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PREFACE 

It was the richness of symbolic content that first attracted 

me to the study of myth and symbol. And this preliminary interest 

found a release in Old Testament studies where the comparative 

study of the myths of the Ancient Near East caught my attention. 

But comparative study, informative as it is, did not satisfy 

my longing to hold in rny hand the key to the secret meanings of 

those ancient myths. Gradually, as l began to read more deeply 

in the field of myth and symbol, especially in Eliade, Bultmann, 

Jung, and Ricoeur, it became clear that my excitement over the 

study of myth and symbol was coming to me because l could see 

that myths and symbols were not only a past and long-dead item 

of history. Their influence became evident aIl around me -- in 

my life and in the life of our present culture. 

A new spirit of adventure then took hold of me, a spirit 

that my training in the scientific attitude had persuaded me 

was a regretable part of childhood. My ne\.; discovery struck up 

an immediate interest for me in history -- both personal history 

and cultural history -- as weIl as a burning des ire to answer 

two questions about myth and symbol. The first was, "Why are 

there myths and symbols? Why do they persist?" The second is, 

"How are we to know the meaning of a myth or symbol? How do 

they continue to unfold their meaning through time and history?" 
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An even larger question runs through my whole endeavour in this 

respect: "How does history change or affect the meaning of a 

myth or a symbol? And conversely: how does myth or symbol effect 

the events of history?" 

As l was wrestling with these questions l came upon Paul 

Ricoeur's The Syrobolism of Evil which first raised for me the 

question of the rigorous interpretation of symbols. If The 

Symbolism of Evil clarified the question, then Freud and Phil­

osophy is the beginning of an answer. My discovery of Ricoeur 

coincided very happily with my readings in the general field of 

hermeneutical theory. l therefore conceived the ide a of placing 

Ricoeur's work alongside the general theories of hermeneutics 

in order to discover if there was any way that his philosophy 

of interpretation could help hermeneutics out of its apparent 

methodological impasse. This was the inspiration for the research 

carried on by this thesis. 

There are several people who have been instrumental in its 

writing, and l want to take this space to thank them for their 

help. First, thanks to Dr. J.C. McLelland, Faculty of Religious 

Studies, McGi11 University, for his encouragement to take up my 

intended subject of study at the time of its inception, as weIl as 

for his patient understanding and friendly advice while it was 

"in process." To the girls in the Faculty of Religious Studies 

Library, especially ~trs. Joanna Andrews and Mrs. Anne Youngstrom, 
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l say "Thank yeu" fer their unceasing efforts to find me much­

needed books and articles from universities the world over. The 

good people of Candiac United Chur ch and St. Andrew's, Delson have 

had to endure many Sunday morning hardships, l fear, while this 

thesis was being prepared. l thank them sincerely for their 

understanding and salute them for the extent of their patience. 

Thanks to Mrs. vicki Jorstad for the typing and proof-reading 

of the manuscript. She stepped into a breach left when the typist 

l had originally made typing arrangements with was transferred 

out of town. Even with time at a premium both for her and for me, 

and therefore working under pressure, Mrs. Jorstad has done a 

splendid job, for which l feel very grateful. And finally, but 

by no means least, without the loyal support of my wife, Beryl 

and our two boys, it would not have been possible for me to 

complete the task of writing this thesis. My heart-felt thanks to 

them. 

Montreal, Quebec 

March, 20, 1972. 

G.L.R. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This thesis attempts to explore Paul Ricoeur's hermeneutical 

philosophy for some gain in the general field of study known as 

hermeneutical theory. The importance of maintaining a sharp dis-

tinction between "hermeneutical philosophy" and "hermeneutical 

theory" will become obvious as the work proceeds. Rowever, it might 

be helpful for the purposes of this the sis to define hermeneutical 

philosophy now as the understanding of human experience through the 

the understanding of i ts express~ "In this situation language 

becomes a mediating function. [something we must remember for later 

use.] The mvement, never thoroughly clarified, is from prelinguis-

l 
tic experience to expression." Philosophy, for Ricoeur, 1s hermen-

eutic because it is " ••• reflection upon existence and upon all those 

means by which that existence is to be understood. The aim is a ra-
2 

tional ontology." It is hermeneutical in its aim because man can-

not understand directly either himself or the existence which is his. 

It is only by a series of detours that man learns about the fulness 

and complexity of his own be1ng and of his relationship to l3eing.3 

Mm 1s therefore an interpreting be1ng-in-the-world, and he who 

would understand man mst completely must study the signs of man's 

being which reflect the essential structure of bis being. Ricoeur's 

philosophy is anthropocentric, i.e. his interest in the symbols of 

l HP, p. 96. 
2 Ibid., p. li. 
3 Ibid. , p. 7. 
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manls being extends only as far as these signs reveal the essential 

being of man. Ricoeur is probably the best modern example of' herm­

eneutical philosophy in practice and in theory that is available to 

ua. It is for this reason that l take his work as the zoost likely 

to inform hermeneutical theorists on their intended subjects of study •. 

Hermeneutical theory, for its part, has a shorter view of the 

human expressions of' experience than that of' hermeneutical philosophy. 

It is methodology which most concerns hermeneutical theorists. They 

want to know how to extricate the true mean1ng f'rom a given expression. 

In general the theory of' hermeneutics has dealt with "text" and its 

"interpreting sub.1ect, Il and it has tried systematically to arrive at 

the best method of' releasing the meaning of' the text by relating in 

some way or other the text to the interpreter, and vice versa. 

It is the intent of this thesis to discover to what extent, and 

in what ways, Ricoeur's philosophy can instruct hermeneutical theory. 

The proof' that the latter stands in need of' :f'urther clarification and 

zoore f'oundational work is the f'act that there remain some critically 

important questions f'or hermeneutical theory which are as yet un­

answered. There even seems to be a quiet despair hanging over the 

f'ield of' hermeneutics of' ever solving these important problems! l 

will propose that hermeneutical theory and its practical application 

could make a dramatic improvement in 1ts statua as a f'oundational 

discipline by learning f'rom Paul Ricoeur on two principal and related 

points: his understanding of man, and his method of interpreting the 

symbols of' man. 
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PAUL RICOEUR AND HERMmlOrICS 

1. A Purview of' Paul·· Ri"éoeur 1 s Work . to . Date· (1971) 

Herbert Sp1egelberg, wnting in 1959, empbasized tbat "the out-

standing contribution·~n France)to phenomenology, both in size and 

in originality, bas been mde by Paul Ricoeur. This contribution con-

sists not only of' his own phenomenological studies, especially in the 

f'ield of' practical and emotional phenomena; Ricoeur i6 also the best 

4 
inf'ormed French historian of' phenomenology. Il It is ail the lOOre re-

mrkable tbat this historian of' philosophy should describe Ricoeur in 

such glowing terme when it is noted tbat up to the time of' Speigelbe~g's 

writing Ricoeur bad published only the first volume of La philosophie 

de la volontl, his major work in systematic philosophy. As well, he 

bad written several sm 11er, though signif'icant, books and articles. 

It bas been sinee tbat time, however, tbat Ricoeur bas accomplished 

the writing that bas gained him the largest f'ollowing of' all the phen-

omenologists in France. Spiegelberg bas proved to be a prophet in the 

case of Ricoeur. 

Paul Ricoeur 1 s career as a philosopher began shortly before the 

Second World War, ws interrupted by it, and then resUIœd following 

the War. By his books and articles of the early period Ricoeur shows 

himself a keen scholar of' the entire range of' the history of philosophy 

by paying particular attention to Descartes, Kant, Husserl, Jaspers, 

4 PM, II, p. 563. 
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and Gabriel Marcel, the last of whom gave him his first inspir-

ation to do philosophy. There emerged from this early period an 

interest which was to guide Ricoeur in the major project of his 

career: from Marcel he inherited a sense of bodily mystery and also 

the double orientation of incarnation found in M1rcel. On the one 

hand incarnation provides a "density" and irreducible "opacity" to 

a11 objective schemes. On the other band, it points to the individ-

ual 's insertion in the Sacred - in lleing. Incarnation - embodi-

ment-forma a focal point of much of Ricoeur's thought, and the con-

cept of "my own body" or the "owned body" is central to his analysis 
5 

of the human will. Ricoeur has followed the phenomenological method 

of Husserl, but with a significant . difference. He faults Husserl on 

his fa1lure .. to recognized the importance of l1miting concepts. Part-

icularly in his later period, Husserl reduced questions of ontology 

to questions of epistemology and in so doing destroyed the possibility 

of a "critique" in the Kantian sense. The tendency in the later 

Husserl was to shift the emphasis from the appearance of the object 

to its ontological validity in consciousness. Therefore, Ricoeur 

mved from Husserl to Kant who, unlike Husserl, was concerned with 

the ontological grounding of the appearances. Husserl' s avoidance of 

the question of ontology gives rise to problems in his interpretation 

of history. If a11 beings, including that of history, and that of 

other intentional objects, are based in the Cogito, what meaning can 

5 PRM, p. 233. 



history have? M3.n without a history of his thought, a history of 

language, or of any of the other expressions of man 1 s experience 

would be inconceivable to Ricoeur. Rence, we might say that his 

interest in the mystery of the human body and ~ relation to i ts 

own consciousness and to the world of obJects prompted·Ricoeur to 

avoid the idealism of Husserl's transcendental reduction and instead 

to turn his attention to an analysis of the will of the body-in-the-

world. 

The VOluntary and the Involuntary, tirst published in French in 

1950, had as its intention "to understand the mystery as reconcli-

ation, that 1s as restoration, even on the clearest level of conscious-

ness, of the original concord of vague consciousness with its body 

and its world. 116 Or again: "The conviction which runs covertly thr-

ough the most technical analysis is that the recapturing of conscious-

ness is a loss of being since consciousness is opposed to its own 

body and to all things, and seeks to close a circle with itself. The 

act of Cogito is not a pure act of self-positing: it lives on what it 

receives and in dialogue with the conditions in which it is itself 

rooted. 117 The analysis of which Ricoeur speaks here is his intent-

ional analysis of I12n 18 fundamental possibilities. This stage of his 

Philosophy of the Will Ricoeur calls the "Eidetics of the Will" and it 

is carried out within double brackets suspending thought about two di-

mensions of human experience: the dimensions of transcendence and of 

the fault. 

6 VI, p. 18. 
7 Ibid. 
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Taking his study of man to the extreme 11m1 ts of the eidetic 

brackets Ricoeur shows that IIBn r S freedom 16 a willing, not a creat­

ive freedom. The key to baving arri ved at tbis conclusion rests up­

on bis prior deduction that the involuntary and the voluntary are Un­

ited reciprocally as incarnate Cogito by virtue of the ways the will 

(the voluntary) uses the involuntary as an organ and the ways the in­

voluntary lends itself to such uses. Tbat is to say, the reciprocity 

of the voluntary and the involuntary is intelligible in the l1ght of 

the voluntary which appropriates the involuntary in receiv1ng and trans­

forming i t into an organ of i ts acts. Renee, the involuntary is an 1n­

voluntary ~ a will, yet willing is possible only by reason of the in­

voluntary organ it appropriates, and therefore Ricoeur is led to con­

clude tbat human freedom is "une l1bert~ seulement humaine," and that 

it is not an ideal or a hypothetical freedom. 

In this first volume of his ambitious project, Ricoeur adapts and 

retains the Russerlian notions of eidetic description and of intent­

ional analysis. Rowever, he subjects the phenomenological method to a 

limitation when he insists tbat neither the natural attitude nor the 

transcendental attitude 1s adequate to take account of my self-affirm­

ing existence as an embodied ''l''. The transcendental attitude avoids 

facing l1P to the mystery of incamate existence; the embodied COgito, 

the human persona lit y itself, cannot be bracketed. The proper func­

tion of the phenomenological method, according to Ricoeur, is to allow 

"a reconquest of the total rapport of the Ego to its world." As David 
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their systematization in myths that concrete experience presents it­

self for philosophical analysis.10 In this second part of volume two 

,1' 
of ta Philosophie de la Volonte Ricoeur sees evil as affecting man 

from the outside as "stain," as involving man in a broken relationship 

(sin) to which man consents (guilt). We see once again his formula 

for human freedom, but a freedom within certain limits, which Ricoeur 

developed in his first volume. In The Symbolism of Evil we see that 

the Adamic myth shows that man is both seduced and at the same time 

allows himself to be seduced (voluntary and involuntary). This myth 

expresses therefore the unit Y of the voluntary and the involuntary in 

existing man as ''bound freedom," and this freedom-in-bondage as the 

central motif of human existence. 

In dealing 'With symbols as the expression of the experienced ~ 

of evil, Ricoeur had to make certain assumptions of hermeneutical meth­

/ od which he later explored under the title De l'interpretation. This 

volume, an aside from his project on the human 'Will, details the two-

layer structure of meaning characteristic of symbol which is neither a 

simple substitution of one set of signs for another nor any reference 

beyond the sign to an idea or an object, but rather a peculiar relation-

ship of sharing in or representing a second layer of meaning. In ~ 

interp~tation Ricoeur wants to show how and why this symbol1c process 

operates. 

There is a third part to Ricoeur's Philosophy of Will which he 

10 Ibid., p. 30. 

/' 
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Stewart says, "For an analysis of the embodied Cogito, Ricoeur wnts 

to go beyond Husserl's transcendental phenomenology to prOblems of 

ontolOgy.,,8 

If this is the limi t of human freedom (the reciprocal depend­

ency of the voluntary and the involuntary for acts of the human will) 

which is te be found within the eidetic brackets, then the lifting of 

the brackets seeks to provide a view of the practical effects of the 

dynamics of the human will. Ricoeur's "Empirics of the Will" is found 

in two parts - Fallible Mm and The Symbol1sm of Evil. M:l.n is not only 

essentiallyan incarnate and l1mited freedom but an actual freedom under 

the actual, disruptive conditions of existence. Fall1ble lén deals with 

possibl1ty, as did The Voluntary and the Inv-oluntary, but it is now the 

existential rather than the essential possibility - the possibility of 

evil. Here consciousness reveals the essential ambiguity of man's exist-

ence as the root of man' s fallibility - bis capacity for evil. Ricoeur 

shows that the Cogito in cognition, conation, and sensation is essent-

9 ially a precarious, unstable synthesis of a finite and an infinite pole. 

This ambiguityand instability of existence is the opening through wbich 

evil ~ enter, but need not. 

The Symbolism of Evil is the attempt to reach for the very exper-

ience of evil. In seeking experience 1tself Ricoeur turns to an exam-

ination of those areas where the Cogito acts itself out rather than re-

flects upon itself. It is in the symbolic expressions of evil and 

8 PRM, p. 230. 
9 Erazim V. Kohak, "Translator' s Introduction," The Voluntary and the 

Involuntary by Paul Ricoeur (Evanston, 111., 1966), p.29. 
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calls IIPoetics of the Will ll in which he 'Will analyze the symbols of 

reconciliation in order to finish his proJect for a "rational ontol-

ogy of human existence. Il Although it is impossible to say what fom 

the forthcoming portion will take, we may infer a certain direction 

from his recent articles. To retrace our steps a bit, we can see 

that the kind of philosophizing Ricoeur wes doing in The Voluntary 

and the Involtmtary did not yet raise any particular problem of lang-

uage, for a direct language wes thought to be available. This direct 

language was ordinary language in which is found words like "purpose," t'will, tt 

etc. Now the consideration of the problem of evil brought into the 

field of research new linguistic perplexities wh~ch did not occur ear-

lier. These linguistic perplexities were linked to the use of symbol-

ic language as an indirect approach to the problem of guilt. The fact 

is tbat Ricoeur in his early works could speak of purposive action w1th-

out symbolic language, but he could not speak of a bad will or of evil 

without a her.meneutic. This is the first way in which the problem of 

language appeared in a kind of philosophy which wes not at first a 

philosophy of language, but a philosophy of the will. Increasingly 

Ricoeur has turned his attention to the study of language as the key 

to understanding man and of understanding man's acts of cognition. At 

the stage of The Symbolism of Evil he tried to limit the definition of 

hermeneutics to the specifie problem of the interpretation of symbolic 

language. On the one band, a symbol1sm requires an interpretation be-

cause it is based upon a specifie semantic structure, the structure of 

double-meaning expressions. Reciprocally, there is a hermeneutical 

problem because there 1s an indirect language. Therefore, Ricoeur ident­

ified hermeneutics 'With the art of dec1phering indirect meanings. 
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:But today he does not limit hermeneutics to the discovery of' 

hidden meanings in symbolic language and would pref'er to l1nk hermen-

eutics to the more general problem of' written language and texts. The 

variabil1ty of' semantic values, their sensitivity to contexts, the ir-

reducibly polysemic character of' lexical terms in ordinary language, 

these are not provisionary def'ects or diseases which a ref'ormulation 

of' language could eliminete, rather they are the permanent and f'ruit-
11 

ful conditions of' the f'unctioning of' ordinary language. This "poly-

semic f'eature" of' ordinary language now appears to Ricoeur to be the 

base condition f'or symbolic discourse and in that way, the moat prim-

itive layer in a theory of' metaphor, symbol, parable, etc. 

Ricoeur' s interest in language represents a detour f'rom which he 

hopes to deri ve an ontological phenomenology. His drive toward a rat-

io08l ontology necessitates two important tasks. The f'irst is that of' 

an empirical study of' l1ved experience by Iœans of' an analysis of' the 

will. This Ricoeur has completed in The Voluntary and the Involuntary. 

The second task is to develop a descriptive anthropology which atarts 

f'rom. eidetics but goes on to include the irreducible depth and pro-

f'undity of' bodily existence, including the existential avowal of' man 'a 

brokenness. Ricoeur calls it the "f'ault" in the geological sense of' 

"rif't" or "rupture." But since man 's own conf'ession of' his brokenness 

is always couched in symbolic language, phenomenological rigor must 

give way to other f'orms of' description and interpretation -- poetics 

11 For a fuller treatment of' the structure of' language see Ricoeur's 
"New Developments in Phenomenology in France: the Phenomenology of' 
Language," trans. P.G. Goodman, Social Research, XXXIV (Spring, 
1967), 1-30. My discussion of' Ricoeur's understanding of' the 
structure of' language comes f'rom this very crucial article. 
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and hermeneuliics. The final task of Ricoeur's philosophical enter-

prise is te interpret the symbols expressing man 's "fault" so that 

they can be incorporated inte philosophie thought. Ricoeur expects 

that this analysis will point te a reconciliation in ontology. 12 

Therefore, we might expect Ricoeur to extend his conclusions about 

language and his practice of the phenomenological method te work out 

a "Poetics of the Will" which will answer the questions of the relate-

dness of ontology te the rest of his work on the will. However, we 

must wait for its publication before we know te what degree his next 

volume will change his approach te the theory of hermeneutics. 

With the brief foregoing discussion of Ricoeur's work completed, 

it would be wise for us to recall our original interest in his "hermen-

eutical phenomenology" -- to place it systematically alongside her.men-

eutical theory, as we know it, in order te discover Ricoeur's value te 

hermeneutical theory. 

12 PRM, p. 234. 
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2. The Development of Hermeneutical Theory Before Paul Ricoeur 

"Hermeneutics" as a technical term came into usage only in the 

seventeenth century when it vas used to designate the principles of 

biblical interpretation, that is, the rules, methods, or theories gov-
13 

erning specif1ca11y exegesis of the biblical texte But vhlle the 

term had a relatively recent beginning the practice of hermeneutics is 

very old. For example, the Old Testament, where there are canons for 

the proper interpretation of the Torah, and in the New Testament, where 

"correct" interpretations of Jesus vere offered by the Gospels and by 

Paul, the science of interpretation vas practised constantly. The 

seventeenth century restriction of rules for exegesis soon broadened to 

apply to secular texts as well as the Bible. 

One of the disciplines attracted to hermeneutical method vas phil-

ology, whose treatment of a text came to mean that the factual and em-

pir1cal text vas a means of grasping the outer and inner content of a 

text as a uni ty. The study of philology therefore became pedagogical 

and ethical: the reader ought te become mre l1ke the vriter of the 

text. And only by look1ng at language can the spir1 t of another age 

come through to an indi vidual. 

Once hermeneutics vas appl1ed to secular texts discussion scon 

arose as to i ts usefulness as a necessary tool in understanding a11 the 

13 PH, p. 34. 
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various m:>des of man 's behaviour. The rise in hermeneutieal interest 

vas facilitated by the enlightenment and the opt1m1stic humanism of 

its best deys. Thus, vith the passing of time, even through less human­

istic and less opt1m1stic years, hermeneutics continued in its promin­

ence, espec1aUy as practice rather than as a theoretieal interest. 

However, direct discussion of hermeneut1eal theory vas revived in the 

nineteenth century in the thinking of Frederick Schleiermacher and in 

the latter part of the same century by Wilhelm Dilthey. 

The great and pressing task for hermeneutical theorists vas te de­

velop a procedure for the interpretation of objects (primarily texts) 

separated from the interpreting subject by space and time and/or diff­

erences of thought eategory. This would eaU fOl" li :rational system 

which could be logieally coherent and consistent. By placing the absol­

uteness of the interpretive system between himself and the object-for­

interpretation, the subject was thought te be unable te bring his own 

personal assumptions te bear upon the objecte 

But the question of a subject's life-experience of the text or 

object for interpretation is raised. For the observer to understand a 

text, no matter how objective his method seems, he must be translated 

into a foreign subjecti vi ty, and through an inversion of the creative 

process, get back to the idea which is embodied in the objecte Thus, 

to speak of an objectivity that does not involve the subject1vity of 

the interpreter is manifestly absurdo Yet the subjectivity of the 

interpreter must penetrate the foreignness and otherness of the object, 

or he succeeds only in projecting his own subjectivity on the object of 
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interpretation. This is to encounter the "hermeneutical circle" 

which Anselm expresses best: "I must understand in order to believe; 

but l must believe in order to understand." It is within this circle, 

which Ricoeur recognizes as alweys present, that there is the possi­

bility of creative interpretation. In De l'interp~tation he tries 

to weave the intricate tapestry for a creative interpretive process 

worldng !rom the hermeneutical circle as a starting point. 

To allow the interpreting subject entry into the world of the ob­

ject became the methodological problem for hermeneutical study in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-

1911) insisted throughout his career that hermeneutics should not be 

viewed as the science of interpreting a text, but rather as the found­

ational science for the humanities and social sciences. In short, e 

sound hermeneutical method seemed to him necessary for any discipline 

which attempts to interpret expressions of man' s inner lite, whether 

the expressions be gestures, historical action, religious activity, art 

or literature. Dilthey wes one of those who wes dedicated to search­

ing for a method of valid and objective interpretation of the express­

ions of inner life. However, he affirma that concrete, histor1cel, 

li ved experience must be the starting point and ending point for such 

an interpretive study of man. How, we ask, can he insist upon "object­

ively valid method" and at the same time upon a contingent human exist­

ence as the Archimedian point for his study of the objective expressions 

of man? 
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It is by deepening his historical consciousness that man comes 

to know himself, says Dilthey, and therefore is able te interpret 

himself. There are units of "meaning" coming te man in the form of 

"text," "action," or "art" which requ1r.e the context of their past 

and the horizon of their future expectation in order to be able to 

have "meaning." Thus, understanding is temporal and i t is in man' s 

historicality that mdern hermeneutics finds the foundation for a 

. 14 
science of interpretlng. 

If we grant, with Dilthey, that there can be no interpretation 

without the subject's entry into the object's world (i.e. the hermen­

eutical circle) then there remain certain difficulties. First, this 

method does not overcome or mve beyond the hermeneutical circle. In 

fact bis call for a deepening historical consciousness turns the cir-

cle into a backward-mving spiral which permits understanding, but 

only at the expense of a total abandonment of subjectivity, which ss 

we noted above is impossible if we are to have a hermeneutic st a11. 

The backward tracing of the path that Dllthey recommends has no for-

ward movement to it. That is to say, interpretation is closed off 

by reason of the loss of the subjective status of the interpreter. 

The cause for tbis one-way action is Dllthey's epistemological 

assumptions which underlie his proposed method. There seems to be 

implicit in h1m the notion that the human rational powers have direct 

access to the objects of human expression, and that this is why they 

are so easily capable of being known, understood, and interpreted. 

But we must ask if this i6 an adequate conception for the process of 

14 PWD, pp. 43-45. 
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interpretation of man's expressions of his inner life? Is it not 

true, for instance, that man underst8nds his history because of a 

unit Y of expressiveness from the time of the original act to the 

time of the interpreter? And that this unit Y holds together on a 

pre-linguistic, pre-expressive, or even on a pre-ref'lective level? 

As a final comment upon the 'WOrk of Dilthey, we can say that 

his argument for the temporal position of the interpreter 1s con­

vincing white his epistemological and ontological foundation for his 

conclusion remains problematic. His strength 1s that he wes the 

first philosopher with the dar1ng to 1ntroduce the idea of tempor­

al1ty, or the historicality of the interpreter, to the realm of 

hermeneut1cs, representing a large gain for the field of study, and 

set future thinkers on a path that would yield the greatest reward 

for hermeneutics, if an answer to the riddle that his work proposed 

could be found. To complete the work that Dilthey began would re­

quire an effort in two directions. The first 1s a clearer under­

standing of man and how man "knows" an objecte The other 1s the need 

for a f'undamental ontology to account for even the possibil1ty of 

knowing an object of the pasto Thus we see that the two areas are re­

lated, and cannot be thought of as distinct and separate when used in 

connection with hermeneutical method. 

