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CHAPTER 1

READING RICOEUR

Students may well feel perplexed encountering the philosophy of Paul
Ricoeur for the first time. There is so much of it, if one is just count-
ing the number of books and essays. Moreover, if they look at his
books in chronological order they will find that Ricoeur keeps adding
new topics. He even makes adjustments in how he does philosophy as
he finds new problems and new challenges to what he is doing. Since
many contemporary philosophers confine themselves to a single ques-
tion or problem the new reader may wonder whether he really has a
significant philosophical lesson to teach us. In fact, there is an overall
unity to his work and a common problem or at least set of problems
that runs through it. This has become clear since his death in 2005,
which closed the canon, so to speak. There will not be another book,
on another apparently new topic, even if he was considering one when
his health began to fail for the last time.1 That almost all of his major
published work is now available in English translation means that we
can look at his work as a whole and trace themes through it, knowing
where it ends. When we do that, we see not only that he had many sig-
nificant things to say on a wide range of topics, but that his many
books and essays do hold together as a single philosophical project,
even if this project was left incomplete in the end. But he also said that
such incompleteness is not necessarily a bad thing. Philosophy, he
maintained, applies itself to something it cannot exhaust, so philo-
sophical questions can always be reopened and refined. His death, in
this sense, leaves us with work to do ourselves based on what he was
able to accomplish. To do that, however, we must first begin to grasp
what he was about as a philosopher.

This book is written to help students get started on that task. It is
an introduction to the philosophy of Paul Ricoeur for those who
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may not know much, if anything, about it, but who do have some
commitment to philosophical inquiry. It can also serve as a contri-
bution to understanding and better appropriating his thought for
those who are already familiar with it to some degree. Because there
is so much material to consider, my perspective is not critical but
rather expository. One could call it a philosophical narrative, given
Ricoeur’s own contributions to the theory of narrative discourse. As
such, it proceeds in a basically chronological fashion to present an
overview of his major writings in terms of a few central themes that
run through them and tie them together.

Of course, any exposition must reflect a perspective and some
interpretive choices. Mine reflect decisions about what is centrally
important to understanding his thought and its contribution to phi-
losophy. Such an approach must also inevitably leave things out.
Ricoeur, for example, was very knowledgeable about the writings of
the major figures in history of philosophy and returned to these
figures again and again both in his teaching and in his writing. But I
have chosen to ignore his detailed discussions of other philosophers
except insofar as they contribute to seeing how his work unfolds over
time. I realize that this means there really is not sufficient discussion
here of how and why the history of philosophy was important to
Ricoeur – and how this contributed to his own understanding of
what he is about as a philosopher. This is a question, therefore, that
any serious reader of Ricoeur who decides to pursue his work
further will consider. I believe what I have said about it here will be
sufficient to show why this is so, but also that it was not necessary to
do so in greater detail here.

Ricoeur was a philosopher who was involved in the world beyond
professional philosophy to a unique degree. Scholars outside the
philosophy guild across a wide variety of disciplines have perceived
his work as important. Besides philosophers, it has been discussed
by historians, literary critics, legal theorists and jurists, biblical
exegetes and theologians, who see in it resources that can help them
in their own efforts. They see that he often addresses challenges to
their work that call for a response on their part, while, at the same
time, they recognize how seriously he takes their fields and has incor-
porated them into his own project. I have not had the space to pursue
these influences here or to discuss how Ricoeur is read by scholars
in other fields. I do hope, however, that those coming at Ricoeur
from other disciplines will find the account of his work presented
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here helpful to their understanding and appropriation of what is
valuable in his work.

Ricoeur also had a public influence beyond that of most univer-
sity professors of philosophy. Anyone who looks at his complete bib-
liography and his biography will see this. He spoke often to groups
of influential people in the churches, society and politics. He wrote
regularly for French newspaper opinion pages and well-known jour-
nals, such as Esprit, with which he was associated for many years.
Interviews with him that were published and those broadcast on
radio and television would fill a large book, maybe two. He knew
many leading figures and politicians. The Pope invited him to dinner.
Václav Havel wanted him to speak at his inauguration as president
of Czechoslovakia following the fall of communist rule.2 This is also
material I have ignored in this volume. The bibliography listed at the
end of this book will point the way for those who wish to explore his
public side further.

