning" (RM 66). Ricoeur's shift in focus is more than a 

simple shift from words to sentences; rather, Ricoeur's preoccupation 



with metaphorical statements involves a fundamental realignment of his 

methodology. The interaction of signifiers within metaphorical 

statements supplies Ricoeur with a hemeneutical model proportionate 

to his quest for an ontology of mutuality. 

Following Emile Benveniste's distinction between semiotiw and 

semantics, or ''the distinction between the fundamental units of language 

and of discourse: the signs and the sentence respectively" (RM 67), 

Ricoeur argues that the emergence of linguistic meaning takes place on 

the semantic level of discourse, that is, at the level of the sentence taken 

as a whole irreducible to its semiotic elements. Since "the meaning 

inherent in this whole is distributed over the ensemble of the 

constituents" (RM 67), linguistic meaning is the product of a sentence and 

not of individual words isolated from their contextual use. The signifiers 

which constitute the sentence provide an occasion for the production of 

linguistic meaning through an interactive process, rather than the 

detemination of meaning by a univocal signifier. Ricoeur places the 

burden of the meaning of language on an interaction within a unit of 

discourse which, unlike the determinative model of language, has the 

possibility of being a "creation of limitless variety," and which captures 

"the very life of human speech in action" (RM 68). 

In order to demonstrate this interactive capacity of metaphorical 

discourse to communicate or mean something, Ricoeur uses three traits 

of the structure of discourse. First of all, "discourse always occurs as an 

event, but is understood as meaning" (RM 70). Living language, while it 



is the actualization of a virtual semiotic code, takes place in time through 

an imaginative work of understanding which labors to identify the 

meaning of what is said and to communicate meaning through vanous 

foms of discourse. Discourse becomes a reality through the act which 

creates and recreates meaning from the combination of serniotic 

signifiers. While discourse is always "an instant" of meaning and signs, 

and therefore "fleeting and transitory, it can be identified and reidentified 

as 'the same'; thus, meaning is introduced, in its broadest sense, at the 

same time as the possibility of identifying a given unit of discourse. 

There is meaning because there is sameness of meaning" (RM 70). In 

other words, the combination of signifiers used in the event of discourse 

offers the repeatability of meaning. However, the meaning which c m  be 

identified as the "same" does not reside in a semiotic substrate; it results 

from an act of understanding which must construct the meaning time 

and time again. 'This is why this trait can be mistaken for an element of 

language; but what we have here is the repeatability of an event, not of 

an element of a system" (RM 70). While it is possible, for example, to 

read a text over and over again, the "sameness" of meaning has to do 

with the very possibility of reading, with an act of imagination that 

repeats, according to Ricoeur, the event of discourse. The sameness of 

meaning in this context has little to do with a single meaning rooted in 

signifiers; it has to do, Ricoeur contends, with the sameness of the event 

in which meaning occurs, thereby capturing the "event" in semantics of 

discourse. 



The importance of this distinction is paramount for Ricoeur. If the 

association is made between a single univocal meaning and the event of 

meaning, then the designation of sameness leaves no room for the 

category of the other or for the diversity of rneanings. Reading would 

thus imply the reactualiraüon of a predetemined meaning where 

interpretation would be nothing other than the activity in which we 

attempt to get the meaning right. For Ricoeur, meaning as event always 

implies both identity and difference, the same and the other. Sameness 

of meaning in the context of the dialectic of meaning and event simply 

shows that the discourse to be identified as such must generate 

meaning: meaning always occurs for discourse to be named as 

discourse. The dialectic of event and meaning does not mark a 

distinction between semantic and semiotic orders, but a distinction 

interna1 to the semantic order itself. 

The discursive dialectic of event and meaning encompasses the 

ability of discourse to refer tu a "reality" other than itself. This is the 

second trait of discourse emphasized by Ricoeur. The event of 

meaning, while dependent on, but not reducible to, a semiotic order, 

extends itself beyond Ianguage. Discourse exhibits an additional 

dialectic of semiotic sense and extralinguistic reference. On a semiotic 

level, 'Yhere is no problem" of reference; "signs refer to other signs 

within the same system. In the phenornenon of the sentence, language 

passes outside itself; reference is the mark of the self-transcendence of 

language ... .This trait.. .marks the fundamental difference between 



semantics and semiotics" (RM 74). Semantic meaning is by definition 

that aspect of discourse which connects language use to "reality." And 

because discursive reference performs a "mediatory function between 

man and man, between man and world, and so integrating man into 

society and assuring the correspondence between language and the 

world" (RM 74). discourse is the foundational means for understanding 

these relationships. For Ricoeur the referential extension of language to 

"reality" sirnultaneously refers to and implicates selfhood. 

Herein lies the third trait of discourse. The referential function of 

al1 fomç of discourse has a dual reference. '70 the extent that 

discourse refers to a situation, to an experience, to reality, to the world, 

in sum to the extra-linguistic, it also refers to its own speaker by means 

of procedures that belong essentially to discourse and not to language" 

(RM 75). The act of understanding the meaning of discourse involves the 

appropriation of a dual reference: a world and a self that could exist in 

that world. Herein lies Ricoeur's hermeneutic of selfhood. The 

appropriation of possibilities for being oneself results from a 

hemeneutical method that is rooted in these three traits of discourse: 

discourse is by definition a meaningful event, and that rneaning requires 

a dual method of explanation of semiotic sense and understanding of 

semantic reference, the result of which is both the appropriation of world 

and an understanding of a self that could inhabit that world. 

Using these three traits of discourse, Ricoeur draws from the 

disciplines of rhetoric, logical grammar, and literary criticism, key ideas 



that facilitate the construction of his own model of metaphorical 

production of meaning. Since discourse is a meaning event, 

metaphorical meaning must be seen as the result of an activity on the 

part of the reader. Foregoing the traditional formulation of the 

transference of rneaning between different words, Ricoeur, borrowing 

from I. A. Richards, likens this activity to "a commerce between 

thoughts, that is, a transaction between contexts" (RM 80). The thought 

or meaning cuntext associated with particular words within a 

metaphorical sentence is transfomed by the reader into a relationship of 

exchange which produces new meaning. The words themselves do not 

contain this new meaning but provide the possibility for a reader to make 

a new association between them. Through the interaction of subject and 

predicate, or "focus and frame" (RM 85), metaphorical utterance allows 

for something new to be said. Metaphorical statements are not 

decoraiive devices in which one simply substitutes one lexical meaning 

for another; they are genuine creations of meaning which have not yet 

been added to the virtual system of semiotic signifiers. The production 

of metaphorical meaning through sernantic interaction is irreducible to 

the dictionary meaning of its semiotic elements. Interactive metaphor 

"cannot be translated without 'loss of cognitive content'. Being 

untranslatable, it carries new information; briefly, it tells us something" 

which is not present in the original meaning context of its individual 

words (RM 87). 



What distinguishes metaphorical utterance from other forms of 

discourse is the peculiar interaction of its subject and predicate. Citing 

Monroe Beardsley, Ricoeur explains that metaphor is a fom of "self- 

contradictory attribution" (RM 94). Metaphor creates a contextual conflict 

between subject and predicate which can only be resolved through a 

recontextualizing act on the part of the reader. Metaphorical attribution 

presents "a conflict between designations at the primary level of 

rneaning, which forces the reader to extract from the complete context of 

connotations the secondary rneanings capable of making a 'rneaningful 

self-contradictory attribution' from a self-contradictory statement" (RM 95). 

Ricoeur takes from Beardsley's work the foundational structure of his 

own concept of metaphorical meaning. The transition from primary self- 

contradictory designations to secondary meaningful connotations is 

perfomed by a reader who makes contradiction meaningful through a 

"power ... to push the frontier of non-sense further back" (RM 95). The 

reader constructs second-order meaning from first-order semantic 

contradictions. Metaphorical meaning results from a reader-activated 

event which dialectically connects a logically incongruous subject and 

predicate. This is the poetic power of the imagination at work: "the 

sudden insight of a new predicative pertinence, specifically a pertinence 

within impertinence" (FFSR lu), the ability to see similarities amongst 

lexically discordant definitions. Ricoeur therefore explains that 

there are probably no words so incompatible that some poet could not build a 
bridge between thern; the power to create new contextual meanings seems to 
be tmly lirnitless. Attribution that appean to be non "sensical" can make 



sense in some unexpected context. No speaker ever completely exhausts the 
wnnotative possibilities of his words. (RM 95) 

Metaphorical staternents make a transition between two levels of 

meaning: conventional or "proper meaning" which "reflects only the 

catalogued lexical meanings of words," and "figurative" or new 

"'emergent meaning' that exists here and nowt' (RM 96). New meaning is 

metaphorical meaning. Metaphor is more than just an instance of 

discourse among others; it reveals itself to be the quintessential 

expression of living speech. This is why "the dictionary contains no 

metaphors; they exist only in discourse. For this reason, metaphorical 

attribution is superior to every other use of language in showing what 

'living speech' really is; it is an 'instance of discourse' par excellence" 

(RM 97). And because metaphor is a genuine moment of creation and a 

true "semantic innovation without status in ... language" (RM 98), it can be 

used as model for the creation of rneaning in al1 other foms of 

discourse. 

The extension of the interactive structure of metaphor to other 

foms of discourse serves as the basis for Ricoeur's hemeneutical 

methodology. Ricoeur draws on Beardsley's insight that "the literary 

work is not only a linguistic entity homogeneous to the sentence, 

differing from it just with respect to length ...[ but] a whole organized at a 

level proper to the drawing of distinctions between several classes of 

works" (RM 91) and which creates meaning through the interaction of its 

semiotic elements. The process of creating new rneaning on the level of 



metaphorical discourse is duplicated on the level of the literary text, 

although it is a duplication of increased sophistication. Metaphor 

serve[s] as a testcase. ..of the method of explication that is to be applied to 
the work itself, taken as a whole. To put it in another way, the metaphor is 
taken as a poem in miniature. The proposed working hypothesis is that if a 
satisfactory account cari be given of what is irnplied in this kemel of poetic 
meaning, it must be possible equally to extend the same explication to larger 
entities. such as the entire poern. (RM 94) 

Metaphor is significant for Ricoeur not only as a mode! of discourse par 

excellence; it provides also the "kemel" or the new "melodic gerrn" for 

the interpretative procedures which need to be employed for 

understanding al1 cultural woks. 

3.2 The Work of Resemblance 

The metaphorical kernel of Ricoeur's herrneneutic, while 

foundational to his anthropology and ontology, remains rather undefined. 

Although Ricoeur attributes the emergence of new meaning to "a 

pertinence within impertinence" (FFSR 131), or the result of making sense 

frorn non-sensical predication, the details of this interaction need to be 

explored further. 

In emphasizing the creative response of the reader to the literal 

self-contradictory attribution of metaphorical utterance, Ricoeur is 

working towards an explanation of the cmative power to produce 

figurative meaning. By reaching beyond literal contradiction, the act of 

metaphorical meaning has the ability to see resemblanœs on a 

secondary, and ultimately deeper, imaginative level. While metaphor 



making is an activity of interaction, it is prirnarily an act of connection, a 

transition from a contradictory or conflictual level to a figurative level 

which combines the conflicting meaning contexts into a relational unity of 

resemblance. Metaphor 

is the "clash" on the literal level that leads one ta seek out a meaning beyond 
the lexical meaning.. .metaphor is not quite the clash itself, but rather its 
resolution. One must decide, on the basis of various "clues" provided by the 
context. which terms can be taken figurativeiy and which cannot. One rnust 
therefore "work out" the parallelism between situations that will guide the 
iconic transposition of one to the other. (RM 190-191) 

Metaphor making can be explained as the production of a "kind of 

semantic 'proximity' established between the [contradictory] ternis 

despite their 'distance' apart. Things that until that moment were 'far 

apart' suddenly appear as 'closely related"' (RM 194). 

It is this paradox of attribution that brings us to the heart of 

Ricoeur's explanation of metaphor. Diversity of meaning and the unity of 

sudden insight belong together. In fact, Ricoeur insists that the "tension, 

contradiction, and controversion are nothing but the opposite side of the 

reconciliation in which metaphor 'makes sense"' (RM 195). 90th are 

essential to the imaginative act of resemblance making. While literal 

resemblance results in logical contradictions, rnetaphorical resernblance 

results from a work of poetic resolution of these unusual predications. 

Contradiction and resolution are not separate processes; they result 

from the unified act of imagining. The creative production of meaning 

simultaneously incorporates "the protest [ofj what remains from the 

former marriage, the literal assignation, destroyed by contradiction, [and] 



the yielding.. .to the new rapprochement" (RM 196). Metaphorical 

meaning combines contradiction or difference with the similar without 

reducing one to the other. Metaphorical unity does not overcome 

difference, it holds difference and identity together while it "opposes" 

thern. "ln the metaphorical statement," Ricoeur explains, 

"the similar" is perceived despite difference, in spite of contradiction. 
Resemblance, therefore, is the logical category corresponding to the 
predicative operation in which "approximation" (bringing close) meets the 
resistance of "being distant." In other words, metaphor displays the work of 
resemblance because the literal contradiction preserves difference within the 
metaphoncal statement; "sarne" and "different" are not just mixed together, 
they also remain opposeci. Through this specific trait. enigma lives on in the 
heart of metaphor. In metaphor, "the sarne" operates in spite of "the 
different." (RM 196) 

Metaphorical resemblance, one could Say, brings about a "fusion of 

differences into identity" without destroying the semantic differences 

which adhere to semantic "fields" and "networks of significance" that are 

associated with the subject and predicate of literal contradiction (RM 198). 

The unifying function of metaphorical resemblance is, for Ricoeur, 

what accounts for the emergence of new meaning in language. It is a 

process of schematization performed by the imagination in which 

"predicative assimilation enables the imagination to work.. .'to see'. . .'to 

see similarity"' (FFSR 131). Metaphor includes an iconic moment or an 

"image" that acts as "a gathering-point.. .of emerging meanings" (RM 199). 

Appropriating Kant's distinction between the productive and reproductive 

imagination, Ricoeur explains that 

in the same way, therefore, that the schema is the matrix of the category, the 
icon is the matrix of the new semantic pertinence that is bom out of the 



dismantling of semantic networks caused by the shock of contradiction .... 
metaphor is established as the schernatism in which the metaphorical 
attribution is produced. This xhematism tums imagination into the place 
where figurative meaning emerges in the interplay of identity and difference. 
And rnetaphor is that place in discourse where this schematism is visible. 
because the identity and the difference do not melt together but confront each 
other. (RM 199) 

The imagination does not simply repmduce images from a linguistic 

medium and mixture; it pmduces images through the very same 

imaginative act which constructs figurative meanings. The ernergence 

of meaning is a single process of productive schematization of 

metaphorical meaning-images. 

The ability to image an emerging meaning is accounted for by the 

"phenornenon of reverberation" (RM 215; IDA 8; FFSR 129-130). Ricoeur 

borrows this curious phrase from Gaston Bachelard who utilires it to 

indicate a noncausal link between the moment of creation, whereby the 

"poet speaks on the threshold of being" (PS xii), and the being that 

reverberates through the sonorous poetic image. For Bachelard, the 

ability of being to reverberate through a poetic image reveals a 

connection that goes 

immediately beyond al1 psychology or psychoanalysis. [where] we feel a poetic 
power rising naively within us. Affer the original reverberation, we are able to 
experienœ resonances. sentimental repercussions, rerninders of Our past. But 
the image has touched the depths, before it stin the surface, and this is also 
true of a simple experience of reading. The image offered us by reading the 
poem now becomes really our own. It takes root in the impression that we 
could have created it. that we should have created it. It becomes a new being 
in our language. expressing us by making us what it expresses; in other words, 
it is at once a becoming expression, and a becoming of our being. Here 
expression created being. (PS xix) 



The iconization of linguistic meaning which allows us to see being as ...., 

results from a deep ontological connection between image, fanguage, 

and being. However, Ricoeur is careful with the appropriation of the 

notion of reverberation. Although he uses Bachelard's view of the poetic 

image, stipulating that such imagery parallels the symbolization of 

experience, he has no interest in Bachelard's quest for a "direct 

ontology" which attempts, through phenomenological description of the 

"pure imagination," to lay bare the original consciousness of creativity.3 

The birth of the image-symbol is not rooted in a metaphysic of original 

consciousness, or in a prior presence or meaning which language 

merely expresses4 For Ricoeur, meaning is an event of discourse, a 

work of the imagination, and therefore it happens "up front" in language. 

The reverberative power of the creative imagination not only 

produces images (FTA 172); it also "radiates out in ail directions, 

reanimating earlier experience, awakening dormant mernories, 

spreading to adjacent sensorial fields" (IDA 8). The imagination 

organizes discordant experiences, and ideas, by making connecting 

images between them. The vast diversity of possible imaginata can 

therefore be gathered together and organized into cultural works. This 

3 Bachelard writes: "1 always corne then to the same conclusion: the essential newness of the 
poetic image poses the problem of the speaking being's creativeness. Through this creativeness the 
imagining consciousness proves to be, very simply but very purely, an origin. In a study of the 
imagination, a phenomenology of the poetic imagination must concentrate on and bring out this 
quality of origin in various poetic images" (PS xx). 
4 Ricoeur writes: 'There is no symbolism prior to man who speaks, even though the power of 
syrnbols is rooted more deeply, in the expressiveness of the cosmos, in what desire wants to Say, in 
the varied image-contents that men have. But in each case it is in language that the cosmos, desire, 
and the imaginary achieve speech" (FP 1-6). 



movernent outward, or "the effect of reverberation, resonance, or echo, 

is not a secondary phenomenon" (IDA 8); it is a connecting act that joins 

speech and sight together to envision reality as sornething other than 

what has been received. 

Imagination receives its most cornplete definition by this play of 

possibilities. Ricoeur explains that 

the ultirnate role of the image is not only to spread meaning over diverse 
sensonal fields but to hold meaning suspended in this neutralized atmosphere, 
in the element of fiction ... But it already seems that the imagination is really 
what we al1 mean by this terni: a free play of possibilities in a state of 
uninvolvement with respect to the world of perception or action. It is in this 
state of uninvolvement that we try out new ideas, new values, new ways of 
being in the world. (IDA 8-9) 

More than a simple state of suspended disbelief, the iconization of 

meaning configures and reconfigures reality. By generating images 

rooted in linguistic meanings, the imagination suspends one kind of 

referential order for another. The imagination provides a distance, or 

even absence, from the everyday reality of sedimented or prefigured 

meaning, in order that a presence can be opened in front of the text.5 

The imagination provides a transition between reality as it is received, 

The dialedic of absence and presence must not be confused with presentation of a 
phenomenological eidos. The presenting of the image by way of imagina1 extension of rnetaphorical 
attribution, which opens the ego to an intersubjedive world wtiere subjedivity is understood 
analogously (onesetf as another), is not a static selfantained presentation. Opening a world of 
possibility is not an end in itself or a revelation of well-rounded m. Configured meaning is always 
tied to the mimetic reconfiguration of experience. Preseritation is always a presentation of 
~ssibil ity, a presentation in the imagina1 mode of the as if, which can only becorne reality by means 
of an agent responsible for an action which concretires the possibility envisioned by the imagination. 
However, since the imagination is a mediating operation, rnediating between absence and presence, 
any possibility made adual becames after the fad a sedimentation of meaning or configuration of 
meaning in need of reconfiguration. The emergence of meaning is a dynamic process which, on a 
linguistic or imaginative level, is rooted in the flux of absence and presence, which Ricoeur grounds 
in the ontological dialedic of potentiality and actuality, or productivity and power (act) (OA 302-1 7). 



and a possible reality to be accomplished or reconfigured. What 

Ricoeur in essence is arguing for is a phenomenological reduction, or 

putting out of action, of one kind of k i n g  of the world, in order that the 

world of being opened up by metaphorical utterance may speak. For 

Ricoeur, 

the neutralizing function of the imagination with respect to the "thesis of the 
world" is only the negative condition required to free a second-order referential 
force. An analysis of the affirmative force deployed by poetic language shows 
that it is not just the sense which is split in the metaphorical process but the 
reference as well. What is eliminated is the ordinary language reference 
applied to objects which correspond to one of our interests, our primary interest 
in controlling and manipulating. By holding in aôeyance this interest and the 
sphere of meaning it govems, poetic discourse allows our deep-seated insertion 
in the life-wodd to emerge; it allows the ontological tie uniting Our being to other 
beings and to Being to be articulated. What is articulated in this way is what I 
cal1 secondorder reference and which in reality is the primordial reference. (IDA 
9 

The iconicity of metaphorical attribution carries great significance 

for Ricoeur. The ability to see reality differently than the way it has been 

received is rooted in the power of imagination to construct images from 

diverse semantic fields. Semantic meaning provides the soi1 for 

imaginative images to blossom. But "images evoked or aroused in this 

way are not the 'free' images that a simple association of ideas would 

join to meaning ... they are 'tied' images, that is, connected to poetic 

diction. In contrast to mere association, iconicity involves meaning 

controlling irnagery" (RM 21 1). Metaphoncal utterance, by opening 

language to an imaginative worîd of images, provides a semantic ground 

and foundation for the possibilities of seeing reality as other and different 

than received. In this way, the emergence of meaning moves beyond 



language and becomes "fused" with "non-verbal" experience, with the 

fulness of imagery, without losing its dynamic power of maintaining 

identity in difference (RM 213). 

The connection between language, imagination, and reality is 

fundamental. Imaginative "seeing as" can mediate between meaning 

and existence because it is both "an experience and an act at one and 

the same time" (RM 213), a reception of linguistic resemblance through 

the construction of new images. "Seeing as" is both the involuntary 

reception of images where 'Yhere is no nile to be learned for 'having 

images,"' and an act which "orden the flux and governs iconic 

deployment" (RM 213). Because ''the same imagery which occurs also 

means" (RM 213), it has the ability to mediate between discourse and 

non-verbal reality. In other words, the work of the imagination is the 

"fusion of sense and the imaginary ...[w hich] is the necessary counterpart 

of a theory of interaction" (RM 214). Since the creation of meaning takes 

place in time, in the event of heanng or reading, it involves seeing reality 

in a particular manner: meaning has an extrinsic linguistic referent. 

3.3 Reference and Reality 

Using the Fregean distinction between sense and reference, 

Ricoeur explores the manner in which discourse transcends itself 

through its redescription of reality set in motion by the imaginative work 

of resemblance. Discourse calls for interpretation in ternis of an 

extension of the work of imagination beyond the construction of new 



semantic resemblance to "display the world to which it refers by virtue of 

its 'arrangement,' its 'genre,' and its 'style"' (RM 220). While Ricoeur 

spends a great deal of time in numerous publications seeking to justify 

the "right to pass from [textual] structure ... to the world of the [poetic] 

work" (RM 220), we will accept the postulate of semantic reference as an 

implicit characteristic of discourse. Instead, our concern lies with the 

referential connection between discourse and reality, that is, the creation 

of a "second-level reference" (RM 221) that analogically redescribes 

reality by constructing linguistic models. 

The ability of discourse to make a connection with reality is readily 

taken for granted in the field of science. However, scientific language 

describes reality through the construction of an imaginary model which is 

said to represent that reality. Ricoeur points out that the abstraction of a 

linguistic model which is seen as standing for reality is in fact an 

analogue of the original. "The model and the original resemble each 

other in their structures and not through sensible features" (RM 241). 

Scientific models "isomorphicly" resemble reality in an imaginary mode 

that allows for a deeper understanding and further explanation of the 

original. Models offer the scientific mind a power of description which 

brings to Iight essential structures and relationships which might not be 

discovered through ordinary description. This is not a 

deflection of reason, distraction by images, but the essentially verbal power of 
trying out new relationships on a "described model." This imagination mingles 
with reason by virtue of the niles of correlation goveming the translation of 
staternents concemirtg the secondary domain into statements applicable to 
the original domain ... it is the isomorphism of relationships that grounds the 



translatability of one idiom into another and. in so doing, provides the 
"rationale" of the imagination. But the isomorphisrn does not hotd now 
between the original domain and something constructed, but between that 
dornain and something "desctibed." Scientific imagination wnsists in seeing 
new connections via the detour of this thing that is "described." (RM 241) 

While the parallel between models of scientific description and 

metaphorical "seeing as" is quite obvious, models reveal something new 

about reality that was "not discovered in the foregoing analysis" (RM 243). 

Since a model "consists in a cornplex network of staternents" (RM 243), a 

direct cornparison with metaphorical statements is disproportionate. 

Ricoeur explains that the model's "exact analogue would be the 

extended metaphor-tale, allegory ... a metaphoric network and not an 

isolated metaphor" (RM 243). The "poem in miniature," while providing 

the simplest exarnple of the creation of meaning in language, when 

extended to narrative configurations not only sees reality as ..., but c m  

describe and redescribe reality throug h its expanded "metaphorical 

network rather than by an isolated metaphorical staternent" (RM 244). 

