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Does philosophy have limits? Yes and no.
No, because nothing is ‘out of bounds’ for philosophy. There is noth-

ing philosophy is forbidden to question, doubt, and explore. Philosophy 
seeks to understand and explain all of reality without remainder: as 
Aristotle said, its scope is nothing less than ‘being’, that is, everything 
that is. In that sense, there can be no limits to philosophy.

But also yes, because no philosophy has ever existed without an 
author. All philosophy proceeds from a human mind, with its own situa-
tion and way of reasoning, a mind with limitations to what it can learn, 
experience, and conceive. Philosophy has limits, therefore, because it is 
done by beings who have limits, in other words, who are finite. The ‘lim-
its of philosophy’ are drawn by the finitude of the human condition.

This book takes ‘finitude’, and the limits set by finitude, to be the 
keystone of Paul Ricœur’s philosophy. In all his writings Ricœur shows a 
rigorous concern not to transgress the boundaries of what is possible for 
human thought as finite. But at the same time, he pushes philosophy to 
its outermost limits in order to peek, as through a glass darkly, at what 
lies beyond. How is this possible? Because, as Hegel famously remarked, 
to know a limit as a limit is already to have gone beyond it.1 One cannot 

Introduction

 1 ‘Something is already transcended by the very fact of being determined as a limitation. 
For a determinateness, a limit, is determined as limitation only in opposition to its other 
in general, that is, in opposition to that which is without its limitation; the other of a limi-
tation is precisely the beyond with respect to it’ (G. W. F. Hegel, The Science of Logic, ed. 
and trans. George Di Giovanni [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010], 106); 
translation modified: ‘daß etwas als Schranke bestimmt ist, darüber bereits hinausge-
gangen ist. Denn eine Bestimmtheit, Grenze ist als Schranke nur bestimmt im Gegensatz 
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Introduction2

describe a boundary line without referring in some way to both sides of 
it. For example, the outline of France shows one side of the outline of 
Spain: thus to remain within the limits of France means knowing some-
thing, however little, of the shape of Spain. Similarly, for Ricœur, to 
know the limits of human reason means to have a shadowy (apophatic) 
outline of whatever is on the other side of them.

This book situates Ricœur’s concept of finitude in the wider context 
of twentieth-century French philosophy, showing both that Ricœur is 
asking the same questions others were asking and that his answers are 
strikingly unique. What it means to be finite and human was arguably 
the dominant question of twentieth-century thought as a whole. From 
Bergson’s analysis of free will, Merleau-Ponty’s descriptions of embodi-
ment, Sartre’s ‘Existentialism is a Humanism’, and de Beauvoir’s semi-
nal explorations of gender, to Lacan’s investigations of the unconscious, 
Henry’s phenomenology of life, Arendt’s politically inflected anthropol-
ogy, Kristeva’s insights concerning the ‘other’, and Foucault’s histories of 
sexuality, power and discipline – in these and countless other works, the 
‘human condition’ is the focus of enquiry.

To this Ricœur is no exception. He gave the name ‘philosophical 
anthropology’ to his work, which he considered an ‘urgent task for con-
temporary philosophy’.2 As Brian Gregor says, Ricœur ‘wrote on many 
topics and problems, but the concern that unites them all is the question 
of philosophical anthropology: what does it mean to be a human being?’3

But unlike his twentieth-century contemporaries, Ricœur did not think 
it possible to isolate anthropology from other questions, such as those 
concerning universal truth, God, evil, and the origin of the world. ‘Far 
from constituting the first question philosophy can raise’, Ricœur claims 
in Kantian fashion, ‘the question “what is man?” comes at the end of a 
series of prior questions’.4

 2 Paul Ricœur, Philosophical Anthropology (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016), 1. 
‘L’anthropologie philosophique est devenue une tâche urgent de la pensée contempo-
raine’ (Paul Ricœur, Anthropologie philosophique, ed. Johann Michel and Jérôme Porée, 
Écrits et conférences 3 [Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2013], 21).

 3 Brian Gregor, Ricœur’s Hermeneutics of Religion: Rebirth of the Capable Self (Lanham: 
Lexington Books, 2019), 4.

 4 Ricœur, Philosophical Anthropology, 195. ‘La question qu’est-ce que l’homme?, loin de 
constituer la première question que la philosophie puisse se poser, vient à la fin d’une 
série de questions préalables’ (Ricœur, Anthropologie philosophique, 306).

gegen sein Anderes überhaupt als gegen sein Unbeschränktes; das Andere einer Schranke 
ist eben das Hinaus über dieselbe’ (G. W. F. Hegel, Die Wissenschaft der Logic, vol. 1, 
Werke 5 [Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1970], 145). Of course, this is precisely what Heidegger 
denies, and will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.
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3Introduction

To be sure, Ricœur often wrote philosophy that aimed to describe 
the human condition in abstraction from metaphysical concerns,5 but 
as we shall see, he never saw his methodological bracketing either as 
entirely pure or as providing a self-sufficient picture of what it means to 
be human. As Pamela Sue Anderson notes, Ricœur’s ‘philosophy of the 
will reveals that, for him, a comprehensive philosophical anthropology 
is inevitably tied to theological reflection’.6 Ricœur argued that there is 
no metaphysically neutral point of view from which humanity can be 
studied, and that even though we may temporarily bracket out wider 
issues to narrow our focus, our philosophy is always coloured by our 
implied position concerning the big questions about truth, God, evil, and 
creation, and our understanding of the human condition is not complete 
without addressing them.

