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Introduction

The writing of this book was prompted by my interest in the work of Paul Ricceur
and by the intriguing discrepancies surrounding the term ‘hermeneutics of
suspicion’: it is often used in isolation from his work, mostly attributed inaccu-
rately and often attached to some general argument that resembles postmodern
trends of a pessimistic tenor, which he himself rejected. This misunderstanding
does not seem to exist in corresponding French literature. My discussion of the
‘masters of suspicion’ will contextualize the debate about conscious meaning
for those who have a general interest in philosophy as well as a specialist inter-
est ini Ricceur. Paul Ricceur (1913-2005) was one of the greatest Western philo-
sophers of the twentieth century and his work spans many disciplines and
schools of thought. He was an intellectual, a philosopher and a Christian,
steeped in the Judaeo-Christian sadition of Western Europe, and also at ease in
the USA where he taught for many years.

Making use of existentialist, phenomenological and hermeneutical analysis,
Ricceur’s philosophical approach covers major issues in psychology, psycho-
analysis, historiography, linguistics, literature, politics, law, ethics, theology and
science. Ricceur’s style can seem technical and abstract, yet his thought has
a social immediacy on a number of levels: common political identity for the
European Union, ethics of tolerance and inclusion and issues of justice, punish-
ment and forgiveness. Throughout his life he took political positions against
fascism and colonialism. He actively opposed Russian oppression of intellectu-
als in Czechoslovakia and the war in Algeria, and commented with critical inter-
est upon issues such as the secular culture of France and even developments in
neuroscience.! His work has been a great inspiration and source of guidance to
me in my work on social justice with British Muslim groups at a time when ‘the
Muslim’ is often seen as the alien Other. At various points in the text I sketch
synergies between his writing and its effect on my work.

Given his massive oeuvre, this book is highly selective. In Chapter 1, an over-
view of Ricceur’s work on suspicion opens a significant debate about meaning
and doubt that will form the backbone of this text. Cartesian doubt provides
a way into the work of the human in seeking a world of meaning and ethical
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strength. Ricoeur’s early life’s work is summarized in Chapter 2. Chapters 3
and 4 analyse definitions and uses of the terms ‘the masters of suspicion’ and
‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’ respectively. Chapter 5 suminarizes the work of
his middle period. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 focus on three approaches that he used
for resolving issues regarding suspicion, doubt and struggles for meaning. The
first approach is linguistic analysis expressed in pre-critical naivety, secondly
methodological dialectics that helps us to become critical (but we risk over-
doing criticality with excessive suspicion) and thirdly philosophical anthropo-
logy that leads us into a second naivety. Chapter 9 looks at some of his major
late work. Chapter 10 draws conclusions about Ricceur’s replacement of the
hermeneutics of suspicion with a range of methods.

- Ricceur in translation

Ricceur was a translator from Greek, German, Italian and he translated fluently
into English. He wrote much of his work in French, a great deal of which has
been translated by American academics. He wrote and delivered many of his
lectures and seminars in English and French, giving them in parallel in Paris
and Chicago and elsewhere in Europe and the USA. The best bibliographic
guide is that of Frans Vansina, updated 2008.2 Vansina charts the complex
details of primary and secondary publication including the multiple publica-
tion sites of many of his essays, which I only mention when I think it is impor-
tant to my argument. Ricceur used ‘man’ (I’homme) as a term that describes
‘humans’, yet that also creates ‘he/him’ as a dominant pronoun. In the last
thirty years of his life he also wrote about ‘she’. I will attempt to use the imper-
sonal ‘they’.

The Fonds Ricceur

Ricceur donated his library and his manuscripts to the Protestant Theological
College in Paris. Mme Catherine Goldenstein is the archivist, whose guidance
and inspiration is invaluable, as is the leadership and vision of Professor Olivier
Abel in spearheading the building of a new library to house the archive. In writ-
ing this book I have been given access to the archives and received a travel bur-
sary from the University of Gloucestershire. The archives give us insight into
Ricceur’s work from hitherto inaccessible and largely unresearched material,
including notes he took in lectures as a teenager, his own lecture notes in both
French and English, and draft materials for books and articles. He kept his
notes, organized and updated them over many years. Before, during and after
the Second World War, he often worked on thin, postcard size paper (A6) and
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sometimes had no ink, using aniline ink dye. By the 1960s he was working on
Ab paper and from the 1970s, with paper no longer a luxury item, he used A4.3

For the first time, I use archive sources to illuminate and clarify Ricceur’s
work using his own material.

Chapter 1 Cartesian doubt

Descartes’ analysis of sceptical doubt has influenced modern philosophy,
including Kant. Through Husserl’s work on Descartes, Ricceur demonstrates
the importance of phenomenology, a way of concentrating on consciousness as
a source of direct experience. Descartes’ thinking person becomes Husserl’s
phenomenologist, yet neither has the capacity to understand their own desires
and the effect their desires have upon their perception of the world, or the
other person and their viewpoint. Subjectivity as a problem was first raised by
Kant and led to irreconcilable disputes between reason and the will. Ricceur
attempts to mediate with a blend of phenomenology, hermeneutics and
esistentialism.

Chapter 2 Ricceur’s hermeneutics I:
the archaeology of suspicion

Against the tide of structuralism, Ricceur offers a critical defence of phenome-
nology. Several key texts will show his study of will and passion (Freedom and
Nature (1950/1966)), of the shortcomings of scientific and other human endea-
vours (History and Truth (1955/1964)), of the debate about evil and human
fallibility (Fallible Man (1960/1965)) and the study of religion and the love
of phenomena that we can only think about through symbolic representation
(The Symbolism of Evil (1960/1967)). I believe there is much to be gained from
analysing our own behaviour regarding cultural symbols such as the hijab (the
Muslim scarf) in ways that draw upon Ricceur’s example.

Chapter 3 Ricceur’s masters of suspicion:
Marx, Nietzsche and Freud

Ricceur felt indebted to Marx, Freud and Nietzsche because they transformed
the hermeneutic answer by creating a fundamental challenge to Cartesian
dualism. For Ricceur, all three challenge religion, particularly Christianity, in
ways that are a good antidote to the abuse of power that we may find in religious
hegemonies. However, because they refuse to give credence to the possibility of
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faith, he finds their critique of religion unhelpful in challenging the ways in
which meanings are embedded in belief systems. Of the three, Freud’s work is
the main influence on Ricceur and his writing is based mainly on Freud’s texts,
much less on secondary literature. He analyses Freud from a philosophical
viewpoint, and finds Freud’s work ultimately unable to provide methodologies
for analysing meaning in language.

Chapter 4 On the use and abuse of the term
‘hermeneutics of suspicion’

The phrase hermeneutics of suspicion is often used in philosophy and literarv
theory; the phrase has a history, is much quoted, usually not referenced prop-
erly and frequently mis-used. It has a wide currency in philosophy and in liter-
ary studies, yet is seldom contextualized as part of the significant debate about
meaning that Ricceur conducted. This chapter discusses the various contrasting
analyses of the hermeneutics of suspicion. Even more striking is the failure to
connect the phrase convincingly with Ricceur’s work beyond his analysis of
the masters of suspicion and to acknowledge or analyse his subsequent aban-
donment of the term. He describes it as an overly powerful mechanism for
suspecting others, which is what we do when we believe we know more than
others do. Ricoeur develops other techniques using suspicion that are based on
the belief that we can never know enough.

Chapter 5 Ricceur’s hermeneutics II:
the theory of interpretation

This chapter provides a brief chronology of ideas and texts in 1965-1985. He
uses structuralism to show that to explain more is to understand better. The Rule
of Metaphorand Time and Narrative are written as a consequence of his challenge
to what he calls Heidegger’s ‘short cut’ to understanding Being and of Ricceur’s
own linguistic turn, accepting the need to analyse language as the most signifi-
cant bearer of meaning for humans and remaining Kantian. Ricceur sees Kant,
then Fichte and finally Nietzsche, transforming man as subject into man as will.
Influenced by Husserl, he studies Husserl’s Rickfrage, the method of question-
ing backwards into the accumnulated layers of meaning that comprise a text. Key
issues for the phenomenology of meaning will be summarized from Time and
Narrative (1983-1988). His work on ethical action will be exemplified in From
Text to Action (1991).

The next three chapters (6, 7 and 8) give detailed analyses of three main
devices that he developed, each of which provided a partial solution to the
need for critical challenge without excessive use of suspicion.
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Chapter 6 Linguistic analysis

It is vitally important to understand the ethical demands that Ricceur placed
upon text, and the possibility of ‘reading’ action as if it were a sort of readable
text. We can choose to make new and creative meanings, through tropes, as
argued in The Rule of Metaphor (1977). We can use a device not dissimilar to the
tension created within a metaphor, to shock the reader - ‘semantic imperti-
nence’ - as seen in the often exaggerated plots of parables and we can use
mimesis (development as well as imitation of life) (Semeia (1975)). He discusses
the failure of Husserl’s intentional person. Ricceur also emphasizes the impor-
tance of translation (On Translation (2006)).

Chapter 7 Methodological dialectics

Ricceur approaches structuralism, semiotics and Derrida’s deconstruction as
toolboxes for linguistic analysis not as wholesale or self-sufficient philosophies.
He criticizes the dichotomy that Dilthey created between Explaining (scientific)
and ‘Underswanding (social scientific) approaches and argues, through his
critique of DilthEy, Habermas and Gadamer, for a combination of the two
approaches, not a split. This argument serves him well to attempt to reconcile
analytical and continental philosophy, although it is also clear that they don’t
necessarily want to be reconciled to each other. He also considers the difficul-
ties experienced by the social sciences in their excessive attachment to method
and the methodological difficulties this can give rise to (Hermeneutics and the
Human Sciences (1981)). His last published book, The Course of Recognition
(2004/2005), represents his final discussion of dialectical approaches.

Chapter 8 Philosophical anthropology

This chapter will investigate the tension that Ricceur perceives between secular
and theological arguments and will place his work within the context that he
created himself, with unusual blending of, for example, ordinary language phi-
losophers and continental philosophy arguments. The philosopher is a respon-
sible thinker, Ricceur believes, and must remain suspended between atheism
and faith, and attempt to mediate between religion and faith by means of
atheism.* Several key texts are analysed in the context of his attempts to provide
various alternatives to suspicion; The Socius and the Neighbour (1955/1965), The
Ersion of Tolerance (1996) and The Just (1995/2000). This chapter will also
show how Ricceur revisits ideas from the 1950s and 1960s in Oneself as Another
(1990/1992), and discusses the strength of his work for social justice: bearing
witness and asserting that we can act well.
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Chapter 9 Ricceur’s hermeneutics III: recovery

This chapter covers Ricceur’s last phase, mainly Memory, History, Forgetting
(2000/2004) and The Course of Recognition (2004/2005), the latter also receiving
coverage in Chapter 7. In the hermeneutics of recovery each methodology has
a correlate in a state of mind in which we may find ourselves, either as a form of
atrophy or, and Ricceur finds this preferable, part of a developmental journey.
They are (1) linguistic analysis, experienced as a pre-critical naivety; (2) meth-
odological dialectics, experienced as critical interpretation (including the
hermeneutics of suspicion, and potentially where we may get stuck in ironic
disbelief); and (3) philosophical anthropology leading to second naivety, a state
of mind in which we are able to judge and choose, but after being battered
about by life.

In Memory, History, Forgetting, he bears witness to the terrors suffered by
ethnic minorities, among others the Jews of Europe. In this chapter the advice
of Robert Fisk, Middle East war correspondent, has been valuable in helping
me to respond to some of Ricceur’s concerns about eyewitness accounts and the
need to continue to be a witness to history.

Chapter 10 Conclusion

Marx, Freud and Nietzsche gave us new interpretative powers, but they are
powers based on doubt about the self. Ricceur used the masters of suspicion
and others and attempted (for over seventy years) to recover the self by deci-
phering the signs of civilization. He offered such interpretation through lan-
guage, metaphor, narrative, translation, memory and forgetting and proposed
active choices that involve moral risks; a wager about the self and the other.
Like Husserl, he was bound to fail because of the conflicted nature of being a
human, and the inevitability of failure was of great significance to him as a regu-
lative idea. He used the methods of the masters of suspicion, but he rejected
their conclusions as too deterministic, and developed other methods, hoping
to give us some confidence in our limited powers to think and act well. His late
work on the Song of Solomon provides a response to Cartesian dualism and an
exemplar of much that is best in his work during a life of ninety-two years that
spanned two centuries and two world wars.



Chapter 1

Cartesian doubt

As a teenager Paul Ricceur began his intellectual journey, which was to last over
seventy years, by focusing on human perception and its relationship with ethi-
cal behaviour: how does what we perceive affect what we believe and vice versa?
This started in phenomenology and developed into hermeneutics. The herme-
neutics of suspicion was a key idea in his work in this area and his work on
related issues such as scepticism and doubt started in his high-school classes.
Definitions are imporsant. I believe ‘suspicion’ is generally used to refer to
doubt about the motives of others, much as Kant describes it;

5

The man who is asked whether or not he intends to speak truthfully in the
statement that he is now to make and who does not receive the very question
with indignation as regards the suspicion thereby expressed that he might
be a liar, but who instead asks permission to think first about possible excep-
tions — that man is already a liar.’

However, we will see that there are crucial differences in the ways in which
Ricceur develops the term. He kept his philosophy notes, starting in 1930, when
he was about 17 and inspired by his tutor Dalbiez (‘I was dazzled, a vast new
world opened’).2 He was exposed early to doubt by Dalbiez, Leroux and other
teachers; the scepticism of Aenesidemus (1* century BC), Sextus Empiricus,
Pyrrhonism, Spinoza, Descartes, Hume and others.® Doubt has become domi-
nant as a philosophical approach and life in the twenty-first century can give the
impression of being dominated by heightened scepticism and suspiciousness.*
What about scepticism? Ricceur rarely uses the term scepticism, but does so
broadly as Kant does i.e. as a conservative and stultifying stopping of criticality;
‘Yet even he [Hume] did not suspect such a formal science, but ran his ship
ashore, for safety’s sake, landing on skepticism, there to let it lie and rot.”
Norris, with his appeal to critical realism, argues that post-structuralist thought
‘has condemned itself, cheerfully enough, to an outlook of last-ditch cognitive
scepticism’.® If this is true, then why is scepticism not a more effective tool for
Riceceur than suspicion?

Ricceur was designated an ‘orphan of the nation’, his mother having died
shortly after his birth and his father having died in action in the First World War.
He studied Descartes’ deploymentof sceptical doubt at the Sorbonne (1933-1934)
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and then studied Descartes through the work of Husserl (1859-1938): between
1939 and 1944, Ricceur served five years as a prisoner of war and translated
Husser!’s Ideas into French, writing in the margin of his copy of the text, because
of lack of paper.” In OFLAG 11D he and several colleagues, including Mikel
Dufrenne (whose friendship lasted long after the war) set up a university in
the prison and built up a library of 4,000 books for fellow prisoners. At that time
he also faced up to his own naivety, admitting that he had been seduced by
Petainism for the first year of the war, until, in fact, he and his fellow prisoners
were able to hear, clandestinely, about the contents of the BBC radio bulletins.?
The need to know when to be suspicious, and to what degree to doubt the
motives of others, was a dominant feature of Europe at war, and Ricceur sought
the basis for an intellectual — and pragmatic - solution in the lineage from
Descartes to Kant and Husser], in which the human will becomes more and
more central, more deceptively omniscient and correspondingly flawed in its
attempts to act upon its understanding of the world. Will and knowledge: can
we have what we know about and does it exist in the way we think it does?

Cartesian philosophy is predicated upon our capacity for conscious thought,
and was further developed by Kant for whom there was the possibility of knowl-
edge and of right judgement. Kant’s cogito is embedded in his three questions:
what can I know? What must I do? What may I hope for? Kant opened a debate
about the limits to our intellect and the ways in which we structure our under-
standing of the world by our own perceptions, and this debate lives on. As a
Kantian, Ricceur took a calculated risk and later utilized Freud, Marx and
Nietzsche in their challenge to Descartes. All three rise up as ‘protagonists of
suspicion who rip away masks and pose the novel problem of the lie of con-
sciousness and consciousness as a lie’.? All three radically put into question
something that appears to the cogito, as the core of all meaning: consciousness
itself. Ricceur was greatly impressed by the cogito of Descartes, Kant and
Husserl. He was also interested in Heidegger (1889-1976) with his rejection of
the individual consciousness as an ultimate ground of appeal; Heidegger’s
argument that we enter reality not as the central knowing subject of our own
world, but at a much lower level of thought, just being here/there, Dasein,
thrown into the world. Ricceur is indebted to Heidegger for his view in Being
and Time (1927) that hermeneutics is not textual analysis, it is ontology: the
profound meaning about being human. Heidegger’s approach to ontology
proves profoundly unsatisfactory for Ricceur, whose rejection of Heidegger’s
approach to the self will be important to our understanding of his qualified
deployment of suspicion.

Ricoeur’s masters of suspicion

Ricoeur called Marx (1818-1883), Nietzsche (1844-1900) and Freud (1856-1939)
the ‘masters of suspicion’ and explored their assertion that we deceive others
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and not only others, but also ourselves, about our beliefs; motives and actions.
Moreover, we are deceived by our own perceptions; misperceptions arise
because of desire, narcissism and past memories (fictional or not). We are
indebted to these thinkers for transforming our thinking. Yet they also assert
their authority by asserting ‘objective’ truths that Ricaeur suggests have bogus
elements: each insisted upon the absolute truth of their own cognitive frame-
work which Ricceur challenges (Freud’s dynamics of the psyche, Nietzsche’s
biologism and Marx’s economic determinism). Ricceur also develops and uses
the terin ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ at around the same time, and I will show
how that differs from the masters of suspicion.

Ricceur’s ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is a dialectical device that he developed
and then abandoned within a ten-year span (broadly 1965-1975). I call it ‘dia-
lectical’ because there is an inbuilt tension created by pairing the two terns;
hernmneneutics assumes that there is meaning to be found and that it is life
enhancing to seek such meaning; suspicion assumes that we should doubt the
human motives behind the meanings we find, and the very act of suspicion
presumes a loss of trust that may be irrevocable. The terin ‘hermneneutics of
suspicion’ overlaps with his treatment of the masters of suspicion exemplified
in his work on Freud, and is often seen as cotertninous with that. I believe this
is misleading, and also risks obscuring the iterative, repetitive and ‘spiralling
process that characterizes his work. for over seventy years, which shows how
he was developing a similar core idea to that of the hertneneutics of suspicion
long before he used that terin and long after he abandoned it.

Ricceur continued to find suspicion useful up to and including his very last
work, although uncoupled from hermeneutics. The features of this core idea
include the following: an analysis of doubt and of negativity, a development of
dialectical tension that facilitates exploration of as many options as possible
before closure, frequent use of apparently incompatible philosophical argu-
ments, most obviously between analytic and continental philosophy and the
assertion that it is possible to deconstruct philosophical approaches in order to
reveal the almost, yetnot quite inextricably linked method and content of each.
We see these features most dramatically with structuralist thinking, where Ricaeur
retains and makes extensive use of the linguistic tools of structuralism, while
also strenuously refusing to accept structuralist epistemology. Structuralism,
with its unique blend of linguistics and anthropology, dominated French
thought from the 1950s to 1980s and deserves re-examination with its still
powerful legacy of doubt and suspicion about established thought, history and
culwre and, above all, meaning.!

I will argue that the hermneneutics of suspicion is nota highly significant fea-
ture of Ricceur’s work; more important, I believe, is that he uses ways of arguing
in different contexts and with different termns that are analogous to, and yet
significantly different from, the hertneneutics of suspicion. He also makes con-
sistent long-tertn use of the termn ‘suspicion’. By careful analysis I will show both
why he abandoned the tertn and why the intellectual mechanism that underpins
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it remains so central to his work. This analysis will also involve consideration of
the process involved in the use of the hermeneutics of suspicion and related
phenomena. Much of Ricceur’s work explores and develops the dialectic that
he finds very important when contrasting the philosophies of the self of
Descartes and Husserl with the scepticism of thinkers such as those he named
the ‘masters of suspicion’. Scepticism is well defined by Cavell, (1926-) with his
scholarship of scepticismn in Shakespeare as ‘the question whether I know with
certainty of the existence of the external world and of myself and others in it’.
I will show connections and differences between Cavell’s work on scepticism
and Ricceur’s work on suspicion.!! Cavell was trained in the analytic philosophy
tradition and also engages with the continental schools that, like Rockmore,
I take to be broadly Husserlian in origin.'?

There is another level of suspicion dealt with in this book, which is the pres-
ently widespread suspicion of religion; Ricceur attempts to separate his reli-
gious from his secular writings, yet he accepts that ‘One always philosophizes
from somewhere’ and that a major source for his own philosophy comes from
‘the religious experience expressed in stories, symbols and figures’.!* The reli-
gious strand will accompany the major arguments in this book, albeit in a sub-
ordinate role. He made a significant contribution to theological hermeneutics
and also established ongoing conversation with the perceived secularization of
modern Western thought. He describes secularism as ‘an estrangement from
the kerygmatic situation itself’, defining kerygma as an announcement, a proc-
lamation, a message." Hence he believes the secular mind denies that there
is any special message about being human that we should transmit, share and
be witness to, be it from God or any belief system that is more important than
the individual. This denial can manifest itself in world-weary suspicion about
faith. Readers of this book will have their own views on these matters, which will
influence their approach to Ricceur.

Husserl and Cartesian scepticism as the basis
for modern doubt

Husserl (1859-1938) developed the foundational belief of Descartes (1596-1650),
which endorsed the power of the mind to think and prove our existence, and
Husserl achieved this while leaving God (Descartes’ foundational belief) out of
his arguments. By taking subjectivity very seriously, Husserl was able to move to
a position where he could argue that we construct the world in our own minds,
and that we are the enquirers who can be objective about our subjective percep-
tions. This desire to go beyond subjective thought comes from Kant, but even
more importantly for Husserl, it also comes from Hume. Husserl felt that Kant
failed to see the truly challenging aspect of Hume, ‘the cogito radicalised by
Hume’s scepticism’, because Hume, by pressing scepticism to a self-refuting
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extreme, indicated ‘the bankruptcy of philosophy and the sciences’ although
he saw history, economics and social psychology as useful. He shows us what an
enigma the world is, and how difficult that makes it to trust our own judgement
about anything we think we know.' Ricceur wrote a series of essays about
Husser] between 1949 and 1957, collected in an English edition in 1967, and
I use this source with particular emphasis on Husserl’s Fifth Cartesian Medita-
tion.”® Ricceur’s translation of Husserl’s Ideen and commensary inspired
Derrida (1930-2004), who describes Ricceur as a great reader (i.e. interpreter)
of Husserl, more rigorous than Sartre or Merleau-Ponty, and describes the
‘clarity, elegance, demonstrable power, authority without authority, engage-
ment with thought’ of watching Ricceur speaking in 1953, although Derrida
asserted that he did not meet him untl 1960."

Later Ricceur challenges phenomenology, through Freud and Nietzsche,
Marx and Hegel, starting with his unfinished Philosophy of the Will series from
the 1950s, his much better-known book on Freud, and also in collections of
essays such as The Conflict of Interpretations. We will see how Ricceur also seeks
some sort of recuperative position after loss of innocence followed by doubt, a
second naivety as he calls it.!®

_Ricceur develops a critical hermeneutics that returns repeatedly to pheno-
menology. Phenomenology focuses on the struggle of the self to identify itself
through its perception of the world and of the other person. The ensuing con-
flicts of interpretation become the subject matter of hermeneutics: for Riceeur
this is a method that includes juxtaposing explanatory and interpretative
analysis, and uses dialectical approaches. He attempts to acknowledge prob-
lems both from outside and from within philosophy; both by admitting that
knowledge is contextualized and must therefore be provisional and also by
asserting that method is at the very heart of knowledge seeking. He believes
that the method we use will determine the results we achieve. If, as Ricoeur
argues, the question we ask will determine the answer, then we must use philo-
sophical language to contrast and dismantle the philosophical assumptions of
the different methodologies and then reconstruct them after applying reductio
ad absurdum techniques. Theoretical knowledge, both scientific and other, cre-
ates models as well as recording reality, so there can be no neutral epistemology
(the facts we accept as valid and useful). Self-knowledge depends no longer on
immediate relationships with the world or the other but, crucially, on the pas-
sage through culture, which requires analysis and interpresation. Besides the
conflict of interpretations, the other major debate is about the self and the
other; Baudrillard (1929-2007), a postmodemn thinker who tells us that we
have demanded and then deliberately denied and abandoned the individuality
that is relatively recent in modern thought, represents a very negative view
compared with Ricceur: Baudrillard tells us that we believe our responsibility to
ourselves and to others becomes a matter of choice rather than obligation.
Cavell, in contrast with Baudrillard is much more hopeful, yet his powerful
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model of scepticism will be useful in working on suspicion; Cavell describes, for
example, Othello’s violence based on scepticism when he believes he knows
too much about Desdemona.'

Ricceur has written one or more major texts about each of these issues, and
Cartesian doubt provides a good entry point: Descartes’ resolution of doubt by
the conscious mind’s belief in God, was dealt a body blow by Marx, Freud and
Nietzsche, with their challenge to the idea of conscious thought, and it can be
argued that postmodern thought developed from this tradition. Ricceur chal-
lenges the belief that rational argument can only be used to critique itself, as in
science and logic, and insists that hermeneutic and phenomenological philoso-
phy should be allowed to use such methods too, and upon their own terms; for
example he celebrates the tools made available by structuralism, valid within
their own domain while limited beyond it. He also deploys Hegel’s dialectical
technique throughout his writing life; the negativity that Hegel relished and
Husserl avoided provides Ricceur with a writing style as well as a way of thinking
that ensures dynamism.

Descartes, Kant and Husserl

Scepticism is doubt about ideas, a philosophical position about truth. Suspicion
is doubt about the motives of people including, quite possibly, one’s own.
Descartes’ struggle with scepticism, and the version of it that is filtered
through Husserl, provides Ricceur with the initial context within which to
understand modern philosophy, from Hume and Kant to Hegel, Husserl and
Heidegger, and some important side glances to Spinoza and Leibniz, Schopen-
hauer and Kierkegaard.?® We will return to Kant and Hegel whom Ricceur often
juxtaposes against each other; Kant who opened the doors to scepticism more
than he could possibly have imagined or wanted, and Hegel with his potentially
totalizing speculative thought about the human as the means to an always bet-
ter end of history. Certainly Kant created doubts for Nietzsche and Marx about
the exact whereabouts of the human, between not being a means and only
being an end in oneself. In order to set the scene for suspicion, we need to look
at Descartes. Scepticism, an approach that casts doubt on truth claims and sys-
tems of knowledge but does not doubt human motives (which the hermeneutics
of suspicion does), formed a vital part of Descartes’ approach; a challenge to
accepted, usually unchallenged beliefs, in order to see what makes these beliefs
vulnerable after all. For Cavell, however, scepticism does challenge human
motives, which is of interest when analysing Ricceur’s use of the term suspicion.

Was Descartes really a Cartesian?

Clarke tells us that Descartes informed his confidant Mersenne that it was only
possible to show that the mind and the body are distinct from each other, not
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that the location and nature of the soul are necessarily clear and proven.
Perhaps what is important is how Husserl construed Descartes — and the scepti-
cal argument is still very attractive.” Even if we accept that Descartes, (who
feared being denounced by the Church authorities) expressed his ideas more
conservatively than he may have liked, it still seems that he believed in the valid-
ity of scientific, anatomical research to establish at least the possibility that the
mind could be immortal. His clumsy exploration into anatomy of mammals
allowed him to conjecture that the mind was sufficiently different from the
body for immortality to be possible. Clarke recommends that we should be
studying Descartes’ methods, rather than the dualism theory, which occupied a
very small part of his work. Even now we may have to accept that dualism is alive
and kicking; we can argue that Descartes may not have been a dualist, but many
people are. Dualism is innate, a natural idea for children and perhaps more
covertly, for adults t00.2 Husserl was not able to resolve this issue, creating an
almost disembodied consciousness, but his efforts were invaluable to Ricceur.

Husser!’s verb ~ but without a body to act

Ricceur decides that Husserl added a third element to the Cartesian. subject-
object dualism, reminiscent of Kant. This third element is to be found in the
verb; Husserl concentrates on the thinking by which we perceive the object for
ourselves, we intend it, we imagine it. Between subject and object is the action
of thought. The subject intends/ imagines/ has an eidetic sense of an object: an
intense perception that is so vivid it makes both abstract thought and the
imagined object seem real. Our perception shows us the rich complexity of the
world and reveals how ‘living goes beyond judging’ into the conscious experi-
encing of perception.”® Modern philosophy came thus to the ‘being-in-the-
world’ in Husserl’s later phenomenology, in Heidegger’s work and that of the
French existentialists. This approach makes a ‘frontal attack’ upon all those
who follow Galileo the scientist: for Husserl and all those who developed his
legacy, the fundamental truths of the world are not objective and scientific; they
are those of subjective perception and then, later, of science based upon per-
ception. Husserl’s great challenge to the human mind is the attempt to ‘bracket
off’ the multiple distractions of daily life and also reject the assumption of
the philosophical tradition based on subject-object dualism. The approach pro-
vides the focus for the mind to become conscious of itself, and self-reflective in
a way that should, ideally, help us to see the world around us more clearly. Such
efforts represent a voluntary hamessing of the intellectual powers of the mind;
for Husserl the mind is transcendent, able to project beyond physicality.
Husserl is difficult to understand, according to Ricceur, for many reasons,
and importantly because phenomenology does not come naturally to us as a
way of understanding the world. We need to overcome many of our natural
impulses in order to see that though we are indeed the centres of the world, this
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is not at all in the narcissistic way, as we may usually think. We need to perceive
that we are in fact the foundation of the world because we make its meaning.
For Sartre (1905-1980) and Levinas (1906-1995) this is a great contribution by
Husserl. (Levinas attended Heidegger’s and Husserl’s classes in 1928-1929.)
For Husserl it is all about subjectivity, leading to a ‘natural, unreflective, naive
grasp of things’ although that may seem to encourage the very subjectivism that
Husserl challenged.** Husserl developed a method that influenced many psy-
chologists as well as philosophers. For Ricceur this dedication to method is just
what he needs, after the influence of his mentor Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973),
who was much more impressionistic. (The challenge by Marcel, Heidegger
and Jaspers to subject-object dualism helps Ricceur to see the importance of
Husserl.)® Husserl’s method developed from Socratic approaches to examining
one’s life seriously, constantly and sceptically, in order to try and think clearly.
It led to his beliefs about intentionality as lucid consciousness; every conscious
thought is a consciousness of something, not only a conscious state. Heidegger,
having been a pupil of Husserl’s, later rejected this. Part of Heidegger’s project
in Being and Time was to provide a more grounded description of our categori-
zation of objects - it is our everyday perceptions in context that really matter.

Ricceur takes issue with Husserl’s inability or refusal to deal with the fact that
the mind resides in a body and must be influenced by desire, the bodily, the
passionate and the involuntary. In his work on Freud Ricceur develops the pos-
sibility that this tension may generate doubt and suspicion about what it is
exactly that we experience. Husserl’s phenomenology of perception embodies
a desire to think clearly; Ricaeur becomes interested in Freud, with an inverse
relationship between desires and thoughts in which desire dominates thought.
Ricceur admires Merleau Ponty’s corrective efforts to postulate an ‘operative
intentonality’ that manages our movements and our sexuality, and sees in
Freud a more radical challenge.

In Freud’s work, thought is about desire, and therefore involves placing
censorship Jaws on our own thought processes in order that we can conform.
We send into the unconscious mind our involuntary desires and their fantasies.
They emerge involuntarily in dreams, slips of the tongue and neurotic symp-
toms. Wishing that Husserl’s approach could lead us to try and resolve the
problem of the involuntary, but finding it wanting, Ricceur proposes a form of
phenomenology that begins where Husserl believed that it ends: with the strug-
gle between the will and the bodily desires. Freedom and Nature, a phenomeno-
logical text published in French in 1950, and one-third of his project on the
will, shows how Ricceur rejects Husserl’s attempt to combine purely perceptual
phenomenology with a descriptive transcendental phenomenology of con-
sciousness, instead focusing on human action. In Freedom and Nature there is
some discussion of Freud, less of Nietzsche and no mention of Marx. Much
later, in Freud and Philosophy, Ricceur brings Husserl’s phenomenology to bear
on Freud’s psychoanalysis, to be discussed in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4.%
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Who and where is Husserl’s other person?

In comparing phenomenology and psychoanalysis, Ricceur finds that Husserl
does not account for the object of our desire, which is often the other person.’
Husserl’s philosophy was theoretical, a secondary activity dependent on sci-
ence, which he saw as the primary activity.® However, with his Crisis, Husserl
rectified this imbalance and showed how the sciences are cultural activities and
not primary after all, but secondary.? Heidegger concluded that the human is
the vehicle through which language speaks. Much later, in the 1950s, following
Saussure (1857-1913), the structuralist movement developed structures that
seemed to have a scientific feel to them, while actively rejecting the meaning,
the referent, even the individual, who is written out of the system.* Husserl
transcended the ego with the alter ego, whereas Descartes transcended the ego
with God.* For Ricceur, Cartesian dualism involves the body becoming the
object of the mind’s thoughts. Descartes’ ego was empty, impersonal, as was
the Kantian and Neo-Kantian subject. Perhaps both Descartes and Husserl
remained trapped in their ‘circle’ of argument: Descartes remained committed
to divine arbitration and Husserl remained committed to an ego and alter ego
who could not relate to each other, so that we are still stuck with the problcm of
other minds.>

Derrida (1931-2005) attributes his deep engagement with Levmas partly to
Ricceur; while walking in the garden at Chatenay-Malabry, the family home,
in 1962, Ricceur told Derrida that Levinas’ doctoral thesis would become a
great book; Totality and Infinity.*As a result of this conversation Derrida read it
and then wrote Violence and Metaphysics. Here Derrida defends Husserl against
Levinas’ strictures on the impossibility of knowing whether we are in any way
similar to that other person. In so doing Derrida highlights an area of dispute
between modemn and postmodemn thinkers: ethics, and more specifically an
ethics based on radical alterity, the absolute otherness of people who are not
me* (The other major area of debate between modem and postmodern
thought is the absolute or relative nature of epistemology; how much do we
believe in the truth of purported facts?) Husserl took a less extreme view on
otherness to Levinas. From the problem being ‘me’, unable to empathize fully
with other egos, the ‘me’ becomes the solution, as Husserl’s individual absorbed
into themselves, as an internal difficulty, all the understanding they needed in
order to understand others. The problem remains however, as each of us still
has to grasp the different, unique otherness of the Other and Ricceur finds
Husserl more satisfactory at an intellectual than an emotional level. First, the
other person sees from a different place, just as each of us sees the other from
our own position and each of us has equal ‘right’ to our viewpoint. Secondly
the world is a public arena, not only a private viewpoint, and objectivity plays
a significant role here. Thirdly, the objects that make up our world are there
for all of us, not just for me. Derrida endorses Husserl’s approach as potendally
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more useful in resolving these problems than Levinas’ ethics that can lead to
postulating radical otherness, an approach that Norris sees as ‘a morally perni-
cious doctrine’.* I see an extension of this in my work with Muslim groups who
are perceived as radically other, incomprehensible and hence alien. Although
Ricceur did not address these issues in much depth, his philosophy is crucial
to me in my work on social justice at an interpersonal level, as epitomized in
Oneself as Another (Chapter 8).

Intersubjective reduction: aliens proliferate

For Husserl the Other is a special object of our gaze. This gaze is achieved by
the method of reduction; stripping away unreliable information.’® Ricaeur
differentiates between Kant’s great question about the search for validity for
a possible transcendentally valid consciousness, and Husserl’s great question
about the search for the origin of the world.*” The question cannot be under-
stood until Husserl has developed the ‘methodological movement’ that
describes it, and this takes up most of Ideas 1.3

Reduction is an ingenious device by Husserl that shows the extraordinary
importance of the body in the end and Ricceur writes about it in his phenome-
nological idiolect, thus emphasizing the first person: “It is only after I have
self-consciously comprehended that I am me, physically embedded in my own
body, that I see that others are not me. There is something alien because there
is something [that is my] own, and not conversely” which Ricceur sees as
reminiscent of the Hegelian problem of the doubling of consciousness into
self-consciousness.3® Hegel brought the consciousness into self-consciousness
in The Phenomenology of Spinit, with the master-slave dialectic, stoicism and scepti-
cism and the unhappy consciousness. These doublings all require the negative,
so this differentiates Hegel from Husserl who avoided the negative. This is
moreover not only a perceived situating of my point of view, it is also an abstrac-
tion of ideas about the self, achieved by back questioning to see how I compare
with others, and also to see how I become part of the world, a positive event, not
Jjust notalien. Merleau-Ponty (1908-1961), whom Ricceur held in high regard,
disagreed and developed an ‘ontology of the flesh’. He attended Husserl's
lectures that became the Cartesian Meditations, and developed work based on
‘embodied’ consciousness: the solidity of my body that tells me I exist, I am,
must both precede and follow the thinking me. In contrast, although clothed
in flesh, Husser!’s individual seemed to Ricceur to be ultimately anyone, i.e. no-
one at all in fact, not a particular person with intersubjectivity, with empathy.*

Husserl’s writing is at its most attractive when he points out his own difficul-
ties; he argues that this cannot be the final solution because of the ultimate
exclusivity of ‘my here and the over there of the Other’. T cannot really under-
stand what it is like to be that person because I am not over there. I am here and
that is paramount because Husserl was a “methodological solipsist”, giving
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emphasis to me, here.’!! ‘Aliens proliferate’ as Kearney puts it.22 The problem is
therefore still unresolved: we cannot reconcile the empirical realism of real
live humans in communities, with the ideas of transcendental realism, in which
‘all being-sense is drawn from the ego.’®® The problem remains that there are
two consciousnesses (mine and yours) but not two worlds in which to act out
our desires.

The turbulent youngest son

In order to accept the full responsibility of actions, the individual has to look
into their own motives, by becoming conscious of themselves and by undertak-
ing a process similar to Descartes’ proof of the world by proving the existence
of the self through the existence of God. (Later we shall see how Ricoeur
relishes, yet is also wary of, the dismantling of this Cartesian argument by the
masters of suspicion.) Even with this Cartesian process, however, Ricceur sees
problems, using the first-person form of speech in Freedom and Nature in his
attempt to blend phenomenology and existentialism. This idiolect of phenom-
enological thought is later replaced by ‘we’ but serves Ricceur in his early writ-
ings to invite us to read as Husserl thought: “I risk a loss of innocence and entrap
myself in an endless return to my own self, my own motives and, for Marcel,
possible betrayal by my ‘baser’ self.” This ‘project of the self” entails a partial
loss of faith in oneself, an anxious insecurity that leads to taking action while in
doubt about whether it is the right action.*

Here is another paradox about desire and rationality. We act by using our
willpower, and must, Ricceur believes, explore a range of cultural beliefs about
the self: that the will is a form of desire in a Nietzschean manner, yet also some
sort of rational phenomenon, guided by understanding in a Kantian manner
(knowing, acting, feeling).” Descartes placed the subject’s act as both the first
and last word of subjectivity so I can doubt the veracity of what I perceive in
order then to decide that God would not choose to deceive me, and thus I can
accept my perceptions as accurate.* Phenomenology begins with a ‘wounding
of the knowledge belonging to immediate consciousness’ and, in a more
extreme statement from 1950; there is no end to reaching the starting point
where the cogito i5.*’ I cannot reach wue self-understanding because it is too
complex, and I am thus unable to understand myself, as Ricceur argues;

I'am responsible only because I am two and because the second is concealed
(as in Gabriel Marcel’s fine analysis of fidelity: I promise something only
about things which I do not control absolutely. I am my own sagacious elder
and my own turbulent youngest son).®

For Husserl there cannot be a pure ego that is subject but never object to itself;
there is an interior life of thinking and perceiving, and we have to analyse our



18 Riceeur and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion

selves as rigorously as we can. This is Kantian, and Husserl takes it further by
questioning the division between subject and object much more radically than
Kant ever did; to Husserl it seems that subjectivity, which is the source of our
interpretation of the world, can be analysed and used objectively, but only when
subject and object are quite close; cautious parent and delinquent self are too
far apart.

In a change of emphasis, Husserl'’s late work shows interest in historical, or
what he called ‘historico-genetic’ explanations, as he realized that the natural
condition of being in the world, and the scientific disciplines, both depend
upon prior historical events, and build towards some teleological outcomes.
Husserl's Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1954)
derives from his belief that the scientific worldview has become too dominant,
and that subjectivity must become the force that seeks to analyse rational
thought; subjectivity thus is, as ever, a force for good with Husserl, yet his ideas
inspired more negative approaches in Heidegger and Sartre.*

Husser!’s legacy and the history of an error

Like Husserl, Ricceur’s approach is different from that of many modern
and postmodern continental philosophers. Although he hardly uses the term
‘post-modern’, he writes about scepticism with interest (if not commitment) to
the ideas of his contemporaries, and we will consider how and why he engages
with their ideas, and why he seems to maintain a distance from them, while
becoming deeply engaged in debate with, among others, Althusser, Habermas,
Gadamer and, on occasion, Foucault and Derrida.® They were his contempo-
raries and he outlived most of them, except Lévi Strauss (who was one hundred
years old in 2008).

The relationship between Cartesian doubt and postmodern thought is
complex, not least because of the possibility, as argued by Clarke (2006) that
Descartes was not a Cartesian himself, suggesting a modern tendency to make
more of dualism than Descartes did himself. A strong tension develops between
apparently mutually opposed and yet symbiotically interdependent pairs of
ideas during the course of the twentieth century. There is a form of nihilism
such as we see in Sartre; things come into being without a cause and we have to
decide to make one up. There is an even more extreme form of nihilism as seen
in Baudrillard, a contemporary of Ricceur’s, who asserts that we have destroyed
meaning. This has a genealogy in Nietzsche’s ‘How the “true world” finally became
a fable. The History of an error’, an error which Nietzsche blames partly on Kant
and partly on positivism.>!

Husserl was interested in attempting to make subjectivity objective and in
taking responsibility for modern epistemologies of science; Ricoeur is interested
in those areas and also in ethical action, and in pursuing these areas he signally
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does not engage with the term postrnodern. Lyotard saw it as a positive way for-
ward towards challenging the metanarratives such as history, science, politics
and religion, in order to make a better world, yet the term is often used as
‘a very deep-laid scepticism about the possibility of knowledge and truth’.%
Habermas, in asserting that the project of modemity is not yet finished, would
suggest that Lyotard, and many others, gave up too soon on modernity. Ricceur
does not engage with Lyotard’s view that we are never in a position to judge
between rival and conflicting models of reality, although believing, like Lyotard,
that there are no definitive true metanarratives. Yet Ricceur’s strong religious
belief gives him some form of ethical narrative throughout his life. It will be
important to consider why Ricceur hardly used the term postmodern, given that
he much enjoyed, and frequently created dialectical and dicotyledonous ten-
sions between and also within apparently opposed elements of thought.

We can see how Ricceur’s contemporaries challenged existing philosophical
arguments about Heidegger, who rejected his tutor Husserl’s transcendental
ego as the human means to understand and implement intentional relation-
ships with the world. Heidegger developed a philosophy that combines
phenomenology, existentialism and hermeneutics, in order to create ordinary
everydayness as, the analysis of our lives. He meant to go beyond the phenome-
nology of this, but never wrote the existential sequel to his phenoménological
work. Foucault (1926-1984) developed Nietzschean ideas about genealogy
to analyse sociesal creation and maintenance of deviance, sexuality and punish-
ment. Foucault describes the human to whom these things are done ‘as the
object, no longer the subject of their own life and therefore the idea of the
individual is an obsolescent concept that is becoming a surface feature in
a dominant culture. This is an assault upon the Cartesian cogito, although
Foucault’s History of Sexuality looks at how humans can again become subjects of
their lives, cognitively and bodily.>® Physicality is also considered central to this
endeavour for Merleau-Ponty who developed the importance of the body, flesh
and skin, touching and being touched, as well as language, thereby developing
ideas that were implicit in, but not fully developed by, Husserl and Heidegger.
Derrida proposes that any apparently foundational truth must have already
required the elimination of another truth, which lies hidden. There are certain
parallels here with the way Ricceur explores apparently opposing approaches
and shows similarities that were hidden. For his part, Derrida admired Husserl,
yet challenged the ‘metaphysic of presence’, arguing that Western philosophy
has to look at what it excludes from its definitions of reality.>

Conclusions

The analysis of Husserl presented in this book is a Ricceurian one: in an essay
from his Husserl collection Existential Phenomenology Ricceur analyses existential
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phenomenology as a blend of Husserlian phenomenology and the philosophy
of existence, which includes three components.’® First there is the ‘owned
body’ of Merleau-Ponty. Secondly there is the idea of freedom as the nihilation
of the past, the negativity of being. This owes its strength to Hegel, who ‘took
possession’ of the negative and integrated it fully into his philosophy as a cre-
ative force. As Ricceur points out, Husserl then ‘lost the key’ to negativity by
refusing to countenance its presence in his philosophy. Thirdly there is the
Sartrean idea of the Other. Sartre, writing at the same time as Ricceur in the
1950s, had a dark vision: experiencing the Other means ‘the experience of
being seen, of being caught by a gaze which freezes me in my tracks, reduces
me to the condition of an object, steals my world from me and takes away my
freedom along with my subject position’.% This is a challenge to the existential
thought that Marcel developed and which Ricoeur adopted,; is it possible to be
oneself and also reduce the distance between oneself and the other person in
such away that we can co-exist well? Ricoeur issues this challenge in 1957, when
the essay on existential phenomenology was first published in French, and con-
tinues to work on it for the rest of his life. In the phase between the mid-1940s
to the late 1960s, we see his attempt to answer the problem: as well as publish-
ing his translation of Husserl’s Ideas in 1950, he develops a textual idiolect, i.e.
using the first person, to put into practice Husserl's phenomenology and pub-
lishes it in the same year as Freedom and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary
(1950/1966).

Ricceur develops Husserl’s version of Cartesian scepticism in the cause of
helping us to think more clearly about our world, using a similar mechanism,
with some significant differences, in the hermeneutics of suspicion. He sees
Husserl’s bracketing of our sensation-based, naturalistic view of the world in
order to harness our intentional, interpretative relationship to what we per-
ceive, as both the strength and the weakness of phenomenology. In order that
we can try to explore true consciousness, the reality that is within ourselves,
unadulterated by superficial manifestations of reality, Ricceur sees the need to
develop a different kind of phenomenology, and later a form of hermneneutics,
and he does this without using the term postinodern.

Spinoza makes a cumulative impression as some sort of tutelary presence
for Riceeur, yet without much explicit discussion: in fact Ricoeur puts much
exegetical effort into his study of Spinoza, starting with making notes in class
in 1932 and teaching courses on him in 1949, 1951 up to 1965, initially in
French and latterly in English too. Ricoeur peppers his writings gently yet insist-
ently with mention of Spinoza, and occasionally Leibniz. Spinoza rejects tradi-
tional religion because of its reliance on religious texts that he finds interesting
yet not ultimately credible — a sceptical approach. Yet Spinoza also refutes scep-
ticism in the context of personal belief, arguing that a believer will know when
his faith in God is true and good.
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We will also see how effective Marx, Nietzsche and Freud were, in Ricceur’s
view, in popping the balloon of our ego, and how this event challenges mean-
ing: what does life mean and what meaning remains to us as deflated objects
of our own narcissistic desire? This greatly raises the stakes in the process of
hermeneutical thought and what we can expect of it. I believe it is possible
to trace a persistent self-undermining from within the existential and herme-
neutic condition. This self-denial is partlyrelated to negativity, attempting to go
beyond the challenge of subject-object doubt, and beyond the challenge to
conscious thought. The attempt to defeat the dominance of the subject-object
paradigm creates productive tensions, and may make possible the constructive
use of suspicion. This self-undermining must also be seen in the context of
Ricceur’s religious and ethical beliefs, which allow him to be intensely commit-
ted to the possibility of finding meaning in life. Of considerable interest to me
is this thread of work about negation and negativity; Ricoeur returns repeatedly
to negation, negativity and unthinkable nothingness through Hegel, Kierke-
gaard, Heidegger, even Sartre and going right back to Parmenides and Aristotle,
in 1953-1954, 1958-1959. This will inform his work on suspicion and also on
time both as negation (it’s past and therefore finished) and subjectivity (varia-
tions in perception of time).*

Increasingly we will see that Ricceur is interested not in an impersonal model
of subjectivity but in the living individual embedded in specific historico-
political contexts, Ricoeur’s work emerges from the debates about doubt that go
back to the ancients, and cannot be understood without some familiarity with
them, and his intellectual writing and teaching develops alongside contempo-
raries who we also need to take into account at various points. Yet I believe
Riceeur continues to provide us with a more direct and rewarding legacy as
a political, religious and ethical philosopher, for whom the hermeneutics of
suspicion is a relay station rather than an end point.



Chapter 2

Ricoeur’s hermeneutics I:
the archaeology of suspicion

In just over twenty years, Europe went from the debilitating Second World War,
(1939-1945) to May 1968, when students enjoyed the privilege of becoming
suspicious of academic knowledge and marched through the streets of Paris in
triumphant protest. Their response was late compared with that of their lectur-
ers, as the French academic establishment had been grappling with the revolt
thrown up by high classic structuralism during much of the childhood of those
students. Two world wars, the Holocaust, fear of the Russian gulag, Berlin in
1953, Hungary in 1956 and Prague in 1968 made twentiethcentury European
history a living nightmare, which structuralism resolved by downplaying the rel-
evance of history, and we see Ricceur still fighting against that trend later with
Time and Narrative. In 1948, aged 36, Ricceur moved with his wife Simone and
their five children for an eight-year sojourn in Strasbourg, possibly their happi-
est time together as a family.! Between 1956 and 1967 Ricceur lectured at the
Sorbonne in Paris on general philosophy, and shared a seminar on phenome-
nology with Derrida (until Derrida left for the Ecole Normale Supérieure in
1960).2 In 1967 Ricceur was generating great interest by teaching the ideas of
Saussure, Benveniste and Hjelmslev as well as Austin and Searle and often pro-
viding a broader diet than those who were committed structuralists.®> During
the 1960s the structuralist movement became dominant in France, and Ricoeur
took issue publicly with its ideas in 1963, while at the same time arguing that ‘it
will never be possible to do hermeneutics without structuralism.” In order to
understand how Ricceur reached this apparently contradictory conclusion and
to see how it relates to his work on suspicion, we need to go right back to 1930,
and build up a picture of his work on phenomenology, existentialism and
structuralism.

The archaeology of suspicion

In 1930, aged 17-18, Ricceur summarized from Dalbiez’ class his master’s
critique of the determinist potential in Freudian theory; ‘we exaggerate now
in 1930 the idea of constitution,” suggesting then that we may behave as if we
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possess immutable personality traits that require psychoanalysis.’ In Critigue and
Conviction (and elsewhere) Ricceur pays tribute to Dalbiez, who taught Ricceur
at high school from 1929-1933, and wrote the first French monograph on
Freud.® Dalbiez envisaged a ‘biological’ Freud and emphasized the realist
idea of the unconscious, which he then used to refute the Cartesian illusion of
accurate self-consciousness, and of people’s belief that their personal represen-
tation of the world is the true one. Dalbiez lectured to Ricceur on symbolism,
on hysteria, on modern methods and the study of the individual, evil, formal
logic, magic, Western philosophy from Aristotle and modern thinkers includ-
ing Durkheim and Bergson. We will see his influence in the thread of negation
that goes through Ricceur’s early phenomenological phases from the 1940s to
the 1960s, summarized here as the stage that led to the work in the 1960s on
suspicion.

This phase shows four great preoccupations of Ricceur. The first is the
Cartesian conviction that the cogito, the thinking person, can unify reality; this
involves Husserl, phenomenology, and putting the body back into Cartesianism,
discussed in Chapter 1. Leading out of the study of the cogito is esistentialism,
his second preoccupation,; this also involves work on Husserl, Marcel, Jaspers,
the possibility of doing evil and the experience of evil through symbols and
myths. Jaspers (1893-1969) originally a psychiatrist, moved towards Christianity
via existentialism, working within a Kantian framework on Kierkegaard’s theory
of crisis. Gabriel Marcel (1889-1973), playwright and critic who baulked at
being described as a Christian existentialist, gave Ricceur a sense of wonder at
the mysteries of life that science turns into problems to solve, and contact with
a writing style that is intensely individual.

Ricceur’s third preoccupation is phenomenology which ‘discovers’ the great
importance of intentionality; what we think we mean becomes the determining
factor in the way we perceive the world. This insight transforms subject-object
dualism by showing our influence on our relationship with our world and also
affects how we decide to act. Mind-body dualism becomes the test case for
subject-object dualism. The Hegelian legacy of negativity, shunned by Husserl,
becomes increasingly important in helping Ricceur to understand how we per-
ceive objects and others and how we differentiate between various factors in
order to avoid or ‘do evil’. Ricceur’s fourth preoccupation is hermeneutics; it
reveals the ways in which we use mediating terms such as myth and symbol in
order to interpret the human world through language. Hermeneutics shapes
many of his major works and provides a linguistic framework for the return of
phenomenology.

These four phases: Cartesianism, existentialism, phenomenology and herme-
neutics will continue to be an integral part of Ricoeur’s work for the rest of
his life, supporting and informing the hermeneutic interpretation of signs,
symbols, narrative and memory. After the war he also resumes contact with
Emmanuel Mounier, a Catholic who set up a Christian socialist and pacifist
Jjournal, Esprit. After Mounier’s untimely death Ricceur continues to write and
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work for Esprit.” The relationship between Ricoeur and Esprit is very important
to both parties and yet not without crises over the next twenty years.®

Phenomenology and naivety

Phenomenology, for Ricceur at this time, provides an opportunity to re-find
a personal naivety, challenging our belief that we have access to our immediate
consciousness and showing us that, under the best circumstances, we will act
within local constraints, attempting to be actively receptive to our surroundings.
Phenomenology is thus a way of focusing as deeply as humanly possible on the
self as subject. The approach is pure reflection and yet endeavouring to gain
access to our capacity for uncontaminated thinking is in fact impossible.

Ricoeur surnmarizes his three phenomenological books (Freedom and Nature
(1950/1966), Fallible Man (1960/1965) and The Symbolism of Evil (1960/1967),
which comprise the three volumes of the Philosophy of the Will) in the first essay
in Reagan and Stewart (eds) The Philosophy of Paul Ricceur: An Anthology of
His Work (1978).% Chronologically in between is History and Truth (1955/sec.
Fredn. 1964/1965), a set of essays on a range of topics thatseek to raise the his-
torical debate about human actions from epistemology to truth.! Freud plays
little part in these early texts although Ricceur discusses Freud’s work in Freedom
and Nature and in parallel to his work on the last two (Fallible Man and The
Symbolism of Euvil), Ricaeur was attending Lacan’s lectures on Freud, was prepar-
ing the Bonneval lecture on Freud that he delivered in 1960 and was beginning
to prepare his great text, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation
(1965/1970).

The hermeneutical turn begins for Riceeur at the end of Fallible Man, where
he deliberately shows the limitations of phenomenology, because it can only
facilitate the possibility of discussing the nature of evil. The next step is shown
in The Symbolism of Evil, with the confrontation between the human and the
symbols that show us that we, flawed as we are, can go beyond potential for
wrong and actually do wrong. In fact, in order to get to grips with the ways
in which we hurt others and ourselves, he needs to make his ‘linguistic turn’,
which is initiated by his work on Freud. Hermeneutics after Freud approaches
the object of our desire; this will include text, the world and the self as
reflected in others. This is achieved (only ever partially, imperfectly and by self-
undermining arguments, as with all of Ricceur’s approaches) through analysis
of meanings by linguistic and textual means, which Ricceur did not find in
Husserl.