In his later life M:lrtin Heidegger turned mre and mre to herm­

eneut1cs as the foundation of philosophy and of philosophizing. It 

is to him that we look for a response to the second of our cri ticisms 

of Wilhelm Dilthey. According to Heidegger, what has the most mean1ng 
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for mn is the present, the current "now," while those experiences 

which have passed away or are only comng along either are no longer 

15 
or are not yet "actual." But what of the connectedness of life? 

Heidegger answers that Dasein "stretches along between birth and 

death," thus linting up the disparate moments of the individual 's 

. 16 
life. Accordingly, i t is wi thin the horlZon of Dasein' s temporal 

constitution that we must approach the ontological clarification of the 

"connectedness of life" - that is to say, the stretching along of 

Dasein. "The specifie movement in which Dasein is stretched along and 

11 
stretches itself a long, we ca11 'historizing.' n By extending this 

theme Heidegger has the interpreter relating to the objects of the past 

through the stretching-overness of Dasein. However, what the inter-

preter translates is Dasein and not soœ "fact of that past moment. n 

The œthodological device by which Heidegger accompl1shes the 

above-mentioned hermeneutical procedure i8 his notion of "world." 

''World Il is not the whole of a11 beings but the whole in which a gi ven 

18 
human being always finds himself already immersed. "World", then, is 

always present, ever pushing against man, but for the most part i8 un-

noticed and transparent. It is in this world that the actual resist-

ances and possibilities in the structure of being shape understanding. 

In this realm the temporality and historical1ty of being are radica11y 

present, and therefore it 1s the locus of the translation of being into 

15 M, p. 425. 
16 Dase1n is a technical term of Heidegger's, used to mean "Being." 
11 M, p. 421. 
18 Ibid., p. 114f. 
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meaningfulness, understanding and 1nterpretation. In short, it is 

the realm of the hermeneutical process, the process by which being 

becomes thematized as language. 

"Meaningfulness" for Heidegger, however, is deeper than the log-

ical system of language; it is founded on something prior to language 
19 

and embedded in "world"- the relationa1 whole. Language is merely a 

pointer to a system of meaning already present in the world. Meaning-

fulness comes from the ontologica1 possibi1ities an object supplies to 

man. Hence, meaningfulness does not originatE; in the word-meanings man 

attaches to objects of the werld. This 1s the prestructure of under-

standing which is always interpreting the wor1d. 

Man's temporallty and historica1ity lie at the very heart of 

Heidegger's hermeneutic, for man cannot escape his own ever-inter-

pret1ng presence in the world. Thus what appears from the "object" of 

interpretation is what the interpreter allows to appear and what the 

thematization of the world at work in his understanding will bring to 

light. Hermeneutics, with Heidegger, is really therefore a theory of 

ontologica1 disc1osure, and since human existing is itself a process 

of ontologica1 disclosure, Heidegger will not allow us te see the herm-

eneutica1 problem apart from human existing. 

In contra st to Di1they before him, Heidegger removes the primacy 

of the human rational powers from the hermeneutical process; his is an 

ontologica1 disclosure according to which the meaning of an object of 

19 PH, p. 134. 
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the world is revealed, not learned. (On this subject of the hum-

1liation of the Cogito Ricoeur bas a great deal to teach us, as we 

shall see.) Nevertheless, although Heidegger gives us an ontological 

basis for hermeneutical theory, he does not solve the problem of man 

as a "!mowing" creature. It is fine to say tbat man bas objects re-

vealed te him, but this makes man a passive agent in the !monng pro-

cess. Ricoeur bas correctly noted tbat man is bound, and therefore 

passive. Eut at the same time man is active, although in a limited 

way. Heidegger does not allow for any possible ~ of cognition. If 

we were to follow the reason~ng of Heidegger we would be led to conclude 

that man is totally unable to perform an ~ of the Cogito, or te appro­

priate the world. Ife are still left vith the epistemological problem 

which wes first raised in criticism of Dilthey. 

It has developed, through our short look et the history of hermen-

eutics, that the "historicality" of man in the hermeneutical process is 

of critical importance. Heidegger gives us an ontological basis for 

the temporal aspect of man, a problem first located and placed by Wilhelm 

D1lthey. But his is still a vague and inconclusive understanding of 

man' s action· .. ·in the hermeneutical procedures. What is lacking for a 

satisfactery and adequate hermeneutical theory which places man and 

his historicality at its centre is a proper epistemological grounding 

for such an understanding of man. If this is the question which we 

have singled out of hermeneutical theory, then let us look at the hermen-

eutical philosophy of Paul Ricoeur for guidance in the answering of it. 
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CONSCIOUSNESS AND KNOWING 

1. Ricoeur and Phenomenological"léthod 

Philosophical anthropology is the area where Paul Ricoeur places 

his interest, which leads him to a retlective study ot man, his onto-

logical and bis existential possibilities. Ricoeur theretore tocusses 

his attention upon the available "appearances" of man. As indicated 

at the conclusion ot Chapter l, it is the question ot an epistemolog-

ical understanding ot man which draws us to the work ot Ricoeur, and 

since his method is phenomenological, where he touches the mainstream 

ot the phenomenological movement is of more than passing interest. 

In general, the phenomenologists have taken their method to mean 

the critical retlection ot a philosopher upon a given "phenomenon" or 

appearance ot an objecte In this method an effort is made to allow 

the phenomenon to speak directly to the subject, which makes the Cogito 

"generatively passive." "Knowing" became the intuitive grasping ot a 

phenomenon by the subject. Tc reduce the possibility ot a circular 

subjectivity Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) introduced the phenomenolog-

ical brackets which bang the tact ot human existence in suspension. 

Within their brackets phenomenologists could speak only ot the 

"possibilities ot the appearances." 

Ricoeur, tor his part, believes that phenomenology is worthy of 

the name "only if i t remains transcendental and not empirical," 20 

20 NDP, p. 27. 
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which means that what appears to the knowing sub.1ect must be the key 

to understanding a whole series of phenomena through the knowing of 

this tirst one. Phenomenology which is empirical has the inherent 

danger of locking up the Cogito within itself in the style of Descartes' 

epistemology. Just the same, before this level of reflection can be 

reached there is necessary a basic act of the sub.1ect to take his dis­

tance, step back, which brings about a suspension of the spontaneous 

belief in the absolute existence of naturel things. This reduction of 

the naturel constitutes the act of the birth of the subject as sub.1ect. 

Henceforward phenomenological description concerns itself with the net­

work of appearances (phenomena) corresponding to the network of intent­

ions (or the lived). This noetic-noematic correspondence is the subject 

matter of Husserl's transcendental phenomenology. 

It is obvious that this method of "knonng" dUfers substantially 

from that of a philosophy of immediate consciousness: in phenomenology 

what is known by appropriation, by intuition, that is to say indirectly, 

is all that is known, while in a philosophy of immediate consciousness 

" ••• the subject is first of all a knowing subject, that is to say,ulti­

mately, a look directed toward a spectacle; in such a philosophy, the 
21 

spectacle is at the same time the mirage of self in the mirror of things." 

The schema for the philosophy of immediate consciousness dictates that 

the primacy of self-corisciousness and the primacy of representation be 

interconnected. Ricoeur is Husserlian in his placing of the Cogito at 

21 FP, p. 379. 



" , ..... 

22. 

the centre of his philosophical method; however, he takes a mre 

radical view of the place of the Cogito in epistemlogical consid-

erations, as we shall see. Ricoeur's concern for sound method and 

for epistemology seem ta link up with those same concerns expressed 

in an earl1er chapter. He wr1 tes: 

"The basic limi,tation of a critical phllosophy 
lies in its exclusive concern for epistemlogy; 
reflection is reduced to a single dimension: 
the only canonical operations of thought are 
those that gro~ the 'objectivity' of our rep­
resentations." 

A single question, then, rules the critical philosophy: What is a 

priori and what is merely empirical in knowledge? 

Ricoeur' s basic attachment ta Husserl is not wi thout reserve, 

but he nevertheless clings ta his hope for clear and unambiguous 

method. For Husserl, the Cogito is operative prior ta being uttered, 

unreflected prior ta being reflected upon. What is more, in the per-

iod of the Krisis, intentionality in act is broader than thematic in-

tentionality, which knows its object and knows itself in knowing that 

object; the first can never be equalled by the second; a meaning in 

act always precedes the reflecti ve mvement and can never be over-
23 

taken by it. Ricoeur emphatically rejects the subjective idealism 

of Husserl's later period, but in spite of that he retains a position 

of prominence for the early work of Husserl which brought the eidetic 

and phenomenological brackets into phenomenological method. In con-

trast ta Husserlian subjective idealism, Ricoeur looks outward to the 

22 Ibid., p. 44. 
23 Ibid., p. 378. 



world of phenomena for the completion of the Cogito 's sct of knowing 

and of being. 

Husserl's method arrives at phenomenological descriptions re­

flexively rather than by introspection, since its gpal is the exam­

ination of the structures of consciousness. However, phenomenology 

remains direct for Husserl: its explicit theme is the phenomena of 

consciousness. The function of the phenomenological reduction, acc­

ording to Husserl 's conception of it, brackets out explanation, causal 

relations and the like, and therefore it serves to focus attention upon 

the directly "seen" aspects of conscious experience. However, depart-

1ng from this premise of Husserlian thought, Ricoeur holds that there 

are secret or hidden unities which lie at the base of conscious ex­

perience which remain the lost object for the philosophie endeavour. 

His philosophie strivings, therefore, spring from a conviction that 

philosophy is recuperative and unifying in its aime If this is an 

accurate estimate of his phi losophi ca l foundations, then it is indeed 

clear that he departs a gpod vay from Husserl' s subjective idealism. 

Just how radical a departure he makes will soon be evident as we begin 

to study his philosophy thematically. 

In conclusion, it is possible to say that the reflective philos­

ophy to which Ricoeur appeals in his works is opposed to any phllosophy 

of the Carte sian type based on the transparency of the ego (immediate 

consciousness), and to all philosophy of the Fichtean type based on 

the .self-positing of that ego. His mistrust of immediate consciousness 

is reinforced by his conviction that the understanding of the self is 
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always indirect and proceeds from the interpretation of signs given 

outside the Ego in culture and history from the appropriation of 

these signs. Such a conviction must surely bring devastating crit-

icisms to bear upon his implied epistemlogy. For example, his mis-

trust would seem to lead to the conclusion that it is not the empir-

ical of the act of knowledge that is accessible to the knowing sub-

Ject. If not, then knowledge must be a priori; but how, and in what 

way, does man come to know anything? Especially, how does the reflec-

tive thinker "know" the phenomena presented to his consciousness, 

when these phenomena are merely of another reality.--naœly, the Cogito? 

Ricoeur must answer to these questions at least, before he can begin 

to respond to the questions posed to him byChapter 1. 

One way he might attempt to satisfy us would be by moving into a 

Heideggerian kind of ontology according to which the "knowledge" of the 

Cogito would be revealed, or ontically disclosed. But he refuses to 

take this route, just as he refused to follow Husserl 's subjective ideal-

ism. In an article titled "The Critique of Subjectivity and Cogito in 

the Philosophy of Heidegger," Ricoeur writes of Heidegger's ontology: 

"The kind of ontology developed by Heidegger 
gives rise to an hermeneutics of the '1 am', 
which is both substitutive to the Cogito as 
a œre epistemlogical principle, and at the 24 
same time is located, so to speak, underneath." 

An ontology of the sort he f1nds in Heidegger would remve the problem 

of how an object comes to be known to the subject: in Heidegger's ont-

ology the act of knowing 1s seen as disclosure of l3eing. But as a base 

24 CS, p. 62. 
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for this action there must be a clear idea of the Cogito, a concept 

which Ricoeur notes as the cri tiesl omission of Heidegger' s philosophy 

of Dasein. He emphasizes a point made abovej ll8lœly, tbat Heidegger 

has no clear and explicit philosophyof the Cogito in the reflective 

style, which is a neeessary ingredient for a eritical philosophy. 

Ricoeur is convinced that Dasein is a part of each of us, and we 

a part of it. "lmt in spite of this, or rather Just for this reason, 

it is ontologically thatwhich is farthest. ,,25 It is beesuse of this 

ontologieal plaeing of the Cogito vith Dasein that the "I am" must be 

not only of phenomenologiesl concern - that is to say, an intuitive 

description - but an interpretation, precisely because the "I am" is 

forgotten in the monistic concept of Dasein. It has to be rediscovered 

from its ontological root. 

"Dasein is ontieslly the closest to itself, but 
ontologieslly farthest. And it is in this dist·· 
ance that the II am' becomes the thezœ of a her­
zœneutics and not one of intuitive description 
only. Therefore a retrieve of the Cogito is 
possible only .as a return from the whole pneno­
menon of being-in~the-world to the question of 
the Who."26 

Around this question of the Cogito there is a difference of opinion 

between lIeidegger and Ricoeur. While Heidegger concludes that the 

Cogito i6 related to Dasein as a particular is to the whole, Ricoeur 

sees another possibility emerging from Heidegger's critique of sub-

jectivity and the Cogito. Since in Heidegger's philosophy Dasein 

has a certain priori ty in the question of Eeing, the priori ty of Dasein 

25 Ibid., p. 70. 
26 Ibid., 
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i8 an onto10gica1 one, mixed in or invo1ved with the ontologica1 

priority of the question of Being. And this relation, says Ricoeur, 

is the origin of a new philosophy of the Ego.27 

This new phi1osophy which Ricoeur sees for the Cogito raises an 

objection against the old conception of the Cogito --name1y, that it 

starts with a previous mode1 of certitude and places itse1f on the 

epistemo10gica1 basis which bas been raised as a mirror of certitude. 

Therefore the Cogito is not posited as certain of itself. That is to 

say, in the formula made famous by Heidegger, i t is posi ted as being 

itself a being for which there is the question of :Being. The rather 

tenuous position of the Cogito in the Heideggerian schema prompts 

Ricoeur to conc1ude tbat the " ••• destruction of the Cogito as se1f-

positing being [self-conscious ref1ection], the destruction of the 

Cogito as an abso1ute subject, is the reverse side of an hermeneutics 

of the '1 am' as constituted by its relation to :Being.n28 And perhaps 

1t ws his ana1ysis of Heidegger's york tbat 1ed Ricoeur to this later 

statement: 

"Phenomeno1ogy begins by a humiliation or 
'Wounding of the know1edge belonging to imm­
ediate consciousness. Further, the arduous 
self-know1edge tbat phenomenQ1ogy goes on to 
articulate c1ear1y shows that the first 
truth is a1so the last truth knOWIl; though 
the Cogito 1s the starting point, there 1s no 
end to reaching the starting point; ,ou do 
not start from it, ,ou proceed to it; the 
who1e of Phenomeno1o~ is a movement towrd 
the starting point." 

Phenomeno1ogy, for Ricoeur, 1s a ref1exive discipline whose method-

ology displaces ref1ect1on with respect to immediate consciousness. 

27 Ibid., p. 65. 
28 Ibid., p. 74. 
29 FP, p. 377. 
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And he 1s accord1ngly able to base his philosophy upon the premise 

that it i6 " ••• immediately as an II amI and not a6 an II th1nk l that 

l am 1mplied in the enquiry into Ee1ng. ,,30 Thus the priority of the 

being of the self has a certain priority over the question of Eeing, 

according to Ricoeur. But this priority remains an ontic priority; 

it 16 not an epi6temlogical prior1ty or even a shared priority. For 

Heidegger, Ricoeur 16 convinced, the priority of the Cogito remains at 

the ontological level, while Ricoeur himself believes that the onte­

logical placing .of the nI am" is correlative always te the "I think. Il 

30 cs, p. 65. 
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2. Reflection and Self-consciousness 

There is a problem for Ricoeur in comprehending the complex 

relation between the Cogito and the hermeneutics of the "I am," as 

noted above. He wants to relate the problem to the restatem.ent or 

retrieve of the ontological purpose, which ws in the Cogito and 

which Ricoeur claims is the primary, but now forgotten, aspect of 

the original Cartesien formulation. In this section it is my intent-

ion to uncover the vay Ricoeur links together reflection and the know-

ing subject (Cogito) in the ontological quest. 

In bis critique of the Cogito Ricoeur becomes convinced that 

the birth of the knowing subject is found in the centre of a remark-

able" ••• backward and forward relatedness, which, asking about be­

ing, bears on the enquiry itself as a mode of being. ,,31 In this re-

lation, Ricoeur contends, there is contained not only a contesting 

of the philosophy of the Cogito but its restatem.ent on its ontolog-

ical level, precisely because the problem for Descartes wes ulti-

mately "I am" and not "I think," since i t is first an existentiel 

proof and only then one of the existence of God, of the existence 

of the world, and so on.
32 

Therefore, in Ricoeur's estimation the 

question of epistemlogy is !rom the out set misunderstood if i t i6 

unrelated to Heidegger's formulations about the question of Eeing 

for being. But again we must emphasize that Ricoeur takes a 

31 roid., p. 66. 
32 Ïbid. 
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different view of the Cogito than does Heidegger. He begins vith 

Heidegger: "The 'Who' of the 'I am' is not a given, but something 

we have to seek. It is not a proposition but remins a question for 

itself."33 Nowhere is it more true than in this point that phenomeno-

logy is "hermeneutics" because nowhere the k:l.nd of closeness belong-

ing to the Heideggerian ontology is DDre decei ving. But Ricoeur 

mves beyond Heidegger by insisting that the Cogito in its knowing 

comm1 ts an "act of existence." This 1s what reflect10n means for 

Ricoeur, and if an act of the Cogito is less tban a reappropriation 

of self, then the ontological dimension is lacting and the Cogito 

only becomes further fragmented and frustrated in its quest for unit Y 

and wholeness. 

What is the place of the subject in a philosophy of reflection? 

When Ricoeur says that philosophy !! reflect10n he means, assuredly, 

self-reflection. But what does the self signify? Ricoeur assumes 

that the positing of the self is the "first truth for the philosopher 

placed vi thin that broad tradi tion \~f mdern philosophy tbat begins 

vith Descartes and is developed in Kant, Fichte, and the refiective 

34 
stream of European philosophy." There is no doubt that this min-

stream of European philosophy has as its foundational truth the absol-

ute positing of an immediate consciousness. The world of objects then 

becomes accessible to this 1mIœdiate consciousness through the various 

means of sense data, propositional truth, and so on. The min point 

33 Ibid., p. 71. 
34 FP, p. 43. 
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01' 1nterest to us about the philosophies based upon the posi ting 01' 

immediate consciousness as the first truth is their implic1t trust 01' 

consciousness. They depend without question upon consciousness as 

the first level recipient 01' reality and then as the adequate 1ndic-

ator 01' this same reality. Whatever does not agree vith the data re-

ceived i'rom the objects 01' the world into consciousness and whatever 

cannot be correlated to consciousness' propositions 01' those experi-

ences must be untrue or propositionally invalid. It is in opposition 

to this reduction 01' reflection to a simple critique that Ricoeur says, 

" ••• reflection is not so much a justification 01' science and dut Y 

(ethics) as a reappropriation 01' our effort to exist; epistemology 

[the '1 think j is only part 01' this broader task: we bave to recover 

the act of eXisting, the positing 01' the self in all the density 01' its 

worka. ,,35 Accordingly Ricoeur calls for a reworking 01' the Cogito where 

its act of know1ng is also its act 01' eXisting. 

Ricoeur, in a phenomenological analysis of having, power, and 

worth, descr1bes these three areas 01' human action as loci of man' s 

search for uni ty 01' mesning. This 1s a possible exegesis of con-

sciousness according to a method that is not a psychology, but a re-

flexive method that has as its starting point the objective mo:vement 

of the figures of man. Of his method Ricoeur says: ItReflect10n is 

the means for deriving from this IIX>vement the subjectivity that con­

stitutes itself at the same time that objectivity engenders itself. 1t36 

35 Ibid., p. 45. 
36 Ibid., p. 510. 
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This method is an attempt to move away from the kind of transcend­

ental uni ty of consciousness which still remains very much short of 

the unit Y which a person cou1d constitute in himse1f and for bimself. 

It must also be sa id that the unit Y of the "I think" is no-one; the 

'l'of the "I think" is not a person, a particular existing person: it 

is merely the form of the world, that is to say, the projection of 

objectivity insofar as it is a synthesis of the sayable and the percept­

ible. In short, the 'l'of the "I think" is only the project of the 

object so long as we cling to immediate consciousness or to Husserl's 

concept of the Cogito. In an effort to achieve a mre total view of 

the Cogito, both as an "I tbink" and as an "I amï Ricoeur gives bis 

analysis of {)Uf~S' des1re, as man 's drive toward existential and onto­

logical unit Y in the Cogito, that is to say, self-consciousness. 

There is a sense in which mments of objectivity appear to man as 

these moments centre on having, power, and worth. To understand these 

affective factors is to show that these feelings internalize a series 

of object-relations that pertain not only toa phenomenology of per-

ception, but to an economics, a politics, a theory of culture. At 

the same time that they institute a new relationship to things, the 

properly human quests of having, power, and worth institute new re-

lationships to other persons, through which one can pursue the 

Hegelian process of the reduplication of consciousness. 

Ricoeur says that "having" is the human relation involved in 

appropriation and work within a situation of 'sca.rceness.' In con-

nection with these relations we see new human feelings arise that do 
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not pertain te the natural realm; these feelings proceed not from 

life but from the reflection inte human affectivity of a new domain 

of objects, of a specifie objectivity that i6 economic objectivity. 

What is important te note is that the areas where these feelings, 

passions and alienations multiply are new objects, new values of ex-

change, monetary signs, structures, and institutions. Ife may say, 

then, tbat man becomes self-conscious insofar as he experiences this 

economic objectivity and thus attains specifically human "feelings" 

relative to the avai labi lit y of things as things tbat have been worked 

upon and appropriated. The feelings centring on the object known as 

"power" are specifically human feelings, says Ricoeur, such as in-

trigue, ambition, submission, and responsibility; so too the alien-

ations produced by these feelings are specifically human alienations. 

Rere is a case where the appropriation of an object produces a feeling 

of alienation, vith a corresponding effect in the action of the kncw-

ing subject. Ricoeur believes tbat the constitution of the self is 

not completed in an economics and a politics, but continues on into 

the region of culture. This is the region ot' valuation for the self. 

The objects of culture are no longer things, as are the objects ot' the 

sphere of baving or of power; they do not always have corresponding 

institutions, as do the objects in the sphere of power. These new 

figures of man are te be found in the work and m:muments of law and 

37 art and li terature • . 

37 FM, pp. 161-191. 
FF, pp. 507-510. 
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In the three aetivities of man deseribed here, Ricoeur sees an 

affective struggle of man to achieve wholeness, completeness, infin-

ity. Min tries by his wish for having, power, and value to overcome 

his "bound freedom." This que st is activated by the Cogito, accord-

ing to Ricoeur, and it takes place on the ontological level of being 

searching for itself. 

The uni ty of man is only intentional in the Husserlian sense of 

intentional; that is to say, the unit Y is projected outwards into the 

structure of objectivity which it makes possible; but how is man for 

himself the intermediary necessary to the system Ricoeur is building? 

Ricoeur claims that the point of departure for a transcendental func-

tion of imagination, which allows the Cogito to see the possibilities 

for itself, is the split between sensibility and understanding intro-

38 
duced by reflection itself. As soon as reflection intervenes it 

splits up man; it is one thing to receive the presence of things, an-

other to determine their meaning. Every advance in reflection is 

therefore also an advance in the split. The disproportion between the 

word which expresses both being and truth ~ the glance bound to a 

particular appearance and perspective is the ultimate manifestation 

of the split between understanding and sensibility noted in reflection. 

Pure reflection which rests upon immediate consciousness is a purely 

epistemological con cern with no question concerning the validity of 

positing the self as its first act. This idea of immediate conscious-

ness 1 tendency to drive the Cogito ever farther from itself yields an 

38 AP, p. 393. 
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important consequence for Ricoeur which we shall develop further: 

namely, that for every gain in reflection there is a corresponding 

loss. The gain is in knowledge ~ self; the loss is the loss ~ 

self in a measure directly proportionate to the intensity of the 

epistemological gain. 

It is at this point that Ricoeur' s concept of the disproportion 

of the Cogito with itself calls for a direct ontology of human reality 

which unfolds its particular categories against the background of a 

formal ontology of the something-in-general. And i t is in this context 

that his idea of the Cogito's action as "a ct of existing" as well as 

"act of knowing" will be of greatest interest to our analysis. 

We have spoken of the Cogito as act, act of existing and aet of 

knowing. We have also sa id that in Ricoeur' s view the two acts are 

not in fact two, but one, like the obverse sides of a coin. The task 

of the Cogito -- if the self is not posited as a first act, as with 

the philosQphies of immediate consciousness - is II ••• to discover 

self, to 'become' conscious, through which effort consciousness 

appropriates the meaning of its existence as desire ••• The subJect 

must mediate self-consciousness through spirit or mind, that is, through 

the figures that gi ve a ~ to this becoming conscious. ,,39 In other 

wOrds, a bracketing of existence must mean the displacement of immed-

iate consciousness, and to recover itself beyond the brackets the 

Cogito must begin by deciphering its own signs lost in the world of 

culture. 