Extended meta phors or fictions redescriptively refer to real ity by 

providing heuristic models of and for reality. The reference of extended 

metaphor is of a fundamentally different order than that of ordinary 

reference. Fictions, by creating imaginative distance from reality, 

provide a means for not only reinventing or seeing reaiity otherwise than 

it has b e n  previously described through ordinary direct (deteminative) 

description; it provides the imaginative space within which "reality" is 

clarified, revealed, and understood.6 Using Aristotle's example of the 

6 On the origin of "real" as used in philosophy, see M. Boutin, Conceiving the Invisible (i994), 
PP. 5-8. 



tragic drama, Ricoeur explains that the metaphoricity of a narrative plot 

"consists in describing a less known domain - human reality - in the 

light of relationships within a fictitious but better known domain - the 

tragic tale - utilizing al1 the strengths of 'systematic deployability' 

contained in that tale" (RM 244). By extending the power of metaphorical 

utterance to literary works, Ricoeur utilizes the phenomenological 

procedure of the epoche to suspend the meaning of ordinary immediate 

experience to create a reference in which "invention and discovery 

cease being opposed and where creation and revelation coincide" (RM 

246). What appears as the cancellation of a primary world of meaning in 

favour of a secondary imaginative world is for Ricoeur an opening ont0 a 

more fundamental level of reality where meaning is a simultaneous 

process of creation and discovery. To see reality as this or that through 

the construction of imaginative fictions is to discover more about reality 

than is possible through direct reference language. Ricoeur argues that 

while seeing as ... takes place through semantic innovation it is a 

simultaneous ontological process of speaking about being and hearing 

the speech of being. The work of imagination is the dynamic in which 

Being speaks through being spoken. Through the muthos or connecting 

voice of fiction the gift of imagination is connected to a cal. Seeing 

reality as.. .is also ''feeling [reality] as.. .the lack of distinction between 

intefior and exteriof' (RM 246), that is, feeling oneself as a fundamental 

unity of identity and difference. With poetic reference "the 'poetic 

textures' of the world. ..and the 'poetic schemata' of interior life.. .mirronng 



one another, proclaim the reciprocity of the inner and the outer" (RM 246). 

Thus, for Ricoeur the world of a poetic work not only provides a rnodel of 

and for reality; it simultaneously provides a semantic model for selfhood 

through the fundamental connection between the inner self and outer 

world. 

Here we see the deep connection Ricoeur has constructed 

between language, selfhood, and Being. By refomiulating his original 

linguistic mode1 of deteminative consciousness into that of a 

metaphorical unity of identity and difference, Ricoeur provides himself 

with a hemieneutic that is extended beyond the creation of meaning in 

language to an extralinguistic reference which speaks in truth of 

selfhood and being. But as Ricoeur points out, this daim calls into 

question the understanding of their reality. Since the second-order 

reference of metaphor and fiction redescribes reality through the 

suspension of ordinary determinative reference, does this mean that the 

referential world of the text is indeterminate and thereby ultimately 

lacking the ability to create the clearing for ontological speech? Not at 

all, because the dynamic of metaphorhl utterance exposes an ontology 

which lives in the interplay of identity and difference. 

Language only concerned with a deteminative reference is a 

language of dead metaphor, a language which is intent on eliminating 

ambiguity and plurality through the control of meaning. However, 

language which demands only difference, only flux, is never in need of 

interpretation for any reading is as good as another. Rather, Ricoeur 



insists that the dialectical tension first observed "between tenor and 

vehicle" must be maintained between "literal interpretation ... and 

metaphorical interpretation," between "identity and difference in the 

interplay of resemblance," and between the interpretation of selfhood 

and Being. "ln the rnost radical ternis possible, tension must be 

introduced into metaphorically affirrned being" (RM 247). The conceptual 

pattern for the emergence of meaning as a "unity of identity in 

difference" becomes the new "melodic germ" for understanding 

language, discourse, reference, and reality. The original notion of 

mutual selfhood and being which Ricoeur pursued through the third 

quest for self-affirmation in Fallible Man, is now given an additional 

tensive qualification. Ricoeur's ontology and corresponding 

philosophical anthropology are still expressed in ternis of mutual 

affirmation through identity and difference, but this unity is understood as 

a tension between necessary counterparts. The meaning of the unifying 

term "selfhood" expresses a connection between self and other than 

self, and does so through a dialectical tension which is supposed to 

prevent the reduction of one to another. Likewise, Ricoeur's ontology 

consists in a combination of "ontological commitment" and critique of 

"ontological naïveté, " whereby the unifying term 'Yo be" is understood as 

both "the critical incision of the (literal) 'is notg within the ontological 

vehemence of the (metaphorical) 7s"' (RM 255). Ricoeur believes that 

metaphorical utterance provides a model of interconnection which 



overcomes the disproportion of Fallible Man between determinative 

Iinguistic consciousness and the mutuality of selfhood and being . 

Yet the question remains: has Ricoeur really overcome the 

disproportion in Fallible Man between epistemology and ontology? After 

all, the movement from literal reference to metaphorical reference does 

resernble the movement of deteminate consciousness to true self- 

consciousness. Further, is not disproportion by definition a kind of 

relational tension between elements? And therefore, could metaphorical 

utterance be viewed as a form of incongruity between literal domination 

and figurative liberation? Could one not also conclude that the 

detemination of perceptual othemess by noun and verb is similar to the 

construction of the semantic resemblance that results from a clash of 

"unusual predicates"? 

While these structural similarities do perhaps lend to the 

suggestion of Ricoeur's lack of conceptual progress, and account for Our 

earlier comments regarding his reconstruction rather than rejection of his 

model of deteminative consciousness, such a reading fails to take into 

account that the tensive connection between identity and difference is 

the organizing principle of not just Vue self-consciousness but is 

constitutive of language itself. The disproportion between 

methodological determination and mutual self-affirmation has apparently 

vanished within the semantic structure of metaphorical utterance. 

Episternology, philosophical anthropology, and ontology are al1 

understood through the same conceptual pattern in which identity does 



not conquer nor determine difference but tries to maintain a relation 

between identity and difference without reducing one to the other. At 

last Ricoeur has developed a uniformity of analysis of language, of 

selfhood, and of Being. But does this new universal model of the "unity 

of identity and difference" create new problems of its own? 



Chapter Four 

Narrative Imagination and Personal ldentity 

With the deployment of Ricoeur's rnodel of semantic innovation, 

significant progress has been made towards eliminating the 

disproportion character of deteminative consciousness. Building on the 

tension between identity and difference, Ricoeur manages to bridge 

many of the fault lines that have separated the epistemological quest for 

self-knowledge from anthropological mutuality. Yet the resolution of 

disproportion takes us only part way on our joumey towards the recovery 

and discovery of selfhood. Metaphor proclaims new meaning that 

corresponds with feeling oneself as a fundamental unity of identity and 

difference. The power of metaphor to see reality configured in a 

particular manner gives testimony to the vast breadth of human emotion. 

Imagination, however, is more than just feeling. Poetic expression takes 

place in time through action by individuals in comrnunity with others. 

Metaphor shows how one feels or sees the temporal character of one's 

own being in relation to other temporal beings, and the temporality of 



Being. This requires an extended metaphor capable of giving testimony 

of the agent responsible for action. The journey of self-discovery must 

pass through linguistic configurations of human action, which gives not 

only analogous possibilities for agency but also testimony of both 

individual and common deeds carried out and suffered. ldentifying the 

agent responsible for the act of imaginative narration requires that the 

work of imagination expand the practical field of human experience and 

action. 

In the three volume work Time and Namative (1 984-88). Ricoeur 

launches a corn plex and hig hly detailed analysis of the interconnection 

between narrative and human experience. Forming a pair with The 

Rule of Metaphor, these studies continue to explore the significance of 

the work of imagination for understanding experience. This "one vast 

poetic sphere that includes metaphoncal utterance and narrative 

discourse" (TN 1, xi) brings to light "the change of distance in logical 

space that is the work of the productive imagination" (TN 1. x). Although 

no longer concerned primarily with "seeing reality as ...," narrative 

discourse nevertheless brings together difference and identity into a 

unifying structure. "The plot of a narrative is comparable to this 

predicative assimilation. It 'grasps together' and integrates into one 

whole and complete story multiple and scattered events, thereby 

schematizing the intelligible signification attached to the narrative taken 

as a whole" (TN 1, x). By grasping together into a complete structure the 

narrative function places the diversity of human temporal experience 



under the unifying operation of the plot. In fact, Ricoeur argues that the 

narrative function is "the privileged means by which we re-configure our 

confused, unformed, and at the limit mute temporal experience" (TN 1. 

xi). Narrative brings to language the diversity of human action by 

submitting it to the unifying and intelligible order of the plot. In this 

manner, the narrative function repeats the conceptual pattern developed 

by Ricoeur in The Rule of Metaphor : the production of a linguistic 

innovation that unifies identity and difference. 

In spite of Ricoeur's introductory remarks concerning the purpose 

of Time and Nanative, his "common core presupposition [that] time 

becornes human to the extent that it is organized after the manner of a 

narrative," and conversely that narrative "is meaningful to the extent that 

it poftrays the features of temporal experience" (TN 1, 3). remains 

secondary to the somewhat hidden point of the entire work. It is only at 

the end of the third volume of Time and Nanative that the primary 

purpose of the whole work is revealed: "Here is the core of our whole 

investigation, for it is only within this search ... by individuals and by the 

communities to which they belong , for their respective narrative 

identities ... that the aporetics of time and the poetics of narraüve 

correspond to each other in a sufficient way" (TN 3, 274). This revelation 

is quite remarkable if one considers the fact that the three volumes of 

Tirne and Namtive are more than eight hundred pages long and that the 

only thematic treatrnent of the concept of narrative identity in Time and 

Namtive spans a mere four pages and seems to be an after-thought in 



response to lingering problems that Ricoeur's investigations on narrative 

have been unable to resolve. 

Astonishing as this may seem, the search for identity should corne 

as no surprise if set within Ricoeur's work as a whole. As we have seen, 

the initial search in Fallible Man for mutual self-affirmation takes place in 

and amongst the works of culture, and this quest for mutuality remains 

constant throughout Ricoeur's later heneneutical investigations. In this 

regard, his investigation of the relationship between human temporality 

and the poetics of narrative re-employs the strategy of imaginative 

mediation as the key to anthropological and ontological truth. Just as 

metaphor proposes a world of possible axiological values, the proposals 

of narrative discourse require an agent responsible for the tnith of 

history and fiction. Narrative refers to a world inhabited by identifiable 

agents capable of responding to the questions: "Who is speaking? Who 

is acting? Who is recounting about himself or herself? Who is the moral 

subject of imputation?"(OA 16). In other words, who is identified with and 

responsible for the world unfolded through the imaginative act of 

narration? 

As we have seen, Ricoeur's understanding of metaphor sets the 

stage for the interpretation of multiple forms of discoune, each 

corresponding to different intentionalities of human experience. By 

asserting that the central dialectic of imagination is inherently innovative 

and semantic in structure, Ricoeur c m  offer a more cornplete 

interpretation of existence through dialogue with other linguistic forms of 



human creativity. In particular, the extended metaphor or narrative has 

the capacity to bring to light the temporal process of identity formation. 

Narrative, like al1 creative discourse, is supposed to bring experience to 

language, but the particular experience that corresponds to the narrative 

form is the world of human temporality and action, that is, the world 

which çubjects agents to change and is subjected to change by agents 

in search of their identity. 

The events of Our personal and collective stories fonn a vast 

diversity from which we try to weave a meaningful narrative account of 

who we are. The difference and otherness of our received past is taken 

up through the imaginative process of emplotrnent and given order and 

meaning in relation to the quest for sameness and identity. To search 

for one's identity is to accept responsibility for one's own past in relation 

to one's present "space of experience" and "horizon of expectation" (TN 

3. 208); it is an attempt to f o m  a narrative whole from the diversity of 

events that the agent both carries out and sufferç. For Ricoeur, 

this narrative interpretation irnplies that a life story proceeds fram untold and 
repressed stories in the direction of actual stories the subject c m  take up and 
hold as constitutive of his personal identity. It is the quest for this personal 
identity that assures the continuity between the potential or inchoate story and 
the actual story we assume responsibility for. (TN 1, 74) 

The search for identity is tied to the received past, but requires the past 

to be given a configuration marked with a stamp of ownership. Our 

fragmented storied past must be given a configuration that will have the 

power to refigure our experience in the construction of our personal and 

collective identities. It is an interpretive process which begins with what 



Ricoeur calls "prefigured experience" and ends with the "refiguration" of 

our experience. The narrative function is a work of imagination that 

constructs a unifying plot which gives linguistic f o n  to the rnediation 

taking place between the lived diversity of temporal experience and the 

unifying moment of action.' By organizing historical events into a 

narrative unity, cornmunities and individuais can offer testimony of who 

they are and how they wish to mark their existence in the world. This 

process of emplotrnent which moves from prefiguration through 

configuration to the refiguration of experience offers practical proposals 

for living. This narrative "arc" (TN 1, 52) offers prescriptions for identity 

which are taken up and become constitutive of one's identity through the 

deliberation of decision, the cornmitment of choice, and the initiative of 

action. What narratives offer are imaginary linguistic models or 

configurations for living that become identifiable with who we are through 

the reconnection of art and life, that is, the reconnection of the world of 

the text to the world of the reader. 

While crucial with regard to his argument, Ricoeur readily admits 

to the difficulty posed by the intersection and reconnection of art and life, 

and it is a problem that is not lost to his critics.2 Ricoeur argues that the 

connection between narrative and temporal experience is not accidental 

- 

1 The unifying moment of action is described by Ricoeur as "initiative." Here action forrns the 
identity and k i n g  of the agent: "1 act (my being is my doing)" (FTTA 217). Yet as we shall see, it is 
unclear what sort of being this description of initiative bnngs ta Iight: a description of agency, identity, 
or selfhaod? SW TN 3,230-233. 
2 In particular David Car (1986) finds Ricoeur's understanding of narrative to be a literary 
artifice that subjects experience to narrative niles rather than seeing the temporal features of 
experience as constitutive efernents for narrative composition. For further discussion see # 4.3. 



but "presents a transculturai form of necessity" (TN 1, 52). Narrative and 

time are linked by the operative power of the "mirnetic arc" of 

interpretation (TN 1. 52). In fact, Ricoeur explains that "time becomes 

human to the extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and 

narrative attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of 

temporal existence" (TN 1, 52). The interpretation of the temporal world 

of human experience takes place throug h narrative configurations which 

are shaped by pre-narrative structures and are completed by their return 

to life. This is the significance of the process of narrativization. 

Narrative mediates between the sedimentation and innovation of the 

practical field of human experience. Ricoeur writes: "My thesis is that 

the very meaning of the configurating operation constitutive of 

emplotment is a result of its intennediary position between the two 

operations 1 am calling mimesisl and mimesis3" (TN 1. 53). 

By choosing the tenn "emplotrnent" Ricoeur hopes to capture the 

dynamic character of the relationship between temporal experience and 

narrative. The construction of narrative discourse is but one moment of 

the "arc of operations by which practical experience" is understood (TN 1, 

53). The configuring act of narration begins with (mirnesisl) "a 

preunderstanding of the world of action, its meaningful structures, its 

symbolic resources, and its temporal charactet' (TN 1, 54); it finds 

fulfillment in the "application" (mimesis3) of the referential intention in 

the life of the reader or listener. "lt is the task of hermeneutics ... to 

reconstruct the set of operations by which a work lifts itself above the 



opaque depths of living, acting, and suffering, to be given by an author 

to readers who receive it and thereby change their acting" (TN 1, 53). The 

terni "emplotment" signifies an intimate and necessary connection 

between the stories we tell about ourselves and the structure of human 

experience from which narratives arise and to which they return. 

Narrative discourse is for Ricoeur a reflective way station, or critical 

moment of distanciation, which, while ontologically rooted in the practical 

world of experience, allows for the imaginative variation of what is 

received in order that narratives may refigure or reorganize experience 

into more meaningful patterns. For Ricoeur the ultimate significance of 

the connection between narrative and life is found in the analogous 

transferability of the identity of the text to that of persons and 

comrnunities. Since Ricoeur takes the formation of personal and 

communal identity as the core of his entire investigation, the intelligibility 

of this mimetic arc is paramount for understanding the meaning of 

narrative identity. While there is obvious continuity between the creation 

of meaning in metaphor and narrative discourse, what must be explored 

in greater detail is the power of emplotment to create an identity that 

leads from narrative to the active moment of initiative where actual 

existing individuals assume a narrative configuration as their own. In 

other words, we must follow Ricoeur's understanding of the cycle of 

distanciation and application of the referential world of narrative meaning 

to life. 



To accomplish this task, and to help orient ourselves within the 

vast amount of material covered in the three volumes of Time and 

Narrative, we will reverse Ricoeur's order of presentation and examine 

some of his conclusions concerning narrative and personal identity 

before we unfold the process of narrative configuration.3 

4.1 Narrative ldentity 

Exposing a "fracture" that exists between cosmological (objective) 

and phenomenological (subjective) time, Ricoeur situates the production 

of a "third time." Narrative time mediates and "bridges" this gap by 

"interweaving" the "respective ontological intentions of history and 

fiction" (TN 3, 245). However, as Ricoeur readily admits, this mediation 

might very well be a "sign of the inadequacy of Our poetics to our 

aporetics, if there were not born frorn this mutual fruitfulness an 

'offshoot' ... that testifies to a certain unification of the various meaning 

effectç of narrative" (TN 3, 246). The construction of narrative identity 

provides a unity of sameness and difference that bridges the gap of 

history and fiction, and in turn that of phenomenological and 

cosmological time. 

Unlike the construction of metaphorical meaning, Ricoeur's 

concept of narrative identity is a quasi-semantic entity. Although 

narrative configurations offer models for identity, the choice one makes 

3 Although OneseHas Another deals extensively with personal and narrative identity (which 
we will carefully examine in # 5), the sornewhat provisional proposais for narrative identity found in 
Time and Narrative and articles by Ricoeur provide key information with regard to the organizing 
principle of the relationship between narrative and temporal experience. 



in the appropriation and application of such narrative proposals transfers 

a semantic textual identity from the imaginary mode to the practical 

dimension of human experience. "Here 'identity' is taken in the sense of 

a practical category" (TN 3, 246). It is a poetic reply that is fulfilled in the 

initiative of action by an identifiable agent that can "answer the question, 

'Who did this?' 'Who is the agent, the authofl"' (TN 3, 246). The 

response to this question unifies and brings about a certain degree of 

closure to the occultation of the aporeücs of cosmic and 

phenomenological time. And the intenweaving of historical and fictional 

intentionalities comes to rest with a reflective response to the question 

'Who?". 

In spite of Ricoeur's designation of narrative identity as a unifying 

practical category, his elaboration of its meaning calls into question its 

function. Narrative identity is supposed to give a unifying response to 

the ambivalence of the philosophies of time. Further, the narrative 

formulation of identity is supposed to move beyond the debate of the 

substantialist cogito and the anticogito to provide a solution that can 

offer unity of self without the dismissal of diversity and otherness. 

Ricoeur explains that 

without the recoune to narration, the problem of personal identity would in fact 
be condemneâ to an antinomy with no solution. Either we must posit a subject 
identical with itself through the diversity of its different states, or, following 
Hume and Nietzsche, we must hold that this identical subject is nothing more 
than a substantialist illusion, whose elimination merely brings to light a pure 
manifold of cognitions, emotions, and volitions. This dilemma disappears if we 
substitute for identity understood in the sense of being the same (idem), identity 
understood in the sense of oneself as self-same [soi-mdme] (ipse). The 
difference between idem and ipse is nothing more than the difference between 



a substantial or fona l  identity and a narrative identity. Self-sameness. "self- 
constancy," can escape the dilemma of the Same and the Other to the extent 
that its identity rests on a temporal structure that conforrns to the mode1 of 
dynamic identity ansing from the poetic composition of a narrative text. (TN 3, 
246) 

According to this formulation narrative identity gives unity to the self by 

allowing for a transference of narrative unity from the story of Our life to 

actual experience. Narrative models for identity 

become a provocation to be and to act differently. However this impetus is 
transfomed into action only throug h a decision whereby a person says: Here I 
stand! So narration is not equivalent to true selfconstancy except through 
this decisive moment, which makes ethical responsibility the highest factor in 
selfanstancy. (TN 3, 249) 

Just as narrative discourse places the diversity of events, characters, 

and reversals of fortune, under the unity of the plot, so too does ipse 

identity place temporal diverçity under its rule. Although these two 

processes are interlinked by the "rnimetic arc," the transfer from literary 

textual identity to personal identity is actually more fundamental for self- 
constitution than the prefigurative features from which narrative takes 

distance. Careful note must be taken of this correlation between self- 

constancy and narrative identity. Ricoeur makes it quite clear that the 

problems of personal identity can have a meaningful solution if the 

solution rests on a temporal structure which in turn conforms to the 

dynamic identity of a text that is produœd by the creative act of 

emplotment or narrative composition. Although the phenomenology of 

temporal experience and the production of narrative configurations are 

hemeneutically interlinked, the ultimate solution to the problem of 



identity lies within a creative act of imagination. Ricoeur gives priority to 

the narrative function over phenomenological description4 

The difficultly of this position is readily adrnitted by Ricoeur. 

Although narrative identity is proposed as a poetic resolution to the 

problems of the dialectic of narrative and temporal experience. "narrative 

identity is not a stable and seamless identity" (TN 3, 248). The 

"application" of the narrative unity of a text to personal identity is far from 

a simple act. There is no single text; yet, there is an agent who must 

appropriate narrative meanings to form his or her identity. 

The selection of significant meanings which are to become 

representative of who we are involves a highly cornplex procedure 

spread out over the course of our lives. Compounding this difficulty is 

Ricoeur's assertion that life can never offer "total mediation" (TN 3. 207). 

Narrative identity is "an openended, incomplete, imperfect mediation, 

namely, the network of interweaving perspectives of the expectation of 

the future, the reception of the past, and the experience of the present, 

with no Aufhebung into a totality where reason in history and in reality 

would coincide" (TN 3. 207). There is no meta-narrative that can totalize 

our experience. Narrative identity is in fact an identity of various stories. 

"Just as it is possible to compose several plots on the subject of the 

same incidents ... so it is always possible to weave different. even 

opposed, plots about our lives" (TN 3, 248). Ricoeur is convinced that 

within his concept of identity lies a diversity which no amount of narration 

4 We will take up this point again in # 4.3, in discussion with David C a r  and Gary Madison's 
critique of Ricoeur's view of narrative. 



can paper over and place under a unifying nile. "Narrative identity thus 

becomes the name of a problem at least as much as it is that of a 

solution" (TN 3, 249). We need to examine the process of narrativization 

which gives a configuration to the space of experience. Once this is 

completed we will be in a better position to reexamine Ricoeur's 

concept of narrative identity and some of the critical difficulties that it 

implies. 

4.2 The Mimetic Arc 

Ricoeur's understanding of the concept of narrative identity is set 

within a "mimetic arc" of narrative representation that passes from the 

practical field of experience to a semantic level of linguistic meaning and 

back again to the practical world of human action. It is a three-step 

spiral process (TN 1, 72) that advances the understanding of personal 

and interpersonal identity through narrative representation of human 

action. Narrative takes distance from the practical world of action by 

giving it a literary or imaginative configuration with regard to identity 

formation. Ricoeur explains that "what certain fictions redescribe is, 

precisely, hurnan action itself. Or, to Say the same thing the other way 

around, the first way human beings attempt to understand and to master 

the 'manifold' of the pracücal field is to give themselves a fictive 

representation of #' (IDA FTA 176). 

Ricoeur's narrative arc repeats the central thesis of his 

hermeneutical phenornenology: linguistic distance coupled with the 

proximity of belonging. Although providing distance from the practical 



field, narrative te& do belong to an individual or community. The 

exchange of distanciation and appropriation adds a third step to the 

process of understanding. In order for narratives to be incorporated into 

identity formation, they must be rooted in the fundamental structures of 

practical experience-in Ricoeur's terrninology, narratives must have pre- 

narrative "features" (TN 1, 54). Narrative emplotment gives configuration 

to features descriptive of our "preunderstanding of the world of action," 

specifically "its meaningful structures, its symbolic resources, and its 

temporal character" (TN 1. 54). Through the power of emplotment, 

structural, symbolic, and temporal features of the world of practical 

experience are given a configuration in which the practical field is 

represented at a hig her level. By providing mimetic models of the world 

of action, narratives offer literary alternatives for initiating action in the 

present. Although rooted in the pre-narrative features of action, it is only 

through linguistic narrative configurations that this "mute" world (TN 1. xi) 

can be appropriated by the acting subject. 

The description, narration, and appropriation of the practical field 

of action are distinct phases of a single "set of operations by which a 

work lifts itself above the opaque depths of living, acting, and suffering, 

to be given by an author to readers who receive it and thereby change 

their acting" (TN 1, 53). Ricoeur presents the image of an arc: narration 

begins with the discordant and opaque character of human experience 

and ends with its refiguration. Rather than turning back on itself and 

simply returning to the same, the narrative arc should be seen as a 



snapshot of a lifelong process, or as a spiral that continually moves 

fonvard in tirne and understanding. "This circle is not however a vicious 

circle, because there is nevertheless an extension of meaning , 

progressive meaning, from the inchoate to the fully deterrnined" (OPR 

183). Once experience has been refigured during the moment of 

initiative, it becomes a sedimented element and part of a cultural 

repertoire available for narrative configuration. Reading calls for 

rereading. The three phases of the narrative arc are continually 

repeated as the arc spirals fonivard. Ricoeur explains that it is the "task 

of hermeneutics to reconstru &...the concrete process by which the 

textual configuration mediates between the prefiguration of the practical 

field and its refiguration through the reception of the work" (TN 1, 53). 

Narrative configuration is the apex of an arc of operations which has 

significance only in relation to that which precedes and follows it. Similar 

to other operations of the imagination, narrative emplotrnent is a work of 

mediation. 