Friday afternoon tea and existentialism

Throughout Ricceur’s work he shows us the problems created by subject-object
dualism, starting with Descartes, then Husserl. Before moving away from the



The Archaeology of Suspicion 25

Husserlian form of phenomenology, and developing his theory about Marx,
Freud and Nietzsche, Ricceur was influenced by Marcel, who as an existentialist
and a Christian developed a sense of dialectical tension between opposites as
created by us having body and soul, the involuntary and the voluntary. Ricceur
enjoyed Marcel’s Friday afternoons, an open house for discussing philosophy,
such as the fact of having a body being a mystery rather than a philosophical
problem, an idea taken from Marcel. This is a sort of existential thought with
naturalist undertones; from as early as the early 1930s, with Dalbiez, Ricceur saw
Freudian theory as naturalistic. He accepted that the unconscious is a part of
the natural world, a natural fact: itis there." This naturalist attitude appreciates
the holism of nature and rejects substance dualism, in the mind-body dualist
argument. The conscious mind is the object of the unconscious mind’s activi-
ties, in terms of the objects of desire, censorship of them, and the intertwined
relationship between censorship and desire. (As developed later by Derrida,
I can have something only by rejecting its opposite e.g. sex or chastity, food or
hunger, satisfaction or need.) Ricceur also learns about the philosophy of Karl
Jaspers from Marcel, and writes on Jaspers with his fellow ex-prisoner of war,
Mikel Dufrenne.!* Ricceur adopted Jaspers’ term Transcendence, which refers
to the capacity. to think beyond the limit experiences of death, suffering and
guilt. The problem is to think in this way without objectifying the experience
from one’s privileged position as the subject and thereby falling back into
subject-object dualism, which is what we do when we use myth and symbol.
Later, in The Symbolism of Evil, Ricceur researches both the great richness of
imagery that we use to make sense of evil, and also the difficulties that attend
such objectification, such as disconnection of personal responsibility and the
belief that evil is out there, not in me.

Ricceur’s work on Husserl depicts the extension of Kant’s doubts about our
ability to be objective, and Husserl’s attempt to show us the scientific nature
of thought and then to show us that this thought resides in and emanates
from us and therefore we are the scientists andwe are subjective. Later Husserl
concluded that science is in fact a secondary activity. This starts in modern
philosophy, of course, with Descartes and his mind-body dualism. Whether
Descartes was, or was not a Cartesian dualist, we are indebted to him for taking
a positive view of our intellectual capacities.!®

In the first four of Husserl’s Cartesian Meditations it seems to Ricceur that
Husserl read Descartes like a Neo-Kantian i.e. seeing Descartes as having devel-
oped a philosophy that is both a science in itself and also the core of all
sciences.! In Husser!’s Fifth Cartesian meditation there is a change of emphasis
to time as an element that creates consistency. The cogito becomes the subject
who can transcend time, the person who can think clearly about reality from
outside, as if looking in on the world while also being part of it. Thus ‘being’
goes beyond consciousness, beyond awareness of the here and now. For Husserl
the world is there all the time but the ego is not part of the natural world,
and by the attempt at reduction to core experience I shed all my physical and
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psychological experiences and grasp pure essence. There is also the embodied
ego, which is practical and everyday in its relevance, as in the work of Levinas
and Merleau-Ponty.

Phenomenology asserts our privilege and desire to be true to our own choices
and not to the opinion of others, less out of wilfulness than out of sincerity, and
a conviction that, in a Kantian way, we are thinking beings first and foremost.
Kant saw reason as the response to desire and will through the categorical
imperative, yet Ricceur saw reason as part of the involuntary. When we act we do
so rationally and also with desire. The voluntary (freedom) and the involuntary
(nature) function within the will at this point in his work; will is constrained
from full functioning by what we want, yet remains reasonably autonomous. In
Freedom and Natureand also in History and Truth Ricceur develops his ideas about
negative force. In Freedom and Nature he pays tribute to Nabert (1881-1960)
with his determination to use Kantian arguments to face up to the ideaand the
fact of radical evil. We shall see how ways of defining difference start with nega-
tion as purely descriptive and end as judgemental: ‘This is different from that’
becomes ‘this is not that’, which develops a value judgement ‘this is better than
that’ and finally a denial; ‘this cannot be that.” Negation can thereby become a
decision to refuse to understand, an assertion of non-commitment. This nega-
tive force can be seen described in his Political and Social Essays (1974) and his
later work on violence in politics.

History, truth and negation

History and Truth (Second Edition 1964) is a group of Ricceur’s essays that
spans a period of c. fifteen years 1949-1964 (and overlaps with Freedom and
Nature and with Fallible Man and The Symbolism of Evil). In the early 1960s, still
Kantian in outlook, he was not part of the group of thinkers who asserted that
they were breaking away from Enlightenment philosophy; Althusser, Lacan,
Barthes, Foucault and Bourdieu. Dosse interviewed one of Ricceur’s students
from that time who describes how Bourdieu viewed Ricceur scornfully as a
‘spiritualiste’.’® In Freedom and Nature the individual struggles alone to make
sense of how to be, how to exist. In History and Truth the person is more a social
agent who seeks to understand their own point of view and therefore must
reject Hegelian ideas of absolute truth. Social justice is a red thread throughout
Ricceur’s life and work, exemplified in Olivier Mongin’s book.'® Ricceur analyses
the differences between material that is already considered history and used
as ‘truth’ by historians, and material that is not yet accorded such status and
has to develop into ‘truth’. He returns to this twenty years later with Time and
Narrative and forty years later with Memory, History, Forgetting.’ There is a ten-
sion to be identified and analysed there, as ever with Ricceur, and to be kept in
stasis for as long as possible, while seeking a just-about tolerable equilibrium of
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unresolved tension, of irresolution that does not distort or privilege one pole
of the argument more than the other. We see this in History and Truth in the
essay called ‘The Socius and the Neighbour’ (an analysis of the Good Samari-
tan) and in the essay called ‘Civilisation and National Cultures’.

Since Hegel, negation (taking three main forms; identifying lack, saying no
and understanding limitations) has seemed to be an integral part of reflecting
upon the human condition. In order to develop secure meaning we must negate
one point of view in order to exert another view. Hegel's Phenomenology of
Spirit had shown us a different way of looking at the first of Husserl’s Logical
Investigations; truth and certainty negate each other.® The movement from
consciousness to self-consciousness is an illusion ‘which is only maintained by
a secularized theology wherein all negations flow from the very movement of
the Absolute which limits itself and denies itself by determining itself so as to
surmount its negation in the thought of its other’.!* Hegel’s ‘doubling of the
self-conscious’ depicts a person ill at ease with themselves, as they alternately
both deny the importance of others and identify with others at the cost of their
own independence. For Riceeur it is not viable to postulate a person who can-
cels out their relationship with others and also their own importance. (This is a
theme thathe explores in great detail in the 1980s-1990s with Oneself as Another.
If we can think less negatively, negation can move from otherness to identity,
and later with The Course of Recognition to recognition.) He develops Hegel’s
ideas by looking at five types of possibility; wanting, experiencing, receiving
(perception), expressing and ability. He concentrates on perception, following
Kant. “In perceiving objects in the world, I have a point of view. I always per-
ceive ‘there’ from my viewpoint ‘here.”” He rejects the phenomenology of
perception that he believes is Husserl’s; ‘in which the moment of saying is post-
poned and the reciprocity of saying and seeing destroyed, is, in the last analysis,
ahopeless venture’.®

Adopting the first person, Ricceur creates an idiolect for phenomenological
thought, and uses this method of writing to attempt to override subject-object
dualism. In this book I will use this phenomenological idiolect to give a sense
of the style, in this way and with double speech marks: “I am both subject
and object of my own existence.” (Chapter 7 will contextualize this within his
repertoire of methods.) “Given that I always see things from a limited point of
view, my perception cannot be good enough to allow me to transcend my own
perspective. Thus, by the limitations of my own perception Iam forced to negate
the possibility of truth. When I think in a transcendent way and seek to think
away from my point of view, I am notwhatI am.” He invokes Kant; “it is not sen-
sitivity to our surroundings which limits reason (which resembles Husserl’s
approach), but reason that limits sensitivity in its pretension to give phenomena
the status of things-in-themselves that are not distorted by my view of them.”

This will become a component of the hermeneutics of suspicion, a doubt
about oneself and one’s limitations that is dangerous, yet vitally important.
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Negation also takes a much simpler form of otherness, before we start to think
of finitude/infinitude; ‘this is different from that’ is also the simple binary
negation of the other, whatever the other may be.*! Marcel, a great influence on
Ricceur, takes this further in Man Against Mass Society, where he depicts such
binary thinking as being reductionist, depreciative and passionately resentful
about the integrity and vitality of life.”

Negation dominates our limitations: squashing flies

Why, Ricceur asks, does negation come to dominate finitude? “When I want
something, I express it as a loss or even a2 wound inflicted; “I don’t have it”, “the
let-down over something lost, the wound inflicted by the loss of an irreplace-
able being” instead of accepting, remembering, respecting, not striving against,
the otherness of what we desire.’”® More often, however, negation is companion
to ‘lack or need, regret, impatience, anguish’, resembling the Spinozst ‘sadness’,
a lessening of existence. In the English titles of Ricceur’s major phenomenolog-
ical texts we lose the emphasis on finitude: Fallible Man and The Symbolism of
Evil are also called Finitude et Culpabilité 1 and II respectively. For Ricceur nega-
tivity is of enormous importance and must be the middle term in the sequence
of Finitude, Negativity, Affirmation, which forms the ttle oflectures he delivers
in Louvain in 1955.2* This is very similar to Buddhist meditational practice, in
which the loss is striven for and accepted. In 1959 he delivers a series of lectures
on La Négation and works them into 2 much bigger, unfinished text of the same
name, which concludes with La Négation et la voie apophatique, knowledge of God
gained through negation. In 1958 he also delivers lectures in America on Guilt,
which I will comment on in Chapter 3.

Taking this negation to an irrevocable depth of negativity would preclude
affirmation, which is the choice Sartre makes (1905-1980); his versions of the
negative are doubt, anguish and rejection of the other, positive validation of
negative psychological states, as in Kierkegaard. For Sartre, reflection is a form
of negation because it is the same as refusing to act. From 1957-1964 Ricceur
taught at the Sorbonne, and one of his regular courses (Theatre and Philoso-
phy) was on Sartre’s writings, including The Flies and Huis Clos (the play No Exit
whence the slogan ‘Hell is other people’).** In his lectures in America in the
1970s he explains how he sees Sartre interiorizing the Kierkegaardian anxiety
about extreme nothingness in relation to oneself. Nothingness means despair,
with Kierkegaard as the unhappy consciousness who is free for no purpose
except meaninglessness. Nietzsche is there too with a negative concept of nihil-
ism, although Nietzsche grants some sort of existential status to that which is
denied.?® Ricceur regrets that the determination to act often means narrowing
one’s choices with a choice made earlier and acting pre-emptively ‘in an eter-
nally petrified gesture’.*” We see this, for example, in our domestic arguments
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in our kitchens, in which we often adopt a way of arguing that gives immediate
pleasure yet leads to impasse or worse. Ricceur invokes Descartes and his view
that the will to live must be a double negative; “I can negate the finitude (nega-
tive) of my ordinary confined life and refuse to deny (double negative) the
finitude of life and assert some sort of potential to act well. Such a possibility to
act well must be unconfined by negativity which manifests itself in ‘moments
of inerda, sudden, striking changes or slow digestion.””® At this point we are
offered a double negative that gives us a positive approach, affirtation through
denying that we will accept limits, while at the same time acknowledging their
power.

This is not Sartre’s way; Sartre takes the connection that Descartes established
between doubt and freedom and asserts that freedom is the goal, starting
out from a nihilistic approach, combining Stoic suspension of judgement with
Husserlian withdrawal from the physical, factual world. For Ricceur, Sartrean
existence is brute fact about being here, right now and as such being inade-
quate and limited, ‘a sort of compression, of sedimentation, of relapse into the
slumber of the mineral’.® Sartre’s human is free to act as they see fit, but will
suffer the hubristic flaw that Kierkegaard identified, and that Heidegger
described in seeking authenticity, looking for ‘being as Being’. In Sartre’s work
negation as an act of will is an end in itself; existence before essence. Sartre
always rejected the Freudian idea of the unconscious, the other within us,
asserting that we are validated by our actions: his contemporary Lévi-Strauss
(1908-), on the contrary, focused on the idea of the other as culturally diverse
and proposed a system of mathematically and linguistically managed systems
for understanding societies.

Riceoeur avoids these mathematical models and poses the great wager of
primary affirmation; ‘do we have the courage to believe that there is an infinite
truth that we can believe in and which can give us affirmation of original
purity and goodness?’* Ricoeur argues that since Hegel, this has become much
harder - negation has become the core idea that defines us; and we see an
extreme and depressingly circular form of this in Sartre, for whom freedom is
created by the nothingness that gives me freedom to act.3 If we look back to the
pre-Socratics (Ricceur cites Anaximander), they argue for being alive as charac-
terized by being able to think, and particularly by being able to think about
the infinite beginning that created us, and that can never have an ending,
as that would make it finite. If we can grasp that we are finite as compared with
that infinitude of creation, this is a sort of primary affirmation. He argues that
this only works, however, ifwe challenge the confusing approach that the real
(where we are) and the ideal (where we can never be) represent factand value
respectively. On the contrary our ontology — our belief systemn — must strive to
contain both, and seek to avoid the rupture and split between fact and value.
(The more conventional definition of ontology is the study of the nature of
being.) We have to believe in the ideal as a value system to strive for (Plato’s
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Forns are only one way of looking at this). But because I know that I am finite
and must forego the purity of idealism, I lose the primary, absolute affirmation,
harmony with everything good. So primary affirmation must jiggle and teeter
on the edge of determining who I am and knowing that I can only be undeter-
mined, as I will never attain true unity with whatever it is that matters. What
matters is this ontology that I strive to realize; ‘I know that I am here’ measured
against my acceptance that I am not going to attain true standpointless think-
ing, philosophy without an absolute.*? Fallible Man elaborates further upon this
sadness, the fallibility of my personality that makes it impossible that I can live
according to my values.

Fallible Man and potential for error

Fallible Man is the second of three books in Ricceur’s phenomenology of the
will. It is the middle of the three and the first in the pair subsumed under the
title Finitude and Guilt. Main protagonists here are the verb as human agency
encapsulated in language, the person as linguistic mediator (although this idea
comes into its own much later, with On Translation (2004/2006), see Chapter 6)
and, waiting just out of sight, the self-conscious person who can transcend bar-
riers between finite and infinite aspects of our lives in order to make each com-
prehensible to the other: aware, self-critical yet self-effacing ~ but this comes
later in Ricoeur’s development. Fallible Man is characterized by Ricceur’s mag-
nificent analysis of Kant, and attempts an exploration of our potential for
wrongdoing in order to clarify why it is so difficult to be a human being. One,
and perhaps the dominant, conclusion is that each of us is destined to be at
odds with our own self. This takes many forms, such as our being trapped in the
here and now, while having aspirations to achieve extraordinary feats, summed
up by Schaldenbrand as ‘the productive imagination that brings kinship from
conflict’. Indeed we mustexistin a dysfunctional tension between our real lives
and our desires, because otherwise we will not underssand what it means to
have dreams of magnificent states which contrast with the reality of being
trapped in our bodies. Husserl’s emphasis on perception is now inadequate for
Ricceur and replaced by Kant’s model of the interlocked nature of perception
and knowing.*® This in turn will become deficient in failing to take account of
desire.

In Fallible Man Ricceur uses the image of fallibility in an almost geological
sense, la faille having the possible meaning in French of a fault line, a fissure, a
rift between two parts of the same thing.** Hence each of us is one body, but
split, irremediably, not simply between body and mind, but also between finite
and infinite, between action and possibilities and between egoism and altruism.
How can we think beyond our personal point of view? We cannot, because we
are aapped. Moreover, Kant denies any possibility of thinking about ourselves
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in the way we tend to think about the self now i.e. self-directed and entitled to
be egotistical: according to many postmodern thinkers, the Enlightenment has
let us down and we must fend for ourselves in a godless world. Kant’s individual
is viewed as an end in himself who must actin cersain ways in order to discharge
his duty to others. But, in Kant’s world we can think about what it would be like
to think beyond our duty, except that we cannot think that way or have any ade-
quate conception of what that would mean. I will show later how suspicion
forms a vital role in enabling us to oscillate between what we can know and what
we cannot know.

Ricceur gives an account in Fallible Man of Kant’s views on what it is to be
human. Rational knowing is the starting point, a Kantian position, and one in
which we are able to judge the appearance of something according to concepts
that will allow us to understand the world around us. Within the concept that
we use to make sense of what we perceive, Kant differentiates between higher-
order categories (e.g. quantity) and lower-order schema (e.g. number). Ricoeur
values, and will use on many occasions, imagination’s act of mediating between
appearance and category that is a transcendental schema which ‘completely
exhausts itself in the act of constituting objectivity’ because imagination’s work-
ings are obscure to us and represent a ‘hidden art in the depths of the human
soul’3® Yet Kant presupposes a fallen sensibility, and this itself presupposes the
possibility of a not fallen sensibility, as a result of which tension humans have
already become divided and ‘fallen’% For Ricceur this is less than adequate;
possibility of failure must be transformed into feeling, which in turn must be
transformed into action. Ricceur goes beyond Kant and develops in Fallible Man
a sense of Eros, a sense of Love that anticipates happiness in being consciously
in love with another person, having a sense of direction and of belonging.”’
Almnost forty years later he develops this in more detail in his beautiful paper
‘The Nuptial Metaphor’, of which more in Chapter 10.% In contrast, existential
negation of a Sartrean sort appears first as a difference between me and another,
then as a difference internal to me, then as a sad finitude, a blocking of possi-
bilides.® Instead I should accept several different ways of being conscious of
myselfand of others: through ‘the understanding of language, the communica-
tion of culture and the communion of persons’. ‘Thereby another is not only
an other, but my like.’* Derrida endorses this shared understanding, which he
discusses as being denied us by Levinas’ radical alterity.

Ricceur takes a risk in introducing Kant’s thinking person to desire, which
Kant would see as a contamninant, and Ricceur offers a dialectical contrast by
proposing to us that we use respect, as a way of moderating our desire; if we
desire another person we should respect them as another person, not simply as
the object of our desire. Kantian humans are thus each an end in themselves,
because of the humanityin each of us. In chapter 3 of Fallible Man Ricoeur uses
Kant's Critique of Practical Reason to emphasize the practical synthesis that takes
me from “I think” to “I will™: I desire, I take my pleasure, I am proven finite
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because this process shows  how bound I am to physicality by following my
desires (even beautiful music stimulates the brain physiologically). I do not
notice how affective my view is, I am absorbed in what I do. Through the image
of what I desire, motivation develops. ‘The body cannot be a pure mediator
but is also immediately for itself” and thus closes off its intended openness.*

Returning to the debate in Freedom and Nature about a motive not being
a cause, Ricceur looks at the huge tension between the two; I decide upon my
motive and that affects the causality that I use to justify my actions — if I change
my motive, I must change the causal reasoning that I use. Motives may appear
to influence causes but this is a willed illusion — causes of events may be beyond
our control. He seeks an existential will to act, as a way of living that can be
more positive than Sartre’s way, and can embody the value of deciding to act to
affirm life and not destroy it, to support others and not weaken them and -
above all - to cope with the distress and disorientation caused by being limited
in how much I can achieve and in how much I can justify wanting and having
those things and people that I want. Moreover, even when I resist the status
quo, this can be an affirmation of life and a de-negation of the downsides to
being mortal. Such affirmation involves motivation; I need to have reasons for
what I do. Motives may appear to affect causes, but this is an illusion. It is a
major theme of Ricoeur’s work, that we should accept responsibility for whatwe
do, even if there are unintended consequences.

Later (in the late 1960s — see Chapter 6) he rejects Davidson’s approach to
action as an event, arguing that this leads us to ‘an agentless semantics of action’
i.e. the belief that the outcomes of action become separated from their perpe-
trator and become reified; events, with no responsibility held. This seems harsh:
if Davidson were really saying this, we would be able to deny causality, which
attributes responsibility to us. Ricceur finds Davidson helpful for appearing to
argue that we may choose to deny causality, in order to avoid personal suffering
through guilt. This theme is visible in a different wayin Freud’s work on dreams,
slips of the tongue and neuroses: Ricoeur is grateful to Freud for taking these
acts of the unconscious mind seriously, because they show that we make mean-
ing in rich and complex ways, and that apparently random behaviour has a
pattern and is aresponse to the experienced world.

Ricceur seems to be seeking equilibrium between tensions that go beyond
the attempted balance between pleasure and avoidance of suffering. This neces-
sitates facing up to the desire in the human to take on challenges that are diffi-
cult: a Nietzschean passionate, irascible arousal of the desire to be right. If the
‘irascible’ realizes itself in ambition, violence and domination, then these
are the points of least resistance for the base drives of the human search for
some difficult challenge. This search can find outlet in mistakes, excesses that
‘the fascinated consciousness realises in the fault’. (This is a hint of the progres-
sion from Fallible Man (who sees the possibility of wrongdoing) to The Symbolism
of Evil (in which we go further than possibility; our actual understanding and
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experience of evil is explored through symbol and myth).) Yet if, for Nietzsche,
these struggles are the excesses that he wishes to encourage, Ricceur finds that
this is denial of the possibility of some sort of necessary equilibrium between
desire and the possible.

Developing work on guilty knowledge

Ricceur suggests that the Kantian sequence of having, power and worth are
related to knowing, acting and feeling respectively. Thus they reveal themselves
in avarice, tyranny and vainglory respectively. If we put the triads together in
pairs, knowing is paired with avarice, then acting is paired with tyranny and feel-
ing is paired with vainglory. The Pascalian pair seems surprising — they are not
that similar. This reveals, however, the sense in which Ricceur cautions us about
the Kantian sequence; thinking and knowing have the potential to be posses-
sive, territorial and potentially avaricious acts that can allow us to perceive the
world as we wish to see it. Kant, with his universality, showed us that our view-
point and our perceptions are determined by the way we are, what we already
know. Riceeur, with his partiality absorbs all this and takes it even further by
emphasizing the potency of knowing, its capacity to posit and to submit to
desire in certain circumstances. I am imperfect and therefore should not be
surprised if I err; in such circumstances evil arises from weakness because we
posit it.® Ricoeur wishes to show that this is not inevitable, although it may seem
so with a concept such as original sin. As already argued, we will only under-
stand life in dualisms, because each of us is destined to be out of step with
ourselves, so here as ever, I only understand goodness if I understand evil. The
risk is that I must be able to recognize evil and may then succumb to it by recog-
nizing it; the possibility of collusion renders me no longer naive. This is a debate
about guilty knowledge that Ricceur finds impossible to contain within phe-
nomenology; in wanting to resolve it, he has to develop more assertive tech-
niques to do with interpretation, hermeneutics of symbolic meaning.

It is in language that we can find the key to meaning and understand our-
selves better. This will be his linguistic turn, and it happens at a time when
Saussure’s linguistics and then Lévi-Strauss’ development of Saussure’s work
into anthropology are offering French academics an opportunity to break free
of classical traditions. One consequence of this is that phenomenology (and
existentialism and Marxism) came under fire with structuralism providing
the ammunition. Saussure’s work was used in the 1960s to show how written
language could be analysed by paying attention to structural features that
indicate subterranean systems within language, systems that show how human
thought is determined by language, not vice versa. The complete separation of
spoken language and written language is often auributed to Saussure.®® In fact
he did not make such a strong distinction and he was also notably ambivalent
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concerning the supposed priority of verbal language over other modes or
systems of thought. He saw both signifier and signified as purely psychological
forms, not substance.

Symbolizing evil and guilty knowledge

The Symbolism of Evil represents a move away from phenomenology, although
Ricceur arguably never stops being a phenomenologist. Towards the end of the
1950s, while writing it, he begins to use Kant’s conditions of possibility in a neo-
Kantian way, as a function of textual mediation. Ricceur has adopted Kant’s
ideas, through deep reflection, after pushing phenomenology to its outer limits
in Fallible Man, finding that it facilitated discussion about the possibility of sin,
through deepreflection. He stops short of the reality of evil, because Kant’s and
Husserl's phenomenology is disconnected from the body we use to carry out
acts. This formal level, of fallibility, needs connecting with the level of life and
the experience of evil. The Symbolism of Evilis an exploration of how we get
to grips with evil; the possibility (fallibility) becomes reality (fault). We need to
make a detour through myth and symbol in order to have the resources to deal
with evil. The method used in the work is no longer pure reflection. Ricaeur
discusses this with Reagan in terms that indicate the importance of his change
in method in The Symbolism of Evit Ricoeur ascribes the impetus for this change
to ‘fundamental experiences revolving around what could be called bad will’
(conversation 1991, published 1996:124), symbols of evil, more than interest
in language and the emotions portrayed by language.* He cites the first article
in From Text to Action (1986/1991) as the, much later, description of what he
calls this ‘grafting of hermeneutics onto phenomenology’.** The method used
in The Symbolism of Evilinvolves immersion in the full richness of language and
culture in order to develop a hermeneutics of evil, as we represent it to our-
selves in myth, symbol and sign. Evil predates us (as we see with the serpent, the
evil other that was there before Adam and Eve). Evil also cannot be grasped in
its essence but only by representation; defilement, sin and guilt are the three
ideas, and they occur in verbal imagery such as the swin, the fall and blinding
respectively: ‘Life is a symbol, an image, before being experienced and lived’
and the work now is to decipher the wrongdoing wrapped up in the symbol.*
The guilty person is both responsible and captive. This is a change of empha-
sis in Ricoeur; a sense of sin turns towards the feeling of guilt. Guilt is the antici-
pated chastisement.*’ This introduces also issues regarding just punishment.
Job disputes that every man dies for his own crime. Guilt is graduated and this
enables development of graduated punishments. Riceeur discusses the Oedipus
myth here and returns at length to it in Freud and Philosophy, and Course of
Recognition, where we will see that he disagrees with Freud’s interpretation.
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It is not coincidental that this discussion of sin sounds Biblical and draws on
Biblical examples. Ricceur reminds us that St Paul expressed this dilemma
in his analysis of the curse of the law in Galatians 3 & 4. Humans are not able to
satisfy all the demands of the law as ‘perfection is infinite and the command-
ments are unlimited in number.’ Paul’s great discovery is that the law itself is
a source of sin.®® Pellauer deals very briefly with this. Long before Nietzsche -
‘who nevertheless thought he was blasting the first “theologian™- St Paul him-
self ‘dismounted the spring of that infernal machine’*® The law and sin have
a deadly circularity. Division and conflict are described in Paul’s Epistle to the
Romans. The individual is split into the ‘I’ who acknowledges and the ‘I’ who
disowns him/herself, and says s/he is not the one acting.*®

Defilement becomes a robust symbol when it no longer suggests a real stain,
but represents the servile will, sullied by its submission to desire.5! Evil has to be
undergone, evil is also already there, like the serpent in the garden. Evil has to
be understood as internalized in order to be dealt with — it is not over there, out
there, it.is here, now, in me. Contagion and contamination emphasize the
outside world that is seductive, that leads me on and thatleads me to become
servile.’? Defilement becomes the language of the servile will, but can only
explain itself through mythical symbols and speculative symbols.** The Muslim
woman and her hijab are seen as symbolizing a range of different and often
conflicting polarities involving oppression versus modesty. In this context it
may be naive of Ricceur to argue that modern man sees history and myth sepa-
rated because we know that male-female relationships, and not only those in
Muslim cultures, may be based on myth, without recourse to history. Narration
will become the new element that distinguishes myth from symbol, once he
has read Von Rad’s narrative theology and structural narrative of the parable.*
The introduction of narrative will herald a long and fruitful writing strand for
Ricceur, leading to The Rule of Metaphor and Time and Narrative.

Ricceur is strongly influenced by the phenomenology of religion (Van de
Leeuw, Leenhardt, Eliade), which seems at first to be about the mind adopting
a partially Hegelian state of mind that connects affectively and practically to
the ‘whole of things’. For phenomenology of religion, myth is an expression in
language, myth is symbol taking the form of narration (perhaps structural, like
parable) and myth is the alinost tangible product of life as it is felt and lived
before being formulated. Ritual action and mythical language, together, form
imitations of the archetypal act of being. Phenomenology of religion has thus
influenced study of myth greatly, by proposing that myths relate back to the
core essences of human being such as for example, participation, and relation
to the Sacred. Ricceur argues that prehistorical man was already sundered from
his wholeness with the cosmos, and that myth in fact recreates, at lest partially,
this unity, when in fact what we experience daily, outside myth, is separation.
Myth is an antidote to phenomenological distress because humans are already
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anxious and uneasy in their conscience, as in Kafka’s work. Myth cannot
achieve what it sets out to do: it is myriad little splintered stories and experi-
ences, because it has not the resources to create the unity we crave within our
world.

Myth can only exist within narrative because mythology is otherwise an
incomprehensible collection of events. Myth refers to plenitude, completeness,
but one that is established, lost and then re-established painfully at a symbolic
level, as in the Oedipus myth. The primordial drama of the beginning and the
end of evil sets the tone for the myths that Ricceur studies in the second half
of The Symbolism of Evil, and can be summed up with a very Ricceurian phrase:
‘The relation, or the tension, is an integral part of the experience; or, rather,
the experience subsists only in connection with symbols that place fault in a
totality which is not perceived, not experienced, but signified, aimed at, con-
jured up.”® Thus we can distance ourselves from our mistakes by creating the
object that represents evil. Later he has to modify this again and integrate it
into language, metaphor and narrative, and all thisin the feverish atmosphere.of
structuralism.

Structuralism

Levinas commented in 1992 that he could never see the attraction of structural-
ism, particularly for Ricceur, who Levinas described as the best thinker of that
epoch.%

A significant feature of structuralism is its negation of the human voice in
language and its argument that the structures of language are powerful as
systemns with their own rules and do not need to take account of the referent
(the real life object to which the language refers). Derrida, as we know, defines
modern metaphysical philosophy as being constructed of binary pairs, of which
one is dominant, and functions as the centre of the system. Derrida develops
deconstruction, a way of dismantling what we already have, because it is impos-
sible to get rid of it, yet vital to critique it from within. What is the attraction of
structuralism for Ricceur? It claims to provide a unifying model of objective
knowledge throughout the human sciences, and Ricoeur teaches structural
linguistics as a valid subject; he sees it as an indispensable component of inter-
pretation yet also attacks its descendant when presented as structuralism, a
worldview. He believes that hermeneutics needs the structure of structuralism,
but not the philosophy of structuralism.”” Ricceur uses a range of thinkers
for his dialectical philosophy, in his belief that we cannot solve problems from
one viewpoint or by one method alone. He draws on Benveniste for analysing
language in order to create dialectal tension (later evident with metaphor and
parable). Austin and Searle give him ways of developing arguments about
speech as an act, which, contrary to their main focus, allow him to bring the
human voice back into language, after its banishment by structuralism, and
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the savaging of structuralism and speech act theory by Derrida, who refused
dialogue yet remained deeply indebted to it, with his ‘difference’ as a play of
terms within a systemn that has no fixed referent.

Pure reflection (phenomenology) is a direct exercise of rationality, an intel-
lectual act, and as such makes no appeal to myth or symbol and is not clearly
articulated in language. Such reflection cannot grasp the idea or the reality
of evil, and is not related to real life, in which we are enslaved to our passions.
The confession of sins makes use of different language, symbolic language.
In The Symbolism of Evilwe learn that the symbol gives rise to thought.*® Can we
return to pure reflection after the symbolics of evil and enrich it with all that
we have learned about ourselves through symbolic language? The polysemy of
language renders pure reflection problematic and it is this very complex and
contradictory wask that delights and sustains Ricceur. Language can lead us
astray as we can use it wrongly: ‘It is through misunderstanding and lying that
the primordial structure of speech reveals the identity and otherness of minds."*®
This is another early hint of the hermeneutics of suspicion, which manifested
itself in many different ways in the prevailing mood in France at that time.

Ricceur lives through structuralism, building on the work of Saussure and
Lévi-Strauss and concludes that structuralist techniques are vital, because
understanding a text ‘is entirely mediated by the whole of explanatory pro-
cedures that precede it and accompany it’.% Saussure drew our attention to the
word as signifier (the physical form and sound) with the word as signified (the
meaning), and his work was interpreted to preclude the referent, (the object
referred to), so language becomes hermetically sealed from reality. This was
not Saussure’s approach; it was Lévi-Strauss who took structure to be the signi-
fier, so he created a system that was sealed and somehow scientific in its predict-
ability. Lévi-Strauss was also influenced by Comte’s desire for systems that
facilitate a totalizing approach. For Ricceur the symbol cannot be abandoned,
because the symbol brings together the signifier, the concept and the special
meaning it gains through use, as he sees in the symbolism of evil. Gadamer’s
book Truth and Method was published in 1960, the same year as The Symbolism of
Evil, and Ricceur subsequently assimilates some key points from Gadamer that
affect his work on language; he finds in Gadamer that the symbol is a necessary
yet not sufficient aspect of hermeneutics. He is influenced also by Gadamer’s
concept of distanciation and incorporates that into his textual theories: dis-
tance is necessary in order to make a reasonable judgement, yet must also be
balanced by the intimacy of acknowledging personal involvement in meaning.®

Conclusions
From Anaximander to Kant there is the idea that we think dialectically in

spite of, or perhaps because of negation. Ricceur’s phenomenological idiolect
reminds us that “I attempt to go beyond my limited point of view and fail”, (first
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negation: “I don’t understand”), then I deny that I can do this (second nega-
tion, a double negative: “I don’t accept that I don’t understand”) and then
I discover that my failure and denial lead to some understanding of who
Ireally am: “I accept that I can’t understand properly, and keep trying anyway
to the best of my abilities.” This is my primary affinnation.% Here we find reso-
nances with Kant’s Analytic of the Sublime, Third Critique, The Critique of Judgement,
which is about much more than aesthetic judgement. Whereas in The First
Critique Kant sees the aesthetic as ‘a hidden art in the depths of the human
soul’, in The Third Critique he tries to explain that our attempt to grasp the
sublime, the pure, the morally harmonious to which we should all strive is
mediated by imagination and reason.

Kant’s attempt itself acknowledges that our faculties enable us to compre-
hend and interpret nature, because we are both physical creatures constrained
by natural laws and also agents who respond to the dictates of our moral con-
sciences. However we cannot fully understand how that is possible. In order
to grapple with this dilemma, Ricceur asserts that all classic philosophies
are philosophies of form, and he wants philosophies of act, in which “my actions
are an affirmation of my motivation to act well, despite my understanding that
I can’t really understand; I can’t have what I want, I have this which is not
(as good as) that”. In moving away from phenomenology he will reach a point
at which ‘The hermeneutic becomes an existential act because interpretation is
a matter of the very definition of man.”®® He will see language, and later narra-
tive, as act in text and text as a form of action, and suspicion will help to act by
defining the discrepancies between imagination and reason.

Hegel is vital for the development of Ricceur’s thought from this point on,
for giving us the possibility of negation that Husserl refuses to give us. Hegel
is also dangerous, for the same reason, and it tums out that Freud needs to
re-emerge from the shadows, because of his ability to give credence to the phe-
nomena that we negate: our fantasies, our myths, our symbolic representations
of our world and our desires. We will see later what the dangers posed by Freud
are, in his role as Ricceur’s Old Testament, yet also we can confirm the respect
and admiration which Ricceur has for Freud.

The archaeology is as clear as digging can ever be; having attended Dalbiez’s
lectures on Freud in the late 1920s, and having researched Freud from the
mid-1930s, Ricceur then immerses himself in Husserl while a prisoner of war,
and later separates Freud from his search to understand how we construct
meaning about our weaknesses in Fallible Man and The Symbolism of Evil. At the
same time, however, he is still writing about Freud and lecturing on Freud and
he gives the famous Bonneval lecture in 1960, which formalizes the rupture
between his thoughts and those of Lacan. In the development of his ideas
for the 1965 book Freud and Philosophy, he brings together again his work on
Freud and on human thought. In Fallible Manwe are faced with our weaknesses.
In The Symbolism of Evilwe are faced with our inability to imagine and address
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evil except through symbolic representation, myth and symbol. It is as if he
needed to separate out the various components of the problem he was trying to
solve and then bring them together again, and Freud proved, after all, to be the
master of suspicion who could facilitate understanding about meaning, about
desire, about the use of language and actions in the pursuit of desire and
about the fatal weakness in the Cartesian cogito (its inability to see its own
limitations), that does not, however, reduce its importance. These strands
come together in the semantics of desire, narcissism and our capacity for self-
deception, and Freud is drawn in to play a centralrole in moving beyond Kant.
Chapter 6 will show more about the way Ricceur uses language in the late 1960s
and after; in Chapter 3 we will see already the potential for using language to
go beyond phenomenology, which, in its Husserlian form, is too ego-focused
and needs to become able to articulate negative thought. He also uses Biblical
language to show how important religion is, even if for many nowadays the
influence of the Bible may seem cultural more than spiritual.



Chapter 3

Ricceur’s masters of suspicion:
Marx, Nietzsche and Freud

Ricceur’s philosophical analysis of Freud’s psychoanalytical theory dominates
his work on how we make meaning in the triumvirate of Marx, Nietzsche and
Freud, and the three together are also important because at that time in France
the structuralists were citing Freud, Nietzsche and Saussure for their cause and
Marxist ideas were pervasive (not least through Althusser). Dosse describes how
the twentieth century was contaminated by suspicion about human motivation:
the extermination camps, fascism and communism and the bloody French civil
war in Algeria: ‘Technological modernity became a steamroller, a planetary
death machine enmeshed in an ideology of suspicion.” Yet Ricceur does not
develop the theme of the masters of suspicion to any great depth and com-
ments in his eighties on ‘Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, with respect to whom
the overly facile expression “masters of suspicion” is in danger of failing to do
justice.’”? We see in Chapter 4 when we analyse the hermeneutics of suspicion,
the tendency on the part of many writers to combine the masters of suspicion
with the hermeneutics of suspicion. This is both inaccurate and, I will argue,
misleading. We also need to clarify each term: why suspicion and not scepticism?
For Ricceur scepticism is sweeping in its rejection of possibilities about truth
and understanding and all accepted opinions.* In this chapter we look at the
masters of suspicion, who challenged our personal beliefs about ourselves, yet
believed strongly in their own ideologies.

Initially, however, I want to look at the immediate stimulus that led to the
work on Ricceur’s major Freud book, as it reveals the Ricceurian habit of help-
ing a phoenix to rise from the ashes of previous writing; in this case, The Symbol-
ism of Evil.* Indeed, Gerhart calls Freud and Philosophy the third book of Volume
Two of Ricceur’s philosophy, in sequence after The Symbolism of Evil5 Ricceur
makes a little joke in his autobiographical set of interviews Critique and Convic-
tion that the process of writing his big book on Freud provided a form of
‘self-analysis on the cheap’.® Fortunately there is much more to Riceeur’s work
on Freud than self-analysis, not least of which is his much publicized falling out
with Lacan and his writing of a companion text to Freud and Philosophy, the
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excellentsetof essays The Conflict of Interpretations.” These twenty-two essays were
written between 1960 and 1969, overlapping with the writing of Freud and Phi-
losophy. These essays, as IThde comments, give a more succinct view of Ricceur’s
thinking about Freud than the Freud book itself, although the latter is still the
major source for Ricceur’s discussions of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. Some of
his Freud essays have onlyrecentlybeen published in French. Itis also useful to
consider Ricceur’s early work on Freud. Having studied Freud in the early
1930s, by 1948 he was developing his ideas on Freud, casting the unconscious
as the blind spot of the conscious mind, within that which is absolutely involun-
tary and which has three components; life itself (being alive), character and the
unconscious.

Early work on Freud

Ricceur lectured and wrote extensively about Freud into the 1950s with no
reference to the role he was to ascribe to Freud in the 1960s and 1970s of
a master of suspicion who deprived us of our complacency that we are con-
scious, clever, superior beings. In Freedom and Nature (1950/1966) Ricoeur is
unconvinced by Freud’s determination to challenge the conscious mind, and
asserts that he will address these issues by ‘a constant return to myself’, rather
than going to a consulting room or a clinic.® He proposes a phenomenological
solution to the problem of the unconscious, suggesting that the phenomenon
of thought can be understood even with the hidden components of lies, because
we can unearth them. The deep wells of the unconscious, however, contain
material that we do not have any thought of, as they are so deeply buried and
can only emerge through analysis. He prefers to think that he can sort out his
own unconscious, rather than seeking therapy.’ Consistent with his belief that
the question we ask will determine the answer we get, Ricceur deals carefully
with the epistemological issues and refuses to measure psychoanalysis against
psychology. Comparison would be futile, because of fundamentally different
premises: psychology turns acts into facts, and evades the complexity of rela-
tionships by focusing on what is measurable. Ricceur argues that there are no
facts in psychoanalysis, only interpretation.!®

Freedom and Nature contains a substantial section on the unconscious in the
chapter entitled ‘Experienced Necessity’, influenced by Dalbiez and Marcel, in
which Ricceur begins to explore the challenge set for Descartes by Freud.!! We
can see ideas about suspicion developing as a potent force for seeking accurate
answers to life’s questions in 1950, where Ricceur describes how, through Freud,
we learn that consciousness may suspect itself to be a disguise of its own uncon-
scious, where there are infantile, sexual, even ancestral thoughts hiding.!? While
insisting that Freud’s doctrine of determinism should be rejected, because it
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denies us the freedom to act, Ricceur agrees that the Freudian model of regres-
sive analysis is valuable for challenging us to act well and with meaning, in the
face of our own suspicion:

This assurance, infected with the suspicion that I am acting out a comedy on
the stage of a mythical opera and am the dupe of a conjuration of hidden
forces in some mysterious wings of existence - this assurance, that ‘I’ which
I'was tempted to sacrifice into the hands of the decipherers of enigmas, must
be won back constantly in the sursum of freedom. I confront the unconscious
as Descartes confronted the greatdeceiver: I save myself by the affirmation of
the cogito and the refusal to make my thought conform to something, which
is not also consciousness."

This is an early working of the later idea about second naivety but at this stage
he is not using Freud’s psychoanalysis as a cipher for truth seeking, which comes
later, in Freud and Philosophy.'* It is significant thatRicceur used early writings by
Freud, such as The Psychopathology of Everyday Lifein Freedom and Nature, and later
Freud, such as Civilisation and its Discontents in Freud and Philosophy. He finds
the later work more useful for analysing cultural issues. He seems to have kept
Freud’s thought separate from his texts History and Truth (1955/1965), Fallible
Man (1960/1965) and The Symbolism of Evil (1960 /1967) but Ricceur sees that
he still has unfinished business.!* His work on human frailty, culpability and the
symbolism of evil is an attempt to develop his ideas from analysis of the essence
of the will to an understanding of the symbolism and mythologies of evil, and
in his lecturing we see explicit working of Freud into these areas. In 1958 he
lectures at Columbia University, New York on Guilt; unresolved areas that
require Freud’s ideas are those of ‘infantile, archaic pathological culpability’.'s
He realizes he is becoming aware of human suffering and areas of human
thought that are unresponsive to phenomenological analysis, and which are
also not clarified by the myths of Greek tragedy and of Biblical stories. In Part
III of this lecture series, for example, entitled Guilt and the Function of Myth,
he analyses ‘the tragic type of myth’ and comments that ‘Freud discusses the
function of “projection” of the repressed in the symbol, where symbol means
symptom.” Secondly Freud's work offers an alternative to phenomenology,
taking Dalbiez’s approach as a starting point, namely that psychoanalysis is
abranch of the philosophy of nature, looking at humans in the light of the nat-
ural world that is part of them; instincts for example. In his daily life Ricceur
also protests against the use of torture in Algeria in the 1950s: human activity
that is abhorrent and cannot be resolved by myth.

In Freedom and Nature he writes that the unconscious exists, is part of nature
and has to be acknowledged, an idea to which he returns in the 1960s, and
which complements his idea of the unconscious as an act of interpretation,
deciphering symbols.!” After his final profoundly phenomenological text,
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The Symbolism of Evil, he is interested in Freud’s interpretation of meaning
through myth, symbol and social transgression.!® He is thus following a line
similar to that of Eliade, whose work he admires as a phenomenology of reli-
gion. Using Popperian ideas of falsification, and from the position of a phe-
nomenologist who is seeking an alternative approach, he begins asking himself
whether psychoanalysis can falsify phenomenology.'® This enables him to bring
his current phenomenological thinking, with its emphasis on direct conscious-
ness, into direct contact with psychoanalysis, with its deep distrust of conscious-
ness. Later (Chapter 7) we will see how he believes that it is impossible to
integrate psychoanalysis and phenomenology; phenomenology has its ‘other’,
and its ‘other’ is psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysis looks at all the factors that phe-
nomenology works to block out. Ricceur also sees a new challenge; Freud, Marx
and Nietzsche offered ‘an opposing thought that I had to come to terms with’.?

Influences on Ricceur’s interpretation of Freud

Who were the main influences on Ricceur in his work on Freud? He insists
that his work is based mostly on Freud and not on Freud’s contemporaries
or followers, and that he is looking at Freud as an interpreter of human ills, of
cultural phenomena and as one who can ask questions such as; ‘why is man
unsatisfied, unhappy as a cultural being?’? Dosse describes how Dalbiez’s sepa-
ration of Freudian doctrine from Freudian methodology influenced Ricceur,
who was later to do the same.®

In 1960, five years before Freud and Philosophy was published, Ricceur was
invited to a conference at Bonneval on the unconscious, organized by Ey.®
At Bonneval Ricceur made no reference to Lacan’s theories. Subsequently
Ricceur was very clear that he did not understand Lacan’s work on Freud,
despite working alongside Lacan frequently until 1964.%* Structuralism was, like
psychoanalysis, a powerful movement. Dosse helpfully contextualizes the major
importance of structuralism for 1960s intellectuals and academics in France,
because it challenges the classical scholars in a way that they find irrefutable;
the premises are different and no debate is possible. Later we shall see how
Ricceur adopts the methods of analysis from structuralism, but decisively rejects
structuralist ideas as a basis for philosophy (Chapter 6). Dosse describes the way
Lacan initially fawned upon Ricceur publicly and how he later treated Ricaeur
rudely and was disgusted at Freud and Philosophy. Dosse and Simms chronicle the
attack by Lacan and his followers upon Ricceur for writing Freud and Philosophy.®

Sixyearsafter Bonneval, in 1966, the conference proceedings were published
in L'inconscient, by Merleau-Ponty, including the Ricceur article called ‘Le
conscient et Uinconscient’ 2% This paper (‘Consciousness and the Unconscious’)
was reprinted in English in The Conflict of Interpretations (1974), almost ten years
after Ricceur delivered it as a lecture; it seems that this essay is in fact the first
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‘outing’ of the masters of suspicion, and they appear on the very first page of
the essay, yet it wasn't published in French until 1966, after De Linterprétation
(Freud and Philosophy) in 1965. This essay ‘Consciousness and the Unconscious’
proposes that contemporary philosophers should study Freud, Nietzsche and
Marx together for their work on suspicion, and not treat Freud as a special
case, although that is in fact exactly what Ricceur does himself.

Marx, Nietzsche and Freud: bigger boys came

Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, and especially Freud, give Ricceur new methods
of interrogating and challenging cultural norms, certain ways of looking at
symbolism and interpreting symbols — problems he has endeavoured to resolve
in earlier works. In Freud and Philosophy Ricceur creates the context for his new
thinking in the short, much cited section in which he attempts to bring the
three great thinkers together, initially looking at their differences.?” In 1917
Freud had lined himself up with two earlier great destroyers of narcissistic
belief: Copernicus denied our centrality in the universe, Darwin denied our
centrality in the animal kingdom and Freud denied our centrality even in our
own minds.?® The entity that we call consciousness, is in fact ‘false conscious-
ness’.® At the least philosophers must accept the vacillation of the conscious
mind, and analyse this problem with a new sort of hermeneutics. In opposition
to Descartes we are faced with the possibility that the mind and the bodyare not
separable and thus they may get together and create desires thatare hopeless,
either because they are insatiable or because they are considered wrong, or
both. These desires are fed by both mind and body and can become invincible,
especially when they are hidden in the unconscious from our conscious knowl-
edge. The three masters of suspicion gave us also the tools for working on this
problem of false consciousness, because they ‘taught us to unmask its tricks’.*®
As our teachers they show us three types of deception, not three types of
suspicion.® David Pellauer has reminded me that the term maitrein French also
means teacher, and indicated that this sense must also be taken into account.’?
From these teachers Ricceur learnt how to be suspicious, and this formulation
emphasizes the skill required, rather than the usual interpretation of ‘masters
of suspicion’ who are the experts. It will become clear that Ricceur wants us to
become expert in exercising suspicion.

This ‘wounding’ of our self-love can be accounted for through study of
Freud’s own work, although for Ricceur it also went well beyond Freud’s con-
scious intention. He believes that we define Marx, Nietzsche and Freud more
according to the differences between them ‘and to the limitations that the prej-
udices of their time impose upon their successors even more than upon them-
selves’. Thus he believes we often interpret these three great thinkers not
entirely fairly: Marx is relegated to economics and what Ricceur considers the
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absurd theory of the reflex consciousness; Nietzsche is depicted within biolo-
gism and a perspectivism incapable of expressing itself without contradiction;
Freud is restricted to psychiatry and dressed up in a simplistic pansexualism. Yet
there is a common interest that is highly significant: ifwe go back to the inten-
tion they had in common, we find in it the decision to look upon immediate
consciousness primarily as ‘false’ consciousness. They thereby take up again,
each in a different manner, the problem of Cartesian doubt, in order to investi-
gate it at the very core of the Cartesian system.

All three hope to clear the horizon for a more authentic world, not only
by means of a destructive critique, but also by the invention of a new art of
interpreting. Descartes triumphed over our doubts about thingsby the evidence
of consciousness; the material world exists because I know I am conscious of it.
Marx, Nietzsche and Freud triumph over our doubtsabout consciousnessby chal-
lenging our ideas about how we find meaning. Descartes’ triumph is triumph
for us all, but the masters of suspicion triumph at our expense, as we are disori-
entated and undone. Whereas Husserl's phenomenology is the reduction to
consciousness, Freudian psychoanalysis is the reduction of consciousness, an
epoché in reverse. Epoché is the attempt to bracket our apparently superficial
responses, to suspend them in order to concentrate on significant perceptions,
and Freud tries to reverse this: he brings forward these apparently unimportant
responses and recommends that they have meaning after all. With many phe-
nomena, such as dreams and Fehlleistungen (slips of the tongue) we may be dis-
turbed by what they tell us about our thoughts. Marx, Nietzsche and Freud
placed doubt in our minds, but unlike Descartes they did not remove it, they
deliberatelyleft it there. Much later, in Memory, History, Forgetting Ricaeur shows
us the difference between Cartesian consciousness and the self, as we know it
today; Descartes was offering us an ‘exemplary ego’, idealized, who is a good
example for us to follow.’®

It seems to Ricceur that Marx, Nietzsche and Freud begin their work with the
premise that conscious thought should be regarded with suspicion and is an
illusion that requires demystification. Guile must be used to approach the guile
of the conscious mind: it conceals its complex and often amoral workings from
itself and from others. There are ‘three convergent procedures of demystifica-
tion’ represented by Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. Marx’s theory of ideologies
shows us the alienation of labour, false consciousness and the need for popular
revolution. Nietzsche’s genealogy of morals analyses the master-slave morality
and the consequent bad conscience. Freud’s theory of ideals and illusions shows
the discrepancies between Enlightenment ideals and irrational urges.** For
Ricceur all three go even further, challenging the deceptions in consciousness.
Yet rather than being determined to dismantle the idea of consciousness, they
wish to extend the possibilities of consciousness ifwe can tolerate being disori-
entated; Marx proposes that we understand that emancipation of thought proc-
esses is essental to free up labour and demystify consciousness.>® Freud hopes
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that, by undergoing analysis, the individual can become clearer about the
meanings hidden in her/his subconscious, thereby reducing some personal
conflicts and possibly being able to live a better life. Nietzsche desires the con-
scious increase of the individual’s power, by means of ideas such as ‘superman’,
‘eternal return’ and ‘Dionysius’, and no longer deceiving ourselves with false
humility.*

Ricceur believed that hermeneutics had originally been about the question;
‘under what circumstances can I say that I have understood this text?’ His work
shows us that hermeneutics is transformed by Marx, Nietzsche and Freud
so that it is actually about the self, identity and self-deception. This follows
on from The Symbolism of Evil, understanding ourselves through the detour of
understanding the founding texts of our culture. These three thinkers tell us
that we are not in control of our thoughts and actions, nor are we virtuous, and
that all is not what it seems. In fact, we are motivated by money, power and sex
respectively and they also warn us against religion, particularly Christianity.
Ricceur believes that they transform the hermeneutic issue by creating a funda-
mental challenge to Cartesian dualism, seeing both body and mind as complicit
in our drive for money, power and sex. They raise the hermeneutical stakes
so that they are higher than if this were a purely textual debate, and thereby
prepare us for attempting this sort of answer; T will uncover deep and difficult
truths through understanding this text — the self — and ¢y to become free of
deceit.’ Here text can be a manifestation of human actionsand for Ricceur, text
increasingly facilitates a revolutionary ethical debate about the nature of the
human mind and about morals, because of his enduring belief in our ability
to make ethical decisions, a constant theme for Ricaeur. Through Freud, the
consciousness becomes a problem and alsoa task, and the genuine cogito must
be gained through recognition of the false cogitos that influence the ways in
which we act and in which we explain our actions to ourselves and to others.
However, Ricceur feels himself rebelling against the predetermined direction
of the Freudian thinking as well as the assertiveness of the Cartesian cogito. The
groundwork for this is laid in Dalbiez’ classin 1930-1933, with the denial of the
will that characterizes Dalbiez’ interpretation of Freud.>”

Ricceur and Freud

Ricceur comes to see Freud as a vitally important thinker; an iconoclast with
a capacity to challenge our most profound ideas about what we think is true. He
welcomes the emancipatory effect of knowing that we are governed by repressed
and unconscious desires. However, as a consistent theme, he retains his original
belief that Freud’s deterministic and drive-based theories could be degrading
and disabling if taken seriously as predictive measures of human action. Thus,
even as early as the 1950s, Ricceur wishes to create a clear, perhaps perverse and
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contradictory connection between Freud’s beliefs and their possible effect on
our attempts to be a ‘responsible agent’; a personal sense of responsibility, our
hopes of free choice, our judgements about right and wrong and our decision-
making.*® He depicts us as taking such decisions against the backdrop of lives
that are meaningless or obscure, and states that this may necessitate, in extreme
cases, seeking ‘a midwife of my freedom in a master of deciphering’. This
phrase is an early reference to the role of controversial truth seeker that Freud
is seen to play in Freud and Philosophy. In Ricceur’s work, Freud becomes the
master of demystification who plays the role of a midwife in bringing to a live
birth our partial freedom, threatened as it is by desire and animal instinct, in
a Nietzschean echo of the genealogy of morals. Riceeur concludes that there is
a shadowy animal element in all of us thatneeds to be acknowledged and some-
how accommodated, yet not given its head as that would create a dangerous
level of excitement and recklessness;

In dealing with these invincible shadows, I shall refrain from making them
speak the language of men, but I shall consent to shelter, at the foot of the
tower of free choice, an animal periphery sensed without complaisance and
intuited without terror, which only becomes fascinating when the spell of
passions gives it form and fatality.>®

Such text is too messy for structuralism, although structuralism in the 1960s in
Paris showed similarities to Freudian thought: the idea that linguistic forms are
structured in some way that is beyond our control. Lacan saw the unconscious
itself as structured like a language and endeavoured to move away from Freud
and Simms shows us how he failed.* Derrida, in his tumn, needed Freudian
thinking for deconstruction, because he was challenging the idea of normal,
the possibilities of consciousness and the undermining of surface meaning. For
Ricceur, Freud is above all a cultural figure, seeking to interpret the layers of
cultural meaning with which we surround ourselves.