39 FP, p. 459. 
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This reflection does ~ begin as science; ~n order to operate it 

must take to itself the opaque, contingent, and equivocal signs 
40 

scattered in the cultures in which our language is rooted. If this 

is the task the Cogito must undertake for it to be unified and whole, 

must we not speak of the embodied Cogito, the contingent Cogito? How 

does the contingent postion of the Cogito affect its mowing and its 

possibility of becoming conscious? Tc answer this we must investigate 

something of Ricoeur f s view regarding the contingent position of the 

embodied Cogito. 

40 Ibid. , p. 47. 
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3. The Body and Refiection 

As we have already remarked, Ricoeur holds that consciousness 

spends itself in founding the unit Y of meaning and presence in the 

objecte "Consciousness" is not yet the unit Y of a person in itself 

and for itself; it is not one person, it is no one. The "1" of the 

l think is merely the form of a world that is available to anyone 

and everyone. It is consciousness in general, that is, a pure and 

. 1 41 
S1mp e project of the objecte The meanings appropriated by the 

Cogito exist without being conscious, and when asked how they are ap­

propriated, Ricoeur replies: "Its [meaning's]mode of being is that of 

the body, which is neither ego nor thing of the world. A meaning that 

exists is a meaning caught up within a body, a meaningful behaviour.,,42 

Since the Cogito is involved in reflection as epistemology/ontology, 

it tries to overcome the disunity created by perception aud under-

standing. The means of overstepping this apparently inherent contra-

diction is to bring to light a third party, to complete a triadic 

dialectic. This third member is to be the body where " ••• every en­

acted meaning is a signifying or an intention made flesh.,,43 This is 

so since i t is through man' s body that man is made aware of himself as 

finitude. That is to say, it is through his body that man sees at one 

and the same time his openness to the world and also his limitation 

as point of view. 44 

41 FM, p. 70. 
42 FP. p. 382. 
43 Ibid., p. 382. 
44 m:-
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lt is helpful in our consideration of the "body" in i ts relation 

to the acts of existing and of knowing to remind ourselves of Ricoeur's 

love of the phllosophy of Gabriel Mircel who opposed pl'Oblem and mystery. 

For Mircel the body remained a "mystery of incarnation": since the pl'Ob-

lem of the body is before me, l see the body, l understand it, but 

still its mystery surrounds me, since l who am considering it am one 
45 

of its elements, it includes me. M!aning meets the Cogito in the body, 

and this fact, Heideggerian by implication, has consequences for Ricoeur's 

epistemological assumptions. 

Mm is not only a thinking being, but a bodlly presence. And the 

first thing one notices in man, says Ricoeur, is the two poles: think-

ing, sensing; in the object one first notices their synthesis. 

"l understand what is meant by recei ving, 
being affected; l understand what is meant 
by intellectual determination. But as Kant 
says 'the two powers cannot interchange their 
functions, understanding cannot intuit any­
thing, nor can the senses think anything'; 
their common l'Oot which constitutes preckgelY 
the humani ty of man is unknown to us ••• " 

There is the act of percei ving performed by the Cogito; there follows 

the act of understanding which is the second level in the act of know-

ing, the co-instantaneous mixing of the two. This conclusion leads 

Ricoeur to believe that reflection is hermeneutical. lt translates 

self to self, Being to being thl'Ough the synthes1s found in the objecte 

The body is the perceptual necessity of the Cogito 's act of know-

ing, and therefore, of its being. It gives to the Cogito a bodily 

45 NDP, 
46 AP, 

p. 8. 
p. 395. 



finitude, a limitation in which 

"1 form the idea of rrry perception as 
an act produced from somewhere; not 
that rrry body is one place amng others; 
on the contrary it is the 'here' te 
which a11 places refer. The 'here' f~r 
which a11 other places are 'there.'" 7 
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The correlation beteen the 'here' of perceiving and the unilateral-

ness of a percept constitutes the specific finitude of the receptive 

body. 

It is exactly because of this extension of the Cogito te in-

clude personal body in reality that Ricoeur deems it necessary to re-

nounce the method of Carte sian immediate consciousness: "The Ego must 

mre radica11y renounce the covert claim of a11 consciousness, must 

abandon its wish to posit itself, so that it can retrieve the nourish-

ing and inspiring spontaneity which breaks the sterile circle of the 

self' s constant return to itself .,,48 

The factor which allows the circle of self-positing consciousness 

to break is the aforementioned perspecti vi ty of the human body and i ts 

embodied Cogito. It would be impossible, for example, for a person to 

judge the placing of his perceiving and knowing body if he could not 

imagine another perspective; he would not therefore be able to escape 

his own point of view and iœgine another. This means that his ability 

te transport himself imaginatively into another perspective and his 

ability te judge his own perspective as finite are one and the seme 

49 
power of transcendence. We shall see how this discovery of pure 

47 m, p. 308. 
48 VI, p. 14. 
49 m, p. 313. 
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imagination existing as the mediation between the finite limitation 

of immediate perception and the transcendence of perception in the 

use of language is expanded epistemologically to an hypothesis for 

the possibil1ty of evil. Our point for the moment remains that the 

body, in Ricoeur's thought, is an extension of the Cogito which gives 

a finitude, a perspective to consciousness which can only be over-

come by the Kantian notion of pure imagination. For, in Kantian terms, 

this pure imagination is the reconciliation of the two perspectives 

(finitude and infinitude) but in a disproportionate way. Rence an 

epistemological non-coincidence 1s introduced by Ricoeur and we must 

go on to see how he tries to overcome it. 

The body gi ves a certain perspect1 ve, and therefore a lim1 tation 

to the perceiving work of the Cogito. A contributing factor to this 

perspectival limitation is bodlly "feeling." The way one "feels" or 

finds one self in a certain mood bestows on the perceiving body, on its 

point of view, " ••• a densi ty which is the false profundi ty of exist­

ence, the body's dumb and inexpressible presence to itself.,,5
0
In other 

words, an act of the Cogito is not ca11ed for in order for one to 

"know" a feeling of depression or joy. The feeling arises from within 

the body, and it affects the work of the Cogito such that the l1ne of 

conscious "mowing" is deflected. Renee, objects which might be per-

ceived at one time as baving high value might not be perceived at a11, 

or at least as having low value, when the same person is feeling 

depressed or sad. 

50 FM, p. 84. 
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Tbat deep sensibility shows tbat the personal body is still 

something other tban the letting-in of the world or the letting-be 

of all things; it is still 1mmediate for itself and in this way 

seals up its intentional openness. 5l That is to say, the body, al-

though it is primarily openness to the world, is pointed in a certain 

direction by the limitation of its perspective. Nevertheless, Ricoeur 

claims a f'unction of high rank for "feeling": "The universal function 

of feeling is to bind together. It connects wbat knowledge divides; 

it binds me to things, to beings, to being. Whereas the whole move-

ment of objectification tends to set a world over against me, feeling 

unites the intentional1ty, which throws me out of myself, to the affect­

ion through which l feel myself existing. ,,52 But within Ricoeur's own 

system of the synthesis of finitude and infinitude in the object, it 

i6 clear tbat by interiorizing all the connections of the self to the 

world, feeling gives rise to a new cleavage of the self from the self. 

It makes perceptible the duality of reason and sénsibility which 

found a resting-place in the objecte "It stretches the self along 

between the two fundamental affective projects, tbat of the organic 

life which reaches its term in the instentaneous perfection of pleasure, 

and tbat of the spiritual life which aspires to totality, to the per­

fection of bappiness.,,53 By opening up this split Ricoeur necessitates 

a new synthesis of finitude-infinitude-world which will reconcile the 

interior cleavage caused by bodily sensibility. 

51 liT, p. 309. 
52 FM, p. 200. 
53 Ibid. 



The road to effecting such a synthesis, Ricoeur believes, lies 

in the direction of "desire. If In Freud and Philosophy Ricoeur search-

es for a semantics of desire vhich vill be true at once to the bodily 

mediations affecting the Cogito and to the understanding and rational 

proposing of the bodily perceptions by the Cogito. The displacement 

of immediate consciousness makes vay for another agency of meaning 

(of perceiving and making intelligible) - IIthe transcendence of speech 
54 

or the emergence of desire." Desire emerges from the split brought 

about by the interiorizing of all connections of self to the vorld 

through bodily sensibil1ty as the third party in the synthesis to cver-

come the spl1tting off of self. Desire, affirms Ricoeur, is revealed 

as human desire (body-feel1ng-Cogito) only vhen it is desire for the 

desire of another consciousness. Ultimately this asks self-conscious-

ness to posit itself as desire, and not as immediate consciousness. 

And therefore, vhat the act of perceiving and act of existing involves 

is ~ the pure act of self-positing, for the Cogito in its bodily 

extension lives on vhat it receives and in a dialogue vith the con-

ditions is vhich it is itself rooted. Rence, the act of myself is 

at the same t1me participation with the vorld; but alvays as a seman­

tics of desire.
55 

This is because self-consciousness is certain of 

itself only through sublating the ego-other, vhich is represented to 

self-consciousness as an independent life; self-consciousness is desire. 56 

Let us sum up Ricoeur's concept of the body as perspective, as 

mediation, and as the ground of feeling. The personal body 1s that 

54 FF, p. 422. 
55 VI, p. 18. 
56 FF, p. 470. 
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whiCh holds man in the intermediate positon of a bipolar tension 

between the complex 1imi ts of the body and the pure imagination 

which allows the Cogito to transgress these same limits. The dense­

ity of the Cogito through its dependence upon the body for perception 

gives 'feeling' the pos~bility of effecting the perceptual process. 

The result of "feeling" is the interiorizing of the connections of 

self to the world vith a resulting duality of reason and sensibility 

which previously had found a resting place in the objecte The emerg­

ence of desire as the first positing act of consciousness rescued the 

Cogito from tbis duality. B'.lt now we must explore in greater detail 

the "humiliation" of self-consciousness to understand how a bodily­

based desire is to come out as the first object of the consciousness 

of self, and, after that, of the knowing objects. 



III 

THE HUMrLIATION OF SELF-CONSCIOUSNESS 

1. MiO as Interœdiary 

In the previous cbapter we have described the place of the 

subject (Cogito) in the act of reflection. We also saw tbat re-

flection is not pure, as imagined by immediate consciousness, but 

is rather perspectival or contingent, because of the reciprocal 

dependency of the Cogito upon the body for the acts of perception 

and of making them intelligible to self. Ricoeur tries to "trans-

cend the act of reflecting, from the inside out as it were, so as to 

retrieve the ontological conditions of reflection in the m:>de of 

nothingness and of being. n57 But before a transcending of reflection 

is possible there is necessary the humbl1ng of immediate conscious-

ness which posits itself as its first act. The retrieving of the 

ontological conditions of reflection must be preceded by a decentring 

of the epistem:>logical act of the Cogito, which will make for an 

elliptical tension between the Cogito as act of knowing and the Cogito 

as act of being. 

According to Ricoeur, man makes himself " ••• intermediate by 

projecting himself into the zoode of being of a thing; he makes him-

self a lmean' between the infinite and the finite by outlining 

this ontological dimension of things, nemely, that things are a 

synthesis of meaning and presence. n58 The presence (perception) 

57 ET, p. 306. 
58 AP, p. 394. 
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and the meaning (the Cogito IIBking the perception intelligible to 

itself) combine in reflection to give content to the "I am" of the 

Cogito. In other words: 

"Consciousness IIBkes itself an intermediary 
priIlBrily by projecting itself into the 
things 1 mode of being. It becomes a mean 
between the infinite and the finite by de­
l1neating the ontological dimension of 
things, naœly, that they are a synthesis 
of meaning and presence: here conscious­
ness is nothing better than that which 
stipulates that a thing is a thing only if 
it is in accordance with this synthetic 
constitution, if it can appear and be ex­
pressed, if it can affect my finitude 
lbodily sensibilityJ and lend its~9f to the 
discourse of any rational being." 

By using the problem of the disproportion of self, the moving 

of innnediate consciousness away from itself, and by inviting a third 

party to the synthesis, an intermediary (the body), a reformulation 

of finitude becomes possible. To put it in a formula, Ricoeur doubts 

that " ••• the central concept of philosophical anthropology is fini­

tude, it is rather the triad finitude-infinitude-intermediary.,,60 

One should not begin therefore with the simple, for example, percep­

tion, but with the couple, perception and the word (IIBking perception 

intelligible to consciousness); not with the limited but with "the 
61 

antinomy of limi t and the unlimi ted. Il This tension between finitude 

and infinitude which is built upon the Cogitols relation to the body, 

and the bodyls finite limitation coupled with the infinitude of pure 

imagination, constitutes the disproportion which is central to man. 

59 FM, p. 59. 
60 AP, p. 391. 
61 Ibid. 



Mbreover, it is this relation of finitude to infinitude which makes 
62 

up the ontological locus which is between being and nothingness; 

this position at the seme time poses man's greatest problem for him-

self: how will he uni te these two aspects of his being'l :Before we 

seek the answer to this question, perhaps it would be helpful to look 

further at Ricoeur's crucial concept of the de-centring of conscious-

ness, for it is the key to the Cogito as act of knowing and act of 

being as one and the same act. Accordingly this point is of primary 

importance to this thesis. 

62 FM, p. 205. 
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2. The De-eentring of the Ego in Phenozœnology and Psychoanalysis 

In De l'interpr6tation Ricoeur describes two systems of inter-

pretation, the phenomenological and the psyehoanalytic. The former 

he believes to be trying to restore the fullness of meaning while 

the latter he says is suspicious of first meaning. However, he 

seeks to reconcile these two apparently disparate methods in the set 

of reflection, which act, if understood as the Cogito 's search for 

its ontologieal roots, does both - suspects and restores. The phen-

omenology of religion, he says, attempts to restore the 1ntended 

meaning of religious symbolism; psyehoanalysis, as its first move-

ment, distrusts immediate meaning. The phenomenology of religion 

first posits an epoch~, a suspension of belief, in order to perform 

a phenomenological description which would restore the intended 

meaning of religious phenomena. This suspension, or bracketing, 

amounts to a suspension of immediate consciousness, says Rieoeur. 

"Phenomenology joins with psychoanalysis 
in renouncing the so-called evidence of 
immediate consciousness and enters upon 
the pathway of suspicion against our­
selves. We must assume we actually mean 
something other than we seem to mean and 
think we mean. The criticism of appear­
ances, started by Descartes at the level 
of things in the world, bas to be trans­
ferred to the level of consciousness it­
self; consciousness bas to consider it­
self as appearance in order to reach the 
realm of meaning. This is the point where 
psychoanalytic interpretation, considered 
as an exegetical diSCipline, bas to be 
incorporated into reflection; in other 
wOrds, we bave to substitute for immed­
iate meaning media te meaning, exegetical 
meaning. We don 't know ourselves immed- 63 
iately: the first Cogito is a false Cogito." 

63 VA, p. 32. 



Ricoeur calls phenomenology a relexive discipline: the methodolog-

iC81 displacement 1 t sets in operation is the d1splacement of' ref'lec-
64 

tion with respect te immediate consciousness. Psychoanalysis is 

not a ref'lex1ve discipline, but it too brings about an off-centring 

of the Ego, albeit with a fundamental dif'f'erence from the phenomeno-

logical "reduction," in that it is very strictly constituted by what 

65 
Freud calls the "analytic technique." Ricoeur contends that both 

phenomenology and psychoanalysis perf'orm a primary act of' suspicion 

with respect to immediate consciousness. Let us see how he believes 

they accomplish that act. 

As we have already noted, phenomenology begins with a method-

ological displacement, known as the phenomenological reduction intro-

duced by Husserl. This "reduction" has SOIœ relation to the disposs-

ession of immediate consciousness as origin and seat of mean1ng. The 

phenomenologieal braeketing or suspension 1s not concerned s1mply 

with the self'-evidence of the appearance of' things, whieh suddenly 

cesse to appear as brute presence, to be there, to be at band, with 

a f'ixed meaning that one is able to find. liTe the extent that consc-

iousness thinks it knows the being-there of' the world, it also thinks 

66 
1t knows itself. Il This is a critical point f'or Ricoeur because of' 

bis linkage of' the "knowing" and "being" aspects of' eonsciousness in 

the Cogito as "I am" tirst and as "I think" second. Immediate know-

ledge is not immediate f'or Freud, because it comes through the uncons-

eious te the consc1ous as meaning or memory revi ved in dream or 

64 FP, p. 390. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid., p. 377. 
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passion, when the first knowledge is retrieved fram the unconscious 

and raised to the level of consciousness. This Freudian description 

Ricoeur accepts as holding true of the phenomenological reduction and 

its description. ~~us, he concludes that immediate consciousness is 

deposed for phenomenology, along vith the natural attitude. And phen­

omenology "... begins by a humiliation or vounding of the knowledge 
67 

belonging to 1mmediate consciousness." Renee, phenomenology is a 

seareh for i ts own starting point - the Cogito - for the III am" as 

vell as the "I think." In this vay Ricoeur points up the phenomeno-

logical disruption of the Ego. 

The two interpreti ve enterprises - phenomenology and psychoanaly-

sis - which at first Ricoeur opposed to each other, represent the 

restoration of the fullness of meaning and the reduction of illusion 

respectively. Re finds in them, however, a cOlIIIIDn factor at the base 

of their respective methods, namely, their similar tendencies to shift 

the origin of meaning in reflection to another centre which is no 

longer the immediate subject. 

"'Consciousness' - the watchful ego, attentive to its own presence, 
68 

anxious about self and attached to self," is the prcud possession of 

the immediate subject. "This hermeneuties, appraached fram its opposite 

poles, represents a Challenge and a test for reflection, whose first 

tendency is to identify itself with immediate consciousness. ,,69 Accord-

ingly Ricoeur looks to psychoanalytic methodology for reflective tools 

to help him find the pathway to a reflective hermeneutics. 

67 Ibid. 
68 Ïbid., p. 54. 
69 Ibid. 



In psychoanalysis Ricoeur !inds a method which caUs into quest-

ion the very immediacy of consciousness, and then goes on to develop 

an indirect method which finally discounts the directness of conscious-
70 

ness. Re finds that the Freudian metapsychology spUts the problem 

of the dispossession of immediate consciousness into two Unes or 

paths. The first leads from the descriptive point of viey, wh1ch is 

still that of 1mmediate consciousness, to the topographic and economic 

point of view, in which consciousness becomes one of the psychical 

10caUties. The second path leads back from the instinctual represent-

atives, which are already psychical factors, to their derivatives in 

consciousness.
71 

This double mvement becomes understandable in a dis­

cipline of reflection. 72 

The excbange mvement, both in terms of topographical mve and 

also by way of the economy of energy, consti tutes for Ricoeur the dis-

possession of immediate consciousness. It is the relationship which 

Freud makes between the topographie explanation of the human psyche 

and that of the topographie point of view vi th the actual work of 

70 Don Ihde, "From Phenomenology to Rermeneutic," Journal of 
Existentialism, VIII (Winter, 1967-68), p. 113. 

71 FP, p. 423. 
72 "Topographie" to Ricoeur means that understanding of the various 

regions of which Freud supposes the human psyche is composed. The 
"economic point of view" is explainable by saying that it is a 
theory of Freud' s according to which there is a gi ven amunt of 
psychic energy resident in the human psyche; whenever there is a 
change of consciousness from one topographical ares to another 
there is an accompanying shift of energy, for exemple, from the 
conscious to the unconscious, or vice versa. Rowever, according 
to Freud there i6 never any loss of psychic energy involved in 
such a shift; rather there 1s an economy of energy, a transference 
of it from one region to the other. Renee, Ricoeur speaks of the 
economic point of view. 
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interpretation which makes psychoanalysis the dec1phering of a hidden 

meaning in an apparent mean1ng. Of course, the object in th1s act1vity 

is to restore order, to UIlify the decentred consciousness by bringing 

the unconsc1ous to the level of conseiousness. This means tbat " ••• it 

is in relation to the possibil1ty of beeoming conse1ous, in relation 

to the task of ach1eving consc1ous insigbt, that the concept of a psy­

chical representative of an instinct [of the unconscious spherel be-

comes meaningful. Its meaning is this: however remte the primary 

instinctual representatives, however distorted their derivatives, they 

still appertain to the delineation of meaning; they can in principle 

be translated into terms of the conscious psychism. Il 73 In this state-

ment Ricoeur sums up why psychoanalysis is instructive for his own 

method of philosophical reflection within phenomenological brackets. 

Let us bring together in sUlllDBry fom what Ricoeur bel1eves to 

be the critical points of Freud's psychoanalytic theory for reflection. 

First, Freud I1Bintains that the UIlconscious is not defined in relation-

ship to consciousness as a state of latency or absence, but as a local-

ity in which ideas or representat10ns reside. Ricoeur bel1eves this 

to be a reduction of consciousness and not a reduction to conscious-

ness. Consc1ousness in this hypothesis ceases to be what 1s best 

known and becomes problemat1c for itself. Kenceforward there is a 

question of consciousness, of the process of becoming conscious, in 

place of the so-called evidence of being-conscious. This mEnt, in 

73 FP, p. 430. 
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Ricoeur's terminology, must " ••• now be seen as a phase of reflection, 

the moment of the divestiture of reflection.,,7
4 

The second step in the 

destruction of the pseudo-evidence of consciousness, as Ricoeur des-

cribes the work of Freud., is characterized by the abandonment of the 

concept of objecte The object, as it presents itself in its false e\~d-

ence as correlate of consciousness, must in turn cease to be the guide 

of Freudian analysis. Here is another wound in the certitude of immed-

iate knowledge. Finally, the last step of the dispossession of immed-

iate consciousness is characterized by Freud's introduction of the con-

cept of narcissism into bis psychoanalytic theory. "In this theory we 

are forced to treat the ego itself as the variable object of an instinct 

and to form the concept of ego-instinct in which the ego is no longer 
75 

the subject of the Cogito but the object of desire." At this point 

psychoanalysis and phenomenology are in search of the same obJect, as 

Ricoeur has analyzed it - the Cogito, and the two systems of inter-

pretation are therefore not opposed at all as they first appeared to 

be. In fact, they are united. 

74 FP, p. 424. 
75 ~., p. 425. 
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3. 'Phenomenology' sand Psychoanalysis' COIlllOOn Aim.: The Destruction 

of Narcissism 

As we have noted, these two divergent systems of interpretation 

only appear to have opposing objectives - the one trying to restore 

the fullness of meaning and the other attempting to destroy illusion. 

In fact, neither method has these aims as expressed so starkly; for 

ultillBtely each, by its own particular technique, humiliates consc-

iousness and decentres the origin of meaning, placing it either above 

or below, behind or ahead. M:>reover, each system points in its own 

way toward the "ontological ground of understandingLthe '1 am' of the 

CogitQl. A general theory of hermeneutics can show that both mdal-

ities belong to the problem of the ontological foundation of the 
76 

self. " This second stage of phenomenology and. psychoanalysis, which 

we designate the recovery of the Cogito, is to be introduced in great-

er detail in another section. But first, let us return for a closer 

inspection of Ricoeur's use of Freud's concept of narcissism. 

In a section of Freud and Philosophy where Ricoeur discusses the 

archeology of meaning, he sa ys that the climax of psychic archeology, 

viewed at th~ instinctual level, lies in the theory of narcissism.77 

Narcissism does not exhaust its philosophical meaning in its role of 

obstruction and blockage, which made Ricoeur call it the false Cogito. 

Narcissism also has a temporal meaning: i t is the origin of desire to 

76 PE, 
77 FP, 

p. 585. 
p. 445. 



which one always returns. Narcissism is thus the condition of all our 

affective withdrawals and, as Ricoeur repeatedly asserts, of sublim-

ation as welle Thus Freud states that object-choice by the ego it-
78 

self bears the indelible mark of narcissism. If object-choice itself 

becomes a concept correlative to narcissism, as a departure from nar-

cissism, then from this point of view there are "only departures from 

- and returns to - narcissism." 79 This 16 aga1n reminiscent of the 

phenomenological starting and end1ng point - the Cogito. Freud 's 

concept of narcissism brings up a supreme test for a philosophy of 

reflection; what 1s in quest10n wi th the application of narcissism to 

reflection is the very subject of 1mmediate apperception. When nar-

cissism 1s 1ntroduced into reflection we discover at the very heart 

of the Ego Cogito an instinct " ••• all of whose derived forma point to-

ward something altogether primitive and primordial, wh1ch Freud calls 

primary narcissism. To rai se this discovery to the reflect1ve level 1s 

to make the dispossess1on of immediate consciousness, the subject of 
80 

consc1ousness, co-equal with the d1spossession of the intended object." 

The raising of narcissism to the reflect1ve level bas the effect of 

clinching the d1spossession of the Ego, or 1mmediete consc1ousness; and 

this must be the first methodological act of both phenomenology and 

psychoanalysis. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

78 Ibid. 
79 Ïbid., p. 127. 
80 Ibid., p. 525. 
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There seem to be two disproportions tbat Ricoeur !inds in man. 

There is an ontological disproportion where man is "stretched out" 

between finitude and infinitude, where the body is the mediation be-

tween the Cogito and the world. This disproportion bas one conse-

quence. There is another disproportion - and i t is found at the 

seat of meaning - in the Cogito itself. It is the dispossession of 

consciousness described in this section just above. This disprop-

ortion bas another kind of consequence, as we sball see. 