4.2.1 Prefiguraüon 

Mastering the "manifold" of practical experience throug h narrative 

imitation of action "requires ... the capacity for identifying action in general 

by means of its structural features" (TN 1, 54). Ricoeur explains that each 

of these features finds its place within a network of "intersignification." 

To identity a specific action is - by implication - to identify "goals ... 

motives ... [and] agents [who] can be held responsible for certain 



consequences of their actions ... agents [who] act and suffer in 

circumstances they did not make" (TN 1. 55). The preunderstanding of 

the practical field implies that 'Yo act is always to act 'with' others ...[ in] the 

fom of cooperation or cornpetition or stniggle" (TN 1, 55). While not 

exhausting al1 the possible ternis, Ricoeur intends to show how the 

entire network of intersignification is mapped by "linking [each] t e n  to 

every other terni of the sarne set1' (TN 1. 55). The network as a whole is 

constitutive of the structure of human action. 

The conceptual network of action foms a "paradigmatic order" (TN 

1, 56) for narrative composition, and as such, this "semantics of action" 

(TN 1, 54, 56) is set within a meaning context. Employing Ernst Cassirer's 

formulation of symbolic foms as "cultural processes that articulate 

experience," Ricoeur explains that action and experience are "always 

already articufated by signs, rules and noms" (TN 1, 57). Action always 

has significance, a meaning is always "incorporated into action and 

decipherable from it by other actors in the social interplay" (TN 1, 57). 

Situated within "public ... systems of interacting symbols" action acquires 

"an initial readability," a "texture" of "interpretants" which makes the 

transition from practical to narrative understanding possible (TN 1. 58). 

The symbolic mediation of action legitimizes Ricoeur's mimetic 

hemeneutic by providing a pre-narrative tableau for narrative 

configuration. Action can be read as "a quasi-text ... insofar as the 

symbols, understood as interpretants, provide the rules of meaning as a 

function of which this or that behavior can be interpreted" (TN 1. 58). 



Likewise narrative texts, because they give a configuration to this vast 

array of pre-narrative features, can be said to linguistically represent or 

stand for the practical field of experience. 

By placing action within a symbolically mediated meaning context, 

Ricoeur can subsume individual actions under socially regulated 

"cultural codes" which function as "noms" or "'programs' for behavior; 

they give fom, order, and direction to life" (TN 1, 58). Actions are always 

"rule-governed behaviors" (TN 1, 58). While one can offer a description 

of pre-narrative symbolic meanings throug h classification of individual 

actions under broader cultural categories, such codes also function as 

"prescriptive noms" (TN 1, 58). Practical undentanding includes moral 

and ethical evaluations. Ricoeur writes: 

As a function of the noms immanent in a cuiture, actions cm be estimated or 
evaluated, that is, judged amrding to a scale of moral preferences. They 
thereby receive a relative value, which says that this action is more valuable 
than that one. These degrees of value, first attnbuted to actions, can be 
extended to the agents themselves, who are heid to be good or bad. better or 
worse. (TN 1, 58) 

Since the implicit meaning of the conceptual network of action includes 

ethical evaluation, narrative configurations of action "can never be 

ethically neutral" (TN 1, 59). To represent the practical manifold is to 

assume an ethical position in relation to the actions carried out or 

suffered by an agent or agents. Giving a narrative configuration or 

constructing an identifiable synthesis from heterogeneous elements of 

practical experience, involves the construction of prescriptive 

representations. By drawing on the pre-narrative features of practical 



experience, narrative configurations transfomi mere descriptive 

representation of experience into a prescriptive model for experience. 

Description of the structure of action and its symbolic mediation is 

predicated on a third and more fundamental pre-narrative feature. The 

temporal character of experience is "irnplicit in" action (TN 1, 60). Action 

takes time to be accomplished, and it is the time of action that "calls for 

narration" (TN 1, 59). While narrative emplotrnent uses various features 

described through a semantics and symbolism of action, such 

organization takes place within a temporal framework. The temporal 

structure of experience provides connectors between the practical field 

as a whole and the imaginative act of narrative configuration. To initiate 

action is to do so in the present; but the present is distended by the past 

and the future. The time of action has a before and after, a time of 

preparation and consequences which organizes the practical field 

around the moment of initiative (TN 3, 230-3). Ricoeur explains that this 

structure of "everyday praxis orders the present of the future, the present 

of the past, and the present of the present in ternis of one another. For it 

is this practical articulation that constitutes the most elementary inductor 

of narrative" (TN 1, 60). The temporal organization of the practical field 

provides a ground for the temporal organization of narrative. 

4.2.2 Configuration 

Although the temporal organization of action is foundational for 

narrative configuration, like the other pre-narrative features of the 



practical field, its relationship to narrative configuration is one of 

"presupposition and of transformation" (TN 1. 55). Temporal, symbolic, 

and structural features constitute the first phase of a rnimetic arc. 

Narrative configuration presupposes a basic understanding of the 

practical field, but also instils a transformation and break with the 

practical field through the introduction of imaginative distanciation 

initiated by the act of emplotrnent. Literature is not life, but a 

representation of life. 'Yet despite the break it institutes, literature would 

be incornprehensible if it did not give a configuration to what was already 

a figure in human action" (TN 1,64). Narrative representation of the 

practical field initiates a new level of intelligibility in continuity with 

practical understanding but takes distance from life through the 

imaginative power to understand one's world "as if " it were different 

from that which has been received. 

The configurative phase of the narrative arc is treated by Ricoeur 

as a unified a d  covering the entire narrative field. Although narration 

falls into the two great classifications of historical and fictional narrative, 

Ricoeur subjects both narrative forms to the rule of the "kingdom of the 

as if " (TN 1, 64). Perforrning a narrative epoche which temporarily 

suspends the question of literary and historical reference, Ricoeur 

focuses on the configurative power of emplotrnent to organize events 

and characters into a narrative whole regardless of its reference to the 

"reality of the past" or the "unreality of fiction" (TN 3, 157). For the 

purpose of Our investigation we will accept Ricoeur's unification of the 



narrative field as justified. Since our interest lies in the correlation 

between the text and the self, the bifurcation of narrative literature into 

historical and fiction genres, while extremely important in the formation 

of different aspects of personal and communal identity,s is secondary to 

the fundamental act of existing in the mode of selfhood which is 

predicated on the power of narration to construct a "synthesis from the 

heterogeneous" (TN 1. 66). 

The mediating function of emplotrnent is "derivative from the 

dynamic character of the configuring operation" (TN 1. 65). To configure 

experience is to mediate between what has been received and what is to 

corne through various narrative foms of discourse. The sweeping 

scope of such practical mediation can be seen on a smaller scale "within 

[the story's] own textual field" (TN 1, 65). Ricoeur explains that the 

operation of emplotment mediates by "drawing a configuration out of a 

simple succession" that brings "together heterogeneous factors" and 

constructs a temporal "synthesis of the heterogeneous" (TN 1, 65-66). By 

connecting the diversity of heterogeneous narrative events in temporal 

succession with the central 'Yhought" of an "intelligible whole," the 

operation of emplotrnent creates a narrative unity of identity and diversity 

5 This is particufarly evident in psychotherapy, wtiere the therapist attempts to assist the patient in 
constructing a cohesive narrative from the discord of partial andfor false narratives. Therapy involves 
the developrnent of a 'true' historical narrative as essential to inner healing, but such a reconsttudion is 
a retelling of the past by means of the power to imagine the past as different than received. Further, it 
might involve reliving one's life in the 'kingdom of the as-if in such a way as to validate and afirm one's 
personal worth in spite of a past where such worth was absent. This is not the construction of a false 
past but an attempt to face one's personal andlor common history with the h o p  of renewal in the present 
and future. ln this sense Ricoeur is absolutely correct when he States: 'Without memory there is no 
principle of hope" (TN 3, 258). However, the inverse is equally true: without h o p  truthful memory is 
absent. 



or a "concordant discordance" (TN 1. 66). This is the key feature of the 

narrative arc. The poetic narrativization of experience combines an 

"episodic" temporal dimension with a configuring act that "draws from 

this manifold of events the unity of one temporal whole" (TN 1,66). 

Similar to the construction of metaphor, it is a work of imagination that 

places "an intuitive manifold under the rule of a concept" (TN 1, 66). 

According to Ricoeur this affiliation between metaphor and narrative 

stems from their "kinship" with the Kantian "operation of judging" which 

Ricoeur has repeatedly employed as the paradigrnatic function of the 

imagination (TN 1, 66). 

While narrative imagination "extracts a configuration from a 

succession," the unity of the temporal whole that constitutes the story is 

a poetic resolution of the inherent tension between the diversity of 

events and the identifying theme or central thought that holds the 

narrative together. This narrative "paradox" between the singuiarity of 

the central thought and the diversity of events is "resolved" according to 

Ricoeur by "the poetic act itself."6 Constructing a story does not 

overcome the difference of "distention and intention" (TN 1. 67), but 

makes this differenœ productive. The a d  of emplotrnent places a 

diversity of events into a temporal configuration that provides a "point of 

view from which the story can be perceived as foming a whole" (TN 1. 

6 TN 1,66. This form of sernantic resolution of the narrative paradox poses enonous 
diffiarlties. A semantic paradox can never be resolved by or within the semantic perspective alone, 
and this Ricaeur cantinuously forgets. As we will see in # 5.2, Ricoeur fails to understand that 
changing from one topic to another does not change the semantic orientation eventually responsible 
for the difkulties to be resolved. 



67). This is what provides the "story's capacity to be followed. ... To 

understand the story is to understand how and why the successive 

episodes led to this conclusion, which, far from being foreseeable, must 

finally be acceptable, as congruent with the episodes brought together 

by the story" (TN 1. 66-67). The act of emplotrnent allows the reader to 

live into the temporality of the world unfolded by the configuration of 

events and "converts the paradox into a living dialectic" (TN 1. 67). The 

text itself is only an encoded work of emplotrnent that needs to be 

brought to life through the work of readers and listeners. In other words, 

the poetic act of emplotment is repeated every time the story is read or 

told in order to bring the story to life. 

The connection between the poetic act of narrative composition 

and that of reading signifies the transition, within the narrative arc, from 

narrative configuration to refiguration. While configuration takes 

imaginative distance from life, the act of reading reconnects language to 

life. It is here that textual identity is applied to the identity of persons and 

communities. With reading narrative meaning is appropriated from the 

virtual world of the text and incorporated into the actual world of the 

reader "wwhein real action occurs and unfolds its specific temporality" 

(TN 1, 71). This is the point of intersection that offers Ricoeur the 

promised path towards the interpretation of selfhood; but it is also a point 

to which some of Ricoeur's critics take exception. 



4.2.3 Refiguration 

The transfer7 between narrative texts and persons is referred to by 

Ricoeur as the refiguration of experience. Te- do provide models for 

temporal experience and action, but such a repertoire of possibilities is 

more than a smorgasbord of possible identities; it is intended as 

discipleship towards selfhood (TN 1, 78). For Ricoeur the world of the text 

is ultimately an ethical world instnicting the subject towards 

intersubjective action that requires stability of purpose and faithfulness 

towards others through a "decision whereby a person says: Here I stand" 

(TN 3, 249). The text's "provocation to be and to act differently" requires 

ethical action, and "so narrative identity is not equivalent to true self- 

constancy except through this decisive moment, which makes ethical 

responsibility the highest factor of self-constancy" (TN 3, 249). Personal 

identity is connected to narrative identity by way of appropriation of 

rnodeis for existence, but narrative idenüty is a linguistic construction, 

whereas personal identity is practical. The two forms of identity are 

intimately linked, but it "still belongs to the reader, now an agent, an 

initiator of action, to choose among the multiple proposals of ethical 

justice brought forth by reading. It is at this point that the notion of 

narrative identity encounters its limit and has to link up with the 

7 Although Ricoeur Men uses the terni "application" interctiangeably with the term 'Yransfer", it 
is important to maintain with the use of the concept of transferability an objectifcation of identity 
which can be transfened to the reader who can then engage in an ad of application. The 
objectiication of identity and its transfer in the ad of reading is maintained by Ricoeur even in 
Oneself as Another, where he writes: "Reading, as the milieu in which the transfer between the world 
of the narrative-and hence the world of the literary charaders as well-and the worfd of the reader 
takes place, constitutes a privileged place and bond for the affection of the reading subject" (OA 
329). 



nonnarrative components in the formation of an acting subject" (TN 3. 

249). The difference between language and life, narrative identity and 

self-constancy, imaginative possibility and decisive choice, needs to be 

kept in mind as we examine Ricoeur's concept of the refiguration of 

experience. 

The key to understanding the character of the analogical transfer 

of texts to persons lies in the sirnilarity between the imaginative act of 

configuration and the act of reading. Ricoeur explains that "to follow a 

story is to actualize it by reading it" (TN 1. 76). The refiguration of 

experience is initiated and brought to temporary closure through the 

reception of a narrative work by a reader. Just as emplotrnent is an 

imaginative act which grasps together a diversity of events into a 

temporal whole, so too is reading an imaginative act which forms a 

synthetic unity from the narrative arrangement of events and characters. 

In this sense, "if emplotment can be described as an act of judgment 

and of the productive imagination, it is so insofar as this act is the joint 

work of the text and reader, just as Aristotle said that sensation is the 

common work of sensing and what is sensed" (TN 1.76). The act of 

reading engages the virtual world of the text from within the reader's 

actual world of experience. Not content to simply repeat experience, 

the imagination links narrative composition and receptive reading to 

produce a unity of identity and difference within the text and within the 

experience of the reader. Narrative configuration is cornpleted through 

an act of reading that produces a possibility for experience which, when 



taken up through decision and action, refigures experience and therein 

personal identity. Each time a text is read the narrative arc is repeated; 

this repetition takes place frorn the new vantage point of personal 

identity that the previous reading produced. 

Like the act of emplotment, tefiguration is fundamentaily 

productive in nature. Reading produces a connection between the text 

and the reader that allows Ricoeur to understand the wodd of the text as 

if it were the actual world of the reader. The world of the text must 

become "unreal" to refigure the "real" (TN 3, 157). Even though Ricoeur 

develops his concept of the narrative arc by ptacing brackets around the 

great division of the narrative field into historical and fictional narrative, 

the privilege accorded to fictional narrative is clear. Historical narrative 

is primarily a reproductive act of imagination which assumes the "reality" 

of the past as its referent (TN 3, 142-56), whereas the referent of fictional 

narrative is supposedly "unreal" (TN 3, 157-1 79). To affect the reader and 

refigure his or her experience, the reproductive work of historical 

narrative must be placed under the rule of the productive work of fiction. 

For, as Ricoeur argues, only the "unreal" or imaginative worid of fiction is 

"undividedly revealing and transforrning. Revealing, in the sense that it 

brings features to light that were concealed and yet already sketched out 

at the heart of experience, our praxis. Transforming in the sense that a 

life examined in this way is a changed life, another life" (TN 3, 158). Only 

then can a transformation take place between the narrative power to see 

the temporal world of human action as if it could be inhabited by a 



responsible agent, and the actual being of the agent in search of his or 

her identity. 

The priority given by Ricoeur to the productive power of 

imagination to refigure experience requires that "refiguration must free 

itself, once and for all, from the vocabulary of reference" (TN 3, 158). If 

both historical and fictional narratives can be understood through 

"productive reference," then both narrative forms will have the capacity 

to produce an innovation within the world of the reader. Reading is a 

synthetic activity that constructs an analogy between the world of the text 

and the reader. If the narrative form, regardless of its division into 

fictional and historical narratives, can produce such an application, then 

both literary foms must be understood in the productive mode of the 

"as-if." 

4.2.4 Reproductive Imagination 

Ricoeur explains that historical narratives are supposed to "sta~d 

for" what happened in the past. "Unlike novels, historians' constructions 

do aim at being reconstructions of the past .... They owe a debt to the 

past, a debt of recognition to the dead, that makes them insolvent 

debtors" (TN 3, 142-3). TO give "intellectual articulation" to the "feeling 

expressed through this sense of debt" to represent the past as it really 

was, Ricoeur employs the categories of "the Same, the Other, and the 

Analogous" (TN 3, 143). 



Although historians must assume that their narrative 

reconstructions correspond to previous events, this reenactment of the 

past in the mind of the historian can never be completely subsumed 

under the concept of the "Same." The goal of this type of historical 

knowledge is to overcome the temporal distance between past events 

and the act of reconstruction. Yet the question remains: "How can we 

cal1 an act that abolishes its own difference in relation to some original 

act of creation, re-creation? In a multitude of ways, the 're' in the terni 

reenactment resists the operation that seeks to wipe out temporal 

distance" (TN 3, 147). 

Narrative reconstructions of the past are qualified by a temporal 

difference and distance that frustrates the universal application of the 

category of the "Same." However, the inverse category of the "Other" is 

inadequate on its own to account for the temporal difference between 

the present and the past. According to Ricoeur the efficacy of the past in 

the present precludes a negative ontology of difference. "ln the last 

analysis, the notion of difference does not do justice to what seems to be 

positive in the persistence of the past in the presentl' (TN 3. 151). The 

difference between the past and the present is not radical. What 

Ricoeur wants to develop is a historieal epistemology-and an ontology 

of being as ...- that can combine the categories of the "Same" and of the 

"Other" by way of the "Analogous." 'When we want to indicate the 

difference between fiction and history, we inevitably refer to the idea of a 

certain correspondence between our narrative and what really 



happened. At the same time, we are well aware that this reconstruction 

is a different construction of the course of events narrated" (TN 3. 151-2). 

The desire of the historian to "render [the past] its due" must, therefore, 

take into account both the reproductive correspondence between the 

narrative and past events, and the temporal distance separating these 

events from the narrative (TN 3. 152). 

As an extended metaphor, narrative discourse is analogical 

discourse that sees the world of acting and suffering as configured in a 

particular manner. In this regard the historian must display a "double 

allegiance: on the one hand, to the constraints attached to the privileged 

plot type; on the other hand, to the past itself, by way of the documentary 

information available at a given moment. The work of the historian 

consists in making narrative structure into a 'model,' an 'icon' of the past, 

capable of 'representing' if' (TN 3, 152). Although Ricoeur is quick to 

point out that a narrative model of the past must not be "confused ... with 

a model, in the sense of a scale model, such as a map, for there is no 

original with which to compare this model," its "iconic value" can be 

maintained if it is understood not as "a relation of reproduction, 

reduplication, or equivalence but [as] a metaphorical relation ...[ that is] 

things must have happened as they are told in a narrative such as this 

one" (TN 3, 153-4). The historical past must assume the analogous 

structure of a metaphorical narrative. The past must be seen as if it 

happened the way the narrative plot arranges past events; in other 



words, historical events corne under the rule of the productive 

imagination. 

Joining his previous analysis, in The Rule of Metaphor, of the 

ontological significance of the as-if structure of analogy, Ricoeur once 

again makes the power to "see" the past as configured in a particular 

way correlative with "being-as." The analogous vision of the past goes 

beyond historical epistemology. Historical narrative bringç "the being-as 

of the past event ... to language" (TN 3, 154). Although this ontological 

foundation remains relatively undeveloped in Time and Narrative, 

Ricoeur nevertheless predicates this productive analogy on an 

analogical ontology. Asking how historical narrative can refer to the past 

through the act of narrative emplotrnent or the extended metaphor, 

Ricoeur points out that 

the key to the problem lies in the functioning, which is not merely rhetorical but 
also ontological, of the "as," as I analyzed it in the seventh and eighth studies 
of my Rule of Metaphor. What gives metaphor a referential import, I said. 
itself has an ontological daim, and this is the intending of a "being-as.. ." 
correlative to the "seeing-as ..." in which the work of metaphor on the plane of 
language may be summed up. In other words, being itself has to be 
metaphorized in ternis of the kinds of being-as, if we are to be able to attribute 
to metaphor an ontological function that does not contradict the vivid 
character of metaphor on the linguistic plane; that is, its power of augmenting 
the initial polysemy of our words. The correspondence between seeing-as 
and king-as satisfies this requirement. (TN 3, 155) 

The power of imagination to construct a narrative configuration that 

stands for past events as if they happened that way, implies an 

analogical ontology where "being-as is both to be and not to be" (RM 



255). In other words, historical narrative represents the past through the 

analogous unity of "identity and otherness" (TN 3. 155). 

Ricoeur's recourse to this enigmatic ontology of "being-as" is not 

only the connecting foundation behrveen the historical narrative and the 

being of the past; it perfoms also an even larger task of legitimizing the 

connection behnreen the act of emplotment proper and human 

experience. Historical narrative is but one type of narrative literature 

which finds its place within Ricoeuh arc of narrative configuration. As 

in the case of Ricoeur's ontological reflections in The Rule of Metaphor, 

the development of an ontology of being-as takes place within his 

investigation of the work of imagination, and is secondary to, or 

derivative of, the literary unity of identity and difference. Questions can 

be raised, however, whether the requirements for an ontology of identity 

and difference are fully provided for from within the productive act of 

metaphor construction; and subsequently whether the problem of 

personal identity can be adequately addressed from within the concerns 

of identity and difference that are central to narrative discourse. These 

questions are significant and will require a thoughtful response at the 

end of our investigation of Ricoeur's concept of selfhood. 

4.2.5 Refiguration Through Receptive Reading 

The analogous relationship that historical narrative establishes with 

the past refigures experience by instilling a sense of debt through 

receptive reading. Narrative transfomis the past irnaginatively by making 



it productive in the moment of reception, that is, "undividedly revealing 

and transfoming" (TN 3. 158). The productive work of imagination, 

interwoven into the reproductive historical intention, is thereby opening 

historkal narrative to affect the process of refiguration. In this way, "al1 

fomis of writing, including historiography, take their place within an 

extended theory of reading. As a result, the operation of mutually 

encompassing one another ... is rooted in reading ...[ and] beiongs to an 

extended theory of reception, within which the act of reading is wnsidered 

as the phenomenological moment1'(TN 3, 180-1). Reading is a work of 

"application:" "lt is only in reading that the dynamism of configuration 

completes its course. And it is beyond reading, in effective action, 

instructed by the works handed down, that configuration of the text is 

transformed into refiguration" (TN 3. 158-9). While reading marks the path 

of narrative application for the initiation of meaningful action, it also marks 

the "intersection" that gives the "work of fiction.. .[its] signifieance" (TN 3, 

159). The relation between the "fictive world of the text and the real world 

of the reader" requires "the phenomenon of reading ...[ as] the necessary 

rnediator of refiguration" (TN 3, 159). One must be able to "imagine that" 

(TN 3, 181) the temporal worid of the reader c m  be "seen as" the world of a 

narrative text in order to innovatively refigure experience. 60th historical 

and fictional narratives refigure experience under this rule of analogy, that 

is, under the rule of emplotment governed by the logic of metaphor which 

reconnects art to life through the transformation of "seeing as" into "being 

as." 



This task of narrative refiguration requires an act of the productive 

imagination that interactively constructs the meaning of the text. While 

the rhetorical force of the text affects the reader, the interaction between 

the world of the text and the world of the reader calls for an active 

response on the part of the reader. As Ricoeur explains, "this being- 

affected has the noteworthy quality of combining in an experience of a 

particular type passivity and activity, which allows us to consider as the 

'reception' of a text the very 'action' of reading it" (TN 3, 167). The effect 

of the rhetoric of persuasion on the reader is passive; the meaning of its 

world of otherness (TN 1. 78) results from the productive activity of 

readi ng . 
Ricoeur accounts for this duality within the act of responsive 

reading through dialogue with Wolfgang lser and of Roman Ingarden.8 

In particular, Ricoeur focuses on Iser's appropriation of Ingarden's 

concept of the incomplete nature of literary texts: incomplete with regard 

to "image-building concretization," and with regard to the world of the 

text (TN 3, 167). Since the text requires a reader to activate the literary 

intention of the "sequence of sentences," thereby changing the 

fulfillment of the literary intention each time the story is read, lser 

proposes that the text must have a "wandering viewpoint" (TN 3, 168). 

This concept "expresses the twofold fact that the whole of the text can 

never be perceived at once and that, placing ourselves within the literary 

8 On the emphasis on reading over the fast 25 years see Umberto Eco, "lntentio Lectons: The 
State of the Art," in 7ïie Limits of lnterpretation (Sloomington: Indiana University Press, 1 WO), pp. 
44-63. 



text, we travel with it as our reading progresses" (TN 3. 168). The 

indeterminate nature of the viewpoint reveals a dynamic relationship 

comparable to the act of emplotrnent. Reading is "a drarna of discordant 

concordance" in which the attempt to "concretize" the "image of the 

work" fluctuates between the extremes of a complete "lack of 

deteminacy [and] ... an excess of meaning" (TN 3. 169). In "this search for 

coherence" the reader oscillates between the "illusion" of complete 

fam il iarity and 

the negation resulting ftom the work's surplus of meaning. its 
polysemanticism. which negates al1 the reader's attempts to adhere to the text 
and to its instructions ... The right distance from the work is the one frorn which 
the illusion is. by tums, irresistible and untenable. As for a balance between 
these two impulses. it is never achieved. (TN 3, 169) 

Reading is a "vital experience" (TN 3. 169) that calls for readers to 

concretize the image of the text through the refiguration of their own 

experience. Never static, every a d  of reading enters into a dynamic 

exchange between the configured structure of the text and the 

imaginative world of meaning, either to faIl prey to its persuasive force 

and succumb to the illusion of familiarit-, or to appropriate some portion 

of its polysemanticism in order to "transfomi" experience. The act of 

reading lives within this dialectic of "freedom and constraint" (f N 3. 177), 

that is, within the space of imagination which Ricoeur continually 

describes as the interplay of activity and passivity. 