Conditions of possibility

Ricceur ' sees psychoanalysis more as a cultural and historical than an observa-
tional scientific approach, because it cannot provide proof and can be com-
pared with phenomenology (as we will see in Chapter 7). Psychoanalysis
emphasizes regressive tendencies and the archaeology of a person’s thinking
that may lead to trauma being perpetuated. He endorses the less easily quantifi-
able evidence that persuasive narratives may help to heal and lead to beneficial
outcomes. He also argues that psychoanalysis is differentiated from history by
what he calls the semantics of desire, and applies Kant’s idea of conditions of
possibility for knowledge and experience in general, to order and systematize
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his interpretation of Freud’s approach.*! What are these conditions of possibil-
ity, in other words, which concepts does Ricoeur believe Freud’s psychoanalytic
theory would be unthinkable without? Here are several answers. With the con-
cept of the double functioning of the psychic apparatus, the pleasure principle
and the reality principle stay constant (this starts with Freud’s project of 1895,
which Riceeur works on a great deal, and which is arousing new interest in the
twenty-first century).*? Freud was always a dualist; the contrasts between polari-
ties became more marked later with his development of Eros and Thanatos, but
Ricceur felt that there was never a proper resolution of the differences and simi-
larities between these two pairs, perhaps because Freud moved from psychic
(pleasure and reality principles) to more cultural debates (Eros and Thanatos).
Narcissism is another core concept, as the development of the false invincibility
of the conscious mind, which needs to be unmasked in a way which is anti-
Cartesian, and which is complicated by ‘a pseudo-knowledge on the part of the
unconscious’, thinking it knows itself through dreams and outbursts of passion
which are in fact only the surface layer.*® The definitive condition of possibility
is the duality between desire and reality ‘because of the invincible unawareness
of self that characterises intentionality in act’.* “I don’t know why I actas I do,
butl thinkI know.” When we remain in ignorance of this we are trapped in delu-
sion. Spinoza describes this well, and this relationship that Spinoza presents
between motives and causes is of great interest to Ricceur:

So experience itself, no less clearly than reason, teaches that men believe
themselves free because they are conscious of their own actions, and ignorant
of the causes by which they are determined, that the decisions of the mind
are nothing but the appetites themselves, which therefore vary as the disposi-
tion of the body varies.®

If we deploy suspicion to reveal the duality of desire and reality we can become
at least partially enlightened.

Kette logic and the semantics of desire

Desire mystifies us, by inviting us to develop false motives for seeking pleasure,
and for Freud there is an incestuous core to neurosis, which is typified by the
Oedipus myth. Reality demystifies desire; ‘The reality principle is desire demys-
tified’.*® On the way to some sort of reasonably realistic perception, suspicion is
used to generate a form of disillusion with loved objects, idols and icons of
desire. In this complex network of wanting what we cannot or should not have,
which Ricceur calls the semantics of desire, Freud develops many interlocking
and sometimes contradictory theories; they relate to mourning, to psychoso-
matic manifestations of psychological trauma and to the self-defeating urge to
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repeat mistakes, longings etc., which leads to the dualistic standoff between
Eros and Thanatos, love and death. As an example with a lighter touch, Freud
reports a ‘joke’ about a kettle, in which excuses are given that contradict each
other and show unsound motives. This entertains Derrida and he calls it kettle
logic. Upon returning a kettle broken, A’s defence was: ‘First, I never borrowed
a kettle from B at all; secondly the kettle had a hole in it already when I got
it from him; and thirdly I gave him back his kettle undamaged.’’

As well as kettle logic we use symbolic language to obfuscate, yet the richness
of puns, slips of the tongue and verbal games may prove facile and in them-
selves not help us: Doctor I have this Ricoeuring dream - should I go left, should
I go right, dare I walk on the grass in the middle . . . ? Ricceur wishes symbol to
give us new ways of thinking, with which to move forward. The symbol as sign
becomes vitally important in helping us to articulate unconscious forms,
because we think in metaphors and imagery that can be creative. Ricceur
explores the example of Oedipus, with a less sexualized interpretation than
Freud’s and one that has more to do with wisdom; once blinded, Oedipus can
‘see’ what he did, like Tiresias. What we should be working on is the hinge that
binds together signifier and signified to reveal how we think. The conscious
mind is the signifier and the unconscious mind the signified, in a way that can
only become clear if repression is identified and released.*® According to Freud
we erect barriers between signifier and signified and create also a barrier
between dynamic systems and these barriers stop us from perceiving the refer-
ent as the actual object in the real world and moving on in our lives. Whén an
obsession ceases we are surprised that we were ever obsessed with the object of
our desires. In The Symbolism of Evil Ricoeur reminds us of the signifier ‘spot’
which can become the sign that endows ‘stain’ with the signification of evil, so
that ‘defilement . . . is itself a symbol of evil."** Locked inside such a signifier:
signified pairing is the referent i.e. the meaning in the real world which, in this
example, may be original sin. Such a web of meaning becomes difficult if not
impossible to challenge, even ifwe sense that the referent is notreal at all.

Narcissism

Narcissism, as the excess of attention to oneselfthat also, inevitably, causes inat-
tention to the other person and to the world around us, interprets reality on its
own terms; truth hurts precisely because it reminds us that there are other view-
points — such as those of the loved object itself — and that the one we love must
be released from our longing, for a variety of reasons, such as overbearing ego-
tism, unrealistic expectations and even loss of the loved one through death, as
mourning can become narcissistic. Narcissism itself can provide consolation for
loss, but at a price: Ricceur analyses the evolution of Freud’s theory as the intro-
duction of narcissism into instinct and the new and enduring topography of id,
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ego and superego.*® Increasingly Freud’s writings, for Ricceur, show the increase
in emphasis on the reality principle, whereby the diplomatic ego attempts to
attract and regulate the attention and allegiance of the id, and also sees the
necessity on occasions, of modifying the excessive restrictions of the superego.
For the later Freud the ego offers itself as a love object to the id, and attempts
to offer security to the id’s libido without however currying favour with the id,
just as the psychoanalyst attempts to maintain distance and offers the analysand
anchorage by representing and mediating the real world. Ricceur calls the real-
ity principle the prudence principle; it involves the ego and the analyst taking
considerable risks and may involve sycophancy and collusion, yet its aim is to
help the person to live in the real world honestly and morally, and Ricceur iden-
tifies it with the ethics of psychoanalysis.” The pleasure principle is dangerous,
and the reality principle embodies that which is useful, which ‘represents the
organism’s true and proper interests’.? These interests rest on adaptation to
time and to the demands of society, which should be both realistic and reason-
able. Freud excludes religion from this, arguing that science is all we can rely
upon.

Death and the archaeology of desire

What about the death drive, which has become Freud’s trump card and yet
cannot win the argument for him? Desire is convinced of its invincibility, espe-
cially when it is in love with itself, like Narcissus who disregards the possibility
of death. Living a sensible life, on the other hand, with muted desires and no
risk taking, becomes impoverished because we refuse to wager life, the highest
prize, against death. Hence neither risky desires nor safe clean living can pro-
vide us with a true sense of the necessity, as Heidegger proposed it (and accord-
ing to Heidegger most of us are inauthentic and do not achieve this) of living
in attendance upon one’s own death.*® We see this in Freud too; he argues that
inauthenticity characterizes our views of death, such as our feelings of guilt
about wishing or causing or failing to prevent death.** Ricceur discusses what
may be beyond the pleasure principle and concludes that the pleasure princi-
ple functions as a watchman over life, better than watching over death, but still
a restrictive role that sketches determinism.*® Ricceur concludes that Freud
does not successfully connect his early life view of the pleasure principle alter-
nating with the reality principle, with his later view of Eros and Thanatos; love
of life and freedom from illusion remain separate and incompatible, because
ultimately the two dualities cannot integrate the neurotic and the real in a way
that satisfies Ricoeur.® Moreover he doubts Freud’s apparent rejection of reli-
gion, for Ricceur sees religion as reflecting a crucial part of the human mind.
In the final section of Freud and Philosophy and in the essay ‘A Philosophical
Interpretation of Freud’ in The Conflict of Interpretations we encounter Ricceur’s
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attempt to show that reflective philosophy can function alongside psychoanaly-
sis, 0 help us see that the symbol is the key to creative human thought; this
is the relevance of psychoanalysis to hermeneutics. This process of developing
an understanding of the centrality of symbols can only begin once we accept
psychoanalysis’ main tenet, that ‘Consciousness must be lost in order that the
subject may be found. The subject is not what we think it is.”*” Ricceur summa-
rizes his application of the term archaeology to Freud’s work, to emphasize the
regressive movement of so many of Freud’s assertions; the human response to
desire, a form of unanswered demand that is regressive, is to retrace one’s steps
to an early stage in one’s life and repeat the episode of the frustration of desire,
again and again. This vicious circle shows how we try to console ourselves with
repetition: this repetition can sometimes be intermapted, through the talking
cure of psychoanalysis, if the analysand becomes able to articulate in words
the repressed desire that has become an obsession. Psychoanalysis itself is, in
Freud’s own terms, ‘regressive decomposition’.5®

Ricoeur and Nietzsche

In his early work, Freedom and Nature, Ricceur describes Nietzsche and Freud,
but not yet Marx (partly perhaps because of his enduring concern, from the
1930s onwards, that communism has become unable to look beyond the oppres-
sion of the workers by the bosses).* In Freedom and Nature he summarizes the
ideas that we have needs and we seek pleasure. The desire to be safe and com-
fortable is what homo economicus represents; sensualist and empirical, criticized
by Nietzsche as desiring not only conservation of that which makes us feel good,
but also expansion and domination. Freud tends to systematize vital energies
under the concept of libido - sexual drive and also pleasure seeking in general.
Nietzsche proposes the will to power as the dominant organizing mechanism
of humans, and subsumes within that idea both the idea of will as realization of
deciding, moving, consenting (that Ricceur focuses on in Freedom and Nature)
and also the passions of the will. Ricceur feels that Nietzsche’s analysis is not
compatible with the ideas that Ricceur himself was developing at that time,
regarding the will and also the needs that organic life has, because Nietzsche
does not entertain the ideas of balance and adaptation that are crucial to
biologists.

Ricceur sees Nietzsche and Freud as much more closely related to each other’s
ideas than Marx and Freud, or Marx and Nietzsche. He ascribes to Nietzsche
and Freud a new critique of religion, completely different to the British empiri-
cists and the French positivists in their challenges to proofs of God’s existence.®
Nietzsche and Freud write about religion as disguised symptoms of desire and
fear, as an illusion that is cultural and can only be tackled with suspicion and
critical scrutiny. He describes their hermeneutics as similarly reductive, having
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been developed by each in parallel to the other, and comprising both a sort
of philology (interpreting the ‘text’ hidden beneath our apparent explanation
of ourselves), and a sort of genealogy (tracing our desires back to their source
in forces and drives). Ricceur argues that when we locate it, we will find this
source to be empty; he interprets Nietzsche’s ‘will to power’ and Freud’s ‘libido’
as both based on an (apparently nihilistic) celebration of life, vitality and
strength. Nietzsche’s critique of religion leads well into Freud’s ‘superego’, as
both are secondary effects of human thought.® Freud adds something else,
a pathology of duty that results from the masochism of the neurotic being com-
bined with a sociology of culture.

Ricceur uses Nietzsche’s thinking to explain the role of the philosopher: as
a responsible thinker the philosopher cannot simply be either a reductive icon-
oclast, or a naive believer. Ricceur believes we must speak from somewhere
and that it is probably impossible to understand another religion. Instead, char-
acteristically oscillating between poles, the philosopher should endeavour to
mediate between religion and faith by means of atheist thought, often taking
detours a little like Heidegger’s Holkzwege (forest paths — that take us off the
beaten track). Thus the only way to think ethically is first to think unethically.
Riceeur casts doubt on the Kantian approach to ethics, where obligation (the
a priori of the will) is opposed to and separated from, desire, which Kant saw as
‘pathological’ in his pietist, very moralizing vocabulary. Ricceur believes that
desire should not be excluded from the sphere of ethics, which is also an
Aristotelian position.? Kantian formalism is seen by Nietzsche and Freud as
a form of rationalization, which threatens to overemphasize the importance of
duty at the cost of failing to ask the Spinozist question of just exactly how it is
that we endeavour to free ourselves from enslavement to desire in order to feel
purposeful. Kant founded ethics upon a rational basis and avoided the difficul-
ties of desire.

In this context the utility of atheism, for Ricceur, is its ability to destroy the
patriarchal god figure that demands dependency by both protecting and pun-
ishing, and Nietzsche does this particularly effectively, as do Spinoza and Freud.
Such atheism could then lead us towards a new sort of tragic faith that has to
accept, as Nietzsche tells us, that the motivation behind the theodocies is a weak
will that seeks to rationalize its weakness.%® Instead, Ricceur would prefer expo-
sure of false genealogies in order to liberate possibilities of present action. For
Ricceur, however, it seems that Nietzsche accuses accusation itself and thus
becomes trapped in a circular version of his own argument, resenting those
who are resentful.** Nietzsche’s way out of this is to proclaim the absence of
guilt i.e. ‘the absence of the ethical character of all being’ through the myth
of superman/overman and other myths.®® Ricceur believes this is a misplaced
romanticism that he also detects in Freud’s argument that Eros will conquer
Death. While rejecting this solution, Ricoeur nevertheless takes it seriously
and asks what sort of faith can be possible after the Freudian and Nietzschean
critiques of ethics?
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Nietzsche follows Kant and Fichte in pushing the human onto centre stage;
the star of life becomes the human will, and the world around becomes passive,
full of objects, which the subject must imbue with meaning and value. In this
way the meaning of life becomes a human’s choice, a narrative at each person’s
disposal. Riceeur argues that the only way forward, is to try and reduce the gap
between subject and object, between the person and the world by rejecting
Nietzsche’s ‘superman’ who is both self-empowering but also vengeful in his
capacity to punish mediocrity and therefore capable of creating suffering.
Language, the word and its symbolic meaning that affects the referent (the real-
life phenomenon) will help to provide an alternative solution. Here also, in the
1960s, we see the beginning of his profound interest in language as an ethical
phenomenon, the potency of narrative and he urges us towards some sort of
reconciliation between individual egotism and the general good of a commu-
nity, by using the facility of language to help us develop an ethical narrative.

Riccoeur and Marx

In the middle of the nineteenth century Marxism became an integral part of
the debate in Protestant theological departments as well as secular culture
and Marx belongs, for Ricceur, to both Western culture and Western theology.
History and Truth contains a note and several essays that relate to Marx and
Marxismm. When we read this material, written in the 1960s for the second edi-
tion of History and Truth, we see how Ricceur found it necessary, after Budapest
in 1956, when Hungary’s attempt at autonomy was crushed by overwhelming
Russian military force, to reject Marx’s belief that political alienation can be
resolved. For Ricceur political alienation is with us always, whether we live in a
capitalist or a socialist country. For him there were other factors closer to home,
such as the resistance of the French communist party to destalinization. The
French communist party was the largest outside Russia during Ricceur’s young
adult life, and he says he suffered from the dominance of communist rhetoric
among his academic colleagues. Their hegemony was such that the journal
Esprit, to which Ricceur was a significant contributor, is defined by Barbara Day,.
author of The Velvet Philosophers, as representing ‘the non-Communist Left’.%
Through academic friendships, however, he was able to support Jan Patocka,
the Czech philosopher who Ricoeur knew well in Paris between the wars. Patocka
was the principal author of Charta 77 and died from injuries both physical and
psychological after extensive interrogations at the hands of the Czech police.®’
In ‘The Political Paradox’, 1964 (in History and Truth), perhaps Ricceur’s best-
known political essay, he differentiates between Marx and Marxism; Marxism as
Ricceur experienced it ‘falls back upon fable and moralising criticism’ whereas
Marx’s greatness was that he was not a moralist. He values highly Marx’s analysis
of ‘capital as a structure which is ignorant of itself as a creator of false values’
and endorses this ‘critique of the great money fetish’ as the key to Marx’s attack
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on religion.®® Secondly he praises Marx, for having defined alienation as ‘a ret-
rogression of human nature to the inhuman’ on the level of social structures.
Yet Ricceur rejects Marxism’s reduction of all alienations to economic and
social alienation.’® For Ricceur there are other alienations: personal, narcissis-
tic, spiritual.” The invasion of Budapest and the October Revolution in Warsaw
shocked him and made him think about absolute emotion and also about
relative needs and consideration. Techniques change, human relationships
evolve depending upon things, and yet power reveals the same paradox, ‘that
of a twofold progress in rationality and in possibilites for perversion’.”

In ‘The Political Paradox’ there is an important translator’s footnote: l poli-
tiguemeans polity, la politiguemeans politics.™ Polity is rational and comprises the
organization and administration of civil government in a state. Because polity is
rational, it can lead to political evil: Aristotle, Rousseau and Hegel aim to make
‘man’s humanity pass through legality and civil restraint’, when in fact man’s
humanity is aiming towards happiness and will conflict with rational decrees.
Such beliefs are in tension with the violence and untruth of power, seen in
Plato’s critique of the tyrant, Machiavelli’s prince and Marx’s political aliena-
tion. The greatest evil adheres to the greatest rationality and political alienation
occurs because polity is relatively autonomous.” Similarly untruth can easily slip
into polity, which is prone to untruth because ‘the political bond has the reality
of ideality; this ideality is the equality of each before all others.’ The crux of the
problem is that State is Will. The State, even if it became identified with legiti-
macy through law of force would still be the power of the few over the many.
Polity is rational organization, whereas politics involves decisions. Politics there-
fore poses the problem of evil inherent in polity. He endorses Machiavelli’s
assertion about politics and violence; that all nations, all powers, come into
being by limited and calculated use of violence.”™

Ricceur enjoys Marx’s challenge to Hegel’s belief that the state represents
each person in it, in his critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right (1821). The state
is not real, but an unreal world, the power of which lies in law systems that
are in contradiction with humans’ real relationships to each other. There is
a radical contradiction between the universality espoused by the State and the
State’s actual specific and capricious acting out of their universal laws, and
Ricceur is conscious particularly of Stalinist regimes in Eastern Europe. Yet, for
Ricceur, Marx did not see how absolute, radical and permanent this contradic-
tion is between aspirations and actualities of the State. ‘I believe it must be
maintained, against Marx and Lenin, that political alienation is not reducible
to another, but is constitutive of human existence . . . the political mode of
existence entails the breach between the citizen’s abstractlife and the concrete
life of the family and of work.””

For Ricceur this reduction of political alienation to economic alienation is
the weak point of Marxist political theory, and has been substituted by another,
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even worse problem; that of the withering away of the State. This is doubly disas-
trous, first because it imagines an indefinite future, instead of dealing with the
power abuses in the present and secondly because it refuses to deal with the
injustices of the present and actually endorses them, by justifying terrorism and
the dictatorship of the proletariat and thereby forming the essence of totalitari-
anism. The idea is a rationalization, that the State — being merely an organ of
repression — stemming from class antagonisms and the domination of one
class, will disappear along with the dominant class when it vanishes.” Yet in
fact it was possible for Stalin to order killing of peasant farmers in the name
of collectivization, because of a denial of the perennial problem of abuses of
power by the State, of any type. Moreover Ricceur argues that the State cannot
wither away, arguihg thatwhen, in our thinking, we reduce the political form of
alienation to one explainable by economic factors, we are indirectly responsible
for the myth of the withering away of the State.

After this phase in which he works on the three masters of suspicion, he
works on Marx and Marxism and gives lectures in Chicago on Ideology and
Utopia.” Given the influence of communist ideas in France, it is easier for him
to lecture on this subject in the USA. Here, as Clark points out, he attempts
to counter Althusserian interpretation by asking whether it is possible to find
aplace from which we could debate ideology free from ideological constraints,
which he defines as intangible. He points out how difficult it is to avoid the
rationalization that obscures reality.”® He feels that structuralist Marxists theo-
rized Marxism in such a way that it became untenable to consider the horrors
of the Soviet gulags. We can see the problem as one of structural insistence
upon scientific methods, which we then reject, yet actually continue to use
in order to make a break between science and ideology e.g. deciding that
society is comprised of two social classes becomes no longer a useful rule, but
an obstruction to moving ahead into better understanding of post-Marxist
society.

From Ideology and Utopia, Clark points to the way in which Ricceur discusses
selfrealization through individual action yet holds back from insisting upon
‘a parallel between labour and the Kandan synthesis of the categories of
consciousness’.” Ricceur differentiates between Marxism and communism,
turning against communism as a result of the 1949 Kravchenko affair, in which
Kravchenko was wrongly accused by the Russians of being a CIA spy.® His dif
ferences of opinion in France with communist groups, which he perceived as
dogmatic, made open debate impractical. For Althusser as structuralist, phe-
nomenology seemed naively hwnanist and overly trusting about the possibility
of consciousness. He challenged Ricceur from the 1950s onwards, and his disci-
Ples attacked Ricoeur in Les temps Modernes in 1965.8' Their differences were
never resolved, exaggerating the more phenomenological views of Ricaeur
against the more systematic theorizing of Althusser.®
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Ricceur, Apel and Haberinas have created a critical herineneutics that revives
the importance of Hegel, Marx and critical theory for establishing a dialectical
relationship between science and society, within which both politics and reli-
gion, in Marx’s view, are contaminants.?® Ricceur warns us of the increasing
formnalism of explanatory apparatus, which can violate the density of explana-
tory framework and lead to false conclusions.®* We will see how Ricceur deals
with this; he develops a bifurcating pathway, one theological, and the other
philosophical, an approach recommended by Spinoza — however, Ricceur brings
profound ethical issues into all his writings and sees one of our greatest chal-
lenges as the one posed by secularism to religion. Dosse believes him vindicated
when, by 1973, European economies suffer a slowdown and Althusserian ideas
about reproduction and a strong economy seem to lose their justification.®

Conclusions

Freud gave us a critique of culture focused on sex, Marx on money and Nietzsche
on power: their impact on our culture is irreversible and only makes sense
for Ricceur ‘if we take them together’. Otherwise each of their interpretations
seems narrow; Freud with his cultural taboos that constrain human desire, Marx
with the class struggle as the key to delusion and Nietzsche with false conscious-
ness as resentment of the weak towards the strong.*® Yet Freud clearly is the
dominant of the three for Ricceur in his writings. In 1950 in Freedom and Nature
Ricceur writes about Freud as a complex figure whose problematization of
the conscious mind was fascinating and valuable, yet worryingly determninistic.
In his 1960 talk on Freud, ‘Consciousness and the Unconscious’, Ricceur states
that ‘Consciousness is not a given but a task’ and by that time is becoming more
interested in using language analysis in combinations of ethical and epistemo-
logical interpretation. Five years later, in Freud and Philosophy he presents a
detailed and immensely respectful analysis, from which he concludes that psy-
choanalysis is just as powerful as phenomenology in ‘contesting the illusion of
immediate self-knowledge’.?” However, the determinism of Freudian psycho-
analysis is to be avoided. ‘It would deny us any sort of freewill” Thus Ricceur
welcomes the herineneutics of suspicion that Freud developed in order to cre-
ate an understanding of the unconscious mind, while rejecting the worldview
that emerged from Freud.

Ricceur comments that Freud brought his ideas to non-analysts and made the
revealing of human secrets into a significant cultural event. We see this mecha-
nism popularized by, for example, Andy Warhol in his short films that suggest
to us that we may be witnessing sexual gratification, through our own narcissis-
tic voyeuristic gaze.®® Freud and others (including Marx and Nietzsche) made
demystification into a global phenomenon. The intentionality of the uncon-
scious mind has to be concealed from the ego most of the time, because the
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desires of the unconscious mind need to be censored, for social and cultural
reasons. Intentionality is the theme of phenomenology as a study of perception,
yet phenomenology does not penetrate the unconscious mind to which Freud
drew our attention, so Ricceur concludes that he, as a philosopher, must develop
thinking that is more hermeneutical (verbalizing) than eidetic (visualizing,
perceptual). Eidetic images will always be present as well, as we see from his
metaphors.

The mechanics of the psychoanalyst’s toolbox are balanced by the apparently
down to earth yet self-deluding realism of the instincts, characterized as they
are by ‘the invincibly narcissistic libido’ in its single-minded pursuit of the
object of desire, which itself is another desire.*® Kant preceded Marx, Nietzsche
and Freud in showing us that illusion is a necessity of which we need to be
aware: Freud’s unmasking of the metaphysical object is a necessary yet not
sufficient condition for working life out to some level of satisfaction. Freud is
good at unmasking concealed truths; now we need to complete the act of inter-
pretation with a discovery of new possibilities.*® Not only does Freud make us
sceptical of our ability to rise out of our interest in our faeces, our sexual obses-
sions and our desire to kill our father and sleep with our mother but Freud
also shows us how counterproductive yet prevalent our tendency is to repeat
these and other desires. By recommending caution about Freud’s exarmples, yet
endorsing the mechanism of repetition Ricoeur handles the issue of repetition
with caution, as it too frequently takes a negative tum. Ricoeur is also more
interested in certain examples that he wishes to develop; he cites the way Freud
emphasizes parricide, yet does not emphasize the benefits that parricide brings
of uniting brothers, thereby avoiding fratricide and reducing the likelihood of
subsequent parricides.*

At the end of Freud and Philosophy Ricoeur concludes that there is another
fundamental weakness in Freud’s vision: the poorly sketched religious ideas
where the paternal, religious figure is dominant and has only a vague relation-
ship with religious themes that in themselves represent naive religion. Ricoeur
chooses to see religion as more sophisticated, and as an integral part of culture.
It is culture and not primeval instincts that cause the symbolic relations to be
formed within language; we must explore these symbolic relations because they
can help us to interpret the meaning of our lives. He gives us an example of
how to overcome what he considers to be Freud’s blinkered approach to faith;
the challenge is to reopen the path between guilt and consolation —a path that
Freud sees as vitally important, yet assumes to be blocked.

Ricoeur draws on his work in The Symbolism of Evil to provide two alternatives
to Freud’s prototype of guilt, the Oedipus myth. For Ricceur, guilt has to cross
two thresholds: the fear of being unjust (and he sees this as being worse than a
Freudian fear of being castrated) and the fear of doing wrong (even good peo-
ple may sin). In Chapter 8 we will consider briefly some of his work on justice,
which Dauenhauer has explored in depth. Symbolic thought develops from our
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attempts to codify bad or servile will, and can facilitate our attempts to be suspi-
cious of guilt, which too easily develops the ‘false prestige’ of culpability as
described in Fallible Man and then The Symbolism of Evil. Ricceur shows us that we
have the potential to do wrong, and that this may amount to evil, and he com-
ments thirty years after first developing the masters of suspicion that suspicion
can be well used to analyse self-deception about being innocent or even about
being guilty.®? We describe and ratify definitions of evil through symbolism,
myth, parable etc., and rigidify our thought processes by recourse to these
phenomena instead of to the referent, the real thing in front of us. Freudian
frameworks can replace outmoded ways of thinking, but may become as rigid
in their own way. By returning to this work by a long detour through Freud, he
concludes that he must go beyond Freud and immerse himself in language
in order to try to understand how humans think, and how they can think more
clearly. He concludes that Marx, Nietzsche and Freud can help with diagnosis
but cannot help with cure. If not understood properly they offer what Cavell
describes as a key characteristic of scepticism, its power to stop us thinking with
the false protection of ‘the stake in scepticism, its presentation of the collapse
ofa “best case” of knowledge’.**



Chapter 4

On the use and abuse of the term
‘hermeneutics of suspicion’

The phrase ‘hertneneutics of suspicion’ is often used in philosophy, theology
and literature, yet frequently misunderstood: it is usually mistakenly attributed
to Ricceur’s book on Freud and seen as almost synonymous with the phrase
‘masters of suspicion’. Why did Ricoeur use and then abandon this tertn ‘herme-
neutics of suspicion’? From La Rochefoucauld, Montaigne and then Kant,
through Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Marx and Freud, then to Foucault there is
an identifiable continuity. This chapter proposes to elucidate the meaning of
the termn within Ricoeur’s work, with his use of figures such as Mannheim. The
phrase is seldom contextualized as part of the significant debate about meaning
that Ricceur conducted. Cavell’s analysis of scepticism resembles the extreme
negative manifestation of Ricceur’s ‘suspicion’ as a narcissistic ‘denial of exis-
tence shared with others’ under a claim to certainty, for which I provide illustra-
tive evidence from the British media coverage of ‘Islamic culture’.!

Clark (1990) and Thiselton (1991) are unusual in discussing the terrn ‘herme-
neutics of suspicion’ in depth. There is frequent failure in attribution and we
find inaccurate use of it as an iconic tertn. Even more striking is the failure to
connect the phrase convincingly with Ricceur’s work beyond his analysis of the
masters of suspicion (Leiter).? Is any of this misattribution important? This will
be considered in the context of the hertneneutics of suspicion as limit situation
or as a condition of possibility. I will argue that we are in debt to Marx, Freud
and Nietzsche because they created the conditions for the hermeneutics of
suspicion to develop. However they did not show the development and mainte-
nance of dialectical asymmetry that Ricoeur wants us all to cultivate, a condition
of possibility.

This is a Kantian project: Ricoeur discusses his main beliefs about Kant’s philos-
ophy in the essay ‘Freedom in the Light of Hope’, in The Conflict of Interpretations3
Kant’s will is a limit idea that attempts to unify our potential to be free within
the constraints of nature, yet Ricoeur hopes that the involuntary and the volun-
tary can be compatible. Religious faith can, perhaps, liberate the limited will in
its love of Christ. In the second half of the essay he describes how Kant sowed
the seeds for the hertneneutics of suspicion in three significant ways: first in
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terms of doubt about the self, secondly with doubts about the limits of reason
and thirdly with doubts about institutional religion.*

Marx, Nietzsche and Freud gave us three significant phenomena of which the
first provided reasons to be suspicious of ourselves and of others. Secondly they
(especially Freud) gave us a methodology for unmasking the deceit that makes
us suspicious about the reasons we and other people give for our actions, and
thirdly they each expounded a profound suspicion about organized religion.
They told us more than we knew before about ourselves, and possibly more
than we wanted to know. Ricceur dubs them the masters of suspicion, as dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, and incorporates into his thinking about them his already
existing interest in moving away from phenomenology (which can only help
him to decipher symbols within a naive hermeneutics) towards a hermeneutics
that offers a linguistic turn. Rather than the attentve listening and looking that
characterizes the phenomenological technique, he moves away from ‘letting
the meaning come out, towards taking it {meaning] back to its causes and func-
tions’. He is however still driven by the key question of phenomenology: what
is consciousness? Husserl’s reduction of meaning to consciousness was then
displaced by Freud’s even more radical reduction of consciousness. As Ricoeur
explains to Reagan he found Freud helpful when attempting to look at sym-
bolic thought as if it were all in the imagination and realized that there are
non-textual events that could not be deciphered like symbols.®

Hermeneutics and Freud

For Ricceur, psychoanalysis is a type of hermeneutics. Derrida, for his part,
believed that hermeneutics was a method of totalization, a way in which philos-
ophy believed that it could gather up all meaning captured in writing, in a
Hegelian manner.® Foucault sought to move beyond the tradition of hermeneu-
tcs by ‘claiming that there is no “deep reality” at work’.” For Ricceur, Freud’s
work made it possible to use hermeneutics to think the impossible i.e. that we
are not in control of what we think, nor by implication, are we in control of
what we do and cannot respect the belief granted us by a hermeneutics of faith.®
He believes the same to be true of Marx and Nietzsche, although he uses Marx
less and less. As early as the 1929-1930 Dalbiez lectures, Ricceur learns about
Freud. In the 1950s he is incorporating Freud’s work in his university teaching
and ends his writing life in 2005 stll using Freud in his thought and writing
(Memory, History, Forgetting and The Course of Recognition). He discusses Marx,
Nietzsche and Freud in 1960 in his paper at Bonneval, ‘Consciousness and the
Unconscious’, and 1963, in his excellent paper for the International Notebooks of
Symbolism.® During the 1960s he keeps the triumvirate together, insisting that
it is the confluence of the three that shows us definitively that ‘illusion is a
cultural structure, a dimension of our social discourse.’'® The three are stll
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together in the essays that comprise The Conflict of Interpretations, written between
1960 and 1969, and joined by Hegel, who is offset against Freud and Kant
among others.

These essays are significant for exploration of many issues that will stay with
Ricceur until the end of his writing, and that prefigure some of the tussles
and problems of his later work: suspicion and recovery, psychoanalysis and the
Cartesian cogito, phenomenology and hermeneutics, structuralism and linguis-
tics, and religion and faith. Ritivoi believes that The Conflict of Interpretations
‘revolves around the central theme of suspicion as a premise of the interpretive
endeavour’ — the word suspicion does not appear in the index of The Conflict
of Interpretations, either under ‘hermeneutics’, or in its own right, yet he uses it
and it i§ present as an indispensable player in the conflict of interpretations.!!
Hegel becomes as dominant in these essays as the masters of suspicion them-
selves, if not more. Marx is less emphasized although he has a major presence
in Ricceur’s American oeuvre, a decade later in his 1975 lectures, published as
the essays Ideology and Utopia (1986).1* The masters of suspicion — and Hegel -
have a potent effect on the way we think and they also raise the expectations
that we have of hermeneutics. Such suspicion insists on doubting cultural sur-
face features; ‘Not to share the illusion of an epoch is to look behind or, as
the Germans say, hinterfragen, to question behind.’(This is also called ‘back
questioning’, Husserl's Rickfrage.)'*

By1982,in an interview with Charles Reagan, Ricceur is calling hermeneutics
‘a kind of learned word for the task of interpretation’, and outlining three
characteristics of hermeneutics that include the interpretation of action, as
analysed in the essay ‘The Model of the Text’.!* He describes negative features
of hermeneutics as stemming from ‘a kind of mourning of the immediate’
because, by self-consciously interpreting meaning we show that we mistrust the
possibility of recovering any sort of intuitive spontaneity. If we accept that our
thoughts are often hidden, then immediate responses and interpretations are
suspect, and we have to reject Platonist and Cartesian ideas that ‘we could be
without distance to ourselves’. Such a state of mind is what Husserl strove to
reject, in its daily sense, and replace with a pure form of immediacy. Neither is
possible. Secondly, more positively, hermeneutics helps us to understand our-
selves through signs and symbols, which mediate our identity through cultural
systems. Thirdly, hermeneutics attempts to help us obtain access to the onto-
logicalsignificance of these sign systems, if ontology involves the values that will
relieve our phenomenological distress, as it does for Ricceur.

Phenomenological distress

In 1969 in The Conflict of Interpretations Ricceur calls the self-doubt of not know-
ing what or how I think, phenomenological distress.’* Back in 1950, in Freedom
and Nature, Ricceur begins this process by analysing Freud as the thinker who
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challenged Descartes, and this view of Freud becomes even more pronounced
in Freud and Philosophy. Lacan ‘co-opts’ Descartes to his version of Freudianism,
as Simms tells us.'® Ricaeur, as so often, does his balancing act; he balances
Freud’s interpretation against that of Descartes. According to Freud the cogito
is not what it believes itself to be: the consciousness that believes itself to be
generous and in control, bestowing meaning and becoming the recipient and
guardian of values, begins to doubt its integrity — both literally and morally."
Marx, Freud and Nietzsche developed a methodology for investigating the
limits of reason that, for Ricaeur, hinged on finding a resolution to the phenom-
enological distress, as he called the state of mind identified by the masters of
suspicion.’® Marx, Freud and Nietzsche issued a challenge that triggers
phenomenological distress: the protagonists of suspicion create suspicion about
consciousness’s claim to original self-knowledge. This is a shock for a philoso-
pher, who has to make two confessions; “I cannot understand the unconscious
from what I know about consciousness or even preconsciousness” and “I no
longer even understand what consciousness is”. Can I use suspicion to rethink
and reground the conscious mind so that it and the unconscious can be each
other’s other?

The hermeneutics of suspicion

Let us sample some of the significant voices on this topic: Anderson turns
the term against Ricaeur the Kantian, applying a hermeneutics of suspicion to
show that he fails to address radical feminist challenges to God the Father as
hegemonic patriarch.!® This is indeed a major lack, as it is in Kant. Ritivoi
believes that Ricceur is best known for creating a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’,
proposing distanciation as a way of attempting to see a text dispassionately, and
Ricceur did this with Kant, Husserl, Freud and others. Yet much of the work of
reading the term ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ has been done by others, not by
Ricaeur.?’ There is a genealogy created by writers about the source of this phrase.
They refer to the section covering pages 32—6 in Freud and Philosophy called
Interpretation as exercise of suspicion, but the phrase ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is
not there.?! (We will see later how important the overlooked term ‘exercise of
suspicion’ can be.)

Keamey and Rainwater give the consensus view.2 Indeed Ricceur himself
looks back in the mid-1990s to comment; ‘I saw Freud take his place within an
easily identifiable tradition, that of a hermeneutics of suspicion continuing the
line of Feuerbach, Marx and Nietzsche.”” He then discards the term and refers
back to it, when asked, on rare occasions in the 1980s and 1990s as a term he
previously used and one linked inextricably with the use of suspicion in the
way we discuss it here.?* Ricceur makes reference to the connection between
hermeneutics and suspicion in The Conflict of Interpretations; ‘Nietzsche was the
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first to make a connection between suspicion and interpretation.’?®> Being
conscious of oneself must become knowledge of the self, knowledge that is
‘indirect, mediate and suspicious knowledge of the self’. Such suspicious knowl-
edge must ‘lose itself in order to find itself .

Where is the term?

Don Ihde’s 1971 book, Hermeneutic Phenomenology: The Philosophy of Paul Ricaeur,
has a preface by Ricceur that contains Ricceur’s own first clear and published
analysis of the term ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’ and he discusses this phe-
nomenon as inextricably involved with the recovery of meaning.?® Riceeur indi-
cates hisinterest in hermeneutics, casting his net oflanguage wider than symbol
(as in The Symbolism of Evil and Freud and Philosophy). He describes a conflict at
the swart of modern hermeneutics comprising a battle between ‘the hermeneu-
tics of suspicion of the Freudian type and the restoration of symbols’.?” Of the
three masters of suspicion, Ricaeur only mentions Freud in this Preface. Yet it is
here, in 1971, in tribute to Ihde’s work on Ricceur, that he signals his linguistic
tum, and also reminds us of how strongly Kantian his work remains.

When Ihde writes the introduction to the English language publication of
Ricceur’s essays in The Conflict of Interpretations, he uses the terrn hermeneutics
of suspicion to refer to Freud and Hegel, to ‘the hidden depth meaning of a
text which the hermeneutics of suspicion allows to emerge’ and to the dialecti-
cal opposition between the hermeneutics of suspicion and phenomendclogy.?
This is several yearsafter Ricceur first uses the term, and he is about to abandon
it. Ihde also discusses the opposition that he sees in Ricceur between the herme-
neutics of suspicion, and the hermeneutics of belief, with the former chastising
the latter. He makes an indirect connection between the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion and the difficulties that modern people have with faith. Ihde sees the way
in which Ricceur’s work on suspicion increased his emphasis on the ‘other’.®
Both Freud and Hegel facilitate, even encourage an attack on ¢mmediate subjec-
tivity, especially the Cartesian sort that believes I know myself, but they do it in
opposite directions. Dispossession of immediacy is the key in both, and they
make explicit the layers of significance beneath the surface of the person’s life.

Ihde describes how Freud develops a detour backwards, an archaeological
dig into the unconscious mind of the child inside the adult. Hegel on the con-
trary, moves forward into the future, creating a teleology of the thinking sub-

ject. This is a progressive interpretation in which current thoughts are revealed
to hold within them the new ideas for the future. Ricceur uses these backward
and forward movements, and demythologizes Freud and Hegel in the process.
He rejects Freud’s realism and Hegel's idealism, yet accepts the utility of this
backward and forward movement. We have to doubt ourselves in terms of
our repressed past and our spiritual future and this enables us to develop the
hermeneutics of suspicion that leads us to self-doubt. Riceeur uses a blend of
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phenomenological and hermeneutic method to develop this challenge to the
self to see itself as text, and the hermeneutics of suspicion, as Ihde calls it, a par-
ticularly astringent form of hermeneutics, will be harsh on phenomenology;
HusserI’s self does not really know itself and thus will be set aside, but in the
process should come to some better self-understanding. Thus direct, naive self-
knowledge will be challenged by the hermeneutics of suspicion. In turn, phe-
nomenology comes to seem like some sort of system of belief in the self (albeit
evanescent) in contrast with this bruising, doubting hermeneutic of suspicion.

Ihde notes that the Hegelian stitch is the herringbone one of moving
forward by using a dialectical tension between opposing forces. The Kantian
backstitch communicates the aspect of hope despite the limitations of going
backwards — Kant has always been a limiting figure for Ricceur, yet in The Conflict
of Interpretations we see the Kant of ‘What can I hope for?’ and also the Kant who
indicates that faith has been diminished by reason and needs hope to keep it
going. Ricceur partially follows Hegel with this, in the idea that history will fulfil
itself with superabundance and things can get better. Faith may have been
displaced from centre stage by hope, but faith remains, hidden within hope.
In this way Ricceur stands against Sartrean existential thinking with its disbelief
in any point for doing anything, but how can he resist being too Hegelian, too
overbearingly optimistic, in the end?

This introduction by Thde to The Conflict of Interpretations is also reprinted at
the back of Ihde’s 1971 essays, Hermeneutic Phenomenology (with one side of text
missing), with Ricceur’s preface at the front.® It seems to me as if Ihde wrote
more about the hermeneutics of suspicion than Ricceur, whose own perception
of the relationship between hermeneutics and suspicion seems increasingly to
be oblique;

Hermeneutics seems to me to be animated by this double motivation: willing-
ness to suspect, willingness to listen; vow of rigour, vow of obedience. . . .
It may be that extreme iconoclasm belongs to the restoration of meaning.

In his long essay on ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ (1975) Ricceur provides a rare
contextualized reference to the hermeneutics of suspicion within his social and
religious concerns:

To-day, at the time of the hermeneutics of suspicion, the tension is not only
between two sources, but within the self-understanding of Christian experi-
ence and discourse in face of the radical contestation which a significant
part of ‘modemn’ culture addresses to any religious interpretation of human
experience. The ‘conflict of interpretations’ seems to be the unavoidable
existential trait, which a ‘method of correlation’ assumes to-day. The first
‘naiveté’ is lost and the second ‘naiveté’ — if it is available — necessarily bears
the stigmata of the post-critical age.3?
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Biblical Hermeneutics is a crucial text: it makes connections between secular and
religious writings and shows the development of metaphor at the narrative level
of parable. We will return to first and second naivety in Chapters 6 to 10. Here
it is important to note Ricceur’s concerns in the context of a hermeneutics of
suspicion, about the tension between modemn, even postmodern culture and
Christianity — there are interesting resonances of this in his 1967 essay ‘Urbani-
sation and Secularisation’.3® At around the same time, Ricceur uses the phrase
the hermeneutics of suspicion in a different context, that of linguistic analysis
and the potency of metaphor for following the long detour to selfunderstand-
ing through language that he believes Heidegger eschewed:**

A simi)’le inspection of discourse in its explicit intention, a simple interpreta-
tion through the game of question and answer, is no longer sufficient.
Heideggerian deconstruction must now take on Nietzschean genealogy,
Freudian psychoanalysis, the Marxist critique ofideology, that is, the weapons
of the hermeneutics of suspicion. Armed in this way, the critique is capable of
unmasking the unthought conjunction of hidden metaphysics and worn-out
metaphor®

In 1975, in a tape-recorded debate in the Centre for Hermeneutical Studies at
Berkeley, California (subsequently transcribed) Ricceur states that ‘a “herme-
neutics of suspicion” is an integral part of all appropriation of meaning. And
with it follows the “de-construction” of prejudgements which “impede our
letting the world of the text be.” He cites the post-Marxist debate about ideol-
ogy and utopia as an example of ‘such a hermeneutics of suspicion incorpo-
rated in selfunderstanding’, arguing that Christianity contains elements of
both ideology and utopia, and that these elements in turn must be seen as both
negative and positive, but that these polarities can only be kept together with
the use of faith.% However, he also sees that ‘hermeneutics ultimately claims to
set itself up as a critique of critique, or meta-critique.’® Thus a hermeneutics
with suspicion added in would be a three-wave attack, and could cause either
cynicism or distress, or simply stuckness (remember Kant. . . ‘ran his ship ashore,
for safety’s sake, landing on skepticism, there to let it lie and rot’?). I believe he
abandons the term because it inhibits faith, belief in anything. In 1982, in the
first of four interviews, Ricceur comments that he no longer uses the term
‘hermeneutics of suspicion’s

Maybe the conflictof interpretations implies, also includes, what we mean by
criteria and what is at stake with the concept of criteria. For example, if we
consider the tradition of suspicion — what I called in the past ‘the hermeneu-
tics of suspicion’ — this is precisely what is at stake. If you take Nietzsche,
Freud and maybe also Marx - in spite of the fact that Marx finally belongs
more to the tradition of rationalism than Freud and Nietzsche - they put in
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question the very idea of criteria, that is, of solving the problem by a good cri-
teriology. That is why the conflict they initiate is so embarrassing, so puzzling,
because it includes the rules of the game that do not belong to the conflict
itself. This is why we cannot escape the seriousness of conflicts of interpreta-
tion, but also why we must try to find a way out through a strategy that keeps
together the two poles.®

Here, as in other brief references to the hermeneutics of suspicion, Ricceur
links this cultural phenomenon closely with suspicion and with the conflict
of interpretations3® In Valdes (1991), in a discussion with Gadamer, Ricceur
cites the need to bridge ‘a hermeneutic of suspicion and a hermeneutic of
re-enactment’.*® Keeping together the two poles (of suspicion and recovery) is
not what the masters of suspicion do; we have seen how Ricceur felt the need to
balance Freud with Hegel, deconstructing each to show us the deterministic
looking backwards by Freud to our more instinctual compulsions, and Hegel's
hubristic looking forward to constantly improving destinies for the human race.
Their legacy rests in the process theyset in motion. Their methodology is based
on the capacity to challenge the very idea of criteria, as Ricceur comments
above and, in contrasting this process with sobriety, to ‘use the most ‘nihilistic’,
destructive, iconoclastic movement so as to let speak what once, what each time,
was said, when meaning appeared anew, when meaning was at its fullest’.*!
Thiselton shows us how Ricceur rejects Freud’s worldview as one based on
symbols that can lead to idols and emphasizes Ricoeur’s desire to balance the
hermeneutics of suspicion with the hermeneutics of recovery.®? I argue that
Ricceur rejected Freud’s hermeneutics of suspicion more than Thiselton sees to
be the case.*®

There is in fact more activity outside Ricoeur’s texts on the use of this term,
than within his texts and there is a lack of evidence of close reading that can
contextualize the hermeneutics of suspicion within Ricceur’s work: Leiter, for
example, describes Ricceur as opposing the hermeneutic of suspicion to a ‘fairly
crude philosophy of science’.** Leiter believes that the masters of suspicion
propose ‘a naturalistic explanation of the world, i.e. an explanation that is
continuous with both the results and the methods of the sciences’ yet Clark
reminds us, citing Saussure as another such master, that a characteristic for
Ricceur of these masters of suspicion is their assaulfon the ‘natural’ position, an
assault which Ricceur applauds.** Even Clark’s use of Saussure may not fit
this, however, as Ricceur argues that it was the way structuralism evolved after
Saussure that was problematic; ‘it was not as a hermeneutics of suspicion that
structuralism appeared to me to question the notion of the subject, but as an
objectifying abstraction, through which language was reduced to the function-
ing of a system of sign without any anchor in the subject.’*

O’Connell describes how Foucault fits, broadly speaking, into Ricceur’s
hermeneutics of suspicion, a hermeneutics that ‘seeks to discover a hidden
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reality operative under appearances’ yet Foucault ‘aspires to move beyond that
tradition by claiming that there is no “deep reality at work™. Assertions like this,
which are not uncommon, could well also have contributed to Ricceur’s aban-
donment of the use of the term: he was interested in the later work of Foucault
but he disagreed with Foucault’s deconstructive Nietzschean approach, and
would not have seen Foucault as a protagonist of the hermeneutics of suspicion
in the oscillating, tentative way that Ricceur envisaged.?’

Suspicion as hubris

In addition to the sparse work by Ricceur on the hermeneutics of suspicion,
there is another related yet distinct thread throughout Ricceur’s work, a thread
that develops a narrative about suspicion and trust, disbelief and belief, convic-
tion and doubt. I believe it is worth drawing attention to his use of this word
‘suspicion’, which occurs in Ricceur’s work before Frexd and Philosophy and will
stay there until Memory, History, Forgettingand the penultimate page of The Course
of Recognition, the last work published in his lifetime. His use of the word ‘suspi-
cion’ always comes as a surprise, seeming to be out of character with a mea-
sured, controlled style; its intrusion is both insistent and consistent and we will
find this to the very end, in his last books, as in his early texts:

Man asks himself: since I experience this failure, this sickness, this evil, what
sin have I committed? Suspicion is born; the appearance of acts is called in
question; a trial of veracity is begun; the project of a total confession, totally
revealing the hidden meaning of one’s acts, if not yet of one’s intentions,
appears at the heart of the humblest ‘confession of sins.’*

Here suspicion shows reflective self-doubt, weighed down by what it knows.
A paradox becomes clear: where we often see suspicion as an instrument of
doubt, Ricceur also draws our attention to the possibility that suspicion can be
amanifestation of supreme confidence in what Derrida calls the ‘onto theologi-
cal tradition’. This is a confidence in one singular viewpoint of superiority that
denies other possibilities, one that can create a false sense of omnipotence, and
I willdraw a connection later between this and Cavell’s use of scepticism:

The one who is all seeing and suspicious, may wish to take action on what he
knows about, and this can create the dualism of the moral agent, who also
carries out moral evil.*®

This is suspicion with the potential for feelings of superiority. How can we
exemplify this in our daily lives? Here is a sample of suspicion that we see
currently promulgated in the British media: The Greater London Authority
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commissioned Insted’s (2007) survey of treatment of Muslims in the media: the
teamn of Insted researchers who analysed English newspapers in a typical week,
8-14 May 2006, found 97 per cent of tabloid coverage and 89 per cent of
broadsheet coverage to be negative towards Islam.* It would also be untenable,
given the weight of evidence, to be suspicious about the fact that the Holocaust
happened, although we should be suspicious about the use of the Holocaust
memories to justify modern-day atrocities. Ricaeur recognizes that suspicion
can function to endorse our beliefs, and we become unquestioningly suspicious
and unwilling to leamn by avoiding conversations with ‘the Other’. This can
happen when two polarities are postulated such as faith versus secularism or
Islam versus the West. Ricaeur encourages a hermeneutics of suspicion, which
is “an integral part of an appropriation of meaning”, the “‘deconstruction’ of
prejudices, which prevent the world of the text from being allowed to be.”
Here we see the phenomenon analysed in its destructive form, such as the
media may adopt:

Absolute seeing is pitiless, merciless, all seeing. If we are suspicious we
doubt all and we see through everything and everybody. This is a curse.
Job hated ‘absolute seeing’ and believed that it drove him to his death. This
form of omniscient seeing can become punitive, no longer giving rise to
self-awareness, but to the Hunter who lets fly the arrow.5

How can we establish a balance between creative and destructive suspicion?
Well, it must be a fluctuating, active oscillation, never a steady equilibrium.
The exercise of suspicion, as he calls it in his 1961 paper ‘The Conflict of
Hermeneutics: Epistemology of Interpretations’, is part of a hermeneutics that
is of necessity destructive, ‘like a sort of Puritanism of the symbol’® He uses
active verbs and indeed the active ‘exercise of suspicion’ is an integral part of
Freud and Philosophy. The reality principle is ‘desire demystified; the giving up of
archaic objects is now expressed in the exercise of suspicion, in the movement
of disillusion, in the death of idols’.** This desire to move on, to be active
in using verbs that critique the past and describe possibilities for action, is
balanced by the hermeneutic of recollection, of reconstruction, the desire to
rebuild. Ricceur will develop this idea of recollection in great detail in Memory,
History, Forgetting and The Course of Recognition, his last two major books.
Gadamer, in his essay by the title: ‘The hermeneutics of suspicion’ (1984),
ascribes the term and its meaning to Ricceur and suggests that every form of
hermeneutics is a form of overcoming an awareness of suspicion, a suspicion
that our initial, pre-scientific methods are impressionistic and that we therefore
need scientific methods to help us5* Gadamer refers us back to Schleiermacher
and Dilthey, asserting that the hermeneutics of suspicion creates a dichotomy
between a text as it is presented and the possible deeper meanings of that text
that go beyond what the author intended. For Gadamer this dichotomy is too



Use and Abuse of ‘Hermeneutics of Suspicion’ 69

troublesome to allow Ricceur or us to solve it. He summarizes the tension
between Husserl’s attempt to experience the world withoutinterpretation, and
Heidegger’s assertion that we interpret everything, and experience nothing as
essence. Gadamer does not accept what he sees as the bipolar view of Ricceur,
with a hermeneutics of respect and a hermeneutics of suspicion, because he
sees this dichotomy as too divisive. He may be right. '

Suspicion as negative/positive poles

In his seminal paper ‘Consciousness and the Unconscious’, given in 1960 at the
Bonneval conference (see Chapter 3), Ricceur tells us about the two types of
hermeneutic, the negative and then the positive; ‘One is oriented toward the
resurgence of archaic symbols and the other toward the emergence of new
symbols and ascending figures.’® He insists that they are clearly different and
also part of the same phenomenon; for him, separating them would be like
giving Freud and Hegel half a personality each. They are very different yet
Ricceur shows they must attempt to become complementary: this is not, how-
ever, a melding, but an insistence upon the creation and maintenance of ‘the
most complete opposition between consciousness as history and the uncon-
scious as fate’.5” ‘Where the “Id” was, the “I” must come to be.’ These great mas-
ters of suspicion, with Marx to alesser extent, follow a tradition from Montaigne
(and Pascal in some ways) and La Rochefoucauld to develop ‘the great art of
suspicion’. On one side of the struggle there is the will to power, and the libido,
and on the other there is the ‘ruse’ of deciphering enigmas and the greatart of
suspicion. ‘““Consciousness” of the self must become “knowledge” of the self
i.e. indirect, mediate, and suspicious knowledge of the self.”*®

Ricceur takes for granted the cultural illusions that are an integral part of
our social institutions, summed up for him by the idea most commonly associ-
ated with Marx of ‘felse consciousness’ and leading to state-managed ideology;
he cites the dishonest responses by France to its critics when Algeria was lost.*
For Ricceur the meaning of such a response can only be identified by the ‘exer-
cise of suspicion”:%

I call suspicion the act of dispute exactly proportional to the expressions of
false consciousness. The problem of false consciousness is the object, the cor-
relative of the act of suspicion. Out of it is born the quality of doubt, a type of
doubt which is totally new and different from Cartesian doubt.®!