Ricoeur did present accounts of his intellectual biography several
times over the years. Because all this material is available in English,
I have chosen not to dwell on it here.3 Charles Reagan has written a
convenient short biography of Ricoeur that also includes a more
personal memoir of their friendship for those who wish to know
more about Ricoeur’s life and experiences (see Reagan 1996). He was
raised by his grandparents, following the death of his mother shortly
after his birth and that of his father in World War I. He lost a dear
sister to tuberculosis in his youth. He himself spent five years as a
prisoner of war of the Germans during World War II. During this
time, with a colleague, Mikel Dufrenne, he taught philosophy to
other prisoners in the camp – and did it so well that the French gov-
ernment agreed to grant degrees to his students following their
release at war’s end. His life was threatened during the Algerian War
because of the stand he took against it. He was actually assaulted by
a student who dumped a waste basket on his head in the aftermath
of the student riots in Paris in 1968. He endured a number of vicious
verbal attacks by French intellectuals who did not like what he was
saying. He lost a son to suicide and saw his beloved wife die before
him. In a word, he knew life can have a tragic dimension because he
experienced the ups and the downs of the twentieth century. He did
not seek to avoid allowing this to influence what he was about as a
philosopher, even while he committed himself to its autonomy and
goal of speaking truth to everyone. The many translations of his

3

READING RICOEUR



work, in later years into more than twenty different languages, as
well as the prizes and honorary degrees he received, show that he
found a large audience already during his lifetime.4 Yet he always
maintained that he would rather that people discuss his work rather
than talk about him. Through this book I hope the reader will find
encouragement to enter into that conversation. That would be one
gift I could return to Professor Ricoeur in gratitude for all he taught
me and for his friendship over the years.
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CHAPTER 2

FREEDOM AND NATURE

Freedom and Nature was Ricoeur’s doctoral dissertation. It was
meant to be the opening volume of a projected three-volume phi-
losophy of the will. In it Ricoeur presents ‘something like’ an eidetic
phenomenology of the reciprocity of the voluntary and the invol-
untary in human existence. That is, his goal is to grasp these two
central notions, which make freedom meaningful, in terms of some-
thing like their essence, or as conceptually as possible, beginning
from a pure phenomenological description. He acknowledges that
there are inherent limits to such an approach, however, because
human existence is an embodied existence. This raises the problem
of motivation as influencing any act said to be freely chosen. What
is more, human existence is temporal. But the eidetic approach of
phenomenology in seeking an intuition of essences abstracts from
the unfolding of action over time, by dividing it into atemporal
stages. The question arises therefore how we are to make sense of
the overall unity in time of these separate stages. Finally, there is
the sheer event aspect of any act of choice to consider. Something
happens when we act, but a free act is not just another natural event.
It is a new beginning, one that we will, that we chose. So what makes
it a voluntary act for which we are responsible and not just another
predetermined occurrence in the sequence of natural events? This
is the underlying issue of human freedom that Ricoeur wants to
address in his philosophy.

WHY DOES HE START WITH THIS QUESTION?

A major assumption of Ricoeur’s thought is that while philosophy
has its autonomy, it is always dependent on something that precedes

5



it, which it never fully absorbs or exhausts. Philosophy does have its
autonomy in that it chooses its starting point, the question from
which it begins. But this question already is situated and motivated
by something problematic outside of – and prior to – all philosophy:
the non-philosophical or perhaps life, being, or reality. Philosophy
arises therefore in response to this non-philosophical reality that
precedes it, seeking to make it intelligible in ways that are adequate
to what is at issue concerning our experience of it. This idea of
an autonomy without independence for philosophy runs through-
out Ricoeur’s work, setting limits to what philosophy can achieve
without ever denigrating or denying its achievements. Ricoeur’s is
an understanding of philosophy, therefore, that implies that philo-
sophical questions are always capable of being reopened, and also
that there may be unrealized resources in earlier philosophers’ works
that can be taken up and developed further. This is one reason why
he will reject all talk about an end of philosophy in the sense of phi-
losophy having exhausted itself. It also accounts for the tension
between continuity and discontinuity that runs through his later
constructive formulations, particularly his theory of narrative dis-
course but also his ‘little ethics’ and his philosophical anthropology
of the capable human being.