According to Ricoeur, the act of receptive reading must also be 

understood in conjunction with the "public reception of a work" (TN 3. 

171). Although every act of reading is an individual response, the 



meaning of the text is always understood by individuals in community 

with other readers and the traditions within which they read. Each 

generation responds to a text through itç own "logic of question and 

answer" (TN 3, 172), hoping to find a "solution for which they themselves 

must find the appropriate questions, those that constitute the aesthetic 

and moral problem posed by a work" (TN 3, 173). This is properly the 

'Wirkungsgeschichte" of the text, to use here Hans-Georg Gadamef s 

tem. In this way, the relationship between an individual and a 

community of readers opens subjectivity to another dimension of 

otherness. To understand a text is to gain "knowledge" of another world 

of reference in conjunction with other readers. 

The goal of reading in community with others is to effect a 

response that produces not only an intelligible configuration of the text, 

but more significantly, the refiguration of experience by way of 

intersubjective knowledge. To tnily understand a text is to bring it to 

cornpletion in life; therefore, "application orients the entire process 

teleologically" (TN 3. 174). Rather than leaving the reader with an 

abstract "recognition of the text's otherness" (TN 3, 175), Ricoeur argues 

that the process of narrativization must overcome this difference by 

constructing a sameness or identity between text and reader. Using 

Ham Robert Jauss' triadic distinction between "poiesis, aisthesis, 

catharsis," Ricoeur explains that the aesthetic pleasure received from 

the actualization of the world of the text, if it is to retum to the living world 

of the reader, must move beyond aesthetic experience to a cathartic 



effect "that is more moral than aesthetic: new evaluationç, hitherto 

unheard of noms, are proposed by the work, confronting or shaking 

current customs" (TN 3, 176). The cathartic effect releases the reader 

from the imaginative world of meaning to clariQ experience by means of 

the moral instruction that reading has produced. This is the key to 

Ricoeuh concept of refiguration. "Thanks to the clarification it brings 

about, catharsis sets in motion a process of transposition, one that is not 

only affective but cognitive as well, something like allégorese, whose 

history can be traced back to Christian and pagan exegesis" (TN 3. 176). 

To refigure experience is to draw an analogy between the work of 

mimesis2 and mimesis3. Reading does not merely extract moral 

content from the configuration of the text, but attempts to forge a 

conjunction of identity between text and reader. This transposition of 

new evaluations and noms requires that the reader actualize them in 

the intersubjective world of agents and patients. The reader must 

identify with, and take responsibility for, the cathartic effect which 

impacts on the moment of initiative and action, the moment which 

defines who we are. In other words, the narrative arc is completed with 

an allegorizing application of the world of the text in the immediate world 

of the reader. But since the narrative arc foms the necessary means for 

understanding experience, to understand the text is to make one's own 

subjectivity identical with that proposed by the text. This is not only an 

identity with regard to the content of the text, for the very structure of the 

text becomes identical with the reader through cathartic application. 



Seeing oneself as that proposed by the text becomes, by means of 

choice and action, being oneself as that proposed by the text. 

Refiguration transfomis more than moral evaluations, the very 

subjectivity of the one who accepts responsibility for his or her actions 

configured by the world of the text becomes transfonned by the 

possibilities the world of the text proposes. 

This solution creates many problems. Ricoeur recognizes the 

paradoxical nature of his formulation of refiguration and points out 

several "dialedical tensions" that need to be taken into consideration if 

his proposal for narrative identity is to be made productive (TN 3, 177-9). 

First of all, the work of imagination allows the reader to take 

distance frorn the "narrator's vision of the world," but the reader is 

nevertheless constrained by the "force of conviction" or "strategy of 

persuasion" employed by the author to communicate his or her 

worldview. Although this "dialectic between freedom and constraint, 

interna1 to the creative process," requires a "struggle" towards a "fusion 

of horizons of the expectation of the text with those of the reader," the 

tension itself is not resolved and both poles of the dialectic stand over 

and against each in "precarious peace" (TN 3, 177-8). 

Secondly, this cessation of hostility follows only if the seduction of 

the narrative voice is juxtaposed to the imaginative distance demanded 

by the reader to avoid the "terrof' of the text. Even though Ricoeur 

explains that "this oscillation between Same and Other is overcorne only 

in the operation characterized by Gadamer and Jauss as the fusion of 



horizons ...[w hich is] an analogizing relation," it is only "held to be an 

ideal type of reading" (TN 3, 178). In fact, the tension between text and 

reader or the Same and the Other is never completely overcome; rather, 

the analogizing relation is an "imperfect mediation" in which the Same 

and the Other continually struggle not necessarily for dominance over 

each other, but for the creative formation of an "open-ended, 

incomplete" analogous relationship between them (TN 3, 207). 

Thirdly, this conflict for the "issue" of the text is placed more 

squarely on the shoulders of the reading subject than on "the world the 

work projects." The dialectic between the world of the text and "sheer 

subjectivity of the act of readingM(TN 3. 179) gives primary responsibility 

for the construction of meaning to the reader in community with others. 

This, according to Ricoeur, gives the reception of the work a "historical 

dimension" and calls for a "chain of readings" to address the question: 

"what historical horizon has conditioned the genesis and the effect of the 

work and limits, in tum, the interpretation of the preçent reader?" (TN 3, 

175). But the connection between the historical community and the 

individual reader is secondary and "remains under the control of the 

properly hermeneutical question-what does the text Say to me and what 

do 1 say to the text?" (TN 3, 175). Therefore, the hemeneutical issue of 

the text, in spite of the conflict between the Same and the Other, and 

freedom and constraint, aims at the response to the text of an individual 

reader ruled by the productive imagination. 



These paradoxical features are characteristic not only of the act of 

refiguration, but also of its productive solution, namely, narrative identity. 

Reading allows for the analogical transfer of the configured lesson of the 

text to the reading subject. Through the distance the imagination takes 

from experience, the human world of action is transfonned under the 

refigurative power of reading itself. As Ricoeur explains, "reading 

appears by tums as an interruption in the course of action and as a new 

impetus to action" (TN 3 ,179). It is both a "stasis and an impetus" to take 

distance from, and to act in the actual world of human action and 

suRering . Reading opens an imaginative space within experience to 

affect experience. In this space of experience the analogous connection 

is made between the identity of texts and that of persons, a space within 

which the imagination is reconnected with life to initiate action. 

The narrative refiguration of experience completes its trajectory 

with the initiation of action. Through choice and action narrative 

possibilities become representative of the acting subject and become 

part of the production of one's narrative identity. Yet, this "practical" 

solution of identity has problems of its own. In particular, Ricoeur's 

explanation of the means for the analogical transfer of identity pushes 

the question of agency to the forefront but does not seem able to give an 

account of who this agent is. In fact, Ricoeur takes what appears to be a 

step backwards from a decentered narrative retrieval of identity and 

selfhood, and calls for the phenomenological recovery of the "1 will," the 

"1 a n , "  and the "1 do," present in the analysis of action. 



Employing Reinhart Koselleck's distinction between the "'space of 

experience' and 'horizon of expectation"' (TN 3. 208), Ricoeur unfolds a 

hermeneutic of historical consciousness that interprets the immediacy of 

the analogous transfer as "present initiative" distended by the 

expectation of the future and the affect of the past. This is the space of 

experience in which the Other and the Same, identity and difference, are 

brought together under the unifying nile of the analogous. The distance 

of the Other is brought close to the Same through a "beginning" of action 

in the intersubjective world of actual experience. Ricoeur's "proposal" is 

to conned the two ideas of making-present and initiative. The present is then 
no longer a category of seeing but one of acting and suffering. One verb 
expresses this better than al1 the substantive foms. including that of 
presence: "to begin." To begin is to give a new course to things, starting from 
an initiative that announces a continuation and hence opens something 
ongoing. To begin is to begin to continue-a work has to follow. (TN 3. 230) 

The beginning of action initiates the transition from worlds of possibility 

to the actual work of identity formation through an agent who must 

assume responsibility for what is done. In the present the "provocation 

to be and act differently ... is transfomed into action only through a 

decision whereby a person says: Here I stand!"(TN 3, 249), this is who I 

am, and this is what I have done! I am the one who is willing to accept 

responsibility for this action! 

The space of experience is the dynamic of decision, the moment 

of innovation in relation to our history of sedimented choice. Here 

identity is fomed through the application or analogical transfer of texts to 

persans. But if the present space of experience is the place where 



personal and communal identity is formed, the place where I exchange 

my ego for a self discipled by the other, who is this "1" that takes a 

stand? Who is this "1" that wills to be constant in relation to another? In 

Tirne and Narrative Ricoeur suggests that the response to this question 

'Who?" is to be found through 

the phases traversed by a general analysis of initiative. Through the "1 cm," 
initiative indicates my power; through the "1 do," it becornes rny act. through 
interferenœ in intervention, it inscribes my act in the course of things. thereby 
making the lived present coincide with the particular instant; through the kept 
promise, it gives the present the force of preserving, in short, of enduring. (TN 
3, 233) 

While such description might uncover meanings of agency, what 

remains unclear is why Ricoeur could not develop such an analysis of 

action without recourse to the concept of narrative identity. But more 

importantly, what does such description really Say about who this "1" is? 

Is this "1" myself, the self, oneself, my ego, my subjectivity, my identity, or 

"oneself as self-same [soi-même] (ipse)" (TN 3. 246), that is "self- 

constancy" (TN 3, 247)? Ricoeur uses these ternis interchangeably; their 

meaning is ambiguous. However, with the publication of Oneself as 

Another, Ricoeur exerts a tremendous effort to clarify such confusion. 

4.3 Narrative ldentity between Art and Life 

Ricoeur's proposal for the analogous application of the lesson of 

the text to the actual world of the reader is convincing in its simplicity and 

power to reshape the worîd of human action. While Ricoeur points to 

the formation of narrative identity as the productive resolution to the 



tension behiveen art and life, he fails to provide the reader of Time and 

Namtive with a more explicit explanation of what he means by identity. 

Even though this concept of identity is presumed from the beginning of 

the first volume of Tirne and Narrative, Ricoeur offers us little more than 

scant reference to the terni without further elaboration. Yet the 

clarification of this concept is crucial not only for explaining the process 

of the narrativization of experîence, but also for understanding Ricoeur's 

formulation of selfhood as developed in Oneself as Another. Therefore, 

further exploration of Ricoeur's concept of narrative identity is 

warranted. 

In an article entitled "The Text As Dynamic ldenüty"(1985), Ricoeur 

outlines the central features of the type of identity that anses from the 

poetic composition of a text. The problem of the identity of the text is for 

Ricoeur one among many other philosophical problems tied to the 

question of identity in general. It is Ricoeur's hope that the investigation 

of the "dynamic identity" of narrative texts, "in spite of the deliberate 

narrowness of my starting-point, ... will release some broader vista from 

which to survey the act of poetic composition that Aristotle called poiesis 

and will also give us access to those features of poiesis which support 

procedures of identification compatible with its various modes of 

historicity" (TDI 175-6). Although specific to the narrative text Ricoeur's 

proposal for a point of orientation within the broader philosophical 

question of identity will become the paradigrnatic solution for the 

question itself. 



One of the key difficulties of the question of identity is its division 

into mutually exclusive alternatives of either identity as sameness or 

identity as difference. While neither alternative provides an adequate 

solution in isolation from the other, Ricoeur attempts to combine both 

concepts into a productive mediation that steers clear of two "pitfalls: 

that of taking identity in the too narrow sense of logical identity, or of 

indulging in the delights of the game of sameness and difference ..." (Toi 

175). By setting up the problem of identity as a path to be navigated 

between these two extremes, Ricoeur offers a concept of identity that is 

a dynamic unity of sameness and difference.9 

Building on his model of the linguistic creation of meaning, Ricoeur 

develops four "propositions" essential to his concept of dynamic identity. 

First of all, this concept of identity must be able to gather diversity into a 

unified whole. Narrative emplotment as a "synthesis of the 

heterogeneous" is paradigrnatic of this fundon. Emplotrnent combines 

"events or incidents ... circumstances, agents, interactions, ends, means, 

and unintended results, [into] an intelligible whole which always allows 

one to ask about the 'theme' of the story" (TDI 176). Narration combines 

a vast diversity of "features" into a single organizing theme referred to by 

These two alternatives of logical sameness or dissipation in differenca are taken up again in 
Oneseifas Another. However, as M. Boutin explains, Ricoeur expands on the possible variations of 
the concept of identity. "Dans sa communication de juin 1987, Ricoeur propose quatre sens 
diffbrents de I'identitein&met& auxquels, chaque fois, il donne aussi ce qu'il appelle des 'contraires': 
1. I'identithnicit6 ou 'identitb numenque', à quoi s'oppose ce que R imur  appelle la 'pluralité'; 2. 
I'identit&similitude, dont le contraire est pour Ricoeur la 'diffhnce'; 3. I'identité-continuite, qui a son 
contraire dans la 'discontinuite'; 4. I'identit&pemanence, dont l'opposé est ce que Ricoeur appelle la 
'diversité.'' (Maurice Boutin, ViRualitd et /dent&$: L'idenüté narrative selon Paul Ricoeur, et ses 
apories, Opening paper, Conference on "La constitution narrative de I'identitd du chrétien, de la 
chr&ienne," Laval University, Quebec City, Dec.'94, p. 3). 



Ricoeur as "a concordant-discordant whole." Narrating a series of 

events is to "mediate" between the singularity of the "serial ordef' of the 

whole story and the diversity of features necessary for the story to be 

told (TDI 176). Further, it is a temporal mediation between the "storyls 

incidents which constitute the episodic side of the story," and the 

"configurational a d  of narrating" which brings about "integration, 

culmination, and closure" (TOI 177). The synthesis constructed by the act 

of emplotment sets the temporal whole or the organizing serial order of 

the story's theme in relation to the heterogeneous diversity of temporal 

events and features. In fact, Ricoeur likens the temporal mediation of 

emplotrnent to a mediation "between tirne as passage and time as 

duration" (TDI 177). The synthetic activity of emplotrnent constnicts an 

enduring temporal theme or concordant whole from the diversity of 

events and prenarrative features that are subject to "the pure, discrete, 

and interminable succession" of the passage of time. Therefore, the 

identity of a text is linked not only with the central theme of the story, but 

with What is enduring in the midst of what is passing away" (Toi 177) 

within the temporality of the story told. 

The ability to construct a synthetic union from heterogeneous 

narrative features is a fomi of imaginative intelligibility. This is Ricoeur's 

second proposition. Emplotment "grasps together" an array of various 

events and features and places them under the nile of narrative. It is 

like the Kantian concept of judging which places "some intuitive manifold 

under a nile. This is precisely the kind of subsumption that emplotment 



executes by putting events under the rule of a story, one and complete" 

(TDI 178). The imagination generates narrative rules for subsumption of 

intuitive diversity. Just as the creation of new meaning 

connects the level of understanding and that of intuition by generating a new 
synthesis. both intellectual and intuitive. ... emplotment generates a mixed 
intelligibility between what can be called the thought-the theme, or the topic of 
the story-and the intuitive presentation of cirwmstances. characters. 
episodes. changes of fortune, etc. (TDI 178) 

Narrative intelligence grasps the whole through its constitutive elements, 

but the intelligible rule or thought which govems the meaning of events 

is of a practical rather than theoretical nature. The central narrative 

"thoughtl' universalizes the diversity of narrative features by providing a 

pedagogical model of human experience. As Ricoeur points out, poetry 

has the "capacity to 'teach"' (TDI 177), to organize features of human 

experience into a particular pattern or configuration that represents and 

imitates the practical world of action. The narrative function, just as the 

rnetaphorical function of the imagination, creates new meaning but at a 

level that provides a model for action by providing a narrative mode/ of 

action. 

The universaiizing or paradigmatic function of the narrative 

imagination is not static. ldentifying a particular narrative schematism 

means to set it within a narrative tradition that has developed around a 

plot typology. This is Ricoeur's third proposition conceming the dynamic 

identity of the text. To identify a text is to place it within a living tradition 

that "relies upon the interplay between innovation and sedimentation" of 

narrative rnodels (Toi 181). Such a tradition has specific narrative forms, 



genres, and types from which "we get a hierarchy of paradigms which 

are born frorn the work of the productive imagination at these several 

levels" (TDi 181). While the reception of sedimented narrative models 

provide niles for the initiation of new narrative works, the matrix of 

imaginative activity which generates narrative schemata does not live in 

the virtual world of narratological structure, but exists through the 

creation of "a singular work, this work" (TDl 182). The narrative 

imagination functions in the dialectical exchange of received rules for the 

creation of narrative meaning, and the innovative creation of new 

narrative meaning which may augment or change entirely the rules for 

modeling human action. Ricoeur explains that "each work is an original 

production, a new existent in the realm of discourse. But the reverse is 

no less true: innovation remains a rule-govemed behavior. The work of 

imagination does not start from scratch. It is connected in one way or 

another to the paradigms of a tradition" (Tûi 182). The act of narrative 

emplotment is a form of nile-governed deviation, where poetic creation 

lives in a dynamic spiral of sedimentation and innovation. To identify a 

text is to find its "point of equilibrium between the process of 

sedimentation and the process of innovation, and implies a twofold 

identification, that of the paradigms that it exemplifies and that of the 

deviance that measures its novelty" (TDI 183). 

The identity of a text and the question of identity as a whole finds 

its formal conceptualization in this dual or dialectical concept of identity. 

A narrative is a productive work that combines the unifying function of 



emplotment with the diversity of narrative features; it provides universal 

teaching models for action by constructing narrative models of action; its 

production marks a point on a line behiveen the sedimentation and 

innovation of such pedagogical paradigms. The dialectic tension central 

to each of these narrative propositions gives the concept of identity its 

dynamism. ldentity does indeed provide unity, but it is a provisional 

unity which continually travels between sameness and 

difference/otherness, a practical unity which offers instruction for life by 

being instructed by life. Since emplotment is the activity of imaginative 

configuration, every effort of telling, writing or reading a story, takes a 

different position on the line between sedimentation and innovation. In 

this sense, every act of emplotment is different, yet every act still 

remains a synthetic union of the heterogeneous, a mode1 for action, and 

an instantiation on the continuum between received niles and new 

narrative structures. The dialectical tension that this concept of identity 

exhibits makes the process of identification a truly dynamic undertaking. 

These three features of identity with regard to texts are combined 

by Ricoeur into a larger dialectic that allows for the transference of this 

dynamic concept of identity to the reader. Ricoeur explains that it is only 

within the dialectic of meaning and existence that identity cornes to life. 

This is the fourth and final proposition: "as a dynamic identity, it emerges 

at the intersection between the world of the text and the world of the 

reader. It is in the a d  of reading that the capacity of the plot to 

transfigure expetience is actualized" (TDI 183). As we have seen in the 



chapter dealing with Ricoeur's hermeneutical phenomenology (see # i .4 ) ,  

the living dialectic centered in the productive imagination spirals 

forwards, moving between the poles of distanciation and belonging. By 

following the ascending movement created by linguistic works, a world of 

possibility is opened in front of consciousness which can become a new 

mode of belonging. The world proposed by the text becomes the criticai 

counterpart of the immediate world to which the reader belongs. The 

interpretive relationship between text and reader is the "intersection" at 

which the possibility of the world of the text is actualized in its application 

to life. It is the point at which the "inside world" of the text and the 

"outside world" of the reader are intertwined to such an extent that the 

interpretation of the dynamic identity of the text becomes the 

interpretation and "disclosure" of a possibility to be actualized by the 

reader (TDI 183). The narrative world with its unifying plot and diversity of 

characters and events is transferred through reading to the reader who 

also inhabits a world or "horfzon of the circumstances and the 

interactions which constitute the proximate web of relationships for each 

agent'' (TDI 183). 

Ricoeur's four propositions conœming the dynamic identity of the 

text give articulate shape to the matrix of activity that defines the process 

of refiguration. The interactive dynamic of text and reader is the crucial 

moment in the formation of identity. Narration or emplotment is the 

activity of giving shape to the world of meaning projected by the text, but 

it also implies a passive reception of tradition and sedimented meaning. 



This is equally true for the identity of the reader who configures the 

meaning of the text by being configured by the text. Ricoeur explains 

that 

to follow a story is to enact or reenact it by reading. If, therefore. emplotment 
may be described as an act of judgrnent at the level of the productive 
imagination. this is so to the extent that emplotment is the joint work of the 
text and its reader, in the same way that Aristotle called sensation the 
wmmon work of the "sensed" and the "sensing." (TDI 184) 

To form one's own identity the agent must synthesize the 

heterogeneous, the different, the other. The agent m u t  gather together 

into a unified whole the diversity of his or her experience and must be 

able to universalize his or her action as a living model for others to read. 

For Ricoeur, the formation of our identity requires the subsumption of 

difference under the unifying rule of our choice, initiative, and action. 

The choice, initiative, and action may hold difference in balance with 

identity, it may also place the other under the nile of the same. 

Ricoeur's employment of phenomenological hemeneutics has 

placed particular emphasis on a decentered non-idealistic notion of 

subjecüvity. lnterpretation takes place through a diversity of textual 

voices which present possibilities for being other than a self-enclosed 

ego. This has been Ricoeur's guiding insight and a theme that has been 

continually repeated in his hermeneutical studies. Textual distanciation 

creates a reflective space where the ego can be discipled into selfhood. 

This is a space imagination creates in language with language, a space 

in front of consciousness, posing various possibilities for inhabiting the 

practical world of acting and suffering. But for Ricoeur, this relationship 



between art and life "is taken so seriously that it becomes a very thorny 

problem to reconnect literature to life by means of reading" (OA m), 
presenting the possibility that an unbridgeable "gap" exists between 

them.10 

Ricoeur's attempt to "attack and overcome '9he paradox we are 

considering here: stories are recounted, life is lived," must also address 

the question of "an unbridgeable gap [that] seems to separate fiction and 

life" (LQN 25). This problem not only animates the production of a 

narrative identity, but many of Ricoeur's critics as well. This is 

particularly true of David Carrll who takes Ricoeur to task for adopting a 

position that cornes close to the "standard view" which assumes that the 

narrative 

f o n  is "imposed upon" reality.. .[and that] it distorts life. At best it constitutes 
an escape, a consolation, at worst an opiate, either as self-delusion 
or.. . irnposed from without by some authoritative narrative voiœ in the interest 
of manipulation and power. In either case it is an act of violence. a betrayal. 
an imposition on reality or life and on ourselves.l* 

Although Carr hesitates to offer a definitive judgement, stating that "I am 

not sure where the author [Ricoeur] stands on this issue," he 

The possibility of a gap existing between art and life requires a fundamental critique not just 
of narrative identity but of Ricoeuts understanding of the distinction between semantics and 
pragmatics, Le. between the relation of words to what they refer to (sernantics), and between the 
relation of words to their interpreters or users (pragmatics) ( s m  Boutin 1993, 62). In Oneself as 
Another Ricoeur uses this distinction between semantics and pragmatics to make a connedion 
between "utterance and the speaking subject8'(OA 40-55); this opens a vast and cornplex set of 
problerns the analysis of which falls outside the scope of this study. Since Ricoeur uses the 
teminological distinction between 'narrative art' and 'Iife,' these ternis will be used for our critical 
comments. 

David Car. m e ,  Nanative, and History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 1986). * David Carr, "Round Table: Temps et récit, Volume One." Unive- of Offa wa Quarterly 5514 
(1 985): 302-303. Also found in On Paul Ricoeur Nanafie and Interpretation, edited by David Wood 
(London: Routleâge, 1 991), pp. 16û-7 87. 



nevertheless shows little appreciation for Ricoeur's formulation of the 

relationship between narrative and life. Carr argues quite convincingly 

that Ricoeur has in fact reversed the proper ontological order and should 

have placed the priority on the phenomenology of temporality which 

provides the dynamic structure for the narrativization of experience. 

According to Carr narratives should confonn to the descriptive features 

of temporality and not the reverse. Carr argues that art should be the 

reproduction and discovery of experience "rnirroring the sort of activity of 

which life consists"(0PR 172), not its creative production. Critiquing 

Ricoeur's dialectic of narrative concord and temporal discord Carr writes: 

If lived ternporality is essentially (if not completely) discordant. and if art- 
narration in particular-brings concord, then art cannot be the simple imitation 
of Iife, in the sense of mirroring or representing it. Narrative mimesis for 
Ricoeur is not reproduction but production. invention. It may borrow from life 
but it transfomis it. (OPR 170) 

Fearing that such production implies that temporal experience lacks any 

structure of its own, and therefore that Ricoeur needs to "describe a 

world as if it were what apparently ..A in fact is notf' (OPR 171)~ Carr asks 

if Ricoeur does not end up equating the difference between art and life 

with "the difference between the chaotic and the formed, the confused 

and the orderly." If this is true, then it "would seem to amount to the 

assertion that life cannot be lived without literature" (OPR 173). 