Whereas for Descartes consciousness is what it is, it is what it says, it says what it
is, after Marx, Freud and Nietzsche we are faced with the doubt caused by
false consciousness and this necessitates a hermeneutics for uncovering what
was covered and removing the mask, in an almost Nietzschean destruction of
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Western ideologies.®2 Reagan discusses this briefly and Thiselton ascribes to
the hermeneutics of suspicion the success in managing ‘false consciousness’
in Freudian theory, yet Ricceur himself ascribes such success to others.® For
Ricceur the idea of false consciousness has a long and reputable pedigree.
In Ideology and Utopia, he discusses Mannheim’s ‘history of the suspicion of
false consciousness’, citing Mannheim’s example of the false prophet of the
Old Testament as the origin of suspicion. Mannheim attributes to Marx the
discovery that an ideology is not merely distortion at an epistemological, i.e.
knowledge-based level, but becomes a ‘total structure of the mind characteristic
of a concrete historical formation, including a class’. Unfortunately this con-
cept has escaped the confines of Marxist theory and rampages freely and
destructively, ‘suspicion is now applied not to one specific group or class but to
the entire theoretical frame of reference in a chain reaction that cannot be
stopped.’®

Exactly proportional

Ricceur’s phrase ‘exactly proportional’ provides the cautionary note for much
of this discussion; he explains the dangers both of an excess of suspicion and
a dearth of suspicion to challenge our cultural lives. Suspicion is necessary in
psychoanalysis to challenge the illusions of consciousness and thus psychoanal-
ysis is a ‘modification of the Spinozist critique of free will’; ‘whereby the subject
is made a slave equal to his true bondage’.% For Rorty, the ‘hermeneutics of
suspiéion’ is an extreme state of suspicion, summed up by the approach of
Horkheimer and Adorno with their ‘constant awareness that any new theoreti-
cal proposal was likely to be one more excuse for maintaining the status quo’.%
Use of ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ in this way suggests why Riceeur abandons
it - he has no desire to be so negative and pessimistic ~ and yet he continues to
use the termn ‘suspicion’. More accurate perhaps for Riceeur is his discussion of
accusation as counterproductive. Freud shows us how we can expose accusation
and show it how ‘the cruelty of superego would yield to the severity of love’ .

Suspicion must not rampage in accusatory fashion through every proof I give
regardless of its acceptability; it must be discerning, for, as we saw above, T call
suspicion the act of dispute exactly proportional to the expressions of false con-
sciousness’.% Yet what happens when ‘In a situaton of intellectual collapse, we
are caught in areciprocal process of suspicion’ as Mannheim believed to be the
case? This resembles Ricceur’s analysis of the masters of suspicion whereby
‘Guile will be met by double guile . . . the man of suspicion carries out in reverse
the work of falsification of the man of guile.’® Something else has to enter this
sort of balance, new factors. Riceeur attempts to provide a potentially restora-
tive alternative to suspicion;

In conversation we have an interpretive attitude. If we speak of ideology
in negative termns as distortion, then we use the tool or weapon of suspicion.
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If, however, we want to recognize a group’s values on the basis of its
self-understanding of these values, then we must welcome these values in
a positive way, and this is to converse.”

This second phenomenon, then, may sound relativistic yet Ricceur hoped to
develop it to facilitate a pluralistic approach. This is no longer the ideology of
distortion, nor the ideology of legitimation, but the method of integration or
identity, of which Ricceur writes more in The Just (1995).

Thiselton’s essay ‘The Hermeneutics of Suspicion and Retrieval’, in his book
New H orizons in Hermeneutics (1992), addresses Ricoeur’s ideas in some detail,
comparing and contrasting his ideas about suspicion and henneneutics not
only with Husser], Gadamer and Heidegger, but also with Wittgenstein, Searle,
Austin and other ordinary language philosophers and speech act theorists, and
Soskice and Vanhoozer on metaphor. In his analysis Kaplan shows a to-ing and
fro-ing, in proposing that hermeneutics involve both. belief and suspicion.™
I think we can go even further and postulate that suspicion itself contains two
parts — it contains a negative moment of subjective doubt that is necessary to
destroy idols, and it also contains an egocentricity that can take us into such
a suspicious state of mind that we destroy ourselves, as Mannheim argued.
Dauenhauer identifies this in Ricceur’s work: ‘Not only are perception, knowl-
edge and action in dialectical interplay with each other, there is also a dialectic
within each of them.”” I apply this to suspicion also, which is often thought of
as a purely negative force, but not by Ricceur.

The hermeneutics of suspicion as a limit idea

Ricceur interprets Kant’s Paralogisms of Pure Reason as a series of assertions that
Reason limits the possibility of extending our knowledge and underssanding to
anything unreal and noumenal, and yet precisely this restriction — our aware-
ness of being restricted — means that we can try to think about ideas beyond this
restriction, which we would not be able to do if we were not aware of being
held back.

Kantian dialectic denies the possibility of any clarity about personal existence
and knowledge of the historical person, insisting that the person is only mani-
fest as an end in itself, never as a means to an end.”® In this there are limit ideas
that stop us from doing what we want to do. In the context of Marx, Freud and
Nietzsche suspicion is presented to us by Ricoeur as integral to hernneneutics,
and even before that as a tool for demystification. Looking back to The Symbol-
ism of Evil, we are told that symbols themselves cannot be fully understood, as
they are opaque and ambivalent. Yet this, which is the best we can hope for, is
notasbad as it seems; we may attain a second naivety. The second naivety there-
fore would be a second Copernican revolution, whereby we set aside apparently
overwhelming evidence (such as the rising and the setting of the sun) in order
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to explore alternative hypotheses, as Copernicus did.” Thus the symbol gives
rise to thought, and this thought must guide us in seeing that the symbols of
guilt belong to us: they are more than part of our being in the world. They open
fields of experience; this is where hermeneutics and phenomenology come
together. This is the beginning of the hermeneutics of suspicion, the demystifi-
cation of the primeval myths and the semantics of desire explored by Ricceur in
Freud and Philosophy. As we have seen, it started back in 1950 with Freedom and
Nature and is always connected to a recovery system; iconoclasm must lead to
reconstruction. Yet we render symbol useless if we penetrate its disguise and
terminally deconstruct its meaning as in structural analysis. Structuralism is not
after hidden meaning, yet it risks denying us the multvocity that creates
imagery, by its emphasis on single units of meaning (theoretically these are sin-
gle units, semantemes like syllables, in practice they are whole words). Symbols
and tropes, metaphors and plots need to be at least partly irreducible, to pro-
tect the multiple meanings that create ambiguity:™

We have already insisted that the symbol does not conceal any hidden teach-
ing that only needs to be unmasked for the images in which it is clothed to
become useless. Between these two impasses we are going to explore a third
way — a creative interpretation of meaning, faithful to the impulsion, to the
gift of meaning from the symbol, and faithful also to the philosopher’s oath
to seek understanding.”

Total clarity will never be either possible or desirable. The second half of
‘Freedom in the Light of Hope’ in The Conflict of Interpretations summarizes
Ricceur’s main approaches to Kant, and shows us how Ricceur traces the doubt
about the self back beyond Nietzsche and Freud to Kant. So here we see the
roots of Nietzsche’s and Freud’s doubt about the person: where is the person
between not being a means and only being an end? Yet we also see, according
to Ricceur, the Kantian concept of the transcendental illusion that is radically
different from the thoughts of Freud and Feuerbach: the difference lies in the
‘legitimate thought of the unconditioned’, the attempt to think beyond what
we understand, which must be preceded by a challenge to reason. Ricceur
admires Kant’s critique of human thinking; if ‘hope has precisely a fissuring
power with regard to closed systems and a power of reorganising meaning’, it
also has the potential for enshrining absolute ideas. T hope, there where I nec-
essarily deceive myself, by forming absolute objects: self, freedom, God.’”” Here
is a sort of epistemological hubris. In the 1781 edition of Kant’s Paralogisms of
Pure Reason, Kant critiques Descartes’ claim to extract knowledge of the self
from a purely formal demonstration of the abstract conditions of the possibility
of the self. Kant insists that we must avoid using the power of our perception
to convince ourselves that our imaginings are in fact real objects; ‘appearances
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are to be regarded as being, one and all, representations only, not things
in themselves.’” Of course Kant’s writing is not without internal contradictions,
as Guyer discusses.” Ricceur mirrors these contradictions regarding percep-
tion, meaning and truth byinsisting that we can better understand such contra-
dictions by accepting the companionship of suspicion, yet how can we have
a productive relationship with suspicion?

Suspicion as a condition of possibility

I want to consider the possibility that suspicion on its own can become a condi-
tion of possibility in a Ricceurian interpretation of Kant. The idea of freedom
that Kant postulates as a condition of possibility of a categorical imperative
seems the opposite of suspicion. The liberation of freedom, being able to do as
we desire, is an ideal to which we aspire and suspicion has the opposite effect,
constraining us to our baser motives. Yet we will see, even in his last works, how
Ricceur construes suspicion as an enabler because it helps us to face up to the
discrepancies, the fault lines that he sees in all of us. Consider Kant’s assertion
that we know as an established fact that humans should not lie. This is indepen-
dent of whether they dolie. The lies people may tell do not affect that fact that
they should not lie.®* I believe Ricceur takes these two antinomies (“I should not
lie, so maybe I do not”) and inserts suspicion between them (“I should not lie
but I suspect myself in order to think about why I do, in fact, lie”) to inake
it possible for us to make sense of a world without a Kantian God, and for other
reasons to do with love, justice and language that will become apparent in
Chapters 9 and 10.

Kant ‘understands’ Hegel, Ricceur notes, even though he preceded him. It is
not experience that limits reason but reason that limits the claim of our imagi-
nation to extend our own empirical, phenomenal, spatio-temporal knowledge
to the noumenal order, i.e. possibility of thinking about the unthinkable. If we
accept that the mind is active, within these limits, then both our perceptions
and our morals are subject to a priori frameworks for thought. Yet it is very diffi-
cult to tell the difference between frameworks for thought and our perception.
of the world. Here then, at the heart of Kant's thinking, is a difficulty that
Ricceur turns into the need for suspicion, not least because it is a human failing,
to be suspicious, and Kant'’s theory precludes the flawed, warm person who has
desires and should, perhaps, sometimes deploy suspicion to think beyond asser-
tions of motive, cause and action. Ricceur makes a philosophical virtue out of
human imperfections. Kantian schematism, the lower order groupings (from
the Critique of Pure Reason) must conjoin vitally with the imagination ‘at work
in reflective judgment’ (as in the Third Critique). Negativity is the impossibility
of ‘thinking beyond’ and is an integral part of this process.®! Striving to ‘think
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something more’, which Ricoeur takes in homage from paragraph 59 of the
Critique of Judgement is a way of describing both content and process of human
thought, and must be accompanied by Hegelian negativity.

Ricceur interprets Kant as giving us the opportunity to be hopeful and to
understand that we belong to a system of freedoms.?? Ricoeur rejects Freud’s
findings only in part, to the extent that he shows us how they confine us within
the semantics of desire, the mythological man-made history of sin and defile-
ment and a deterministic approach to human instinct. This makes the role of
suspicion very complex, because of its acknowledged attributes of hubris,
destruction and dismissal as well as the potential to be questioning and investi-
gative. Ricceur also develops the idea of limit beyond freedom and nature,
beyond duty and obligation.®* He accords a positive place to desire, unlike
Kant, and this allows him to go beyond Kant’s Third Critique and take with him
the Kantian theory of the productive imagination, to which he can give more
freedom. Ricceur wants to provide space for Kant’s practical philosophy to
develop in his own work, but the price is a necessary uncoupling of suspicion
from hermeneutics; Kant limits our ability to think beyond thought quite
enough already, without the hermeneutics of suspicion hobbling us even more.

In ordertosee Ricoeur looking back at the hermeneutics of suspicion, deploy-
ing a Riickfrage, Husserlian back questioning, we need to consult a much later
work; in his reply to John Smith’s paper in Hahn (1995) he considers the appar-
ent tension within suspicion that leads first to destruction of meaning and then
to restoration of meaning, in the context of Explaining (insistence upon data
and positivistic evidence) and Understanding (dependence upon interpreta-
tive powers), which he has already analysed in Hermeneutics and the Human
Sciences.® First Ricceur makes it clear to Smith that, in his view, his earlier work
on Marx, Freud and Nietzsche, whom he had called the masters of suspicion,
does not do them justice. He does not elaborate upon this assertion, but it
relates to the term ‘masters of suspicion’. Ricceur then describes how he sees
Explaining and Understanding as complementary, as discussed in Chapter 7,
yet he sees a similarity between Explaining and suspicion that may create a neg-
ative imbalance and suggests a separation when suspicion becomes involved.
Explanation is indeed the mode of all reductive enterprises, and needs to be
uncoupled from Understanding if it is to serve suspicion. If left as the counter-
pole to Understanding, he believes that Explanation as a form of suspicion will
be too destructive. Later we will see how this relates to the debates in analytic
philosophy about reasons and causes. Given that this creates an insurmounta-
ble conflict of interpretations, we are left with several tentative conclusions: the
world of meaning is unstable, dialectical balance is temporary and the poten-
tially destructive effect of suspicion upon meaning must be handled carefully so
that suspicion can be a condition of possibility.

This places a limitation on Ricceur’s philosophical anthropology in the
same way that Kant describes the desire of the human mind to find categorical,



Use and Abuse of ‘Hermeneutics of Suspicion’ 75

irrefutable truths that function as definitive constraints. As such, suspicion
can provide one approach to challenge this. Yet within suspicion there is also
a dialectic; how easy it is to destroy a relationship out of unjustifiable suspicion
as Othello did. Cavell writes that Othello was determined to be sceptical because
he believed he ‘knew’ so much about Desdemona. Suspicion if used to excess
makes us feel omniscient and we can become destroyers.® The Kantian possibil-
ity of thinking beyond the limitations of thought is denied us by suspicion in
excess. Thus I challenge the idea that ‘Kant supports the hermeneutics of
suspicion’ unless we take it as a Kantian limit idea that constrains us and
reminds us of our finitude, which we have seen Ricceur rejecting.® Whereas
Cavell presents Othello’s cogito as gripped by a desperate and narcissistic
need to ‘maintain its picture of itself as scepticism’, with Ricceur we experience
suspicion in moderation, equal to the task at hand, consistent from the 1960s
onwards, with the hermeneutics of suspicion acting initially as a catalyst and
then later as a corrosive force to be abandoned.?’

Conclusions

For Cavell it is clear that historical trauma, like Shakespearean tragedy, sets ‘the
scene for skepticism . . . the scene in which modern philosophy finds itself’.8
I see distinct similarities between Cavell’s scepticism and Ricceur’s hermeneu-
tics of suspicion. Despite similarities, Ricceur prefers suspicion that is a ‘dispute
proportional to’ the appropriate form of false consciousness: he sees propor-
tional suspicion in Marx’s attack on religion for its money fetish and Freud’s
attack on religion for its idolization tendencies, as history provides evidence for
these phenomena. Yet Ricceur believes their views become disproportional
when they make generalized attacks on religion. Their suspicious thinking,
which Ricceur calls the hermeneutics of suspicion, thus fails itself and goes
beyond proportionality, finding fault with all aspects of religion. Suspicion
can require its opponent to fulfil demands of an impossibly rigorous nature.
I believe that suspicion can be seen as a limit-ideain this example, as it can easily
become an attempt at totalizing, taking an arrogant position that Cavell calls
‘the conversion of metaphysical finitude into intellectual lack’.®® Ricoeur’s
unwillingness to link inextricably the masters and the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion, his very rare use of it after the philosophical world has adopted the term —
all these factors indicate to me his sensitivity to the dangerous potency of
suspicion when linked with the idea of hermeneutics.

The term ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is remarkable because it has become
well known, despite Ricceur hardly using it. It is also often used in ways that are
at odds with his own use of the term, and this may help to explain why he aban-
doned it. In surveying the currency of the phrase ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’
we find it used often in a variety of ways: positive engagement (Ihde, Pellauer),
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negative engagement (Gadamer, Leiter) and a combination of each in dialect-
cal fashion, but not necessarily with an awareness of Ricceur moving around
within suspicion (Anderson, Clark, Robinson, Thiselton). There is another
interesting category, in which the author uses the term with no discussion of
Ricceur (Williams and numerous websites). Pellauer and Muldoon are signifi-
cant and unusual in focusing on suspicion in a way that is consistent with my
research, and in Chapter 9 we will see Blamey using suspicion to analyse Oneself
as Another, with what she calls the ‘mandate of suspicion’.

The ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is often hamessed to postmodem thinking
(which Ricoeur occasionally refers to as post-critical). Ricceur hardly ever uses
the word postmodem. Despite Lyotard opening the field up for liberation from
old metanarratives, the idea of postmodemity often becomes an embodiment
of suspicion in its most virulent form, and the hermeneutics of suspicion is
thereby coupled to a concept that Ricceur rejected. Foucault challenged the
hermeneutics of suspicion, asserting that uncovering meaning will only lead to
more lies, joining Adomo and Horkheimer. Ricoeur’s work on methodological
dialectics (Chapter 7) will, I hope, clarify further the dangers of this position.
Suspicion should be part of critical exegesis, ‘the act of dispute exactly propor-
tional to the expressions of false consciousness’, with the requirement for rigor-
ous back questioning to identify false consciousness and other obscured areas.
Suspicion is a rich and radical enough condition of possibility without being
partnered with hermeneutics, which has very similar characteristics to suspi-
cion; ‘hermeneutics’ and ‘suspicion’ prove too potent when put together.

If the three great masters of suspicion made possible the ‘hermeneutics of
suspicion’, Riceeur clearly made very little use of the term, but that should not
stop us using it. Misattribution, however, matters a great deal, as do his reasons
for dropping it from his rich repertoire of memorable terms, not least because
it may obscure from us the many other devices he developed to do the job
that the hermeneutics of suspicion failed to do. Moreover, he makes significant
use of his idea of ‘suspicion’ right up to and including his two last works and
this requires the attention that I provide with close reading that encompasses
the span of his lifetime’s work. In his last two works suspicion is a condition of
possibility, offering a guide to moderation and a necessary prop to friendship.
He guards against the idea of a supremacy of suspicion in which ‘the absolute
view separates the appearance from the reality by the sharp edge of suspicion.
Suspicion of myself is thus the taking up by myself of the absolute viewpoint’,
and interrogative thought can grow into hubris.®

Marx, Freud and Nietzsche told us more than we wanted to know about
ourselves, and this gives us a false sense of omnipotence that Ricceur sees in the
excessive use of suspicion, resonant for me with Cavell’s analysis of scepticism.
In Chapters 6, 7 and 8 we will encounter other approaches that Ricceur develops
in order to engage with the uncertainty that he sees at the heart of the human
experience. These devices will provide him with altermatives to the hermeneutics
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of suspicion and other excesses of suspicion as ways of reflecting the ambigui-
ties and ambivalences inherent in our thinking. Next, Ricceur makes a linguis-
tic turn, burrowing deep down into the multiple layers of language in order to
develop mastery of the two phenomena metaphor and narrative. In Chapter 5
I summarize some of the major characteristics from Ricoeur’s middle period, in
which he develops his interest in language against the backdrop of possible loss
of meaning.



Chapter 5

Ricceur’s hermeneutics II: the theory
of interpretation

Tllusion is itself a cultural function. Such a fact presupposes that the public meanings
of our consciousness conceal true meanings, which can be brought to light only by
adopting the attitude of suspicion and cautious critical scrutiny'

Riceeur, P. (1969/1974) The Conflict of Interpretations, p. 442

This chapter will focus on The Rule of Metaphor and Time and Narrative and help
us to answer this double question: how could it happen that, at the end of
Book 3 of Time and Narrative Ricoeur regretfully entertains the possibility of the
irrevocable loss of meaning and does suspicion play a part in this?? ‘In this
period that some call postmodern, it may be that we no longer know what
narrating means.’”® This will involve considering Heidegger’s position and the
role played by Ricceur’s linguistic turn. It is a process of conflict: our efforts at
interpretation are caught between trust and suspicion, and in the process of
trying to understand, we attempt to stabilize this conflict by mediating between
conflicting meanings.* Here we will see the development and consolidaton
of Ricceur’s theory of interpretation. This chapter provides a brief analysis
of certain of Ricceur’s key ideas and texts in 1960s—1980s including the continu-
ing influence of Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, Freud, Schleiermacher and Dilthey,
with the hermeneutics of suspicion deployed little and then even less by Ricceur.
Thére are brief, surprisingly pivotal appearances by Sarure and Ryle. It also pro-
vides an exploration of two important methods: Ricceur’s response to what he
calls Heidegger’s ‘short cut’ in hermeneutics and its relationship with phenom-
enology and also Husserl’s back questioning, with some use of ‘suspicion’.’
Freud and Nietzsche, and, to a lesser extent Marx, have catapulted Ricceur
into ‘unfolding the levels of meaning implied in the literal meaning’.® This is
quite a rebellious definition, when we consider the structuralists’ insistence, by
contrast, that the structure of a text is where the meaning is; it is not hidden
somewhere within but apparent and accessible to structural analysis. In 1966,
Foucault’s book The Order of Things challenges the idea of knowledge and
meaning as illusion, even as persistent self-delusion. In 1969 the impetus of
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structuralism is stll great, with its belief in the power of linguistic analysis to
reveal the internal mechanism of text without recourse to the author or the
context. Foucault, post-structuralist and an icon of structuralism despite his
denial of allegiance, is elected to the Collége de France instead of Ricceur.’
Derrida’s deconstruction is strong. In 1965 and 1966 structuralism is seriously
challenged. The communist party still dominates certain highly vocal sections
of the intellectual community.®

Ricceur experiences personal and professional pain in the Nanterre X episode
in 1969, as dean of the university, after Daniel Cohn Bendit leads an anarchic
campaign of disruption. The university campus is finally banaliséei.e. taken over
by the police and without Ricoeur’s permission. This leads to a fortress mental-
ity among the students and much damage but no loss of life. Ricceur has
a wastepaper basket rammed over his head and, feeling unsupported by col-
leagues, resigns soon after the whole episode. The effect on him is considera-
ble, as discussed in Chapter 8. He continues with his French academic work,
also lecturing in Canada, and from 1970 spends several months each year lec-
turing at the University of Chicago.® This brings him into contact with analytical
philosophy, and his lecture series at Louvain, in Belgium, in 1970-1971, on the
semantics of action, generates material that leads to Life: A Story in Search of
a Narrator, and Oneself as Another as discussed in Hahn.!® Will suspicion advance
his work on illusion, if he abandons the responsible Husserlian quest for clarity
in favour of hermeneutics that investigates messy conflicts of interpretation?

Freud, Lévi-Strauss, the Bible and ordinary language

In May 1971 he gives a lecture at the Divinity School of University of Chicago
in which he describes four influences that clarify the moves he has made from
phenomenology to hermeneutics while following his own interest in psycho-
analysis. Psychoanalysis helps his work on bad will and guilt, and also, increas-
ingly, his interest in language.! The first influence, then, interpreting symbols
by challenging them, is something he has learnt from Feuerbach, Marx, Freud
and Nietzsche.

Secondly he feels he has to respond to the increasing dominance of struc-
tural linguistics in France, which asserts that language has its own powers of
meaning. This argument can be used to displace the existentialist idea that the
human subject has choices. In Interpretation Theory he clarifies that this ‘power’
in language is notlike the Freudian unconscious, but more like a structural and
cultural unconscious.!? This approach will be increasingly Kantian in its analyti-
cal way of establishing limits to create a working space of validity. Nor does
his adaptation of structuralism remove the existentialist possibility of choice; it
is more that language becomes a carrier of human myth and symbol, which
we then need to become aware of in order to understand ourselves afresh.
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Partly through his own discussions with Lévi-Strauss, he has become better at
analysing language in a structuralist way in order to understand it objectively,
and also he has learnt to differentiate between his analysis of symbolic language
and the way in which it is interpreted as text. Instead of asking ‘what is it to
interpret symbolic language?’ he now asks ‘What is it to interpret a text?’

Thirdly he is influenced by biblical analysts who come after Bultmann and
who seek to consider how religious language functions, by going beyond
demythologization and beyond the contested Diltheyan dichotomy between
Explanation (more scientific) and Understanding (more interpretive) of which
more in Chapters 6 and 8. Ricceur has moved his thinking from Barth to
Bultmann. The latter’s act of demythologizing the Bible, which Barth found
irresponsible, helps Ricceur to develop the idea of second naivety, and Wallace’s
work on second naivety is excellent.!®

Fourthly and finally Ricceur acknowledges the importance of ordinary
language philosophy. Austin, Wittgenstein, and others reveal the inappropri-
ateness of analysing language by the criteria of logical, ideal structures. He
relishes the range of approaches that they offer (use of logic in Wittgenstein’s
Tractatus, later rejection thereof and systematic critique of logic in Austin for
example). Unlike many of the Anglo-American philosophers, he uses ordinary
language approaches in French, English, German, Latin, Greek and Hebrew, as
we will see in his late work Thinking Biblically (1998/1998), and sumnmarized in
On Translation (2004/2006). Ricceur hopes for some form of union between
phenomenology and ordinary language philosophy. Through this union, both
may benefit.

Structural linguistics and structuralism

During this time Ricceur is working on so many different areas that it is difficult
to develop a clear narrative. Interpretation Theory (1976) is a detailed exploration
of literary language as an ethical task, a work, a holistic approach and one that
gives a personal self to the ego. Finally the historical elements of hermeneu-
tics reach a long drawn out and difficult climax in phenomenology of historio-
graphy, literary criticisms etc. in the three volumes of Time and Narrative
(1983-1988), and the essay collection From Text to Action (1991) especially the
iessay ‘Ideology and Utopia’.!® He develops The Rule of Metaphor and Time and
Narrative as a pair, because we can create semantic innovation with both meta-
phor and narrative, despite significant differences.’®

In Chapters 3 and 4 we looked at the masters of suspicion and the herme-
neutics of suspicion respectively and now we need to see what happened after
Freud and Philosophy, which is the beginning of Ricceur’s hermeneutical journey.
After The Symbolism of Evil, Freud seems to be necessary for Ricceur’s move
into hermeneutics. Freud’s ability to develop connections between myth and
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memory and longing is also of great importance to Ricceur, and is explored
in The Conflict of Interpretations with regard to the earlier issues of sin and faith
in relation to psychoanalysis, to be followed up much later in Memory, History,
Forgetting (2000). One reason for the importance of psychoanalysis to the devel-
opment of hermeneutics, as we have seen, is the capacity of Freud’s theories
to deal with suspicion and with scepticism, partly by their assumnption that
concealment and self-deceit are normal and may indeed be healthy. Ricceur
retains Freud’s ideas on memory up to and including his last two books, where
he reminds us of Freud’s view that remembering is, among other things, a
labour that can pre-empt compulsive behaviour. At this earlier stage, the 1960s—
1980s, instead of looking back to remember, Ricoeur creates a sense of innova-
tion; this is the linguistic turn, the creation of new possibilities through tropes
such as metaphor and structural features of narrative. In fact it is clear from
material in the archives that Ricoeur was engaged in a linguistic turn before
this: in his 1958 lecture series in New York on Guilt, for example, he writes in
his English lecture notes in blue fountain pen ‘Perhaps, in my paper have I too
much emphasized the power of language’, indicating the privileged position he
accords language even before his linguistic turn. At some later date, using black
biro he crosses out the first nine words and writes these eight words in the
margin ‘We must not fear to emphasise too much the power of language’.!” .

The metaphor gains more and more status in his language theory and he
surmnmarizes his book The Rule of Metaphor in an essay called ‘Metaphor and the
Main Problem of Hermeneutics’ (1974).!® Through devices such as metaphor
and mimesis (imitation broadly speaking), he creates the idea of aworld in front
of the text that gives us new ideas for a better life. This will lead him to argue
by the mid-1980s that ‘action and text mutually interpret one another.” We
will see the tension this creates when he uses structural linguistics to graft the
hermeneutic problem onto the phenomenological problem because of the
incompatbility between the three.! Of course, in the history of Western thought
hermeneutics predates phenomenology and structural linguistics and for
Ricceur it is vitally important to test the limits of this hybrid model.

For Ricceur ‘to speak is to say something about something to someone’, and
he wants us to consider the analysis of language of both Frege (logical) and
Husserl (phenomenological).?® He interprets Frege’s importance as rooted in
the identification of two aims of language; for Ricceur these are first an ideal
sense that is not in the real world, and secondly a reference to the real world.
Thus Ricceur argues that it can seem that the passage from semantic analysis
to deep human meaning is the same phenomenon as the relation between sense
and reference that Frege offered us. Husserl argued for something very similar.
In both cases, this is a filtering of various possible meanings as a result of the
context of the sentence. Progressive refinement of meaning takes place within
the structure of the sentence. Structural linguistics inherits thislegacy yet denies
the crucial relation between the ‘what’ (its sense) and the ‘about what’ (to what
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does the language refer in the real world?). Thus linguistics provides a struc-
ture for analysing language that Ricceur finds useful, but overvalued because
it is unable to consider the hermeneutical issues about polysemy; linguistics
cannot consider how and why various semantic possibilities still ‘float around
the words as possibilities not completely eliminated’?%

Ricceur disapproves of the separation caused by structural linguistics between
different levels of meaning in language. He doubts that the structural laws
that work at a phonological level will work so well at other levels of meaning,
i.e. sernantics, yet also feels liberated by what he calls Lévi-Strauss’ ‘transcen-
dentalism without the transcendental subject’® The event of speaking takes
place in a context and thus has more meaning than the actual systemn or struc-
ture, as the system is only one part of the act of communicating.?* He will con-
clude that the methodology of interpretation must follow the hermeneutic
circle, rejecting Heidegger’s vicious circle, in which subject and object are
mutually implicated.? By contrast, Ricoeur stresses such a relationship as estab-
lishing conflict that is beneficial. Only in conflicting interpretations between
hermeneutics will we see the possible development of some sort of sense of
self. We can never achieve a full and harmonious ontology i.e. a way of being
that is balanced, hence we need to enhance contradictions and conflicts in
orderto tryand understand ourselves. The selfis ‘the most archaic of all objects’
andwe need to free ourselves from our narcissistic self-absorption.2 We will fol-
low a track opened to us by psychoanalysis, which offers us a dismissal of subject
as consciousness and the regression from meaning to desire. Struggling against
narcissism shows how deeply language is rooted in desire, in wanting to be as
one with the objects of our desire, including ourselves. This creates a need to
release oneself from personal narcissism in order to try and free oneself from
alife controlled by desire. Ricceur will use the idea of double meanings in sym-
bols and metaphors to show us the inherent weaknesses in ourselves and in
structural linguistics, which, like the acting human, cannot take account of
the several potential meanings in anything the person says. A dialectical process
will be necessary to achieve this: For Ricceur the hermeneutic circle thus
becomes ‘the correlation between explaining and understanding, between
understanding and explanation’.?® Through the hermeneutic circle the very
process of hermeneutics will facilitate better understanding, because explana-
tion creates distance and understanding creates empathy.

For Riceeur, it seems that Heidegger took the short route to grafting herme-
neutics onto phenomenology, asking not ‘On what condition can a knowing
object (i.e. individual) understand a text or history?’ but ‘What kind of being
is it whose being consists of understanding?’ The hermeneutic problem thus
becomes an analysis of being alive, experiencing daily life and the potential for
subjectivity that is collective, not individual — the Dasein as Heidegger called
it (literally being here/there). Ricceur sees Heidegger’s work as compatible
with his own ontology of understanding. Yet Ricceur takes much longer than
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Heidegger to even describe, let alone resolve the problem of what it means to
be human, using also semantics in part Il and reflection in part IV of Time and
Narrative. Ricceur’s criticism of Heidegger’s notion of the relationships between
time and history is profound, and particularly in Memory, History, Forgetting (see
Chapter 9). Ricceur has a desire for an ontology of understanding, a way of
understanding what is right and important for us. Instead of a linguistic philos-
ophy like Wittgenstein’s or a reflective neo-Kantian type of philosophy like
structural linguistics, he explores multidisciplinary influences, to enhance ana-
lysis of history, psychoanalysis, literary theory and religion.

In Interpretation Theory (1976) Ricoeur looks at ways of using structuralist
techniques to analyse written text. He believes structuralism reduces the value
of the text which will end up with no generalizable meaning, only a sense of
internal structure. He cites Lévi-Strauss on myths, with constituent units like
phonemes, morphemes, sememes, and known as mythemes. Here we lose
meaning in favour of structure, and we can explain the myth but not interpret
it¥ Ricceur finds that the reduction of a narrative into component parts such
as ‘promising, betraying, hindering, aiding etc.’ can only provide explanation,
not interpretation, because the narrative becomes fragmented.® In order to
provide interpretation, we must go beyond structural analysis and analyse the
text holistically, looking from sense to reference, from what the text says, to
whatit talks about. In the conclusion to Interpretation Theory Ricceur argues that
there is a great need for distanciation, a sort of hands-off approach that facili-
tates dispassionate yet not alienated analysis. Structural analysis produces a resi-
due that must be understood symbolically as evidence of pre-understanding,
deep meaning. As Dilthey argued, Explanation can provide both analysis of and
distance from these deep currents, and Understanding can provide immersion,
another tension created. In The Hermeneutics of the Human Sciences Ricoeur
develops this further, and aligns structural linguistics on the one hand with
Explanation, and hermeneutical philosophy on the other hand with Under-
standing and interpretation.

Dosse points out how important structural linguistics was for intellectuals in
France in the 1960s and 1970s, as it created a discourse that could challenge
existing academic disciplines in ‘la vieille Sorbonne’ and it also seemed to
afford the humanities the status of science.® Structural linguistics seems in
a way to be a further stage in the process by which modern philosophy devel-
oped with elements of both classical philosophy and the historical sciences. The
development from Schleiermacher to Dilthey and then Heidegger indicates a
move towards hermeneutics as a basis for modern humanities, although
Heidegger resisted that move. Dilthey’s 1900 essay tries to give human sciences
a validity comparable to that of the natural sciences, i.e. an epistemological
problem, seeking a model as strong as Kant’s critique of metaphysics. Ricceur
has no choice but to deal with structuralism; he takes what he finds useful from
this model, in order to develop his turn towards language. Even then he also
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sets up a distance between himself and his proposed solution as we see in his
development of metaphor and narrative.

The Rule of Metaphor

For Ricceur, all language is metaphorical in the sense that it reflects life and
imitates human action. Through metaphor we can create new ideas, new ways
of looking. I wish to look at two aspects of his work on metaphor; his under-
standing of the metaphor within the sentence and his work on the metaphor as
part of sustained discourse. What do we mean by metaphor? Metaphor suggests
a similarity between two elements that are different; connecting them with an
intensity that is weakened in the simile by its use of ‘like’. For Aristotle, ‘Achilles
is a lion’ is a metaphor, whereas ‘Achilles is like a lion’ is a simile. A metaphor
invites us to see something familiar in a new light, by creating what Ricoeur calls
‘semantic impertinence’, which resembles the Russian Formalists’ concept of
‘defamiliarization’, putting together two items whose similarity is outweighed
by, but also enhanced by, their differences. The metaphor does not draw atten-
tion to itself as a trope, which similes do with ‘like’ and ‘as’. While agreeing
with the importance placed by Aristotle upon metaphor, Ricceur goes beyond
Aristotle’s view of metaphor as a dynamic episode created between words.
Ricoeur sees the shockwaves of metaphor as being created in the whole sen-
tence and thus looks not only at the clash between two words, but also at the
whole linguistic structure that creates, surrounds and sustains the metaphor.

Nietzsche doubted the potential of metaphor to excite us, seeing more of the
‘dead’ metaphor that suffuses our language with meaning in a way that we no
longer notice and therefore its influence, if there is indeed any residual effect,
will be covert, deceitful and underhand. Ricceur is surprised at Heidegger’s
denial that metaphor could serve thought when Heidegger claims that ‘the
metaphorical exists only within the metaphysical’, and notes that Heidegger
himself frequently uses metaphor.®* In contrast, Freud’s analysis of the dream
as a vehicle for a symbolic working through of our hopes and fears gives Ricoeur
a profound respect for Freud’s emphasis on the unconscious workings of the
mind. To see repression and symbol as one and the same phenomenon is
a partially accurate explanation for Ricceur, because the symbol contains hid-
den meaningslocked insideit, as can happen withimages thatcontain repressed
ideas in dreams, for example. However, repressed images are condensed and
may cease to resemble their stimulus, so Ricceur rejects the Lacanian attempt
to see metaphor in terms of condensation. Linguistic analysis cannot explain
the repression itself, which distances ordinary language from the unconscious
with its version of language. He believes that we must also see the metaphor
of a repressed desire or fear as a way in which the patient’s concerns can be
expressed and therefore have the potential to go beyond censorship into the
semantics of desire (see Chapter 3).
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Ricceur himself seems to use a ‘power of distanciation’ to step back from
his own conclusions; Clark notes that he”does this repeatedly in his writing.
Anderson describes Ricceur’s ‘calm, even existendally hopeful view of the teleo-
logical structure of narrative’, yet there is almost a Humean flavour to his
concession; at the end of Téime and NarrativeBook 3 we see him apparently relin-
quishing his hard won position that narrative is ethical, because he concedes
that narrative does indeed have fawl flaws. Like Hume, he sees the human abil-
ity to attribute causality where there may be none, and asserts that philosophy
does not have any compulsion to adopt narrative, despite its many humanly
rich auributes.®! So here, with metaphor, as Clark points out, Ricceur does it
again; he denies the power of metaphor to get philosophy out of difficulties.
The possibility to create a brave new world in front of the text that will save us
seems over-optimistic.*? Clark believes thatwhen Ricceur shifts register into the
Aristotelian-scholastic notion of levels of being, this creates a new set of prob-
lems.** Ultimately of course Ricoeur is reminding us that we cannot take shelter
in any one set of ideas or methods, but must take control of our own thinking,
of which metaphor and narrafive can and should form a part. Our project is
more complex than that, however, if we wish to live a moral life for ourselves,
with others and within just institutions:

My philosophical project isto show how human language is inventive despite
the objective limits and codes which govern it, to reveal the diversity and
potentiality of language which the erosion of the everyday, conditioned by
technocratic and political interests, never ceases to obscure.*

This is a Kantian distinction between the empirical and the transcendental
and requires us to be able to assert the dependence of linguistic action upon
moral actdon. In other words I need to be able to ensure that my use of lan-
guage influences the meaning of my actions and, indeed, shows those actions
to mean more than the surface features of the action itself. Hermeneutics
can be used here to strengthen the analytic philosophical sense of self that can
otherwise seem purely phenomenalist.** Kant’s reason prohibits the claim of
objective knowledge to absolutize itself. Ricceur decries both the search for
absolute certainty and the prohibition thereof, and finds a partial solution in
the metaphor. Metaphor does not show how things are, but rather shows
what they are like and provides the sense of potental and possibility that side-
steps Kant’s limit conditions to suggest how things can be and may become.
Metaphor also negotiates negation; by saying what something s like, the mew-
phor also says what something is not like. If we want to be able to accept the
destabilizing effect of metaphor, that can help us transcend humdrum or sterile
ways of thinking and acting, we need a set of guiding principles against which
to offset these dangers. Structurally, Ricceur believes that metaphorical function
of language provides ‘appropriate speculative language’ for understanding new
meanings evoked by metaphor. For Riceeur there are also the principles of his
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Protestant faith, and his profound and critical understanding of Western philo-
sophical traditions.

Derridaresponded to The Rule of Metaphorin his essay ‘White Mythology’ and
this provoked a response from Ricceur, to which Derrida in turn answered to
support Heidegger’s argument that the metaphorical only exists within the
metaphysical. As Heidegger rejects metaphysics in the early writings, so meta-
phor is also rejected by association with metaphysics. For Ricceur it is necessary
to be reckless and argue that ‘metaphoricity is absolutely uncontrollable’;
whether dead metaphor or living, we must even use metaphor to describe
metaphor. He uses imagery of the sun to demonstrate how inescapable meta-
phor is; far from being burnt out, metaphor exists on an ontological dimen-
sion, giving meaning to our texts. This is ‘the baffling fecundity of dead
metaphor’; (I choose at random the familiar metaphors in skyscraper, urban
jungle, supercilious and crestfallen).*® Ricoeur agrees with Derrida that philoso-
phy is based on the assumption that meaning both precedes and goes beyond
metaphor. He interprets Heidegger and Derrida as asserting that the meta-
phorical combination between proper meaning and figurative meaning col-
ludes with the metaphysical combination between visible and invisible, and
rejects that>

If I may bring in Sartre and Ryle at this point, his work on them sumrmarizes
for me the impetus for the linguistic turn: Ricceur works in the late 1960s and
early 1970s on structuralism and British analytical philosophy, and brings
together Sartre (representing phenomenology) and Ryle (representing linguis-
tic analytical thought). Despite their differences, he sees both Sartre and Ryle
as refusing to deviate from the paradigm of reproductive imagination, and
both insisting upon the fundamental ‘speakability’ of lived experience. Ricaeur
teaches Sartre’s dramatic work intensively in the 1960s, studies Sartre’s philo-
sophical writings and teaches Sartre’s work in comparison with Ryle in the
1970s as we see from the archives.® In 1981 he formalizes this in Sartre and Ryle
on the Imagination.®®

Ricceur concludes that the linguistic turn is necessary: we must move away
from misleadingly straightforward measures of perception and therefore move
on from the visual imagery conjured up by Sartre describing how he imagines
his friend in Berlin, and Ryle describing how he visualizes the mountain
Helvellyn. For Riceeur, such discussions about replicating reality are ultimately
futile — much more useful will be the complex polysemy of meanings embed-
ded inside language. The theory of metaphor will provide a starting point in
looking at meanings in language and generating the emergence of new images.
In this way metaphor may help to counter the contaminating effect of repro-
ductive thought: Kant believed that the mind distorts that upon which it insists
on imposing its own interpretations. Yet for Ricceur metaphor can provide
precisely the opportunity we need for dealing with antinomies; here we have
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Ricceur proposing thatlanguage avoids such possessive distortion by generating
new iinages that lead to new ideas, the transforination of reality, its metamor-
phosis. Hence metaphor may help us to be true to Kant’s vision. Metaphor and
narrative are best employed to create new possibilities, and yet these innova-
tions occur from within the sedimentation of previous meanings, as with narra-
tive paradigms. This is the truly creative strength of human language.

Time and Narrative

‘Narratives are literary schemas which create figures for human time’ according
to Wood.® Narrative shapes time because ‘speculation on time is an inconclu-
sive rumination to which narrative activity alone can respond.’* In The Rule of
Metaphor (1975) and Time and Narrative (mid-1980s) he focuses on literary and
historical models and says relatively little about personal narrative identity, but
he begins to develop these ideas later in Oneself as Another. This assertion that
we live a life that we narrate is based on Ricceur’s conviction that we live our
lives through symbol, imitation and created forin (such as narrative) and can at
best only approach truth indirectly. He asserts that we know the difference
between good and evil and know how to act ethically although we may choose
not to. His multidisciplinary argument about narrative combines three forms;
history, literary criticism and phenomenological philosophy. According to
Ricceur these three normally ignore each other and he proposes to change
that, using Aristotle.*

First it is important to consider Ricceur’s development of Aristotle’s mimesis.
Aristotle develops the idea more narrowly than Plato. For Plato mimesisis bound-
less and suspect, imitating nature which itself imitates the very principle of
things. Aristotle, ‘will have none of this’.* For him, it is the structure of plots
that constitutes mimesis, which means that mimesis reflects action, the action of
plots whereby one action leads to the next stage of the plot. Moreover that
means that mimesis composes and reconstructs the very thing it imitates; itis not
a copy, but is in fact poetry, poeisis, the creative act:

Itis in the composition of the fable or plot that the reference to human action,
which is in this case the nature being imitated, must become apparent.*

Some years later, in Time and Narrative (1984) Ricceur presents mimesis as an
imitation of action that has a threefold layering: mimesis 2, emplotment, is the
vital mediator between mimesis 1 (a partially intuitive process) and 3 (the recep-
tion of a plot by the reader). Mimesis 1 is our understanding of how actions
hang together, signalled by our use of temporal order words like before, while,
during, after, then, etc.® This is some sort of (partially intuitive) understanding
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that we have about beginnings, middles and ends. In mimesis 2 we find under-
standing of the events themselves, which show relationships between means
and ends, agents and effects. Where once there may have been some intuitive
understanding of cause and effect, as in mimesis 1, now there is clear emplot-
ment of tragic consequence and causal sequences in hitherto episodic inci-
dents.*¢ In mimesis 3 we find the relationship between the text and the reader.
This must be understood as a capacity to invite consideration of a ‘world in
front of the text’, which must have both a past to remember and a future to
hope for.” Ricceur will return to this in Oneself as Anotherand in Memory, History,
Forgetting to consider such issues as ‘whose memory is it?’

Time

Ricceur’s main interlocutor in Time and Narrative is Heidegger, and he is not
easy to challenge, not least because Ricceur feels himself much indebted to
Heidegger’s analysis of time.*® Ricceur explains how Heidegger’s analysis of
how we construe time resembles that of the ordinary language philosophers: if
language is, as Austin sees it, the place where we keep traces of what makes
us human, rather than records of the objects we love, then language describes
Heidegger’s Sorge, Care, but only as a moment, now, in time, not a succession of
‘nows’, but an intensity, an immediacy that shows we care about being alive.*
Ricceur admires Heidegger’s creation in Being and Time of a hermeneutic
phenomenology that refuses the subject/object dichotomy of Aristotle and
Augustine and is based in the intense immediacy of Dasein, being-in-the-world.®
Time as an idea is thus dependent on Dasein, but this will never be enough.
Before Time and Narrative, in Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences (1981)
Ricoeur looks closely at Heidegger and admires the preoccupation that
Heidegger had with his own use of hermeneutics; his desire to go beyond epis-
temological debates about facts, and into ontological discussions in which the
meaning of life becomes the interpretation of the world, not of the individual ¥
However Ricceur sees a sort of pre-emptive foreclosure here; by refusing
to engage in debate with the natural sciences, as Heidegger does, we lose the
possibility of developing a useful critique of the human sciences/humanities.
By denying the importance of the sciences, we lose the opportunity to under-
stand them and thus cannot interpret them. Even more serious is the charge
that a philosophy cannot critique itself when it refuses to consider the scientific
world.®? Ricceur sees Heidegger as stuck between epistemology and ontology,
because Heidegger’s deconstruction of metaphysics leaves him with no means
of analysing knowledge in the sciences and the human sciences.’® Heidegger’s
ontology is thus isolated and not surprisingly leads him back into metaphysics
in his later writings. Not only is Heidegger’s ontology depersonalized, but also
becomes increasingly passive and receptive of the word, rather than shaping
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language creatively, especially in his later work. Ricceur, forever much influ-
enced by Heidegger, describes how we can ‘become the narrator and the
hero of our own story, without actually becoming the author of our own life’.>
Vanhoozer sees the enduring influence of Kant and Heidegger here and con-
cludes that Ricceur’s work on language and literature transforms Kant’s creative
imagination and Heidegger’s idea of human temporality, by facilitating detailed
work on method and by introducing the social element.® In Ricceur the person
is present as a phenomenological voice, with that distinctive idiolect that I use
in this text periodically (between speech marks) as a narrator within philoso-
phy or as an interlocutor with other disciplines, such as history.

Back questioning and relay stations

Back questioning (riickfragen), developed by Husserl in his Crisis, and discussed
by Ricceur in chapter 6 of Time and Narrative Book 1, facilitates discussion of
the indirect connection between narrative and history.*® Causality is what histo-
rians have to ‘prove’ by arguing that one explanation is better than another,
and narrative ‘proves’ it by emplotment. A feature shared by history and
narrative has been the importance of key figures like Hegel's ‘great figures’ of
world history.”” With Braudel and others of the Annales School of history, great
social forces replaced these great figures and thus the Annales accounts lost
any claim to being narratives, despite their focus on the lives of ‘little’ people.
There is still a kind of emplotment however; as Ricceur points out, Braudel’s
Mediterranean becomes almost like a character in a narrative.

During the turn towards language in the 1960s-1980s, Ricceur harnesses
Husserlian methodology to analyse what mimesis achieves within history. Back
questioning is the method that Husserl used to investigate what he called
a genetic phenomenology; Husserl means by this a genesis of meaning, devel-
opment of meaning. Earlier, in The Rule of Metaphor, Ricceur pays tribute to
Nietzsche’s genealogical method of questioning because it is based on suspi-
cion about ‘motives and self-interests’ behind philosophers’ declared inten-
tions.”® He prefers investigation that reveals hidden presuppositions, which
shows the “ un-thought” of philosophy anticipating the “un-said” of metaphor’.
Ricoeur uses back questioning to consider the paradox of history as narrative —
thatit exists at a point between that which happened and thatwhich has notyet
happened. In addition to this pivotal position that historyand narrative occupy
between the past and the future, they also have to mediate between explaining
and understanding — although Ricceur prefers to move away from these terms
coined by Dilthey and uses the terms ‘nomological explanation’ (which asserts
laws of causal connection) and ‘explanation by emplotment’ (which is about
understanding and first-order entities; peoples, nations, civilizations and all
their actions, their praxis).>® This is a tightly interlinked relationship, as most
narrative reference back to primary entities, like leaders, events etc., is done by
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singular causal imputation: i.e. single causes such as Ricceur’s example of
Weber’s idea of the Protestant work ethic.%

Ricceur wishes to find a method for establishing more than one main cause
to a historical event and identifies three pathways for questioning back. The
first starts with scientific history of facts and tracks back to the power of the plot
behind such factual assertions. The second starts with the characters created by
historians and tracks back to the characters in the narratives, before historians
described them. The third examines the many different time spans of history
(long swathes and brief episodes) and compares them with time within narra-
uves. Each path attempts to track back from historical discourse to the underly-
ing narrative that he believes to be our human attempt to make sense of the
people and events of the past in the light of causal imputation. He uses the term
‘relay station’ to conjure up the idea of a journey during which we need to
pause to check how conditions change; characters in a narrative become histor-
ical figures, and back questioning shows how historical figures were indeed
once characters in a narrative which they created for themselves.®! Mary Queen
of Scots, for example, belonged to and created many different and conflicting
narratives about her power, her role and her womanhood, not all of which have
survived the historians’ analysis. Husserl’s genetic phenomenology uses back
questioning to tease out the origins of the big ideas that historians present us
with; mimesis 1 denotes the core essence of action, providing a relay station,
a pausing point, from which narrative characters emerge in mimesis 2.5 Back
questioning is necessary because it reminds us that ideas such as imperialism
have come from ideas about individual actors and events, which seem more
authoritative than they may be, when we receive them from the historian
as text; this text is at the level of mimesis 3. Ricceur devotes much of Memory,
History, Forgetting to this issue, in his consideration of what sorts of text and
what sorts of other evidence are convincing and reliable.

Narrative

For Ricceur text is not static, rather it has the potential to suggest previously
un-thought of possibilities for ethico-practical action:

If it is true that fiction cannot be completed other than life, and that life
cannot be understood other than through stories we tell about it, then we are
led to say that a life examined, in the sense borrowed from Socrates, is a life
narrated ®®

In the context of narrative we must also understand Ricceur’s work with
Aristotle’s concept of the good life, in which actions are carried out because
they are good. Ricceur develops from Aristotle the vital importance of action
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(praxis) as ethical, action that is good in its own right. Ricceur also adopts an
Aristotelian sense of phronesis as practical wisdom that he hopes has a more
human form than Kant’s Moralitdét. Our definition of good actions must be
determined by our attempt to be true to ourselves, yet constrained by solicitude
for our neighbour and motivated by seeking justice for others. However, he
expresses insoluble doubts on the last page of Book 3 of Time and Narrative
about the limitations of narrative, which he expresses in a classically Kantian
positing of limits:

It ought not to be said that our eulogy to narrative unthinkingly has given life
again to the claims of the constituting subject to master all meaning. On the
contrary, it is fitting that every mode of thought should verify the validity of
its employment in the domain assigned to it, by taking an exact measure
of the limits to its employment.®

He continues by asserting that narrative is limited in the same ways that time is
limited by its inscrutability, not unlike myth. Because he sees the mystery of
time as providing the very creative tension that helps us to develop understand-
ing of a story, Ricceur urges us to develop the narrative identity that will charac-
terize each of us. At a deeper level we need to look at Ricceur’s ideas about the
individual as reflected in different philosophical texts. He sees the reflective
position of hermeneutics as showing limitations to the self as perceived within
analytic philosophy, yet finds this a very productive tension, using linguistics to
work on attestation. Attestation becomes a central idea; I bear witness, I stand
up for what I believe in, and this proves that I am serious about my beliefs,
which, however, I still and constantly have to prove to be worthy. In Oneself as
Another he debates this difficulty at length.®

Ricceur sees the need to explain Time and Narvative in various papers written
after all three volumes were published and the conclusions vary somewhat
(including the Pretext paper to which I have referred already). Another is a
paper he gave on 15 April 1987 in the Department of Philosophy of Haverford
College USA.% This unpublished paper, entitled ‘Mimesis, Reference and
Refiguration in Time and Narrative’, emphasizes the progression from The Rule
of Metaphor to Time and Narrative in terms of the transition between narrative
configuration and narrative rffiguration. Narrative configuration is the internal
organization of a narrative text as the basis of codes identifiable by structural
analysis. Refiguration is such narrative text’s capacity for reorganizing our tem-
poral experience, in the dual sense of uncovering the depths of experience and
also transforming its orientation. Ricoeur requests that we make the distinction
between analysis internal to texts and a discussion of the texts’ capacity for dis-
covery and transformation beyond themselves. This is an amplification of the
earlier debate about sense and reference: as discussed, the passage from seman-
tic analysis to deep human meaning seems to Ricceur to be the same phenomenon
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as the concept of reference that Frege offers us. Yet in fact this Fregean approach
would give priority to descriptive discourse over The Rule of Metaphor's ‘rede-
scriptive discourse’. Time and Narrativeadds a detailed analysis of redescription
to the story developed in The Rule of Metaphor. Hence Ricceur agrees that Frege’s
reference does not give us the same ideas about referential meaning at all, and
admits that he is using a very open analogy that is indicative of his determina-
tion to see synergies between analytical and hermeneutical philosophical ideas.

Metaphor and poetic language generally are a redescription of our experi-
ence of reality: in a phenomenological manner we describe reality as we experi-
ence it, before language. Even our sense of being has to be taken metaphorically
insofar as ‘being-as’ is related to ‘seeing-as’. Narrative has the function of
articulating our experience of time. Narrative brings time to language, this is
narrative’s mimetic function, and it recreates time in text. I thoroughly explore
the gap between signs and things by pushing the self-structuring of narrative on
the basis of its internal codes and norms to the extreme.’® Ricceur sees a very
close relationship between The Rule of Metaphorand Time and Narrative, although
each book ends up in a very different place.

For Ricceur there are no ultimate, outh-defining metanarratives. He has
worked through Hegel’s mediating and totalizing narrative and by the mid-
1950s decides to leave it behind and improve upon it with a more tentative
approach.® Ricceur finds the arguments of many of Hegel’s detractors unat-
tractive, yet, like them, believes it necessary to reject Hegel’s view of history.
This is one of the reasons why narrative is such an important theme for Ricceur;
Hegel uses narrative to draw together scattered events in human history
and ascribes to them some totalizing plot that reflects the will of humanity, the
unity of the Spirit. Later Ricceur will also reject Lyotard’s wholesale refusal of
metanarratives, as that would preclude getting to grips with both ideology and
utopia.