The first disproportion of man between the limitations of bis 

body and bis powers of rationality is the occasion for the possib-

ility of man 's fallibility, and finally of evil. "Man 's dispropor-

tion is a power to fail, in the sense tbat it makes a man capable of 

failing. ,,81 To say that man is fallible is to say tbat the limitation 

peculiar to a being who does not coincide with himself is the prim-

ordial weakness !rom 'Which evil arises. l will show in Cbapter IV 

how this non-coincidence of man with himself givesrise to the poss-

ibility of evil, the fact of evil, and finally to the expression of 

that fact in symbols of evil. It will also be show tbat, althougb 

the symbols of evil hold a privileged place in Ricoeur's thougbt, 

this same disproportion 'Wbich he locates in man is the occasion of 

all symbolic expression, even of those 'With a less privileged status. 

A later section 'Will be reserved for dealing 'With the second order of 

disproportion in man - tbat of the de-centred ego. There l will show 

81 FM, p. 223. 
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tbat the possibility of reappropriation of symbolic expression, 

produced by the first non-coincidence, arises precisely at the 

point of the dispossessed consciousness found in both phenomenol­

ogy and in psychoanalysis. The root of the text is embedded in the 

first ontological non-coincidence; the origin of meaning is in the 

second, and this one begins the search for the ontological ground­

ing of the Cog! to. 



IV 

THE SYMOOrs OF ~N 

1. From Fallibility to Evil 

cc. 
.Iv. 

As noted in the last chapter, Ricoeur considers man to be exist-

ing between his infini te fundamental possibllities, that is, his onto-

logical status as a being created good and destined for happiness, 2 

his existential or historical reali ty. This primary disproportion 

that is part of man' s essential structure places him in a precarious 

position of bipolar tension between the possibilities of his being and 
82 

the necessities of his existence. Man therefore finds himself a 

"faulted" being, possessing a "rift" in the geological sense of the 

word. This "fault" is what makes possible the entry of moral evil into 

the existence of man. But to say that man has the possibility of evil 

does not necessarily lead te the ~ or eXperience of evil. How does 

Ricoeur m:>ve !rom the fallibllity of man to man 's experience of evil? 

The eidetic reduction of The Voluntary and the Involuntary, which 

produces an understanding of freedom informed and limited by nature, 

and the method of existential description employed in Fallible Man, 

cannot deal concretely with the real limit of freedom, which is actual 

evi1. Ricoeur has to mJve aleng the indirect route te the conclusion 

that evil is inde.ed actual, and not an illusion. He says: 

"It is undeniable that it is only through the 
presently evil condition of man' s heart that 
one can detect a condition mJre prim:>rdial than 
any evil (i.e. fallibility, or possibility for 
evil). It is always through the fallen that the 
primJrdial shines through. The 'through' is the 
correlate of a 'starting from'; and i t i6 this 
'starting !rom' that allo'Ws us to say that fall­
ibility is the condition of evilê although evil 
is the revealer of fallibility.1f 3 

82 SE, p. 163. 
83 FM, pp: 220f. 
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This "leap" from fallibility to the already fallen makes an 

enigma for Ricoeur. Re must enter upon a reflection which bears upon 

the avowal that consciousness œkes of it and on the symbols of evil 

in which this avowal is expressed. In one sense fallibility is only 

the possibility of evil but in another sense it is a description of 

tbat region of man where, through i ts point of least resistance, evil 

finds its entry. 50 man 's disproportion, his fault, constitutes his 

fallib1lity; therefore Ricoeur can conclude that man has an essential 

weakness in his nature such tbat, although man is created good and 

dest1ned for bappiness, he 16 existentially described as not-good and 

as being unhappy. Renceforward, Ricoeur lays the blame for this state 

of affairs upon the fa ct of evil and the human experience of it. 

It is in the symbols of evil that Ricoeur discovers expressions 

of man 's experience of actual evil. Rence he i8 able to conclude from 

his reflection upon the symbols of evil that man bas an experience of 

evil, tbat evil is a power, already "there" for œn. In contra st to 

the more traditional philosophical discussions, Ricoeur holds tbat the 

symbolism of evil escapes the identification of evil with non-being or 

the absence of being. Evil is positive because it is posited. Evil 

is contagious; it becomes a condition of life. Taken together, there-

fore, the symbols of evil point to something mre tban fallibility; 

they suggest that evil surrounds human freedom as something paradox-

ically prior to experience and yet a matter of human freedom. Ricoeur 

puts it this way: 



"What must be scrutinized in tbe concept of 
original sin is not its false clarity but its 
obscure analogous ricbness. Its force lies 
in intentionally referring back to wbat is 
most radical in tbe confession of sins, namely, 
tbe fa ct tbat evil precedes my awareness tbat 
it cannot be analyzed into individual faults, 
tbat i t is my pre-gi ven impotence. It is to my 
freedom tbat wbicb my birtb is to my actual san­
sciousness, namely, always already tbere ••• " 

58. 

Paradoxica 11y , Ricoeur says tbat evil cannot be analyzed into indi vid-

ual faults, but at tbe same time tbat Adam is tbe arcbetype of tbis 

"present, actual evil tbat we repeat and imitate eacb time we begin 

evil; and in tbis sense eacb one begins evil eacb time. ,,85 This is 

so because Adam is for a11 men tbe prior man, and not only tbat - be 

is tbe very priority of evil as regards ~ man. Altbougb it is 

true tbat man-in-general is faulted, it is also tbe case tbat at tbe 

lowest level of primary symbols evil is already tbere for eacb indi vid-

ual man to be born into. It is tb1s sameness of indi vidual experience 

of"evil-already-tbere" tbat gi ves rise to a wbole cycle of mytbs and 

symbols of evil. And we migbt reiterate wbat Ricoeur bas sa1d about 

tbeir source, namely, tbat symbols arise as consciousness' desire to 

understand tbis already-tbere fact of evil and man 's sus ceptibi lit y to 

it. Tbus tbe ontological rift located at tbe centre of tbe be1ng of 

man 1s at one and tbe same Ume tbe point of entry for evil and tbe 

primary reason for consciousness' attempt to understand i tself. The 

symbols of evil are tbe result of tbis attempt. 

84 RPR p. 21l. 
85 ~., p. 209. 
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Ricoeur takes symbols as involving the constitution of the con-

sciousness of self. "The consciousness of self seems to const! tute 
86 

itself st its lowest level by means of symbolism ••• " This means 

that symbols arise from the heart of the being of man; Just where 

his disproportion is most pronounced, for symbols reveal new dimen-

sions of the self. In fact, Ricoeur would say that symbols speak to 

man as an index of man's position at the heart of being, where he 

moves and exists. :8y inference, therefore, symbols exist as attempted 

interpretations of man's place in being, his ontological status, to 

himself. 

To insure this move, Ricoeur makes use of Kant 1 s "transcendental 

deduction" to show how symbols are expressive of a region of mn' s be-

ing that is thought to be inaccessible to rational thought. If "trans-

cendental deduction" means justifying a concept by showing how it makes 

possible the framing of an area of objectivity, then the symbol used to 

express a part of human real1ty is "deduced" when it is verified through 

its capa city for evoking and lighting up and putting in order a whole 

field of human experience. The symbols of evil do Just this, because 

they express the ontological displacement of man, which could not be 

proposed directly. 

Man i8 a restless being who seeks rest; a broken creature in 

search of unit y; one who sees the world first as chaotic but then looks 

for order and meaning. St. Augustine expresses it: "0 Lord, Thou hast 

made me, for thyself; and my heart is restless until it rests in Thee." 

86 SE, p. 9. 
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This elusive unit y, the ontological roots of œn, i5 the "promised 

land" of Ricoeur' s philosophy, and man' s wanderings in search of i t 

producessymbols as expressions of his condition. According to 

Ricoeur, man is aware at least on a 'subconscious level' of his 

faulted nature, and, at the same time, he hopes for ontological 

reconciliation. 

Ricoeur claims tbat the imaginative 'word' which erupts from 

the rift in œn comes forth as symbolic expression and opens up an 

understanding of himself tbat would not be possible directly. "ztr'th 

or symbol as an iœginati ve 'word' is the place 'Wi thin language from 

87 
which Ricoeur seeks to understand man 's self-understanding." With 

symbol1c language man understands and is understood through his ex-

pressions. These imaginative 'words' are not mere fables or fantasies 

but explorations in a symbolic and imaginative zoode of man 's very re-
88 

lation to l3eing. Symbols arise out of man' s disproportionate relat-

ionship to l3eing, in order to dis play his alienation and his hope for 

reconciliation. By this very fa ct the symbol "becomes IOOre tban a 

key to modes of human experience; it is the key to human depth because 

it brings out the point of articulation between the historical and the 

ontological ••• ,,89 Here is Ricoeur's expllcit statement tbat symbolic lang­

uage arises out of man' s location between his fini te ('historical') 

status and his ontological (infini te) possibilities. 

Ricoeur repeatedly assures us tbat language sa ys something about 

87 HP, p. 103. 
88 Ibid., p. 165. 
89 SF, p. 206. 
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being. But, he says, symbols are pre-linguistic in the sense that 

theyare the understructure which lies between man's experience of 

his ontological stature, his possibilities ~ his expression of 

that condition. It means this: there is a whole region of human ex-

perience that would reœin without language if we did not have the 

symbolism which points up the faulted nature of man. The symbols of 

evil are therefore to be thought of as crucial for the comprehension 

of man 's essential nature. 

The symbols of evil, in Ricoeur's thought, are not only an ex-

ample of a symbol, but a privileged exemple; they not only "attest 

to the unsurpassable character of a11 symbolism, but whlle tel1ing 

us of the failure of our existence and of our power of eXisting, they 

also declare the failure of systems of thought that would swallow up 

90 symbols in an absolute knowledge." The reason why an absolute know-

ledge is impossible is precisely the problem of evil.91 In giving 

precedence to the problem of method in dealing with symbolism (rather 

than seeking the richness of symbolic content), Ricoeur reduces the 

entire symbolism of evil to the statua of an exemple. However, it 

turns out that the results of his reflection are that the symbol1sm 

of evil 1s not one exemple of œny, but a privileged example, 1ndeed, 

. 92 
"perhaps even the native land of a11 symbolism." The symbols which 

first arise out of the ontological disproportion (the '1 amI) in œn 

are the symbols of evil; but even here there is not a clearly defined 

90 FP, p. 527. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid., p. 40 (note). 
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statement to be found in the symbols of evil. Rather, there are var-

ious stages of the feeling and presence of the experience of evil 

which can be marked off as semantic stages. In The Symbolism of Evil 

Ricoeur shows how one lIDves to the experience of evil, sin and guilt 

through a series of symbolic progressions, marked off by the images of 

deviation, the crooked path, wandering, and rebellion; next by the im-

ages of weight, burden, and fault; and last by the image of slavery 

which encompasses them elle This cycle of exemples concerns the zones 

of the emergence of symbolism, the one closest to ethical reflection, 

93 
consti tuting what Ricoeur calls "the symbolism of the servile will." 

Defilement is the human feeling which man bas about himself which 

reveals the presence or the experience of evil. Accompanying the feel-

ing of defllement is fear - the fear of the impure, and this fear is 

a dread, one facing a threat which, beyond the threet of suffering and 

death, "aima at a d1œnsion of existence, a loss of the personal core 

94 
of one's being." The fault, already acknowledged in defilement, opens 

up the condition for the dread described here, since the entry of the 

impure bas the impact of driving the cleavage at the heart of man ever 

deeper and wider. Ricoeur calls this dread "the interdict." In bis 

awareness of the interdict, man feels bimaelf defiled, subdued, defeat-

ed, which in turn brings him to confession of bis fault. 

"Consciousness, crushed by the interdict and 
by the fear of the interdict, opens to others 
and to i tself; not only does i t begin to comm­
unicate but it discovers the unlimited perspect­
tive of self-interrogation. 19n asks himself: 

93 FP, pp. 13-14. 
94 SE, p. 41. 
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since l experience this failure, this sickness, 
this evil, what sin have l commi tted? Suspic­
ion is born; the appearance of acts is ealled 
in question; a trial of verae1ty is begun; the 
project of a total confession, totally reveal­
ing the hidden meaning of one's acts, if not 
yet of one's intentions, appears at the heart 
of the humble st 'confession of sins.'"95 

Ricoeur notes that the sense of defilement is the awareness of a pos-

itive power of evil that infects and contaminates by eontaet. The sy-

mbollc expression of this experienee is found in "stain"which indic-

ates "the positive eharacter of defilement and the negative character 

96 
of [man' sl puri ty. " There runs ahead from the symbolism of stain a 

shift of emphasis from the positive sense of defilement (in which man 

is caught, that is, evil as an active force) to the idea of sin as rupt-

ure of a relationship, where man takes a more aeti ve role in creating 

the conditions necessary for his own feeling of defilement. 

There is a Hebrew symbol (shagah) whieh designates the situation 

of man as having gone astray, as having ~ to create his own state 

of sinfulness. The image of baving gone astray directly envisages a 

total situation, the ~ of being astray and lost. Thus this symbol 

forecasts the more modern symbols of allenation, according to Ricoeur, 
97 

where man is depicted as a being allen to his ontologieal place. And 

here we return to our earller point that the symbols of evil lay bare 

a sphere of human experience which without symbollc expression such as 

defilement, stain, deviation, and the llke, would remain closed to man. 

95 Ibid. 
96 SE, p. 70. 
97 Ibid., p. 73. 
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The symbolism found at this primary source of man 1 s experience 1s 

surely revealing: nIt 1s the very lo~ of a sentiment wh1ch other-

wise would remain vague, 1ndefinite, non-communicable. We are face 

to face with a language tbat bas no substitute. 1I98 M:>reover, 1t is 

mst remarkable tbat the symbolisms of stain, deviation, and guilt 

are not superadded to a consciousness of evil; rather they are the 

primordial language, constitutive of the confession of sins. 

The climax of Ricoeur' s progression of the symbols of stain and 

deviation 1s "guilt!' The idea of guilt is a paradox, in Ricoeurls 

mind, because it points toward the concept of a man who is responsible 

~ captive -- one who is stained on the one band, and so feels defiled, 

and is gone astray on the other band, and therefore feels guilt. In 

the first instance man is a passive subJect in the power of evil, and 

in the second he acts in such a way as to be responsible for the rup-

ture of his relationship to Being. Mm must first sense his defile-

ment, which comes from the symbolic representation of his being stain-

ed; then with a shift of empbasis man bel1eves himself responsible for 

his own state of sin (this is seen in the image of deviation) which 

gives birth to a sense of guilt. It can be said in very general terme 

tbat guilt designates the subjective mlœnt in fault as sin is its 

ontological moment. There 1s therfore a joining of the two lIIOvements 

in the symbolism of evil -- that of the objective fact of evil (stain) 

and that of the responsible act of man (deviation). The coincidence 

98 SF,,, p. 206. 



of these tyO terms arrives at guilt, which admits to the ontological 

fact of the power of evil and at the saœ time expresses man 1 s respon­

sibillty for his OW erring wys. The "guilty man" then is the culmin­

ation of the progression yhich begins by the ontological disproportion 

yhich Ricoeur locates w1thin man. Renee, the tension of the ontolog-

1cal disproportion gives birth to the symbols of evil. 
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2. Ricoeur's Criteriology of Symbols 

For his reflection upon symbols Ricoeur must have some sort of 

understanding of "symbol" which guides his efforts. What is his 

definition of symbol? We now want to answer this question by saying 

that Ricoeur is concerned to define symbol neither too broadly nor 

too narrowly. 

In the tirst place too broad a definition would be one like that 

of Ernst Cassirer (in his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms) according to 

which the "symbolic function" is the general function of mediation by 

which the mind or consciousness constructs all its universe of dis-

course. For Cassirer, "the symbolic" designates the cOIl1lOOn denomin-

99 
ator of all the ways of objectivizing, of giving meaning to reality. 

This is a definition of symbol which Ricoeur sees as being too broad, 

and the reasons for his judgement will come to light in a discussion 

to follow. 

There is also a temptation to define symbol too narrowly which 

consists in characterizing the bond of meaning to meaning in a symbol 

as analogy. But strict analogy (A:B: :C:D) is not applicable to symbol-

ic structure, for symbolic structure is not equal to reasoning by 

proportionali ty. 

"It is a relation adhering to i ts terms. l am 
carried by the first meaning, directed by it, 
toward. the second meaning; the symbolic meaning 
is constituted in and through the literal mean­
ing which achieves the analogy by giving the ana­
logue. In contra st to a likeness that we could 
look st from the outside, a symbol is the very 
movement of the priœry meaning intentionally 
assimilating us to the symbolized, vi thout our 100 
being able to intellectually domina te the likeness." 

99 FP, p. 10. 
100 Ibid., p. 17. 



Casting aside the definitions that he finds too broad or too 

narrow, Ricoeur seys that he will dellmit the definition of a sym-

bol by reference te the act of interpretation. "A symbo1 exists," 

he states "where linguistic expression 1ends itself by its double or 
101 

multiple meanings te a work of interpretat1on. Il What gives rise te 

this work of 1nterpretat1on is an intentiona1 structure which consists 

not in the relation of meaning te thing but in an architecture of mean-

ing, in a "relation of meaning te meaning, of second meaning to first 

meaning, regard1ess of whether that relation be one of ana10gy or not, 
102 

or whether the first meaning disguises or revea1s the second meaning." 

This definition can be made more explicit by a better know1edge of his 

understanding of sign and symbo1, symbolic intentionality, and the 

double meaning of symbol. We sha11 examine "symbo1" under these terms. 

By unifying a11 the functions of mediation under the ti t1e of "the 

symbolic," Cassirer wipes out a fundamenta1 distinction, which constit-

utes in Ricoeur's eyes a true dividing 1ine: the distinction between 

univoca1 and p1urivoca1 expressions. The difference between univoca1 

and p1urivoca1 expressions is precise1y the difference between "sign" 

and "symbo1" according to Ricoeur' s understanding of them. A s1gn is 

"a sensory vehic1e" which bears a s1gnifying function that makes 1 t 
103 

stand for something e1se. That is te say, a sign 1s mere1y a 

substitution of one meaning for another, the first being more easi1y 

accessible that the second which it represents. There is a fixed 

101 Ibid., p. 18. 
102 Ï6Id. 
103 Ibid., p. 12. 
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meaning attached to a signe Thus, one does not interpret signs; one 

underst&nds a sign, because signs are direct in their substitution 

and in our understanding of them. This is the unique problem which 

Cassirer denotes by "symbolic." His is the problem of the unit Y of 

language and the interrelationship of its multiple functions within 

a single universe of discourse. :But this problem seems to be better 

characterized by the notion of sign or signifying function. Row man 

gi ves meaning by filling a sensory content wi th meaning - tbat is 

the problem Cassirer deals vith. Ricoeur contends that Cassirer 

understands no more with his "symbolic function" than he would have 

done with the "signifying function," for signs always have a direct, 

one-to-one relationship and meaning. In other words, sign has a 

single intentionality which re~ins constant in its relation between 

the sensory and the meaningful,between the signifier and the signif-
104 

ied. 

Symbols, however, are mre than signs, althot'..gh they have the 

seme primary structure. Ricoeur writes of this: 

"In contra st vith completely transparent 
technical signs that say only vhat they 
want to say by indicating the thing signi­
fied, symbolic signs are opaque. The 
first obvious literal meaning itself looks 
analogically toward a second meaning which 
i6 found only in the first meaning. This 
opaqueness is the symbol t s very profundi ty, 
an inexhaustible depth."105 

To put i t another way, the duali ty found in sign between the signi-

fier and the signified gives birth to e higher duality in symbole In 

104 Ibid., p. 11. 
105 SF, p. 199. 
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a symbo1 the duality is added to and superimposed upon the duality of 

sensory sign and signification "as a relation of meaning to meaning; 

it presupposes signs that a1ready have a primary, litera 1, manifest 

106 
meaning." Renee, Ricoeur de11berate1y restricts the notion of sym-

bol te doub1e- or mu1tip1e-meaning expressions whose semantic struct-

ure is correlative to the work of interpretation that exp1icates their 

second or multiple meanings. As an example of this dynamic, Ricoeur 

refers to his use of "stain" as a symbo1 of evil. The first and lit-

erary signification of "stain" is c1ear - it is a œrk, a co10ur on a 

contrasting background. Bu11t upon this first manifest meaning Ricoeur 

claims there is a second when stein is used wi th reference to evil. 

Stain denotes an unwelcome-ness, an unwanted-ness; it declares a b1ot-

ted, besmudged being who is suseptib1e te the powers of evil. This 

second-1evel meaning comes f'rom stain only through, and by means of, 

the f'irst and literal meaning of stein. This provides us with a simple 

exemple of how Ricoeur sees symbol as differing from signe 

What gives rise to the second-1eve1 function of syMbo1s is the 

specifie structure which Ricoeur labels a "double-intentionality." 

"There is first or 11teral intentionality which, like any signifying 

intentiona1ity, imp11es the triumph of the conventional over the nat-

ural sign ••• But upon this tirst intentiona1ity a se~ond one is built 

up ••• which points to a certain condition of man within the sacred. ,,107 

The bottem and basic leve1 of this intentionali ty is 11 tera1 and deri ved 

106 FP, p. 13. 
107 SF, p. 199. 
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from ordinary natural experience. This first level constitutes the 

definition of a signe The symbol of evil, for example, starts from 

soœthing which bas a first-level meaning and is borrowed from the 

experience of nature - man 's contact and orientation in space. Its 

analogical or symbollc intentional1ty arises from and in its l1teral 

base, witbout which there could be no symbolisme "The l1teral and ob-

vious meaning ••• points beyond itself to something which is ~ stain, 
108 

~a deviation, ~ a burden." Double-intentiooallty, therefore, 

is both tbe structural source of the symbol's power and its puzzle; it 

far surpasses tbe conventionally significant. That is, tbe symbol ex-

tends beyond sign by baving a first meaning which intends something in 

a direct and literal sense, but tbis object in turn refers to something 

~ whicb is intended only througb tbe first 11 teral meaning. 

To complete this first step of tracing Ricoeur's definition of 

symbol we must see clearly tbat be defines symbol by a semantic struct-

ure tbat a11 symbolic manifestations bave in comm:>n, tbe structure of 

multiple œaning: 

"Symbols occur wben language produces signs of 
composite degree in wbicb tbe meaning, not sat­
isfied vitb designating some one tbing, desig­
oates anotber meaning attainable onl! in and 
througb the first intentionality."lO~ 

The point being made by Ricoeur is of significance not only to his defin-

ition of symbol but 81so to bis metbod of interpretation, since be de-

fines one tbrougb tbe otber. Hence, in spi te of tbe danger of labour-

ing tbe point, the separation of sign and symbol bas to be clear, and 

108 SE, p. 194. 
109 FP, p. 16. 
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especially so tbat the point where the distinction between them 

begins. 

Ricoeur specifies tbat symbols are bound in a double sense: 

bound ~ and bound bYe On the one band, the sacred is bound to its 

primary, l1teral, sensible meanings. This is wbat Ricoeur says con­

stitutes the opacity of symbols: the l1teral meaning is bound by the 

symbolic meaning tbat resides in i t; tbis is wbat he calls "the re­

vealing power of symbols, which gives them their force in spite of 

their OpaCity.,,110 The reveal1ng power of symbols opposes symbols to 

technical signs, which merely signify what is posited in them and 

which, therefore, can be emptied, formal1zed, and reduced to mere ob­

jects of a calculus. Symbols alone give wbat they say. There arises 

here an important point in our argument: signs are the result of man 's 

conscious attempt to reduce meaning to its simplest and MOst readily 

available forms. Symbols, on the other band, are neither consciously 

posited not understood directly by immediate consciousness. To define 

symbol as double-sense, as Ricoeur does, bas an advantage: namely that 

the symbol as double-sense al ways aima at deciphering an existential 

movement, a certain ontological condition of man. This is particu­

larly important, as ws mentioned earlier, if the symbol is man' s 

attempt to articulate bis ontological status in the heart of being. 

The double-sense is the detector of a position in Being, and tbis is 

the force of symbole 

110 Ibid., p. 31. 
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Ricoeur' s analysis gi ves us a sense of the dynamic structure of 

symbole We must now proceed to a survey of the kinds of symbols where 

tbis double-meaning structure is lOOst evident. A simplistic typology 

of symbols must be guarded against, however, for Ricoeur maltes no fac-

ile definition of symbols by arranging them accordingto types. Rather 

he distinguishes three levels of symbols, wbich te the casusl observer 

might appear to be three types of symbols. 

Remembering that Ricoeur has symbols acting as an index of man' 5 

position at the heart of Being, we might expect him to extend this 

thought by maintaining that a11 archaic or primi ti ve symbols reveal an 

"objective" (in the sense of the Kantian transcendental deduction) un-

derstanding of their intention. In bis understanding of symbol there 

is a kind of progression which begins at the videst, that 1s the uni-

versa l, placing of symbols, and then narrows to the specifica11y sub-

jective home of symbols, before ampl1fying outward again teward uni-

versal description in the symbolic mode. l speak here of the COSlOO-

logical, the oneiric, and the poetic dimensions of symbole 

"one cannot •• understand the reflecti ve use of 
symbolism ••• without reverting te its naive 
forms, where the preI'C?gatives of reflective 
consciousness are subordinated te the cosmic 
aspect of bierophanies, to the nocturnal asp­
ect of dream productions, or finally te the 
creativity of the poetic word. These three 
dimensions are present in every authentic sym­
bol. The reflective aspect of symbols ••• is 
intelligible only if 1t 1s connected vith 
these three functions of symbols. ,,111 

111 SE, p. 10. 



We must understand these dimensions not as ~ of symbo1s, then, but 

as different aspects of each and every symbo1. 