To justify such a critique of Ricoeur's position Carr would have to 

demonstrate that the temporal structure of existence is in fact within the 

realm of description apart from narration, and this Ricoeur believes to be 



impossible.i3 Through careful examination of the best examples of the 

phenomenology of time Ricoeur demonstrates how they create some of 

the very problems that it seeks to resolve (TN 3, 12-96). According to 

Ricoeur, without the mediation of narrated time and the production of 

narrative identity, temporal experience remains without a voice. "A life is 

no more than a biological phenornenon as long as it has not been 

interpreted" (LQN 27-28). To predicate, as Carr does, personal or 

communal identity on a pure phenomenology or ontology of temporality 

sets aside the necessity of the mimetic relationship between narrative art 

and life which calls for the productive innovation of experience with 

choice and action that c m  transfomi the very "space of experience," and 

not simply duplicate it. 

Gary Madison, however, argues the contrary. Quoting Ricoeur he 

explains that existence "cannot be separated from the account we can 

give of ourselves. It is in telling our own stories that we give ourselves 

an identity. We recognize ourselves in the stories we tell about 

l3 In David Pellauer's artide "Lirnning the Liminal: Cam and Ricoeur on Time and Narrative," in 
Philosophy T&ay 3511 ( f  991): 51 -72, the problematic charader of Carr's own understanding of the 
phenomenology of temporality is taken to task. Complaining that Cam's understanding of ternporality 
lacks the sophistication of that proposed by Ricoeur, Pellauer writes: 'The topic of the aparetics of 
temporality is a crucial one to any effort to explore the difference between Carr and Ricoeur because 
in volume 3 Ricoeur takes up the same central text upon which Carr bases his initial rnove, Husserl's 
Lectures on the Phemmenology of Internat fime-Consciousness. He does so within the framework 
of a larger argument that in many ways might be seen as direded against the foundation of Carts 
own approach, namely, that there has never been and never will be an adequate phenornenology (or 
philosophy, for that matter) of either time or our temporal experience, and that every such attempt 
pays for its gains at the price of ever greater aporias." Pellauer concludes that "because we can see 
in reirosped that Carr is not sufficiently attentive to what Ricoeur calls the aporetics of ternporality, 
we also can see that he does not really address the hHo other aspects of this aporetics that Ricoeur 
points to, particularly in his concluding remarks to the third volume. These other aspeds are the 
issue of the oneness of time ... and the ultimate unrepresentability of time" (53-54). 



ourselves. It makes little difference whether these stories are true or 

false, fiction as well as verifiable history provides us with an identity" 

(HPM 95). Madison goes on to explain that 

when we seek to understand human events. which is to Say. action. to 
account for them. the giving of an account invariably assumes the form of 
telling a story. To understand an experience or an event is to make sense of 
it in the fom of a sto ry.... Text and action are quite simply inseparable.. .it is by 
rneans of literaryhistorical texts that we are able to understand what we are 
as acting beings, which is to say, as temporal beings. For time is the 
dimension of action. and is meaningful only in terrns of action. A 
hermeneutical philosophy in search of the meaning of existence cannot avoid 
the methodological demand to reflect systematically on literary discourse and 
historiml narrative and on their insuperable intertwining. It is thus 
understandable how Ricoeur should have corne to be preuccupied with the 
dual theme: Time and Nanative.. . . [Hence] action and discourse are 
inseparable. One could in fact define action as that which naturally calls for. 
give rise to. discourse as its teleological fulfillment. (HPM 97-98) 

Although Madison appears to be simply restating Ricoeur's 

understanding of the relationship between narrative and life, he in fact 

takes a position which, according to Carfs "standard model", would 

disconnect narrative even more from life. 

Contrary to Carr's critique of the inadequacy of Ricoeuh concept 

of narrative invention, Madison faults Ricoeur for the narrative or 

metaphoric "discovery" of life or so-called "reality." "Metaphorical 

discourse is indeed creative and inventive, and yet, this creation iç a 

discovery. Ricoeur seems to be saying that there are in some sense or 

other, certain objective 'essences' which language articulates-although 

it may only be able to do so in certain cases when it is used creatively, 

innovatively" (HP 82-83). This reference to "objective 'essences,"' one 

could also Say: to extralinguistic reality, Madison finds troubling. For 



Madison language does not refer to a "reality" outside of language; 

rather 

the world referred to by language is what it is only because of the way it is 
iinguistically referred to. The world. in short. is a function of 
language.. ..Strictly speaking, there would no longer be any extralinguistic 
reality to which language could be said to refer, reality would be constituted 
differently in accordance with the different ways we use to speak about it. and. 
in the final analysis. there would be as many "realities" as there are 
languages. (HP 83-84) 

Even though Madison admits that Ricoeur would "express reservation" 

about such interlinguistic reference to "reality," metaphorical invention is 

"the only means for talking about them [things] meaningfully and 

truthfully and in a direct and straightfoward fashion" (HP 85). Reality is 

an invention of language and not its discovery. "Reality is nothing other 

than a metaphor which is taken literally and is believed in" (HP 85). For 

Madison the only relationship of consequence is the narrative 

refiguration of experience. It matters little that narratives mirror life; what 

matters more is that life is continually transformed by the power of 

metaphor and narrative. "mhe real 'meaning' of a metaphor lies not in 

what it 'says' but in what it 'shows' ... what it does, the perlocutionary effect 

it has on us ... .l am not saying that metaphors have no meaning. I am 

saying that their meaning is their power to effect a change of attitudes, 

direction, and, ultimately, understanding of the part of the listener or 

reader" (HP 150). Since "reality" is the product of a dead metaphor that 

had a profound perlocutionary effect on the part of a "believer," Carr's 

cornplaint that the "standard view" imposes narrative on life makes little 

sense to Madison outside of some sort of rational essentialism. 



Both Carr and Madison raise important issues with regard to 

Ricoeur's understanding of the relationship between art and life; but 

these alternatives of "sheer change and absolute identity" (LQN 33) seem 

to undo their own critical positions and point to a solution that Ricoeuts 

unique formulation of the narrative arc has already taken into 

consideration. In wishing to move beyond Ricoeur's dialectic of creation 

and discovery of extralinguistic reality, Madison appears to be supporting 

a view of language that is only creative, cut off frorn any underlying 

temporal structure. Yet Madison makes a connection between art and 

life much in the same way as Ricoeur does between metaphorlnarrative 

and the prenarrative features of temporal experience. Madison writes 

that 

reality in the ordinary sense. the socalled extralinguistic referent of language. 
is thoroughly relative to language itself and is its "product," but reality in the 
deeper sense (what we might cal1 "being") is not deteninate (has no 
essence) and is not the product of language but is its creative source. And 
this source is to be located in the lived experience which al1 humans share in, 
in one fonn or another. (HP 86-87) 

Although Madison qualifies this deeper meaning of "being" by explaining 

that "as its creative source, it c m  be said to be what is analogically 

common to al1 the creative or metaphorical, i.e., 'analogical,' uses of 

language" (HP 87), he nevertheless concludes that creative language 

grows out of experience before it forms experienœ. Isn't this precisely 

Ricoeur's point that narrative configuration is precedeâ by prenarrative 

features that provide the resources for narrative creation? And isn't the 



narrative and metaphorical creation of reality also a discovery of the 

source which gives it life? 

David Carr's rejection of the narrative refiguration of experience 

suggests that narrative meaning can only be a discovery of a more 

fundamental temporal experience. Yet even a reproductive view of 

narrative cannot dismiss its power to transfomi experience through 

action. If experience can be told, surely the purpose of such a story is 

not just to catalogue experience, but to inform readers of the meaning of 

experience and add something to the reader's self-understanding. 

Wouldn't this type of expanded self-understanding be a transformation 

of experience, a cal1 to be and act in a manner that is different or other 

than the way one had previously acted? In other words, doesn't Carr, 

due to his preoccupation with the fear of fictional violence, miss 

Ricoeur's point about the narrative function of refiguration? 

Brushing aside Carr's accusation that he is in fact an advocate of 

the "standard view", not to mention Ca&s suggestion that "perhaps the 

proponents of the standard view just read too many stories and lead very 

dull or cluttered lives" (OPR 166), Ricoeur argues that the alternative of 

either the narrative "distortion of life, or its representation" (OPR 180) is 

too restrictive. Ricoeur goes on to explain that 

the concept that I proposed of a refiguration which would be at once 
"revelatory" and "transformative" seems to me to introduœ a concept of 
representation which does not imply a mirror relation (1 am thinking of Rorty's 
book, Philosophy and the Minor of Nature). I have attempted to produce a 
concept of mirnesis which escapes the dilemma according to which either 
history falsifies life, does it violence, or refiects it. I wonder if a standard 



mode1 exists under which one may group every author mentioned and which 
constrains each to a yes or no answer. (OPR 180) 

Narrative representation is for Ricoeur always a productive reproduction, 

a creative innovation in connection with a discovered sedimentation, a 

dynamic process in which he "believes that it is possible to avoid the 

alternative proposed by David [Carr] and instead embrace both homs of 

the dilemma: a life in search of its own histoqi' (OPR 181). 

This is the central point of fime and Narrative: individuals and 

cornmunities are in search of their narrative identity. Life looks for 

narratives that will give a meaningful configuration to events both carried 

out and suffered. Narrative identity is both an innovation that adds 

something new to the "space of experience" and a discovery of our 

inchoate story. It gives a configuration to life in order that it can become 

a configuration for life, that is, a prescriptive innovation that transfomis 

experience. Discovery and innovation are not conflicting alternatives 

that cancel each other out; rather they form the core dynamic of 

Ricoeur's proposal for identity and selfhood. 

Our life, when then embraced in a single glance, appean to us as the field of 
a constructive activity, borrowed from narrative understanding, by which we 
attempt to discover and not sirnply to impose from the outside the nanative 
identity which constitutes us. I am stressing the expression "narrative identity" 
for what we cal1 subjectivity is neither an incoherent senes of events nor an 
immutable substantiality. impervious to evolution. This is precisely the sort of 
identity wtiich narrative composition alone can create through its dynamism. 
(LQN 32) 

For Ricoeur this discovew of one's narrative identity mitigates the 

violence of a literary artifice. And the construction of one's narrative 

identity plays with possibilities for subjectivity through the "narative 



voices which constitute the symphony of great works such as epics, 

tragedies, dramas and novels" (LQN 32). One's narrative identity is a 

composition of a musical score fashioned from the cacuphony and lack 

of deteminacy of Our temporal experience. It is both a disconnection 

and reflection of life which can dismiss the opposing accusations of 

sheer change or absolute sameness by proposing a dynamic concept of 

identity that is a unity of sameness and difference. 

Therefore, in response to the question conceming the relationship 

of narrative art to life, Ricoeur writes that 

an unbridgeable difference does rernain, but this differenœ is partially 
abolished by our power of applying to ounelves the plots that we have 
received from our culture and of trying on the different roles assurned by the 
favorite characten of the stories most dear to us. It is therefore by means of 
the imaginative variations of ouf own ego that we attempt to obtain a narrative 
understanding of ourselves, the only kind that escapes the apparent choice 
between sheer change and absolute identi. BeWeen the two lies narrative 
identity. (LQN 33) 

Rather than enclosing oneself within the text, or limiting the text to reflect 

a phenomenological description of temporality, Ricueuh narrative arc is 

both the discovery and innovation of identity; it is both life as art and art 

as life. 

As the bridge between art and life, Ricoeur's formulation of 

narrative identity poses, however, a significant problem. 1s Ricoeur 

suggesting that narrative identity straddles a difference between two 

different selves: a narrative self and an ontological self? ls there for 

Ricoeur a self that is objedively identified and stnictured through 

narrative discoune, and a deeper, more mysterious self correlative with 



such objectifications? If so, is Ricoeur redeploying a variation of 

Husserl's phenomenological correlation between some sort of 

transcendental subjectivity and the objectification of the acts of 

consciousness? 1s Ricoeur's proposal for narrative identity guilty of 

Caputofs accusation of a dualism between "one self caught up in the flux 

like the rest of us, and one which has managed to escape it, to anchor 

itself in something stable, absolute, unchanging, present, and self- 

present .... one situated in the world and the other, its transcendental 

double?"l4 While Caputo's daim of Husserlian dualism is perhaps too 

strong, given Ricoeur's refutation of transcendental idealism, it 

nevertheless points to a signifiant problem that requires further careful 

reflection. 

- -- 

j4 RH 5558. See also above # 1.1.2 for discussion of this pmblem. 



Chapter Five 

Identity and Selfhood 

With the completion of the previous chapter, which illustrates the 

expansion of the configural function from metaphor to narrative 

discourse, we have explored how, according to Ricoeur, the dynamic 

identity of the narrative text solves the problern of personal identity. The 

narrative arc finds completion in the moment of initiative by refiguring 

experience. By providing a temporal mediation between the past and 

the future, the narrative imagination inaugurates a process that 

incorporates openness into the moment of narrative closure. Narrative 

configuration brings together the diversity of experience: narrative 

emplotment constructs a dialectical (or analogical) relation between unity 

and diversity, between the sarne and the different. It is Ricoeur's 

contention that such narrative openness and diversity prevents narrative 

closure and unity from encircling the problem of identity within the 

category of the same. Not only is this true for the dynamic identity of the 



text, it is equally true for persona1 and communal identity. Since the 

search for one's narrative identity is Ricoeur's ultimate point of 

orientation for the narrativization of experience, personal and communal 

identity emulate the dynarnic structure of the identity of narrative texts. 

Personal identity is also a dialectic of unity and difference, of closure and 

openness. For Ricoeur the problem of textual and personal identity is 

fomulated and resolved within this dialectical relation between the 

"same" and the "other." 

With the publication of Oneseif as Another (1992) Ricoeur expands 

this dialectical formulation of identity to include the problem of selfhood. 

Although never absent from his discussions on method and language, 

the discipleship of the self by way of the other has been a constant, 

albeit delayed, theme in his work. By reserving the question 'What is a 

human?" for the "end of a series of prior questions such as: What can I 

know? What must I do? What am I allowed to hope?" (NP 89), the 

problem of selfhood has remained in the shadow of these monumental 

questions of method put in this very order by Kant himself. Ricoeur's 

"detour by way of objectification" (OA 31 3) has been an indirect path 

towards the self, favoring a mediated rather than an irnmediate reflection 

on selfhood; but this has corne at a price: the detour is so long that it can 

be mistaken for the destination. Yet, from the outset, Ricoeur's 

hermeneutical inquiries have been in service of a project of self-recovery 

and selfdiscovery. Henneneutics, let us recall, is for Ricoeur a f om of 

refiective philosophy that "considers the most radical philosophical 



problems as those that concern the possibility of self-understanding as 

the subject of the operations of knowing, willing, evaluating, and so on" 

(01 12). Explaining and understanding the multiple operations that give 

testimony of selfhood are of fundamental concern to Ricoeur. However, 

while the self to which cultural signs, symbols, and texts are supposed to 

refer is the implicit goal of Ricoeur's hermeneutical inquiries, explicit 

treatment of the question of selfhood has been astonishingly minimal. 

In Oneself as Another, the anthropological quest for self- 

affirmation becomes thematic once again. Ricoeur's thirty year detour 

through the complexities of interpretive rnediation returns to the question 

of selfhood which dominated his earlier work. Has Ricoeur's 

hemeneutical meandering accomplished his intended goal of 

exchanging the ego for a self discipled by the otherness of the text? Has 

the thirty year hiatus between Fallible Man and Oneself as Another been 

able to move Ricoeur beyond the dialectic impasse of determination and 

rnutuality? If the hermeneutical reorganization of the question of 

selfhood is not a vicious circle simply returning back to its presumed 

starting point, but a progressive spiral that advances his understanding 

of the meaning of selfhood, then, as Ricoeur insists, the question of 

selfhood must "supersedeAhe quarrel over the cogito" (OA 4). It must 

move beyond the philosophies of the cogito and anticogito, and in that 

sense move beyond the anthropological position adopted in Fallible 

Man. Therefore, we must explore Ricoeur's response to the question of 

selfhood developed in Oneself as Another and test this hermeneutical 



reformulation to see if it is indeed a philosophy of selfhood, and if it 

offers an advance over his early philosophical concept of a cogito in 

search of its other. 

Ricoeur's hermeneutic of selfhood employs two different but 

interrelated strategies of investigation: an analysis of selfhood which 

reflects itself in its objectivities, and an ontology of selfhood that grounds 

such objectifications. This difference, which Ricoeur also refers to as 

first and second-order discourse (OA m), approaches the question of 

selfhood from two different directions: from the outside inwards by 

means of phenomenological and analytical description. and from the 

inside outwards through the ontological "metacategory of being as act 

and as power" (OA 303). In each case the subject of investigation is 

supposed to be the same: selfhood. On the one hand Ricoeur examines 

the objectivities of selfhood, namely, "(discursive, practical, narrative, 

and prescriptive predicates) in the reflective [dflexiq process of the self 

";1 on the other hand, not wanting to reduce selfhood to reflection and its 

objective structures, Ricoeur turns to an ontological investigation which 

asks the question, 'What mode of being, then, belongs to the self, what 

sort of being or entity is it?" (OA 297). This duality of approach is meant 

1 OA 187, n. 22. The English translation uses the terni "reflexive process" instead of 
"reflective process," but the original resrls ";ë ~ I Ü &  i6i'Sd' aml not le procès risfléchi. Throughout 
OneseMas Another the translation of these two terms is offen given interchangeable meaning, and 
even Ricoeur in Soi-n?&-u z.7 u ~ t . ? ~  s e m =  !s  se thern on occasion in an interchangeab le 
mariner. Yet, as we shall see, the reflex& stmcture of the self and the r e f l m  process which 
leads indiredly back to the seIf that is stnrcttired rdîaxively have hm different meanings that must be 
handled with great care and subtlety. 



to suggest not that there are two selves (one objectively describable and 

the other only available through ontological discourse) but that the self is 

structured so that ontological testimony, or attestation of selfhood (OA 

299-302)~ is needed to complete a heneneutic a selfhood. 

This methodological duality is necessitated by Ricoeur's 

proclamation that "to Say self is not to Say 1. The I is posited-or 

deposed. The self is implied reflexively [à titre réflech~ in the operations, 

the analysis of which precedes the return towards this self. "* The 

immediate recovery of this reflexive self, or "self in relation,"3 is blocked 

by the mediating objectivities in which the operations or activities of the 

self are reflected. The interpretation of selfhood is predicated on the 

analysis of these objectifkations in which the self reflects itself and is 

thereby available for interpretation.4 Therefore, the work of interpretation 

is at once a "fragmentary" effort to catch sight of multiple self-reflections 

in the objectivities of the self, and a work of unification that designates 

2 OA 18. In "On Interpretation," Ricoeur writes: "Reflexion is that act of tuming back upon 
itself by which a subjed grasps, in a moment of intelledual clarity and moral responsibility, the 
unifying principle of the operations among which it is dispersed and forgets itsetf as subjed. 'The 1 
think,' says Kant, 'rnust be able to açcompany al1 my representations.' Ail reflexive philosophers 
would recognize themselves in this formula" (WA 12). 
3 In a paper originally presented as part of the 1986 GRord Ledures that 'Yormed the basis of 
the studies published here" (OA ix), Ricoeur explains that "a self that responds is a self in relation, 
without being an absolute self-that is, outside any relatedness and in this sense the foundation of 
every relation." See Paul Ricoeur, "The Summoned Subject in the School of the Narratives of the 
Prop hetic Vocation ," in Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Nanaiîve, and Imagination. bans. b y David 
Pellauer and ed. by Mark 1. Wallace (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 262. 
4 "...there is no self-understanding that is not mediated by signs, syrnbols, and texts; in the last 
resort understanding coincides with the interpretation given to these mediating ternis ... .Medation by 
signs: that is to Say, it is language that is the primary condition of al1 human experience .... And since 
speech is heard before it is uttered, the shortest path from the self to itself lies in the speech of the 
other, which leads me across the open space of signs .... Ta understand oneself is to understand 
oneseîf as one confronts the text and to receive from it the conditions for a serf other than that which 
first undertakes the reading" (FTA 15-1 7). 



the self as "conatus", the productive power responsible for this diversity 

of activities (OA 31 5). 

This duality of approach repeats the dialectic of unity and 

difference central to Ricoeuf s concept of metaphor, narrative, and 

identity; thus it should not be surprising that Ricoeur's hemeneutic is 

conducted from within a semantic analysis of selfhood. 

mhe three major features of the hemeneutics of the self. namely. the detour 
of reflection by way of analysis, the dialectic of selfhood and sameness. and 
finally the dialectic of selfhood and othemess.. . .[are] progressively 
uncovered.. . introducing by means of the question "who?" al1 the assertions 
relating to the problematic of the self, and in this way giving the same s a p e  to 
the question "who?" and to the answer-the self (OA 16) 

The "objectivities" in which the self is reflected are subjected to an 

interrogative form of analysis. To each objectification - linguistic, 

practical, narrative, and ethicai - the question "who?" is addressed. and 

in each case Ricoeur asserts that "the self " is the only appropriate 

response. 'Who is speaking? Who is acting? Who is recounting about 

himself or herself? Who is the moral subject of imputation?" (OA 16). 

These questions are al1 answered with '"the self!" that "take[s] refuge in 

the inexpungible retreat of the question 'who?"' (OA 302). Yet, as Ricoeur 

remarks, this interrogative approach is "fragmentary." The question 

"who?" does not find a unity of response. Each reply does not Say "The 

Self ", but identifies the subject who is now speaking, now acting, now 

nartating, and so on. Each field of inquiry finds an answer appropriate to 

its own requirements, and in each case Ricoeur believes to uncover a 

different dimension or modality of selfhood. But as Ricoeur readily 



adrnits, this fragmentation of meaning is compounded by the fact that "in 

introducing the problematic of the self by the question 'who?', we have in 

the same stroke opened the way for the genuine polysemy inherent in 

this question itself " (OA 19), that is, a polysemy inherent within the 

dialogue of question and answer. Therefore, to whom does this 

fragmentation of meaning refer? To a linguistic, practical, narrative, or 

ethical subject identified within the language game of each objectivity? 

Is there a fundamental unity that can hold this polysemy of question and 

answer together? 

For Ricoeur 'Yhis fragmentation ... has a thematic unity that keeps it 

from the dissemination that would lead the discourse back to silence. In 

a sense, one could Say that these studies together have as their 

thematic unity human action and that the notion of action acquires, over 

the course of the studies, an ever-increasing extension and 

concreteness" (OA 19). The accumulative effect of the analysis of each 

of the objectivities underscores not so much a foundational subjectivity 

or a first-person cogito but a productive power that makes these 

activities possible. The unity that Ricoeur has in mind is a "merely 

analogical unity"5 and not that of an ultimate foundation that 

characterizes the "philosophies of the subject" which are "formulated in 

5 OA 19. This reference to an "analogical" unity of setfhood links al1 of Ricoeur's works 
togethsr. It is the work of imagination at every stage of Ricoeur's philosophical development that 
gives continuity to the multiplicity of his philosophical "studies." The work of imagination understood 
in its twofold fundion as a synthesis of the heterageneous and as a temporal dynamic unity 
mediating between sedimentation and innovation, also charaderizes the relation between the 
various cornponents of seif- understanding as well as the ontologicat response to the question VUhat 
sort of k ing  is the self?" (OA 297-356). 



the first person-ego cogito" (OA 4). Ricoeur assures his readers that his 

hermeneutic of selfhood has "superseded ... the quarrel over the cogito" 

(OA 4) and that he is not interested in the development of a "first 

philosophy" predicated on a self-founding ego. Characterizing his 

phiiosophy of selfhood as "practical" or "second philosophy" (OA ig), 

Ricoeur believes he can move beyond the identification of self with an 

"ultimate foundation" (OA 19) by deriving an ontology of selfhood from an 

analogical identification of "the multiple uses of the terni 'acting,' which, 

as we have just mentioned, receives its polysemy from the variety and 

contingency of the questions that activate the analyses leading back to 

the reflection on the self " (OA 19-20). It is not that Ricoeur is 

uninterested in the development of a unifying ontology, but the 

foundation of such discourse is inherently polysemic and therefore can 

only give testimony of selfhood within a hemeneutical context that 

oscillates between sedimentation and innovation of meaning. 

While Ricoeur designates his hermeneutic of selfhood as "second 

philosophy" in contrast to "first philosophy," it is questionable whether its 

secondary standing with regard to the certainty of an ultimate foundation 

warrants the further designation of "practical philosophy." Ricoeur 

formulates the thematic unity of his studies around the analogical "uses 

to the t e n  'acting,"' but this use is fragmented by an "analytic-reflective 

structure" (OA 19) that look  for testimony of selfhood within the 

interaction of question and answer peculiar to various objectifications of 

meaning. Since these objectivities are further fractured by the infinite 



variation of meaning that almost allows both question (who?) and 

answer (the self!) to slip away and escape hermeneutic understanding, 

Ricoeur's description of this fragmentation, and conversely that of unity, 

is more a semantic analysis of multiple meanings of action than the 

development of a practical philosophy. Althoug h Ricoeur attempts to lay 

daim to the "analogical unity of human action" (OA 20), there appears to 

be a kind of short circuit that jumps from the construction of an analogy 

among multiple identifications of the semantic meaning of the terni 

"action," to the daim that this analogous relation is indicative of the 

ontological unity of selfhood. Yet, if these are identifications of the 

linguistic, practical, narrative, and ethico-moral self, can Ricoeur offer 

anything more than a description of the unity of action from within these 

objectivities? In other words, does Ricoeur, for al1 his discussion about 

selfhood, place himself in a methodological position that collapses his 

philosophy of selfhood into a philosophy of identity? 