The stakes are so high that Ricceur deploys suspicion to challenge the
Hegelian idea that the past can be contained in the present and can also be
used to develop a future that learns from the mistakes of that past: ‘Our suspi-
cion finds an initial handhold in the final equating of the Stufengang der
Entwicklung [step-by-step progress] and the eternal present.”*® In other words,
we cannot accept Hegel’s vision of the development of history: the past was
a European one, and Ricceur argues that Hegel fixed his ideas upon precisely
those elements of European history that have subsequently ‘come undone’ and
have thereby shown his theory to be as temporally specific as it could possibly
be. Too many ‘differences’ have set themselves against ‘development’: Europe
destroyed many of its own ideals in the First World War, decolonization and the
growing gaps between the industrialized nations and others, and the withdrawal
of Europe from the world stage have all created too many deviations from the
progression of history to justify Hegel’s Stufengang. Regretfully, almost gently,
Ricceur has shown that his great interest in narrative is also best deployed to
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show up the weaknesses inherent in the grand narratives of Hegel. Ricceur is
moving towards a hermeneutical phenomenology: hermeneutics now goes
beyond the Biblical exegesis and classical philology that once characterized it
and it is an exploration of the hidden meaning of all experience and the self,
given courage by the masters of suspicion.”

Hermeneutics begins when we reach the point at which we want to interrupt
the way in which we belong to transmitted tradition and begin self-consciously
to signify it i.e. to showwhat we mean by it, yet without losing the polysemy of
meanings. Hermeneutics comes back to phenomenology via the core problem,
the epoché of trying to bracket off superfluities yet still being unable to see clearly
because we can never know the world accurately. Negativity exists naturally and
not in a bad way when we agree that the linguistic sign can only stand for some-
thing when it is not that thing: an inky squiggle of text is not the thing it
describes. Similarly hermeneutics begins when we ‘interrupt the relation of
belonging in orderto signifyit.’ (Belonging is what Hegelcalled the ‘substance’
of moral life.) Hermeneutical distanciation is to belonging as, in phenomeno-
logy, the epoché is to lived experience. This analogy emphasizes the ‘critical
moment, a moment of suspicion, from which the critique of ideology, psycho-
analysis and so on, can proceed’.

‘Suspicio’: looking underneath to find what is
concealed in metaphor '

Ricceur uses the word suspicion very seldom, and it seems incompatible with his
generally measured tone ~ yet in fact it fitswell with his iconoclasm, doubtand
the need to challenge the status quo in order to find a better way forward.
Ricoeur emphasizes suspicion while he is analysing Derrida and Heidegger
and he proposes that suspicion must be specifically targeted; it must be less
a general suspicion about metaphysics, more a heightened, specific suspicion,
a desire to uncover ‘whatin metaphor is left unsaid.’” As he shows in his analy-
sis of Saussure’s work on similarities between linguistic and monetary value, this
type of metaphor can and should be pushed to its limit; using a coin and wear-
ing it down through use turmns into the term usury, a form of exploitation.
Deconstructing the hidden meaning of ‘dead’ metaphors shows us how potent
language really is. He proposes that Heidegger’s form of deconstruction must
be used to challenge Freud, Nietzsche and Marx, as he emphasizes with one of
his rare uses of the term ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’.”

Ricceur sees The Rule of Metaphor as helping him to think about the polysemy
of language, which emerged from the problem of being limited and capable
of wronging others in Fallible Man (the first half of Finitude and Culpability). We
have a direct language of talking about what we want to do, but we use indirect
language (symbols, metaphors and other tropes), to talk about wrongdoing, as
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discussed in The Symbolism of Evil. Such language is only comprehensible to us
if we also understand the old myths about how evil came about. Thus, direct
reflection upon my motives and desires will only succeed if I deliberately take
an indirect path via hermeneutics, which will provide the tools for translating
the complex ways in which I conceal my own thoughts from myself. I can immu-
nize myself against evil by failing to identify with the potential for evil described
in old stories, and letting them ward off evil on my behalf. I do not need to act
against evil if myth does it for me, just as Jesus died for me. This can lead to
rigidification of thought processes.

In that early phase in The Symbolism of Evil Ricceur emphasizes the role of
hermeneutics in unravelling secret and cultural meanings; by the early 1970s
he is clear and categorical that hermeneutics is about more than that, i.e. about
general problems regarding language and text. Heidegger suggests the possi-
bility of getting to the core of meaning by using the hermeneutc circle but
Ricceur takes this much further: he shows us that we must take both the oscillat-
ing distancing and intimacy of the hermeneutic circle and use devices like the
distanciation that Marx explained with the concept of alienation, in order to be
critical of texts.” By concluding that language is at the core of these issues, with
its capacity for symbolic representation, for concealment and also for creative
acts that develop a potential new reality (as in metaphor and in narrative),
Ricoeur offers a way to challenge analytical philosophy’s desires to replicate
reality accurately and to challenge structural linguistics analysis with herme-
neutics. He hopes by this means to show that unearthing deep currents of
meaning in text should not lead to suspicion that is an endpoint, but suspicion
that leads us back up to the surface of the text with better understanding. How-
ever, we pay a price for this.

We create tensions in order to think more clearly; we tolerate the tension
between the linguistic terms of a statement (structuralist issues), the tension
between literal and metaphorical interpretation and the tension between being
and not being; between ‘is’ and its negative ‘is not’.”> New conditions of possi-
bility are created by these tensions, which make it possible to speculate about
new ways of thinking. I speculate about the true relationship between two enti-
ties brought together violently by a metaphor. It is vital for Ricceur that simi-
larity is emphasized more than difference by the metaphorical structure that
insists, impertinently, on resemblance in the face of difference. Negatives can
facilitate more open accommodation of the other person; you are different
from me and that is a reaffirmation of me recognizing that I am not you,
rather than me rejecting you. Metaphor contains a similar mechanism with its
semantic impertinence. This technique is potentially more productive than the
emphasis of difference, as overemphasis on difference can lead to the negativity
Ricceur explored in depth in Freedom and Nature.

Narrative can make sense of the passing of time, time that is inscrutable and
impossible to represent, using devices that resemble Aristotle’s emplotment,
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and Ricceur creates a three-level model of mimesis. Most importantly, Ricceur
goes on to investigate another possibility, finding meaning for our lives through
our relationships with others, in Oneselfas Another, “I can only understand myself
by understanding how you are not me, and yet that you reflect me” (see chapter
8 of Oneself as Another) . The shortest route to the self is the long detour through
the other, and this will also take us into the realin of law, with The Just. In Think-
ing Biblically we see a further working out of the idea of the surplus of meaning;
Biblical exegesis is seen as ‘a world of discourse where the metaphorical lan-
guage of poetry is the closest secular equivalent’.”

Ricceur also believes that history shows the insoluble problems at the core of
this enterprise; historiography pushes emplotment close to breaking point and
both history and the novel may no longer support our search for narrative
meaning: ‘In this period that some call postmodern, it may be that we no longer
know what narrating means.’” Is this merely a loss of nerve that can be recov-
ered or an impassable aporia? These tensions are as dangerous as they are
creative and Ricceur sees that if we exercise our right to explore a plurality
of interpretations, this may invite irrationality or simply be too complicated.
Alternatively we may select negativity of a rigid suspicious sort, as we experience
with prejudice, racism and other approaches that deny the other’s similarities
to us and reduce them to something inferior.

Conclusions

Towards theﬁend of this period (1960s-1980s) Baudrillard will tell us soon that
we have murdered the sign and meaning is gone. After their attacks on classical
modes of thought in the 1960s, the four musketeers, as Dosse calls them
(Lévi-Strauss, Barthes, Lacan and Foucault) still exert a powerful influence.
Ricceur comments favourably on Foucault’s discussion of decentring, accord-
ing it a similar importance to the decentring of the thinking subject brought
about by Marx, Freud and Nietzsche.™ He also acknowledges the importance of
Foucault’s attempt to show the danger of allowing history to control historical
memory, to which Ricceur will return in Memory, History, Forgetting.
Structuralism in France, having been spectacularly successful in the 1960s
and later in influencing the Annales writing of modemn history such as Ladurie’s
study of Montaillou, loses its impetus by the mid-1970s yet also continues to be
influendal through those who react against it, such as the post-structuralists.
Barthes, Deleuze, Derrida, Foucault and Kristeva are often thought of as
poststructuralist, yet this can be refuted, as a characteristic of post-structural-
ism is wariness about labelling. The ‘author’, whom Barthes and others had
banished, is now back on the scene; in 1975 Barthes publishes Roland Barthes
on Roland Barthes, discussing himself, even though in the third person. Ricceur
has come to insist upon intersubjectivity and a dialogue between the writer and
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the reader.” Here the relationship between the two becomes in some respects
like that of the individual who is trying to understand another person and
Ricceur hopes that he can use Husserl’s determination to see interactions
between and among individuals in order to overcome Hegel’s use of negativities.
In addition, Kristeva’s work on intertextuality and the new research on semiotics
all add to the impression that structuralism can no longer hold in all the rich-
ness that is language, and meaning.®

Yet structuralism’s deep scepticism about meaning still dominates the
debate: if the meaning of the sign is ebbing away, there will soon be no mean-
ingful link between cause and effect, between action and outcome. This is
a long way from Husserl’s work on the sign. Ricceur’s suspicion is still present,
he has freed it from hermeneutics and it seems to be constructive when work-
ing as a condition of possibility within three phenomena; the fecundity of meta-
phor, the power of narrative to shape time and the phenomenology of sign.
We still have to think more about reality by using philosophy, and linguistic
structures like metaphor, narrative and parable can help us, but they cannot do
it for us. In Chapter 6 we look again at some of these texts and personalities:
they are relevant to an understanding of the first of Ricceur’s three methodo-
logical developments for facilitating clear perception and clear thinking. The
first of these three methods is linguistic analysis.



Chapter 6

Linguistic analysis

‘Consciousness is not a given but a task’ and to this end Ricceur develops
methodologies for helping us to puzzle out the way we think and act and how
to do it better.! The next three chapters (6, 7 and 8) give detailed analyses of
three major devices that Ricceur sees as offering a solution to the dilemma
posed by the profusion of possibilities about what to believe, and he moves
beyond the hermeneutics of suspicion; hermeneutics assumes that there is
meaning to be found and that it is worth seeking even if our findings are provi-
sional, yet suspicion doubts all that. Throughout his writing he developed
methods for working systematically with the tension this creates and there are
three major methodologies: linguistic analysis, methodological dialectics and
philosophical anthropology. Ricceur’s linguistic analysis arose from Kantian
morality and Freudian hermeneutics; with the ideas of Saussure, Benveniste,
Lévi-Strauss and others he develops his own version of linguistic structuralism
and places more focus on the role of the reader who becomes an ethical agent
by interpreting text. As Norris argues: ‘Kant and Freud both maintain (unlike
Foucault) an attitude of principled respect for the truth-telling virtues of
enlightened thought, its capacity to bring forth redemptive self knowledge
from the chaos of instinctual drives.™

In this chapter I look at linguistic analysis, including metaphor, parable,
narrative and translation. I show how important it is to understand the ethical
demands that Ricoeur places upon text, and suggest the way this also leads to
the possibility of ‘reading’ action as if it were a sort of readable text. The com-
mon theme is the ethical responsibility that we bear as language users, and
how he uses linguistic analysis to enable us to be responsible both as language
users andlanguage analysts. Does ethics control language or vice versa, or both
and how does this fit with structuralism, post-structuralism, postmodernity and
deconstruction? Unlike structuralists, Ricoeur sees the relation between lan-
guage and life as a dialectical one, because whereas signs (the word, the text)
are not the centres of our perceptual experience, our motivation and actions
are. He explores in T he Symbolism of Evil how the sign is a symbol that gives rise
to thought, not least because it has two conflicting meanings; defilement or
stain becomes the symbolic representation for sin. Following from this book
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Ricoeur finds, through studying psychoanalysis, how symbolic meaning can
deceive the censorship of the conscious mind (Freud and Philosophy and The
Conflict of Interpretations). It is not only the unconscious that s creative, of course:
with our conscious grasp of language we can make new and creative meanings,
through tropes, as argued in The Rule of Metaphor and our all-pervading use of
narrative provides structure and time management. Translation interests him
constantly; as an active translator himself, he sees the mediating potential and
also the inevitable failure of translation. This chapter samples his extensive
work on Biblical exegesis too.

His early works on structuralism, discourse and narrative have influenced
Ricoeur’s middle period works on language and late works on translation, and
we will trace some of those connections. Thiselton considers that Ricceur’s ded-
ication to structuralism has impaired his theory on textuality by causing over-
emphasis on explanatory techniques within the text.® Ricceur clearly believes
itis a risk that must be taken, as long as we articulate the internal consistency of
structuralism: using structuralist methods to look at myth ‘we can indeed say
that we have explained a myth, but not that we have interpreted it.’* In Interpre-
tation Theory for example, Ricceur recommends a dialectical balance between
Explaining and Understanding, in which Explaining provides the best analyti-
cal distanciation that structural analysis can offer and Understanding provides
the appropriation that allows us to ‘translate’ for ourselves a text that seemed
‘foreign’ and now has meaning to us.®

Ricoeur expresses surprise in Critique and Conviction that it took him some
years to understand how crucial this mediation is between the world and
language, with the help of Iser and religious exegesis, and he returns finally to
narrative.®* He concludes that narrative is human acton and that through use
of narrative we can tell the difference between the time that we measure (psy-
chical time) and huge unimaginable time spans (cosmological time). With its
emphasis on the meaning of the other person, his work on translation is also
analysed here (On Translakon, and Thinking Biblically). We will also look briefly
at his essay ‘Violence and Language’ in Political and Social Essays (1974 individ-
ual essays spanning 1956-1973).

Structuralism and linguistic analysis

Structuralism, the belief in the power of linguistic analysis to reveal the internal
mechanisms of text without recourse to the author or the context, is still domi-
nant when Ricceur begins this work, yet thinkers are also returning to their
first inspiration. Foucault lectures in 1969 to the French Philosophical Society
and asks ‘what is an author?’ paying tribute more to ‘founders of discursivity’
like Freud and Marx, than to individual thinkers, and noting a recursive loop;
he notesthat the linguists have returned to Saussure, Althusser has returned to
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Marx and Lacan is returning to Freud, all within structuralism.” Foucault is
perhaps more prescient than he knows; by the mid-1970s structuralism is irrep-
arably weakened, although figures like Greimas, Genette and Todorov are still
active. Saussure’s followers (more ‘continental’) argued that the textrefers only
to itself, and Frege’s followers (more analytical) argued that the need for con-
crete propositions will make it possible to relate the signifier to the signified: in
relatve terms Derrida was closer to Saussure than he was to Frege, whereas
Ricceur draws eclectically from both and will argue that ‘in hermeneutics there
is no closed system of the universe of signs.”

In attempting to create a language model that would facilitate development
of a hermeneutic philosophy, Ricceur distinguishes between system (the struc-
ture) and discourse (the meaning), finding Saussure and his followers lacking
(although vitally useful) through their focus on the word. Ricceur prefers
Benveniste, for whom the sentence becomes more than part of a linguistic
system and is thus a carrier of semantics, rather than a more formulaic semiotic
of the sign.® As commented already, by looking to Frege, Ricceur concludes that
a sentence has both an ideal (objective meaning: the impossible ideal of transla-
tion) and a real sense (what the writer means by it, in making connections
with the real world: the compromise between two languages).’® He also draws
on the work of J. L. Austin (1911-1960), whose ordinary language philesophy
shows the richness of daily language. He uses Austin’s ‘speech-act’ distinctions:
locutionary (the act of saying: putting syntax into place), illocutionary (whatwe
do in saying: a request, an order, a statement) and perlocutionary (what we do
by the fact that we speak: causing affective response, e.g. fear, joy). P.F. Strawson
(1919-2006) and John R. Searle (1932-) also influence Ricceur.!

The text creates a world of its own, with the author as the skilled worker who
has no ultimate control over his intended meaning or over his translator.!? For
Ricceur discourse is a textual event, longer than a sentence and part of a literary
genre just as a parable is an integral part of the Bible and its traditions, for
example. Translators from one language to another, and also within their own
language must be aware of this.® Discourse also, he argues in an early short
essay, ‘Violence and language’, bears ‘the dialectic of meaning and violence’.}¢
Ricceur received a medal for activities in the war but he fought because there
seemed no alternative: in this context it is the mental and emotional violence
of how we can distort our rhetoric, our political jargon and random personal
comments that causes distress, not a call to arms such as that of Fanon and
Sartre in The Wretched of The Earth. Narrative is a clear example of text as heuris-
tic, something from which we can learn. Text is thus an ethical, developing
identity and this absorbs Ricceur for its potential to create new possibilities, and
also its capacity to infer causalitywhere there may be none, as we see explored in
‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ (1975) and Time and Narrativeand even more in Memory,
History, Forgetting. All this work places language firmly in the realm of ethics;
we should speak as we intend to act, we should act on our promises, we should
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recognize the violence latent in discourse and use translation to understand
others and ourselves better.

Linguistic analysis must be set against Ricceur’s Kantian involvement and also
against his structuralist responses to language studies. First, Kant: the intellect
cannot feel emotion and the senses cannot be rational, so where we bring
thought and feeling together we will be transcending both. Therefore by defini-
tion we will be in neither place, but in some third place or even some in-between
place: ‘This schematism of our understanding with regard to appearances
and their mere form is a hidden art in the depths of the human soul. ™ Even if
I reject the polarity of absolute idealism and radical empiricism, I acknowledge
that there is the need to have categories and concepts, which I can use to order
my intuitions and my perceptions: this will result in a third term that benefits
from both abstract and grounded thinking. If we return to Fallible Man, we are
reminded that for Kant this third term is arrived at by deliberately denying
oneself a secure base in either camp, in order to reach this third transcending
place, which is also fragile: ‘The third term does not exist for itself, it com-
pletely exhausts itself in the act of constituting objectivity.”® For Ricceur there
must also be selfconsciousness, the vital state of mind for dealing with this.
Such self-consciousness is missing from Kant with his epistemological interpre-
tations of problems: as a thinking person who seeks to synthesize the very differ-
ent tensions between understanding and sensibility, between meaning and
appearance and between speaking and looking, I must be able to reflect self-
consciously on what I am doing, because it is otherwise impossible to mediate
between these two irreconcilable poles. It is this characteristic of the mediating
power of humans to bring together, to unite the dialectical or the local with the
universal, that makes us so much in need of language for thinking through this
paradox. People, in all their humanity, with all their language skills, must be
able to create the third term, which otherwise remains ‘obscure, hidden and
blind’ in Kantian transcendental thinking.'” This identification of the human
potential to mediate between infinite and finite will find expression in Ricceur’s
work on metaphor, with a distinct Kantian flavour, and parable, dialectical
debate and translation, and it is also the beginning of a philosophical anthro-
pology. We will see later, in Chapter 8, how this takes us beyond our initial
naivety and develops into second naivety.

Secondly, this discussion develops with Ricceur’s responses to structuralism.'®
For Frege, notably, semantics is about language being subjected to proposi-
tional logic in which the opinions of interlocutors, their identities and their
motives are irrelevant. This fascinates Ricceur, and is also inadequate: in his
paper ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ (1975), Ricoeur expresses the desire to bring
structural analysis and human motivation together, and this is because he wishes
to use the structuralist tools of analysis and apply them to the task of analysing
deeper meaning in texts. Ricoeur finds it useful to reduce the authorial influ-
ence upon discourse, in order to analyse the text, but this is only a temporary
measure and does not lead to extermination of the author. In literary cultural
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theory the death of the author tumns out to have been temporary, although
other potentially biographical markers, such as the context and history of a
story often become irrelevant.'® This is consistent with structural semiotics, the
studies of signs in language, being frequently anti-historical in nature (although
Genette later changed his approach). It’s also hard to incorporate structural
analysis into historico-literary criticism, so it forms only one aspect - but a vital
one - of Ricceur’s work on narrative. Ricceur analyses semiotics, the signs and
symbols of language and their interpretation, like those of Russian formalists
(Propp) and French structuralists (Greimas, Barthes), and also Biblical semiot-
cists like Guettgemanns in Germany, and historians like Louis Marin in France.
As Ricceur comments in Critique and Conviction, of all the members of the struc-
turalist school, he had the most respect for Lévi-Strauss.

Metaphor

In the 1970s Ricceur developed various techniques, discussed in Chapter 7,
such as Husserlian questioning back, discussed in Chapter 5, using a push-pull
technique that mirrors his dialectical approach to philosophy; in this context
he challenges the authors’ right to have the last word on their text, by insisting
upon a ‘world in front of the text’ that fuses the reader’s response and the
writer’s intention. This ‘world in front of the text’ is also a way of explaining
referentiality. On the other hand he also insists that the text is much more than
the sum of its parts and contains the narrative form that is our attempt to make
sense of the world as well as to create a coherent text. ‘Critical reading plays the
role of deconstruction’ is his view in Pretext, in a rare use of the word decon-
struction.® Somehow the will to power as manifest in the author’s control and
the reader’s control, may develop into a more responsible intellectual dialogue.
In order to understand how he offers us this, we need to understand the com-
plex and fruitful relationship that he developed with structuralism, developing
from Saussure. His work on metaphor led to work on parables.

Let us re-contextualize Ricoeur’s work on metaphor, before looking at para-
bles. In the seventh study of The Rule of Metaphor Ricceur explores the idea that
metaphor can redescribe the world we live in: metaphor has the capacity to
destroy literal meaning and create the possibility of a new referent for the
sentence. We know that much thinking, both scientific and other, is influenced
by metaphor, as Hesse shows us (1966). Beardsley, Wheelwright, Black and
Hesse all explore the potency of metaphor. For Riceeur;

What is ultimately important in the text and in the world of art in general is
not the object which it depicts but the world that it generates.?

He sees that ‘Metaphor is more than just a trope, or rhetorical ornament.’? He
believes that metaphor (A is B) is stronger than analogy (Ais to B as Ciis to D).
Most significantly he believes that metaphor helps the Kantian attempt to
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exercise belief in one’s own being because of its creative potential. Metaphor
develops and nurtures antinomies by partially conflating opposing forces, and
thus the human imagination can use metaphor in order to transform problems
into resolvable, or at least comprehensible forms.

Ricoeur makes use of metaphor in his writing, of which I give here three
examples. The first is a metaphor in the symmetrical form of analogy. This
textual image from Fallible Man sums up his main starting point for that
book;

The fact that the self is at variance with itself is the indefeasible worm in the
fruit of the immediate.2?

Some of his metaphors are derived directly or indirectly from the classical
world, steeped as he is in Plato, Aristotle and others, as shown in his discussion
in Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences of the intractable dangers of allowing
research methodologies to overdetermine our interpretations of reality;

Push the rock of Sisyphus up again, restore the ontological ground that meth-
odology has eroded away.**

Thirdly, when describing our need to understand our historical inheritance in
terms of Plato, Aristotle, Leibniz, Kant, Hegel, he writes of the wreckage of their
systems through which we now try to understand the ‘debris and the offspring’
of these wrecked systems and the tantalizing dreams these great philosophers
brought to language ?® There is a great deal at stake in the use of such tropes,
because of the hermeneutics of suspicion and the scepticism applied to the
importance of considering what we mean by real experience; there is the risk
that we can let these ideas simply stay in the text, distinct and distant from our
real world.?®* What do we do with these metaphors? How shall we know what
sense to make of this rotten apple, Sisyphus’ futile task, the cultural debris and
these damaged dreams?

We will see clearly what is at stake here if we contrast the pleasure Ricoeur
takes in polysemy and semantic impertinence, with that of Paul De Man (1919~
1983), a North American contemporary of Ricceur. De Man is sometimes called
a post-structuralist, and in this context we take his strongly argued position that
symbol and metaphor function like synecdoche i.e. they can only show the part
of something as if it is the whole and therefore can never be effective in repre-
senting the real world in language. Norris describes De Man’s study of Kant as
a demanding and clever challenge to various figural tropes and substitutions of
Kantian style that may both support and yet also weaken fatally Kant’s ‘workings
to the point of absolute undecidability’. Norris contrasts this view with that
of Ricceur, in one of his few discussions of Ricceur’s work, and finds a ‘positive
or redemptive hermeneutic’ in Ricceur, a facility ‘to construct this reassuring
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narrative of obstacles surmounted through deeper understanding’. Ricoeur’s
approach may appear conciliatory, but I propose that his philosophy is much
closer to post-structuralist thinking than is immediately apparent, in its con-
stant challenge to meaning. However, Norris is absolutely right to depict Ricaeur
as being fimdamentally opposed to dead ends and as concerned to seek a way
forward, believing text to be a reflection of the world in ways that can be eman-
cipatory and hopeful, while at the same time being unstable and dangerous.?

Parable as metaphor

Parables may be more explicit and stable than metaphor, with their narrative
features, and can provide us with a worked example of Ricceur’s approach to
linguistic analysis in the Biblical context. From his writing in the 1960s on
Genesis came his adaptation of mainstream narrative theology and secular
readings of the Bible. This is in stark contrast to Barth, whose more literalist
theological work Ricceur followed for some years before becoming more inter-
ested in Bultmann’s more interpretative approach. Parables cannot be analysed
only using a system like that of Frege and clearly call for historic-literary criti-
cism, Ricceur believes, because of their roots in the Judaeo-Christian wradition.
Parables also require more than structuralist analysis of their meaning, because
of the way in which they mean something other than what they express on the
surface. For Ricceur all language has the potential to be symbolic and calls for
interpretation: the dynamic energy created by the tense relationship between
different levels of meaning leads us from figurative expression to conceptual
expression. In ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ (1975) Ricceur uses his linguistic work
on tropes to look at parables; he develops an analysis of narratives that shows
analogies between metaphor.and story structure. That which he calls semantic
impertinence - the juxtaposition of similar yet very different concepts to create
a metaphor - can be developed into structural impertinence, where plot and
narrative are interrupted by the shock effect of incongruous events or endings,
as in parables. This provides mechanisms for ethical use of language at a narra-
tive level. Hillis Miller, with his work on tropes, parables and performatives,
writes in The Postmodern Bible Reader that both secular (e.g. Kafka) and religious
(e.g. Biblical) parables are ‘about their own efficacy’. Miller cannot decide
whether or how to keep secular and Biblical parables separate; Ricceur accepts
the special cultural status of the Bible, yet also wishes to analyse the heuristic
effects of Bible parables using structuralist techniques.?®

‘We know from Chapter 5 that Ricceur finds enormous potential in the meta-
phor as a transformative force that can give us new ways of thinking. He trans-
fers this to the parable, which is very important for his work on narrative. The
parable, for Ricceur, is the conjunction of narrative form and metaphorical
process, in its capacity to take a familiar phenomenon (in this case a story
of ordinary people) and then shock the reader by inserting an apparently
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incongruous, extreme and often extraordinary plot device and/or ending.
Ricoeur writes in ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ about the heuristic extravagance of the
dénouement to manyfamous parables i.e. the incitement to the reader to think,
what would I do? He asks who would really lavish such excessive rewards on the
prodigal son for his wasted life, who would go out on the street and look for
strangers as guests for a feast?™ (He discusses also the paradoxical, contradic-
tory or hyperbolic nature of a lot of Biblical language (the Kingdom of Heaven
is /unattainable/ is nigh/ is among you).) He perceives these outrageous and
often contradictory proclamations as designed to unsettle the reader, and force
them to think more about the nature of their own lives. The incongruity resides
in the abnormal solution to ordinary problems, and shows us the possibility of
a different solution to the one we might think of. Parable has a metaphorical
ability to show us narrative that initially does and ultimately does not resemble
our lives — tension is created by the dissimilar in the similar.

Ricceur argues that this process allows us to transcend our daily lives and
think about the contradictory nature oflife, the possibilities ofliving differently
and the resemblances between the likely and unlikely, that jolt our thinking
about why we act in the ways that we do. To return to metaphor; time is neither
an old man with a scythe, nor a winged chariot, and it is only because I know
this that I can conjure up a new image of time that helps me make the most of
the time I have. This is not ‘trivial advice’ and ‘moral platitudes’, but reference
to bigger life phenomena, such as reversal; finding, losing, risking.>’ A parable
is the conjunction of narrative forrn and a metaphorical process: if we call
a narrative a parable we mean that the story refers to something other than
what is told, it stands for something else. It tells a moral tale and it is part of a
bigger whole, in this case the Bible.

So what is the referent, i.e. to what does the parable refer and by doing
so, what is it that it transforms?*! The parable creates tension between the
insight displayed by the fiction and our ordinaryway of looking at things.’2 Self-
destruction of meaning by absurdity is in fact the reverse side of an innovation
of meaning. Thus metaphorical interpretation gives rise to a reinterpretation
of reality itself, in spite of and thanks to the abolition of the reference which
corresponds to the literal interpretation of the statement. The outrageous plot
creates ethical innovation, just as metaphor creates semantic innovation: this
requires structural analysis in order to understand how the ethical message is
created. Ricceur does not take account of the part played by the reader untl
Time and Narrative, at which point the reader becomes an agent of change and
of moral judgment and the argument moves away from interpretation of text
towards deeper issues regarding probity and credibility.

He finds structural analysis of language, in particular narrative, very useful, as
he shows in Time and Narrative, particularly Book 2. Here he analyses Frank
Kermode’s concerns about ‘The Sense of An Ending’, the deliberate insecurity
evoked by the chaotic structure of the modern novel and the need to make
practical use of structural analyses of plot, yet without such analyses becoming
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a strait jacket that precludes discussions of meaning.*® He focuses increasingly
on the reader, and in Time and Narrative 3 the reader is given the responsibility
of recording and mediating between Explaining and Underssanding, which he
analysed in Interpretation Theory ten years earlier. Explaining and Understanding
are epistemological distinctions, which he uses as methodological devices, as we
will see in Chapter 7. In echoing Thiselton’s concerns we need to consider
whether we as readers are able to combine Explaining and Understanding as
Ricceur does; can we everread in this way as well as he does, oscillating between
explanatory, more fact-based reading, and interpretative, more holistic under-
standing? There is more discussion of Time and Narrativein Chapters 7 and 9.

From Text to Action (1986,/1991)

In ‘On Interpretation’, the first essay of this collection called From Text to Action,
and one designed by Ricceur to show how he has become more confidently
hermeneutic than he was in, say, The Conflict of Interpretations, he analyses the
Achilles heel of phenomenology. The great discovery of phenomenology is
intentionality, i.e. to be aware of something that becomes more significant than
one’s consciousness of oneself. The problem arises in managing my awareness
of what I think the sense of this perception is; what does it mean to be aware of
this object, this person, this feeling? This involves precisely the sense of self-
awareness that I have denied myself in attempting to focus on perception.
He argues that phenomenology is thereby trapped in ‘an infinite movement
of “backward questioning” in which its project of radical selfgrounding fades
away’, which however does not mean the project is illegitimate.* Husserl’s
vision oflife is ‘phenomenology’s paradise lost’ because I constantly deny myself
the immediacy of being me, so as to try and be phenomenologically pure and
this gives Husserl’s work its ‘tragic grandeur’.

Hermeneutics has been able to ‘graft itself onto phenomenology’ by asking
a different question, namely, instead of, ‘what sensedo I get of this text?’ herme-
neutics asks ‘what does it mean to understand?’ In order to do this, herme-
neutics offers a fundamentally different definition of what meaning is; meaning
is never direct, only indirect, mediated by signs and symbols. This is a radical
epistemnological proposal that transforms our sense of reality. Such a challenge
to knowledge is a deliberate distancing of the self from Husserl’s use of reduc-
tion: he attemnpted to abstract the ‘sense’ we have of the world’s phenomena
from the conventional way of perceiving that is our sensory perception of our
world. Hermeneutics denies the possibility of this and insists upon the mediat-
ing role of language in signs, in symbols, in putting desire into words (as we wit-
ness in Hegel and then in Freud).

Yet by the early 1970s Ricoeur has decided that symbols are not the answer,
precisely because of the very ambiguity of symbols, their double, or more, pos-
sibilities for interpretation. Text is the thing (soon to be set aside for study of
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the other person as a sensual sort of text, but Ricoeur retums to written text
with Memory, History, Forgetting). Discourse, in written text, has a threefold
semantic autonomy. the speaker’s intention, the reception of these ideas by the
audience and the social and economic context of its production.* By present-
ing text as part of a complex and multifaceted whole, Ricceur believes that he
has finally finished off the ‘ideal of the subject’s transparence to itself’ that we
have inherited from Descartes, and Fichte, and to an extent, Husserl. Neither
the author nor the reader has the dominant interpretation of the relationship
of the self to itself, yet nor can we eliminate either from this equation. The work
of the text is now the task. Ricceur admits that the point of this is his belief
that text is never there for its own sake; it always has a wider message for us,
about a rather Heideggerean Being-demanding-to-be-said. This is his ontology; the
foundation of his belief system is that we seek meaning and that it is worthwhile
doing so, even though we will fail. Interpretation of meaning is the struggle and
the hermeneutics of suspicion easily becomes too corrosive if the emphasis is
on hermeneutics and suspicion. This is because suspicion becomes amplified by
hermeneutics, which itself is a critique of criique and may increase the gap
between the reader and the text such that scepticism and irony preclude a rela-
tionship between reader and text. Spinoza’s proportionality is vital, to pre-empt
excess, as in Othello’s tragic love.

Translation as ethical activity

Ricceur’s lifelong efforts as a linguist and translator provide us with another
model for the text, the overriding moral importance of the interrelationship
between writer and reader as interpreter-translator. He was preparing his own
lectures in English from 1954 onwards, and working in several languages, yet he
did not lecture untl the 1990s about the act of translating and its implications
(1997-1999), in the three lectures in On Translation and From Interpretation to
Translation in his collaboration with LaCocque.*® He argues that translation is
always a possibility, as it was for the first Egyptologists, however remote cunei-
form script seemed, and that this means a shared human belief that ‘communi-
cation is possible.””” Translation is an ethical paradigm for Ricceur, involving
translation from one language to another, and translation of meaning within
one’s own language. Work on Ricceur’s model of translation should be under-
stood in the wider context of his work: he argues that philosophy should adopt
the paradigm of translation by mediating between conflicting versions of reality
both within our own language and between languages. For most of his life he
attempts to mediate between analytical philosophy and continental philosophy,
and he also attempts to bring together disciplines such as history, psychoanaly-
sis and literary theory.
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Here his three late essays on translation will be contextualized within some of
his major work, taking account of recurrent themes that include the following:
various challenges to Descartes’ attempt to show the cogito as a unifying power,
phenomenology with its exploration of intentionality and hermeneutics, with
its interpretative narratives about asymmetry, finitude and negativity. These
characteristics of human life have their analogue in the difficult and imperfect
Pprocess of translation. Ricceur’s work also challenges the relationship between
the speaking subject, the acting subject and the subject striving for identity.
In these essays he pays tribute to Benjamin, von Humboldt, Schleiermacher
and Steiner and many others. He concludes that ‘misunderstanding is a
right, that translation is theoretically impossible and that bilinguals have to be
schizophrenics.

Tableaux Parisiens

His work on translation can be organized into three main areas of ethical and
political investigation; first, translation is an ethical paradigm that we can see
first in ‘linguistic hospitality’, the desire to take care of meanings different from
our own. Secondly, translation is faithful accepwance of untranslatability and
thirdly, translation is tolerance: what he calls ‘asceticism in exerting-power’.
Attemnpting to be fair to the meaning in another language is a sort of holding
back, an ability to see another person’s point of view, and shows the political
importance of this model, especiallyin the light of poor linguistic skills among
many English and Americans. These models provide both a metaphor and a
real mechanism for philosophy, for explaining oneself to the other person; a
paradigm for tolerance. In order to achieve European integration he argues
that three aspects must be addressed; translation, shared narrative and shared
forgiveness of Europe’s history. Translation facilitates ‘linguistic hospitality’.
Europeans should learn at least two languages, in order to satisfy the compul-
sion that he, perhaps rather optimistically, believes we feel to translate from
another language and also within our own language.

Each of these three models is suffused with negativity and thereby becomes
much more significant. Here Ricceur shows his debt to Benjamin’s The Task
of the Translatorand the impossibility of ‘the purelanguage . . . thatevery transla-
tion carries within itself as its messianic echo’ > Ricceur uses psychoanalysis, for
example, to explain how the translator suffers through remembering the origi-
nal and through mourning the impossibility of a perfect translation. This is an
aspectof the negativity and early phenomenological problems of intersubjectiv-
ity that Ricceur has explored from the 1950s onwards. Negativity is denied by
Husserlian phenomenology, explored confidently by Hegel (who thought, mis-
takenly, that he could disarm negativity by embracing it) and it becomes a con-
stant companion in Ricceur’s philosophy.*’ We see it in translation as a form of
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interpretation between two languages, which, if consciously developed, can
show us how to forgive other people for not being like us, for being different.
We often use negative forms to define ourselves (‘1 am not a foreigner here’)
and yet negation slips easily into negativity, becoming denial of intersubjectivity,
of the other’s right to exist on their own terms, because it evokes negativity
(‘a foreigner is not as good as a person like me’). When we transcend these
negative moments, Kearney shows us how an ethics of justice is touched by an
ethics of pardon, without either replacing the other.*

Over the years Ricceur tackles this problem of our reaction to other minds
by resisting negation, resisting denial of the value of difference by using
translation. This takes several forms. We can do it historically, bearing witness
to the historical meaning of words and the reception history of texts (the
Wirkungsgeschichte), which he discusses in Time and Narrative, in Memory, History,
Forgetting and in The Course of Recognition. Faith plays a vital role here. In Think-
ing Biblically he and LaCocque explore the Wirkungsgeschichte of the Bible, and
the debate about the impossibility of understanding how to describe God
in Genesis 3:14. In Figuring the Sacred he asserts that faith can only continue to
grow and change with constantly renewed hermeneutical interpretation of
texts.2 In On Translation and in his essays about tolerance and about Europe, we
find language for overcoming negativity about interfaith and interculwural dif-
ferences, and Kearney emphasizes Ricceur’s hermeneutic of translation, by
means of which the translator returns changed and enriched from engaging
with the other.*

To this end Ricceur insists upon responsible ownership of language, and
translation, interpretation of one’s own behaviour as an ethical act although
the surplus of meaning will always entail imperfect stewardship. He sees our use
of language as an act we should attempt to control, as in Austin’s How To Do
Things With Words, which demonstrates the sophistication of daily language and
eschews the use oflogic to analyse its patterns.** Ricceur rejects what he calls the
‘agentless semantic of action’ that he sees in Davidson’s analysis of language
as separate from action.** His later work shows translation as a rich source of
responsible action towards others. He attributes to others, perhaps unrealisti-
cally, his own desire and need to translate from another language and he draws
on his knowledge of translation and of psychoanalysis to explain the intensity of
the enterprise. If I am translating I meet resistance from the text, yet I remem-
ber that original perfect meaning and am thus plagued by remembering. As if
the text were a patient in psychoanalysis, it resists my attempts to render its
meaning good in another language. As in psychoanalysis, mourning inevitably
takes place, because the translator mourns the inevitable loss of something
during translation and has to grudgingly accept that there must be acknowl-
edgement of deficiency. This, again, resonates with Ricceur’s philosophy of
tolerance; acceptance of imperfection, of negative elements and of limits to
totalizing success, in a determination to face up to a life without absolutes.
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Ricceur detects cultural and historical possibilities for translation between
spheres of interest as well as between languages. His co-authorship with
LaCocque of Thinking Biblically is a good example of his constant travelling
backwards and forwards between the discourses of theology and secular philos-
ophy, in order to ‘uanslate’ between them.'® Thinking Biblically shows the
extraordinary range of Ricceur’s scholarship and provides a strong example of
translating from another language as an ethical paradigm, especially in the
chapter entitled ‘From Interpretation to Translation’. Here Ricceur argues that
all translation is immediately an interpretation as there is never an innocent
translation: he believes this is true of all exegetes of the Bible, who have to take
account of the history of all translation — a view which has led to criticism of
Ricceur from Woltersdorff and Thiselton among others, as discussed by Simms.*’
Ricceur provides detailed analyses of the many languages that have contributed
to the Bible: ancient Greek, Latin and Hebrew, scholastic use of European
languages, the medieval renaissance of the Greek and Latin writers, up to
Kant’s approach in German, and to the modern vernaculars. Ricceur analyses
the richness of the ancient Hebrew used in Exodus 3:14 (the passage often
known as ‘The Revelation of The Name’). Exodus 3:14 cannot be translated
without the idea of the verb form ‘being”. there is a ‘gap in meaning’ in the
verse, that we should accept and relish.

Mind the gap

The cultural, spiritual and theological aspects of this debate about translation
should remind us that the original rich Hebrew naming of God is deliberately
incomprehensible, to reflect the ineffability of God. It cannot be conveyed by, for
example, modern German scholars using translations based on ‘the Being’,
such as Der Seiende, das ewige Wesen and der ICH BIN DA.*® Their efforts to bridge
the gap fail and yet still also represent a search for permutation on the original
root which is ‘being’ and Ricceur invites us to accept the polysemy, the multiple
possibilities of different meanings ‘at the bounds of every translation’.*®
Polysemy is a key element to his theory of a surplus of meaning that makes a
sort of translation necessary within our own language - if we are to understand
and tolerate each other’s differences.® In translating he shows us that the only
way in which the translator can achieve satisfaction as a translator is in accept-
ing the untranslatability, the irrefutable otherness of the other text, and, by
implication, the otherness of the other person. He calls this state of mind
‘linguistic hospitality’, in which the translator and the translated are able to
cohabit and agree to be different.* This is an ethical obligation that resembles
and must be part of the idea of universal hospitality: in Critiqgue and Conviction
Ricceur argues in favour of Kant’s Perpetual Peace. He sees universal hospitality
as being an example of a universal idea in a regulative sense.*?
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Of course for Ricceur it is again and always the untranslatable that is vitally
important; not out of a decision 7ot to act because intimidated by choice, but
because it is in the gap, the tension created between options, the place where
multiple meaning flourishes, that we can often discern the real.®® However the
translator does not say ‘this is not worthwhile, I don’t care’, but instead tries
and tries again, accepting partial success in the ultimate untranslatability of
some of the meaning; this is the other half of the act of communicating. This
approach contrasts with the kind of radical decisionism espoused by late
Derrida and others, whereby decisions are made because the will is there to
seek an outcome, and an element of arbitrariness may be inevitable. Ricceur
resists this, hoping for principled compromise.*

The messy yet ethically accommodating agreement to compromise is
compatible with many of Ricceur’s debates as early as Fallible Man, and moving
towards the hermeneutics of suspicion; my emotions are the site not only for
feelings but also for all masks, dissimulations and mystifications, and where my
emotions are, is also where questioning must take place as a vital yet corrosive
process of challenging. Being suspicious is a necessary risk.** Ricoeur also com-
ments that we knew this through La Rochefoucauld, long before Freud and
Nietzsche. We stumble on the road of suspicion in trying to find better meaning
by using our feelings, in an attempt to respond to the challenges of distance
created by doubt and suspicion, and to the need for empathy and affiliation
with our own mental and emotional workings. Suspicion has to have some
sort of mechanism for resolving itself, ifhermeneutics is too potent a method.
In due course Ricceur develops other mechanisms e.g. Explaining and Under-
standing, and highlights the tension between analytical philosophy and conti-
nental approaches, between structuralism and hermeneutics. If the quickest way
to the self is through the other, as argued in Oneself as Another (see Chapter 8),
then through translation we can learn how to work with negation textually and
go beyond it to affirmation of difference.

Ricoeur uses the Hegelian idea of distance to develop its correlate, the
conceptof appropriation (Aneignung). This enables readers to follow the ‘direc-
tion’ — sens - as well as meaning — sens — (sense) and thereby distance themselves
and also draw closer to the meaning of the text.* This distancing and drawing
near creates a gap in which the tension can tighten between my language and
the other language, in which more than one interpretation can coexist while
I attempt to resolve the tension, and possibly concede untranslatability as well
as the ineffable asymmetry of humanity.*” The dialogic nature of this tensile,
fragile state is much more productive for Ricceur than what he sees as the
Kantian monologic debate about ethics. In his last work The Course of Recognition
Ricceur explores the ways in which we give each other credibility through rec-
ognition and challenges Hegel’s apparent failure to show why misrecognition is
wrong, as Pellauer comments.*® With translation we have a conversation based
on mutual recognition; faulty, lopsided, yet two-way.
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Itis never possible to feel a Cartesian unity of self that resembles the strong
individual we would like to be, so Ricceur offers us his work on translation
instead. For him this epitomizes our often schizophrenic states of mind: how
can I think me and think another person too? This is part of the approach that
he recommends in The Course of Recognition to understand ourselves by choosing
to face negativity through the linguistic identities of others. He offers us various
paradigms, including phenomenology reworked to take account of negativity;
the dialogic binary elements that dominate our thinking (good: evil; black:
white; finite: infinite etc.); the inexpressible contained in discourse and the
ineffable spirituality held in YHWH the Tetragrammaton that is deliberately
unpronounceable because we cannot dare to say the word that is God. Of para-
mount importance to Ricceur is how we will respond to negative hesitancy
resulting from incomprehension, doubt and fear of the unknown, trying to
become capable while always being fallible. The reader has both to mind the
gap and make something of it.

The reader and the narrative text

‘Reading is, first and foremost, a struggle with the text’, not a ‘fallacious reca-
pitulation and identification’ such as that found in Don Quixote and' Emma
Bovary, the eponymous protagonists who Ricceur describes as ‘victims of read-
ing, trying to live their reading direcdy’.®® Structuralism helps us to avoid these
excesses, yet we need to go beyond structural analysis, to a model that facilitates
reference between the reader, the reading and the world of the reader. In Cri-
tique and Conviction Ricceur discusses the role of the reader, which he failed to
address in The Rule of Metaphor although he had hinted at it by dealing with
‘metaphorical reference’, i.e. what capacity does language possess to re-organize
the reader’s experience?® He concludes that the creation of metaphor, and of
parable, can re-order the way we experience life, because of the different way of
seeing made possible by the metaphor. But the role of the reader is absent from
The Rule of Metaphor. He believes he has analysed the role of the reader in the
first two volumes of Time and Narrative through ‘configuration’ i.e. narrative
Pprocesses at work within language, that develop characters and plots.

There are three fields of configuration: first there is mimesis (1-3, i.e. imita-
tion, reconstruction and ‘transformative capacity of experience’), secondly
history and thirdly fiction. Only in Book Three of Time and Narrative does he
feel he deals with redirection and reconstruction of meaning i.e. ‘refiguration’,
and achieves this by looking at the highly controversial subject of language’s
capacity to restructure experience and ‘produce a new manner of living in the
world’.5! Being influenced by a metaphor will usually not be a result of con-
scious linguistic analysis, and Ricceur sees the role for such analysis as being
overplayed by structuralists, although it may have advantages analogous to those
of analysing music.5? By the 1990s he is using a very broad spectrum of texts, as
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we see when he censures the dangerous ‘instirumentalisation of language’ and
hopes that ‘poetry is play’ ®*

Vandevelde argues that Ricceur’s emphasis on narrative, discourse and lan-
guage provides a rare point of encounter between different types of philosophy:
Heidegger, Gadamer, deconstruction, postmodernism, French and American
literary criticism and a brand of analytic philosophy.® If things as they are can-
not be understood directly, but only through mediation of narrative, linguistc,
discursive devices, then Ricceur is the one to achieve such mediaton. Ricceur
himself invites analytical philosophers to become engaged in hermeneutical
philosophy, and in Chapter 7 this attempt to create discussion between cont-
nental and analytic approaches to philosophy will be contextualized within his
methodologies.

Ricceur’s intellectual engagement with many philosophical, historiographi-
cal, psychological and literary figures takes place alongside a struggle with
structuralism that we have discussed already: structuralism creates methodolog-
ical energy and occasionally the friction bursts into major philosophical debate.
Arguing that diversity of texts ranges between two poles i.e. that of ‘servile
repetition and calculated deviance’, Ricceur sees ‘popular stories, myths, tradi-
tional narratives in general’ as more favoured by structuralism because they
‘stay closer to the pole of repetition’ and can therefore more easily be dissected
than, for example, the modern novel®* We see his interest in disturbance of
language patterns in his work on violence and language, a link that threatens
the pact between reader and author.

‘Violence and Language’

In his 1967 essay ‘Violence and Language’ (1974), Ricceur shows us how to under-
stand that language and violence should be, and theoretically are, opposed
to each other and yet in reality can never be, as he experienced during the
Nanterre revolts.® We should always argue that violence and language are
opposed, even when we know this cannot be maintained in every situation.
By contrast, Barthes announced that language is fascist. The truth is that vio-
lence and language are opposed, and it is precisely this opposition that gives
each of them their identity, but it does not stop them entering each other’s
realm. This crossfertilization can be good or not; a violence that speaks
its name is already attempting to negate itself as violence and this can lead to
conciliation or to even greater injustice, as we see with the tyranny of propa-
ganda and the words and phrases that formulate and mobilize hate, discussed
in Ideology and Utopra.

However, it is even worse to seek to exclude from debate the person, the
potentially violent subject, which we all are. Ricceur argues that this is the fun-
damental danger of structural analysis, which parenthesises the human subject.
By putting the subject between brackets (and here Ricceur is also criticizing
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Husserlian phenomenology) the act of understanding fails to give meaning to
itself and thus ‘is a dead intelligence, a separated intelligence’. If the subject -
the person - is ‘evacuated from its field of investigation’ then we have an instru-
mental, senseless affimmation of the human potental for violence, because our
will becomes excluded, unaccountable and thereby potentially omnipotent:
‘Instrumental intelligence and senseless existence are the twin orphans of the
death of meaning.’®” This theme is taken up again in his 1996 essay ‘The Erosion
of Tolerance and the Resistance of the Intolerable’, where Ricceur shows us the
violence of indifference, through our deliberate refusal to mediate meaning or
to use our skills of translation between people who are different.® Moreover
‘the more our action becomes precise and technical, the more its goals become
remote and elusive’, in denial of polysemy and multiple meanings through
technical language.®® The ‘multiplicity, diversity and hierarchy of languages’
must be protected by responsible use.”

Conclusions

Ricceurmakes use of the organizing energy of structuralism, psychoanalysis and
methodologism and wages battle against their deterministic streak, while taking
from them what he wants. He has a rule of conduct, namely that ‘A text is
a space of variations that has its own constraints; and in order to choose a dif-
ferent interpretation, we must always have better reasons.’”” This would c¢larify
the common and current concern about relativism as a result of entertaining
the possibility of different interpretations. For Ricceur there are only certain
possibilities in a text, so not anyinterpretation will do, although Robinson is not
convinced.”

Riceceur gives us a clear example of a breach of this rule when he returns
briefly to the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ (his inverted commas), to discuss
philosophical and Biblical exegesis, in From Text to Action. He recommends
serious consideration of Marx’s, Nietzsche’s and Freud’s critique of religion,
while warning us that their arguments are in fact not hermeneutic, they are ‘the
critique of ideology, the critique of other worlds and the critique of illusions’. ™
By this he means that they stood outside religion and looked in, and for him
thismeantthatthey criticized from too great a distance to have anysense of real
understanding. Another example is demonstrated by the value of breaking the
rule, as the masters of suspicion do; they insist on disrupting the rules of sub-
ject-object dualism, which is vital but risky. I do not believe that this resembles
a Wittgensteinian justification for relativism; on the contrary it is a reminder of
the need to get inside an argument, understand it fully from close up (appro-
priation) and attack it (distanciation) by standing back, yet from inside its own
structures. Being inside presupposes for Ricceur some element of belief: in
order to understand, we need to believe that we can make sense. Their approach
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manifests suspicion that was not well used, because it was not consained within
a desire to find meaning in language, to make some sense. The backwards and
forwards between distanciation and appropriation is vital if a person is to be
able to do justice to the ambiguous and ambivalent complexities of all human
phenomena.

The hermeneutics of suspicion can deter us from such engagement with
language, because it invites us to doubt the thought processes of both the
reader and the writer. Suspicion can be revelatory, but it can also be disabling,
particularly if taken in conjunction with a cultural theory that takes scepticism
as a clever tool for reducing the range of options about what we allow ourselves
to think about. As we will see in Chapter 8, it is the capacity of suspicion to
lead us towards attestation, assertion of the will to try and do good after seeing
how difficult that is, that is more useful to Ricceur.

There is a lot of work here on the push and pull in linguistic analysis between
distance and closeness, within language, between languages, between the text
and the world, between violence and language and between the reader and
the writer. Ricceur comes backrepeatedly to time and narrative. Time will always
generate problems; ‘a gathering moment where expectation, memory and
present experience coincide’ combining Aristotle’s physics and Augustine’s
psychology.”* The time of narrative is a sort of third time, different from the
physical, cosmological time and also different from mental, psychical, phenom-
enological time. Thus narrative holds a new interest for Ricoeur, i.e. narrative
identity that is created for both the characters in the story and the readers.
In the Gifford lectures that became Oneself as Another he seeks to develop Time
and Narrative further in order to connect the ethical problem of responsibility
to the narrative structure of the person; ‘the unity of a life is the unity of
a told story.”” Yet he knows that time is not accounted for fully by narrative.

The passion he has as a translator and interpreter stays with him, as shown
in the introductory sections to Oneself as Another, Memory, History, Forgetting and
The Curse of Recognition. Linguistic analysis can help us to manage the naivety,
the ‘first naivety’ that we bring to our world, as we attempt to make sense of
it through language. One of the first significant tests of this method is our
response to issues of asymmetry and space created by our fallibility and our
tendency to negativity, in which to agree to be different, even to disagree with
oneself: can we allow such personal uncertainty? In the next chapter we need to
consider his methodological dialectics, to see whether we can use language
critically, suspiciously and productively, before we look at his work on philo-
sophical anthropology in the hope of seeing there an opportunity for second
naivety.



Chapter 7

Methodological dialectics

An integral component in human thought seems to be our capacity to think
in opposites: subject and object, love and hate, trust and mistrust, male and
female, religion and secularism. This easily becomes a form of dualism, in which
each pole is characterized by its difference from the other, which may be
chosen as a counterpart for a variety of possibly irrational and certainly com-
Pplex cultural, ethical and historical reasons. Structuralism saw this as a feature
of text, with genre or period dualisms such as Enlightenment/ Romantic.
Derrida adopts a similar device, except that he asserts and then denounces the
fact that one of each pair is privileged, oppressing the other and yet symbioti-
cally connected to it, as with Hegel's Master-Slave relationship. This lopsided
pairing came to be seen as characteristic of post-structuralism, a term that is
difficult to define partly because one of its major tenets is its irreducibility to
categories. Derrida, Foucault, Barthes, Kristeva and Deleuze are often thought
of as post-structuralist.

For the purposes of studying Ricceur, dualism goes beyond text: dualism is
a key feature of the way we think, and Ricceur develops it into a method, the
second of the three techniques in this suite of three chapters (6, 7 and 8).
Taken at its most reduced level, Ricceur’s method can usually be traced to the
influence of Hegel's dialectical opposition. Yet its core is Kant’s analysis of anti-
nomies; these are dogmatic or sceptical polarities inherent to reason, which
must be critically tackled without any hope of resolution. Ricceur often takes
two dissimilar, usually opposed ideas, concepts or phenomena and character-
izes them as similar to each other after all, then emphasizes how they are never-
theless opposed to each other, returns to their similarities to each other and
finally goes beyond both ideas to find a third place, assuming the worth of
some sort of mixing and matching so that we can make something new and
hopefully better, out of the process.! In order to show the development of
Ricoeur’s dialectical methods, this chapter will demonstrate five broad phases in
his life’s work, and will also focus on The Course of Recognition, while Chapter 9
is dedicated to Memory, History, Forgetting, as well as discussing The Course of
Recognition to a lesser extent.