The cosm10gica1 dimension is the mst archaic 1eve1 of symbolic 

expression, being the sphere where the phenomeno10gy of religion per-

forma 1ts work of description, as we11 as the dimension of a11 comp-

arat1ve work in symbolisme "These symbo1s, however, do not stand apart 

from language as values of immediate expression, as direct1y perceptible 

physiognomies; on1y in the universe of dis course do these rea1ities teke 
112 

on the symbo1ic dimension. n For modern man these symbo1s are the 10w-

est 1eve1, what Ricoeur calls sedimented symbolism, symbo1s so common-

place and worn with use that they have nothing but a pasto Neverthe-

1ess, in a primitive sense they come to the 1inguistic 1eve1 when they 

are narrated or acted out in the fom of a fairy-ta1e, mythic narrative, 

folk story, and so on. By the constant repetit10n they 10se their force 

for being direct1y grasped; the cosmic dimension becomes "sedimented" 

and 1s 10st in the subconscious of man. The peculiar qua lit Y of the 

co smic dimension of symbo1s is the fa ct that symbo1s at this 1eve1 give 

order to the apparent chaos of the universe. These are the symbo1s of 

Carl Jung, which provide man w1th a cosm10gica1 locus. 

The second dimension of symbo1 which is necessary to 1ts definition 

Ricoeur calls the oneiric. This is the subjective reference of a symbo1 

where it is seen in individua1 response to the cosmic dimension, and the 

response is recognizab1e in effects or feelings. This aspect of symbo1 

112 FP, p. 14. 
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functions in everyday life, for here symbols have a past (cosmic) and 

a present (psycbiC) wbich serve as a token for the nexus of social act-

ivities for man. f\Bn becomes consciously avare of the cosmic symbols 

in dreams; tbat is, they are raised from the objective outside (collect-

ive unconscious?) te the level of the individual consciousness where 

they may be told, analyzed, and interpreted. In this realm symbols re-

vaal sometbing about the individual, namely bis search for an ontelog-

iesl grounding, a coslOOlogical placing. Rere the symbol begins te have 

a personal meaning, for it is the expression of personal desire for self-

hood. 

In the third and final stage of the movement of symbols, we find 

tbat the symbol becomes an expression wbich dramatizes these previous 

two tmderstandings in an image. The poetic dimension of the symbol i8 

this final stage where the individual bas full awareness of the symbolic 

material whose true dimension is given te it by the oneiric and the cosmic. 

These poetic pronouncements of the symbol-conscious iOO1 vidual are cre-

ations of meaning that take up the traditional symbols with their mult-

iple significations and serve as the vebicles of new meanings. 

From Ricoeur's tmderstanding of the dimensions of symbol we see 

the movement of symbol from the cosmic te the oneiric, and f1nally te 

the poetic. Each of these elements bas been co-extensive with the prob-

lem of language, in tbat each concerns symbolic expression, but each in 

a different mode. We are he1ped te see the significance of symbo1s as 

the attempt of man to unders'tand bimself in relation to the totality 

113 
of being. 

113 FP, pp. 13-17, pp. 503-505. 
SE, pp. 9-11. 
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A further note te be added in order to make for an even more com-

plete idea of Ricoeur's conception of symbol is bis definition of sym-

bol by negation: Symbol is not a11egory. There is a danger here, as 

far as Ricoeur 1s concerned, in understanding symbol in a reducti ve 

sense, that 1s, in such a vay that symbol is "desymbol1zed." The re-

sult of believing that the reflective consciousness can add anything 

new te symbol is that interpretation comes only by reducing the symbol 

to a11egory. In point of fact, it would be much more val1d to speak a-

bout a11egorizing interpretation than about a11egory. Symbol and a11e-

gory are therefore not on the same level: the symbol precedesany attempt 

te understand and interpret it, wbile a11egory is already hermeneutic. 

This is the case because "the symbol makes its mean1ng become trans­

parent in quite another fash10n tban by translation. l should rather 

say that i t evokes, 1 t 'suggests': the symbol yields i ts meaning in en-
114 

igma rather than by translation." If symbols had the same simple str-

ucture as signs, then they could be reduced to a more direct meaning. 

But sin ce they are defined by Ricoeur as having a double meaning and a 

double intentionality there can be no direct approach to symbol, nor 

~ symbol directly te consciousness. David Stewart claims that the 

a11egorical understanding of symbols is te be avoided within Ricoeur's 

frame of reference because a11egory implies that the patent meaning of 

symbols is false; the true meaning is veiled.1l5 Ricoeur says, "I am 

convinced that we must think not beh1nd these symbols, but starting 

114 SF, p. 200. 
115 PE, p. 519. 
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from symbols, according to symbols, that their substance is indes-

tructible, tbat they constitute the relevant substrate of speech 

which lives amng œn. ,,116 Renee, there is no possibility of strip-

ping symbols of their false logos, or of "demything" symbols for 

they constitute an irreducible language. And accordingly, vith dan-

ger of relating too much to a later chapter, we emphasize, with 

Ricoeur, the point that symbols are not in themselves the a11egoriœl 

understanding of a prior œaning, nor can the symbols which appear to 

us be interpreted allegorically. 

116 RPR, II (1962), 203. 
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3. The Place and Function of Symbols 

Symbols, according to Ricoeur, are not a "something" which exist 

in time and space. In other words, symbols are not objects of percep-

tion in the ordinary sense of "perception." Nor are they propositions 

of any category whatever. Symbols exist somewhere between the body 

and the word, a double-intentioned 'word,' which springs from the 

Cogito, but 1s a t the same time the 0 bject of the Cogito' s quest for 

the "Sum." By thus placing symbol in the world of human culture, 

Ricoeur introduces into symbolism a radical contingency. He writes: 

"First, there are symbols; l encounter them; 
they are like the innate ideas of the old 
philosophy. Whyare they such? Whyare 
they? This is cultural contingency intro­
duced 1nto discourse. Mbreover, l do not 
know them all; my field of investigation is 
oriented, and because it is oriented it 1s 
limited.,,111 

We are immediately reminded by these lines from Ricoeur of the bodily 

limitation imposed upon the Cogito. No one aske question from no-

where; one must be in a position to hear and to understand. nIt is a 

great illusion to think that one could make himself a pure spectator, 

vi thout weight, vi thout mem:>ry, vi thout perspective, and regard every-

118 
thing vith equal sympathy ••• " Symbols are placed, along with man, 

within a system of d1scourse tbat bas a radical cont1ngency about it. 

This means tbat symbol is not an object existing outside of man, an 

object that can be "known" so much as it is a part of man and his world, 

111 SE, pp. 19f. 
118 Ibid., p. 306. 
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3. The Place and Function of Symbols 

Symbols, according to Ricoeur, are not a "something" which exist 

in time and space. In other words, symbols are not objects of percep-

tion in the ordinary sense of "perception." Nor are they propositions 

of any category wbatever. Symbols exist somewhere between the body 

and the wOrd, a double-intentioned 'word,' which springs from the 

Cogito, but is at the same time the object of the Cogito 's quest for 

the "Sum." By thus placing symbol in the world of human culture, 

Ricoeur introduces into symbolism a radical contingency. He wri tes: 

"First, there are symbols; l encounter them; 
they are like the innate ideas of the old 
philosophy. Whyare they such? Whyare 
they? This is cultural contingency intro­
duced into discourse. ~reover, l do not 
kIlow them a11; m.y field of investigation is 
oriented, and because it is oriented it is 
limited.,,1l7 

We are immediately reminded by these lines from Ricoeur of the bodily 

limitation imposed upon the Cogito. No one asks question from no-

where; one must be in a position to hear and to understand. nIt is a 

great illusion to think tbat one could make himself a pure spectator, 

without wight, without memry, vithout perspective, and regard every-

118 
thing with equal sympathy ••• " Symbols are placed, along with man, 

within a system of discourse that bas a radical contingency about it. 

This means that symbol i6 not an object existing outside of man, an 

object that can be "kIlown" so much as it is a part of man and his world, 

117 SE, pp. 19f. 
u8 Ibid., p. 306. 



, . ,--

78. 

a significant part of bis placing of bimself in the order of things. 

There is one final and sign1ficant addition to Ricoeur's under-

standing and definition of symbole It is tbis: True symbols are at 

the crossroads of two functions - regression and progression. A con-

nection is made between our earl1er statement that Ricoeur believes a 

symbol must display cosmic, oneiric, and poetic dimensions to be called 

a true symbole Again in a sl1ghtly different terminology he says that 

a symbol, to be a true symbol, must have an archeology and a teleology. 

Ricoeur further translates this dynamic function into Freudian language, 

or rather he derives from bis Freudian analysis this conclusion: 

"Symbols both disguise and reveal. While they 
conceal the aims of our instincts, they disclose 
the process of self-consciousness. Disguise, 
reveal; conceal, show; these two functions are 
no longer external to one anotherj they express 
the two sides of a single symbolic function. 
Because of their overdetermination symbols real­
ize the concrete identity between the progression 
of the figures of spirit or mind and the regreit­
ion to the key signifiers of the unconscious." 9 

Symbols, then, function in two directions at the same time -- one 1s in 

the direction of mem::>ry, the other that of hopej regression, progression. 

Regression, as a necessary and important symbolic vector, mves us 

backward imginatively to our own cbildhood or to the primrdial be-

ginnings of mankind. Our own childhood, in Freudian technique, is re-

captured in dreams where the symbolic significance of the parental re-

lationship 1s recalled in the form of oneiric symbol-expression. But 

at the same time, this remembering, this bringing to consciousness of a 

119 FF, p. 497. 
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personal history, has a universal tone to it, that is, a cosmc one. 

For example, the father image is for Freud a universal one, whieh 

reeurs in almost every instance of an individusl 's reeounting of his 

dreams to an analyst. Ricoeur cames Freud' s work on dreams to the 

position where he maintains that "the force of a religious symbol lies 

in the fact that it recaptures a primal seene fantasy and transforms it 

into an instrument of diseovery and exploration of origins. ,,120 Such 

symbols arise in dreams and in religious expressions to reveal the hid­

den, that is, the ambiguity of being and the multiplieity of meaning.
12l 

This multiplicity of meaning comes about beeause through "primal fant-

asies" man "forms," "interprets," "intends" meanings of another o!'d.er, 

meanings capable of beeoming signs of the sacred. This new order of 

"intentionality, Il through whieh fantasies are interpreted symbolically, 

arises from the very nature of the fantasies insofar as they speak of 

the lost origin, of the lost arehaie objeet, of the ~ which is in-
122 

herent in the very nature of desire. This bespeaks the ontological 

disproportion of man, for it is through the dynamic tension of this 

cleavage that symbols arise, or are possible, to "explain" the condition 

of œn to himself. Renee, through their vestigial funetion the archaie 

and primitive symbols show in operation an imagination of origins which 

œy be said to be historieal, for it tells of an advent, a coming to 

being. Therefore the moment in the life of a symbol when it hopes for 

the "ontologieal retrieve" is absolutely eontemporaneous with its aris-

ing from the disproportion to œn. 

120 Ibid., p. 541. 
121 Piiüï Ricoeur, "The Problem of the Double-sense as Rermeneutic 

Problem and as Semantie Problem," MYths and Symbols, ed. 
J.M. Kitagawa and C.R. Long (Chicago, 1969), p. 68. 

122 FP, p. 541. 
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Aeeordingly, we are led to conclude that symbols not only recall; 

they a160 explore our adult life and its potential for approaching an 

on.tological reconciliation. An advancement of meaning over the primary 

and archaic direction of symbols would constitute such an approximation to 

the ontological reconciliation. However, it ougbt to be noted that this 

advancement of meaning occurs only in the sphere of the projection of 

desire, that i8 to say, out of the deri vations of the unconscious, out 

of the revivals of archaism. Thus, symbols represent a concrete unit Y 

between the apparently opposed directions of symbol (regression and 

progression) • 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
In this chapter we have outlined Ricoeur's definition of symbole 

It is born of mn' s attempt to understand his own ontological dispro­

portion. The symbols of evil are the privileged exemple of a symbolism 

arising out of man 's essential cleavage, because they are the "imagin_ 

ative word" which expresses man 's "felt" relation to the totality of 

Being. We then went on to say, in an abbreviated account of Ricoeur's 

hierarchy of symbols, that the symbols of evil are expressed mst reg­

ularly by mn as stain, defilement, deviation and guilt. Ricoeur fur­

ther defined symbol for us in a negative way by marking off the limits 

of a sign-function and the beginning of a symbol-function; and he also 

confirmed that a symbol is ~ an allegory, nor can symbol he inter­

preted allegorically. 
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In the positive sense we saw that symbols are double-meaning ex­

pressions vith a double intentionality, and also that this double-sense 

tends on the one band to disguise and on the other to reveal. There is 

a definite connection to be made on this point with the cosmic 

(regressive) dimension of symbol and the poetic (progressive, creative) 

dimension. If this gives us the outline of Ricoeur's understanding of 

symbols, we must now turn our attention to his method of interpreting 

them. 
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THE HERMENEUrICS OF SYMBOLS 

In Chapter three an attempt ws made to trace Ricoeur' s metho­

ological movement on two fronts. The first ws on the ontological 

status of man (and man 's correlative existential condition) wh1ch we 

saw h1m describe as ontologically disproportionate, that i8, as stret­

ched· between finitude and infinitude. A later chapter showed that this 

condition brings forth symbols, particularly the symbols of evil. 

Included in Cbapter three ws a section called "The De-centring of the 

Ego in Phenomenology and Psychoanalysis" whose chief point ws that the 

displacement of the Ego is the first step in each method. This is the 

second front whose contours concerned us in Cbapter three. It may seem 

premature to bave described the first step of interpretation for two dis­

parate methods, but it ws done in oroer to make abundantly clear tbat 

the second movement, the decentring of the Ego, is intimately associated 

with the first, man 's disproportion. In tbat Chapter, it will be remem­

bered, we saw tbat the technique of decentring the Ego i8 in reality a 

first step in the Cogito's reclamation of itself. Rence, the condition 

described by Ricoeur's "ontological disproportion" in man is the found­

ation which makes the quest for ontological reconciliation necessary. 

The decentring of immediate consciousness is the first step; a reflect­

ive interpretation is the remainder of the method. Therefore, it ws 

not by accident tbat the displacements appeared together. Rowever, there 

remains an entire region of Ricoeur's work which, although 10gically pre­

dictable from wbat we bave said thus far, must now be provided, with a 

view to supplying a complete picture of his method for the interpretation 



of symbols. It will mean a statement of his work on Freud, together 

vi th his conclusions on tbat very important project. It will mean also 

an expansion of some of the propositions made in Cbapter three • 

. "" .............. ", .................. . 
1 •. ·Hermeneutics As... Recovery of the Cogito 

Ricoeur asserts tbat symbols call for interpretation because of 

their pecul1ar signifying function in vhich meaning inherently refers 
123 

beyond itself. As noted above, symbols possess a multiple intention-

a11 ty and therefore multiple meanings; there exists nowhere a symbolic 

language without hermeneutics. "In this respect, the hermeneutics of 

modern man is continuous vith the spontaneous interpretat10ns tbat bave 

never been lacking to symbols. On the other band, wbat is peculiar to 

the modern hermeneutics is tbat it remains in the line of critical 

124 
thought." This cOllllœnt of Ricoeur's picks up an ear11er point made 

in the development of our argument: namely, tbat hermeneutics before 

Ricoeur was particularly dependent upon immediate consciousness and its 

supposed ability to "know" an object d1rectly. At the same time there 

is an oblique crit1cism of pre-Ricoeurian hermeneutics with regard to 

1ts understanding of a text (or written language) as concrete objecte 

Ricoeur imp11es tbat modern hermeneutics represents the vanguard of 

criticism, as an awareness of myth as myth, and nothing more, and this 

1s the value of Bultmann and his follovers. :eut on the other band, 

modern hermeneutics entertains the project of a revivification of phil-

osophy through contact vith the fundamental symbols of consc1ousness. 

123 FP, p. 495. 
124 SE, p. 350. 
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This is seen most clearly in the French philosophers of culture and 

/ 
anthropology such as Jean Nabert and Claude Levi-Strauss. The point 

is, if we can no longer live the great symbolisms of the sacred, we 

can, in modern time, aim at "a second naivet~," in and through the 

criticism. In short, it is by interpreting that we can ~ again. 

Thus it is in hermeneutics that the symbol's gift of meaning and the 

endeavour to understand by deciphering are knotted together. 

We have said that Ricoeur defines symbols as double meaning sign-

ifications which arise out of man ts ontological disproportion. They 

therefore become the visible sign of man ts internal rift, and Ricoeur 

would say that man, to heal this cleavage, must view the Cogito ts act-

ion as "act of existence" and not as "act of knowing." The work of the 

Cogito in both phenomenological and psychoanalytical terminology is to 

reach its own being, to become conscious of itself. Accordingly, it is 

to psychoanalytic theory, esrecially as expressed in Freud, that Ricoeur 

turns in order to develop a method of understanding and interpreting 

symbols. In discussing the place of psychoanalysi6 within hermeneutics, 

he writes: 

"In this vay.the place of psychoanalysis with1n 
the total sphere of language 16 specif1ed: it 
is the area of symbols or double meanings and 
the ares in which the var10us manners of inter­
pretations confront one another. From now on 
we shall call this special area, broader than 
psychoanalysis but narrower than the theory of 
language as a whole which i6 1ts horizon, the 
'hermeneutic field.' By hermeneutics we shall 
alvays understand the theory of the rules that 
preside over an exegesis -- tbat 1s, over the 
interpretat10n of a particular text, or~5group 
of signs that may be viewed as a text." 

125 FP, p. 8. 



Rermeneuticsis therefore to be seen as a rational attempt to under-

stand and interpret the "signs of œn 's condition at the heart of . 

being." And as a consequence of this understanding of hermeneutics 

Ricoeur holds that no symbol ~ symbol opening and uncovering a truth 

of œn is foreign to phi 10 sophica l reflection. Renee, he does not take 

the concept of original sin to be a them.e extraneous to philosophy, but 

on the contrary, one subject to an intentional analysis, "to a hermen-

eutics of rational symbols whose task is to reconstitute the layers of 

meaning which have become sedimented in the concePt.,,126 Ricoeur des-

cribes this as the hermeneutical task, but even this task is built upon 

his understanding of man whose essential nature makes interpretation 

necessary in the first place, and possible in the second. 

It will be remembered that the symbols of evil signify man' s basic 

condition as that of a "~tained" being or a "lost and wndering soul," 

one who is cut off from the ground of being, to use Tillich' s termin-

ology. These linguistic expressions in which man's condition of fault 

is brought to light, the most basic of which are primary symbols, can 

never be fully grasped by pure reflective thought, but can only be 

understood by an existential participation in these symbols as express-

ive of man 's relation to the transcendental realm which thought is im-

potent to objectify. Rence the philosopher's task is to develop a sym-

bolics or poetics of the will, a hermeneutical approach to the apprehen-

sion of man 's status in relation to Being. Ricoeur puts it well himself: 

126 HPR, p. 210. 



"The si tuat10n between be1ng and nothingness, 
to speak with Descartes, is the situation of 
a being who is himself a mediation between 
being and nothingness, between the infinite 
and the fini te. This mediation is projected 
in the synthesis of the object, which is at 
once dis course and existence, meaning and 
appearance. The mediation is translated into 
action in the practical synthe sis of the 
person who is at once end and existence, value 
and presence. This mediation is reflected in­
ternally in the feeling of a disproportion of 
self to self, of a non-coincidence or an in­
terior 'difference' which attests to the orig­
inal fra gi lit y of human reality. "127 

86. 

Mm, as mediation between being and nothingness, attempts to affirm his 

existence by acts of the COgito. However, it is by the retrieval of 

the "I am" and not of the "I know" that the possibility of ontological 

reconclliation exists. Interpretation involves the Cogito 's search 

for the lost "I am." "It has to be unconcealed from its ontological 

root. Dasein is ontically the closest to itself, but ontologically far-

thest. And it is in this distance that the 'I am' becomes the theme of 

128 
an hermeneutics ••• " That is to say, the real task of a philosophy 

instructed by symbols is to make for a qualitative transformation of re-

flexive consciousne6s, vhich would mean, in eftect, the approach toward 

an ontological grounding of the Cogito. 

Hermeneutics, then, for Ricoeur, means more than the simple trans-

lation of a text, m:>re than a strict relation of boving subJect with a 

knowable objecte Hermeneutics i6 the search for the "self," and thi6 

intended goal of interpretation is not the nsrrow and narcissistic ''l'' 

of immediate consciousness but is the subject founded by understanding 

itself.129 

127 AP, p. 402. 
128 CS, p. 70. 
129 HP, p. xvii. 



In the Cogite's search for its own being se1f-consciousness is, 1ike 

the consciousness of a thing, an intentiona1 consciousness. But where-

as the intending of the thing was a theoretical intention, the intend-

ing of the person is a practica1 intention: " ••• it is not yet an ex-

perienced plenitude but an lis te bel; the person is an lis to be,' and 

the only way to achieve it is te 'make it be. ,,,130 The Cogito acts to 

"mke i t ben wi th respect to mn' s search for his ontological home. 

Man becomes aware of his broken and disjointed condition not so 

much by reflection, or by the powers of immediate consciousness, as he 

does by baving a "feeling" about it. This feeling Ricoeur names "the 

ontological feeling," and it takes man in wo directions. In the first 

place, Ricoeur asserts tbat onto10gica1 feeling is reaUy the awareness 

of the "ontelogical difference," that is, the intuition by nan of bis 

own condition set over against his awareness of his own possibilities. 

This makes for existential anguish, the ontologica1 feeling par exce11-
131 

ence. The ontological anguish is here engendered by man's awareness 

of his ontological disproportion, and symbols speak to man out of this 

anguish of man, being expressed as the symbols of evil. They are an in-

dex of man's position at the heart of being, where he moves and exists. 

The task of the philosophy guided by symbols is to break down the en-

chanted wall of self-consciousness and subjectivity, to strip reflection 

of its exclusive rigbts. 

"AU symbo1s in fact aim at reinstating man 
within a who1e, the transcendent who1e of 
sky, the immanent whole of vegetation and 
death and rebirth. Briefly, l would say that 
symbols le~d us to see that the Cogito is as 

130 FM, p. UO. 
131 ~., p. 161. 



the interior of being rather than the ot~er 
wy round. lIence, our second naivet~ is a 
second Copernican revolution: the being who 
stands out in the Cogito discovers that the 
very act by which he breaks awy from the 
whole is still a part of the being that 
beckons to him in every symbol."132 

88. 

lIence the ontological feeling comes from a recognition of man's status 

in the ontological order of things, and therefore feeling is "the mst 

intimate point of the person, the place where the disproportion is con­

centrated, the point of culmination or intensity in human fallibility.,,133 

This feeling, then, begins with an awareness of a fact, man 's non-coin-

cidence with himself. But it is mre too. 

The second dimension of the ontological feeling is promise -

promise of an ontological reconciliation. It does not mean that feeling 

is the actual possession of the retrieval of the nI am" but rather that 

it is felt to be possible. Ricoeur can only describe the ontological 

feeling paradoxically as the unit Y of an intention and an affection, 

" • •• of an intention towrd the world and an affection of the self." 

This comes as a result of the whole of our language being worked out in 

the dimension of objectivity, in which the subject and the object are 

opposed and distinct. This paradox, however, is only the sign pointing 

toward the "mystery of feeling, namely, the indi vidual connection of 11IY 

existence with beings and being through desire and love.,,13
4 

The other 

beings are symbols of my own existential and ontological sta'tn; inasmuch 

as they share wi th me my disproportion and my hope for reconciliation. 

132 SF, p. 207. 
133 AP, p. 399. 
134 FM, p. 134. 



A basic qual1ty of the ontological feeling, as Ricoeur points 

out, is the feeling of negativity, or the ontological possibl1ty of 

negation. Negati vi ty in ontology and existential1sm means that being 

is first of all absurd, and consequently is without reason, without 

direction, without hope. Being is a negative value. That is to say, 

my being has no archeology and mst certainly no teleology. This is the 

distinctive point of Sartrian existential1sm, the philosophy of nothing-

ness par excellence. But Ricoeur, in contra st to Sartre, vants to 

follow negation, which he confesses to being a felt experience of man, 

not to a philosophy of nothingness but to the negation of negation in a 

new kind of affirmation. The ontological question, which arises from 

the ontological feeling, can be approached only on the basis of a prior 

refiection, which Ricoeur calls ntranscendental," a reflection "!rom 

the inside," as he puts it, that would attempt to understand the ontolog-

ical conditions of reflection in the mde of being and nothingness. 

Rence he writes, 

"under the pressure of the negative, of negative 
experiences, we must re-achieve a notion of being 
which is aet rather than fom, living affirmation, 
the powerOr existing andOf making existe "135 

What is meant here is that every negation of being, or of the acts of 

existence, presupposes a prior valuation, which in turn implies an affirm-

ation of being. Renee, negativity is for Ricoeur the privileged road of 

the climb back to foundation; and this explains the necessity for a com-

plex train of thought found in Ricoeur: to discover human transcendence 

135 ET, p. 328. 



90. 

in the transgression of point of view, and a negati vi ty in trans-

cendence ( if l am "the here" l must also be "the not-there"), then 

to discover in this negation the second negation of point of view as 

primry negationj and then to discover primry affiI'.IIBtion within 

this negation of negation. 