Ricœur’s willingness to explore what lies beyond the human places 
him in stark contrast to Martin Heidegger, whose concept of finitude 
was and still is the most influential in both philosophy and theology 
and because of that will be the primary point of comparison to Ricœur. 
Heidegger denies that it is meaningful to speak of anything beyond the 
limits of human finitude. For Heidegger, finitude is a standalone category 
without an opposite. Ricœur, on the other hand, wrestles continually 
with two ‘opposites’ or non-finites and how they interact with finitude – 
the infinite (or God, or transcendence) and non-being (or evil). Where 
Heideggerian finitude is total immanence and therefore nothing but 
finitude, Ricœurian finitude is dialectically related to an infinitude that 
enables an openness to transcendence. Similarly, where Heidegger rejects 
the idea that ‘fallenness’ leads to any concept of a primordial unfallen 
state, Ricœur uses the productive faculty of the imagination to offer a 
picture of innocent finitude prior to its invasion by the corruption of evil.

In summary, we may say that Ricœur sees human finitude as created. 
This has implications for more than finitude itself. If finitude is created, 
then there is a creator (the infinite). If the creator is good, then created 
finitude is good, which means that evil cannot belong to it by nature. 
Therefore if finitude is created, it is framed between two things that are 
not itself, one positive and one negative, one conventionally called God 
and the other evil.

 5 See, for example, Paul Ricœur, Freedom and Nature: The Voluntary and the Involuntary, 
trans. Erazim Kohák (1950; repr., Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1966); Paul 
Ricœur, Le volontaire et l’involontaire, Philosophie de la volonté 1 (Paris: Aubier, 1949).

 6 Pamela Sue Anderson, Ricœur and Kant: Philosophy of the Will (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
1993), 3.
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Does the category of ‘creation’ not turn Ricœur’s thought into theology? 
No, because Ricœur never invokes the authority of a revealed tradition as 
a substitute for argument, nor does he claim that God, creation, or evil can 
be grasped by philosophy as determinate concepts. In Ricœur’s own lan-
guage, they are symbols: ideas drawn from outside philosophy that cannot 
be exhaustively explained within philosophy, but that shed light on aspects 
of the human condition that philosophy can meaningfully talk about.

paul ricœur’s life and work

Why read or write about Paul Ricœur? Simply because he is univer-
sally recognised as one of the twentieth century’s leading philosophers 
of religion. His philosophy of finitude is among the most important 
resources available for contemporary discussions. A chorus of voices 
have recently named Ricœur one of the ‘most influential’,7 ‘greatest’,8 
‘most important’,9 and ‘foremost’10 philosophers of the twentieth cen-
tury, not only in philosophy but across the humanities disciplines. In 
the case of theology and philosophy of religion, David Ford consid-
ers Ricœur (with Bonhoeffer) the greatest Christian thinker of the last 
hundred years;11 Boyd Blundell names Ricœur (with Barth) as a ‘major 
power’ behind a North American ‘proxy war’ between rival theological 
schools of thought;12 Jürgen Werbick calls him ‘one of the contemporary 

 7 ‘In the realm of the humanities, Paul Ricœur (1913–2005) is widely viewed as one of the 
most influential philosophers of the twentieth century’ (Martijn Boven, Eddo Evink, and 
Gert-Jan van der Heiden, ‘Paul Ricœur and the Future of the Humanities’, International 

Journal of Philosophy and Theology 75, no. 2 [15 March 2014]: 112).
 8 ‘Paul Ricœur (1913–2005) was one of the greatest Western philosophers of the twenti-

eth century’ (Alison Scott-Baumann, Ricœur and the Hermeneutics of Suspicion [Lon-
don: Continuum, 2009], 1).

 9 ‘Paul Ricœur is widely regarded as one of the most important philosophers of the 20th 
century’ (David Kaplan, ‘Paul Ricœur and the Philosophy of Technology’, in Farhang 
Erfani, ed., Paul Ricœur: Honoring and Continuing the Work [Lanham: Lexington 
Books, 2011], 21).

 10 ‘Paul Ricœur … is widely regarded as the foremost living phenomenologist’ (‘Preface’, in 
Lewis Edwin Hahn, ed., The Philosophy of Paul Ricœur, vol. 22, The Library of Living 
Philosophers [Chicago: Open Court, 1995], xvii).