We need also to note that there are a number of assumptions and
influences operative in the way Ricoeur poses his initial philosophi-
cal question and project. These can be taken as sources of his thought
without taking away from the originality of his starting point. First,
drawing on the philosophies of Gabriel Marcel, Martin Heidegger
and Karl Jaspers, Ricoeur sees that the subject–object model that has
characterized philosophical thinking since Descartes is problematic.
It does not finally make sense of our experience of ourselves, others,
or the world we live and act in. This subject–object model presents
itself as a theory of knowledge, but Ricoeur sees that it is based on
what really is a metaphysical model in which a subject is related to an
object through being conscious of that object and representing this
object to itself as subject. This model is metaphysical because it pre-
supposes that the subject and the object in question, or the two of
them in relation to each other, are and must be real. Descartes’
famous discovery of the cogito – our lived experience of our inabil-
ity to deny our own existence – thus involves both epistemological
and metaphysical aspects. The epistemological aspect is seen in that
fact that in the cogito I know something for certain, that I exist, hence
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some knowledge is possible and therefore, according to Descartes, we
can establish a basis for recognizing what else can count as knowl-
edge: anything equivalent to the self-evidence of the cogito or deriv-
able from it.1 Furthermore, since we experience our existence as real,
this experience presents an initial example of what reality must mean
for us. But because Descartes first formulated this as the discovery of
an epistemological model, he did not really develop its metaphysical
side. His philosophy sought to account for the very possibility of
knowledge, over against the threat of scepticism, by ‘showing’ us
such knowledge. When something is known in this way, because it
cannot be doubted, and hence is certain, then it can rightly be said to
be the object of knowledge and hence known ‘objectively’. Yet at the
same time, this known object is always an object for a knowing
subject, the one who performs and experiences the cogito. In this
sense, for the Cartesian model there is no objectivity without subjec-
tivity, no objective knowledge without subjectivity, without some
knowing subject to whom it is known. Correspondingly, there is
apparently no objectivity without subjectivity, a point that Ricoeur
will take very seriously in formulating his own philosophical method.
However, he also sees that this subject is as yet no one in particular;
it is any one at all insofar as that person is a knower.2 Paradoxically,
because it is no one, it can also be everyone; hence it is both everyone
and no one, at a price that has to be considered.

Two further problems set the framework for Ricoeur’s initial
philosophical question. The Cartesian subject knows itself; at least
it knows itself as existing, because as long as it thinks, it cannot
doubt its own existence. But if what a subject knows is always an
object, there is a problem about its knowledge of itself. Does it know
itself as an object, and hence no longer as a subject? Or is there
another kind of knowing, which we might call subjective knowing,
which is also a kind of knowledge, but not objective knowledge?
Secondly, there is a question of how one subject knows another
subject. When he discovered the cogito, Descartes already puzzled
over this question. How can we recognize another human mind,
since all we see are objects standing over against us however intelli-
gent their behaviour may seem to us? These problems raised by this
Cartesian model continued to be a major topic for Ricoeur, to the
point that in the end he came to see the model as ‘broken’ and in need
of reformulation as the problem of selfhood, the selfhood of a
capable human being.
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Another factor influencing Ricoeur to pose his initial question as
he does was Kierkegaard and what we label as existentialism. As
Kierkegaard forcefully argued, given Descartes’ model, the subject
is not and can never be an object, for the very subject–object model
divides the two into separate categories at the same time that it
relates them through what Descartes called consciousness, partic-
ularly that specific form of consciousness we call knowing. For
Kierkegaard, and for existentialism in general, this leads to a major
problem. The model calls for a subject, but the subject as already
stated is no one in particular. It is me only in the abstract sense that
I can be, am a knower. But this seems to leave something important
out, whatever it is that makes me, me – and you, you – and not
someone else. Yet, at the same time, without such subjectivity, can I
really say that I am me, that I exist? This is another reason why, in
the long run, Ricoeur will propose that what is at issue is the nature
of the self, where this self is more an agent than a knower, but an
agent who has a specific identity and who is responsible for his or her
actions.

I will label this emphasis on the uniqueness, the singularity of
individual existence – what Ricoeur will subsequently call our self-
hood – the existential thread in Ricoeur’s philosophy. The three
twentieth-century thinkers already mentioned, Marcel, Heidegger
and Jaspers, all influence how he takes up this existential critique of
Descartes and questions the subject–object model. For Marcel, the
subject, the existing individual, is always incarnate. But this leads to
the puzzle that we say both that I have a body and that I am a body.
How are we to account for the unity of the I and its lived body?
Marcel tried to make sense of this through a practice of concrete
reflection, which he sought to illustrate dramatically through writing
plays as well as philosophy. For Ricoeur, this unity of the incarnate
subject is most evident in human action, hence his concern for the
question of freedom.

For Heidegger, at least in Being and Time, Dasein, which names
the existence each one of us is, has to be understood as existing as
being-in-the-world rather than as a subject who objectifies over
against itself what the world contains from a position itself not
located inside this world. Hence Dasein has to be described in terms
of a model or structure of finite, worldly existence rather than
simply as some form of purely subjective existence that stands over
against the world and even outside it. Heidegger’s critique was also

RICOEUR: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

8