This correlation between the question "Who?" and the response 

"the self " must be understood in two different ways: 1) through the 

objectivities of self, which are interpreted by Ricoeur as texts,G an 

analogy can be drawn between the çemantic similarities that identify the 

self as the appropriate response to the question "Who?"; and 2) through 

6 This reduction of action and the various other objectivities of seif to the textual fom is given 
explicit development in Ricoeuts 'The Mode1 of the Text: Meaningful Action Considered as a Text," 
where he writes: "Now my hypothesis is this: if there are specif~c problems that are raised by the 
interpretation of texts because they are texts and not spoken language, and if these problems are the 
ones that constitute henneneutics as such, then the human sciences may be said to be 
hemeneutical (1 ) inasmuch as their oblecf displays some of the features constitutive of a text as text, 
and (2) inasmuch as their methodology develops the same kind of procedures as those of Auslegung 
or text interpretation" (FTA 444-5). 



an ontology of selfhood predicated on the attestation provided by this 

analogical unity. 

This difference between first- and second-order discourse is 

intended to circumvent the debate between the "modern" cogito and a 

"postmodern" anticogito.7 But what remains unclear is how recourse to 

analogical unity accornplishes this task. After ail, action is performed by 

someone, it is never general. Agents are responsible for their actions. 

Self-reference by way of analogy still has a common referent: the subject 

of the action perfoned. Even though Ricoeur dismisses a singular 

action that posits the cogito as the self-grounded-ground of subjectivity, 

reference of the analogical unity of action to a "rnetacategory of being as 

act and power" (OA 303) still implies a cogito-subject to which these 

actions can be predicated. 

The indirect implication of a ego-subject does not escape 

Ricoeur's attention. In fact, the concluding chapter of Oneseif as 

Another is an investigation of the ontological substrate of the analogical 

unity of selfhood. Reappropriating the skeletal framework of Aristotle's 

metaphysics, Ricoeur asks "whether the great polysemy of the tern 

'being,' according to Aristotle, can permit us to give new value to the 

meaning of being as act and potentiality, securing in this way the 

analogical unity of action on a stable ontological meaning" (OA 20). This 

is a puuling question. Until now Ricoeur's hermeneutical inquiries have 

rejected the idea of stable ontological meaning. Language is under the 

7 See the sections 'The Cogito is Posited and "The Shattered Cogito," for Ricoeur's 
understanding of the central features of this problematic (OA 4-16). 



rule of metaphor. Change and development of language defines 

Ricoeur's understanding of the interpretive act. Therefore, to search for 

a stable ontological meaning to support a hermeneutic of selfhood 

seems to run counter to the hemeneutical spiral of change and 

development. After ail, what precludes giving definition to the self in the 

f o m  of a single stable and essential function if that function is derived 

from the stability of ontological meaning? 

In this sense, Ricoeur poses a diffcult problern. Is it possible to 

move beyond the multiple identifications of self that a heneneutic of 

continual configuration and reconfiguration have brought to light? Can a 

stable ontological meaning be given to selfhood when the understanding 

of human experience has been predicated on the polysemy of meaning? 

Does Ricoeur sirnply pose a rhetorical question to draw attention to the 

cornplexity of ontological reflection in the light of the hemeneutical 

disavowal of ultimate foundations? At first this appears to be the case. 

Ricoeur's affinnation of the polysemy of meaning also applies to any and 

al1 ontological formulations that lend support to a hemeneutic of 

selfhood. For Ricoeur, 

this reevaluation of a meaning of being, too often sacrificed to being-as- 
substance. can take place only against the backdrop of a plurality more 
radical than any other, namely that of the rneanings of being. Moreover, it will 
quickly become apparent that the ontology of act and of potentiality will in tum 
open up variations of meaning dificult to specify because of their multiple 
historical expressions. Finally, and most especially, the dialectic of the same 
and the other, readjusted to the dimensions of our hemeneutic of the self and 
its other, will prevent an ontology of act and potentiality from becoming 
enclosed within a tautology. The polysemy of othemess ... will imprint upon the 
entire ontology of acting the seal of the diversity of sense that foils the 



ambition of amving at an ultimate foundation. characteristic of cogito 
philosophies. (OA 20-21) 

While this diversity of meaning may preclude resting a hermeneutic of 

selfhood on a stable ontological meaning, we are still faced with the 

same problem. Ricoeur assumes that the semantic analogy drawn from 

these variations of meaning makes reference to the extralinguistic being 

of selfhood. Language, according to Ricoeur, refers to reality, in this 

case the reality of selfhood. But construcüng an analogy from polysemic 

speech is still speech, albeit of a different kind, which Ricoeur takes as 

attestation of the actual unity of selfhood. Henœ, Ricoeur's analysis of 

the objectivities of the reflective process of selfhood does not give 

testimony of the immediacy of selfhood; rather, the linguistic, practical, 

narrative, and ethico-moral objectivities give testimony of a unity of 

identity. 

Therefore, it remains unclear what Ricoeur has in mind with the 

first-order polysemic identifications of selfhood and the second-order 

ontological unity behind the semantic unity of identity. Neither cogito nor 

anticogito, this ontological self nevertheless appears to have a quasi- 

metaphysical unity that has not escaped the "great oscillation that 

causes the '1' of the '1 think' to appear, by turns, to be elevated 

inordinately to the heights of a first truth and then cast down to the 

depths of a vast illusion" (OA 4-5). Ricoeur's intention to recover an 

understanding of selfhood beyond this debate is perhaps an overly 

optimistic ambition. As Parnela Sue Anderson points out, "Ricoeur's 

present intention is essentially a mediaiion between the modern and 



postmodern, which may appear more like an oscillation between 

Descartes and Nietzsche. Mediation would uncover unrecognized 

relations between apparently opposing assertions, while oscillation 

would shift back and forth without bringing the two sides togethet' 

(Anderson 1994, 73). In either case, it is Anderson's contention that 

Ricoeur, despite his assertion to the contrary, attempts to give definition 

to the meaning of selfhood somewhere between the metaphysical 

singularity of a first-person cogito and the radicality of the shattered 

cogito. 

In a sense Anderson is correct. Ricoeur's disavowal of both the 

cogito and anticogito is not a disavowal of subjectivity, let alone of self 

and selfhood. As we have seen, the question of the ontological status of 

the self is not a rejection of the possibility of ontological inquiry; but this 

second-order ontological inquiry must reflect the analogous unity of first- 

order discourse which, Ricoeur believes, gives testimony of the reflexive 

structure of selfhood that is differentiated from "sameness" and 

d ialectically connected "with otherness" (OA 297). 

It is remarkable that this formulation of analogous unity uses the 

correlation between the self and the other-than-self as constitutive of 

selfhood. If selfhood is understood by means of the identification of the 

subject of action, and action is in tum understood through a semantic 

network of intersignification, then the other-than-self is simply an 

opposing term within the network. If this is the case, then Ricoeur has 

not developed a philosophy of selfhood in which othemess is constitutive 



of irnmediate self-reflexivity; rather, what Ricoeur has developed is a 

philosophy of identity in which the self and the other are encircled by 

self-sameness. 

To proceed with this investigation of Ricoeuh philosophy of 

selfhood we will follow the order of presentation of these "studies" on 

identity, and argue that Ricoeur collapses the problem of selfhood into 

that of identity. 

The organizational structure of Oneself as Another can be 

underçtood in two different ways: the order of presentation, and the order 

of analysis concerning the structure of selfhood. On two occasions 

Ricoeur insists that the order of presentation of the V ~ ~ O U S  "studies" has 

no real systematic cohesion. Since self-reflection is fragmented and its 

analogical unity is predicated on the resemblance between responses to 

the question "who?" rather than on any methodological necessity, it 

"permit[s] the reader to enter into this inquiry at any point" (OA 19 n. 24). 

Even though Ricoeur uses a 'Yhree-step rhythm: describing, narrating, 

prescribing," to organize the studies, he argues that "this 

ordering ... serves a merely didactic function, intended to guide the reader 

through the polysemy of action. Depending on the question asked, 

however, this threesome can be read in a different order. No approach 

is primary in every respect" (OA 20). While Ricoeur may be correct to 

insist on the circularity of the order of presentation, requiring the reader 

to enter the investigation with any one of the questions, there is a degree 

of linearîty to this order that pub its variability in doubt. Like the 



mediating function performed by narrative configuration in Time and 

Narrative, the "three-step rhythm" employed here in Oneself as Another 

ascribes a similar position of mediation to narrative identity. The "two 

extrernes" (OA 120 n.5) of mediation are those of idem identity and ipse 

identity, that is, self-sameness and self-constancy. The order of 

presentation in Oneself as Another duplicates the narrative arc: just as 

narrative configuration is preceded by prefig uration and followed by 

refiguration, the development of the analogical unity of selfhood begins 

with the descriptive features of self-sameness and tries to end with a 

prescription for selfhood that is intended to refig ure self-sarneness by 

way of self-constancy. So the reader may very well enter the circle at 

any point, but the order of presentation unfolds a mode1 of identity 

formulated on the basis of a linear structure of argumentation. 

Therefore, contrary to Ricoeuh claim, this linearity of mediation 

precludes any arbitrariness of the order of presentation. 

5.1 Identity and Language 

Ricoeur begins his interpretation of selfhood with an investigation 

of semantic self-reference in contrast to what he believes to be a 

pragmatics of reflexive self-designation in the act of utterance. 

Semantic self-reference and pragmatic self-designation are combined to 

form the first level of self-identification. This cross pollination between 

semantics and pragmatics opens a vast array of problems. While many 

of these problems put in doubt Ricoeur's claim that he is truly working 



within, and further developing, a pragmatics of language, this debate will 

for the most part be set aside as it falls outside of the scope of this study. 

For us the central concern is how Ricoeur understands the 

objectifications of self to give testimony of actual selfhood. On 

numerous occasions Ricoeur's utilization of a dialectical impasse as a 

productive advance of his position brings together concepts and ideas 

that one could take substantial issue with. Yet, more often than not, 

Ricoeur's interest is with the act of mediation which produces a working 

dialectic rather than the adherence to a strict orthodoxy of the 

representative traditions which stand behind these concepts. After all, 

the most fundamental dialectic for Ricoeur is that of innovation and 

sedimentation, the transformation of traditions in the imaginative 

moment of rnediation. 

Since the world of the text has been the locus of Ricoeur's 

herrneneutical inquiries it is not surprising to see his project of self- 

identification begin with language. Texts refer to worlds which present 

places for self-inhabitation. In this sense, texts have a dual reference: to 

the self, and to the world that makes that mode of existing in selfhood 

possible. For Ricoeur the interpretation of "the world of the text" is at the 

same time an interpretation of the self. Therefore, the most basic level 

of self-interpretation has to follow the "path of identifying reference 

[where] we encounter the person for the first time" (OA 27). Language, 

through the employment of "individualization operators," can "designate 

one and only one individual" in distinction from al1 others (OA 28). TO 



individualize is to "aim at one and only one specimen, to the exclusion of 

al1 the other of the same class" (OA 30). According to Ricoeur, this only 

has meaning in relation to an "utterance, understood as an event in the 

worid" (OA 30). Thus, language makes reference to individuals in relation 

to two types of "othen": the individual in distinction from "al1 others," and 

the individual in distinction from the immediate other present in the event 

of utterance. In this way, Ricoeur begins to show how he will place in 

juxtaposition a semantically generalized reference to individual persons 

and a pragmatical reference to the self involving for its own constitution 

a reference to an individualized other. 

However. the individualizing intention of language lacks the 

specificity needed to identity persons as "divisible without alteration" (OA 

28). Therefore, Ricoeur appropriates Strawson's concept of "basic 

particulars" and explains that 

this strategy consists in isolating, among al1 the particulars to which we may 
refer in order to identify them (in the sense of individualizing given above). 
privileged particulars belonging to a certain type. which the author calls "basic 
particulars." Physical bodies and the persons we ourselves are 
constitute. ..such basic particulars in the sense that nothing at al1 can be 
identified unless it ultimately refers to one or the other of these two kinds of 
particulars. In this way, the concept of person, just as that of physical body. is 
held to be a primitive concept. to the extent that there is no way to go beyond 
it, without presupposing it in the argument that would daim to derive it from 
something else. (OA 31) 

The advantage of Ricoeur's adoption of this position also points to its 

weakness. The person included within the category of basic particulars 

"fernains on the side of the thing about which we speak rather than on 

the side of the speakers themselves who designated themselves in 



speaking" (OA 32). Semantic self-reference can identify an individual 

person, but "what matters for unambiguous identification is that the 

interlocutors designate the same thing. ldentity is described as 

sameness (mêmefe) and not as selfhood (ipséité)" (OA 32). Strawson 

gives priority to "what" the person is, thereby placing the question of 

selfhood within a semantics of personal identity; but Ricoeur, with his 

preference for the question "who?", assumes that he can move beyond 

the semantics of identity to a pragmatics of the "speaking subject" (OA 

40). While the strength of Strawson's concept of basic particulars allows 

for the identification and reidentification of persons in a public or 

objective rnanner, Ricoeur points out that this exclusion of selfhood 

simply describes the person as unique and recurrent among other basic 

particulars that are also unique and recurrent, and thereby fails to 

distinguish self-designation from reference in general. 

The individualizing intention of language must specify with greater 

precision that which is individualized. Again taking the lead from 

Strawson, Ricoeur argues that basic particulars can be designated as 

"bodies, since these best satisfy the criteria of localization in the single 

spatiotemporal schema" (OA 33). ldentifying reference c m  therefore be 

said to apply either to things or perçons as "primitive" particulars which 

are subject to predication. In the case of persons we have "a single 

referent possessing two series of predicates: physical predicates and 

mental predicates" (OA 33). The advantage of this singularity of 

personhood is that it allows the terni "person" to ernbrace the totality of 



possible predicates without equating a single predicate with the person 

as such. 

This advantage is, however, only partial. While the identifying 

reference of language points to persons as primitive particulars, for 

Ricoeur, speech about persons must also be speech that designates 

who the speaker is; but this "poses a problem ...[ of] understanding how 

the self can be at one and the same time a person of whom we speak 

and a subject who designates herself in the first person while addressing 

a second person" (OA 34-35). According to Ricoeur semantic reference 

calls for an examination of the pragmatical person who designates 

herself in the act of speaking. This is not to Say that the person 

identified as a basic particular is of no relevance in a herrneneutic of 

selfhood, but only that identification of this type of sameness of persons 

is not enough for the full identification of who the self is. 

Semantic self-reference is and remains essential to Ricoeur's 

hermeneutic of selfhood. Although the attribution of predicates to 

persons "carries with it no specific character to distinguish it from the 

common process of attribution" (OA 35), such self-reference has the 

benefit of being applicable to anyone and everyone. Since the person is 

determined by means of predicates that are attributed to "one" person, 

they are also attributable to "each one" (OA 36). Semantic self-reference 

designates a universal self that is the same for al1 other persons. In 

doing so, semantic self-reference points out that selfhood must be more 

than semantic universality. At the end of the "first study" Ricoeur writes: 



I wish ta state. one last time. the importance that must be attached to this 
thesis. FirstAhis double ascription to "someone" and to "anyone else" is what 
allows us to fom the concept of mind ... Mental states are. to be sure, always 
those of  someone, but this someone can be me. you. him. anyone. ... the 
correlation "someone"-"anyone else". . . imposes a constraint from the 
start ... there is no pure consciousness at the start. We shall now add: there is 
no self alone at the start; the ascription to others is just as primitive as the 
ascription to oneself. I cannot speak meaningfully of my thoughts unless I am 
able at the same time to ascribe them potentially to sorneone else ... (OA 38) 

Ricoeur's hermeneutic of self establishes from the outset and at its most 

basic level of semantic analysis the primordiality of the correlation 

between self-identity and that of the other. However, since this 

simultaneity of reference designates "each one" and "everyone." it lacks 

the referential adequacy to designate anything more than universal self- 

sameness or idem identity. For Ricoeur, sameness of self is essential 

to the question of selfhood, but fails to take into account a "dissymmetry 

in ascription": "ascribing a state of consciousness to oneself is felt; 

ascribing it to someone else is obsewed' (OA se). Procedures of 

identifying reference can only define selfhood in terms of a shared 

concept of sameness, but they fail to take into account one's own feeling 

of reflexive selfdesignation that stands over and against the particularity 

of the "othemess of the othef' (OA 39). Although Ricoeur concedes to 

the difficulty of "acquiring simultaneously the idea of reflexivity and the 

idea of othemess" (OA 39), he nevertheless sets hirnself to the task of 

analyzing this simultaneity that is indicative of ipse or selfhood identity. 

To move beyond this sui-referential character of the "objective" 

person, Ricoeur turns to a pragmatical "investigation into the conditions 

that govern language use in al1 those cases in which the reference 



attached to certain expressions cannot be detennined without 

knowledge of the context of their use, in other words, the situation of 

interlocution" (OA 40). According to Ricoeur, the mistake of semantic 

self-reference is to treat the person as a thing among other things. 

Through a pragmatical analysis of the "act of speaking itself " Ricoeur 

believes that he can uncover the identity of the self who is in fact the 

subject of that act of speech. By tuming away from the question "what?" 

to the question "who?" in the dialogical interchange between "1" and 

"you", Ricoeur makes the assumption that he is no longer engaged in 

semantic analysis. He seems to confuse and reduce pragmaticç to the 

question "who?" and does not see that he himself treats the question 

"who?" in the same way as the question "what?" How is extralinguistic 

reference to "what" a person is, argumentatively different from identifying 

"who" a person is? On the one hand Ricoeur assumes that analysis of 

self-reference acquires information about the sameness of perçons, and 

on the other hand he assumes that analysis of self-designation acquires 

information about the selfhood of perçons. 

This confusion becornes more obvious in Ricoeur's attempt to 

mediate between self-reference and selfdesignation. Since each 

speech act is reflective of the acting su bject, the "predicative ope ration 

itself " also implicates the subject who performs the act of predication 

(OA 43). The significance of this connection is paramount for it allows the 

referential airn of identification to be connected to the question "who?". 

Ricoeur explains that 



it is not staternents that refer to something but the speakers themselves who 
refer in this way; nor do statements have a sense or signify sornething, but 
rather it is the speakers who mean to Say this or that. who understand an 
expression in a particular sense. In this way. the illocutionary act is joined to a 
more fundamental act-the predicative act. (OA 43) 

This predicative act no longer merely refers to a person, but places the 

peson within a "first-person" reciprocal situation of interiocution. 

Facing the speaker in the first penon is a listener in the second person to 
whom the fomer addresses himself or herself-this fact belongs to the 
situation of interlocution. So, there is not illocution without allocution and, by 
implication, without someone to whorn the message is addressed. The 
utterance that is reflected in the sense of the statement is therefore 
straightaway a bipolar phenornenon: it implies simultaneously an "1" that 
speaks and a "you" to whom the fomer addresses itself. (OA 43) 

For Ricoeur this type of pragmatics simply specifies selfhood with the 

precision of the shifter "1" and thereby offers only a marginal 

advancement over semantic self-reference. Analysis of the speech act 

shows that the use of the first-person pronoun "indicates the one who 

designates himself or herself in every utterance containing the word '1"' 

(OA 45). ldentity is tied to the one using the pronoun "IN, and this Ricoeur 

believes to be evidence of a fom of selfhood that cannot be applicable 

to anyone or everyone else. Pragmatic identification of self fails '40 pass 

the test of substitution" which "confirrns the fact that the expression does 

not belong to the order of entities capable of being identified by the path 

of reference" (OA 46). Rather, the self appears as "the fixation that 

results from speaking ... to a unique center of perspective on the world, 

[or] anchodng" (OA 49). The self thus appears as "a singular 

perspective" and "world-lirnit" in relation to an interîocutionary other (OA 

51). Semantic reference and the shifter "1" are therefore distinguished by 



their universality and singularity of identification, which Ricoeur attributes 

to a difference between the questions "what?" and 'Lvho?" However, 

what Ricoeur fails to clarify is how this description of the singularity of 

the self is any different from universality. While the particularity of the 

situation of interlocution will indeed limit the ternis of identification to 

those participating, is not this type of description applicable to al1 
situations of interlocution regardless of who is present? Has not Ricoeur 

simply switched from a semantic description of third-person identity to 

first-person identity without really investigating how the users of 

language are affected by the speech they use? 

This reduction becomes even more evident when Ricoeur tries to 

mediate the divide between "the Win questions: Of whom does one 

speak in designating persons ... and who speaks by designating himself 

or herself as 'locutof (addressing an interlocutor)?" (OA 17). Through 

"mutual borrowings which allow each to accomplish its own design" (OA 

52), self-reference and self-designation are brought together under the 

process of institutionalized naming.8 Ricoeur explains that "the 

conjunction between the subject as the world-limit and the person as the 

8 OA 52-55. Echoing Ricoeur's earlier work in Fallible Man where the process of naming 
marks an epistemological convergence between the singularity of perception and the universality of 
language, the recourse here to institutionalized narning bars  such remarkable features of similarity 
that we would be amiss not to make a connection between them. Se8 also OA 120, n. 5; 124, n. 11. 
Efsewhere Ricoeur writes: "1 have never retumed, at least not in this fom, ta the theme of 
disproportion and of fallibility. The sense of the frailty of al1 things human reappears frequently, 
however, in particular in my contributions to political philosophy in connection with a meditation on 
the sources of political evil. The actual return to the theme of failible man would have to be sought 
instead in the last chapter of Onesetf as Another, in which the theme of othemess (aItM6) - one's 
own body, other people, conscience - takes the place of the threefold charader of Fallible Man" (IA 
1 5-1 6). 



object of identifying reference rests on a process of the same nature as 

inscription" (OA 53). One's birth certificate brings together both a 

universal reference to a person, and the reflexive selfdesignation that 

this particular person is an "1" who designates him/herself in this 

universal manner. "ln this way1'l1 and 'Paul Ricoeur' mean the same 

person" (OA 54). While it is true that a name shares the common 

inscription of a formal name with every other person and also identifies a 

particular individual person, a birth certificate is simply a text that gives 

information: I am a Canadian, born in Toronto, given a name by my 

parents which I use to identify myself to others. Such mediation is a 

sernantic means for answering Ricoeur's questions of "what?" and 

"who?", that is, a sernantic means for combining a description of self- 

sameness and selfhood. 

In spite of this reduction Ricoeur daims that this singularity of 

identification points to the inescapable structure of selfhood. Since 

speech is always a forrn of "interlocution", the one who speaks is bound 

up with the listening recipient of the act of speech. For Ricoeur this 

attestation of selfhood is understood in a relational context of agent and 

patient. Hence, "every advance made in the direction of the selfhood of 

the speaker or the agent has as its counterpart a comparable advance in 

the otherness of the partnef' (OA 44). Although dialogue conveys the 

idea of a friendly exchange between equal conversation partners or, as 

Ricoeur puts it, "an exchange of intentionalities, reciprocally aiming at 

one another" (OA 44), to choose polite conversation as a characterization 



of this relation of exchange is highly arbitrary and without apparent 

foundation. Situations of interlocution can range from angry argument in 

which combatants try to dominate each other, to tender words that 

encourage mutual pleasure between lovers. Therefore, while selfhood 

may indeed be inescapably linked to the other, what seems to be taken 

for granted is the reciprocal possibility of inverting the relationship 

between agent and patient, and patient and agent to guarantee such 

reciprocity. 

While Ricoeur attempts tu clafify the structure of this dialectical 

concept of selfhood, asking if it can be "founded on a more fundamental 

reality" (OA 54), he only gives a few dues as to how such an ontology of 

selfhood might disclose "the kind of being that can [end itself in this way 

to a twofold identification-as an objective person and as a reflecting 

subject" (OA 54). For Ricoeur the identification of the reflecting subject in 

mediation with hislher objective personhood is only partial attestation of 

the being of selfhood and needs to be expanded through further 

description of the other objectivities of selfhood. Ricoeur believes that 

his analysis of this reflecting subject puts him in touch with one of the 

activities of selfhood that forms its analogical unity. However, as we 

have shown, Ricoeur's description of the reflecting subject is only a more 

specific form of semantic analysis that identifies the first person in 

distinction from third-person identification. This type of analysis can only 

identify the reflective structure of selfhood as objectified in language 

after the fact, foming the basis of our critique that a short circuit takes 



place between the analogy constructed from multiple responses to the 

question "who?" and the ontological or actual unity of selfhood. 

5.2 Identity and Sameness 

Ricoeur's linguistic analysis of identity has significant 

consequences for his philosophy of selfhood. The continuity of the 

structure of argumentation between his analysis of the "what?" and 

"who?" of identity brings into doubt the discontinuity that "pure selfhood" 

is supposed to exhibit "in polar opposition" (OA 165) to the permanence of 

character and self-sameness. If the '"what?" of selfhood is semantically 

expressed as sameness, how can the question "who?" give expression 

to a fom of selfhood that is different from sameness when both 

questions are connected to each other through a common network of 

intersignification (OA 58, 94-96)? Simply shifting from a universal 

description of identity to a more specific individual description does not 

seem to warrant the conclusion that selfhood can have a purity al1 to its 

own in contrast to idem identity. Furthemore, since Ricoeur adopts 

throughout Oneself as Another a method of analysis that is predicated 

on the discursive distinction betvueen the questions "what?" and "who?", 

the other "objectivities" of selfhood- "practical, narrative, and 

prescriptive" (OA 187 n.22)-will also exhibit this collapse of ipse selfhood 

into a semantics of idem identity. Hence, the subject matter of Oneself 

as Another has more to do with variations of meaning with regard to 



identity than with the act of existing in the mode of selfhood or self- 

constitution. 