The opposition of freedom and nature creates one of the most significant
painngs of opposing forces in philosophy. Ricceur sees this in Aristotle as
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adichotomy, in Kant as an antinomy and in Hegel as a dialectic. Whereas Hegel
envisaged an absolute reconciliation of opposites in due course, this was never
how Ricceur understood the situation, and that is one reason why he refers
to himself as a post-Hegelian Kantian. Pellauer provides a useful definition
‘he (Ricceur) wishes to allow for a temporalized version of something like a
Kantian model of reasoning, one that might reflect something such as Hegel’s
Phenomenology but without a Hegelian claim to attain absolute knowledge.”?
More broadly, Ricceur relies upon the idea that we cannot understand anything
without comparing it to something else and that there must be some similarity
that permits dialogue, as with the metaphor in which semantic impertinence is
only possible so long as there exists some agreed similarity. Metaphor ‘overtly
presents in the form of a conflict between sameness and difference the process
which is covertly at work in the construction of all semantic fields, that is, the
kinship which brings individuals under the rule of a logical class’.> We will see
how he selects dyads that have some common ground. If we embark on this
zig zag back and forth across the gap between opposed yet related phenomena,
he invites us to delay our decision-making for as long as possible and also to use
the hiatus created by that delay for exploring the states of indecision and the
possibilities of premature closure which are revealed to us. That is to say, he
introduces temporality into the relationship. The tension is not only dialectical
in the sense of oppositional; it is also dialectical through the enormity of having
to decide what ‘better’ means. This starts with negation (this is this, not that)
and Ricceur develops techniques to help us make measured decisions, which
avoids pushing negation into the more judgemental negativity, discussed phe-
nomenologically in History and Truth and to which he retumns in The Course of
Recognition.

Defining terms

It is necessary to define terms: ‘methodology’ is the discussion around the use
of methods; methodology helps me to decide which methods to use. For Ricceur
methodology must include discussion of a phenomenon that he sees as a great
danger: there is danger in adopting any particular method, because it can dom-
inate the exploratory process, instead of serving as a toolbox to support our
thinking. In Freedom and Nature he gives an early example, suggesting how psy-
chology has led to a method of ‘building man up like a house’, starting with
involuntary needs and adding the will as a higher layer - ignoring the possibility
that the will may already be an integral part of the involuntary.* He warns us
of this danger with his metaphor about trying to restore the possibility of
deep understanding about ourselves that methodology has eroded away and
simplified, likening our real situation to the impossible task facing Sisyphus.®
Psychology turns ‘actsinto facts’ and provides laws that predict howI will perceive
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things; this makes me a slave to the object by turning my actions into objects,
instead of the more eidetic, visualizing attempt to become open to the possibili-
ties of attending to many objects, i.e. many possibilities.

The other key term here is dialectical: by dialectical Ricoceur means that
our existence is shaped by polarities and also that we must seek to resolve them
by incorporating previous contradictions from each extreme into new ways of
thinking. This will not necessarily provide solutions that arrive somewhere in
the middle between two opposites, but can guide us in incorporating features
that are common to both extremes and in making something new, viable and
ethically robust; a third position. In this sense the method of dialectical think-
ing can serve hermeneutics and structural analysis of language. Dialectics can
help us to grapple with existing dualisms such as Subject-Object or body-soul,
and it can also help us to identify and juggle with new pairings such as phenom-
enology-psychoanalysis or Explaining-Understanding, which I will demonstrate
in this chapter. Dialectics can also provide ways of thinking that facilitate
extended debates such as the ones that Ricceur developed over several decades
in his various permutations of existentialism, phenomenology and herme-
neutics. Thus he opposes and also brings together rational analytic philosophy
and the continental tradition. Ricoeur is steadfastly Kantian in his application of
dialectics as a method, showing that Kant is not only concerned about analytical
evil i.e. reduction to totalizing ‘truths’, but also dialectical; ‘Truly human evil
concerns premature syntheses, violent syntheses, short circuits in the totallty *6
Space must be created to pre-empt such violence.

In this chapter I hope to show that his methods create such a space, 2 hiatus
of undecidedness, which is non-dualistic and selfquestioning, revelling in
the incompatibility of different approaches. They even resemble, on occasion,
a reductio ad absurdumapproach in which he urges us to use philosophical lan-
guage to challenge philosophy itself, and even invites the reader to relinquish
all views, even if only temporarily. Pervasive in all this is the Cartesian subject-
object dualism that Ricceur wishes to displace from its central position in
Western thought. Marx, Freud and Nietzsche are helpful to Ricceur in this
regard, as they assault the Cartesian belief that we know what we think - Ricceur
describes this as embarrassing because the thinking of the masters of suspicion
involves rules of the game that are not part of the conflict itself, yet he appears
to find this liberating as it forces the engendering of more clarity about differ-
ences. This can become a critique of reflection as a means to self-knowledge.
Such a profound attack on the foundations of knowing ourselves is immensely
productive for Ricceur and, he believes, for the development of hermeneutics
in helping us to face ourselves, and accept provisional truths.

Ricceur uses a blend of phenomenological and hermeneutic method to
develop this challenge to the self. This develops suspicion as one aspect of what
Anderson calls Ricceur’s dual-aspect human; both rational and sensual, both
active and passive.” In this process the hermeneutics of suspicion, a particularly
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astringent formn of hermeneutics, will be harsh on phenomenology; Husserl’s
self does not really know itself, despite gargantuan effort, but in the process
should come to some better self-understanding. Thus direct, naive first self-
knowledge will be challenged by the hermeneutics of suspicion. We know,
however, that he discards the terin ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ once he has
identified the challenge posed by Marx, Nietzsche and Freud and used its insol-
ubility as a spur.

I will argue that when suspicion is part of the hermeneutics of suspicion,
it becomes a limit idea (a limitation beyond which we cannot think, although
we know the barrier is there) and that Ricceur rejects this use of suspicion, as
it risks restraining our creative potential by undermining arguments so they
cannot be worked with. He takes suspicion more as a condition of possibility
for belief and critique. He actually develops a centre between dialectical poles
that creates time and space for decision-making, which he believes must be
used in a balanced way, appropriate to the purpose, not too much nor too little.
In Critique and Conviction Ricoeur expresses his concern that it is always difficult
to know whether it is possible to develop a third position that is workable, ‘capa-
ble of holding the road’ whereas Derrida concluded that we cannot escape
from the binaries that haunt our thought? In order to chart the development
of Ricceur’s dialectical methods, I propose five broad phases, presented chron-
ologically and with the focus on features that I consider to be significant,
although there is of course a great deal of overlap and omission.

PHASE ONE: Phenomenology 1930s-1960s

Ricceur’s early period, as he describes it in Critiqgue and Conviction (and this
title itself testifies to a dialectical tension) contains several significant pairs of
concepts that he sees as dialectical, leading to ‘subtle blending’. On the way to
the subtle and provisional blending there is tension, often creating ‘an inner
conflict which was exacerbated to the point of threatening to rupture the
double allegiance to which, ultimately, I remained faithful’.® Here he is describ-
ing the tension created in post-war continental theology between the anti-
philosophical Biblical readings of Karl Barth (1886-1968), whose writings (such
as Church Dogmatics) ensure that God is ‘other’ and humanism is a contaminant
of Biblical understanding, and the religious philosophy of Bergson (1859-1941),
with his influential concept of multiplicity and his two sources of morality and
religion.

Detour/return is the rhythm of my philosophical respiration'

Marcel’s influence on Ricceur is great and enduring: his existentialism empha-
sizes the acting subject, one who analyses his actions by primary reflection and
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learns subsequently after such self<critique to use secondary, deeper reflection
for guiding better actions.” Husserlian phenomenology insists on proceeding
by way of the object, i.e. being self-conscious yet in an idealist way; Marcel acts
as a corrective to this with his more existentialist expectations, and also with a
faith-based approach thatis different again from that of Husserl. The self must
see itself both as a lived body and also stand back and see itself as an object to
be regarded more critically than usual. This leads to distanciation, a detour as
a characteristic turn of thought that shows the influence of Marcel on Ricceur.
Phenomenology helps us to describe the world for ourselves, ideally by bracket-
ing the unimportant and thus freeing the mind to appreciate what
is important — the hardest thing for Husserl was to try and establish what is
important. The benefit of Husserl here is that his bracketing enables Ricceur
to take longer over the ‘detour and return’ than Marcel, characteristically
impatient.

It is vital to understand this oscillating provisionality that characterizes
Riccoeur’s philosophical work: in his early text, Fallible Man, Ricaeur confronts
the contradictions that characterize the human condition, embodying them in
polarities like mind-body dualism, the existence of good and evil, values and
facts, the finite and the infinite, the real and the ideal, free will and necessity,
despair and hope. He makes explicit the tension between such polarities and,
at the most intense point of dispute, attempts a reconciliation that is dialectical
in character. Ihde analyses the way in which Ricceur establishes limits to phenom-
enology: he uses Kantian phenomenology of judgement (moral frameworks) to
limit the Husserlian phenomenology of representationalism (perceptual con-
sciousness). By seeking limits to Husserl, he also finds limitations in Kant.
Ricceur hopes to find ‘what justifies and founds a method’.* There is some
similarity between Hegel and Ricceur in this use of opposing poles that strive to
come to some resolution. There is a sequence in the early works: Freedom and
Nature has an implicit third term (judgement about evil is suspended), Fallible
Man is explicit in the possibility of evil, and in Fallible Man the third term is
a limit idea; we limit our potential for evil actions. IThde argues that the third
term, the struggle with a postponed synthesis and the origin of the problem of
hermeneutics, are all one and the same problem.!® I suggest they are related
but would not wish to conflate them.

It is necessary to avoid premature closure; mid-1950s

Methodological dialectics appear explicitly in History and Truth where Ricaeur
divides the essays into a methodological and an ethical section. The method-
ological involves the historian’s craft, tension between objectivity and the
philosophical-theological problem of the ultimate importance of history.!* The
second section is ethical; a critique of civilization, what he calls a political peda-
gogy and which later becomes a philosophical anthropology - big issues that he



120 Riceeur and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion

investigates later in Time and Narrative and in Memory, History, Forgetting and
in The Course of Recognition. In History and Truth he shows us that method in its
search for facts and ethics in its search for moral outcomes cannot, must not, be
separated.’ Thus he rejects the dichotomy between uncommitted thought
(collecting facts, epistemological investigation) and committed thought (ethi-
cal endeavour). This is an early form of his work on Explaining and Under-
standing, which follows a similar pattern. Ricceur argues for reflective thought
as a great tool for generating action, as for example in the ancient Greek con-
templation of nature that led to scientific discoveries. He pleads for the dialec-
tic between language and action to result in action, work, effort.!¢

In History and Truth he presentsa clear description of the way he works; each
of the essays in that anthology, he argues, strives desperately to reconcile oppos-
ing positions (be it in methodological or ethico-cultural analysis). Yet his argu-
ments also display an ‘empathetic distrust of premature solutions’. He describes
his anatomny of judgement by showing how he uses oppositions of words in
pairs, to create this tension and sustain it for as long as possible, in order even-
tually to attain a ‘point of unresolved tension’. This is in effect a risky and sur-
prisingly non-dualist position, as the outcome of a dualist positing of the initial
Kantian antinomies. The pairs he cites are ‘work: speech’, ‘Socius: neighbour’,
‘progressionist violence: non-violent resistance’ and finally ‘history of philoso-
phy: history of philosophies’.”” This pairing is one of the methods he uses
in order to avoid the ‘scepticism which refuses to look for meaning’. and ‘the
fanaticistn which declares meaning prematurely’, by creating places in the text
he writes that invite us to ‘go beyond the very thing that one understands’. We
can add to this the East:West debate in the manner of Huntington’s purported
clash of civilizations, and Sen’s measured response.'® I believe that after the
failure of Marxism as a system counter to capitalism, we may argue that those
who insist upon building systems have chosen the EastWest differences to
create suspicion between peoples. Taking action to use the suspicion propor-
tionately to personal experience and positively is vitally important, as I found
when serving on the committee for the Siddiqui Report on Islam in Universities
in England.*® For Ricceur, this process offers a more organized reflection, with
its carefully choreographed balancing act between, for example suspicion and
trust, than his earlier phenomenological pure reflection, which lacked this
patterning, this deliberately unresolved and potentially productive dialectical
tension between differences.

PHASE TWO: Hermeneutics and the linguistic turn:
1960s-1970s

This is covered in some detail in Chapter 5. Ricoeur has used Husserlian distan-
ciation to try and see clearly how we think about our willpower and our capacity
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to take action: how does our intention to perceive something in a certain way
affect our understanding? For example, the decision to perceive the wearing of
a headscarf as oppressive may render it impossible for us to see the uncovering
of the Western woman as possibly another type of oppression. Now Ricceur
applies distanciation to phenomenology itself, critical of its dependence on
visualization: to continue the above example, language will be necessary to
develop this debate about clothing. He moves into hermeneutics and this is his
linguistic turn.

Hermeneutics, as the analysis of meaning in texts, and seeing actions as
readable, like narrative texts, can liberate phenomenology: if we think phe-
nomenologically, we constantly strive to avoid self-absorption in the subject-
object relationship that we have with our world. I am a subject, but I am also
some else’s object, and Heidegger’s idea of Sorge, denoting care for our being,
our surroundings and for our daily contacts, provides a way of understanding
our concerned participation in the world in a much less self-conscious manner
than that of phenomenology. Ricceur decides that Heidegger’s approach to
this provides liberation from phenomenology, but is too quick and easy to be a
longer-term solution. Ricceur incorporates Freudian ‘archaeology’ (looking
into one’s past to understand present motivations) within a larger Hegelian tel-
eology (an individual prospective ethics as well as looking forward to prepare
for the development of history), and advises us to reject both, while treating
each as one pole of a dialectical pair.*’

Ricceur’s 1971 essay ‘The Model of the Text’ creates a form of intertextuality
between actions and text® He shows the vital importance of language for
understanding our actions and the need to use linguistic analysis: metaphor,
parable and narrative. His work on metaphor shows the dialectical nature of
metaphor. In Chapters 4 and 5 we see the ways in which similar yet significantly
different terms can trigger a new idea, even in well-worn images such as ‘ime
flies.” The parable adopts the same structure as metaphor, extended to adopt
the form of the story, not merely a sentence. We see this intertextuality between
actions and text in narrative too; as Anderson describes it, ‘narrative configura-
tions, in particular, become privileged vehicles for a dynamic redescription of
the world in which new configurations are unfolded, new forms of knowledge
and understanding are constituted.’®

Dualism is a key method in the subject-object/idealist-realist
(Hegelian) debate

In 1982, Charles Reagan, friend and fellow academic, invites Ricceur to
record an interview looking back to the 1970s, and published in 1996.2* Here
Heideggerian and post-Heideggerian hermeneutics represent the liberation of
phenomenology from ‘a certain limitation owed in the allegiance to idealism’.
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Both realism and idealism are trapped in subject-object dichotomy and each is
the opposite of the other only within that dichotomous relationship. Ricoeur
argues here that it is a functon of the subject-object relationship debate, to
polarize realism and idealism, and that we should resist this as a methodologi-
cal function, in order to see that it is more a question of a gradual opening up
between subject and object, achieved through the evolution of phenomenology
into a form of hermeneutics that is stll strongly phenomenological. He sug-
gests that Husserl remains within an idealist theory of knowledge framework
regarding the subject-object nexus, and that, through Heidegger, phenomenol-
ogy has been gradually inserted into the real world with a more grounded
hermeneutical approach. Phenomenology is partly liberated by moving from
Husserlian intentionality to Heideggerian being-in-the-world. Ricaeur achieves
two things here; he shows the problems inherent in a method that he uses a
great deal, namely dialectical polarization. He also shows why he is wary of this
method and how it must be used as part of a process, not getting stuck so that
the method, a rational tool, determines and dominates the material. He prefers
to risk indeterminacy to overdetermination, and in the end he remains loyal to
phenomenological methods.

Dialectics between science and humanities provide methodological
structure: Dilthey and Explaining and Understanding

A major problem that Ricceur tackles in the 1960s and 1970s is the role that
science offers to play as interpreter and the overbearing character that can
develop. This appears foreshadowed in the early lectures in the early 1930s
when he takes notes, aged about 19, on Sextus Empiricus (exploring the belief
that there is no truth, there are no causes) and on Aenesidemus the Stoic. He
also studies Hume and the sceptical assertion that causality ultimately depends
on customary conjunction rather than logical necessity.* By seeming to be able
to explain nature objectively, science adopts a posture of knowing that seems
authoritative. (In the 1970s-1980s Ricceur challenges this as an oversimplified,
one-sided position - yet without wishing to reject science.)

He criticizes what he sees as the regrettable dichotomy that Dilthey (1833-
1911) created between Explaining (scientific) and Understanding (social sci-
entific) and argues, through his critique of Dilthey, Habermas (1929-) and
Gadamer (1900-2002), for a combination of the two approaches, not a split.
His work on Habermas and Gadamer represents subtle arbitration and the
determination to be fair to each side of the argument. Habermas’ determina-
tion to break free from all inherited truths is balanced against Gadamer’s insist-
ence that we must remain aware of the histories that determine the way we
think. Ricceur insists that each of these polarized ways of thinking must work
together, in his detailed exposition in The Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences.
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When thinking of structuralism that wishes to stay at an explanatory level and
stops short of more interpretative work, he stresses that hermeneutics must
not go ‘against the current of structural explanation’.?® This technique serves
him well in his attempts to reconcile analytical and continental philosophy,
although it is also clear that exponents of each do not necessarily want to be
reconciled to each other. He also considers the difficulties experienced by the
social sciences in their excessive attachment to method and the methodological
difficulties to which this can give rise.?® Such work shows an almost anarchic
tendency that is often misunderstood by those who cannot reconcile such an
attack on method with the intense use that he made of the methods that he
wished to restrain, such as structuralism. There is a resonance here with Charles
Taylor’s (1931-) argument that there is an unavoidably ‘hermeneutic’ compo-
nent in the natural sciences: we can see this not only in Dilthey, but also in
Gadamer, in Ricceur’s interpretation of Freud, and in Habermas® writings
Interpretation and the Sciences of Man (1971).2 Ricceur and Taylor admired each
other’s work for many years and met occasionally.?®

Ricceur rejects both Habermas’ desire to deny all ideologies and start afresh
and Gadamer’s desire to encourage acceptance of time- and contextbound
beliefs as inevitable. He makes a recommendation that seems like a rather
self-effacing compromise but which probably issues one of the best challenges
available to systematic methodological approaches in both natural and human
sciences. Explanation and Understanding must co-operate and balance each
other out. It seems that Ricceur has identified the narcissistic nature of much
that we think and do in our attempts to be right. We are in fact being subjective
much more often than we realize. He accepts the inevitability of being subjec-
tive, yet recommends that we should differentiate consciously between that and
being right. His use of suspicion plays a vital role here.

He seeks to create tensions, often in fact maintaining the tension for as long
as possible in order to resolve differences at the most intractable point in the
debate. For emample, when analysing the relation between Explaining and
Understanding, he seeks to reclaim Explaining for Understanding, in order to
achieve interpretative powers that make use of different, almost incompatible
ways of thinking. Ricceur developed this creative tension that arises through the
juxtaposition of differences and the ambivalence of meanings, to help.us face
the ambiguities of our actions and those of others. Language is a form of action
and our actions can be read as if they were text as described in The Hermeneutics
of Action (1996). One of the defining characteristics of the human is our narra-
tive capacity and Ricceur sees this as the way in which we can better understand
ourselves through others. He sees our need to understand our history, to both
alienate ourselves from and yet also to understand in a partisan, subjective way,
the narrative reasons we give for our actions. Finally he offers us hope that we
may be able to create various possible scenarios ‘in front of the text’ that will
allow us to work within the complexities of life at a provisional level for as long
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as possible, seeking reasonable resolution. If we can pre-empt premature
foreclosure we may be able to see solutions to conflicts that would otherwise be
lost, in a modified Gadamerian sense of understanding the traditions behind
thought.

Choose compatible opposites: psychoanalysis and
phenomenology in the 1960s

Phenomenology and hermeneutics are different and yet inextricably related in
a mutual almost symbiotic belonging: we see this way of thinking in Ricceur’s
definition of symbol, as containing within it two contradictory yet related mean-
ings: ‘stain’ means dirt and sin. (Behaviourism and psychoanalysis, on the other
hand, are too different to render dialogue possible, according to Ricceur. The
former is based on observable evidence, the latter upon interpretation that
cannot be directly verified.)® Ricceur decides that phenomenology and psycho-
analysis have enough in common to merit comparison, then looks at their
differences, as this example shows: whereas phenomenology aims to challenge
reflection with respect to immediate consciousness, psychoanalysis uses suspi-
cion to render the unconscious accessible through analysis. Phenomenology
uses modification of Cartesian doubt about existence and psychoanalysis uses
modification of the Spinozist critique of traditional conceptions of free will,
whereby we hand ourselves over to the ‘domineering flux of underlying moti-
vations’. Yet within this capacity to be compared there is also tension: phenom-
enology proposes that the unconscious resembles the pre-conscious of analysis,
and creates a text in the mind that goes beyond representation. For psychoanal-
ysis, meaning is prevented from becoming clear; repression creates a barrier
between the unconscious and the pre-conscious, and thus the mind’s fext is
beyond representation because it is repressed. Phenomenology suggests links
can be made clear between instincts and desires.

Next he reminds us of what makes them similar and also so different:
phenomenology and psychoanalysis are in sympathy with each other in their
approach towards truth and the search for self-understanding, but the methods
they use are incompatible. Freud denies the autonomy and supremacy of the
thinking subject; the cogito is reduced, which is anti-phenomenology. Ricceur
argues that we must make use of the Freudian systematization, its topography
and economics, as a ‘discipline’ aimed at making us completely homeless,
at dispossessing us of that illusory cogito which at the outsetoccupies the place
of the founding act, I think, I am. This denies the validity of the immediate
consciousness. We can use it to provide a moment of reflection. Freud takes
us from immediate consciousness towards acceptance of the unconscious as
aplace that has what Freud calls its own ‘systemic laws’ (such as primary process,
timelessness and no negation).*® In the primary process, for example, initial
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responses to stimuli take a quasi-hallucinogenic formn, to be replaced while
awake with calmer, risk-averse responses; the secondary process. This is repres-
sion and bears some analogies with our suppression of suspicion: we avoid being
suspicious of each other because that risks challenging what we believe we share
in common, so we exaggerate our suspicions about those who seem ‘other’.
This shows the need for Ricceur’s development of the exercise of suspicion,
which refuses to repress our mistrustful reactions to other people, in order to
seek resolution. ‘Consciousness ceases to be what is best known and becomes
problematic’, altered by the traces it contains from the unconscious mind.

PHASE THREE: Time and Narrative: 1970s-1980s

Structuralism in France is on the wane, and Ricceur attempts to be conciliatory
with the former structuralists, some of whom are now post-structuralists, but
the setting is abrasive. He begins to grapple in more depth with the possibility
that there may be an ethical realm that ‘is no longer hermeneutical, in the
sense that it is not within interpretation ruled by reading’.%! This work builds on
his earlier detailed study of Jesus’ parables in the Gospels, with their extraordi-
nary structures, analysed in ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’.3? Linguistic analysis helps
him to show how parables achieve their moral effect, but the moral questions
go beyond structure. In Time and Narrative he creates a dialectical contrast
within time, setting Aristotle’s fragmented time against Augustine’s more psy-
chological time, and also developing a tension between time and narrative
which helps him to investigate the narrative identity that is part of human prob-
lem solving. T'ime and Narrative crosses many subject boundaries, such as histo-
riography, history and literature. Towards the end of Time and Narrative Ricoeur
looks at the concept of personal identity and the possibility of the character of
the reader, thereby making possible the exploration of ethics and justice. Con-
sciousness thus finds itself by orientating itself around its Other, another per-
son: consciousness finds itself by losing itselfin the Other. Here is the dialectical
tension between the self and the other, which leads him to the substance of his
Gifford lectures, subsequently to become Oneself as Another.

Multiple interpretations are necessary

Time and Narrative crosses many subject boundaries, such as historiography,
history and literature, and Ricceur appears stoic about the impossibility of
getting it right: ‘Almost every philosopher has had a piece of the truth and
none of them has had it all.”® Texts like Freud and Philosophy and The Conflict of
Interpretationslook at the diversity oflanguage uses, yet Interpretation Theory seeks
to analyse the unity of language. Ricceur asserts that the sentence is irreducible
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to the sum of its parts; hence structural analysis will never be enough. Therefore
hermeneutics welcomes structuralism as part of its ‘collaboration with other
modes of understanding’.* This is a different solution from that of an analytical
philosopher like Davidson, for whom Ricceur has great respect, but from whose
attachment to the primacy of accuracy in language he distances himself. Later,
for example in his essays on translation, we see how useful their work always
is to him, in helping to decipher the complexity and resonance of ordinary
language. At the core of Ricceur’s approach is his desire that he developed
in The Rule of Metaphor, that text could displace the ego’s self-absorption to
that of a subjective self engaged with text, influenced by and changed by text.
Subjectivity is thus neither a delusion nor an illusion, but the product of our
attempts to deal with who we are. In a debate with Gadamer, Ricceur tries to put
this into words:

Perhaps I cannot incorporate the other’s interpretation into my own view,
but I can, by a kind of imaginary sympathy, make room for it. I think that it
is a part of intellectual integrity to be able to do that, to recognise the limit
of my own comprehension and the plausibility of the comprehension of the
other.%

The question determines the answer and this creates limits

Ricceur insists that ‘The limits of the question imply also the limitations of the
answer.’ In terms of philosophical approach this is also true; neither herme-
neutics nor any other form of philosophy can ask the foundational questions
about existence, but they can help each other to ask the questions that suit their
discipline.®” This is not to be rejected; it is necessary as a way of avoiding
the false totalization of attempting to explain within one grand framework and
reconcile aspects oflife that are, inevitably, incompatible. This is the problem-
atic of existence: only by setting rival hermeneutics beside each other can we
‘perceive something of the being to be interpreted’, such that ‘each hermeneu-
tics discovers the aspect of existence which founds it as method.’ %

Any form of philosophy must be aware of its own limits — itbecomes meaning-
less if it seeks to create and answer all the questions.*® Hermeneutics cannot be
omnipotent; the question limits the answer. Thus methods constrain us from
the beginning and it is vital to have many other ways of thinking, to ask differ-
ent questions. This can seem to endorse a relativistic approach, but in fact
Ricceur is here applying his phenomenological tools to the task of investigating
the multifaceted human experience of life: self-conscious reflection upon
a problem releases the contradiction for discussion. He takes more than one
approach, pits them against each other, finds differences and similarities and
explores them exhaustively so as to show us the creative tensions between and
within different approaches. If we sometimes tire of the triadic development of
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dialectical sequences, we do still benefit greatly from his technique of resisting
conclusions for as long as possible, to prolong the fecundity of exploring differ-
ent possibilities. This method is, however, usually limited to work with which he
finds some empathy, so he avoids postmodern debates.

PHASE FOUR: Oneself as Another. 1980s-1990s

Oneself as Another is discussed in Chapter 9 in more detail; in 1991 Ricceur is
acknowledged in France as an important philosopher, greatly lauded by the
philosophical establishment. There is a special issue of the journal Esprit and
a conference is held at Cerisy on him and his work.

Ricceur tries to work in the gap created between the ideology (rational con-
trol) and utopia (freedom from constraint) identified by Habermas.* He also
looks back to Freedom and Nature and From Text to Action to work on his belief
that ‘the world of action is the world of the reader of the text.’*! He looks back
also to language, and, arguing against structuralism that language always has a
referent outside of itself, he still sees action as one of these referents. Beginning
the return to phenomenology, he seeks to uncover two types of hidden aspects
of the human: first Husserl’s bracketing, in which the humdrumworld of objects
is bracketed off and a truer sense of self is sought, uncontaminated by subject-
object dualism and secondly Heidegger’s uncovering of everything that is very
close at hand that is the real world we live in and completely ignore. These two
are not completely opposed to each other, as being-in-the-world is sought by
both, albeit differently.

The other concern is about the dominant ego; instead what we want to strive
towards is a situation in which we refuse to be dominated by our subjective self
and ‘exchange the me, master of itself, for the self, disciple of the text’.#2 The ego
is not the ultimate origin, despite the emphasis placed upon the ego by Husserl
and Heidegger. Ricceur sees the vital role for literature in the challenging
and restoration of meaning; literature serves both to amplify and analyse the
meanings that we can find in everyday language, discourse and tropes such as
metaphor and here is where the meaning is to be found that can guide our
moral intentions.

Continental and analytic, ordinary language philosophies:
a long-term dialectic

Analytic philosophy has a contested and complex relationship with the idea of
self, and, rather unusually, Ricceur sees this as facilitating a relationship between
analytic and ordinary language philosophy and hermeneutical philosophy.
Analytical (as represented by Frege and Husserl) and ordinary language philos-
ophies (as represented by Wittgenstein and Austin) place limits upon the self
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and upon language. These limits also bestow strength on both because identity
and language are thereby described as real, and therefore hermneneutics can
build upon these analytical limits that, in a Kantian sense, both limitand define
identity and language. For Ricceur, building on his teaching from the 1970s, the
works of Strawson, Davidson and Parfit do indeed show the self as defined by
ontological affirmations about who the self hopes to become, but covertly. He
finds tension between analytical and more hernneneutical philosophy very
productive: the default position that analytical philosophy adopts regarding
‘the Other’ is revelatory to him because of what it does not say, helping him to
use philosophy oflanguage to work on ‘attestation’.

Attestation (“I exist, here I stand, I am responsible for my actions”) is the
opposite of suspicion and is predicated on trust that we can both be physically
real and also have intentions.* He suggests that suspicion and attestation both
share the same ‘plane’ of attempts at truthfulness, i.e. epistemological and
ontological, an argument reminiscent of Bergson’s two sources of morality and
religion i.e. that each contains an open and a closed nature. Suspicion and
attestation are both open and closed, and both seek facts and deep meaning.
In Oneself as Anotherhe attempts to develop a herineneutic of the self that medi-
ates between the cogito and the anti-cogito. By the anti-cogito he means the
ideas of the masters of suspicion. P. F. Strawson’s work Individuals encourages
Ricceur to think about the referential requirement of semantics; ‘thus the dis-
course concerning bodies and persons as basic particulars is from the outset
a discourse on; the person is already that about which one is speaking.’**

Here Ricceur sees analytic philosophy as having realist tendencies that serve
as a strong counter instance to the idealist tendencies of Descartes and the phe-
nomenalist commitment of Hume. The notion of narrative identity is imbued
with fiction and this creates potential tension with analytical philosophy, yet for
Ricceur this increases the importance of the relationship. Davidson’s realist
emphasis on the event, although ultimately too extreme for Ricceur in its sepa-
ration of event from action, gives him an initial boost in emphasizing the
potency of events. Parfit, as a Humean sceptic, also helps Ricceur in his explora-
tion of the ontology of the self; what the self as concept and as actual event
can mean to us and to others. Ricceur does not use the customary pairings of
realism/anti-realism, objectivisi/anti-objectivism, and analytic/ continental, to
name some of the more common ones. Nor does he engage with those, like
Baudrillard, whose views he finds too extreme regarding the impossibility of
seeking a viable path between reason and unreason.

Even though Ricceur parts company with Davidson, Parfit and Strawson, the
initial route that he takes towards attestation is supported, he believes, by their
work in that the self, denied full selfhood, seems paradoxically more evident.*s
This attestation by the self, however, also has an impact upon the concept and
process of analysis, protecting analytical philosophy from easy accusations of
being limited. Of course we have always been able to distinguish, within ordinary
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language, between narrow, limited meanings and transcendental meanings.
However, this is a Kantian distinction between the empirical and the transcen-
dental and requires us to be able to assert the dependence of linguistic action
upon ontological action. In other words Ricceur believes that I need to be able
to assert that my use of language influences the meaning of my actions and,
indeed, shows those actions to mean more than the surface features of the
action itself. Here attestation bears witness to the individual’s struggle between
reflection, analysis and action. He is thereby recommending a use of herme-
neutics to strengthen the analytic philosophical sense of self that can otherwise
seem phenomenalist, i.e. too bound up in itself and in intentionality when
we should focus more upon our attestation to the events for which we are
responsible.

Dialectical failure? Faith and philosophy

Ricceur also describes how his membership of the Protestant minority made
him feel heretical in Rennes where Catholicism, as in most of France, was the
majority religion. He describes his intellectual life as ‘the sort of controlled
schizophrenia that has always been my rule of thought’, comprising two poles:
‘a Biblical pole and a rational and critical pole’.#” In later work there are some
exceptions e.g. Evil and Thinking Biblically yet he states himself that the two
should be kept separate: he asserts that he wanted to write a book which would
be ‘truly philosophical without any religious affiliation. . . . philosophy is auton-
omous activity and my own belonging to a religious tradition is based on and
ruled by other criteria than those which I use in philosophy’.® In later life
Ricceur requested that the two Gifford lectures that he excised from Oneself as
Anothershould be published, together with an essay that he believed to be very
important; ‘Love and Justice’.*

Are we faced here with a limit to methodological dialectics, namely that the
religious and secular cannot come together well? Ricceur himself often chose to
separate his religious from his more secular writings. If the provisionality advo-
cated by philosophy is deemed unsuitable for faith, then such provisionality
seems for a short time to be well served by the hermeneutics of suspicion, as we
saw in Chapter 4. Dialectical tension is thus created in Ricceur himself between
his faith and his philosophy, and in Chapter 10 we can also ask ourselves whether
we can be Ricceurian without faith or without some appreciation for faith? In a
highly pragmatic manner Ricceur clearly distinguishes between culture and
faith, in the chapterin Critique and Conviction discussing Education and Secular-
ism, in which he implements the dialectical tools of avoiding premature clo-
sure, looking for similarities as well as dissimilarities and refusing artificial
polarization: ‘I cannot help but think there is something ridiculous in the fact
that at school a Christian girl can show her buttocks while a Muslim girl is for-
bidden to cover her head.”®
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PHASE FIVE: Memory, History, Forgetting and The Course of
Recognition: 1990s-2005

By 2004, Derrida and Ricceur, after some years without much contact, are
enjoying discussion and debate again, in mutual respect and affection. They
work together on pardon, appropriately enough, and this work is reflected in
Memory, History, Forgetting. In his deeply admiring tribute to their friendship
Derrida comments that whereas he believes pardon to be impossible, Ricoeur
sees it as difficult.®! There is a moving tribute to Derrida by Ricceur in the post-
humously published Vivant jusqu’d la mort.5?

Here we see Ricceur return to phenomenology and ordinary language
philosophy, epistemology and hermeneutics in Memory, History, Forgetting, which
mediates between Time and Narrative and Oneself as Another. He gives renewed
emphasis also to Descartes, Locke, and even, in Memory, History, Forgetting and
in The Course of Recognition, to Bergson, whose work he had regretted being una-
ble to integrate into Time and Narrative. This late work extends phenomenology
beyond its previous boundaries, and also shows us again that reductionist
approaches may become vehicles for greater openness, when we are incorpo-
rating them within detours of thought and/or new ideas. His translation work
from this period, in On Translation, has already been discussed in Chapter 6.

The Course of Recognition: ‘le petit miracle de la reconnaissance’

The by now habitual use of a dialectical method is still evident, although to
a lesser extent in Memory, History, Forgetting, and it undergoes a renaissance in
The Course of Recognition. There are three phases (surprise!) to his hermeneutic
of the self; first the “I can”, secondly the detour through the object, to give
the self a reflexive sense, and thirdly the dialectic between identity and other-
ness, continued from Oneself as Another>® We need to be aware of a dialectic of
binding-unbinding, distanciation and appropriation, explanation and under-
standing - yet Explaining and Understanding will be rejected in The Course of
Recognition. If we feel suspicion about versions of the past, we as the reader must
take that responsibility. Unhappy history is to be avoided, where communities
close in on themselves and disregard the suffering of others. We must exercise
double negation, the double negative that makes a positive. This includes
the balancing of forgetting that erases traces and forgetting that stays alert to
the need to forget. Is forgetting a sort of forgiving? Forgiveness will often be
incognito, not showing the act of forgiving openly.*

The Course of Recognition came from the lectures he gave in English in Vienna
in the late 1990s, entitled ‘Process of Recognition’, which he felt expressed the
dynamic aspect of recognition. Its publication history as the last book to appear
in his lifedme should not be taken to presume that The Course of Recognition
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is thelast word before his death, as this book is based on lectures that he gave in
20002001, around the time of the publication of Memory, History, Forgetting.
This latter book has a panoptic scale about it that makes it more significant
than its successor, and it seems to me to be his definitive statement about the
cost of war and peace for France. Catherine Goldenstein, Archivist at Fonds
Riceeur believes that Memory, History, Forgetting was his last great work: ‘I spoke
to Jean Greisch about it, who also believes that Memary, History, Forgetting marks
the closure of Paul Ricceur’s work.” Moreover, he did not enjoy turning The
Course of Recognition lecture notes into a book, wondering whether he had ‘fait
le tour de piste en trop’ (gone round the track too often).%

When choosing the French title for The Course of Recognition he chose the
word ‘ Parcours’ and Catherine Goldenstein remembers the conversation Ricceur
had with her husband about this title and how it related to going out on recon-
naissance expeditions as young scouts.”” Here he considers the ways in which
ambiguity of language and surplus of meaning can be harnessed to understand
oneself better, developing ideas about identity and self-conscious understand-
ing that he first worked on in Freedom and Nature, History and Truth, Freud
and Philosophy and Oneself as Another. He develops these ideas by populating the
debate with British empiricists and Kant, Husserl and the usual suspects. He
works on recognition in modern epistemology, recognition of responsibility
and finally mutual recognition. It becomes clear why this book cannot be fully
incorporated into linguistic analysis, when we understand how important it is
for Ricceur to identify and study the philosophical problems caused by identity
that have to ‘slice through the simple regulating of ordinary language in terms
of its use’.%®

He can find no unified philosophy of recognition, yet he locates three high
points for The Course of Recognition; he starts with Kant’s recognitio (1st edn of
Critique of Pure Reason), which seeks the a priori conditions for the possibility
of objective meaning. Bergson (recognition of memories) is next, with a psy-
chological approach towards the old debate about how body and soul are
related, and an attempt to understand how we remember. Finally he contrasts
Hegel (Anerkennung, from Hegel’s Jena Realphilosophie) with the struggle for
‘real’ freedom that becomes a demand for recognition, and develops this
beyond Hegel to work on mutual recognition.

In The Course of Recognition, he retumns to the necessity for ambiguity and
ambivalence in language. In deep study of the etymology of the word ‘recogni-
tion’, he refers to the need for ‘the analytical exaltation of the process of
derivation’. Within The Course of Recognition it is the miraculous recognition of
the other, of oneself in the other, that provides the only way of reducing the
tyranny of violence over language. I do not mean here miracle in the sense of
Ricceur’s early mentor, Marcel, who emphasized the inexplicable nature of the
event, although that is very important. The gift of recognition is the miracle
that enters the space created by the difference between violence and language.
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‘Le petit miracle de la reconnaissance’ was a phrase often used by Ricceur,
described by Catherine Goldenstein: the real-life experience of spontaneous
recognition of oneself in another.%®

Ricceur attempts in The Course of Recognition to show us howrecognition (iden-
tification), ‘where the thinking subject claims to master meaning,’ is replaced
by mutual recognition and dismantles the subject-object dichotomy. Identity
leads to otherness and thence to recognition and misrecognition, and the
themes of memory and promise are added to the debate after Oneself as Another.
Kantian ‘reciprocal action’ finds a place in the human sciences, which Kant
did not predict. Narrative voice, upon which Ricceur has worked for decades,
returns to remind us of the capacity of plot to weave stories together and to
show relationships between plots and characters.

Conclusions

The dialectical methodology can create tension between two possibilities. This
may give us creative space for deliberating about choices, or it may leave us
exhausted and confused. The hermeneutics of suspicion played a valuable,
indeed indispensable role for Ricceur in the 1960s, by facilitating the decon-
struction of the grand narratives of conscious thought, work relationships, and
the power motive, through our education at the hands of Freud, Marx and
Nietzsche respectively. This destructive hermeneutics, with ‘une sorte de puritan-
isme du symbole, provides one half of the act, of which the other half is ‘remythi-
sation’, after this loss of innocence engendered by suspicion.® For Ricceur
actions should be reciprocal if possible, as we see in translation, in which the
translator and the translated should both give and take meaning. The herme-
neutic circle is thus comprised of a first naivety and then a necessary decon-
struction of belief through suspicion, followed, if we are lucky, by a second
naivety, a post-critical naivety that endeavours to develop a better world to live
in. Suspicion thus describes an arc within the hermeneutic circle. Yet we will
see in Chapter 10 how Ricceur’s refusal, in a Kantian manner, to engage dialec-
tically with religion and philosophy together suggests that such an arc may
not always work; the two most important parts of his cognitive life cannot be
melded.

If we employ a dialectical method we can create a to and fro movement
between phenomenology and hermeneutics, Explaining and Understanding,
cogito and anticogito, empirical and transcendental, finite and infinite, prox-
imity and distance. This creates a framework for both time and space to be
brought into play and provide help in spreading out my thoughts and then
gathering them up again. This was Milton’s discovery too in Paradise Lost.
In contrast with the sudden fall of perfect Satan, Adam and Eve are rescued by
time, the nature of their imperfection.® I go backwards and forwards between
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two distinct poles. In a dialectical movementI look at differences, then similari-
ties and then differences again, attempting to decide what each tells me about
the other. This creates a gap, a pause in time and a sort of vacuum in space,
which by its very activity displaces from the centre any hegemonic violence of
ideas such as those revealed to us by the masters of suspicion. I gain both time
and space in suspending both for the purposes of thinking more clearly. Ricceur
depicts this very act as a moral position, not a sign of weakness.

Ricceur’s methodological dialectics attempt to create a condition of possibil-
ity, not as fixed as Kant’s ‘absolute gap’ between ‘the transcendental and empir-
ical points of view’ on the one hand, and the findamental differences between
sensing and understanding on the other. This is a crucial role played by the
space, the gap of which Ricceur writes in detail in The Course of Recognition and
we will see its power to mediate between sense and sensibility and also to enlist
the categories of time and space to mediate between opposing aspects of our
lives. Pellauer proposes that ‘being is that which lies beyond the polarities, so
to speak’; I agree, if we understand that the decision as to what is worth believ-
ing in is developed in this gap, this space, this central vacuum created by the
tension of weighing up one tip of the pole against the other.5? There are clear
resonances between aspects of this approach and the third way method of
Nagarjuna, but we need another option, given the incompatibility of such
a meditative approach with modern living, in which much is determined by
surface features regarding our capacity to undertake measurable acts that lead
to measurable outcomes.*® Moreover, the very real risk of using this dialectical
method is that we will become confused, tired, bored or dedicated to some sort
of postmodern relativism, and indeed some would argue that this is precisely
where democracy has brought us. However, Dosse concludes his excellent two-
volume history of structuralism by asserting the vital importance of Ricceur’s
ability to create complementarities; ‘Only the dialogic relatonship between
whatPaul Ricceur defined as the explanatory level of meaning . . . and the inter-
pretative level . . . preserves all the important structuralist contributions and
keeps criticism from sinking below the waves of the five senses.’®*

Chapter 8 shows how Ricceur offers us a complementary approach regarding
faith and secularism, without necessitating that we follow formal religious
pathways, as he has always done. In The Course of Recognition Ricceur hopes to
show how the process of recognizing is the way to be a human; the gap becomes
what he calls the dialectic between people, described as being between dissym-
metry and mutuality.® So we have a gap, a something between people, lopsided
because of the difficulty of understanding each other and of being fair to
another person, but at least a space created for communication, for un petit mir-
acle de reconnaissance.

Ricceur is also already beginning to consider the law, the work of Rawls and
the need to deal with the violence in the nature of people by other means than
those of narrative. He is considering the creative processes within the law, when
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a judge must mediate between a law and an individual case, in order to try
to come up with a ruling that is both just and fair. This will be explored in
Chapter 8 where we will look more closely at the wide-ranging importance of
Time and Narrative for Ricceur’s philosophical anthropology, and the way he
admitted in the end that time ‘folds back upon itself, escaping the grasp of
narrative’. This, for him, is a sort of final tribute to Heidegger; one that does
not, however, reduce the problems created by Heidegger and that triggers
Ricceur’s development of the ‘narrative identity’ that is to become Oneself as
Another5



Chapter 8

Philosophical anthropology

Everywhere throughout the world, one finds the same bad movie, the same slot
machines, the same plastic or aluminium atrocities, the same twisting of language

by propaganda etc.
(1964) Universal Civilisation and National Cultures in HAT: 276!

Here Ricceur chronicles the damage done by so-called civilized societies to
themselves and to other cultures. Over a decade earlier, in 1952, at the invita-
tion of UNESCO, the structuralist anthropologist Lévi-Strauss wrote an essay
called ‘Race and History’ that was to raise the stakes regarding Europe’s colonial
relationship with Africa, arguing that different races are different, not inferior
and that each has its own internal structures that are consistent and can easily
be damaged by outside ignorance.? Following the typical structuralist path of
criticizing history, Lévi-Strauss showed how dangerous it can be to see cultures
in historical hierarchies of different levels of civilization, and how we need to
see the strengths of other cultures. Dosse describes how the academician Roger
Caillois challenged Lévi-Strauss and was rebuffed: the arguments are interest-
ing, as Caillois accused Lévi-Strauss of relativism and of double standards in
ascribing superiority to Eastern cultures, while Lévi-Strauss believes he is argu-
ing for parity and pluralism.® Ricceur’s essay from 1964, quoted above, looks
at what is arguably the next phase — when we know about other civilizations,
and find how difficult it is to ‘remain yourself and to practice tolerance toward
other civilisations’.* Especially when you are quiet.

Ricceur develops a different anthropology from that of Lévi-Strauss. Ricoeur
uses the term ‘philosophical anthropology’ throughout his career to discuss
problems that he sees as universal to the human condition, in a Kantian way,
adding of course the need to take specific contextual situations into account as
we see in Oneself as Another. He is clearly influenced by the lessons and lectures
he attended as a teenager where he covered themes such as connectivity; how
are we related to each other in terms both of causality and responsibility, how
do we deal with negative thought as a problem and, potentally, a solution,
and how can we bring body and mind together into humane intentionality?
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These lectures enable Ricceur to compare and contrast psychology, psychiatry,
philosophy, sociology, history and biological sciences, in an ‘anthropology of
finitude’. ®* Writing later in the context of structuralism and its development
with anthropology, Ricceur brings political conscience to this potent and very
French admixture of disciplines, showing a passionate anger about the colonial
war in Algeria, and the communist abuses of power in Eastern Europe.® He
develops a theoretical model in response to the need to be fair, starting in
The Symbolism of Evil with first and second naivety.” Second naivety provides
the investigative state of mind that we may achieve if we can make use of the
ideas of philosophical anthropology; chastened, confused, knowing more than
we want to about ourselves and others, yet still hopeful, and making use of
suspicion as a spur to clearer thought, which lasts right up to Memnory, History,
Forgetting.

In his 1960 essay ‘The Antinomy of Human Reality and the Problem of Philo-
sophical Anthropology’, in Reagan and Stewart, Ricceur shows how Kant's
transcendental philosophy is a ‘necessary but not sufficient’ first stage of a philo-
sophical anthropology. Kant is necessary not least for providing the element of
rationalism that complements the method of pure reflection, which Ricceur
uses in Fallible Man. In The Symbolism of Evil, on this same theme, Ricoeur moves
from fallibility to fault, with an increasingly intense focus on the person. Kant is
not sufficient because ‘the “I” of the I think is not a person . . . it is only the
project of the object’ (the object being the form of the world).® Nor did Kant
claim that the ‘I’ was a person in his work, and is insistent upon this in his
critique of Descartes in The Paralogisms of Pure Reason. Ricceur wants to go
beyond this to have a philosophy that contains people and that studies the
social aspects of groups.

We can identify three strands in Ricceur’s philosophical anthropology; the
first one is based on phenomenological and then hermeneutic interest in the
human being. With History and Truth, using Sartre’s work critically, he estab-
lishes that the reasons why we act are complex and should be seen as attempts
at enacting ethical, contested decisions, which we can neither simplify nor dis-
own. In this first strand he works on the idea in Fallible Man that it is impossible
to be at ease with oneself, and that being conscious of oneself is never ulti-
mately possible but can be attained to a certain degree by methodical use of
language and careful reflection. He begins to look at the self in the context of
personal identity and narrative identity at the end of Time and Narrative.

There is a second strand, which appears in Oneself as Anotherand elsewhere by
exploring the ways in which we can learn about ourselves through our relation-
ships with others. The shortest way to the self is through the other: Oneself as
Anotherhas more of a rule-based, pragmatic tone, regarding the extent to which
our behaviour towards each other can be codified and whether we can be both
just and fair to each other. Can we take broad moral principles and adapt them
(aslittle as possible) to the ethicalrequirements of a given situation? Even more
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importantly, what effect may such codification have on us? In the mid-1980s to
mid-1990s, Ricoeur develops the social, group aspect of being a person, asin The
Just. Relevant texts here are ‘The Socius and the Neighbour’ (in History and
Truth), Love and Justice, The Just, Ideology and Utopia, ‘The Erosion of Tolerance’
and Reflections on the Just.’

The third strand is theological, seen in early texts such as those in Political and
Social Essays (1974), and in Evil (1986), Figuring the Sacred (1995) and Thinking
Biblically (1998).1® Here Ricceur is investigating issues of identity and textual
ethics to see whether they can be resolved theologically. In fact, of course,
distinctions between theology and secularist thought are artificial and yet he
insists upon respecting them; Fallible Man and The Symbolism of Evil, for exam-
ple, contain religious arguments. Biblical hermeneutics is of great importance
to Ricceur, and carried over from the previous chapter will be the question
of whether he places secular philosophy and theological philosophy in dialecti-
cal tension, or not. As a Christian he chooses to understand the resurrection
of Jesus as the possibility of goodness in the Christian community, and sees
Christianity in the context of a secular world. Hence the acts of each member
of the community should reflect Christian standards: he thinks this may be
because he sees himself as an apprentice theologian.!

First strand: the self who acts

Anthropologyis the comparative study of humankind, more commonly through
social or cultural milieux, and Ricoeur applies certain social and cultural aspects
of it to philosophy. Dauenhauer draws our attention to the essay ‘The Model of
the Text’ in From Text to Action, which can provide us with the core ideas to
Ricceur’s theory of human interaction, and responsible action.!? Ricceur uses it
to set out the belief that we can ‘read’ actions as if they were text, with all the
attendant issues that implies; the possibility of misreading, the reputation of
the actor being at stake, the need for an owner of the action to be identified
and also then, possibly to have their actions misunderstood by others. Text,
for Ricceur, is usually narrative in structure.!® All these things can happen with
discourse when it becomes text, and so it is with actions. The ‘human deeds are
also waiting for fresh interpretations that decide their meaning’ and this intro-
duces all the risk that ordinary language philosophers seek to close down by
seemingly removing the actor from the analysis in their concern to have accu-
rate records of the event that took place.!* Ordinary language philosophers
utilize analysis that examines the semantic implications of the way the event
is recounted. Ricceur applauds their perspicacity, and employs their analyses
in order to understand many features of language, but he rejects what he sees
as their exclusion of the person and of the attendant, messy yet necessary inves-
tigation of responsibility for actions.'®
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In its early phase phenomenology has clear ethical dimensions and contains
a strong critique of other philosophies: for Sartre, if I am free to act as I see fit,
I will suffer the anguish of nothingness, of having the choice to take up this or
that particular project.!* Returning to the debate in Freedom and Nature about
a motive not being a cause, Ricaeur looks at the great tension between the two;
the danger of narrative is that I decide upon my motive in order to make sense
of my story. That affects the causal explanation that I use to justify my actions —
if I change my motive, I must change the causal reasoning that I use and this
highlights the impossibility of causes and motives being the same as each other.
We cannot always affect causes. Ricceur seeks an existential will to act, as a way
of living that can be more positive than Sartre’s negativity, and can embody the
value of deciding to act to affirm life and not destroy it, to support others and
not weaken them and - above all - to cope with the distress and disorientation
caused by being limited in how much I can achieve and in how much I can
justify wanting and having those things and people over which I want to have
influence. Moreover, even when I resist the status quo, this can be an affirma-
tion of life and a de-negation of the difficulties in being mortal. Motives may
appear to affect causes, but this is an illusion because I cannot influence natural
events and random or unpredictable circumstances that may cause things to
happen. I am motivated to act, and I may change my motives, which are always
different from causes. Here he seems to come close to Hume (1711-1776), but
refuses to see it, because he is more interested in the entanglement between
voluntary (motivation) and involuntary (causes), than in scepticism about
human motives.

In Fallible Man we see that overzealously condemning our weaker acts can
lend credibility to ideas about original sin, which can make it seem as if we must
believe ourselves sinful. Ricceur prefers to believe that we have the potential
to sin, yet it is not inevitable: being too suspicious of our own motives could
mislead us into too evil an image of ourselves, a crippling lack of self-belief.
Another reason to be wary of suspicion is that we need to accept the ambiva-
lence of many of the signs and symbols that we use to give meaning to our
world, explored in The Symbolism of Evil. Hence we should have doubts but we
risk destroying many layers of meaning if we become too suspicious. We can
and should challenge existing edifices such as the church, politics, and the law,
but we should not challenge the possibility of seeking those ideals that are sup-
posedly embodied by such structures; spiritual selflessness, some sort of codi-
fied ethics, justice, kindness, etc. Suspicion should therefore function to make
us better at establishing and pursuing good ideals if we act with the proportion-
ality that Spinoza recommends. This process can serve to render our gaze more
penetrating about what it is that we have been disappointed by, and what we
need to persevere with. Throughout his life Riceceur witnessed philosophical
interest in religion that mostly took the form of sceptical attack.
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Husserl's phenomenology failed to provide Ricceur with the active person -
he writes exhaustively in Freedom and Nature about action, but in order to be
active he has to move to the more assertive quest for meaning possible in herme-
neutics - yet by the end of his life he returns to use phenomenology in order to
combine it with hermeneutics, in his post-Hegelian Kantian approach. He is
post-Hegelian because of his rejection of Hegel’s totalizing approach to world
history and the use of negation to ensure that he could not be contradicted.
He is Kantian because he retains so many Kantian features as central to his
work, such as the antinomy between reason and imagination.

‘The Socius and the Neighbour’

In the parable of the Good Samaritan it is of course not accidental that two
fellow citizens desert the injured traveller, each of whom is, in theory, in the
relationship of socius to him, bound to him by custom and law. For Ricceur,
living in the modern world, this means that it is precisely our shared reality of
the institution and the law that can make us seem like strangers to each other,
as the mechanisms of the State, not the individual, are deemed responsible for
personal safety. Abel and Porée see in the socius debate an almost Hegelian
concern about institutions, and remark upon Ricceur’s view that untypically
extreme modes of behaviour may be necessary to highlight the weaknesses of
certain institutions — perhaps, I wonder, in the case of the Nanterre student
revolt which highlighted weaknesses in the university system?!? :

Riceeur cites the Good Samaritan, as one who is not part of the social group
of the person who needs help, and who gives physical support selflessly, without
the institutional support of the laws of the land or the institutions created to
implement and consolidate the rules.!® The neighbour is a person who gener-
ates personal interest in another individual without the mechanisms described
above, and may even act well. In contrast the socius really is the insider, who
enjoys automatic and privileged access to that other, because they are bound
together by social custom, by law, by expectation and by institutional pressures.
Despite Ricceur’s faith in institutions, we see tensions in this early essay: the
neighbour is defined by Ricceur as the individual who makes a personal, con-
scious decision to do acts of goodness that go beyond the normal structures
of routine within institutional and cultural constraints: ‘One does not have
aneighbour; I make myself someone’s neighbour.”?