Negation comes to mind first from the awareness of our perspect-

i val limitations. From this first negation COInes a second awareness, a 

firming up of our awareness of self, who now, as we know, exists within 

the limits of the primary negation. However, the transcendental imagin-

ation permits consciousness to extend imginatively beyond our bodily 

limi ts to another perspective. This consti tutes a negation of our limi ts. 

The transcendental movement constitutes a double negation, the negation 

which comes from point of view, and then the negation of this by means 

of transcendental imgination. This double movement mkes for primry 

affiI'.IIBtion of being. In reflection mn becomes aware of his finitude 

but by reflection he transgresses this finitude. The experience of fin-

itude is show to be implied in an act of transcending which, in its 

turn, shows itself as de-negation. Once this negative moment is brought 

into view, the properly ontological question can be elaborated: does de-

negation attest to a Nothingness or a Being whose privileged mode of 

manifestation and attestation is negatiOn?13
6 

Ricoeur responds to this 

question by saying that denegation attests to a Being whose privileged 

mode of mnifestation is negation. This is a necessary step in reflec-

tion, for Ricoeur is anxious to svoid the Husserlian subjective idealism. 

136 Ibid., p. 306. 
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It also has the advantage of a double effect upon the Cogito. F1rst 

the Cogito must recognize i ts own impotence to pos1 t i tself as 1 ts 

own foundat1on and to be self-contained. On the other band, the COgito, 

by transcendental imagination and the double negation attending it, is 

now able to begin to work toward posi ting i tself - but only in i ts acts 

of exist1ng and knowing as they are bound together in the Cogito' s acts 

of existing. 

The Cogito, in 1 ts search for i ts foundations, begins to reflect 

upon the external phenomene which appear to it. The mst enigmat1c 

phenomene are also the mst meaningful, for they are, by Ricoeur' s def-

inition, ontologically closest to the Cogito. Here is a. rn.ethodological 

problem, for ph11osophy endeavours to create coherent discourse, but in 

the context supplied by enigmatic expression, philosophy must be at 

once hermeneutic recovery of the en1gmas which precede, envelop and nour-

1sh phi 10 sophica l discourse and also search for order, des1re for system. 

In Ricoeur's own words, 

"Happy and rare would be the conjunct1on w1th1n 
one and the seme philosophy of both the abund­
ance of s1gns and retained enigmas and the rigor 
of a d1scourse w1thout complacency. The crux of 
the difficulty lies in the relation between herm­
eneut1cs and reflection."137 

The basic problem of hermeneut1cs and reflect10n is whether there 1s a 

necessary link between the interpretat10n of symbols and philosophical 

reflect1on. Why must reflection proceed from symbols? :But what i6 re-

flection? Whatever else it 16 reflect10n i6 certa1nly centred on the 

self. Tc say Cogito ergo sum 1s both an ontological-ex1stential and an 

137 SF, p. 201. 
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epistemological proposition. Reflection must be concerned with the 

act of existing, in Ricoeur's view, but, he gpes on to add, this act 

can only be grasped in signs scattered in the world. The proper con-

cern of reflection, therefore, 1s to recapture the act of existing, 

the position of the self in the whole breadth of its deeds and in do-

1ng this to root i t firmly in Eeing. Ricoeur holds tbat reflection 

is the project or task of self-recovery through an interpretation of 

the acts of the self in which its fundamental act of existing and onto-

logical status is expressed. "Reflection is the appropriation of our 

effort to exist and of our desire to be, across the works which test-

if Y to that effort and that desire ••• it reflects upon tbat act of 

existing which we display in effort and desire.
n138 

According1y, Ricoeur 

emphasizes the point that reflection is not immediate perception by con-

sciousness of a thing; rather ref1ection is the apperception of things 

that are in a very rea1 sense a project upon the Cogito. The Cogito is 

founded as it becomes avare of itself through these reflex ive acts of 

apperception. This is especially so in the case of symbols. 

"I ahould say that existence is both willed 
and endured. l{y act of existing and my state 
of existing are fused in the 'I am.' And it 
is on1y in this sense that l can say that the 
Cogi to as an act envelops the fact of exist­
ing; in this sense l can say Cogito ergo sum; 
but here ergo no longer designates an implic­
ation emerging !rom the realm of logic: it is 
the practical mediation itself, the pact, the 
connivence, which binds the consenting will 
to its situation, to the absolute involuntary 
e1ement reasserted in its subjectivity.139 

138 FP, p. 54. 
139 Paul Ricoeur, "The Unit y of the Voluntary and the Involuntary as a 

Limiting Idea," trans. D.J. 0 'Connor, Readings in ElCistential Phen­
omeno10gy, ed. N.M. Lawrence and D.J. O'Connor Englewood-Cliffs, 
( 1967), p. 105. 
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That the Cogito 1s a practical mediat10n means the Cogito is viewed 

by Ricoeur as the act of existencej this act bas as its intention the 

object which is ontological and epistemlogical enigma. For, as he 

explains it, " ••• the object which is ontologically farthest i6 ont-

ically closest" - this constitutes the heigbt of enigma for Ricoeur. 

Reflection, then, is the necessary act of the Cogito for interp-

retation, but reflection must be understood as the act of the Cogito 

to reappropriate the signs of its being in the world. The act of re-

appropriation mves the Cogito closer to its ontological fotmdations. 

The hermeneutical circle expressed here is essential for any concrete 

movement of the Cogito toward its roots, and accordingly toward its 

becoming self-conscious. Therefore, we can see how Ricoeur arrives at 

bis conclusion tbat 

"The case for interpretation rests entirely on 
the reflecti ve ftmction of interpreti ve 
thougbt. If the double movement of symbols 
toward reflection and of refleetion toward sym­
bols is val;td, interpreti ve thougbt is well 
grotmded ... 140 

Reflection then 18 seen by Ricoeur as the Cogito's act of existence, 

wbich act is the interpretation and understanding of the scattered 

signs in the world of the Ega's existence. Reflection means the re-

appropriation of self; the easing of the ontie tension created by the 

ontological disproportion. This reappropriation comes as a result of 

the apperception by the Cogito of the symbols of man's essential 

brokenness and of his hope for uni ty. However, refleetion cannot be a 

140 FP, p. 53. 
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direct process, by virtue of the fa ct that consciou6ness cannot 

posit itself as its first act. Renee, reflection must proceed via 

the indirect route whereby consciousness is not pregiven but in 

process of becoming "self." 

The first step in the process of the Cogito' s becoming aware of 

itself is a technical device common to the two interpretive disciplines 

of phenomenology and psychoanalysis. We speak of the de-centring or 

dispossession of the Ego. "The dispossession of the Ego, which psycho-

analysis more than any other hermeneutics dellBnds of us, is the first 
141 

achievement of reflection that reflection does not understand." 

Ricoeur is firmly convinced that reflection is the philosophie start-

ing point. 

"1 am, l thinkj to eXist, for me, is to thinkj 
l exist inasmuch as l think. Since this truth 
cannot be verified like a fact nor deduced like 
a conclusion, it has to posit itself in reflec­
tion; its self-positing is reflectionj Fichte 
called this first truth the thetic judgement. n142 

But this first reference of reflection to the positing of the self, as 

existing and thinking, does not sufficiently characterize reflection. 

Ricoeur con tends that we cannot understand why reflection requires a 

work of deciphering -- an hermeneutics -- as long as reflection is 

seen as a return to "the so-called evidence of immediate consciousness." 

To overcome this obstacle Ricoeur introduces a second trait of reflect-

ion, which he states thus: "Reflection is not intuition; or in posit-

ive terms reflection is the effort to recapture the Ego of the Ego Cog! to 

141 Ibid., p. 55. 
142 Ibid., p. 43. 
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143 
in the m:l.rror of it8 objects, its works, its acts." A reflective 

philosophy i8 therefore the opposite of the immediate. The first 

truth - "I am, l think" - remains as abstract as it is invincible; 

it has to be mediated by the ideas, actions, works, institutions and 

monuments that objectify it. It i8 apparent from Ricoeur's mistrust 

of immediate consciousness and perception that he will recommend the 

suspension of immediate consciousness as the first rule for an hermen-

eutics of symbols. This first rule also makes the field of expression 

a theme apart from the immediate and individual consciousness. Express-

ion is not only an expression of a consciousness but also an expression 

~ that same consc10usness; adynamie which comes as a result of man' s 

awareness of the human condition and the human hope for reconciliation. 

As a hermeneut1c rule this suspension of conscious immediacy also makes 

the field of expression and understanding a field of double meaning. 

Immediate meaning "hides" another meaning. Both psychoanalysis and 

phenomenology make the same primary mve in their methods: each attempts 

to force the individual to lose hold of consciousness and its pretension 

of ruling over meaning, in order to save reflection from its indom:l.table 

assurance. In other words, both methods of interpretation try to de centre 

consciousness to the profit of another home of meaning, which act Ricoeur 

names the first act of the Cogito in reflection. 

143 Ibid. 
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2. Two Systems of Interpretation 

To gain a complete understanding of Ricoeur 1 s hermeneutics of 

symbols it is necessary to realize that he sees at first two oppos-

ing systems of interpretation, each with its own aim in interpretation. 

Phenomenology, and particularly the phenomenology of religion, under-

stands hermeneutics as "the manifestation and restoration of a meaning 

addressed to me in the manner of a message, a proclamation, or as is 
144 

sometimes said, a kerygma ••• " Psychoanalysis, on first reading, falls 

into line with the work of the great masters of suspicion -- Nietzsche 

and M1rx. The implied iconoclasm of a "suspicious" hermeneutics is 

directed against the Cartesianism of the primacy of consciousness. In 

function the suspicion is one which further posits some version of a 

barrier between consciousness and its intended meanings. The hermen-

eutics of suspicion cells for a deciphering of what underlies the ill-

usion or is implied behind the barrier of false consciousness. The 

meaning of symbolism is other than first evidence and other than that 

which consciousness may intend. Hence, a hermeneutics of suspicion is 

one which dialectically opposes the tradition of transcendentalist 

philosophies of the general Carte sian orientation against the philoso-
145 

phies which arise from the Hegelian left. The hermeneutics of sus-

picion begins in a severe criticism of consciousness in its immediacy 

and posits some version of a false consciousness which must be over-

come through interpretation. Phenomenology has as its objective the 

144 FP, p. 27. 
145 HP, p. 139. 
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construction of meaning from the hidden un1ty of meaning that is Just 

below the surface of the appearances to consciousness. This constit-

utes the restorative function of phenomenology in 1ts quest for the 

fulness of meaning. 

Ricoeur ma1ntains that, in spite of the apparent opposition of the 

two systems of interpretation, there is a ho!OOlogy between them - they 

both aim at the same thing. Re:flect10n is the meaning of the unreflected, 

as avowed or uttered meaning; better, the subject doing the reduction 

is not some subject other tban the natural subject, but the same. Phen-

omenology attempts to approach the real history of desire obliquely; 

starting from a perceptual ucdel of the unconscious, it gradually general-

izes that lOOdel to embrace all lived or embodied meanings, meanings that 

are at the same tizœ enacted in the element of language. Psychoanalysis, 

on the other band, plunges directly into the "history of desire, Il thanks 

to that h1story's partial expression "in the derealized field of trans-
146 

ference. " But both have the same aim, "the return to true dis course , " 

in Ricoeur's words. 

In his attempt to arbitrate the war between these two opposing 

systems, Ricoeur offers us a three-term relation, "a figure with three 

heads": re:flection, 1nterpretation understood as restoration of meaning, 

interpretation understood as the reduction of illusion. We might under-

stand the dynamics better as dispossession of immediate consciousness, 

antithetic, and dialectic. These three terms constitute the reflective 

model for Ricoeur's philosophy. The decentring of the Ego is the first 

146 FF, p. 390. 
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technique of botb psycboanalysis and phenomenology, as we already 

lmow. Then tbe two systems of interpretation, when applied to a sym-

bol, reveal an antitbetic arising from tbe symbol - two opposing and 

equally possible understandings of it. This antithetic of two oppos-

ing parties left externel to one anotber is"replaced by a dialectic 

in wb1cb tbey are interrelated, and by means of that dialectic, Ricoeur 
147 

moves from abstract to concrete reflection. The fa ct that two opposed 

(antitbetic) interpretations can arise from symbol is tbe true process 

of creation. "This creation of meaning consti tutes the true overdeter-

mination of autbentic symbols, and this overdetermination in turn 

grounds tbe possiblity of two bermeneutics, one of whicb unmasks the 

archaism of its fantasy content, wbile the other discovers the new in-
148 

tention that animates the material content." The reconciliation of 

the two hermeneutics lies in symbols themsel ves. Thus one cannot 

stop vith an antithetic that would distinguish between two sources of 

morali ty and religion, for the prophecy of consciousness 1s not exter-

nal to its archeology, as Ricoeur would say. 

From bis analysis of the two opposing interpretations Ricoeur dis-

covers two facts: one is tbat each has a legitimate claim to a "correct" 

interpretation of the symbol; the second is that they are really not so 

opposed as at first they appeared to be, inasmuch as each hermeneutics 

displaces immediate perception as the seat of meaning. 

147 Ibid., p. 341. 
148 Ibid., p. 542. 



"Whetber one looks back to tbe will to 
power of tbe Nietzscbean man, to tbe 
generic being of the lérxist man, to 
tbe libido of the Freudian man, or whe­
tber one looks ahead to the transcendent 
home of signification which we designate 
here by the vague term tbe 'sacred,' the 
bome of meaning is not consciousness l~t 
sometbing otber than consciousness."l 

99. 

Psychoanalysis denies that consciousness can know tbe self from the 

beginning; it can be fully understood only as a regression from tbe 

conscious to tbe preconscious to tbe unconscious. Hence, we see that 

the meaning consciousness bas can only be given tbrougb one or more 

"metapsycbologies" wbicb displace the centre of reference from consc-

iousness toward either the unconscious of Freudian metapsychology or 

toward the absolute knowledge of Hegelian metapsychology 0 In these 

two apparently conflicting hermeneutics there is really no contradict-

ion: the two represent two dimensions of symbols corresponding to two 

directions found in every symbol - the regressive and the progressive. 

Accordingly Ricoeur concludes tbat hermeneutics is animated by this 

double mtivation: "will1ngness to suspect, willingness to l1sten; vow 

to rigor, vow of obedience. ,,150 

3. Freudian Psychoanalysis as Hermeneutics 

Ricoeur's ability as a pbenomenologist is considerable, and it may 

seem at first sigbt incongruous for bim to look to the psychoanalysis of 

Freud in order to complete the work of hermeneutics begun by phenomen-

ology. His reasons are logical, bowever, when it is remembered tbat 

149 Ibid., 
150 Ibid., 

p. 55. 
p. 27. 
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the first aim of both phenomenology and of psychoanalysis i8 to locate 

the origin of meaning in a place other than immediate consciousness. 

Not only is the first aim similar, but also the last, for each discip-

Une wishes to restore consciousness in its fulness, that is, to bring 

consciousness along the pathway to becoming self-aware. Since we have 

already sketched Ricoeur's relationsbip to phenomenological method, we 

now turn our attention to bis analysis of Freud, especially where it is 

directly useful for the development of his own hermeneutical method. In 

psychoanalysis Ricoeur finds a concrete movement which carries it beyond 

phenomenology: "Phenomenology talks about the passive genesis, the mean-

ing that comes about apart from me, but psychoanalysis concretely shows 

it. ,,151 

In our examination of Freud, according to Ricoeur's analysis, we 

shall concern ourselves only with those aspects which, in our estimation, 

contribute most significantly to Ricoeur's hermeneutics. This will mean 

that we must single out Ricoeur's conclusions, omitting the density of 

his arguments. 

The tirst area of significance that Ricoeur finds in Freud's work 

and the one upon which he builds his later points, is that of energetics}52 

Ricoeur's interest in energetics is in relation to hermeneutics. 

"What is the relation between hermeneutics 
and energetics? It is a question of under­
standing how interpretation, i ts communica­
tion, and the gaining of insight are embod­
ied in the dynamics of transference.,,153 

151 Ibid., p. 382. 
152 ~definition of Freud's concept of energetics see p. 45 above, 

note #72. 
153 FP, pp. 413f. 
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This is where the "aporia" arises for Ricoeur in Freudian psychoan-

alysis: What is the status of representation or ideas in relation to 

the notions of instinct, aim of instinct, and affect~ How can an 

interpretation of meaning through meaning be integrated with an econ­

omics (energetics), withdrawal of cathexis, anticathexis? As Ricoeur 

sees it the whole problem of Freudian epistemology may be centralized 

in one single question: How can the economic explanation be involved in 

an interpretation dealing with meaning; and conversely, how can interp-
. 154 

retation be an aspect of the economic explanation? Ricoeur concludes 

that for a critical philosophy the essential point about energy dis-

course is the placing of it. Its place, according to Ricoeur, lies at 

the intersection of desire and language, and he attempts to account for 

this place by the idea of an archeology, of the subject. "The inter-

section of the 'natural' and the 'signifying' is the point where the in-

stinctual drives are 'represented' by affects and ideas; consequently 

the coordination of the economic language and the intentional language 

is the main question of this epistemology and one that cannot be avoided 
155 

by reducing ei ther language to the other." The notion of cathexis, 

that is, of the moving of psychic energy and awareness from one level of 

consciousness to another, expresses a type of "adhesion and cohesion" 

that no phenomenology of intentional1ty can possibly reconstruct. "At 

this point the energy metaphors replace the inadequate language of in-
156 

tention and meaning." Confl1cts, formations of compromise, facts of 

154 Ibid., p. 66. 
155 ïb:Ld., p. 395. 
156 Ibid., p. 393. 
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distortion - none of these, sa ys Ricoeur, can be stated in a refer-

ence system restricted to relations of meaning to meaning, much less 

of literal meaning to intended meaning. 

" ••• the distortion that separa tes the 11 teral 
meaning t'rom the intended meaning requires 
concepts such as dream-work, condensation, 
displacement, whieh are both hermeneutic and 
energetic in nature; the funetion of the 
energy metaphors is to aeeount for the dis­
junetion between meaning and meaning.,,157 

Renee, there appear from Freud's energetics two deeisive advantages for 

Rieoeur's hermeneutics. The first and most obvious is the necessity 

for the topographic-energetic dis course in order to eonceptualize the 

movement of the Ego through localities other than immediate eonscious-

ness. The second, and less obvious, is the advantage of a diseourse on 

energetics and cathexis which permits a discourse on the appearanee of 

desire. For, Freud believed, dreams, facts of distortion, symbols appear 

as dimly-felt desire which surfaces in cathexis or redistribution of 

energy from one topographie locale to another. Renee, he came to say 

that the correlation between hermeneutics and energetics appears in a 

decisive manner on the level of praxis, as a correlation between the act 

of interpretation and the struggle against the resistance of narcissis-

tic immediate consciousness, of the Ego: to translate the unconscious 

into the conscious and to "do away with constraint" resulting from the 

resistances are one and the same thing.158 The po si ti ve gain from 

Ricoeur's study of Freud's dis course on energetics is his conclusion 

that ttinterpretation does not change in mving from the oneiric to the 

157 Ibid., 
158 Ibid., 

p. 394. 
p. 408. 
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sublime: interpretation still consists in UIllIBsking the superego, 

because it remains foreignj interpretation has changed its object, 

159 but not i ts purpose or aim." In aMi tion to the exploration of 

the hidden desires disguised in dreams and their analogues, inter-

pretation~ function is to unmask the non-primitive or non-primal 

sources of the ego, its foreign and alienating sources. This 1s the 

posi ti ve gain of a method of exploration that excludes at the start 

any self-positing of the Ego, any primal interiority, any irreducible 

core. 

Another field of Freudian metapsychology which Ricoeur finds in-

structive for an hermeneutics of symbol is sublimation. Ricoeur defines 

sublimation as having two sides. "On the one hand i t concerns the set 

of procedures involved in the constitution of the sublime, that is, 

the higher or highest aspects of manj on the other band it concerns 
160 

the symbolic instrument of this constitution of the sublime!' Sub-

liœtion is the movement the ego makes from instinctual represent-

ations, which Freud insists arise !rom sex drives, toward another ob-

ject, a "higher" object in the eyes of the ego. Rence the i&istincts 

are directed towards an aim other than and remote from that of sexual 

satisfaction; in this process the accent falls upon deflection from 
161 

sexuality. The Ego i6 the necessary intermediary in this transform-

ation. Thus, sublimation is connected with the alteration of the ego 

that Ricoeur calls identification; and as identification centres on the 

159 Ibid., p. 448. 
160 Ibid. 
161 ÏbièÏ., p. 128. 
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mode1-image of the father in Freud. t s metapsycho1ogy, the superego is 

implied in the process of desexualization and sublimation. The IOOre 

Freud. distinguishes sublimation from the other psychic mechauisms, in 

particular from repression of instincts and reaction-formation in re-

lation to these instincts; the m;)'!"e its own mechanism reœins unex-

plained, according to Ricoeur. Subliœtion is a displacement of 
162 

psychic energy, but not a repression of it. Whereas the economy of 

energy usua11y refers to the cathectic transfer of energy from the 

conscious to the unconscious, sublimation has as i ts reference point 

an object which moves energy to the "highest" psychic region - the 

superego. At the subliminal 1eve1 the thinker rea1izes that in spite 

of the most obvious evidence (that of the Ego), a great dea1 IOOre must 

constant1y be gOing on in his mind than can be known to his consciousness. 

What is pecu1iar to Freud is that this insight must involve a "humili-

ation," since it bas encountered a hitherto œsked enemy, which Freud. 

calls the "resistance of narcissism. ,,
16

3 This contrariety of narciss-

ism, as the centre of resistance to truth, gives to ref1ection the pro-

found and significant connection between the appea1 (of Freud.) to a 

naturalistic IIDdel of the ego and the tactic of dislodgement and dis-

possession directed against the illusion of consciousness, itse1f rooted 

in narcissism. Sublimation, it must be remembered, is Freud. t s answer 

to the self-defeating strength of the narcissism of the ego. It is by 

idealization and identification tbat sublimation directs its energies 

162 Ibid., p. 487. 
163 Ibid., p. 427. 
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away from the archaic instincts and their representati ves toward 

emerging human figures that concretely demonstrate the deflecting of 

primitive desire. That is to say, the analytic technique enters into 

an "economy" by arousing new energies capable of overcoming the resist-

ances, and by showing special paths along which to direct those ener-

gies. 

There is a point where the questi~n of force and the question of 

meaning coincide: it is the point where instincts are designated in 

the psychism by ideas and affects that represent or present the instincts. 
164 

Freud calls these ideas "ideational representati ves of an instinct. Il 

The di ffi cult Y is that ultimately the task of becoming ''l'', of becoming 

the ego, a task set within the economics of desire, is in principle 

irreducible to the economics, because the economics is a circular under-

standing of energy which moves forward from the unconscious to consc-

iousness. The task then is for consciousness to consolidate these newly 

released energies along lines that will encourage the ego in its task of 

becoming self-aware. What is asked for is the opposite of Freud rs en-

ergy-movement in object cathexisj that is, the concept of progression: 

"Sublimation can be expressed in economic 
terms only as a regressioll to narcissism. 
But even when it is taken in the most 
economic and the least temporal sense, 
when it is conceived as ••• a return to the 
narcissistic reservoir, the regression 
calls for an antithetical concept that 
seems to have no place in the Freudian 
economy, the concept of progression." 165 

164 Ibid., p. 429. 
165 Ibid., p. 491. 
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To offset this problem, Freud introduces the important idea that the 

formation of ideals is brought about through the displacement of nar-

cissism. This means at least this much: the ideal by which the subject 

measures his actual ego can be brought under the libido theory, precisely 
166 

through the mediation of narcissism. This connection between ideals 

and narcissism is extremely suggestive. It opens up a relation between 

ideals, narcissism, and sublimation. One can submit himself to an ideal 

without succeeding in sublimating his libidinal instincts; the neurotic 

is precisely the victim of the heigbtened demands imposed upon his in-

stincts by the formation of an ego ideal, tfdemands accompanied by a lov 

potential for sublination. Ta be successful, of course, ideal1zation re-

quires sublination; but it does not always obtain it, for it cannot en-

167 
force it. tf In Freud 's later vritings it is clearly evident, Ricoeur 

assures us, that in an economics identification is understood "solely 

as a type of regression," whereas ~ founding process it eludes the econ­

omics: "If one has lost an object or haS been obliged to give it up, one 

often compensa tes oneself by setting it up once more in one's ego, so 

that here object-choice regresses, as it vere, to identification."lGB 

This identification represents authority over t~e ego, and in Freudian 

theory the external fact par excellence is authority. The entrance of 

authori ty into "the history of desire," this acquired differentiati~n of 

desire, gives rise to a special type of semantics, that of ideals. 

Ricoeur's thesis is that this differentiation forms a dialectic homo-
169 

logous vith the Hegelian process of the reduplication of consciousness. 

166 Ibid., 
167 Ibid., 
1GB TbId., 
169 Ibid., 

p. 128. 
p. 129. 
p. 481. 
p. 478. 
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There is a discordance here between Freud's concept of identific-

ation and the economics (energetics): for the "desire to be like" is 

irreducible to the "desire to have." Sublination, Ricoeur contends, 

conceals an irreducibility of the same order: no derived formation 

accounts for either a prinary identification or the prinal power of 

sublination. The relationship between sublination and identification 

ennables us to relate the unresolved enigoa of sublination to the ori­

gin of self-consciousness in the dialectic of desire. Sublimation, in 

this context, must be seen as a gent le kind of conversion. Tc under­

stand this is to see that sublination is quite a different vicissitude 

from repression: sublination is a vay out, a vay by which the claims of 

the ego can be met without involving regression, but by progression. 