This confusion between the questions "what?" and "who?" is 

particularly evident in Ricoeur's analysis of the acting self. Reiterating 

his distinction between the semantic "path of identifying reference" and 

the pragmatic "path of self-designation" (OA 57), Ricoeur encloses both 

of his leading questions within a common "organization" (OA 57, 95-96). 

Explaining that "the key notions of the network of action draw their 

meaning from the specific nature of the answers given to the specific 

questions which are themselves cross-signifying: who? what? why? 

how? where? when?" (OA 58), Ricoeur states that such answers are only 

known by "actually knowing how to use the entire network of 

intersignification" (OA 58, 95-96). This "network crisscrossing the 

semantics of action" (OA 95) includes both the questions 'kvhat?" and 

"who?" which Ricoeur had previously separated in order to designate 

selfhood in contrast to sameness.9 Within the semantic network of 

action al1 the ternis have interrelated meaning. However, Ricoeur 

9 See OA 32, 40, 54. - Ricoeur also offers a long and highly critical analysis of the debate 
within analytic philosophy conceming the domination of the network of intersignification by the pair of 
questions 'Mat?" and 'Wy7". Through the examination of the work of G. E. M. Anscombe and 
Donald Davidson, Ricoeur demonstrates how the analytical tradition has lost the question 'Mo?" 
within a "logical gulf ... between motive and cause," and "action and event" (OA 63). Although further 
analysis of the concept of intention "erodes the clear-cut dichotomies of the preceding analysis" (OA 
69), it has the unfortunate consequence of capturing the 'Mat?" by the "why?". Ricoeur writes: "ln 
this sense, !he 'why?' controls the 'what?' and, in so doing, leads away from any interrogation 
conceming the 'who?"' (OA 84). Further, the debate rests on an ontology of events which presents 
the person as 'Yom between event and substance without being relevant in itself' (OA 84). Although 
this "chronology" of the eclipse of the question "who?" by the pair 'Mat-why?" is quite interesting, it 
falls outside of our concern with the hermeneutical relationship between the self and the other than 
self, and therefore will not be addressed beyorid these few cornments. 



"privileges" the question "who?" with "access to the concept of 

agent ...[ as] someone ... to which are attributed both mental and physical 

predicates" (OA 58). Although "the question 'Who did this?' can be 

answered by mentioning a proper name, by using a demonstrative 

pronoun (he, she, this one, that one), or by giving a definite description 

(so and so)" (OA 59), the specificity of identifying only one self- 

designating agent to which the action can be ascribed is done "by 

obtaining an answer to the chain of questions 'what?' 'why?' 'how?' and 

so on" (OA 95). On the one hand, Ricoeur's network of intersignification 

answers the question "who?" by referring to "replies render[ing] 

something in general a someone" (OA 59); on the other hand it is 

supposed to stop the endless "searching for the motives of an action" 

through "the designation of the agent, usually by citing his or her name: 

'Who did that? So and so."'l* For Ricoeur the question 'Who?" has the 

remarkable ability to comply with the demand for a general identifying 

reference to a "someone" who acts, and with the self-designating agent 

of action who takes responsibility for his/her acts. However, since both 

these universal and individual responses to the question "who?" only 

have meaning within the "network crisscrossing the semantics of action," 

it is by means of the identification of what remains the same in action 

"that we understand the expression 'agent"' (OA 95). 

-- 

Io OA 95.-This contrast betwem the "teminable investigation" of who is acting, and the 
"inteminable investigation" of the what and why of action is ptlrziing. To terminate the question of 
agency with the response "the self," irnpfies a campletion andfor closure of setf that runs counter to 
Ricoeur's entire philosophical projed (TN 3, 207, 248, 249). Therefore, the investigation of action 
can only teninate in a fom of objective identification that is subject to the reidentification of the 
same, as in the case of legal identification of the one responsible for a crime (OA 99, 107). 



The self-designating agent is so tightly intewoven into the 

semantic network of action that Ricoeur attempts to make a connection 

between the so-called pragmatic agent and the self by rneans of a "short 

circuit" (OA 92. 94). Since the agent is held by Ricoeur to be accountable 

for the "what?" and "why?" of action, it must be within the agent's 

"power-to-do" (OA 95) in order that the action can be ascribed to it. This 

"arkhe" of action is for Ricoeur also an "autos," so that both the 

originator of action and the self are understood from within the semantic 

network of action. In fact, Ricoeur redeploys his concept of the creation 

of metaphorical meaning to clarify this connection. 

Could one not say that the tie between principle (arkhe) and self (autos) is 
itself profoundly metaphoric, in the sense of "seeing-as," which I discuss in 
The Rule of Metaphor? Does not ethics, in fact, demand that we "see" the 
principle "as" self and the self "as" principle? In this sense the explicit 
metaphors of patemity and of mastery [used by Anstotle (OA 89-92)] would be 
the only way of putting into linguistic fom the tie arising out of the short circuit 
between principle and self. (OA 93-94) 

It is from within the network of something in general, that is, within 

descriptions of sameness, that Ricoeur makes a jump from agency to 

Ricoeur is qui& to recognize that this move beyond "replies render[ing] someone in general 
a someone" to a selfdesignating agent. taken "as" representative of one of the analogous ternis of 
ipse selfhood, is an aporetic process. In particular he addresses three "difficulties:" 1) the possibility 
of attributing an action to an agent in relation to the descriptive suspension of the agent of action; 2) 
the prescriptive force of ascribing an adion to an agent requires that an agent be held responsible 
for hisher actions, thus widening the gap between ddbing an adion and imputing an action to an 
agent; and 3) action "depends on its agentAt is in the agent's powet' to ad, which opens the 
question of the causal dialedic of freeâom and nature (OA 964 t 2). 

While these aporias are specific to the semantics of action they repeat Ricoeuts familiar 
methodological problems: 1 ) the dialedic of suspicion and affirmation, andor belonging and 
distantiation; 2) the hermeneutical dialectic of explanation and understanding where the world of the 
text constitutes an ethical laboratory for the exploration of possibilities for being-as; 3) the dialectic of 



Ricoeur adds to his confusion between the "what?" and "who?" by 

making the astonishing daim that these linguistic questions of identity 

rnust be surpassed and need to be understood as "propaedeutic" in 

character (OA 113). Correctly finding his own analysis of ascription in 

particular, and of linguistic identity more generally, to be "partial and as 

yet [an] abstract determination of what is meant by the ipseity (the 

selfhood) of the self " (OA 11 l), Ricoeur hopes to advance his 

interpretation of selfhood throug h "a specific supersession of the strictly 

linguistic viewpoint," and hence also the "supersession" of "the transition 

from semantics to pragmatics" (OA 1 1  1). Explaining that the only real 

achievement of the analysis of language and action lies in "determining 

what specifies the self, implied in the power-to-do, at the junction of 

acting and the agent" (OA i 13), Ricoeur believes he can conclude these 

investigations as if they were a separate topic without consequence for 
- - - -- .. - 

freedom and nature described as the voluntary and involuntary, the infinite and the finite, perspective 
and transcendence, or the unity of identity and difference. 

Each of these dificulties represents a perceived duality in Ricoeur's hemeneutics of 
selftiood. Universality of description is set in contrast to the specrficity of seif-designation, which in 
turn widens the gap between a self-designating subject responsible for hisher action and the 
general conditions for describing adion through a semantic network of intersignification. However, 
the juxtaposition of a responsible subject who is the agent of hisher own actions, and a universal 
description of adion which does not have the resources for selfdesignation, puts the question 
'Who?" not only in the context of agency, but qualifies the meaning of agency by an ethical and moral 
evaluation. mus, developing the ontological explication of the agent's power to a d  is fumer 
qualified by a deliberative process which cornes to light through the ethical and moral conditions for 
action. The answer to the question 'Mo?" is then presumed by Ricoeur to move beyond the 
identifying reference of semantic description, to identifying selfhood in ternis of an ethico-moral 
power to ad. Hence, recourse to a pragmatics of language involves significantiy more than Ricoeur 
assumes wtien he focuses on self-designation in situations of intertocution. Besides, such self- 
designation can always be considered and treated-also by the self-designating subjed- 
semantically in the first place. Seir-Uusiyi idion, according to Ricoeur, entails a concept of selfhood 
that is a power to act in such a manner that one remains seifanstant It is a free choice that is 
supposed to constitute selfhood; however, since his initial description of ipse identity is bound to that 
of the other, setffiood is a choice under the rule of morality guided by the ethical aim to live the 
"'good lm' wifh and fbr others, in just institutions" (OA 172, 180, 330). 



his explorations of the "entire problematic ... of personal identity" (OA 114). 

Further, one would assume that the advance of Ricoeur's pragmatical 

analysis towards his understanding of the ipseity of the self would be 

carried forward and be expanded on in subsequent reflection. Ricoeur, 

however, cornplains that his own analysis of "the approach to the self 

along the second line of the philosophy of language, that of utterance, 

has also failed to give rise to any particular reflection concerning the 

changes that affect a subject capable of designating itself in signifying 

the world" (OA 113). While this cornplaint is indeed valid and indicates 

the direction needed to be taken for the development of a phiiosophy of 

selfhood, the fault does not lie with pragmatical analysis as such, but 

with Ricoeur's twofold assumption that pragmatics can be equated with 

the investigation of a topic that has a practical subject matter as its 

focus, and that the question "who?" offers a privileged point of access to 

selfhood regardless of its inclusion within a semantic network of 

intersignification that identifies the self in terms of sameness. 

If, as Ricoeur states, the meager results of his analysis of 

language and action are to be taken as "propaedeutic" for the 

development of the philosophy of selfhood, then it would appear that the 

preparaiory grouna ihat has been cleared is not that of material content 

but the fonnal juxtaposition of the questions What?" and "who?" 

correlative with the distinction between self-sarneness and the ipseity of 

the self. According to Ricoeur, such "abstract determination" (OA 1 1  1) 

needs to be made concrete if it is to facilitate the development of a 



hermeneutics of selfhood. This is accomplished for Ricoeur through the 

mediating structure of narrative identity. He writes: "1 hope to show that 

it is within the framework of narrative theory that the concrete dialectic of 

selfhood and sameness-and not simply the nominal distinction between 

the two ternis employed up until now-attains its fullest development" (OA 

i 14). Yet, as we have seen, Ricoeuts formal distinction between the 

"who?" and "what?" of selfhood holds both questions within the 

semantics of sameness and thereby places the problematic of ipse 

identity "within the dimension of something in general" (OA 123). This is 

not only evident in Ricoeur's "nominal distinction" between ipse and 

idem identity; it is equally apparent in his "concrete" analysis of "personal 

identity" which "can be articulated only in the temporal dimension of 

human existence" (OA i 14). 

According to Ricoeur temporality opens the problem of identity to 

the "question of permanence N, time" (OA 116) through its objectification 

in narrative discourse (OA 187n. 22). As we have indicated in Our analysis 

of Time and Narrative, Ricoeur daims that 'Yime becomes human to the 

extent that it is articulated through a narrative mode, and narrative 

attains its full meaning when it becomes a condition of temporal 

existence" (TN 1, 52). This is equally true for the temporal configurations 

of personal identity. Self-sameness is now given a f o m  of permanence 

that c m  be articulated in the narrative mode as one's "charactef' in 

contrast to a more specific type of permanence which he refers to as 

Itthe pure selfhood of self-constancy" (OA 165) "associated with the ethics 



of 'keeping one's word"' (OA 123). Asserting that this type of 

differentiation places idem and ipse identity at opposite ends of a 

narrative continuum (OA 118-24), Ricoeur once again tries to open a 

space "where selfhood frees itself from sameness" (OA i 19). However, 

this narrative opposition of sameness and selfhood seems to be based 

on the assumption that the "relational invariant" of sameness (OA ? 18) is 

of a fundamentally different order than the "self in relation" (FS 262) that 

defines the constancy of the ethical structure of pure selfhood. Even 

though Ricoeur maintains his daim that the "question 'who?' ... is 

irreducible to any question of 'what?"', he is still inclined to describe "a 

form of permanence in time that is a reply to the question 'Who am I?"' 

(OA I l8), which identifies the self in ternis of the semantics of sameness. 

On the one hand, the narrativization of idem and ipse identity is defined 

by Ricoeur as two types of "permanence in time" (OA 118) that exhibit a 

relational structure of some sort of sameness which can be placed on 

the same narrative plane; on the other hand, ipse identity is supposed to 

be a form of "innovation1' that can break free from al1 f o n s  of 

"sedimentation" that are associated with idem identity (OA 121). But 

when we look at Ricoeur's own description of idem-identity, this 

difference between idem and ipse appears to be more a difference of 

descriptive specificity between variations of sameness than the 

difference between sameness and selfhood as such. 

Ricoeur points out that the type of permanence in time that is 

characteristic of idem identity centers on "a concept of relation and a 



relation of relations" (ON 16) that can be expressed as "numencal 

identity, " as "qualitative identity ," and as "the unintempted continuity 

between the first and the last stage in the development of what we 

consider to be the same individual" (OA i 16-7). Accordingly, such a 

"structure" (OA 117), "relational invariant," or "determination of a 

substratum" (OA 118) identifies the permanence of selfhood associated 

with the "whatness" of self, whereas the "permanence of time that is a 

reply to the question 'Who am I?"' (OA i 18) identifies a voluntary power to 

be self-same or self-constant (OA 123) that "marks the extreme gap 

between the permanence of the self and that of the same and so attests 

fully to the irreducibility of the two problematics one to the other" (OA 

118). This contrast foms the basis of Ricoeur's daim that selfhood is not 

sameness. Yet the differentiation between sameness and self is quite 

puuling: both are defined in ternis of concepts of relation, both are 

variations of permanence, and both employ the same semantic network 

of intersignification, albeit a narrative network, to answer the "what?" and 

"who?" of selfhood. 

To clarify this difference of meaning between these two concepts 

of permanence in time, Ricoeur connects them to the concepts of 

"character and keeping one's word' (OA i 1 8). "By 'character'," Ricoeur 

explains, "1 understand the set of distinctive marks which permit the 

reidentification of a human individual as being the same" (OA i 19). No 

longer described in ternis of the "absolute involuntary" (OA i 19 n. 4. 120), 

character becomes "emblematic" (OA i 19) of a "pole in a fundamental, 



existential polarity" (OA 120) that includes such things as "lasting 

dispositions," "habits," "traits," and "acquired identifications" (OA i 21 1. 

Character is for Ricoeur a pole of "stability" that "assures at once 

numerical identity, qualitative identity, uninternipied continuity across 

change, and finally permanence in time which defines sameness" (OA 

122). Ricoeur identifies persons by means of the sedimentations of traits 

that allow for reidentification of that which remains permanent in time. 

This concept of character is confusing. Ricoeur's assertion that 

the "what" and the "who" of identity are irreducible to one another is 

contradicted by his own observation that "when we speak of ourselves, 

we in fact have available to us two models of pemanence ... character 

and keeping one's word " (OA 118). If the "what" of persons is not to be 

equated with the "who" of selfhood, how can character be used to 

"speak of ourselves" when Ricoeur has insisted that such self- 

designation is only found "within the orbit of the question 'who?"' (OA 169. 

17.45). Compounding this confusion, Ricoeur explains that character 

cannot be simply equated with sameness for it "expresses the almost 

complete mutual overlapping of the problematic of idem and of @se" 

(ON 18). However, this "adherence of the 'what?' to the 'who?"' (014 122) 

must also be distinguished as idem identity in "polaP opposition to 

selfhood (OA 118, 720, 123, 124). HOW M n  such opposites be both 

identical and different? How can the "traits" that identify the invariant of 

sameness be different from 'Yhose traits which tend to separate the 

identity of the self from the sameness of character" (OA 123)? Even 



Ricoeur's language here is the same: traits are the marks of stability of 

one's character, yet here we see Ricoeur use this terni to designate what 

supposedly cannot be understood by means of the concept of 

sameness. Further, if ipse identity is understood in opposition to the 

stability of character, what does Ricoeur mean when he refers to the 

permanence of selfhood? Is self-constancy unstable permanence, or 

perhaps discontinuous continuity? 

For Ricoeur, the key to understanding this overlap and 

differentiation between character and self-constancy is found in the 

narrative operation of ernplotment. Rather than placing selfhood and 

sameness in irreconcilable opposition to each other, their difference can 

be made "productive" through a mediation of narrative discourse which 

constnicts a dynamic identity that "provide[s] a poetic reply" (CM 147) to 

the paradox of personal identity. In this context narrative is "a vast 

laboratory for thought experiments"~2 that "opens an intewal of 

sense ...[ which is] filled in" (OA 124) by the narrative identity of the 

character in the story. Repeating his analysis of the operation of 

ernplotment conducted in Time and Narrative, Ricoeur explains that 

narrative arc produces a "dynamic identity which reconciles the same 

categories that Locke took as contraries: identity and diversity" (OA 143). 

The narrative plot unifies the diversity of events and actions into a 

narrative whole. By extending this unifying work to characters within the 

narrative, the "identity of the character is comprehensible through the 



transfer to the character of the operation of emplotment, first appiied to 

the action recounted; characters, we will Say, are themselves plots" (OA 

143). Hence, "the character preserves throughout the story an identity 

correlative to that of the story itself " (OA 143); therefore, "it is the identity 

of the story that makes the identity of the character" (OA 148). Here the 

use of the terni "character" unites on a narrative plane both the "who?" 

and the "what?" of identity. 

According to Ricoeur, the character of the story presents a specific 

imaginative variation or mediation that fills in the "interval of sense" 

between his two concepts of identity. Narrative identity is therefore 

forever "oscillating between sameness and selfhood" (OA 124, 151 ). 

Narratives can propose any number of possible identities, provided that 

they fall within the dialectical alternatives of idem and ipse identity. 

Ricoeur explains that this "space of variation open to the relations 

between these two modalities of identity is vast. At one end, the 

character in the story has a definite character, which is identifiable and 

reidentifiable as the same" (OA 139, 148). Here selfhood and sameness 

"tend to overiap and to merge with one anothei" (OA 149, 165) as in the 

heroic figure (OA 149) and in "everyday experience" (OA 149, 1 18-9). At 

the other end of this narrative spectrum "we reach an extreme pole of 

variation where the character in the story ceases to have a definite 

charactef' (OA MM), where "we encounter limiting cases in which 

literary fiction lends itself to a confrontation with the puuling cases of 

analytic philosophy" (OA 149, 139). 



Narrative identity is always some sort of mixture between the 

alternatives of sarneness and selfhood. However, selfhood is never 

without "the support of sameness" (OA 149. 124). In fact, when Ricoeur 

wants to take into account the "lesson Aaught to perfection by 

contemporary plays and novels" concerning "the loss of identity" (OA 

149), he notes that when 'the narrative approaches the point of 

annihilation of the character, the novel also loses its own properly 

narrative qualities .... To the loss of the identity of the character thus 

corresponds the loss of the configuration of the narrative and, in 

particular, a crisis of closure of the narrative" (OA 149). Without the 

coherenœ and stability of sameness, selfhood identity is lost. And if 

selfhood is ieft without the support of sameness, the narrative text loses 

its productive power to offer "poetic reply" to the dialectic opposition of 

idem and ipse identity. By playing on the difference between selfhood 

and sameness narrative emplotment may offer an exceeding wide 

variety of literary identities, but permanence "on the plane of selfhood ... is 

found.. .only in charactef' (OA 267). Self-constancy without sarneness is 

not an option within Ricoeur's understanding of narrative identity. 

The problem with this narrative project is that selfhood is once 

again objectified in a manner that continues the collapse of selfhood into 

sameness. The "what?" of action, narrativized, is made "correlative" 

with the "Who?" of the character. "[Nlarrative structure joins together the 

two processes of emplotment, that of action and that of the character" 

(OA 146). Hence the narrativization of action extends the semantic 



network of intersignification from the "chain" of the questions "what?" 

"who?" "how?" and so on, to a "chain that is none other than the story 

chain. Telling a story is saying who did what and how, by spreading out 

in time the connection between these various viewpoints" (OA 146). 

Narration combines the "finite ... attribution to someone" and the 

"infinite.. search for motives.. .in the twofold process of identification, 

involving plot and character" (OA 146-7). Hence, Ricoeur's daim that 

narrative discourse resolves the problems of personal identity in actuality 

only makes the semantic network of intersignification "productive on 

another level of language" (oA 147). 

The consequences of this narrative objectification of personal 

identity are such that Ricoeur is confronted once again with the difkult 

problem of '9he gap ... behnreen fiction and life" (OA 159) central to his 

discussion of refiguration in Time and Narrative. Ricoeur reasserts his 

daim that "in my own treatrnent of the rnimetic function of narrative, the 

break marked by the entry of narrative into the sphere of fiction is taken 

so seriously that it becomes a very thorny problem to reconnect literature 

to life by means of reading."qJ Ricoeur readily admits that "the very act 

of reading gives rise to obstacles on the return path from fiction back to 

life" (OA 159, 166). Only now, with regard to narrative identity, this path of 

application becomes the task of finding out "how ... the thought 

experiments occasioned by fiction ... contribute to selfexamination in real 

life" (OA 159). "Appmpdation" (OA 162. HHS 190-3) and application of the 

l3 OA 159: TN 3. 158. 174. 176, 181; TDI 183; LQN 32. 33. 



narrative identity of the text are, as Ricoeur has shown in great detail (TN 

3, 157-79, TDI 175-86), an interactive process between the world of the text 

and that of the reader. Through reading the dynamic identity of the text 

is transferred to the reader.14 OOy with the extension of the identity of 

&ho Iexi ics ihe character within the narrative, Ricoeur's problern becornes 

that of the connection between the narrative character and the identity of 

the reader. Ricoeur explains that "the possibility of applying literature to 

life rests, with respect to the dialectic of the character, upon the problem 

of 'identification-with"' (OA I 59 n.23). Narrative "returns to life along the 

multiple paths of appropriation" (OA 163) by providing characters as 

"models of interaction ...[ and] intelligibility" (OA 162). The reader refigures 

hidher own experience through the "identification-with" the character in 

the story. But as Ricoeur has repeatedly emphasized, the narrative 

identity of the character aiwaya "r~vdaps" idairi ai id ipsa ider iiiiy. 

Reading is, therefore, the appropriation of a model of identity that always 

has the support of sameness. While the objectification of selfhood in the 

figure of the narrative character might very well be a model for life, it is 

not a model of seifhood; rather, narrative identity oifers a rndai <ji ~à iF  

sameness which the reader can identify with. 

l4 Elsewhere, Ricoeur continues to emphasize the objectification of narrative seifhood by 
explaining that "reading, as the milieu in which the transfer between the world of the narrative-and 
hence the worfd of the literary characters as well-and the world of the reader takes place, 
constitutes a privileged place and bond for the affection of the reading subjed' (OA 329, emphasis 
mine). 



5.3 Identity, Selfhood, and Ontology 

In spite of the collapse of ipseity into the identity of the same, 

Ricoeur insists that selfhood has a meaning beyond "its contrast with 

sameness" (OA 297). Faced with 'the hypothesis of the ... loss of identity, 

confronthg this Ichlosigkeit that was at once Musil's torment and the 

meaning effect unceasingly cultivated by his work" (OA 166). the question 

"w~o?" becomes for Ricoeur descriptive of a "self deprived of the help of 

sameness" (OA 166). Amrding to Ricoeur the oscillation between idem 

and ipse identity puts into question the narrative objectification of 

selfhood. Only an ethics of agency or the ethico-moral identification of 

selfhood can answer the question: 'Who am 1, so inconstant, that 

nohivithstanding you count on me?" (OA 168). To the threat of such 

"exiretme destitutim" mi-les iiïe eihico-moral response "Here I am!" (OA 

167). The voluntary act of ethical and moral self-constancy which makes 

a person available for another, is for Ricoeur the "most advanced stage 

of the growth of selfhood" (OA 171). But this new level of analysis does 

not change the structure of argumentation which places the question of 

selfhood within a semantic network of intersignification. Ricoeuv is oiice 

again attempting to identify the self as the "subject of action" by means 

of an objectification in which the self is supposed to reflect itself in and 

which takes place through "predicates such as 'good' and 'obligatory"' 

(OA 169). Ricoeur writes: 'The ethical and moral deteminations of actioii 

will be treated here as predicates of a new kind, and their relation to the 

subject of action as a new mediation along the retum path toward the 



self' (OA169). In fact, the "new" level of analysis is not so much the 

description of selfhood without the support of sameness as much as it is 

a description of "moral identity ... based ... upon ... narrative identity" (OA 

295), which is in tum unfolded within Ricoeuh philosophy of action or 

agency. 

