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The Hermeneutics of Self of Paul Ricoeur

Soichi Kawasaki

Abstract

The “hermeneutics of self” of Paul Ricceur enables us to approach the problem of self in an appropriate
way. According to him, one can reach his own self only through medium, especially language. This medium
needs to be interpretated, therefore hermeneutics is required.

Self is attested. Attestation shows difference between sameness (mémeté) and selfness (ipséité).
Medium of the attestation of self is narration. Narration gives an individual or a community “narrative identity”.
To accept several attestations of self, that is, narrations about self as one’s own is to accept actions as one’s own.

This acceptance can be understood as ascription. Ascription is to ascribe an act to its agent. According
to Ricceur, ascription is based on agent’s ability to oblige himself an action which he intends to do. Ricceur calls
this ability “power to act (puissance dagir)’. We should not understand it immediately as cause of action.
Causality and freedom are connected in a particlular phenomenon of practice’s sphere. This phenomenon is
called “initiative” by Ricceur.

Initiative appears most clearly in promise, because promise is restraint of self in the future. One must
maintain his self through time. We make a promise with others, and promise obliges us to do things in relation
with others. In this sense, ability to promise is ethical one. We feel responsibility by promising. Therefore we
can say that promise has a close relation to the selfness (ipséité), and, by act of promise, we can understand
dialectic relation of self and other.

To understand this relation, concept of mutual recognition is more appropriate. Ricceur tries to show a
new model of recognition in a peaceful state, instead of Hegel's “struggle for recognition”. He finds this new
model in economy of donation. With this model of mutual recognition, we can understand more clearly a role

of other as medium of self.
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