How can I become the neighbour who steps outside the social bonds of the
socius and makes a singular gesture of support to the other? If I am constrained
by laws and institutional norms that also protect my group, and me, then my
actions may risk damaging the interests of my group. Ricaeur writes with con-
cern about the wolfin sheep’s clothing that haunts this scene; utilitarian motives
that are protectionist. He sees that the Golden Rule to ‘do unto others as you
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would have them do unto you’ can become a calculated attempt to ensure
personal gain. He proposes that we overcome this utilitarian risk by ensuring
that love and charity make their mark in our legislation.

In The Socius and the Neighbour he discusses the idea of being recognized by the
State. In a later essay, ‘Urbanisation and Secularisation’ in Political and Social
Essays he questions how one-to-one relationships can be developed by the state,
alarge bureaucracy. Ricceur asserts that the l-thou relationship, as Buber claims,
is integral to Christianity, and particularly to Protestant theology; this is recogni-
tion of oneself in the other — who is originally God.?° Having argued earlier that
life in the city accelerates secularism and that humans become secularist in the
city because external, public relations prevail over internal, private ones, Ricceur
then shows how the neighbour and the socius problem, the I-thou issue, is not,
in fact, addressed by the Good Samaritan:?! ‘The Good Samaritan of the parable
did not enter into an I-thou relationship at all: he treated the man he met, if
1 may say so, functionally: he dressed his wounds, led him to lodging, paid the
bill; no-one ever tells us he made a friend of him.’”? This story illustrates the
irresolvable tension between individuals and state.

Thus in the 1950s he writes of the individual as neighbour who subverts
regulations and expectations with an act of love; in the 1970s he interprets
this act more functionally and he continues his debate with clear emphasis on
the role of justice systems into the 1990s. Here he returns to what he learnt
from André Philip in the 1930s, that there must be a dual allegiance to religion
and to politics, including the economic aspects of political justice:

In order to provide a rational basis for socialist commitment, an economic
argument is required — Marxist or other — of a different nature than moral
impulse alone, that could not be deduced directly from love of one’s
neighbour.®

Ricceur concludes that the way forward is dialectical: the philosopher is
a responsible thinker, and must remain suspended between atheism and
faith, and attempt to mediate between religion and faith by means of atheism.?*
Atheism can help the believer to be sceptical of the church as an institution,
and faith can help atheism to strengthen secular institutions.

Second strand: Oneself as Another

Oneself as Anotheris one of Ricceur’s most accessible works, which he worked and
reworked after giving the Gifford lectures in 1983, omitting theologically
nuanced chapters and adding new sections, including a passage in memory of
his thirty-nine-year-old son Olivier, who committed suicide shortly after Ricceur
gave the Gifford lectures. Dosse provides personal testimony of just how intense
and profound the mourning and sorrow was for Ricceur and his family.s
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Riceeur uses Kant’s ideas about the will to develop his philosophy of the
will, which is, as he himself is clear in the 1980s, becoming a philosophical
anthropology about what it means to be 2 human. Phenomenology had helped
him to consider the individual and individual fallibility; hermeneutics had
provided the linguistic turn that allowed him to investigate the polysemy of
human meanings and the narrative nature of human understanding, and
now he turns his emerging hermeneutics of the self to the subject of right
behaviour in and beyond the law.

Ricceur sees it as the development of his ideas about ‘the capable person’,
and the first six chapters are about ‘I can’. He develops the idea of the self
who is constant over time (idem) and the self who changes over time but is still
recognizable (épse). These two forms of identity are conjoined by narrative, as
each of us is the character in the plot of a story. This gives us identity in space
and time and in ethical matters. In the little ethics he alters the focus to heighten
the ethical challenge and considers three different manifestations of the self,
in order to focus on ethics more tightly: they are the self, the other ‘who has
a face’ and the other who is the recipient of justice and whom I do not know.?

Aristotle, Heidegger and Oneself as Another

In Oneself as Anotherhe revisits his classic themes; the fragility and fallible nature
of each human, struggling to find meaning in past action, in currentstate and
future options and in the terrible tragedies of history. His writing invites read-
ers to explore their own minds and confront the complexities of communal life
with the aid of modern hermeneutical philosophy. Ricceur puts great emphasis
on that rich vein of practical knowledge that is found in the moment of meet-
ing between memory and expectation, between what we know and what we
hope for. Many such moments will lead to the practical knowledge that, as
Jervolino puts it, cannot be ‘spliced onto the reductive concepts of modern
science’.?” This process centres ulimately on the ineffable mystery of con-
science, that part of our thinking that leads us to take responsibility for others;

I cannotsayas a philosopher where the voice of conscience comes from — that
ulsimate expression of otherness that haunts selfhood!*®

Riceeur sees philosophy before Descartes as reflecting a world in which the
human being was part of a total cosmological picture, with meaning bound up
in the understanding and acceptance of bigger forces than those of humans.
Gradually, from Descartes’ metaphysics onwards, the person becomes the object
of his or her own representation, so thatI can stand apart from my life and
analyse it. I am thus both the subject and object of my own existence. Ricceur
sees Kantand then Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, Schopenhauer and finally Nietzsche
transforming man as subject into man as will.® For Riceeur this can lead easily
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into nihilism, because the individual’s will may become unbridled in personal
wilfulness about deciding what is of value and what is not of value. We will bene-
fit from nihilist attitudes if they make us critical, but need to pull back from
irrevocably negative critique. He sees great potential for good in the power we
have that allows us to control our actions in order to benefit the greater good,
but the stakes are high because of the damage suffered: in Freud and Philosophy
he writes of the ‘wounded cogito’, in Oneself as Another he quotes Nietzsche and
writes of the ‘shattered cogito’, and in Critique and Conviction he discusses what
he sees as the ‘humiliated cogito’ of Hume and Nietzsche.

Ricceur takes seriously Heidegger's question about the nature of Being. In
the ‘Sixth Study’ of Oneself as Another he discusses Heidegger’s concept of
Care, Sorge, as related to his own belief that action is the fundamental basis
for existence in the world, because action includes not only doing and making
but also receiving and enduring, which we understand through the creation
and interpretation of narrative.®® In this he follows Heidegger’s own attempt
in the 1920s to use Aristotle’s philosophy and create a basic correlation between
praxis and Sorge, in the direction of making them both seem to be more about
possibilities than practical action. Ricceur prefers a sense closer to the original
Aristotelian concept of praxis as effective action. He hopes to be able to com-
bine on the one hand, Heidegger's Care, Sorge, which gives a sense of the poten-
tial of being an individual sensate Being in the world, with, on the other hand
an anthropological idea of the human in a group.*! He hopes to use human
predisposition for narrative to make sense of this world that combines the sen-
sory and the communal. Being able to create an ethical narrative that combines
desire and the other person ethically is extremely difficult; Ricceur comrnents
that many judges see defendants in court who seem unable to associate them-
selves with acts they have committed or with the effects of these acts. Their
evasive fabrications do not have Ricceurian narrative coherence, which should
be motivated by a desire for minimal adjustment to the rules and by a construc-
tive vision. If narrative coherence is motivated by ideas that can face up to
chaos and move us on, like Proust’s ‘final, powerfully forward-looking pages
of Remembrance of Things Past’, then this encapsulates Sorge. Such narrative
should provide a sense of the narrative unity of life. This should be highly
prized, and can give form to the ‘unstable mixture of fabulation and actual
experience’ that is real life. How do we square this with the fact that integral to
Heidegger’s Sorge is our capacity to confront our impending death? Ricceur
concedes that ‘fiction has a role to play in the apprenticeship of dying’ and the
gravity of this situation can be partially redressed if we look at his development
of Aristotle’s praxis, the activelif e in which we seek (yet never attain) a good life,
characterized by actions that are ethical.3? Here we see one of the most signifi-
cant differences between Ricceur’s and Heidegger’s use of phronesis: it can be
argued that Heidegger sees phronesis as descriptive, whereas for Ricceur it can
be self-prescriptive.
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In the ‘Seventh Study’ of Oneself as Another, ethics is shown as having to pass
through the rigours of moral rulings, and yet to respond to specific details in
a situation. Ricceur finds Kant’s rules too rigid for living a real life, and con-
cludes that he must return to Aristotle, and modify praxis of which tragedy -
for Aristotle - is the highest form. Ricceur attempts to look more realistically
at human fallibility. He develops a sense of modern life as built around the
centrality of praxis, with four interrelated and hierarchized levels of function-
ing. At the first level, we have our jobs. At the second level, we have our life
plans. At the third level, we interpret our identity by the skills, the arts thatwe
are engaged in. At the fourth level, we seek (yet never really reach) the good
life, in which we work towards good actions that are ethical. An example of this
is the way I attempted with colleagues to communicate these levels in teacher
education, and in citizenship education.’

Aristotle’s phronesis, practical wisdom, is crucially important here. Phronesis
is moral judgement that is made within a situation and must therefore singular-
ize the search for good solutions, using sensible intuition yet not reductionist
platitudes in order to meet the ethical problems of that particular situation.
It is therefore necessary to attempt to allow maximum interprestive openness
to the beliefs of the individuals involved, and the potency of our actions, our
praxis, must never be underestimated, as we see in current debates by Dworkin
et al. in jurisprudence.* Phronesis attempts to distort the general moral rule
only as much as is absolutely necessary for the specific situation. It adheres to
respect for persons, attempts to reconcile opposed claims and seeks to avoid
arbitrariness. By such means I can try to reduce the fallibility that separates me
from the way I am and the way I want to be, as Ricoeur argues in Fallible Man.
It could be argued that this approach is missing from Kant’s ethical theory, and
was certainly not of interest to Heidegger. In Oneself as Another Ricoeur seeks to
create the sense of a person with less emphasis on fallibility and more on action.
For such a person the narrative identity is the mediating concept between
sameness (¢dem) and selfhood (ipse). What is missing from Ricceur here, for me,
is any acknowledgement of Hume’s brilliant exposition of our ability to act
according to our desires and justify our actions post hoc, as well as his analysis of
the ways in which custom and habit determine the way we understand our
world.*® In Freud and Philosophy Ricceur shows us the power of drives and instincts,
but without the Humean touch of benevolent affection (we note, however,
Hume’s racism) towards hurmnans, all of whom have desires. Yet, in a manner not
dissimilar to Hume, Ricoeur shows us how our stories are inevitably linked to
others and to the lives of others, and these ‘second order’ stories are ethical
and yet not completely within our control, as they reflect our dependence on
others. In fact, the influence of the other over the self should be a key feature
of any good ethical narrative, and all narratives are ethical for Ricceur.

So Ricceur returns to the idea of taking responsibility for actions, looking
again to the British analytical tradition to kick-start the debate. He believes that
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Anscombe, Davidson and others have effectively written the person out of the
debate about human action. Austin and Searle have created with their speech
act theory what, in Davidson’s case Ricceur calls an ‘agentless semantics of
action’, in which the person and the action are separate once the action has
been committed. At one level this is understandable; I cannot keep control
of the outcomes of all my actions, especially the unintended consequences.
However, I cannot deny responsibility for most of what I do. For Ricceur the
analytical philosophy attitude makes it difficult to understand responsibility.
He reintroduces the phenomenological concept of a ‘lived body’ as the media-
tor between the person as actor to whom actions can be ascribed (épse), and the
person as agent, physically stable and identifiable over time (idem). This ‘lived
body’ is also part of a society and therefore action is, in effect, always interac-
tion, forming part of cultural situations that create pressures and specific
dilemmas. Kantian deontology, the dutiful adherence to a strict moral code,
will be too rigid to provide guidance for action in all such situations.

In his paper ‘The Erosion of Tolerance and the Resistance of the Intolerable’
(1996) Ricceur looks at the role of the citizen, by presenting an analysis of how
we deal badly with difference: he proposes that we accept the existence of a
continuum comprising five levels ranging from intolerance to total tolerance of
everything.* This five-stage model implies a collective will as well as the will of
the individual, representing an attempt to balance the intrinsic contradiction
between the socius and the neighbour. The model is permeated by the sugges-
tion that we need to care enough about others to challenge them, rather than
telling them we don’t care to recognize them as different and yet worthy. Here’s
the asymmetry; we celebrate the public virtues of citizenship without being able
to bring truth and justice together because of the general needs of different
groups, and yet also attempt to celebrate the private virtues of the autonomous
individual who is not answerable to the group. This is probably insoluble: Kant
himself deploys dialectical gymnastics with the ‘public’ and ‘private’ uses of
reason. We recall Ricceur’s attempts to work within the tragic fact that the
social group is relatively resistant to the needs of the other person, as with the
Samaritan. Both the group and the individual are at odds, each busy in its needy
self-preservation. This is also true of the minority group when it is in conflict
with the majority group, as we see if we accept that the concept of ‘minority’ is
not an essential feature, but a concept about a relationship connected to our
understanding of the hegemonic rights of the majority group. In the ‘Little
Ethics’ of Oneself as Another Ricceur seeks to show us that we need to modify
these rigidities in order to accommodate specific situatons, using practical
wisdom, phronesisto moderate general rules - a privilege not allowed to classical
Greek characters such as Antigone, caught as she was between King Kreon’s
rules about the city and her perceived familial duty to bury her dead brother.

Suspicion arises that conscience is not altruistic enough and, implicitly in
Hegel, explicitly in Nietzsche, conscience is seen as ‘bad conscience’. Pellauer
discusses suspicion as a positive, constructive and necessary force to be met
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in Oneself as Another; we need to doubt others and ourselves, in order to work
out what we really are, and this shows the position of suspicion in conscience.®’
In Oneself as AnotherRicceur discusses the inherence of suspicion with respect to
attestation; what will I bear witness to about my own self, what is true?*® The
conscience is the place where illusions about myself are inextricably bound up
with my attempts to be true to myself: humans as Nietzschean animals. We
promise and hope to keep our promises partly through suspecting our own
motives in attempting to live well with and for others in just institutions. Ricceur
proposes to show that we can develop ‘attestation’, our conscience that guides
us in standing up for the rights within our culture that are everyone’s entitle-
ment. These rights are prone to abuse, which can make us suspicious of our
fellow citizens.

Attestation and suspicion

Attestation, in brief, is the position of asserting, here I am, and I will attest to
what I do, to show you that I believe in what I do: I believe I am acting ethically.
Jean Greisch, strong friend and colleague of Ricceur’s for many years, gives us
a very powerful reading of Ricceur’s late work and the place of attestation
therein. Greisch offers a hermeneutics of the self, with a hidden core of attesta-
tion in Ricceur’s work, alongside the hermeneutics of testimony, which we see
in Memory, History, Forgetting®® Attestation, “here I am”, at all the levels i.e. lin-
guistic, praxic, narrative and prescriptive, will save the self from being turned
into an object.* Believing in ourselves has no guarantee of reliability or validity,
yet it can function as a way of holding oneself between the cogito exalted by
Descartes and the shattered cogito of Nietzsche. This is not a middle way of
moderation, but a fierce determination to answer with useful actions the ironic
question ‘And you, what will you do?” Here Ricceur is answering the accusation
of whether we deserve to be alive, with the accusative case: ‘It's me here’,
‘me voici’. I act, I suffer, I am me, and thisis ‘the ultimate recourse against all
suspicion’, even, or especially when this attestation/confirmation comes from
another person, which it must often do.*! This is no longer the hermeneutics of
suspicion.

‘Attestation, which is just the other side of suspicion’ will enable us to develop
trust ‘greater than any suspicion’ and establish a position in which our herme-
neutical attempt to be a coherent self, stands between Descartes’ privileged
cogito and Nietzsche’s damaged one.” Going through suspicion and out the
other side resembles Heidegger’s offer of a conscience that is the Being-Guilty,
being in debt and rejecting Kant and the critical function of conscience.
Ricceur finds this gravely deficient; for Heidegger ‘attestation is truly a kind of
understanding, but one that cannot be reduced to knowing something.” This
is conscience as the voice of the Other, which is lacking in Heidegger (except the
punitive ‘they’ who would imprison us with conventional conscience) and which
Riceeur brings to us philosophically and biblically. To show the shortcomings of
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Heidegger’s denial that we can differentiate between good and bad conscience,
Ricceur gives two examples; the plea from the Song of Songs to ‘Thou, Love
me!” and the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill."** Spinoza describes some-
thing akin to attestation as his endeavour to carry on living with his core
concept of conatus, effort (‘Each thing, as far as it can by its own power, strives
(conatur) to persevere in its being’*). Ricceur, by his own admission, never
writes much on Spinoza and omits him completely from the next major text on
these issues, The Just. Yet as early as 1932 Ricoeur was attending Dalbiez’ classes
on Spinoza, and was influenced by him for the rest of his life. He gave a series
of lectures on Spinoza in 1951 and reviewed his notes and worked on them
for lectures in English in 1965.% Spinoza’s conatus is difficult to conceptualize,
as we do not necessarily think consciously about being alive. Dosse provides
a helpful commentary; when Dosse began work with Ricceur in 1998, Ricceur
commented to him one day that he (aged over 86) had lots of energy, little
strength and no capacity to act (pouvoir). For Dosse this encapsulates the
conatus of Ricaeur by its partial absence: for Ricceur, when he was younger, all
three capacities comprised Spinoaa’s conatus.*

At the core of all this is the Kantian conflict between freedom and nature,
which Ricceur first addressed in 1950. Anderson expresses concern that
Ricceur’s dual-aspect account of willing ‘relies upon an inevitably paradoxical
account of the human subject as being temporal and non-temporal’.*’ I believe
that this ambiguity is a conspicuous and conscious aspect of his work from Free-
dom and Nature onwards, sometimes analysed as negativity, sometimes as dialec-
tical tension, sometimes presented through suspicion, and a range of other
approaches that are incompatible yet mutually supportive, even in a paradoxi-
cal manner. This is life and we see it perhaps most clearly in his own assertion
that each of us understands ourselves through understanding the other person.
Ricceur draws on his own personal bifurcated pathway of philosophy and theol-
ogy. He accepts that this gives too much responsibility to the mediating role
of the Kantian imagination and thus Ricceur hopes that the mytho-poetic core
of the hurnan imagination can draw strength and meaning from poetry, as well
as struggling with all the antinomies that life brings. He does not complete his
planned poetics of the will, but works towards a life of praxis in which richness
of symbolic meaning will seek to energize political approaches, which may be
areasonable conclusion but a difficult challenge for the future of the world.

In his middle period in ‘Biblical Hermeneutics’ (1975) Ricceur develops fur-
ther Kant’s idea of a limit concept. Central to Kant and to Ricceur is this possi-
bility of using reasoning to limit our natural desires, in order to get some grasp
on the unconditioned i.e. that which transcends proof and must form the basis
for our good actions. Understanding (Verstand) exerts itself to establish objec-
tive, unconditioned truths, but reasoning (Vernunft) attempts to go beyond
understanding. Ricceur argues that the limit imposed by Kant on our capacity
for reason, by the concept of regulative ideas that we will never attain, means
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that our quest for the unconditioned puts limits on our claim of objective
knowledge. This does not mean that our knowledge is necessarily limited, but
Kant’s reason ‘prohibits’ the claim of objective knowledge to absolutize itself. We
try so hard to be rational that we ignore other forms of thought that may give us
comparably important truths. (Mythico-poetic and religious thought are, of
course, other forms of thought for Ricceur, to which he returns in his late writ-
ings such as Thinking Biblically.) Ricoeur seeks to reduce the limits of both the
quest and the prohibition. There is an apparently empty place between polarities
where we seek and fail to find unconditioned, absolute truths; yet in true Kantian
fashion our seeking shows we are aware of the need for truths and makes us sen-
sitive to the idea that something new can take place in that ‘empty space’.®®

The Just and the Good

Ricceur, studying Rawls intensively, is concerned that Rawls does not differenti-
ate between the just and the good, because he gives the just jurisdiction over
the good*® In chapter 8, the third and final Little Ethics chapter in Oneself
as Another, Ricoeur explores the possibility of using Rawls’ theory of justice to
support human beings in making the right decisions within their narrative
that may need modification. Rawls proposes two principles of justice. The first
principle promises to protect equal freedoms of citizenship for all. The second
principle has two parts. The first part proposes how we can consider certain
inequalities to be less iniquitous than others, and the second part attempts
to explain how issues of authority and responsibility may necessitate certain
inequalities.® Rawls proposesa ‘veil ofignorance’ to ensure that those in judge-
ment will suspend their own personal needs and views of the needs of others in
order to be fair, and of course they will use that absence of bias to ensure the
‘maximin’, i.e. that the minimum share of everything that is considered to be
the right of all, is maximized. Rawlsian faimess is scrupulously planned yet
there are several difficulties, such as the fact that all societies exclude some
individuals from citizenship. Inequalities will exist because different individuals
make contributions of different perceived value to society. Rawls bases his work
on the social contract — which is a fiction, albeit a foundational one and he fol-
lows Kant in seeking to universalize maxims. The connection that Rawls makes
between the Golden Rule and the maximin rule make his theory deontological;
based upon general rules of obligation. The paradox here is that our compas-
sion is for specific individuals, not for an anonymous cipher for the human
race, whereas Rawls applies Kant’s Golden Rule to institutions, not individuals.
Thisis seen in the standard communisarian critique of Rawls.* The law responds
better to generalities, not to the specificities of a particular person’s case. Some-
how the needs of the individual must be reconciled with the needs of the group.
In The Just (1995/2000) Ricceur tumns to the work of three contemporary
writers: Michael Walzer, communitarian (studying the individual as responsible
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in cohesive communities of belief and value), and sociologist Luc Boltanski and
economist Laurent Thévenot to attempt to balance group needs and individual
needs. All three are very aware of the many social goods-and rights that are
available in modern society, but their approaches are very different. Walzer
enumerates many social goods, including those within religion and the home,
which makes the list of potential adjudications very long and complex so that
they risk losing all specificity. He also considers political power as a separate
issue, whereas Ricoeur wonders whether political power is arguably the key
social good that should adjudicate its own conduct and also that of the other
spheres.

Boltanski and Thévenot work together, and their work can be seen as similar
enough to be discussed together. In contrast to Walzer, they attempt to rational-
ize the list of social goods by the device of imagining six cities, each of which is
dedicated to a particular type of good; religion, opinion, finance, domestic,
industrial and civic (concerned with law). Each type (and they know their list is
not exhaustive) can be fairly adjudicated by methods appropriate to it. Yet the
civic city (where politics is practised) is different from all the others, like
Walzer’s distinction between political power and other forces. Hence, despite his
respect for their views, Ricceur believes that Walzer’s and Boltanski/Thévenot’s
approaches have the same fatal flaw; the inability to propose a model that can
address the paradox of politics. Constraint is necessary to preserve structures
that perpetuate order and fairness. Politics has the potential to be dynamic and
creative yet also violent, and Ricceur wants this acknowledged.

This isagain the Kantian problem of limits; political power needs to be under-
stood and contained, yet communitarianism, as with Walzer and Boltanski/
Thévenot, cannot do that because it seeks to emancipate the group, and groups
may then pit themselves against each other.*2 This is also the problem of indi-
vidual and group needs; individuals should only minimally adjust agreed rules,
as argued in chapter 9 of Oneself as Another. Ricceur reflectsupon the university;
not everyone can have a say in managing it — here he is perhaps thinking of his
traumatic and unsuccessful attempt to contain student revolts at Nanterre X in
the late 1960s. He stresses the importance of public debate, so that practical
wisdom, phronesis for groups, can be articulated, agreed upon and understood
widely, while accepting that this does not always work and is often not a sought-
after method of legal reconciliation. Even in order to fulfil the Kantian impera-
tive, a price must be paid at each of three levels. Living well with others requires
renouncing personal inclination. Living well for others requires renouncing the
treatment of others as means to an end, and living together in just institutions
requires setting aside utilitarian approaches. What is more, missing for Ricceur
from this Kantian framework is the idea of compassion (even love) as a more
potent force for good than duty, and potentially a stronger way to try and right
the wrongs we do to others constantly: simply by being alive we act with unin-
tended consequences.
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Third strand: theological work, Hegel and evil

In the shortessay ‘Le Mal’ (1986), Evil, Ricceur looks at evil not from the legal
but the theological position. Evil is an unparalleled challenge: what can we
do?%® Should we think less or more or differently about it? He tackles the desire
of religious thought to provide all-encompassing explanations for everything
we know, so that we feel in control, which creates inevitable paradoxes: God is
all-powerful, God is absolutely good, and evil exists. How can all three be true?
Theodicy struggles with the problem that only two seem to be true; never can
all three be logically or experientially compatible. The problem is posed on the
understanding that there must be a solution, and there must be consistency in
the solution. These propositions are sophisticated and rely on pre-Kantian
thinking that fuses confessional religious language and debate about the radi-
cal origin of all things. Moreover our reasoning cannot resolve the ways in
which we think about this dilemma, because our reasoning is based on non-
contradiction and our interest in ‘systematic totalization’. Thus it is believed
that real truths cannot be contradictable. The Kantian sequence of thinking,
acting and feeling is necessary. Philosophy and theology both see evil as the
common root of sin and suffering and yet suffering is something that happens
to us, whereas sin is a wrongdoing we commit against others. How does it
happen that we see them as inextricably linked?** Suffering and sin seem
close because even when we are doing wrong we feel somehow victims of the
act. Suffering evil we also feel like victims, wondering whether all suffering may
in fact be punishment for evil we have done individually or collectively. This
means that evil is still mythologized in some way, and it is necessary to use Freud
to describe the process of mourning lest we mythologize the lost other.*® In his
concluding section of this short essay, Ricceur uses the Kantian triad of ‘think-
ing, acting, feeling’ (as in Fallible Man) and uses Freud’s work on mourning
from the essay ‘Mourning and Melancholia’ in the section on feeling; mourn-
ing as gradual detachment from the lost loved object, so that we can gradually
become ‘free for new emotional investments’.

Hegel and history are discussed in Evil® Ricceur highlights the irony of
Hegelian philosophy of history, which negates any distinction between happi-
ness and misfortune because of the ineluctable movement of Hegel’s idea of
continual progress to the ultimate stage of absolute knowledge. Husserl remains
closer to Freud than Hegel can ever be, as Husserl rests his argument on the
assertion that meaning will never be complete, understanding will never be
completely mastered and this is quintessentially true for Freudian analysis.
Hegel, on the other hand, developed the idea of the thinker as omniscient
interpreter, who ‘moves ahead of the unfolding of the prototypic history of the
mind’ and believes that there can be some complete and progressive sense of
an improving world. Karl Barth argues that we have a ‘broken dialectic’, a bro-
ken theology, i.e. one that has renounced the attempt to present a total and
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omnipotent image of God, is the only sort of theology that can argue the incom-
patibility of evil and goodness; he refers to the impossibility of evil being recon-
ciled with the goodness of God and the goodness of creation as Das Nichtige,
nothingness. Terms like ‘impossibility’, ‘evil’ and ‘nothingness’ still represent
totalizing attempts at perfect explanations and thus for Ricceur, Barth is unable
to postulate brokenness.*’

In Evil, Ricceur describes Hegel’s analysis of evil as arising out of the ‘very
accusation from which the moralvision of evil stems’.*® Hegel’s idea of evil thus
resembles Saint Paul’s in that ‘justification is born of the destruction of the
judgement of condemnation’, in other words it is by censure and by rules
and laws that we create and describe evil. The judgement of condemnation about
which St. Paul writes bears a family resemblance to the hermeneutics of suspicion,
as each adopts the point of view that seems to give permission to censure and
even to condemn totally, as if one ever knew enough to be in that position. I am
reminded here of Ricceur’s work in the 1960s on Sartre and his discussion of
suspicion in The Symbolism of Evil, which he picks up again in Oneself as Another.
‘the absolute view separates the appearance from the reality by the sharp edge
of suspicion. Suspicion of myself is thus the taking up by myself of the absolute
viewpoint.”®

Absolute suspicion of my own motives allows me the luxury to be fixed in
my views about my own moral position: people who define themselves as poor
miserable sinners have established their right to sin. Such vanity is necessary (if
it leads to iconoclastic thought which facilitates openness and honesty about
metanarratives etc.) and yet very dangerous if we are unaware of the aspect of
hubris involved; I cannot know absolutely, my vision will always be partial, both
because of the point of view that is my personal sighting of the world and also
because the multilevel and multiple characteristics of ‘truth’ mean that I am
never able to have a truly accurate view and can therefore very rarely use suspi-
cion to judge others definitively.

Conclusions

The crisis for Riceeur is the difficulty of using theological or moral frameworks
to offer guidance because of their totalizing tendencies. Moreover our capacity
for evil is justified by our own conscience and therefore his philosophical
anthropology is based upon the premise that all actions are potentially danger-
ous. He experienced this personally and painfully in his Nanterre X episode in
1968 (see Chapter 5). It is tempting to see the Nanterre episode as symptomatic
of the problem at the heart of Ricceur’s philosophical anthropology; some peo-
ple are good, some are foolish and we all have the capacity to refuse to listen to
our conscience, whatever that is. Looking back on it he tells his interviewers
that he made several errors of judgement, related partly to the conflict in his
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own mind between the principles of the new university (Nanterre was supposed
to be modemn, staff would be accessible to students and the old French univer-
sity was past and gone) and the principle of being in charge (which he himself
was supposed to be); he feels that he failed to uphold either principle and
thus failed in his duty of care to the students and to his colleagues. Clearly, at
Nanterre, he was unable to put his principles into practice; discussion and
debate did not help, the Zeitgeist of rebellion was very strong and his colleagues
did not support him.

How does Ricceur seek solutions? He uses language to create fresh ideas
through the revelatory power of metaphor, he analyses parabolic structures
that, at the level of narrative structure, resemble that of metaphor and shock us
into ethical thinking; he reworks Kant and Aristotle in order to develop a model
that contains practical wisdom and he creates the possibility of dialectical ten-
sion between dichotomous models that we use to make sense of our world with
judicious use of suspicion. Yet at a philosophical level it is also possible to feel
that we have reached an impasse. The Justis a perplexed and perplexing book
that admits to not being able to unite the desires of the individual and the
needs of the group and shows us that Ricceur has failed to produce a robust
legacy because personal conscience cannot be legislated for. However, it is
interesting to note the impact that his work on law had on the French govern-
mental scene in the 1990s. Dosse gives us an example from work on modern
divorce by Iréne Théry who reports in her book Le Démariage, that Ricceur’s
narrative approach in Time and Narrative has been very valuable in guiding
women through the trauma of divorce.® This conjunction between divorce
courts and Ricceur’s ideas on justice was the result of work with French govern-
ment ministers in the 1990s and led to his book The Just (1995/2000). Dosse
also describes how French lawyers and ministers found Riceeur inspirational
and helpful in launching and maintaining a national debate in the 1990s about
the urgent need to reform the justice system, a move initiated by First Minister
Rocard.® In 1991 the Institut des Hautes Etudes sur la Justice (THEJ) was set up,
to reform thinking about the French legal system. Ricceur worked alongside
top lawyers, some of whom had connections, as did Ricceur, with the left wing
Christian journal Esprit. Ricceur’s work on law was successful in generating
debate, galvanizing legal experts to rethink the state of French law in the light
of lessons learnt, in a sort of second naivety.5

Philosophical anthropology may be able to both describe and help us to
develop second naiveté in the light of lessons learnt: Ricceur retains suspicion
as a companion, a condition of possibility for attestation — to help us bear
witness to our actions. Thirty years after The Symbolism of Evilhe writes that con-
science is ‘the place of an original form of the dialectic between selfhood
and otherness’, which can only be understood if we at least consider ‘the claim
that the auestation of selfhood is inseparable from an exercise of suspicion’.®
Referring back to the concerns he has about Rawls’ use of Kantian morals as
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an assumed basis for good action, he suggests that such thinking can lead to
a sort of complacency that he describes as passivity; the metaphor of the voice
of suspicion is the only way to help the metaphorical ‘voice of conscience’ to
attest to right actions ‘by moving against the current of moralising interpreta-
tions that actually conceal its force of discovery’.* Moreover, ‘It is here that the
test of suspicion is shown to be beneficial in order to recover the capacity for
discovery belonging to the metaphor of the voice.’® Gradually we see that the
successor to Ricceur’s hermeneutic of suspicion is a modest and fragile belief in
the self after all, but no longer a naive faith, more a second naivety that comes
from an informed, critical faith accompanied by suspicion. In Chapter 9 we will
examine in some detail his last two major texts, Memory, History, Forgetting
(2000/2004) and The Course of Recognition (2004/2005) to see whether Ricceur
himself believes that this work can be brought together at the end of his
long and productive life, and whether we can be convinced by his decision to
continue to employ suspicion.



Chapter 9

Riccoeur’s hermeneutics III: recovery

The hermeneutics of recovery (or retrieval) is Ricceur’s attempt to answer the
question of how we can become wiser and more compassionate as a result of
guilt, loss and disappointment, and this is a counterbalance to suspicion. He
sees the vital role that history plays, with his long view over an entire century,
and the importance of eyewitness testimony. In this dialogue with history,
Middle East correspondent and historian Robert Fisk has read this chapter, and
as a foremost eyewitness of the last fifty years, has suggested to me how Ricceur’s
ideas can be exemplified and also seen in a different light. Robert Fisk has been
reporting on wars in the Middle East for over thirty years, and knows well the
history of each region, as well as the historian’s long view of the Second World
War, of Africa and of the Middle East. Even those who disagree with his inter-
pretations, agree that he has witnessed injustice repeatedly on a large scale and
has earned the right as eyewitness to tell us what he sees, lest we ignore or forget
or rely too much on what the politicians tell us.

Each of the three approaches discussed in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 has its
counterpart in a state of mind that we may find in ourselves, either as a form
of regrettable stuckness or — preferably — a developmental journey leading to
a mature state of being wiser, even if careworn, dog-eared and suspicious.
Linguistic analysis is experienced in a pre-critical naivety (if we stop at
structuralist analysis — clearly Ricceur recommends alternative hermeneutic
approaches). The second phase is methodological dialectics, experienced
in critical exegesis (containing hermeneutics of suspicion, and potentially
a stage at which we may become stuck in ironic disbelief, as Cavell describes).
Thirdly and finally we develop philosophical anthropology leading to second
naivety, a state of mind in which we are able to judge and choose ethically, and
thereby recover from the chaos induced by being either too trusting or too
suspicious. This third stage is the culmination of the hermeneutics of recovery;
it must include all the preceding stages and is by definition unstable.

Asymmetry and risk are always there; we never get the balance right. This
goes back to Fallible Man and beyond, with the admission that ‘the avowal of
evil is also the condition of the consciousness of freedom.”! Suspicion has been
with Ricceeur since 1930 with Dalbiez' doubt and will stay with the argument
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throughout Memory, History, Forgetting and in the final discussion in The Course
of Recognition.

By 2000 many of Ricceur’s sparring partners are dead and he has become
re-recognized, over the last twenty years, as a great French philosopher.2 His
much-loved wife Simone dies in 1998 after a long illness. He will live to be
ninety-two and continues to receive many prizes, of which perhaps the most
moving for him is the Paul VI prize received in person from the Pope; as a child
and young adult he always felt, as a Protestant, like an outsider in Catholic
France. Dosse reports that Ricceur is appreciated in the 1990s because over
the last thirty years he has been ‘able to preserve the dimensions of the Subject,
of action, of the referent, and of ethics, which were out of vogue, while at the
same time adopting whatever was positive in semiology’.?

Memory, History, Forgetting

The last four works published in Ricceur’s lifetime are Memory, History, Forgetting
(2000/2004), Reflections on the Just (2001/2007), On Translation (2004/2006)*
and The Course of Recognition (2004/2005). As discussed in Chapter 7, Memory,
History, Forgetting seems to be his definitive statement at this endpoint in his life,
although he had further plans: he told David Pellauer about a sequel to Memory,
History, Forgetting and discussed The Capable Human Being with others.® In Mem-
ory, History, Forgetting Ricoeur seeks to develop a way of bringing together several
already well-worked areas, from Time and Narrativeand Oneself as Another. Time,
space and causality are the three most prized and ever present dilemmas. He
gives us some conceptual maps for our trips into the past offering us a sail in
his three-masted ship of phenomenology, epistemology and hermeneutics,
perhaps with a resonance of Baudelaire, who calls ‘Oh death, old captain, it is
time, pull up the anchor’. . . .* Ricceur adds to philosophy the usual multidisci-
plinary combination of history and sociology, with some law and politics, and
always with Freud in attendance. Memory, History, Forgettingis memorable for his
reappraisal of thinkers he has worked on for over sixty years: Heidegger is
praised and scolded, Bergson is, belatedly, given a place of honour and Ricceur
returns to Jaspers, Marcel and Nabert, three of his very first mentors. Memory,
History, Forgetting is also memorable for chronicling the renewed friendship
between him and Derrida, who was dying, which resonates perhaps with the
major theme of the book: can we forgive, and if so, do we need to forget in
order to forgive? If we remember, can our memories be relied upon? Ifwe for-
get, are we failing to bear witness to past events that may need to be kept alive
in memory as a way of warning those who come after us? This last question
relates to the role of France and Europe during the Second World War, which
he discusses in more depth here than elsewhere: this is about Vichy France.
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How do we remember?

The first section of Memory, History, Forgetting is based upon Ricceur’s phenome-
nological approach to the human; he retumns to phenomenology because he
believes it provides the best set of processes for identifying and analysing the
most difficult questions about human existence, with the body as subject
attempting to confront the body as lived. Phenomenology also offers insight
into its own weaknesses, as he found years earlier in his work on Husserl. He is
returning to themes from his own past life and writing, of which the most
significant historical phenomenon is the Second World War as the French
experienced it; he looks for self-understanding (developing ideas from Oneself
as Another) through the ways in which one understands the world through
history (developing ideas from T'ime and Narrative). In particular he investigates
in depth for the first time in his work the ways in which we remember, forget,
and forgive, although there are many examples of it throughout his work, as in
‘the struggle against the forgetting of the question’ which should lead to an
intensive critical rethinking and the ‘recollection of meaning’.” This work on
forgetting and remembering is combined with ideas from history, historiogra-
phy, philosophy, law, medicine, psychoanalysis, literary theory and sociology
about archives, historical narrative, collective memory and historical memory,
and personal memories. Kant and Hegel, Freud and Nietzsche are used as inte-
gral parts of Ricceur’s arguments (very little Marx). Schutz, Weber and Arendt
are also significant, as are many others. Hannah Arendt and Ricceur were
bound together intellectually by many factors, including their work on Jaspers;
they met in Chicago and admired each other’s work. Bergson comes into his
own in Memory, History, Forgetting with his theories of memory. There is a strong
criticism of Heidegger in which Ricceur distances himself from Heidegger’s
views on the past, while still acknowledging Heidegger’s greatness.?

How do we remember? We are reminded of Socrates in Plato’s Mero and
Theaetetus and the idea of memory as an imprint in a block of wax, a copy but
inevitably changed. Ricceur prefers the image of an aviary of birds, trying to
capture memories in flight, not knowing whether they are real memories (are
they doves or not?) and the idea of counting in memory (how many doves/
memories can I capture?).® He wants to show that ‘testimony constitutes the
fundamental transitional structure between memory and history’. Transition
between memory and history will be facilitated partially by association. He
reminds us of Aristotle’s pragmatic sense of memory as resulting from associa-
tionist learning and the statement in the Parvia Naturalia that ‘all memory is of
the past’ and also sakes place in the present. How can we know how accurate an
account may be of events that have finished and can never be experienced
again? How can we know the effects of time on the event? How do we even
know that it matters to attempt such questions?
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Ricceur uses many examples to show us how ‘memory can be ideologised’
through narrative devices and frequently focuses on the Second World War and
the Holocaust, including the collaboration of Vichy France.!® He shows us how
many versions of the past are perspectival and selective and thus require critical
analysis: he debates different forms; types of history, forms of archiving, types
of sociological argument etc., so we can use the technique of questioning back-
wards to challenge sources and also to accept trustworthy ones (Husserl’s Ruick-
Jfrage, back questioning). In chapter 3 he discusses personal memories, collective
memory; why can’t we attribute memory to every person, even the non-persons,
like ‘one’ and Heidegger’s Das Man? There is rivalry between individual mem-
ory and collective memory and we should be aware of the way the past becomes
solidified into discrete events that are selected as important and retold in the
light of how they are interpreted."! These events acquire privileged status as
if they really were what happened, instead of representing the past. One of our
responsibilities then, is to question the narrative we are given; yet we will not
know all the facts that are drawn upon. What we can do is be sensitive to the ref-
erential object, the interpretation that is taken as ‘the overall object of histori-
cal discourse’. Historiography, the study of historical writing, will be necessary,
so we can study methods used by historians, and politicians!

Historical methods: what are we talking about
when we say that something happened?

Historical narrative sets itself up as ‘better’ than memory, by asserting expertise
and deploying methods that organize and interpret material.'? Ricceur is
wary of such claims. There is a rich polysemic quality in language that survives
our critical suspicion, and in order to be sensitive to this, we have to consider
attempting to be less norm-dependent, less dependent on methods (which
undoubtedly are useful analytical tools, but which pre-determine the structures
of intelligible experience and thus foreclose on other options). Blamey, one of
Ricceur’s most experienced interpreters and translators, describes the ‘man-
date of suspicion’ that runs through his work, from Freud and Philosophy onwards:
‘the method does not eliminate doubt, the method is one of doubt, proceeding
under the mandate of suspicion.”® She uses Ricceur’s phrase ‘the exercise of
suspicion’ that we discuss in Chapter 4, to explain the last few pages of Oneself
as Another." Hermeneutics must help us here to examine the past. Methodology,
structuralism and psychoanalysis are valuable, yet each, in its own unique way,
depends completely on its own created structures and thereby rests its future
on its past. These three approaches create their own norms and then present
a normative risk-avoidance strategy that defines the future more in the light of
what has already occurred than in the possibility of what may yet happen.

In his discussion of archived memory Ricceur again evokes the Phaedrus
section on writing in order to consider whether tesimony can be accurate.
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He draws upon a modern experimental situation to discuss the possibility
that an observer is not objective and challenges as artificial an experimental
situation in which psychologists make use of video to show how inaccurate the
human viewer can be. He yet again uses the word ‘suspicion’; his suspicion is
that the experimenters are in control of the whole situation and can easily
manipulate the viewer to give inaccurate feedback about what they think they
have seen. He is not arguing that we are always accurate observers, but he adds
availability, steadfastness and commitinent to the confidence in the probity of
the witness, seeing this as a form of promise that does not benefit from experi-
mentation, but needs to be seen in context.!® Ricceur is concerned about the
way we may influence the future by attempts at totalizing the way we understand
reality, with grand ideas and all encompassing worldviews.

Written memories

Yet Ricceur also tells us that we must challenge those who testify about the
past, and written testimony may well be suspect also. Pierre Nora (1931-) with
his study of French national memory exclaims; ‘Archive as much as you like,
something will always be left out’; it may be inaccurate, incomplete and false
and traces may even be effaced.!® Fisk, to exemplify this point, cites.the way in
which Attaturk made reports of the Armenian genocide inaccessible b'y making
Roman script the national Turkish script; new generations would no longer
be able to read the Arabic script of the reports, although as tourists we may
welcome the opportunity to transliterate using familiar script on signposts.
Stalin, in Tajikistan, forced Cyrillic script onto the people, whose past was
written in Dari/Persian script, thereby denying them their history. When histo-
riographical testimony is written, as Plato tells us, it is asked to prove itself, and
to be able to respond to criticism, and of course it is silent on the page, it needs
to beread and interpreted - this is even before we apply Kant’s test of exploring
the limits of our cognition. Ricceur differentiates between archived material
and events that cannot really be archived because they are beyond the limits
of what humans can conceive as possible, such as the Holocaust.

In order to come to terms with the horror and the complexity of archive
as testimony, Ricoeur insists that we must be doubting and suspicious and ask
ourselves again and again ‘what is one talking about when one says that some-
thing happened?’?” Fisk shows us that we can, indeed must also continue to
learn afier the event, because we have a duty to ask what we mean when we say
that something happened: he describes how, in the aftermath of the Sabra and
Chatila massacres of Palestinians by Christian Phalangist militia groups in 1982,
over a thousand Palestinian youths and men were held in a sports stadium.
Fisk and Karsten Tveit of Norwegian television saw the prisoners in the stadium,
and did not suspect anything. Subsequently many were reported as having
disappeared. It was not until nineteen years later that Tveit and Fisk were able
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to work out what had happened, using old film footage from 1982 to locate
eyewitnesses. The eyewitness accounts seemed trustworthy because of the simi-
larities in the reporting by people who did not know each other, and whose
men folk had disappeared at that time. Detecting discrepancies in the accounts
they read, Fisk and Tveit were determined not to give up their investigations.
Eventually their evidence led them to the conclusion that the men and boys
were killed by Christian Phalangists, invited to the camps by the Israelis. This
second wave of killing does not appear in the official version of the episode.!®
It should not go unreported that Fisk’s newspaper article on the massacre was
held back by the Independent newspaper because of breaking newsabout9/11.
Here is a tragic irony, that the apparently chance contiguity of two events
reflects a causal relation.

Trustworthy witnesses

Trustworthiness is part of the social bond, the habitus of any community, the
acquired habitual patterns of thought, behaviour and taste. Trust in others
enables us to share an intersubjective world. When habitus, first defined by
Aristotle and reworked by Bourdieu (1930-2002), relies too heavily upon defin-
ing as evil the Derridean less privileged one of a pair, we are faced with societal
self-deception, as we see with so-called ‘Islamophobia’ and revival of anti-
Semitism in Northern Europe and North America. Historical criticism should
embody the response to suspicion, and question the testimony, which is sponta-
neous, oral and potentially fallible — this will create a crisis of belief, turning
historical knowledge into a school of suspicion, and we will seek to avoid this
by rewriting history.!® Phaedrus retums; is the pharmakon remedy or ‘poison?
Socrates asserts the power of the spoken word because it can adapt to the
context. Do we need documentary proof to remedy the constitutional weakness
of testimony? There is the pharmakon tale about the god offering the king a
marvellous potion that will improve memory; paying tribute to Derrida, who
used this idea, Ricceur reminds us that writing knowledge down can impair
the memory and make us dependent upon the written text, instead of using
our memories to retain, master and use that which we know.* He applauds
Derrida’s Of Grammatology and the connections it makes between written and
spoken word.?! Thus history, which by definition we receive now as written work,
may be remedy or poison: a dialectical pairing.

The historian bears the responsibility for collecting documentary evidence
and sifting it to select the facts that count; this is problematic because of the
choices that are made, but Ricceur feels that the interpretation of these facts is
even more open to criticism than the collection of them; Popper’s characteriza-
tion of truthfulness may be applied to collection of facts with evidence but when
interpreting the significance of these facts there is much room for doubt. These
facts then have to ‘stand for’ what happened - Ricceur calls this ‘representation’,
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and advises that the process be submitted repeatedly to the question ‘What is
one talking about when one says that something happened?’ Ricceur sees this
work on representation as a vital part of the work on Memory, History, Forgetting
and the ‘polestar’ of the work in The Course of Recognition.® It is a Ricceurian
development of Kant’s struggle to bring together ‘the confrontation between
the receptivity of the senses and intellectual spontaneity in one and the same
act of thought’.® In the same passage in The Course of Recognition, Riceeur quotes
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason with his emphasis on the fact that judgement is the
mediate, never direct knowledge of an object ‘that is, the representation of
a representation of it’.*

Tree trunks and ants’ legs

There are many devices developed by historians for managing time past, one of
the more useful of which is different scales, if we set them against each other.
Jonathan Swift, as satirist, achieved this with exquisite effect in Gulliver’s Travels.
Variations in scale, as described by Pascal, from houses and trees to ants and
ants’ legs, provide different explanations for historians, whether they are the
Braudelian macro-historical school, or the Annales micro-historical school.
We need to be aware of them so that we can compare and contrast their differ-
ent representations, and avoid the tosalizing vision of adherence to one scale.
Ifwe contrast different scales, narrative can become ‘a switching point between
structure and event’.2* An army marches across a bridge, and subsequently this
event becomes understood as the defining moment in a battle, thus adopting
a structural importance. When we use more than one scale to gain a sense of
different viewpoints, this device shows how representation can be intercon-
nected, as both an object of history (a particular scale) and a tool of history
(contrasting different scales), different yet connected.® These tools can become
too closely connected to allow for any balanced judgement; many eras, for
example, have interpreted events in their time as structural evidence of moder-
nity, thereby failing to look critically at their own practices.?” Ricceur is challeng-
ing us to be stubbornly tentative, and to refuse to seek a false equilibrium
through totalization by adherence to one particular model: he sees rationaliza-
tion as an intellectual response that resembles the emotional response of inter-
nalizing fears.?® Deliberate restriction to analysis of a culture as it sees itself, as
described by Geertz, with his symbolic anthropology, is commendable but also
indefensible as the only possible approach.”® More productive approaches may
be found with Halbwachs and his work on collective memory, Yerushalmi and
his work on Jewish history and Nora and his work on the places of memory.
These methods are discussed in a gradual shift of focus towards the ‘ Unheimlich-
keit {uncanniness, strangeness) of history, a term from Freud to describe the
opposite of cosy and homely, except that the word heimlichalso means secretive,
which can be cosy and snug or deceitful and suspect. As heimlich moves closer to
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unheimlich it lends its apparent opposite its own ambiguity. Ricceur also wants
these approaches to be used to discuss death, history and memory in the
context of commemorative history, which fails to eliminate ‘eerie’, ‘weird’, bad
memories with its medals, speeches and plinths that populate our waking life.

In the section in Memory, History, Forgetting entitled ‘The Historian’s Repre-
sentation’, Ricoeur explores the possibility that phenomenology, an old com-
panion, can be used for history, so that it applies to historical matters those
techniques honed in perceptual issues, and therebyalso makes us aware of the
perceptual, the eidetic nature of history and the way we conjure up historical
images to strengthen a belief or an argument.* Predictably, an implicit contract
between the reader and the author is different depending on whether this
is fictional narrative or historical narrative. Different scales from macro (the
ethics of war) to micro (the experiences of the bomber crew), for example, can
be knitted together through narrative, and structures and events can be brought
together, even when there is no causal link. Saussure has transformed narrative
theory and affected the way we look at meaning transmitted by sentences, and
yet there is still no real possibility of using history book sentences to recover his-
torical meaning because the past is gone: ‘there is history because there is an
absence of things in words.”!

Living history through imagery and symbols

Imagery is one of the components of representation; in history we conjure up
iconic images and events, such as the death of a king, to signify particular
ideas, such as the end of an era or the loss of sovereign power. Fisk cites the use
of language to create an unforgettable image; Richard Dimbleby flying over
Hamburg and reporting the World War Two bombing from a Lancaster bomber
whose propellers are audible on the recording and describing the bombing as
‘a great white basin of light.”*? This eidetic power of history, the ability to show
us an idea as clearly as if we had imagined it for ourselves and could see it in
front of our eyes, can be deceptively persuasive and should arouse our suspi-
cions. Iconic memories can be drawn from our collective memory, ‘the icon of
the past.”®® The historian will use different schools of thought and variations
in scale, as well as particular archives and testimonies in order to create certain
objects for us and not others. De Certeau shows how this can be done in histori-
cal writing to create (metaphorically speaking) cemeteries within cities, in
which the dead represent the past alongside the living.¥ Phenomenology is
a useful aid to thought here; it has always given us the idea of self-consciously
concentrating on the imagery of the world, as we perceive it through all our
senses, not only vision.

The historian conjures up imagery for us and Ricceur implores us to see
history as a complex artefact, with ‘the referential impulse of the historical
narrative,’ the function of linking parts of speech in language e.g. pronouns
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with verbs as the historian Mink describes it: presenting events as if they are part
of a pattern can reveal a general principle, but only if positivism or scientific
thought are still deemed credible, which Mink doubts.*® It is necessary to resist
the transformation of historical material into symbolic representation; symbol
as being a strangely entire item where image and idea are inextricably fused,
yet clearly recognizable to us (as with dirt and defilement leading to the idea of
sin in The Symbolism of Evil). This makes symbol resistant to interpretation, and
the meaning of symbols is both open and hidden and therefore highly potent.
In Allegories of Reading, De Man discusses the possibility that rhetorical devices
such as metaphor may prove immune to deconstruction, yet he also opposes
the figural totalization, the possibility of using metaphor to control meaning
in discourse.*® Ricceur’s idea of metaphor is a riskier, more flexible one.

For Ricceur phenomenology is more able to decipher the use of image as sym-
bol than hermeneutics is; yet phenomenology still needs the company of suspi-
cion. Psychoanalysis is able to operationalize this suspicion with the process of
working through, durcharbeiten, which, as Blamey shows us, is the determining
difference between phenomenology and psychoanalysis.3” If not engaged in
psychoanalysis, we should direct our suspicion towards sources and arguments,
and this very suspicion, while being inevitable, also functions to strengthen our
understanding of our role as citizen-reader.® Narrative, another old compan-
ion, returns, this time in the service of explanation, yet becoming suspect
because of the potency of the language at history’s disposal. We become suspi-
cious when faced with seductive narrative; is such history true or just attractive,
is it representational of historical truth or is it fiction? Ricceur wonders if
history and fiction can be reconciled to each other. Robert Fisk believes that
some fiction is more real than history. Despite the novelist Len Deighton’s
prose style being generally unexceptional, Fisk commends Deighton for his
book Bomber, for its capacity to bring you closer to the real experience of the
RAF Lancaster bomber crew than all the great history books.* Historical narra-
tive, as with any narrative, must also resist the misuse (as Ricceur sees it) of the
Saussurean distinction between signifier and signified, which is misused if it
contains no referral to a referent, i.e. the text becoming closed in on itself,
without referring to events and objects in the outside world.** This seems to be
a misappropriation of the Saussurean terminology.

Barthes points out another problem, whereby the ‘external, founding refer-
ent’, the postulated event in historical time, becomes hypostatized, made as
real as if it could not be denied existence, at the core of historical narrative,
which precludes dissent by the reader.*! Ricceur discusses Marin’s (1931) analy-
sis of Pascal’s Pensées, in order to show us how wilful the hurmnan imagination can
be; even when the glittering gold of the king’s crown is set aside by the French
Revolution, there is still — in a play on words — a sort of reigning monarchy
of ideas, a hegemony of the human imagination, determined to make sense
of the past as justifiable. Ricceur enjoys Marin’s post-structuralist dismantling of
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historical devices and analysis of Pascal.# Ricceur asks us to consider whether
we should be wary of the ‘absolute blame inflicted upon Nazi politics by our
moral conscience’, suggesting that such blame may be as unreasonably exag-
gerated as the praise addressed to the monarch by his subjects, because we
believe that absolute blame for Hitler exonerates us, the citizens of Europe,
from blame and responsibility.*

History purports to be a representation of the past, yet it can only stand forthe
past, and even then only for some versions of the past. As in Time and Narrative,
Ricceur stresses the roles played by narrative, rhetoric and the imaginative
aspect. Yet throughout his life he sought to develop the latent power of lan-
guage, reviving the art of metaphor, commending rhetoric to us and making
us aware of the potential benefits of becoming aware of how we translate our
lives into narrative with myths, significant plots and ethical options. There is no
contradiction here; ‘now we have renounced taking expression for a neutral,
transparent garment thrown over a signification complete in its meaning’, we
can be aware of the inseparability of thought and language and make a pact
with the historian so that we readers can see what the historian is doing.** ‘And
yet’ . . . historical narrative is attempting to bring into the present something
that is over and therefore absent. In attempting to recall something that is
no longer there, distortion is inevitable. He recommends documentary proof,
comprehensive explanation and representation, in a sort of triangulation.
Where is the representation taking place: is the witness giving testimony, the
historian or the reader, or all three? Moreover, if the history is politically
charged, the representation of the facts is also the representation between
the opposing parties. ‘At this point the epistemology of history borders on the
ontology of being-in-the-world’, because all that I live is based upon that which
is past, lost to me and absent from yesterday and before, and negativity is with
me as a wound as well as simple absence.®

What does it mean to understand in the historical mode?