Ideals, identification, and desire all proceed from the conversion of 

energy by the ego's desire to become self, which involves sublination, 

or deflection of energy from the direction of repression and regression. 

Ricoeur has said that consciousness cannot posit itself directly as 

its first act; on the contrary, the Cogito must "become." It is here 

that Ricoeur finds a similarity between phenomenology and psychoanalysis: 

each method disposes of the evidence of imm?diate consciousness and 

calls for consciousness to grow into its own being. We now 'Want to in­

quire of Ricoeur what is the seat of meaning. He has already made it 

plain that for his phenomenology meaning is in the passive genitive. 

It exists outside of consciousness and comes to consciousness just as 

consciousness is able to graw into fuller avareness (reflex1vely) by 

apperceiving its objects of intended meaning. That is to say, meaning 

1s found in a sort of "pro-conscious" which exists just ahead of or 
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Just above (in spacio-temporal terms) immediate consciousness. But 

'Ilhat 1s the seat of meaning for Freudian psychoanalytlc method'Z 

Ricoeur concludes fromhis analysis of Freud' s work on dreams that 

it ls possible to understand dreams as leading us into the future, by 

picturing wlshes as fulfilled, and this future is "mlded by [the 
170 

dreamer's] indestructible wish into a perfect l1keness of the past." 

Underlying this point is Ricoeur's thesis that no desire ls efflcacious 

unless it joins itself to the "indestructible" and "virtually immortal" 

desires of our unconsclous. Ricoeur still hesitates to say that the 

unconscious ls the home of meaning in Freud' s metapsychology, for he 

claims that the real1 ty of the unconscious i tself is not an absolute 

reality, but ls relative to the operations that give lt meaning. 

There are three degrees of this relativity. The first relativity 

involves the possibility of tracing the "derivatives" of the unconscious 

in the preconscious system back to their origin in the unconscious 

system. This relati vi ty means that the reali ty of the topography con­

stitutes itself within hermeneutics, but in a purely epistemlogical 

sense. The topography itself is relative to the hermeneutic constell­

ation formed by the various signs, symptoms and indications together 

with the analytic method and explanatory models. The second relativity 

is an intersubjective relativity: The facts referred to the unconscious 

by the analytic interpretation are first of all meaningful for another; 

this witness-consciousness, which is the analysts' consciousness, is part 

170 FP, p. 442. 
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of the hermeneutic constellation within which the topographie reality 

is constituted. The unconscious is elaborated as reality by another 

person in accordance with the rules of interpretation. The third 

degree of the relativity of the unconscious is the relation of the un-
111 

conscious to the transference of language. Psychoanalysis is a work 

of speech; i t is in a field of speech that the patient 1 s story is "told"; 

hence the proper object of psychoanalysis is the effects of meaning --

symptems, dreams, illusions, delusions. For the analyst, behaviour is a 

segment of meaning. That is why the lost object and the substitute 

object are the constant theme of psychoanalysis.
172 

The point here is 

that the linguistic interpretation has the ment of raising a11 the phen-

omena of the primary process te the rank of language; the very fact that 

the analytic cure itself is language attests te the mixture of the quasi-
173 

language of the unconscious and ordinary language. It can therefore 

be maintained with some reservation that the unconscious is structured 

like a language. That is, there is no economic process te which there 

cannot be found a corresponding linguistic aspect and hence, the energy 

8spect is completely paralleled by a linguistic aspect that guarantees 

the correlation of the unconscious to the conscious. Thus, the very 

relativity of the unconscious assures us of its dynamic relation to 

consciousness, that is, of first meaning te second meaning, and there-

fore there is a home for meaning found in symbols, dreams, and other 

significations. 

111 Ibid., p. 436. 
172 Ibid., p. 369. 
173 Ibid., p. 405. 
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The seat of meaning in Freudian thought and method .. is def1n1tely 

not cODsc1ousness, nor is it altogether the unconscious, although it 

is closer to the latter than to the former. The fact is that mean1ng 

in the Freudian model of cODsciousness originates in the backward and 

forward movement between cODsciousness and the unconscious; meaning 

emerges from the language which arises from the dynamic established in 

the economic correlation between the two topographical spheres. 

What is the significaDce of the topographic point of view, apart 

from the search for a "place" of meaning that is off-centre w1th re-

speet to the apparent mean1ng? The problem posed by wish-fulfillment 

is illustrative here, for the whole theory of the primary process is 

built upon its basis. An essential factor in this fulfillment is that 

fantasies have a relationship of substitution with respect to lost ob-

jects of desire; but they would not be derivatives, nor would those de-

rivat1ves be remote or distorted, if they did not first of a11 have a 

relationship of meaning to something that presents itself as lost. 

Renee dreams, symptoms, delusions, illusions pertain to a semant1cs and 

174 
a rhetorie, that is to say, to a funetion of meaning and double meaning. 

If it is the correlation of the unconscious and the conscious that 

raises the possibility of mean1ng, it is only through "desire" that the 

correlation i tself exists. Ricoeur assens that the :i.nter-subjecti ve 

structure of desire is the profound truth of the Freudian libido theory: 

"If desire were not located wi thin an inter­
human situation, there would be no such thing 
as repression, eensorship, or wish-fulfillment 
through fantasies; that the other and others 
are primarily bearers of prohibitions is simply 
another way of saying that desire encî~ters 
another desire -- an opposed desire." 

174 Ibid., p. 368. 
175 Ibid., p. 387. 
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The constitution of the subject in speech and the constitution of 

desire in intersubjectivity are one and the same phenomenon; desire 

enters into a meaningful history of mankind only insofar as that hist-

ory is "constituted by speech addressed to the other." In return, it 

is because desire is desire of desire, hence demand, hence constituted 

by language addressed to the other, that analytic dialogue is possible; 

such dialogue simply transfers into the field of "a derealized dis-

course the drama of desire, insofar as it already ws a spoken drama, a 
176 

demand." Desire, then, is from the very outset turned towrd express-

ion; it wishes to be expressed; it is in potency to speech. The work of 

psychoanalytic theory and technique is to place the work of interpret-

ation w1thin the region of desire. This 1s so because desire is ex-

pressed in distorted, il1usory form; psychoana1ys1s has as its task 

the unmasking of the expressions of de::;ire -- symbols, dreams, and so 

on - that is, double meaning expressions. 

"Along vith dreams is posited what l 
call ••• the semantics of desire, a 
semantics that centres around a some­
what nuclear theme: as a man of de­
sires l go forth in disguise -­
larvatus prodeo. By the same token 
language itself is from the outset 
and for the most part distorted: it 
means sOlœthing other than what i t 
says, it has a double meaning, it is 
equivocal •••• Let us ca11 this region 
of double meaning 'symbole '"177 

Thus, desire and symbol are linked by Ricoeur at a very basic level: 

Desire as unconscious energy goes forth in a disguised form; symbol is 

176 Ibid., p. 388f. 
177 Ibid., pp. 6-7. 
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the name of the diguise. Interpretation bas the aim of uncovering the 

hidden meaning, as it relates to the instinctual drives of the unconsc-

ious, but at this level reflective interpretation still does not bring 

the Cogito to self-consciousness. Another dimension is required, and 

tbat is the teleology of the subject and the symbole 

4. Symbols G1 ve Bise To Thought 

We may say that Ricoeur sees symbols as double-meaning, as rf!preS-

entatives to consciousness of instincts of the unconsc1ous, or as the 

expression of the ontological disproportion. However, if this is a11 

we say, we omit an important part of Ricoeur's thought about symbols. 

For, as we bave intimated from the beginning, symbols are not only ob-

jects which rank a longs ide things of the world, but are double-meaning 

expressions, whose very opacity gives us something to think about. 

"The symbolism of evil is also a symbolism 
of reconciliation. No doubt this reconcil­
iation is gi ven only in the signs that are 
its promise. But 1t is a reconciliation 
that always invites thought on the part of 
that understanding of faith which l describe 
as a threshold of understanding. Such an 
understanding does not annul its symbolic 
ongin; i t is not an understanding that 
allegprizesj it is an understanging that 
thinks according to symbols.,,11 

It is as an index of the situation of man at the heart of being in which 

he moves, exists, and wills, that the symbol speaks to us. Consequently, 

the task of the philosopher guided by symbols would be to break out of 

118 Ibid., p. 521. 
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the enchanted enclosure of consciousness of oneself, to end the pre-

rogative of self-reflection. "The symbol gives reason to think that 

the Cogito is within being, and not vice versa. Thus the second 

naivet~ would be a second Copernican revolution: the being which pos-

its itself in the Cogito bas still to discover tbat the very act by 

which it abstracts itself from the whole does not sbare in the being 

tbat challenges it in every symbol. •• ,,179 The task then 1s, starting 

from symbols, to elaborate existential concepts -- tbat is to say, not 

only structures of reflection but structures of existence, insofar as 

existence is the being of man. At this point we recall Ricoeur's con-

cept of the Cogito as act of existing, tbat is in search of the "I am" 

as well as act of knowing. Reflection is supposed to lead to the 

"becoming" of the Cogito. 

"I am convinced tbat we must tbink not 
behind the symbols, but starting from 
symbols, according to symbols, tbat 
their substance is indestructible, tbat 
they constitute the relevant substrate 
of speech wh1ch lives am:mg men. In 
short, the symbol invites thOUgbt."l80 

The aphorism "the symbol gives rise to thougbtll ("La symbole donne à 

penser") suggests that "everything bas already been sa id enigmatically 

and yet tbat it is always necessary to begin again in the dimension of 
181 

thinking. It is this articulation of thought given to itself in the 

realm of symbols and of thought positing and tbinking tbat constitutes 

the critical point of Ricoeur's whole enterprise on the hermeneutics of 

179 SE, p. 356. 
180 EPR, p. 203 
181 SE, p. 349. 
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symbols. Ricoeur is concerned to answer this question: How can tbe 

immediacy of tbe symbol and tbe mediation of tbougbt be held together? 

All symbols give rise to tbought by tbeir double meaning and double 

intentional structure. Because they are "overdetermined" symbols in-

vite reflexive tbought to discover the second layer of meaning bound 

to symbol by the structure of double intentionality. Thus a reflection 

upon symbols falls witbin a philosophy of reason wbere the Cogito "sees" 

by reflectively "knowing" symbols and otber scattered cultural signs, 

and in tbe "knowing" tbe Cogito bas its own existence confirmed. 

"All symbols give rise to thought, but the 
symbols of evil sbow in an exemplary vay 
tbat tbere is always more in mytbs and sym­
bols tban in all our pbilosopby, and tbat a 
pbilosopbical interpretation of s1:§~ls will 
never become absolute knowledge." 

Tbere is no possibility for an absolute knowledge because tbere is no 

pbilosopby witbout presuppositions, especially a reflection upon symbols. 

A mediatation upon symbols starts from speecb tbat bas already taken 

place, and in whicb everything bas already been said in some fashionj 

it wisbes to be thought witb its presuPpositions.1
83 

Tbe fact tbat tbere can be no absolute knowledge proclaims again 

tbat man is absolutely contingent, even in, or especially in, tbought. 

Ricoeur, in spurning the notion of absolute knowledge, must establisb an 

alternative. His alternative is a knowledge and underst8nding of man. 

Ricoeur thinks tbat tbis can best be achieved by means of a thorough study 

of the symbols of man. The study of symbols introduces a radical contin-

gency into philosophicsl discourse, because, ss Ricoeur confirms, the 

182 FF, p. 527. 
183 SE, p. 348. 
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thinker even to begin to understand a symbol must live under its in-

fluence. How does Ricoeur get beyond this circle of hermeneutics? By 

transforming it into a wager: 

"I wager "that l sha11 have a better under­
standing of man and of the bond between 
the being of man and the being of a11 be­
ings, if l follow the indication of sym­
bollc thought. Tbat wager then becomes the 
task of verifying my wager and saturating 
it, so to speak, with intelligibility. In 
return, the task transforma my wager: in bet­
ting on the significance of the symbolic 
world, l bet at the same tizœ that my wager 
will be restored to me in the powër of refl- 184 
ection, in the element of coherent discourse." 

There is what Ricoeur ca11s a "hiatus" between the understanding that 

we have of man 's essential nature, and the avowal of evil's unfathom-

able contingence. Thistension surfaces as a kind of battle between re-

flective rigor and symbolic richness, for the former would like to be 

able to define and understand symbols as a first 1evel substitution of 

one sign for a natural event or thing. 

What makes possible a reflection that begins with symbols, then, is 

that peculiar quallty of symbols of possessing mre than a single mean-

ing. But to have an interpretation that informa philosophical discourse, 

and strengthens the Cogito in its growth, there must be a "logic of 

double-meaning. " 

"The only radical way to justify hermeneutics 
is to seek in the very nature of reflective 
thought the principles of a logic of double 
meaning, a logic tbat is complex but not arb­
i trary, rigorous in i ts articulations but ir­
reducible to the 1inearity of symbollc logic. 
This logic is no longer a formal logic but a 
transcendental logic established on the level 

184 Ibid., p. 355. 



of the conditions of possibility; not the 
conditions of the objectivity of üature, 
but the conditions of the appropriation of 
our desire to be. Thus the logic of double 
meanings, which is proper ta he~neutics, 
is of a transcendental order. ,,1 5 
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At the reflexive level Ricoeur asks: "In what way does the comprehen-

sion of signs relate to the comprehension of self?" At this level the 

rigor of a transcendental logic or hermeneutic is called for to deal 

with equivocal expressions. But reflection must be transcended at the 

existential or ontological level where the movement towards an ontalogy 

of language parallels Heidegger. Ricoeur contends that the sole philos-

ophical interest in symbolism is that by its structure of double meaning 

it reveals the eqivocity of being. "Being is said in multiple ways." 

The symbol shows being, and language is openness to being. The only 

thing that can come ta the aid of eqi vocal expressions and truly ground 

a logic of double meaning is the problematic of reflection. The only 

thing that can justify equivocal expressions is their a priori role in 

the movement of self-appropriation by self which constitutes reflective 

activity. This a priori function pertains to a transcendental logic, if 

by transcendental logic is meant the establishing of the conditions of 

possibility of objectivity in general, and not to a formal logic. The 

task of such a logic is "ta extricate by a regressi ve method the notions 

presuppos~d in the constitution of a type of experience and a correspond-
186 

ing type of reali ty. " The connection which Ricoeur thus establishes 

between reflection upon the l think, l am, ~act, and the signs scat-

tered in the various cultures of that act of existing, opens up a new 

185 FF, p. 48. 
186 Ibid., p. 53. 
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field of experience, objectivity and reality. This is the field to 

which the logic of double meaning pertains. 

We can therefore see the method by which Ricoeur raises the refl-

ection upon symbols to the level of philosophical discourse: he places 

a wager that he will understand man better by understanding the signs 

of his being; then by means of transcendental logic he transforms the 

reflective gains from such a study into objective facto Re deduces, 

in the transcendental meaning of the word, the symbols of man and the 

reali ty to which they point. Transcendental logic a110ws symbols to 

present themsel ves for thought. "The requirement of uni voci ty holds 

only for discourse that presents itself as argument: but reflection 

does not argue, it draws no conclusions, it neither deduces nor induces; 

it states the conditions of possibility whereby empirical consciousness 

can be made equal to thetic consciousness [that consciousness that 
187 

posits itse1:J." In the reflective use of mu1tip1e-meaning express-

ions there is no fallacy of a~ity: to reflect upon these express-

ions and to interpret them is one and the same act. Rence, we must 

understand Ricoeurls interpretive method as ref1ective method and vice 

versa. It is important to remember that the understanding deve10ped 

by reflection upon symbo1s is not a weak substitute for definition of 

any particular symbols, for reflection is not a type of thinking that 

defines and thinks according to "classes." Aristotle ws the first, says 

Ricoeur, to see clearly that philosophical discourse is not subject to 

187 Ibid. 
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the logical alternative of univocal-equivocal, for being is not a 

"genus"; and yet being is said; but i t is "said in many ways." 188 

Thus we understand reflection as beginning with symbols to add to 

the Cogito, rather than baving the Cogito posit itself as complete 

consciousness and then baving the Cogito define a method of extric-

ating a "true meaning" from symbols as with any other naturel objecte 

5. Desire, Reflection, Interpretation 

Ricoeur bas said that desire is the desire to be or to become; on 

the other band, "reflection is the appropriation of our effort to exist 

and of our desire to be, through the works which bear witness to that 

effort and desire. n189 That is why reflection is more than a mere crit-

ique of knowledge and even more than a mere cri tique of moral judge-

ment; prior to every critique of judgement it reflects upon the act of 

existing which we deploy in effort and desire. The positing or emerg-

ing of effort or desire to restore the Ego is not only devoid of al1 

intuition but is evidenced only by worka whose meaning remains doubtful 

and revocable. This is where reflection calls for interpretation and 

tends to move into hermeneutics. Reflection must become interpretation, 

in fact, because l cannot grasp the act of existing except is signs 

scattered in the world. That is why a reflective philosophy must in-

c1ude the results, methods, and presuppositions of all the sciences 

that try to decipher and interpret the signs of man. 

188 Ibid. 
189 Ibid., p. 46. 
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Freudian psychoanalytic method is one method of interpretation 

which Ricoeur finds instructive for a philosophy of reflection. It 

is because analysis starts from the puzzles of meaning "for this consc-

iousness, from its symptoms for it, from the dream narrative it relates 

to the analyst •••• What is crucial lin analytic method] is the suspen­

ion of that immediate meaning, or rather that choas of meaning, and the 

displacement of the apparent meaning and its meaninglessness into the 

field of deciphering constituted by the analytic work itseU.,,19
0 

A 

hermeneutic method, coupled with reflection, goes much further than 

Ricoeur's eidetic methed found in The Voluntary and the Involuntary. 

The dependence of the Cogito on the positing of desire is not directly 

grasped in immediate experience, but interpreted by another conscious-

ness in the seemingly senseless signs effered to intersubjective speech. 

It is not at a11 a felt or perceived dependence, but rather "a deciph-

ered dependence, interpreted through dreams, fantasies, myths which con­

stitute somehow the indirect discourse of that mute darkness.,,19l The 

rootedness of reflection in life is itself understood in reflective con-

5ciousness only in the form of an hermeneutic truth. If it i5 true that 

the language of desire is a discourse, which begins with the signs of 

that desire, then refiection, in order te get at the root of desire, 

must let itself be dispossessed of the conscious meaning of discourse 

and displaced to another home of meaning. But since desire is accessible 

only in the disguises in which it displaces itself, it is only by interp-

reting the signs of desire that one can recapture in reflection the emer-

gence of desire and thus en large reflection te the point where it regains 
192 

what it had lest, that is, self-consciousness. 

190 Ibid., 
191 IOrr., 
192 Ibid., 

p. 432. 
p. 458. 
p. 424. 
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Ricoeur establishes the fact that self-consciousness is lost in 

the unconscious, that is, in the archeology of the subject, and found 

in its teleology. By combining in a dialectical interplay the dual 

concepts of archeology and teleology Ricoeur follows a path which al-

ready points througb abstract reflection toward concrete reflection. 

He maintains that progression and regression are carried on by the same 

symbols - in short, that symbolism is the "area of identity between pro-

gression and regression." To understand this would be to enter into con-

crete reflection.193 Saying that symbolism is the area of identity be-

tween progression and regression is the same as saying that a reflection 

stimulated by symbol displaces consciousness in two directions --a re-

turn to the unconscious and a hope for becoming self-conscious. Freudian 

analysis declares that symbols and dreams are fantasies that are revived 

as infantile and archaic desires, as we have seen in Ricoeur's analysis 

of Freud. There we saw that the centre of meaning wes not immediate 

consciousness, but tending towerd the unconscious. But regression and 

progression go togetherj they do not represent two truly opposed pro-

cesses. They are rather the abstract terms employed to designate the 

two end limits of a single seale of symbolization. 194 Therefore a pro-

gression that would be equivalent to Freud's regression must be developed 

for a complete philosophy of reflection. Ricoeur finds this dialectic 

in Hegel's dialectieal teleology, where self-consciousness has as its de-

sire the desire for self. The dialectieal teleology of Hegel's Phenomen-

ology of Spirit gradually unfolds all the horizons of this desire which 

193 Ibid., 
194 Ibid., 

p. 493. 
p. 522. 
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1s the essence of self-consciousness. "Consequently when Hegel dis-

covers in the otherness of desire the intending toward another desire, 

toward another desiring consciousness, he unequivocably states that we 

already possess, as philosophers in advance of the moment, the notion 

of sPirit.,,195 What Ricoeur wants to say is that the analysis of psych-

oanalysis cannot be understood in its strictly regressive structure, 

except by contra st with a teleology of consciousness which does not re-

main external to analysis but which analysis intrinsically refers to. 

Ricoeur thinks that this trait is evident only in a reading of Freud 

coupled with a reading of Hegel. In other wOrds, Ricoeur takes Hegel's 

Phenomenology of Spin t as the best example of an opposite phenomenology 

from Freud's reductive psychology, and as the one which best expresses 

the teleological nature of desire. 

"In the Hegelian phenomenology, each form 
or figure recei ves i ts meaning from the 
subsequent one •••• The truth of a given mo­
ment lies in the subsequent moment; mean-
ing always proceeds retrogressively •••• 
If phenomenology does not create but only 
makes meaning explicit as meaning discloses 
itself, it is because the later meaning is 
immanent in each of its anterior moments. 
Hence, phenomenology can make this later 
meaning explicit by examining the prior mea­
ning; the philosopher can pattern himself on 6 
what appears, he can be a phenomenologist. "19 

The kind of teleological dimension of consciousness which Ricoeur 

found in Hegel was the answer he needed to complement the archeology 

of the subJect which Freud developed. If indeed there is a connection 

between the subJect's archeology and its teleology, that i5, between two 

195 Ibid., 
196 Ibid., 

p. 466. 
p. 464. 
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dispossessions of consciousness, then the war between the two modes 

of interpretat1on, which wes R1coeur's main problem of his problem-

atic, is st the point of being solved. The true philosophical basis 

for understand1ng the complementari ty of the reducti ve, demystifying 

hermeneutics in relation to the mytho-poetic formations of culture is 

the dialectic of archeology and teleology. It remains only to locate 

the concrete "mixed texture" in which we see archeology and teleology. 

This concrete mixed texture is symbole The. two opposing interpretations 

meet in what Ricoeur calls a "third term," which is the symbol i tself • 

The symbol contains the multiplicitYj it is at least double intentioned, 

and therefore has the potential for a double vector, which is necessary 

for consciousness to become self-aware in the appropriating of the symbole 

These two movements in symbol - regression and progression - offer 

the possibility for a kind of retrieve of self-consciousness which is 

possible only through the c~nversion of desire and fear. 

"For Freud, religion is the monotonous rep­
eti tion of i ts own origins. His exclusive 
attention to repetition becomes a refusal to 
consider a possible epigenesis of religious 
feeling, that is to say, a transformation or 
conversion of desire and fear." 191 

Accordingly the historico-phenomenological evolution of symbol is also 

a history of the subject. Consciousness is not the first reality we can 

know, but the last. It is necessary for us to arrive at consciousness, 

not to begin with it. This thought is uppermst in Freud 's tactics, and 

therefore he discounts only a particular or immediate consciousness. 

191 Ibid., p. 534. 
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But in the end psychoanalysis as hermeneutics reaffirms consciousness 

as that by which the hidden may become manifeste Hegel's phenomenology 

supplies the supplement to Freud's archeology of the subject, and acc­

ording to Ricoeur Hegel's type of teleology was written into Freud's 

method from the start, although implicitly. The teleological aspect of 

subjectivity involves a displacement of consciousness too. Ricoeur c0I!-­

cludes that these two movements bave the same aim - the ontological re­

appropriation of the lost "self." He calls this the "promised land" of 

811 philosophical endeavours, for man' s search for his ontological roots 

is always bound te proceed to a point where the retrogressi ve action 

must cease. The action begins all over again there, for the ontological 

beyond, although more firmly felt as affectual influence, is still be­

yond our reflective grasp. 
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VI 

StJ'MM}.RY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Ricoeur's thoughts on the knowing consciousness and its intended 

objects must now be collated and our conclusions deduced from them. 

There has been a single purpose guiding the course of this analysis 

of Ricoeur's work: to see in what ways, or at what points, bis hermen­

eutical philosophy can be incorporated into a theory of hermeneutics, 

as that discipline applies to rules for the understanding and interp­

reting of a texte In a previous section it was concluded that the 

serious deficiency of hermeneutics before Ricoeur bas been i ts lack of 

a clearly specified epistemology. Accordingly we have searched in 

Ricoeur for an adequate theory of how man "knows" and interprets a text, 

and in Ricoeur's case the object of interpretation is symbol, for he is 

the first to deal concretely with the epistemology of symbols. His find­

ings are likely to surprise one who has been nurtured in the quiet con­

fidence of a philosophy of immediate perception. 