This is the key to understanding what Ricoeur means by selfhood 

with regard to "al1 objectivities (discursive, practical, narrative, and 

prescriptive predicates) in the [reflective] process of the self."ls By 

identifying the subject of speech, action, and narration, Ricoeur unfolds 

multiple points of reference to a power ai ayei-iq. Acwidii-~y tc, Ricoaui, 

each study provides "further enrichment and greater preciseness" (OA 

2%) to his initial daim that the question "who?" and the response "the 

self" are correlative. This is equally true of his analysis of ethico-moral 

identity where Ricoeur understands selfhood as the identification of the 

one who responds to ''the nakedness of the question ... W h o  am I?'.. .with 

the proud answer 'Here I am!"' @A 167). Tiig act of ethical constancy, 

predicated on his preceding analysis of the semantics of action, is taken 

by Ricoeur as the most preciçe meaning of selfhood. Therefore, to ask 

'Who is the moral subject of imputation?" (OA 169) is not an investigation 

of selfhood without sameness; rather, what Ricoeur explores is the 

"teleological aim and the deontological moment'' (OA 171) involved in the 

interaction between agents describeci within the r~etworilik uf 

intersignification. In order to develop a model of agency that aims "at 



the 'good life ' with and for other, in just institutions" (OA 1 721, Ricoeur is 

simply extending his network of intersignification to include a prescription 

for appropriate interaction between agents. Since Ricoeur is convinced 

that 'We never leave the problem of selfhood as long as we remain 

within the orbit of the question 'who?"' (OA 169), the question of selfhood 

is always framed within a philosophy of action that revolves around the 

detenination of "who?" is acting by means of key terrns such as 

agency, power, activity and passivity (OA 17, 104. 302). 

5.3.1 Objectificaüons of Power 

As we have seen, Ricoeur's response to the question "who?" is a 

multi-layered objectification of agency wherein speech acts are 

understood as the "exchange of intentionalities, reciprocally aiming at 

one another" (OA 44). Accordingly, the act itself can be taken as 

descriptive of "the selfhood of the speaker or the agent [which] has as its 

counterpart ... the otherness of the partnet' (OA 44). By identifying the 

agent of the speech ad, Ricoeur believes he also simultaneously 

describes in part the central feature of ipseity, of selfhood. 

This initial identification of selfhood is expanded through Ricoeur's 

subsequent analysis of action. By looking for a correlation between "a 

principle that is a self, and a self that is a principle" (OA 91), Ricoeur 

concludes that this principle must be within the agent's "power to 

act....To Say that an action depends on its agent is to Say in an 

equivalent fashion that it is in the agent's power" (OA 101). The analysis 



of agency shows that the self is understood as power, and that power is 

constitutive of selfhood. What Ricoeur has in mind is a specific f o m  of 

power that is articulated through a discourse in which "the '1 canl will be 

able to be recognized as the very origin of the connection between the 

two orders of causality" (OA 1 i i ), that is, between the order of freedom 

and nature (OA 104-5). To ascribe an action to an agent is to make the 

agent responsible for hisher intervention "in the course of the world, an 

intervention which effectively causes changes in the world" (0~10s ) .  

Duplicating his description in Freedom and Nature, where the 

deliberative process of decision and action foms the "nexus of the 

voluntary and the involuntary" dimensions of the cogito (FN 9-10), Ricoeur 

in Oneself as Another explains that "[alscription consists precisely in this 

reappropriation by the agent of his or her own deliberation: making up 

one's mind is cutting short the debate by making one of the options 

contemplated one's own" (OA 95). The phenomenology of the "1 can" 

ascribes a voluntary power of action to an agent and this, Ricoeur 

believes, gives "only a partial and as yet abstract determination of what 

is meant by the ipseity (the selfhood) of the self" (OA 11 1). 

The similarity between Ricoeur's early description of voluntary 

consciousness in Freedom and Nature and the power-todo of selfhood 

as described in Oneself as Another is striking . Yet, to equate Ricoeur's 

early voluntarism with his understanding of the ipseity of selfhood would 

be misleading. Ricoeur's pursuit of the identity of the agent within a 

semantic network of action frames his understanding of selfhood, and 



thus qualifies the meaning of the power-to-do. Action is always 

interaction with others and therefore the ipseity of the self c m  only be 

described in conjunction with other agents within the same network of 

intersignification, not on the basis of a phenomenology of individual 

consciousness. For Ricoeur, one either initiates action or is subjected 

to action. Hence, the power-to-do marks for Ricoeur an "original 

correlation between acting and suffering" (OA 320) that extends the 

analysis of agency to that of morality. Ricoeur writes: "For my part, I 

never forget to speak of humans as acting and suffering. The moral 

problem.. .is grafted onto the recognition of this essential dissymmetry 

between the one who acts and the one who undergoes, culminating in 

the violence of the powerful agent."16 

This concept of the power-to-do attains its fullest meaning with 

ethical and moral constancy. For Ricoeur this voluntary power erupts in 

an affinnation of one's identity by affirming its accountability and 

responsibility to others as one who is steadfast in response to the 

"expectation of the other who is counting on me" (OA 268. 165). Just as 

decision is cut short in the moment of action, the daim of accountability 

through which the agent avows hislher constancy, cuts short the ethical- 

moral debate and asserts 

"Here I am!" by which the person recognizes hirnself or herself as the subject 
of imputation [and] marks a haît in the wandering that may well result from the 
self's confrontation with a multitude of rnodels for action and Iife, some of which 

OA 144-5. See also the following pages for more detait with regard to Ricoeur's 
understanding of suffering in relation ta agency: OA 150, 151, 157, 162, t 78, 188-91, 192, 1 93, 21 3, 
215, 219, 220, 222, 223, 225, 229, 251, 315. 



go so far as to paralyze the capacity for finn action .... "l can try anything," to be 
sure. but "Here is where I stand!" (OA 167) 

Ethico-moral identity reflects a particular orientation that an agent 

assumes in relation to other agents. Thus, the power-to-do is also a 

"power-inammon.. .of the mernbers of a historical community to 

exercise in an indivisible manner their desire to live together" (OA 220). 

While such relations of power can involve "a fragile balance in which 

giving and receiving are equal" (OA l88), more often than not the 

exercise of power is "the occasion of violence" found in "the power 

exerted over one will by another will" (OA 220). The "original correlation 

between acting and suffering" (OA 320) can degenerate into relations of 

"domination in which political violence resides" (OA 220), and thereby 

demands a moral reply to negate the violence of power-over through the 

steadfastness of identity or constancy that holds "the initial dissymmetry 

between agent and patient" (OA 222. 225) in check. The response of "the 

no of morality ... to al1 the figures of evil" (OA 221) does not mean that 

Ricoeur says no to the fundamental dissymmetry between agents and 

patients. While Ricoeur details the "descending slope" of the horrors of 

violent interaction, the "occasion of violence, not to mention the turn 

toward violence, resides in the power exerted over one will by another 

will" (OA 220). On the one hand, Ricoeur seems to be saying that the 

relationship between agent and patient provides the opportunity for 

violence and evil, but since it is only its occasion, or point of least 

resistance for maleficence, it is not itself responsible for violence. Yet 

on the other hand, he states that "it is difficult to imagine situations of 



interadon in which one individual does not exert a power over another 

by the very fact of acting" (OA 220). The ambiguity reflected here in 

Ricoeur's analysis of moral identity parallels that between fault and 

fallibility found in Fallible Man.17 Although the anthropological structure 

of fallibility is declared innocent by Ricoeur, moral fault is made possible 

because of the disproportion between the infinite aim and the finite 

moment of the process of self-constitution. 

5.3.2 Selfhood, or Identity? 

Ricoeuh analyses of linguistic, practical, narrative, and ethico- 

moral identity al1 respond in the sarne way to the question "who?". Each 

analysis identifies a form of agency that progressively completes 

Ricoeur's understanding of selfhood. What remains in question is 

whether these forms of identity are objectifications of a more 

fundamental reflexive structure of selfhood or whether Ricoeur's 

understanding of selfhood simply repeats his analysis of the various 

meanings of identity and thereby restricts selfhood to sameness. After 

all, does not Ricoeur repeatedly state that the purist f o m  of selfhood can 

be equated with ipse identity, that is, with a form of identity that he is 

unable to rescue from its collapse into self-sameness or idem identity? 

Ricoeur addresses this problem by means of a contrast between 

the phenomenological analysis of identity and the ontological 

speculation regarding selfhood. While each identification of agency 

See above # 2.4.3.. and also FM 1 3446. 



offers, according to Ricoeur, testimony of some aspect of the activity of 

the self, this attestation of selfhood as the power of initiative and the 

power to be self-constant must go beyond this "first-order discourse" to a 

"second-order discourse" (OA 298) that can address the question: 'What 

mode of being, then, belongs to the self, what sort of being is it?" (OA 

297). For Ricoeur the phenomenology of identity is linked to an 

"analogical unity of action" (OA 303) understood as the fundamental act of 

existing in the mode of selfhood. This is the "self " that Ricoeur 

correlates with the multiple responses to the question "wwho?". But does 

Ricoeur's analogical model of the unity of action have anything more to 

contribute to his understanding of selfhood than he has already said with 

regard to the multiple variations of the power of agency? Ricoeur 

himself puzzles over this difficulty when he begins his ontological 

reflection on selfhood: "...the language of act and of power has never 

ceased to underlie our hermeneutical phenomenology of acting man. 

Do these anticipations justify our joining the simply analogical unity of 

human action to an ontology of a d  and of power?" (OA 303) Even though 

Ricoeur claims that this mediated response to the question Who?" is 

ontological attestation18 of the immediate relation that the self has to its 

own existence, the fact that his ontology of selfhood more or less 

duplicates his description of the objectivities-be they of a discursive, 

* Ricoeur places attestation in dialedical relation with suspicion, and in this manner repeats 
his hermeneutic of belonging and distantiation. "A kind of uneasy balance between attestation and 
suspicion was then imposed, whenever certainty of self had to take refuge in the inexpungible retreat 
of the question 'who?'" (OA 302). For further analysis of Ricoeur's henneneutic of belonging and 
distantiation, see above # 1.1. 



practical, narrative. or prescriptive nature (OA 187 n.22)-makes his 

question even more significant. 

Ricoeur's ontological reflection is intended, in part, to reaffirm his 

contrast between selfhood and sameness (OA 297-8) not only on the level 

of first-order discourse, but also on the level of the "metacategory of 

being as act and as power" (OA 303). Here "the distinction between 

selfhood and sarneness does not simply concem two constellations of 

meaning but involves two modes of being" (OA 309). This assertion is 

quite remarkable. If sameness is a mode of being in contrast to the 

being of selfhood, Ricoeur has duplicated a first-order distinction on 

what he refers to as the second-order level of discourse. As we have 

seen, Ricoeur contrasts sameness with selfhood throughout his 

investigations of identity. This is a contrast within the objectivities of the 

reflective process of the self. If, as Ricoeur confimis, this distinction is 

also the distinction between two modes of being, is this a differentiation 

of being made between first-order and second-order discourse, or a 

difference within second-order discourse itself? If it is an ontological 

difference, then Ricoeur's ontology simply duplicates the 

phenomenological difference between two foms of identity. However, 

since Ricoeur is making a differentiation between the "pure selfhood of 

self-constancy " (OA 16s) and the mode of being that selfhood is, it would 

appear that Ricoeur's ontology of selfiuod is a oupiication of ipse 

identity. 



This ontological duplication of ipse identity is clearly evident in 

Ricoeur's appropriation of Heidegger's concepts of Dasein and 

Vixhandenheit. Ricoeur explains that 

the ontological status of selfhood is therefore solidly based upon the 
distinction between two modes of being. Dasein and Vohandenheit. ln this 
regard, the correlation between the category of sameness in my own analyses 
and the notion of Vohandenheit in Heidegger is the same as that between 
selniood and the mode of k i n g  of Dasein. (OA 309) 

This declaration contradicts Ricoeur's analyses of the objectivities of the 

reflective process of the self. By joining together the concept of 

sameness and "presence-at-hand" (OA 309), as distinguished from 

selfhood and Dasein, Ricoeur elevates self-constancy to the status of 

the being of selfhood. As we have seen, Ricoeur's analyses of identity 

are predicated on the correlation between idem and ipse identity.19 This 

di aie di^ pair is a pkeriornerioiogical distinction which includes both 

foms of identity as part of the process of objectification: idem identity 

corresponds to a universal description of self-sameness, and ipse 

identity corresponds to a more specific individual description of self- 

constancy. Therefore, to move one of the ternis of a common network of 

intersignification from the first-order phenomenology of agency to the 

second-order discourse of Being simply duplicates ipse identity on a 

higher level of discourse. 

This correlation is once again affirmed by Ricoeur when he explains that Heidegger's 
contrast of Dasein and Vorhandenheit parallels his own: "Here, we are not far from the opposition 
resulting from ouf notion of narrative identity between charader (ourselves as idem) and moral 
constancy illustratecl by promising (ourselves as ipse)" (OA 309 n. 11 ). 



To add to this confusion Ricoeur, hoping to find in Heidegger a 

cornpanion notion comparable to the analogical unity of action, 

immediately returns to the semantic network of intersignification to make 

this connection. According to Ricoeur, what needs to be appropriated 

from Heidegger's analysis of Dasein is a primordial correlation between 

the self and the world. Ricoeur explains that 

Only a being that is a self is in the world; correlatively, the world in which this 
being is, is not the sum of beings composing the universe of subsisting things 
or things ready-to-hand. The being of the self presupposes the totality of a 
world that is the horizon of its thinking. acting, feeling-in short, of its care." 
(OA 310) 

When Ricoeur goes on to make a more precise terni for terni correlation 

between his own interpretation of the self and Heidegger's analysis of 

selfhood, he immediately re-employs his first-order discourse of the 

semantics of action for what he calls the second-order speculation 

concerning the being of saiiiiocrd. 

Once the answer to the question "who?" can be answered only through the 
detour of the question "what?" and the question "why?", then the being of the 
world is the necessary correlate to the being of the self. There is no world 
without a self who finds itself in it and acts in it; there is no self without a world 
that is pradicable in some fashion." (OA 31 0-1 ) 

The 'Mat?" and ' M y ? "  of action are ~ I O W  equated with the being of the 

world and are included "within the orbit of the question 'who?"' (OA 169. 

16). While these relations of intersignification have been maintained 

throughout Ricoeuh analysis of the V ~ ~ O U S  forms of identity, what is the 

point of this appropriation of Heidegger's analytic of Dasein if Ricoeur 

continues to express selfhood in temis of the semantics of agency and 



interaction? While Ricoeur does acknowledge that his ontology of 

selfhood has "elevated.. .action.. .to the level of a second-order concept 

in relation to the successive venions of action that we have presented in 

the preceding studies, or yet again, in relation to our threefold series, 

more epistemological than ontological: description, narration, 

prescription" (OA 312), this extension seems unable to Say anything more 

than what has already been said with regard to the phenomenology of 

agency and power. 

Ricoeur's ontology of selfhood is in essence an ontology of the 

power-todo of agency. Now it is important to note that Ricoeur has four 

different meanings for the term power : power-todo and act (OA 220. 

1 13), power over (OA 220), power-in-common in distinction from 

domination (OA 22~1.257)~ and power as prodocüvity (OA 31s). Although 

Ricoeur does seem to move beyond the simple enumeration of the 

multiple meanings of power, the being of selfhood is nevertheless 

expressed in ternis of the unity of "ad and power" (OA 303). In dialogue 

with Aristotle's Metaphysics, Ricoeur daims that the concept of 

energeia-dunamis can be reappropriated in the development of an 

ontology of selfhood if two features in particular are made significant: 1) 

this ontology must be "centered" in human action, and 2) it must be 

"decentered" with respect to " 0 t h  fieids of application" in that ii "points 

toward a ground of being, at once potentiality and actuality against which 

human action stands out .... if an ontology of selfhood is possible-this is 

in conjunction with a ground starting from which the self can be said to 



be acting" (OA 308). Linking this interpretation of "Aristotelian praxis.. . to 

my own concept of the power-to-ad' (OA 312) Ricoeur intends to provide 

the "idea of an analogical unity of acting" (OA 313) that can, on the one 

hand, be centered in the being of a self that "is essentially an opening 

ont0 the world" (OA 314), and on the other hand, be "rooted" in a "ground 

at once actual and in potentiality. ... against which seifhood stands out" 

(OA 315). Ricoeur further qualifies this meaning of power through a 

reference tu "Spinoza's mt~atus" (OA 315). Declaring that the power of 

being must be understood as the "effort to persevere in being, which 

forms the unity of man as of every individual" (OA 3161, Ricoeur is quick 

to point out that "power here does not mean potentiality but productivity, 

which is riot to be opposed to act in the sense of actuality or realization" 

(OA 315). The unity of selfhood is construed as the power-to-ûo that is 

fundamentally creative in its action. 

This is the extent of Ricoeur's development of the ontology of 

selfhood. How does this Say anything more than what has already been 

described in his preceding studies? What Ricoeur appean to be 

offering is a further description of the power of agsncy. kdding iliat the 

power-todo must also be essentially creative or productive seems to be 

stating the obvioüs; if an agent is to be held accountable for his or her 

action, agency rnust surely include the capacity to produce one's own 

actions. In fact, Ricoeur's objective identifications of power as initiative 

and ethico-moral self-constancy have a great deal more to Say about the 



human project than this ontology of the productive power to persevere in 

being. 

Perhaps Ricoeur's ontological reflections should be seen as an 

ontology of identity rather than of selfhood. How does Ricoeur 

distinguish the being of selfhood from that of sameness? On the basis 

of the correlation between the question "who?" and the questions 

"what?" and "why?". And how does Ricoeur distinguish the meaning of 

selfhood from that of sameness? On the basis of universal and 

individual descriptions of identity that collapse selfhood or ipse identity 

into sarneness or idem identity. 



CONCLUSION 

Our examination of Ricoeur's hemeneutic of selfhood has been 

carried forward by the promise to "exchange the ego, master of itself, for 

the self, disciple of the text" (iA 35). This prospect of discovering selfhood 

through a mediation of signs, symbols, and te&, not only gives hope for 

understanding selfhood in dialogue with others, but gives Ricoeur's 

philosophical inqui ries timely importance. In contrast to the philosophies 

of the "cogito and anticogito," Ricoeur's affirmation of a linguistic, 

practical, narrative, and ethical self points to a solution that might 

embrace the multiplicity of experience without the control and domination 

üi a worid-constituting ego. By formulating seifhood as a dialectic of 

sedimentation and innovation, the unity of self is like a story told that 

remains open not just to different readings, but open to the reconstruction 

of the plot itself. Selfhood, Ricoeur insists, must be an affirmation of the 

unity of sameness and difference that is "beyond the alternative" of the 



modern "exalted subject" or the postmodern "humiliated subject" (OA 16). 

Ricoeur's work is to be admired for facing the difficult challenge of 

developing a philosophy of selfhood that does not accept this simplistic 

alternative of the present state of debate. 

Ricoeur's attempt to move beyond the philosophies of the cogito is, 

as we have seen, part of his own struggle against Husserlian idealism. 

Through a hermeneutical reorientation of phenomenology Ricoeur has 

tried to purge consciousness from self-grounding radicality. For him and 

unlike Husserl, consciousness is not absolute, transparent, and self- 

present; rather, the self is linguistically mediated through "al1 the 

objectivities ... in the [reflective] process of the self " (OA 187). By focusing 

on this linguistic recovery of selfhood, Ricoeur tries to close the difference 

in Husserl's phenomenology between a self "situated in the world" and 

another self "its transcendental double" (RH 57). But does Ricoeur 

succeed? 

For Ricoeur, selfhood is situated within the world, albeit a semantic 

würid of the text, and in this sense, Ricoeur does indeed close the 

Husserlian difference between the life-world and its foundation in 

absolute consciousness. Over the course of our investigation of 

Ricoeur's hermeneutical philosophy we have seen how metaphor and 

narrative have recast idealistic concepts of subjectivity into a polysemic 

sonorous image in front of consciousness where selfhood is understood 

as a task to be accomplished rather than an originary source of world 

accornplishrnent. Ricoeur is not in search of a transcendental double that 



secures knowledge of selfhood prior to the act of interpretation. However, 

Ricoeur's proposal for polysemic selfhood opens a new difference within 

language itself between first-order and second-order discourse. By 

placing variations of identity in juxtaposition to the unity of selfhood 

Ricoeur begs the question of structural similarity between Husserl's 

phenomenological idealism and his own position. Although Ricoeur 

vigorously opposes "the ambition of placing [the self] in the position of 

ultimate foundation" (OA la), he still wants to "secure ... the analogical 

unity of acting on a stable ontological meaning" (OA 20). Even though 

Ricoeur qualifies such stability of meaning as inherently polysemic, a 

relation is established between this source of stability and 

phenornenological diversity in need of unification and stabilization. 

Ricoeur refers to such ontological meaning as second-order discourse, 

and thereby implies its derivation from a primary source of mediated 

meaning; but doesn't this stability of meaning entail a metaphysical 

transformation of second-order discourse into something foundational for 

that which is mediated? By fomulating the stability of selfhood as 

conatus or productive power, doesn't this qualify the objectivities of the 

reflective process of selfhood as variations of what is primary, that is, 

variations of power? While this may be evidence not so much of a failing 

of Ricoeur's phiiosophy of selfhood as it is of the inescapability of 

metaphysics, what cannot be avoided is a degree of structural similarity 

between Husserl's and Ricoeur's understanding of the relation between 

meaning and unity of meaning. The argumentative structure remains the 



same in spite of the change of topic from a self-grounding ego to a 

polysemic understanding of selfhood. 

Further evidence of such structural similarity can be seen in 

Ricoeur's struggle to reconnect the semantic worid of the text with the 

world of experience. Kathleen Blamey explains that "Husserl's most 

remarkable achievement, arriving at the eidos ego, is at the same time his 

downfall, for as a result of reducing all otherness to the monadic life of the 

ego, he confronts the impossible task of integrating the subject back into 

the world of things and of people, into the course of history" (PPR 583). 

While Ricoeur has developed the concept of a "broken cogito" that is 

always mediated by otherness, the path that interpretation takes is that of 

linguistic and Iiterary distance from the direct and intimate experience of 

belonging. Not to be equated with Husserl's phenomenological reduction, 

Ricoeur's henneneutics nevertheless assumes that the literary process of 

distanciation is necessary for understanding the fundamental experience 

of belonging, and as we have seen, becomes virtually synonyrnous with 

selfhood itself. 

"Appropriation" and "refiguration" become Ricoeur's battle cry in the 

struggle to close "the gap ... between fiction and life."l Taking distance 

from experience should still be part of the experience of belonging. But 

why does Ricoeur, when faced with what he perceives to be the gap2 

1 OA 159. See also W.2 n. 1 3. 
2 ln OnesMas Another Ricoeur expresses the need to "suture" the gap between the question 
"who?'and the pair 'Mat-why?"(OA 98, 110). This medical metaphor echoes the therne in Fallible 
Man of the mediating third tenn which bridges the fault line that uns through the heart of 
transcendental, practical, and seif-consciousness. See above # 2.4.2. 



between language and life, either describe the "phenornenon of 

reverberationtt3 or "something like allegoreset~ to close this difference 

without giving any significant elaboration of how these phenornena 

function? If this gap "is taken so seriously that it becomes a very thorny 

problem to reconnect literature to life by means of reading" (TN 3, 159), 

then why are these pivotal concepts simply declared essential without 

meaningful development? 

Ricoeur's hermeneutics of the self culminates in attestation of 

selfhood. The conviction that hemeneutics does indeed speak about 

selfhood (OA 300) is "set in opposition to ... the notion of episteme, of 

science, taken in the sense of ultimate foundation" (OA 21). Certainty of 

self is "reliable attestation", "a kind of belief " and "trust" belonging "to the 

grammar of '1 believe-in"' (OA 21-22. 299). This "assurance of being oneself 

acting and suffering" is "self-attestation" that takes "impregnable refuge" 

in the question "who?" (OA 22-23). Attestation is at once the conviction 

that selfhood is a dialectic of the same and the self, and the self and the 

other, and the proof that this is indeed the secret intimacy of the reflexive 

experience of belonging. Even though Ricoeur knows that such belief 

can never be taken as the "ultimate foundation" for the philosophy of 

selfhood, the impregnability of the question hvho?" safeguards its doubt. 

Ricoeur's hope to give testimony of selfhood beyond the philosophies of 

the cogito and anticogito turns back on itself by placing the assurance of 

self within the analysis of the semantic network of intersignification. On 

3 RM 21 5; IDA 8; FFSR 129-1 30. See also # 3.3. 
4 TN 3, 176. See also # 4.2.5. 



the one hand Ricoeur wants to Say that selfhood is such a fundamental 

experience that its full philosophical account is impossible; on the other 

hand he locates this belief or credence within his philosophical analysis of 

the question "Who?" and thereby makes selfhood a topic for investigation 

along side of any other philosophical topic. It is almost as if Ricoeur 

wants to have an opening to move beyond philosophical analysis but at 

the same time limits the possible effect this might have. 

As Ricoeur knows, the self is a "mandated self," a "respondent" (OA 

25) to a cal1 that cornes from the other. Aithough 

the philosopher as philosopher has to admit that one does not know and cannot 
Say whether this Other. the source of the injunction, is another person whom I 
can look in the face or who can stare at me, or my ancestors for whom there is 
no representation, to so great an extent does my debt to constitute my very 
self, or God - living God. absent God - or an empty place. With this aporia of 
the Other, philosophical discourse comes to an end. (OA 355) 

But isn't this the place where philosophical discourse begins? Shouldn't 

Ricoeur start with the self-in-relation, with the "pnmacy of the gift"s that is 

beyond the construct, rather than work towards it? If conviction and 

certainty of self is beyond philosophical explanation and cannot be 

produced by rational analysis, shouldnY Ricoeur begin with the reception 

of the uniqueneçs of the gift that I am in relation to others, the world, and 

God? Attestation is indeed testimony of a self that is equiprirnordial with 

otherness, but this conviction is where philosophical discourse begins. 

5 Paul Ricoeur, 'The Golden Rule: Exegetical and Theological Perflexities," New Testament 
StudEes 36 (1 990): 392-397. 
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