Ricceur asks what it is ‘to understand in the historical mode?’ and proposes
a critical and an ontological approach.* The critical approach attempts to
establish facts, an epistemological effort. The ontological approach attempts
to develop relations between history and life: the existential — what do we
believe is worth believing in? It will examine the existential essence of history
as it relates to our lives; what are the conditions of possibility that facilitate
the making of history that we are content to be responsible for and what is the
meaning of our lives as a result of that? He will lead up to forgetting and for-
giveness, each of which is related to guilt and indebtedness, and to arrive there
he will journey from historical knowledge, through critical hermeneutics, to
ontological hermeneutics.
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Ricceur discusses Koselleck (1923-2006) who he finds making a space for the
possible practice of history in modernity; Ricceur interprets Koselleck differ-
ently in Time and Narrative’” Now we find declaraton of a secular religion
resulting from the equation between history and reason. Would that be world
history, a regulative idea in a Kantian sense, postulating unification of knowl-
edge forms and reconciliation of nation states? Or would this be a predictive
idea in the Hegelian mould, which celebrates the already achieved state of univer-
sality as an integral part of itself? Ricceur has, of course already rejected Hegel’s
idealistic totalizing vision of a rosy future, and expresses concern about how
we can innovate — the French Revolution was a high-risk model for bringing
about change, and Europe has suffered the rupture and trauma of two wars,
which were immeasurably damaging. In addition, the increasing relativization
of knowledge also damaged irreparably the Heilsgeschichte, the salvation history
that seemed increasingly incredible to secular societies.

Relativist ideas lead to the peremptory question about relative viewpoint;
‘Where are you speaking from?’ This question ‘finally turns against the one
making it and becomes internalised as paralyzing suspicion’.® This is a use of
suspicion that must be avoided, or else we will become paralysed between rela-
tivism and absolutism, instead of working towards pluralism. We are thus very
self-conscious about our history and have become highly preoccupied with
decline and with delegitimizing ourselves, because we cannot live up to our
absolutist standards - the residue of Hegelian absolute idealism. Lyotard sees
this; we risk either irreconcilable positions or insistence upon consensus that
finds itself powerless to conciliate. At this point Ricceur juxtaposes judge and
historian, to see whether the third party vow of impartiality can help. He sees
both judge and historian as ‘past masters at exposing fakes and, in this sense,
both masters in the manipulation of suspicion’, and accompanies this with an
interesting footnote about witchcraft, in which the judges were able to convince
the accused themselves that they were guilty of witchcraft.*

Witch-hunts still take place: Ricceur here casts doubt on modern trials that
involve political sitvations, and I am reminded of his shock in 1927 at the unjust
trial and death sentence of Sacco and Vanzetti.*® He sees an uneasy relationship
between judge and historian when each is looking at the same highly controver-
sial issue; he cites the history of the Holocaust and the subsequent trials for
crimes against humanity, and the risk of historians finding their approach to
history distorted because of the hysterical hatred that can be engendered
in such trials. The court should seek to apportion individual guilt and to estab-
lish a clear and plausible version of the crime; the historian will seek to consult
a wider group, including bystanders and populations and a more nuanced
concept of guilt. Ricceur also reminds us that there are lawyers who are unscru-
pulous. He emphasizes the need for those who read history to be able to work
out what they think, to be able to apply Popper’s falsification rule to the choice
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of documentary proof, and to see how subjective interpretation is. The greatest
danger of misunderstanding is thinking we are objective when we can only be
subjective and he hopes for historical dialogue in which the reader can take
an active part, as Benveniste desired, and, I believe, exemplified by Fisk. Not
only is Robert Fisk physically present as an eyewitness at the making of history
in his dangerous work as a Middle East correspondent, he also facilitates active
readership of history in the making. He takes considerable risks to be present
and bear witness and also writes and travels a great deal in order to meet his
readers, giving talks that facilitate dialogue, including open debate in disagree-
ment with his conclusions.”

Being physically present: Heidegger’s failure

Ricceur pays tribute to Heidegger’s Being and Time, yet warns us that he will take
issue with Heidegger’s emphasis on the future, which seems to seek the future
in the past and thereby obscure the related yet different need to really chal-
lenge the past. He states that he finds Heidegger’s term ‘authenticity’ unintelli-
gible and self-referential and cannot find any significance in Heidegger’s term
‘resoluteness’. Ricceur struggles with Heidegger's movement towards death,
the being-toward-death and replaces it with ‘the existential condition of possi-
bility with respect to historical knowledge’.5? Ricceur believes that Heidegger
does not address adequately memory or recognition although he points out
that we would not be able to relate to the past if the present did not contain
‘its having-been’, the traces of the past that are in the present.’® Heidegger
connects this idea with the ‘unavailability of the manipulable’, which Ricceur
believes to be a shortcut that avoids discussion of how we represent to ourselves
that, which is gone. Heidegger removes the moral character from the concept
of debt, and thismakesit possible for being-in-debt to ‘constitute the existential
possibility of standing for’. Ricceur sees the emphasis on death in Heidegger as
a good opportunity for the historian to insist upon balancing Heidegger’s
being-toward-death with a being-in-the-face-of-death, against death, so we can
take the work of mourning into account.*

Riceeur finds no physicality in Heidegger; the flesh and body of the person
are not there, and this excludes desire, such as in Spinoza’s conatus (the effort
of every entity to persevere in its own mode of being) and Freud’s libido, which
resemble each other.”® Where are the desire to be and the effort to exist, as
Nabert sees them, in Heidegger's categories of Vorhandenheit (at hand, objec-
tively present) and Zuhandenheit (handy, manipulable)? Both these definitions
describe the objective presence and usefulness of the physical world without
connecting them to the Da-sein, the physicality of being alive in Heidegger’s
world.*¢ The desire that death can evoke in us, to have the lost dead back, is
also absent, and thus precludes acknowledgement of the loss of self that takes
place with the loss of the love object; Ricceur finds no possibility for mourning



Recovery 165

in Heidegger’s hermeneutics.*” This is symptomatic of Heidegger’s shortcut to
being a human, which Ricceur tackled decades before (1980, with his work on
narrative) and is not compatible with Ricceur’s account of the task that faces
historians, which contains the sense of loss and mouming as well as the desire
to forgive. Heidegger’s Sorge, Care, represents anxiety for oneself as a way of
attempting to understand oneself, and is centred on the living present.
Heidegger was interested in the dead past as well as the living present; he
condemned inauthentic historicity as ‘blind towards possibilities’ but not
the history of historians. (Historicity analyses the historical credibility of text.)
The idea of repetition is significant in Heidegger’s ‘power’ of the possible and
Ricceur uses this concept to link section two and three of Memory, History, Forget-
ting, which is interesting, given Ricceur’s earlier interest in Freud’s view of
repetition as a pathological compulsion.’

Ricceur and Heidegger are both interested in the future above anything else,
but Heidegger’s future seems to be a reprise of the past, whereas Ricoeur seeks
constantly ways of helping us to create a new, better future.

How we forget: the present is, from the moment
of its appearance, its own past

In looking at the ways in which forgetting casts doubt on the reliability of our
memories, Ricceur invokes again Plato’s metaphor of the wax imprint that
leaves traces of the original, and examines the traces he sees®® He sets docu-
mentary traces on one side, and concentrates on psychical and cortical memory
traces building partly on his work with Pierre Changeux, a neuroscientist.%
While a neuroscientist speaks of reactivating traces, a phenomenologist speaks
of ‘a persistence of the original impression’. Phenomenology is the representa-
tion of the past, and may be able to help us to think about forgetting, in combi-
nation with neurology. The neurologist will reduce everything back to brain
function, and the philosopher will draw on the cognitive sciences — yet both
have some recognizable correspondences. The neuroscientist must try to find
out what makes it possible for me to think, and I can then come closer to under-
stand the issues of presence, absence and distance. The reductionism of the
scientist on the one hand and the henneneutical open-endedness of the phi-
losopher should work together to understand remembering and forgetting.
What is forgetting? The mind stays silent about it, as we are not aware that it
has happened, just as we do not think consciously about ordinary remember-
ing. However, I have reasons to be suspicious about various aspects of the work-
ing memory; it does not necessarily protect me well from ‘harm, worry and
suffering’, and I cannot rely upon it fully.%! Kant’s model and those of others is
about recognition. Bergson’s model of memory provides the key to the phe-
nomenon of recognition, by emphasizing the dichotomy between actions and
representation as the ultimate reason for the dichotomy between the brain
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and memory. If we follow Bergson, ‘practically, we perceive only the past’ even
though, with his emphasis on action we clearly live in the present. Representa-
tion can be approached by ‘presentation’, using Husserl’s phenomenological
techniques. With Freud, the patient repeats instead of remembering, and the
individual’s past is ultimately inescapable. Yet Freud’s memory seems to be
only of repressed memories, counting on that part of memory that is blocked
by ‘the bar of repression’. Blamey shows us how Ricceur repeats here the themes
worked over earlier in Memory, History, Forgetting, linking it to Ricceur’s use of
Freud.®? She connects this with his work in Memory, History, Forgetting on Durchar-
beiten, Freud’s term for the working through of psychoanalytic therapy in order
to overcome one’s resistance, to unblock memory and to critically evaluate
one’s relation to the conscious self. Blamey witnesses him repeatedly deploying
Freud’s Durcharbeiten, notably in Freud and Philosophy, and he uses Freud’s 1914
essay (‘Erinnern, Wiederholen und Durcharbeiten: Remembering, Repeating and
Working Through’) to discuss the uses and abuses of memory. Is amnesty
possible? Commanded forgetting is a form of amnesty. Forgetting may indeed
be necessary, as social utility, a form of amnesty — but can that ever consist of
really forgetting? The work of memory is ‘completed with the work of mourn-
ing and guided by the spirit of forgiveness’, except that ‘the past once experi-
enced is indestructible’ so can we really forget?

Robert Fisk gives us an example of memory that suggests we may be able to
lay thoughts temporarily to rest and look forward and bear witmess when
required: himself a resident of Lebanon for thirty-two years, a few years ago he
was driving with friends up into the Shouf mountains for a picnic. He found
himself enjoying the smell of the pines for the first time. He realized that,
although the war ended twenty-three years earlier, he was only now, as never
before, believing in a new Lebanon. Yet this is not forgetting; when Fisk needs
to, he can give the details of the horrors of the war, the history of it and the
many horrors since, and think about the horrors yet to come, as well as the
future that the smell of the pines makes possible.

How do we forgive?

Ricceur returns to three of his first mentors; Jaspers, Nabert and Marcel,
looking at the limits that constrain our thought about forgiveness. One is our
inability to go back in time and either re-live or undo that which cannot be
undone. Another is the asymmetry that exists between being able to forgive and
being able to promise, looking forward with a happy memory. The abyss between
the act and the agent must be bridged by avowal, yet then broken - this is
a significantly different emphasis to his work in the 1960s and 1970s from what
he called the agentless semantics of action, from Donald Davidson’s work.
Here, the action can never be returned to the agent, never be undone, as it has
happened and the agent has seen the effect of their action which will now
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become part of history and be separated from them. If we are to hold ourselves
responsible for our own actions, we need to understand and accept the possibil-
ity of guilt, even if we are innocent of bad motives. Ricceur agrees with Derrida,
for whom forgiveness must face up to the unforgivable, or else it is not forgive-
ness, and it must be given without the condition of a prior request.% Forgive-
ness, like guilt, should be rare and stand the ‘test of impossibility, and Jaspers
gives perhaps a fuller sense of what guilt really means’.

Ricceur wants Jaspers’ Die Schuldfrage, The Question of Guilt, to be reread.®
He discusses prescription in criminal law courts, where it can happen that pro-
ceedings are halted and no further action is taken; this is both ‘a phenomenon
of passivity, of inertia, of negligence’ and also ‘an arbitrary social gesture’. Yet
there are crimes for which none can be held responsible and for which there
can be no appropriate punishment, because the crime is, in a sense, unforgiv-
able and therefore no punishment could be fitting or, alternatively, terrible
enough. Nevertheless, something is owed to the guilty, some sort of considera-
tion rather than contempt. Political guilt involves citizens who are somehow
responsible because they belong to the political body in whose name crimes
were committed. He looks back to World War Two and feels that the collective
group has no moral conscience, and that it is too easy for people to fall back
onto old hatreds, which raises difficult issues regarding individual memory and
collective memory. It becomes necessary for people to ‘learn to recount other-
wise’, to develop new narratives.

Ricceur returns to his old work on Maus and the economy of the gift. Forgive-
ness is not merely reciprocity, where the gift anticipates another gift in return;
forgiveness is asymmetrical and must not expect anything in return.% He cites
Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) as exemplifying suspicion and mis-
understanding over gifts. They are generous and they are distrusted, because
it seems impossible that they should be giving with no request for anything
in return — and of course he recommends that we should not be disingenuous;
there is indeed an expectation, of friendship, peace, even of submission, the
residue of colonialism or the enemy becoming a friend.®’ Forgiveness should
be unconditional; the request for forgiveness should be conditional.® Nor is it
possible to organize forgiveness. He cites the South African Truth and Recon-
ciliation tribunals as examples of a procedure that enjoyed some success yet
also provided evidence that people do not forgive. T ask you for forgiveness’
and ‘I forgive you’; two speech acts that do what they say.® If I accept that I can-
not control all the actions I commit, then forgiveness may be able to respond to
the destruction of my desire for sovereign mastery over my actions.”

Yet Riceeur is still challenging the symmetry often postulated between forgiv-
ing and promising; forgiveness is related to love and therefore cannot be insti-
tutionalized. Ricceur sees always, however, a political component to human
actions, for which he finds the quintessence in Rembrandt’s 1653 painting of
Aristotle contemplating a bust of Homer. Look closer and you see a third figure;
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Alexander (emperor and also Aristotle’s pupil) is depicted on the medallion
that hangs from Aristotle’s chain. The philosopher, the poet and the politician
are all vital.” Abel and Mongin write well on these areas. In terms of having
a vision for a future, Ricceur supports Arendt who stands against Heidegger,
arguing that we are not born to die, but to begin.”? We have to unbind the agent
from theact - not as English speech act theorists tried to do so that the person
and their acts are consequentially separable, but in order that the person can
start again. This sounds like Oneself as Another, but now Ricceur is emphasizing
the need to recognize the other within oneself, in a pairing of forgiveness and
repentance leading to self-regeneration; who can say they are not guilty? For
Aristotle, being is act, is power. For Kant, the only good thought is a good will.
Ricceur sounds as if he is moving away from Kant to argue that others are a
means to an end because we need each other to stay alive and live well together,
yet he seems to pull back from leaving Kant in order to remind us that “you are
better than your actions”.”

Suddenly Ricceur switches to happy memory, which started the epilogue. Here
we discover a bond with The Course of Recognition. Recognition must be con-
firmed; every act of memory is summmed up in recognition of the self as well as
of the other.

If the quickest way to the self is through the other, as argued in Oneself as
Another, then through translation of mood and meaning we can learn how to
accept negation and go beyond it to affirmation.” This distancing and drawing
near creates a gap in which the tension can become clear between my language
and the other language, in which more than one interpretation can coexist
while I attempt to resolve the tension, and possibly concede untranslatability.”
The dialogic nature of this tensile, fragile state is much more productive for
Ricceur than what he sees as the Kantian monologic debate about ethics, partic-
ularly in the role of principled public intellectual.

Conclusions

In his later works Ricceur shows clearly how we can move beyond the herme-
neutics of suspicion, which is one part of the middle of three stages. In Ricceur’s
three-stage world, we start with pre-critical naivety; experience of history, analy-
sis of documents. With experience and sophistication through living life and
being part of cultural developments, we move into the second stage, which is
critical exegesis; developing our own commentary on how we see events, select-
ing a range of evidence bases and seeking to persuade others of our views.
If we become stuck here, in our vitally important version of the hermeneutics
of suspicion, yet vulnerable to clever, ironic despair, we risk sliding back to
a pre-critical stage of structured, comforting yet inadequate dialectical under-
standing. If we can cope with the uncertainty that arises from leaving structured



Recovery 169

thought behind, and move on to the third stage we enter second naivety,
second-order reflection, sensitivity to the metaphorical meaning of life, the
capacity to face up to incompleteness in which there will be surprises; we
must continue with Kant’s approach to reason that is based on antinomies and
not foreclose on the possibility of surprises. Here we should be active, as writers,
as historians, sociologists, teachers, NGO workers, reconciliation workers — and
writing fairly is as active a task as physically active interventions. We should
recall that Ricceur was active in his censure of the Algerian War, and was briefly
detained by police who decided that he could be harbouring arms and/or
Algerian fighters.”® He was also critical of the Israeli occupation of Palestine.

In Memory, History, Forgetting Ricceur seeks to persuade us that the work of
recollection is not absolute; remembering rises out of the gift of a forgetfulness
that must be able to recall memories if necessary in order to bear witness, but
can also release the person into pleasing memories so they can live their daily
life. He pleads for caution in accepting history that others have created, and
urges a respectful yet also a suspicious approach to testimony, so that we are
not swept off our feet by the emotive power of dramatic historical narratives.
He is proposing that we use a form of triangulation of evidence; testimony,
documents and written histories — with less emphasis than I would like on the
personal understanding that each of us brings to a story, even before the evi-
dence unfolds.

These are examples of identity and alterity for Ricceur, as is Husserl’s doubt
about whether he could make himself understood: Ricceur is grateful for
HusserI’s struggle to describe the ways in which we try and fail to fully under-
stand another person by an ‘analogising grasp’. We must never forget the asym-
metry thatis at the core of our relationships with others, because the asymmetry,
paradoxically, can enhance our understanding of difference and similarity
between people, by drawing our attention to how different we are from each
other. Being different encourages forgetfulness and a spur for the suspicion
that arises partly from negation; we are too different from each other to be able
to develop understanding and mutual recognition. Yet again I see suspicion
being used, as Blamey and Pellauer have also identified it, as a necessary,
even a positive force; I see it as a force that can undermine positive thinking
if seen as a limit idea that blocks further debate, but functions as a condition
of possibility if used to reveal the ‘dialectic of the dissymmetry between me
and others and the mutuality of our relations’.” We can be grateful for love and
faimess in friendships when we accept and respect the distance necessitated by
the inevitable dissymmetry in relationships. In the final chapter we will see how
Ricceur attempts, while knowing he will only be partially successful, to reduce
this dissymmetry by balancing love and justice against each other, and also
maybe so that they can lean into each other.



Chapter 10

Conclusion

Marx, Freud and Nietzsche gave us new interpretative powers, yet they are
powers based on doubt about the concept of self, so how can we, ourselves,
understand who we are? Their ideas were useful to many philosophers in France
in the 1960s-1970s, for exploding current academic thinking and also for
doubting the existence of the person as autonomous subject and author of
their own fate, in an era that Dosse describes as pervaded by ‘an ideology of
suspicion’.! Heidegger’s work was also influential, for asserting that we merely
exist, not really allowing ourselves to experience the real aliveness of Being (with
Heidegger’s upper case B to audit its status as a noun). Ricceur attempted (for
over seventy years) to recover the self by deciphering the signs of civilization
and criiquing the vacuum that he found at the heart of Heidegger’s Being.
He offered his philosophical interpretation in a multidisciplinary approach
through language, metaphor, narrative, translation, literary theory, philosophy
of science, theology and history. He proposed active choices that involve moral
risks; he rejected what he saw as Hegel’s controlling attempt to develop a grand
plan for how the world inevitably improves upon itself. Yet he made use of
Hegel's negativity and an existential sadness permeates his work, which pre-
dates the masters of suspicion. What may look like an academic philosophy in a
restricted sense has in fact a complex and poignant existential density visible in
early works such as Freedom and Natureand Fallible Man. Ricceur returns to their
preoccupations explicitly in his final decade. The supposedly empty space
between the opposites we create is in fact teeming with our desires, fears, illu-
sions and fantasies and our enormous potential to do good.

This is a post-Hegelian Kantian wager about the self and the other, which
goes beyond Hegel’s totalizing drive yet remains Kantian in challenging the
conscious mind and its role in our perception of the world. How can we, after
Kant, agree that we influence our perceptions with our own personal under-
standing, and yet hope to avoid what Norris terms ‘pernicious value-relativism’??
Like Husserl], Ricceur accepted that the task, by its nature, could never be com-
pleted. He acted within and on the boundaries of many disciplines and also
refused to be confined to one school of thought within any discipline, insisting
that human thought must be able to choose to think beyond the limits of any
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one method or discipline. He created various systems for helping us to develop
an argument in which the tension between opposing viewpoints is sustained for
as long as possible, to avoid foreclosing on an argument, missing an important
point, or — most significantly — deceiving ourselves into thinking that truth
is ever really reached. By these means he has created a taut space between
Kantian antinomies and suspicion co-ordinates this void between them.

Twentieth-century life spanned many events in which human motvation was
suspect: Ricceur felt deceived by the Treaty of Versailles, that made his father’s
death as a soldier hero seem futile after all, and by the confused politics that
emerged as a reaction to the perceived injustice of the treaty. Later, in the 1940s
he was ashamed that he initially failed to understand the threat posed by Hitler.
In the 1960s he campaigned for the liberation of Algeria from French colonial
domination and became concerned about the way in which secularism was inter-
preted in modem France with regard to tolerance and symbolism in lay commu-
nities, such as the dress code of Muslim and Chrisdan schoolgirls.* Freeman
(2008) describes this time we live in, when people use information that confirins
their suspicions and reject the rest, in what psychologists call the belief confirma-
tion bias.* Ricoeur used suspicion to face up to itself and also to moderate its own
potentially corrosive effects. The masters of suspicion provided methods to be
explored, and Ricceur used the term ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ for some years,
thereafter abandoning it, while continuing to ‘do hermeneutics’ and to use the
term ‘suspicion’. The value of his use of suspicion was to provide an opportunity
to resist extremist reaction to the complications of the postmodern world. Suspi-
cion provides a necessary yet not sufficient opportunity to challenge our thinking
and investigate inconsistencies, acting as a critical friend to reason and hope.

I argue in the second half of this book that Ricceur found himself unable to
resolve the immense problems of doubts about the self that Marx, Freud and
Nietzsche created, because he rejected their conclusions as too deterministic,
and hoped to give us some confidence in our limited powers to think and act
well, using suspicion instead of scepticism to raise the stakes. Before he engaged
with these three masters of suspicion, Ricceur immersed himself in existential-
ism and phenomenology, and then developed a linguistic turn that led him to
hermeneutics and towards a more assertive endeavour to make meaning as
well as to discover it. We need to revisit briefly these major strands of thought
that he deployed.

Phenomenology and the other person

Phenomenology shows us that each of us is an intentional subject who is caught
in a contradictory relationship with the object; we seek to understand the objects
in our world, including the other person, but find that we ourselves are the
source of the interpreting.® Phenomenology was challenged by structuralism,
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which was both sceptical and destructive of any desire to describe perceptions.
Structuralism emerged from the debris of phenomenology and created a
reinvigorated public debate about philosophy and the social sciences, while
both attacking and seeking to assimilate other disciplines. The person became
a casualty; the author was killed off, people did not speak for themselves and
linguistic structures, not people, bore meaning.

Descartes’ philosophy provided a model of scepticism that goes back to the
classical world, yet it contained no theory about the existence of the other
person. The body provided enough of a challenge to the mind: Gassendi
facetiously addressed Descartes as ‘O Mind,” while Descartes retaliated with
‘O Flesh’ in their debates about Descartes’ Meditations.® In his book on
Husserl, Ricceur invited us to consider that the other person embodies one of
the great questions that philosophy needs to address; he demonstrated how
some of the great thinkers influenced Husserl, and how they fared in this issue
regarding ‘the Other.’ Kant failed to satisfy Husserl, although Kant believed
that he was resolving the problem set by Hume.” It seemed to Husserl that
Hume did better than Kant, challenging the subjectivism of sensuous empiri-
cism.? Ricceur set Hume aside. Ricceur differentiated between Kant’s great
question, as the search for validity for a possible transcendental consciousness,
and Husserl’s great question as the search for the origin of the world.® He saw
a crucial difference between phenomenology and psychoanalysis; phenomenol-
ogy indicates that the unconscious is arother text, but not that it is other. Freud’s
psychoanalysis deciphers another text from that of the conscious mind, and it
is a text that alters our understanding of ourselves.!® The other is not only out
there, we have the other, the foreign, the different within us, and psychoanalysis
liberates herineneutics to help us understand that. Talking about it may be the
only way forward, bringing people together to talk and see that the similarities
that bind us are much greater than the differences, even when this involves
bringing secularists and devout people together."

Hermeneutics and Ricceur’s linguistic turn

In the linguistic turn Ricceur moved into hermneneutics: he situated the search
for meaning inside language itself, finding structuralist linguistics very useful,
and accepting that his interpretations will always be provisional. He believed
that his work is part of what Jean Greisch, particularly with regard to Ricceur’s
later work, calls ‘the herneneutical age of reason.”? Still, as in the middle
period, herineneutics welcomes structuralism as part of its ‘collaboration with
other modes of understanding’ and returns to phenomenology with its self-
analysing idiolect.! This is a different solution from that of the analytical phi-
losophers like Frege and Russell, for whom Ricceur had great respect, but from
whose attachment to the primacy of logical precision and conceptual clarity
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in language he distanced himself. At the core of this approach was Ricoeur’s
desire that he developed in The Rule of Metaphor (1975), that text could displace
the ego’s self-absorption to that of a subjective Kantian self engaged with text,
influenced by and changed by text, and that action can be ‘read’ as a sort of
text. Subjectivity becomes a problem, however, when it is pushed to a narcissis-
tic extreme. Ricceur saw the successful defeat of this in the big ideas that history
has struggled with; Galileo refuted our central position in the universe; Darwin
showed us that we are neither distinct from nor superior to the animals. Kant,
with his second Copemnican revolution, had already shown us that we can have
conceptual understanding, yet the limits he posited would lead to the possibil-
ity that we cannot know for sure that we understand ourselves. We are the
thinking objects of our own subjective thoughts, and therefore not able to be
the object analysed accurately by ourselves. Then Marx, Freud and Nietzsche
asserted that we no longer even know what we think, so how can we be rational
beings?

Suspicion and belief

Ricceur used the termn ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ to respond on several occa-
sions to the challenge posed by Marx, Freud and Nietzsche in the 1970s. He
identified and understood, rather than claiming to resolve it. He described
hermeneutics as disruptive, disturbing the surface of the water when we-want to
interrupt our relationship with tradition and interpret it critically. Yet he
deplored the potential of suspicion to rampage destructively. By decoupling
hermeneutics from suspicion he was able to continue to use hermeneutics with
structuralist thought. He also continued to use suspicion, up to the end of his
writing. Although Ricceur used the phrase ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ very
little; and stopped using it a decade after he first did so, it has developed a life
of its own, and is often used out of context, with a sequence of incomplete
references.!*

Suspicion is often used as a limit experience; Thiselton describes how, in the
postmodern world, ‘A hermeneutic of radical suspicion replaces a hermeneutic
of potential or initial trust.’’® Yet Ricceur avoided discussing postmodernism,
and refused to let suspicion be harnessed for what he saw as a dead end journey
into negativity. Instead he used the concept of suspicion as a condition of possi-
bility that was integral to whathe called ‘capable being’, ‘that mode of certainty
that deserves the name of attestation, which is at once irrefutable in terms of
cognitive proof and subjected to suspicion by virtue of its character of belief’.'
Attestation is not a form of virtue ethics, as Muldoon points out, more a per-
sonal struggle to effect pluralist faimess.”” Suspicion will be with us whether
we like it or not, and it has the potential to help us think more clearly about the
beliefs and the motives that we suspect.
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I propose that suspicion can function more fruitfully as a condition of possi-
bility than as a limiting condition: this interpretation is made possible by
my close reading of Ricceur’s own work, that of other Ricceur scholars and care-
ful archival research. The quality that suspicion requires, as we discussed in
Chapter 4, is its capacity to be balanced, even if rather unsteady in its gait:

I call suspicion the act of dispute exactly proportional to the expressions
of false consciousness. The problem of false consciousness is the object, the
correlative of the act of suspicion. Out of it is born the quality of doubt, a type
of doubt, which is totally new and different from Cartesian doubt.’”

Spinoza is quietly omnipresent from 1930s onwards, offering Ricoeur 2 mode of
doubt that is closer to Freud than to Descartes and more appealing; once we
acknowledge that we are enslaved we can renounce the illusion of free will
and seek to liberate ourselves from desire, in direct proportion to that desire.
This will liberate two capacities; the ability to speak and the ability to love.!*
This resembles more closely the ‘exercise of suspicion’ that Riceeur developed.
‘Exercise’ is intentional, controlled and proportional.

On the other hand what does excessive use of suspicion look like? An exam-
ple from Ricceur is Marx’s approach to religion; whereas Ricoeur agreed with
Marx that the church as an institution is capable of corruption and abuse of
power, he did not extend that suspicion to a wholesale condemnation of reli-
gion. Yet he welcomed the dialectical struggle between secular and religious
thinking; from the 1940s onwards, Ricoeur had always seen his work as a dia-
logue between those with religious faith and those for whom God may well be
dead. Brought up as a Protestant, who from childhood was an avid reader of
the Bible, Ricoeur found it perfectly understandable that many do not share his
faith. Ricoeur wished to keep faith and secularism separate, not only because
he did not wish to preach his own faith too insistently but also in order to
show us that theology and secular philosophy are different; ‘my two allegiances
always escape me, even if at times they acknowledge one another’ and we can find
a resting place somewhere between them, depending on the issues at stake.®
Similarly, faith and suspicion can function as polarities; each validates the other,
shows up the other’s weaknesses and attempts to derive moral strength from
such oscillation. Ricceur sought to help us out of an impasse; we refuse to be
guided by mewnarratives or meta-ethics, yet we also do not believe in ourselves
enough to know how to act well.?!

Attestation — here I am - I'exercice du soupgon

Attestation — I have to balance here by exercising suspicion, ‘because the world
is an ironic question, “And you, what will you do?”’? Muldoon shows us that our
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response is closely related to self-doubtand suspicion.? We pay a very high price
for ‘freedom through disbelief, through demystification’ as Clark expresses it.**
If, as Ricceur asserted, the symbol gives rise to meaning, then this goes beyond
our rejection of faith frameworks: we risk losing the power of thought when,
through suspicion, we deny the symbol its meaning. We have to make decisions
about which symbols, which meanings, are worth believing in; alternatively we
may sweep all meaning away in a flood of disbelief about anything and every-
thing or insist upon our omnipotence.

Cavell's work on scepticism is useful: he describes the extreme form in
Othello, ‘as a depiction of the murderous lengths to which narcissism must go
in order to maintain its picture of itself as skepticism, in order to maintain its
stand of ignorance, its fear or avoidance of knowing, under the claim to cer
tainty’.® This disproportionately negative state is often mistaken for suspicion,
but Ricceur sought to recover suspicion as a vitally important and impressive
project that challenged Kant, went even further back to Descartes and, by its
nature perforce proves disappointing in the end although we cannot do with-
out it, He developed his own tightrope walk, employing suspicion as a condi-
tion of possibility that helps us to balance and hope. In his 1963 paper he writes
about the inadequacy of interpretation when it takes the shape of ‘intellectual
weighing scales’ (une sorte de balance intellectuelle) because this precludes the
excess of meaning that language gives.® In Thinking Biblically Ricceur further
developed his discussion about symbols and meanings; discourse is vital. More-
over, Marx, Freud and Nietzsche needed a dose of their own hermeneutics of
suspicion. Through his work on Freud in particular, Ricoeur concluded that, as
well as drawing our attention to vital problems, these masters of suspicion were
themselves concealing ideologies and powerful beliefs beneath their suspicion
of religion and their views of hurnan nature. After studying them in the 1950s
and 1960s the rest of his life’s work was devoted to finding different ways of
solving the problem that they had identified and for which they had provided
useful analytical tools through economics, psychoanalysis and genealogy.

Ricceur also remained true to work done before he explored the term herme-
neutics of suspicion and then, as a result, uncoupled suspicion from herme-
neutics; in 1963, in the Cahiers Internationaux de Symbolisme he writes about the
‘exercise of suspicion’, the necessity of creating a central space, a hub, amagnet
of destruction in the ‘work’ (travail) of comprehension, which will facilitate
a hermeneutic of reconstruction and recollection. This is more useful than
intellectual weighing scales, as this puts us at the heart of the interpretation and
also allows us to use techniques for achieving distance. Such a process involves
a reduction of dependence on nouns in order to reduce our subject-object
fixation. This will also liberate verbs, so that we can act better, and it is integral
to attestation, first mentioned in 1957 yet not fully worked on undl later.?” He
attributed the initial destructive act to the three teachers of suspicion and even
in 1963 itwas clear to him, if not to us, that they cannot remake meaning for us,
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we have to do it ourselves. In fact, Freud stayed with him to help him make
meaning out of the inheritance of loss and mourning until the end of his writ-
ing life, but the other two, especially Marx, fell away.

Muldoon comments that the presence of attestation — being active and
accountable - is rarely apparent in Oneself as Another, yet when it is, it is crucial
because ‘language expresses being’, even when language appears to insist on
the precise opposite by ‘denial of the literal referentiality of language’.?® This
is reminiscent of Cavell listing common ordinary words in the preface of The
Claim of Reason, words ‘caught in fields of attraction and suspicion’, because of
the human ‘doubling back ceaselessly upon itself’.?® In Memory, History, Forget-
ting Riceeur describes attestation as marked in language by fault, and by evil and
also by desperate hope.® Aristotle’s polarity for the human is that of being true
and being false, and attestation and suspicion are bonded thus together, with
no possibility of getting rid of suspicion. Yet suspicion is not on the same level,
nor is it the same sort of phenomenon as attestation, which is both epistemo-
logical and ontological. Suspicion cannot be epistemological and ontological as
it is parasitic upon them, yet being suspicious is necessary for attestation to take
place: ‘Suspicion is also the path toward and the crossing within attestation.’*!
Suspicion haunts attestation, adhering to it and inherent in it, having insinu-
ated itself into our very being. Suspicion casts doubt over our attempts to under-
stand personal identity, and then of narrative identity and finally of whether we
know how to act ethically when we have conflict of duties. Can this strengthen
selfhood? For Muldoon, it appears that we have no choice; ‘To exclude the
menacing shadow of suspicion would ultimately insist on a metaphysical abso-
lutism that Ricceur foresaw as impossible, given the undecidability in regard to
the voice of conscience.”? To facilitate this process Ricceur worked on narra-
tive, thereby making possible the bringing together of time and imagination,
and thus he could claim to go beyond Kant and Heidegger.

There are three characteristics of us as humans that make it possible that we
can survive our own fallibility and fragility: first we recognize others as being
like ourselves, and engage in conversation; secondly we can see another’s point
of view, and thirdly we can use the first two characteristics to work out how to
act in ways that are equitable. These are also reflected in the Little Ethics.3
They are dependent upon belief in others and upon self-belief, and must also
be tempered by suspicion.

Postmodem philosophy and the hermeneutics of suspicion

One of the characteristics of postimodern thought, since Lyotard entreated us
not to accept the metanarratives of history, science, religion and politics, is
a dismantling of received ideas of truth, knowledge and reason. In Memory,
History, Forgetting we see the need to remember that we must remember; in a
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rare comment about the term ‘postinodernism’, Ricceur looked at Friedlander’s
analysis of the Nazi regime, the ‘final solution’ of extermination thatgoes beyond
the limits of representation, as it is so barbaric. In this context Ricceur denounced
‘the self-referentality of linguistic constructions, which make impossible the
identification of any stable reality whatsoever. What plausible response, then,
can this socalled postnodernism give to the accusation of having disared
thought in the face of the seductions of negationism?’** Do we refuse to think
because we are seduced by negativity, the scepticism evoked by Cavell? There
are plenty of practical examples: Islamophobia in the Western world offers
an example of suspicion running wild, not underpinned by a sufficiently self-
critical understanding of oneself as another and partly fuelled by state ideolo-
gies. Berel Lang demonstrates the need to fight for historical representation,
especially with regard to such atrocious events as the Holocaust.*®

Ricoeur respected Nietzsche, yet resisted the postinodern desperation that
Nietzsche set in motion with ‘How the “true world” finally became a fable: the History
of an Error, ‘At bottom the old sun, but seen through mists and skepticism, pale,
Nordic, Konigsbergian. Grey morning. The first yawn of reason. The cockcrow
of positivism.”*® Ricceur rejected Nietzsche’s view of Kant through the mists and
scepticism and the ‘seduction of negationism’. Nor did he engage much with
Foucault, not at all with Baudrillard and he offered us a view of the sign that
makes it still possible to see ourselves as capable of creating new meanings
through language, as in metaphor, poetry, allegory and narrative.*” Yet his
term the ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ has been adopted to suggest a negative
postmodern state of mind, as we see in Shah-Kazemi’s work on ‘hermeneutics
of suspicion or of Sufism?’ No wonder Ricceur, who always chose his words care-
fully, dropped the term from his repertoire.®®

Instability, asymmetry and negation

Having left the hermeneutics of suspicion behind, there is still a tension in
Ricceur’s method (as analysed in Chapter 7) that creates a sort of unssable bal-
ance, where opposing ideas or phenomena are balanced against each other.
He finds this in language, thought and action, all of which can be ambiguous;
hence the only way to develop some sort of clarity is through communication
with others. This communication must lead to a working version of intersubjec-
tivity, i.e. we learn more about ourselves and the way we think by explaining
ourselves to others, responding to the ways in which others react to us and
doing the same for them. Human destiny is the struggle to come to terms with
being finite, blocked and limited, and can be partially understood by examin-
ing what it is that makes me, in my bodily presence, a person in the world. By
accepting what I am - the finite, limited and limiting nature of being me - I can
explore the idea of what I am not; infinite in my thinking and my language, not



178 Ricaeur and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion

bound by the flesh and the blood. Yet constant reminders are necessary, in
a Kantian way, about my limits, which necessitate both the application and the
appropriate use of suspicion. Thought and language for Ricceur are interdepen-
dentand help us in this balancing act, and translation becomes a form of provi-
sional interpretation.

In ‘Violence and Language’ he analyses the violence inherent in many lin-
guistic acts that voice the power of the state; the law is ‘like a great irascible
individual who at times speaks the language of fear, of anger, of offended dig-
nity, of impudent boasting, that is to say, of violence’.** We develop our under-
standing of the world at least partly through negation (this is not that, and
I know what it is because it is not that). Negation can, however, lead to negativ-
ity or nihilism in the sense that we may choose to prefer these things that are
more ‘this than that’ i.e. closer to us than other things. Translation epitomizes
the tension created in interpreting meaning between original language and
the translation where one will dominate the other — an asymmetry that is inevi-
table and difficult to bear,and can be interpreted as alien. Ricceur invited us to
challenge negativity by being aware of it as a possible outcome of uncertainty
and ignorance and untranslatability. Thus translation can function as a para-
digm for philosophy and also for mechanisms such as tolerance, and what
Ricoeur terms ‘recovery’.

Religion and philosophy

Failure is inevitable and a strong regulative idea for Ricceur. Is it a failure of the
dialectical method if religion and philosophy can only acknowledge each other,
not work together? Well, the bifurcation in his writing seemed to come in the
1970s, after The Socius and the Neighbour and after Political and Social Essays
that contained discussions about Christianity. In chapter 7 of Critigue and
Conviction, Ricceur argues for the mediation of language and scripture, one that
accepts the irremediable differences between the philosophical texts and the
Christian texts. The canonical texts, those upon which the faithful are depen-
dent, need to be read differently by a philosopher, who is critical.

Does the exercise of suspicion only work, then, with secular literature? Ricceur
had a profound belief that there is an anterior meaning, something that cannot
be considered as chronologically originary, but foundational to belief, in the
word thatis the faith. He differentiated between Denken (to think) and Erkennen
(to know), arguing like Kant that to know is a ‘non-philosophical manner of
thinking and being’.®At the veryleast, Ricceur hoped of his dialectical method-
ologies that they will displace from the centre the violent desire for totalizing
knowledge that arises when hope and power are both at their peak.*! In his
book Evilhe found this to be characteristic of much philosophical and religious
thought; the search for reason that cannot be contradicted and ‘our proneness
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to systematic totalization’.®? He also challenged Hegel’s attempt to disarm fault
by embracing it. In the end it may turn out that Ricceur’s methodological dia-
lectics led him away from the potential of what Clark calls ‘the absent centre’
which could offer us the unspeakability of truth that we occasionally experience
as a flash of insight, a moment of certainty about meaning and existence.?
Alternatively the centre may not be absent at all, Ricceur himself had some-
thing - his religious beliefs — at the core of all his dialectical to-ing and fro-ing.
Clark wonders whether this vitiates the value of Ricceur’s work for those of us
who are more explicitly secular.** Will we be able to use this approach even
without religious values? Perhaps we will find that Ricceur has still made it
possible for us to weave between doubts, between conflicting interpretations,
in order to develop or strengthen our own fittle ethics’ at the heart of it all.
What we have learnt is to avoid foreclosure, avoid decision-making that is too
hasty and not furnished with enough information, and be aware of the ‘absent
centre’ and what it can hold:

This advance of testimony over reflection is, so to speak, the gift that the
religious offers to the philosophical, lending freely to it without requiring
something in exchange. This would be the debt the phllosophlcal owes to the
religious, which lends to it the category of tesimony.* :

O Mind, o flesh

Despite his abandonment of Freud’s determinism and what Ricceur saw as over-
emphasis on our physical needs, Freud’s methods and ideas stayed with Ricceur
throughout his working life. Even as early as the 1930s, Ricceur wished to create
a clear connection between Freud’s beliefs and their possible effect on our
attempts to be a ‘responsible agent’ through suspicion of our own motives.*
Spinoza also played an important role, as a sceptic who was devout. He cited
Spinoza’s evocation of the role played by the association of ideas in remembering,
similar to Aristotle’s associationist learning, and links this to Freud’s theories
about memory, both in Freud and Philosophyand Memory, History, Forgetting, assert-
ing that psychoanalysis is a modification of the Spinozist critique of free will.#?
Psychoanalysis reveals the suspension of the conscious mind’s control, so, that
‘the subject is made a slave equal to his true bondage’, to use Spinoza’s phrase.
Dalbiez introduced Ricceur to Pyrhonnism (often used to describe scepticism
in general), through Aenesidemus, recorded by Sextus Empiricus and linked
by Dalbiez with Hume and Kant in their assertions that analytically one cannot
deduce one thing from another. Pyrhonnism, exemplified by Spinoza, influ-
enced the formation of modern Western philosophy, with more significant use
of scepticism than that of Descartes who, like Bacon, believed that he knew how
to refute sceptical attacks upon faith. Spinoza differentiated between scepticism
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and rational doubt, and in literary terins, Norris agrees with Kermode and
Todorov in seeing Spinoza as responsible for liberating textual hermeneutics
‘from its erstwhile bondage to the dictates of orthodox belief’.*® Spinoza’s
apparently unwavering belief in God on the one hand, and his challenges
to Biblical texts on the other, are very different from Ricceur’s uneasy view of
suspicion as a necessary yet not sufficient challenge to personal motivation.
Spinoza functions as Ricceur’s more confident other self: Spinoza’s alter ego
and his conatus provides for the physicality of our existence, whereas the
Cartesian mind-body split makes the body subordinate to the mind and an
object of the mind’s curiosity and suspicion.

In this situation, however, we cannot progress without suspicion, because it
helps us to challenge the question as well as the answer. The question is ‘who
am 1?’ This necessitates understanding ourselves as reflected in other people,
through relationships. “1 cannot empirically verify what I believe I should do;
I have to overcome my own suspicions about myself and attest to them in the
face of your suspicion.” On the last two pages of his late major work, The Course
of Recognition, Ricceur reminds us that suspicion is a vital ingredient in the
attempt to develop friendships; we can exchange gifts but not places (a failure
of phenomenology, with its inability to help us understand the other person,
even in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation) and we must use suspicion in order to
ensure that we never forget the dissymmetry between ourselves and others.

“Deferring decisions, seeking more infornation, overwhelmed by doubt and
indecision - this is when I have most chance of proceeding to a balanced deci-
sion” and 1 return to the phenomenological idiolect. Muldoon identifies the
passage in which Ricoeur shows how necessary suspicion is for making right
judgements; ‘attestation . . . constitutes the instance of judgement which over-
comes suspicion in all the circumstances where the self designates itself.”** We
have the sense here of a sceptical self-undermining, which we saw in Chapter 7.
Ricceur learnt with Dalbiez, in his late teens, to debate sceptical ideas, as part
of the power of negativity: having a point of view is itself a negation because it
excludes other viewpoints. This can develop into an argument about the physi-
cality that he found lacking in Kant, Husserl and Heidegger: cloning produces
identical or near identical copies, but sexual relations produce something
completely new, a unique sating of both desires. Dialectical tension can only
arise between different, not identical forces, and yet they must, as in sex and
the metaphor, also be compatible. In 1960, when summarizing Fallible Man, he
writes of the two poles of thinking and sensing and their synthesis, and describes
the resulting blind spot that Kant perceives at the centre of a luminous vision,
‘a function of the soul, blind but indispensable’.*® 1t is this special place that
Ricceur sought to locate in his dialectics. the studied weightlessness of the
tightrope walker, creating a place between polarities that gives us the space
to explore and reconcile the conflicts of interpretations, and suspicion is vital
here. Will I fall? Will 1 fail? This place is difficult to create and maintain as
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constructive between religion and secularism. Even Ricceur found it well nigh
impossible, despite understanding the idea of Christ, the Idea of the highest
good, as illustrating the resolution of the dialectic. His personally lived religious
faith goes beyond Kant, yet Ricoeur remained within a Kantian framework.

Ricceur has also grappled with Kantian time, space and causality: in our post-
Enlightenment secular world we will not be able to exercise suspicion in a bal-
anced way if we have neither religious belief nor faith in ourselves. Ricceur
offers us his worked-out methods of historical recollection, recognition, lan-
guage, dialectics and second naivety. Suspicion is embedded in each method as
a condition of possibility for attempting to end false consciousness, so that we
can hope that what we say will be equal to what we do.® If we continue to talk
to each other there will be ¢ime for possibilities for deep reflection on our con-
duct and space for negotiating different decisions in difficult relationships.
Ricceur’s development of Hegel’s dialectical model added the new dimension
of causality, initially, first naivety interacts with critical analysis. As long as we do
not remain stuck at that second stage of critical analysis, methodological dialec-
tics, with the hermeneutics of suspicion, we can move to second naivety. This
third stage allows us to develop a deep respect for the reflections of others, sus-
picious yet determined to hope, a unique blend of experiences and suffering,
even if it is also a world-weary wisdom of incomplete and provisional solutions.

Suspicion enables us to deal with difference; difference in others and discrep-
ancies within ourselves, between our social obligations and our desires. Ulti-
mately, in fact, suspicion is less potent than the still frequent use of the term
‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ would suggest. Suspicion is more important to
Riceeur on its own, not as part of ‘hermeneutics’, a critique of critique which
Ricceur found powerful enough on its own. Suspicion is vitally important for its
iconoclastic power as a free radical that challenges accepted reality, and is a use-
ful tool if it is used in a manner proportionate to the need: in a small misunder-
standing between friends, the whole friendship should not be jeopardized.
Suspicion complements Kant’s views about perception; we must suspect what
we see; it may not be what is there. Yet suspicion also adds the intersubjectivity
that we do not find in Kant: untidy, irrational human love. Suspicion is a neces-
sary yet not sufficient prerequisite for the hermeneutics of recovery, and has to
be encouraged by seeking love and justice.

Agape, the erotic and allegories of love

Riceeur resolved the Cartesian mind/body, subject/object separation by the
allegory of love; as we love physically in order to give and find pleasure, so
should we also love morally to be with the Other. Ricoeur wrote as a Protestant
outsider in a Roman Catholic state, as the Other, interpreting the Song of Songs
with its appeal to outsiders, promising love and return from exile. He wrote
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with LaCocque on the nuptial metaphor in the Song of Songs and discussed the
possibility that it can be read as an erotic poem, possibly written by a woman
with the intention of creating transference by analogy between sexual union
and spiritual love.’ Then, having rooted spiritual love in the correspondence
of sexual union, he sought another allegory, this time between spiritual love,
and humans’ love for one another, whether it is sexual or not. He believed this
two-step allegorical development is achieved in the Song of Songs without nar-
rative, but by description. The symbolic values attached to our understanding
of evil from The Symbolism of Evil are still valid, yet here with the Song of Songs
we are presented with symbolic representations of love as the ulimate bond
between beings who are committed to each other’s needs and satisfactions
in such a way that each will be satisfied by the otherness of the other person.
By justifying the substitution of one meaning (physical, erotic) for another
(metaphysical, emotional) Ricceur insisted that the original, physical meaning
is still there.

By such images the hyperbole and exaggerated tone of religious language
make accessible the ideas about faith and trust that we find difficult to express
in our self-conscious, ironic postmodern vocabulary. Ricceur believed the mod-
ern reader may read the text as a statement of carnal love with no allegorical
meaning, despite the Reformation insight that worldly work and marriage are
a means of cooperation with divine grace.® Clearly, however, Ricceur believed
the Biblical text and meaning hold special significance, such as, in this context,
returning from exile, coming home, being accepted and enfolded and above
all, being a believer. This seems laughably utopian because humanity has failed
so far to heal its woes with love, and Ricceur quoted Pascal about the dispropor-
tonality between love and justice in his essay of the same name. For Ricceur,
love is a suspension of the ethical, because it disorients our sense of equal dis-
tribution in order to focus on theloved one(s). He insisted upon the allegorical
relationship between love and agape (Christian love, defined as non-erotic).*
Justice must therefore provide the counterbalance that reorients us towards
social living.

Love and justice

We need to temper justice with love so that justice is not purely and coldly
utlitanian, and also use love (love towards other humans in an abstract sense)
to reduce the competitive desires that often characterize our dealings with
each other when seeking justice.® Love and justice are antinomies that, in truly
Kantian manner, are inherent to reason itself when on their own (there must
be love, there must be justice). Yet they seem to become dogmatic assertions
or hopelessly unattainable polarities when set against each other and they
should arouse our suspicions.*’
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How do we resolve this? Ricceur’s version of the Golden Rule contains more
love than Kant permitted it: Ricaeur preferred ‘love your neighbour as yourself’
to ‘do as you would be done by’. Integral to his philosophy is awareness of the
other person, who is by definition different from me, because they are not me.
For Ricceur it proved possible to achieve a great deal if we can see ourselves
reflected in the other and see the other as part of oneself, as Husserl attempt
in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation. This makes it possible, indeed necessary, to
love the other as oneself, and thus the differences between another person and
me become less significant than the similarities, because I cannot reject part of
myself.

It goes against a rule-based, rational idea of justice to ‘love your enemies, and
do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return’ as in Luke 6.324%

Without the corrective of the commandment to love, the golden rule would
be constantly drawn in the direction of a utilitarian maxim whose formula is
Do ut des: 1 give so thatyou will give.®®

Similarly, the rule of justice, without any corrective, tends to subordinate co-
operation to competition, ‘or rather to expect from the equilibrium of rival
interests the simulacrum of co-operation’. Can we achieve this sort of unstable
equilibrium, using the tension between potentially incompatible ideas in order
to challenge violence and hatred in favour of some sort of faimmess, tolerance
and balance for all? Ricceur believed that we must incorporate into our penal
codes and codes of justice a supplement of compassion and generosity that
will allow us to facilitate rights for minority groups and for faith groups. The
Categorical Imperative must be respected, but ultimately replaced by the
Golden R&Pe, which in its turn must be displaced by the commandment to love
your enemy, if we are to deal with the violence latent in our attitudes towards
others. The dissance created by the state mechanisms around the citizen is
insoluble in its capacity for alienation. If we wantfair institutions, we can see for
ourselves that laws and the institutions that embody them should come under
the influence of the economy of the gift, the unconditional love that tempers
justice. Vacillation between love and justice should result in asceticism in the
exercise of power, the refusal to abuse power, an instability that allows the other
the right to be wrong.

Ricceur developed a hermeneutics of suspicion that started with the revela-
tions about ourselves that Marx, Freud and Nietzsche told us - his masters of
suspicion. As a result he saw a new hermeneutics, more honest and yet also
more demanding, yet he also concluded that suspicion could tip over into
something corrosive like Cavellian scepticism; evidence for this is in postmod-
emn relativists like Baudrillard, in whose ideas Ricceur was not interested. He
separated ‘hermeneutics’ from ‘suspicion’ and focused on the potential polari-
zation even within the term suspicion: being suspicious in proportion to the
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problem is the key to understanding. It is in the definition of suspicion that we
see the greatest and most counterproductive misunderstanding. Kant’s choice
of words to describe suspicion (see Chapter 1) reflects our own views about
suspicion; it is doubt about other people’s motives, and since Marx, Freud
and Nietzsche we have had the mechanism for applying that to ourselves as
well as to others. Suspicion is thus personal, challenging Kant, looking beneath
people’s surface behaviour and words to find concealed and therefore, accord-
ing to the masters of suspicion, bad things.

The hermeneutics of suspicion has been used often to refer to a world in
which we can no longer be proud of our own motives, trust others and believe
in God or Good. Here is the paradox: Ricoeur rejected the use to which the
term ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’ is often put. His suspicion was a radical move
away from this drift towards scepticism, where we may run aground, in an
extreme reaction against the delusion that we are omniscient and therefore
can become stuck in current thinking. He believed we can only understand the
world by balancing antinomies such as justice and love, altruism and selfish-
ness, the other and the self. We know too much to get back to the infant unity
with the things themselves; yet we can never know enough and must accept the
cleavage, the fault line, provisionality. This balancing act requires the use of
suspicion in order to both maintain the gap, the space, the blank between con-
trasting phenomena, and also work the gap into a condition whereby the fragile
coexistence of contradictory yet interconnected opposites can be achieved.

Any reading of Ricceur that does him justice must also acknowledge the
ethical intent behind his reinterpretation: suspicion is a personal offence and-it,
is about motives, and Ricceur’s approach enables us to apply it to people and
their acts as well as to ourselves, because all of us are caught between contradic-
tions. He was consistently prepared to intervene as a principled public intellec-
tualand to challenge prevalent beliefs. His deployment of suspicion also invites
us to personalize concepts. No longer can we pretend that laws, books, works of
art and opinions based on racial stereotyping or cultural habits are impersonal
representations of natural justice and beauty and nothing to do with us — Ricceur
urged us to challenge them as products of our own, personal human action and
therefore open to suspicion. I understand Ricceur to be a radical rebel, who
can take his place alongside the best activists, showing us that we can face up to
Pascal’s challenge to the discrepancies, tensions and spaces between meaning
and belief.

‘The eternal silence of these infinite spaces fills me with dread.’®
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