1. The Essential Nature of Màn 

Ricoeur's theory regarding man 's method of "knowing" an object is 

entirely dependent upon his concept of the nature of man. To sUlDIIBrize 

Ricoeur' s philosophy of man, we may say that he understands man as a 

"bound freedom," tbat is j as an only human freedom. What makes freedom 

huœn is the peculiar reciprocal relation of the voluntary and the in­

voluntary in man 's essential nature by which the involuntary limits his 

freedom while at the same time the involuntary is the medium of volunt­

ary action: the one limits the other. The involuntary has its greatest 



125. 

manifestations in spontaneous bodily actions wbicb are unconsciously 

and unreflectively accomplished. Anotber very crucially important 

aspect of tbe involuntary is tbe perspecti val limitation placed upon 

man by tbis same body. Man bas no control over these aspects of his 

existence and they rai se for bim tbe certainty of tbe finitude of bis 

existence. However, tbere is a voluntary (willful) aspect of man's 

nature wbicb used tbe involuntary for tbe gain of tbe Cogito: tbe 

best tbat man can bope ta acbieve under tbe sign of tbe voluntary is 

tbe Itway of consent," wbere man reflectively accepts tbe limiting per­

spective of bis existence whicb tbe involuntary bas placed upon bim. 

Man tberefore bas a buman freedom, and not an ideal freedom. 

The recognition of tbis essential aspect of bis nature creates 

in man a certain tension. He sees on tbe one band tbat bis limited 

perspective gives bim a finitude wbich be can never overcome; and yet 

by means of iJaginative reflection be is able to transgress tbe limits 

imposed upon bim by natural existence: by tbe powers of imagination 

man is able to "see l1 an entire ideal realm where tbere is no question 

of the limitations of tbe involuntary. Accordingly man knows bimself 

as existing in tension between two possible worlds -- bis bistorical 

reality and his transcendental possibilities, and be is tom between 

tbem not knowing where exactly be exists; tbis is tbe ontological dis­

proportion which describes man as stretehed tightly between his fin­

itude and infinitude. 

A consequence of tbis condition i6 tbat man is not able to "know" 

which i6 tbe true reality, or in otber words, be does not know where 

tbe meaning for bis existence comes from. Is i t from tbe word wbich 
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calls man to the brute facts of his existence? ls the seat of mean­

ing below (or behind) bis present reality? Or is it above (or ahead)? 

Ricoeur concluaes that man in bis history bas tended to locate the 

seat of meaning in his own immediate consciousness, with the result 

that for immediate consciousness things are precisely as they directly 

appear to be. For such a philosophy there is assumed a prior under­

standing of man according to which man's thought is not correlative to 

any involuntary aspect of existence, for his powers of thought are able 

to objectivize all the objects of the world so that it is absolutely 

ordered in accord with the will of man. But Ricoeur differs by saying 

that it is essentially a part of human nature for the seat of meaning 

to be some other place besides immediate consciousness. 

The thinking and reflecting part of man is called the Cogito and 

traditionally in philosophy the Cogito bas been understood as active 

only in the act of knowing. Ricoeur, however, by appealing to the 

original intention of Descartes, sees fit to reverse the action: the 

Cogito is act of existence first, and only secondarily act of knowing. 

(The priority is a logical and not a temporal one.) lt is significant, 

though, tbat the Cogito only commits an act of existence insofar as it 

appropriates an object of the world, that is, absorbs an object which 

then becomes a project upon the Cogito. Therefore, the Cogito is not 

posited as the first act of the Cogito; instead the Cogito is in pro­

cess of becoming self-aware. Rence the seat of meaning is not in con­

sciousness, but in desire. For it is desire of the Cogito to become 

self-conscious which prompts the Cogito to act in appropriating the 

signs of its own being. lt is thus the combination of desire and 

effort that first raises the possibility of meaning. 
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Ricoeur differs from traditional philosophy and hermeneutics in 

his understanding of man; it has been the norm for hermeneutical th-

eory to propose man as a directly perceiving consciousness with res-

pect to the text which he is knowing. Hermeneu~ical theory prior to 

Ricoeur has implied that man is capable of standing apart from the ob-

ject of his investigation in a way that has furthered the subject-ob-

ject dichotomy: man can know the text as an object which is antithet-

ical to his own cousciousness. Even Dilthey who substantiated the 

necessity of accepting man's historical contingency in hermeneutical 

theory did not reduce the dichotomy, since man wes still the beholder 

of a spectacle, albeit a spectacle to which he is historically connect-

ed. Being thus connected to a text does not remove the fact that it is 

an object which exists ~ the consciousness to know, a consciousness 

that exists independently of the objecte Ricoeur claims that the Cogito 

is not a "finished product" that is able to "know" an object directlyj 

the Cogito is informed by the object in such a way that it is better 

defined from each appropriation of another objecte Ricoeur haS the ad-

vantage of displacing the split between the subject and his object by 

way ofhis understanding that man does not directly perceive an objecte 

- .... Rather he desires to become conscious of himself and his possibilities, 

and to accomplish this the Cogito must apperceive its intended objects 

of the world, that i5, it must reach out and fold them unto itself. 

The meaning of the intended objects in this dynamic is decided indirectly 

by desire, and it is "correct" if by the appropriation of meaning a 

greater self-consciousness is unfolded. The principal point te be re-

membered about Ricoeur is that he does not accept man as a gi ven 
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quantity or qual1ty, but he opens the being of man to question. By 

attempting to solve the "mystery" of man Ricoeur emerges wi th a con­

cept of the nature of man which provides him with the base for a diff­

erent theory of the knowing of man than the hermeneuticists have had 

hitherto: man is not a pre-given consciousness who can directly perceive 

objects; man is l1mited and unlimited at the same time, and consequently 

he is an ontological disproportion; this in turn gi ves rise to doubts 

about man's consciousness for knowing objects of the world; the dis­

proportion brings forth the concept of the Cogito as act of existence 

and act of knowing in a joint act; and therefore the Cogito does not 

know itself as its first act. The Cogito is in search of itself; and 

desire for self-consciousness precipitates the action. 

2. The Nature of Mm 's Knowing 

If man is not immediate consciousness, then how does he know? The 

nature of the Cogito, as Ricoeur understands i t, predicates that man' s 

knowing is not the kind of knowing which is customarily spoken of by 

philosophies of immediate consciousness. The "knowing" of Ricoeur's 

phenomenology begins from the concept of an incomplete Cogito in search 

of its ontological home. Ricoeur concludes after his work in The Volunt­

ary and the Involuntary that the Cogito wills its existence as desire to 

become who le, and this means that desire as desire for a consciousness 

is the basis for "knowing." Each act of the Cogito in apperceiving an 

object represents a gain for consciousness in its search for self­

consciousness. Philosophies which presuppose a complete and whole con­

sciousness in man do not see knowing as a gain of or in consciousness, 
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but as a gain for consciousness. For them consciousness does not grew, 

it perceives and then formulates its perceptions into objectively valid 

propositions. This is what "knowing" has meant for hermeneutics also: 

consciousness could gain an understanding of a text, and then formulate 

an understanding of it into a proposition that ws then verifiable accord.­

ing to whether or not the proposition was sensible or verifiable. It is 

even possible for a hermeneuticist to admit the historicality of man in 

the interpretive action, and still have the text as an object which has 

no effect upon consciousness, that is, consciousness does no~ grow, it is 

posited as completely self-aware. The Cogito, when conceived as an ex­

panding self-awareness, grews toward its self-awareness and its ontological 

roots with every appropriation of a texte By being known in the sense 

that immediate perception "knows," a text is merely percei ved and remains 

an object external to consciousnessj in the act of "knowing" consciousness 

remains unchanged. But by being "appercei ved" or "appropria ted 11 by the 

Cogito a text is taken into consciousness to become a part of the growth 

process of that consciousness, and therefore the text takes on a meaning 

that is directly related to the appropriating consciousness; the Cogito 

expresses its desire to become by the appropriation of an object (text): 

111 know l1 and "I am" are joined in appreception. 

The desire for consciousness can lead to a distortion of meaning be­

cause of the narcissistic root of desire, however. It is therefore nec­

essary for reflection to unmask the archaic and instinctual roots of dis­

torted or illusory meaning, because they can and often do distort the 

meaning that desire derives from the intended objects of the Cogito's 

appropriation. Desire is the beginning-point for Ricoeur's epistezwlogy/ 
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ontology since it is the combination of desire and effort (will) that 
;, 

\._. first raises the possiblity of meaning. Desire, however, is able to 

hurdle its self-enclosing narcissism only be deflecting the instinct-

ual drives away from their archaic roots toward ideals which are ident-

ified as something which consciousness desires to become. Thi~ by-

passing of instincts is called sublimation - the stri ving for "higher" 

goals in lUe, the creating of the building up of the super-ego. It is 

at this point that Ricoeur identifies an implicit teleology in Freud: as 

desire the Ego wishes to attain a position or condition which i8 other 

than its present one. Rence, Ricoeur can combine dialectically Freud 's 

regression to the unconscious as the root of desire and Regel's redup-

li cation of consciousness where desire goes ahead of consciousness to 

find self-consciousness. Objects which allow consciousness te gain in 

self-knowledge are those which contain the possiblity of an interpret-

ation in two directions -- regressive and progressive. Haw then can any 

individual say that he "knows" anything if the Cogito 's principal act-

ivity is the quest for the roots of its own existence? 

Ricoeur responds to this challenge by use of Kant's "transcendental 

imagination." Although the individuel consciousness gains in self-aware-

ness as the "I am" with every apperception of an object, there is no 

automatic provision that this gain can be objectively demonstrated to an-

other consciousness. The device known as transcendental imagination means 

that what is meaningful for the individual consciousness is then applied 

by that consciousness to a whole realm of objectivity such that that 

realm becomes meaningful. That is, what is meaningful to consciousness 

and contributes to its self-awareness objectivizes and orders a whole 
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realm. of reality. Tberefore, reflexive knowledge is capable of being 

proposed to another consciousness because it gives meaning to the ex­

istence of an objective sphere of reality. 

Ricoeur sees consciousness as incomplete, as being in search of it­

self; hence the Cogito acts to unify the "felt" disproportion in man by 

appropriating objects of the world. This reflexive activity both builds 

up a self-consciousness and at the same time unmasks the narcissistic 

roots of desire and the distortion it produces. Therefore, desire is 

the Archimedian point" for Ricoeur's epistemology/ontology, but to proceed 

in growth in consciousness desire must be deflected away from its prim­

itive roots toward the Hegelian teleology of consciousness. This dial­

ectic helps desire explore its primordial origins and its creative poss­

ibilities; transcendental imagination permits consciousness then to order 

an objective world around its apperceptions and to make propositions 

about this reality. 

Up to this point it is possible to conclude that Ricoeur improves 

upon hermeneutical theory in the area of his concept of man and in his 

understanding of the process of man 1 s "knowing" or "interpreting" a text 

to his own consciousness. He overcomes to some extent the subject-object 

dichotomy that is a perennial problem for hermeneutics by his phenomeno­

logical understanding of the Cogito as "a ct of existence, Il which means 

that self-consciousness is not posited as its first act. The self of 

consciousness does not exist in fact except in relation to the objects of 

apperception. 

The conclusion emerges that Ricoeur's phenomenology of symbols and of 

human consciousness opens up new possibilities for a theory of interpret-
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ation, and once again hermeneutics might return to being the found­

ational science that it was once thought to be. Ricoeur's understand­

ing of the Cogito and the dis pla cement of the ongin of meaning are his 

greatest contributions to such a theory. He says that knowledge does 

not come to consciousness directly, but in an indirect process by virtue 

of multiple-meaning expressions which give us greater awareness of self 

in exploring our archaic origins and the progressive possibilities of 

our consciousness. Knowing is an act of existence ("I am") on the sub­

conscious and pro-conscious* level, where the intended object caUs for 

interpretation by reason of the several meanings contained in i t. Sym­

bols are the privileged example of multiple-meaning expressions because 

of their universal presence and influence and also because they expand 

consciousness as they are appropriated. Knowing symbols therefore means 

appropriating the meaning that desire puts to them, and then reflecting 

upon this meaning for a gain in self-consciousness. 

3. The Nature of Symbol 

Ricoeur claims that symbols, and indeed a11 language, is man 's at­

tempt a) to explore bis existential condition, b) to express an under­

standing of his place in Being, and finally c) to fTOW into consciousness 

by reflection upon these same symbols. Symbols are opaque and misty be-

cause man does not clearly "see" his condition and bis status in the 

world. He "feels" it; he intuits it. Symbols arise out of man 's ontol­

ogical disproportion as an index of man 's status witbin the rest of Being; 

he is alone and br'oken off from Being. The symbols of evil are the part­

icular attestation to this condition. At the same time there are symbols 

* l use the term "pro-conscious" to refer to that are a of consciousness 

which is not yet revealed to consciousness. This is the area which 

is continually being openedup to awareness with reflection upon the 

archaic origins of consciousness. 
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which refer to the obverse side of the symbols of evil, namely, the 

symbols of hope for reconciliation. Man is not only signifying the 

limitations of his nature, the brokenness of his being, but he also 

expresses his confidence in the possibility of ontological reconcil-

iation. 

Ricoeur defines symbols as double-or multiple-meaning expressions 

where there is a first layer of meaning which is obvious and literal; 

and upon this first layer there is built a second level of meaning 

which comes only through and by means of the first. What gives rise 

to the second level is "double-intentionality": symbol has a first 

meaning which intends something in a direct and literal sense (stain), 

but this object in turn refers to something else which is intended only 

through the first literal meaning. Ricoeur takes pains ta separate 

symbol from sign and allegory. Signs are a mere substitution of one 

meaning for another; symbols are enigmatic, and therefore revealing for 

the Cogito which reflects upon their many meanings. Nor aresymbols 

allegory, because allegory is already an interpretation. 

Symbols have a backward and forward motion ta them: they help man ex-

plore his archaic origins as well as helping him make an advance in mean-

ing, an advance which represents the unfolding of new creative images for 

his adult life. 

Symbols are therefore seen by Ricoeur as the index of man's position 

at the heart of Being. Theyalso express man's desire to improve this 

position. Symbols have multiple meanings which are found when one thinks 

of symbols as regressive to the unconscious of the individual or to the 

cosmological beginnings of mankind ~ as progressive, looking towrd 
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the ontological reconciliation of man. It is the nature of multiple-
, 

meaning expressions tbat permi ts Ricoeur to say llla symbole donne a 

penser. Il 

The fact tbat symbols are enigmatic, opaque, baving IOOre tban one 

possible meaning, constitutes the necessity for reflection upon them. 

For if symbols bave IOOre than a simple meaning then reflection is call-

ed upon to decipher the meanings. Ricoeuralso claims that everytbing 

bas been said enigmatically that can be said, and therefore nothing new 

can be said discursively. Hence, philosophy is given something to think 

about by symbols, by the multiple ways of expressing being. 

Symbols then are multiple-meaning expressions of man's essential 

condition and of bis position at the heart of Being; symbols differ from 

signs because of their opacity, ... hile signs have a simple relation of 

meaning to meaning; symbols have a double intentionality which relates 

t'Wo layers of meaning; symbols have an arcbaic and a progressive refer-

ence point; symbols say enigmatically everything tbat can be said about 

Being; the Cogito, by reflecting upon these signs of its being, can ad-

vance its self-consciousness; therefore symbols give us something to 

think about. 

We bave seen tbat Ricoeur is instructive for bermeneutics in his con-

cept of man, and in bis concept of man' s act of knowing. Does be continue 

to teach hermeneutics by his theory of symbol? What is actually being 

asked here is ho'W related bis theory of symbol 1s to the hermeneutical 

theorists' understanding of "text. ft ls symbol (for Ricoeur) the same 

as text (for hermeneutical theory)? 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 



~ , --

135. 

In his philosophical study Ricoeur has displayed an increasing 

interest in language, and it is this that concerns him: the ultimate 

presupposition of any structural linguistics is that language is an 

object, like other objects, that is, like the subject matter of the 

other sciences, where, also, the "thing" is resolved into a relation-

ship, a system of internal dependencies. That is te say, the ling-

uistic realm consists in moving within the enclosure of a self-suffi-

cient universe and ne ver encounters anything but intra-significant re-

lations of mutuel interpretation of signs. Consciousness is involved 

in such a system only as an ordering consciousness, a consciousness 

well established. There is no thought of consciousness' being expanded 

by encountering the language-object; consciousness bas as its task the 

organizing of language so that it relates faithfully to the reality it 

speaks of. This has been the theory of language implicit in hermeneut-

ical theory before Ricoeur. It is implied in the theorists' conviction 

tbat a "text" can be understeod by my consciousness only insofar as it 

fits the rules of linguistic philosophy where immediate consciousness 

reigns supreme. If the text adheres to the rules, then it can be trans-

lated into its correct meaning by "knowing" its historical and literary 

context. In traditional hermeneutics there is no thought either that 

the text is enigmatic or that consciousness is in a process of growth. 

Although in its fundamental options existential phenomenology is 

not primarily concerned with lan~J8ge, Ricoeur pushes it to a central 

position. Why? Because meaning - the problem of meaning and the order 

of meaning -- primordially defines the field of all phenomenological 

descriptions, even if being and nothingness are the ultimate issue.
198 

198 SR, p. 9. 
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For Ricoeur the phenomenological problem of language really begins 

" ••• when the act of speaking is taken on the plane where it estab-

lishes a meaning, where it makes a meaning clearly eXist, apart from 

any exphci t statements or uttered meanings. For phenomeno logy, as 

for psychoanalysis, the 'reality of language' is nothing other tban 

the meaning achieved by behaviour. ,,199 The task of phenomenology, and 

for Ricoeur, vith respect to language is to see tbat the positing of 

the subject, invoked by the whole tradition of the Cogito, is operated 

within language and not alongside it. The positing of the Cogito must 

be seen to take place in the instance or episode of communication, that 

1s, in the act through which the potential system of language becomes 
200 

the actual occurrence of speech. For phenomenology, language is not 

an object but a mediation, that is to say, it is that by which and 

through which we move towards reali ty (whatever 1 t may be). For phenom-

enology, language consists in saying something about something; it there-

by escapes towards what it says; it goes beyond itself and dissolves in 
201 

its intentional movement of reference. This means, therefore, that 

language is a correlative of consciousness inasmuch as it advances be-

yond itself as consciousness appropria tes its intended meanings: language 

seeks its own disappearance as an object. 

Language then is not foundational and is not an object; it is med-

iation, it is the medium. the "milieu" in which and through which the 
202 

subject (Cogito) poses itself and the world shows itself. Renee, the 

199 FF, p. 383. 
200 SR, p. 27. 
201 Ibid., p. 16. 
202 SWE, p. 123. 
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Cogito seeks itself through language which Mediates between the Cogito 

and the world. "For us who speak, language is not an object but a med-

iation. Language is that through which, by means of which, we express 

ourselves and express things. To speak is the act by which the speaker 
203 

overcomes the closure of the uni verse of signs ••• " 

Ricoeur first turned his attention to language when he saw that a 

direct understanding of language was no longer possible: he could not 

speak of the symbols of evil or of a servile will without a theory of 

language, and a corresponding hermeneutics. Hence, he increasingly 

turned to language, to a phenomenology of language which should show in 

what function of speech the language system is reactivated, reconnected 

into an occurrence, restored to its role as living mediator. One would 

think that Ricoeur could turn to Heidegger for a hermeneutical under-

standing of the function of speech and language •. But he cannot: although 

Heidegger takes understanding not only as a mode of knowledge but as a 

mode of being, his reduction of understanding to a mode of being de-

stroys the distance between the interpreter and his object. Another 

question often raised for Heidegger is this: if ontological understand-

ing is prior to historical knowledge, how is the latter derived from 

ontology? Ricoeur avoids the paradoxes of Heidegger's analysis by taking 

the route of analysis of language; Ricoeur's method is indirect and in a 

dialectic with, rather than an exclusion from, the linguistic disciplines. 

Heidegger's way is the short way toward what Ricoeur calls "a direct onto-

203 Ibid., p. 119. 
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logy of comprehension," breaking a11 methodological debates and dri v-
204 

ing directly toward an ontology. Renee, he must develop a theory 

of meaning and a semantic approach which must be supplemented by a 

criteriology whose concern is to investigate the semantic constitution 

of symbolic forms. Ricoeur finds that the semantic level is the one 

at which the problem of language can be "grafted" onto phenomenology. 

Without tracing the details of his work on language, a pr~cis 

would coyer Ricoeur's significant points: he bas worked through three 

strategie levels. He first operated as an exegete wi th the large uni ts 

of philosophical discourse, with discursive textsj then as a lexical 

linguist with the sense of words, that is to say, with namesj and finally 

as a structural linguist with semic constellations. His early work on 

language showed Ricoeur to be interested in the sentence as the basic 

function of speech. This large uni t, he found, is in no way semi-

ological, that is, understood as meaning anything relating to the in-

ternal dependencies of signs or their components. This large unit, he 

said, is "purely semantic, in its strong sense, that is, not merely of 

meaning, in general, but of saying something, of referring from the sign 

205 . to the thing." Gradua lly , however, there came about a percept~ble 

shift in emphasis for Ricoeur from the sentence as the dispenser of mean-

ing to the "seme" as used in ordinary language. It is not the process 

of change which interests us so much as the conclusions which Ricoeur 

arrives at. Re says, 

204 EP, 
205 SR, 

p. 171-
p. 22. 
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"The val~ability of semantic values, their 
sensitivity to contexts, the irreducibly 
polysemie cbaracter of lexical terms in or­
dinary language, these are not provisionary 
defects or diseases which a reformulation 
of language would eliminate, ra'Cher they are 
the permanent and fruitful conditions of the 
functioning of ordinary language. 1t206 
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This polysemie feature of language, whereby words take on any number 

of meanings according to the contextual use, now appears to Ricoeur to 

be the base condition for symbolic discourse and in that way, the most 

primitive layer in a theory of metaphor, symbol, parable, and 50 on. 

He therefore alludes to the connection between the functioning of dis-

course on symbols and the multiple-meaning structure of our ordinary 

words. This parallelism extends further: understanding in the most or-

dinary sense of the word - let us say in conversation - is already an 

intersubjective process. Inasmuch as ordinary language differs from 

ideal language in tbat it bas no fixed expressions independent of their 

contextual uses, to understand discourse is to interpret the actual-

izations of its polysemie values according to the permissions and suggest­

tions proposed by'the contexte Ricoeur's work on language is by no means 

complete, but wbat is said here represents bis progress to this point in 

time; whether or not bis forthcoming ItPoetics of the Willlt will alter 

these results is mere speculation. But the implications for our question 

- "Is the symbol (for Ricoeur) the same as text (for the hermeneutical 

theorists ) 1" - are important in the light of the present stage of his 

development. 

206 Paul Ricoeur, "From Existentialism to the Philosophy of Language," 
Criterion, X (Spring, 1971), p. 17. 
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The theory of symbol implici t in The Symbolism of EVil gi ves the 

impression that there is only a hermeneutics of symbols, and Freud and 

Philosophy does little to correct this impression. Now after more 

thought and research on the general subject of hermeneutics, Ricoeur 

readily grants today that the interpretation of symbols is not the 

whole of hermeneutics, ~ he continues to hold that it is the conden­

sation point, the place of greatest density, because it is in the symbol 

that language 1s revealed in its strongest force and with its greatest 

fullness. ::::t says someth1ng independently of nan, and it says more 

than he can understand. The symbol, for Ricoeur, is surely the place of 

the experience of the surplus of meaning. Ricoeur's move to a study of 

language therefore marks a progress in rigour and in scientific method. 

It would be false to say that he has eliminated symbolism; i t has rather 

ceased to be an enigna. It is in truth a fascinating reality and myst-

ifying "at its limit," where it invites explaining the obscure by the 

more obscure. 

UIt [symbolism) is now exactly situated and 
doubly so: it is first situated by rapport 
to multiple sense, which is a question of 
lexemes, and therefore of speech. In this 
regard symbolism has nothing in itself of 
the remarkable; aU words of ordinary 
speech have more than one signification •••• 
Symbolism is si tuated a second time by rap­
port to discourse; it is in discourse that 
there is e quivo ca lit y and not elsewhere: 
this is where it constitutes an effect of 
particular meaning. n207 

Renee, Ricoeur concludes that the possibility of symbolism is deep-rooted 

207 GER, pp. 77-78. 
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in a function common to all words in a universal function of language, 

namely, the aptitude of lexemes for developing contextual variations. 

If language and symbolism have a common function -- the expression of 

extralinguistic realities -- then it is plain that langus.ge, whether 

symbol or text, bas for an interpreter a multiple sense. We can there­

fore answer our question in the affirmative provided we accept Ricoeur's 

understandings of the Cogito, of symbol, of language, and of texte The 

text, because of the polysemic nature of language, is an over-determined 

meaning just as symbol is. This m.eans that the Cogito 's act of approp­

riation signals an advance in the Cogito's self-consciousness with a 

text as with symbole The text which is written in description of man's 

ontological or existential condition is by nature as opaque as a symbol 

which functions the same way. 

In conclusion, there are fundamentally two points at which Ricoeur 

may alter the traditional theories of interpretation of text: first, 

his concept of man and the Cogito in the process of "knowing"; second, 

his understanding of language, symbol,and text as indicators of a real­

ity existing within and without them,indicators with a surplus of mean­

ing. Therefore it is concluded that Ricoeur gives hermeneutics the 

basis for a new theory. And finally, it is now recognized that it was 

in vain we searched in Ricoeur for en epistemology which would serve as 

the basis for a sound theory of hermeneutics. Ricoeur does not begin 

with knowing but with the CogitaIs act of existence; man does not "know" 

the world, he appropriates it, and in 50 doing he expands the horizons 

of his consciousness. Hermeneutics is th~ phenomenological description 

of this reaching-out for an ontological grounding of our existence. 
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