 11 Personal conversation with David Ford, former Regius Professor of Divinity at the Uni-
versity of Cambridge.

 12 Boyd Blundell, Paul Ricœur between Theology and Philosophy: Detour and Return 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010), 13. Blundell is referring to the classic 
1980s Chicago/Yale feud, which attained legendary status in theological circles. For 
more on this, see Paul DeHart, The Trial of the Witnesses: The Rise and Decline of 

Postliberal Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006).

www.cambridge.org/9781009186742
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-18674-2 — Ricœur at the Limits of Philosophy
Barnabas Aspray 
Excerpt
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

5Paul Ricœur’s Life and Work

philosophers who has had the greatest influence on theology;’13 and Dan 
Stiver calls Ricœur’s philosophy ‘one of the best conversation partners 
for contemporary Christian theology’.14 Finally, Anthony Thiselton 
writes that ‘Ricœur will have a lasting impact on the future of Christian 
theology.’15

Ricœur’s wide-reaching influence and importance lies not only in the 
quality of each of his works, but in the seventy-year span over which they 
were written, bringing continuity to an otherwise torn and fragmented 
century. How many other authors have published material from both 
before World War II and after 9/11?16 Paul Ricœur’s life was deeply inter-
twined with the tumultuous history of France in the twentieth century, 
and the sufferings that come with being finite were imprinted deeply on 
his experience.17 Born in 1913, he lost both his parents before his third 
birthday – his mother from illness and his father in the trenches of World 
War I. He and his sister were raised by their grandmother and their aunt. 
A soldier in World War II, he was captured by the German army and 
sent to a prisoner-of-war camp in 1940 where he spent the next five years 
until the end of the war. He was deeply enmeshed in the affairs of 1968 
and, while attempting the role of mediator between his institution and 
its revolutionary students, suffered minor physical assault from a student 
with a waste-paper basket lid.18 Following this, he resigned from teaching 
in France for a number of years and took up positions at Louvain and the 
University of Chicago. In his personal life, he experienced both the stabil-
ity of a happy marriage which lasted sixty-three years until the death of 
his wife Simone in 1998, and the tragic rupture caused by the suicide of 
one of his five children.19 Ricœur continued writing and publishing into 

 13 Jürgen Werbick, ‘Foreword’, in Maureen Junker-Kenny and Peter Kenny, eds., Memory, 

Narrativity, Self and the Challenge to Think God: The Reception within Theology of the 

Recent Work of Paul Ricœur (Münster: LIT, 2004), ix.
 14 Dan R. Stiver, Ricœur and Theology (London: T & T Clark, 2012), 146.
 15 Anthony C. Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 

228.
 16 See, for example, Ricœur’s first article, ‘L’appel de l’action. Réflexions d’un étudiant 

protestant’, Terre nouvelle 2 (June 1935); and at the other end, his last book, Parcours 

de la reconnaissance (Paris: Stock, 2004).
 17 As Alison Scott-Baumann writes, Ricœur’s ‘personal and academic life was marked 

indelibly by major events of the twentieth century’ (Alison Scott-Baumann, Ricœur and 

the Negation of Happiness [London: Bloomsbury, 2013], ix).
 18 Charles E. Reagan, Paul Ricœur: His Life and His Work (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1996), 35.
 19 François Dosse, Paul Ricœur: les sens d’une vie, 2nd ed. (Paris: La Découverte, 2008), 521.
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Introduction6

his nineties, and after he died in 2005 the notes found on his desk were 
published posthumously.20

The astounding longevity of Ricœur’s career is matched only by the 
breadth of topics he considered. These develop our understanding of what 
it means to be finite human beings in numerous directions. Stiver writes 
that Ricœur ‘made significant intersections not only with quite varied 
areas in philosophy but also with religion, literature, psychoanalysis, and 
sociology’, not to mention history, linguistic, politics, and theology.21 
Within philosophy the number of topics to which he contributed is almost 
uncountable. Arrien makes a start: ‘the will, the symbol, evil, truth, 
history, imagination, metaphor, narrative, language, time, the self, etc.’22 
We might add: interpretation, the unconscious, memory,  justice, ideol-
ogy, the sacred, the other – and the list is still far from comprehensive. 
But I also agree with Arrien that ‘there is nonetheless a centre … to this 
seeming plurality of fields of investigation: namely, “the human” who 
discovers “themselves”’.23 As noted above, philosophical anthropology 
is his focus.

In terms of religion, Ricœur’s grandparents were of Huguenot descent 
and raised him a devout Protestant, a tradition for which he says ‘reading 
the Bible was central’.24 His wife, a childhood friend, was from the same 
confessional background.25 Being Protestant in a Catholic country was 
not always easy for Ricœur, but with the rising tide of atheism he found 
he had more in common with his Catholic friends, especially the philo-
sophical ones, than with anyone else, and it is evident that they drew 
much support from one another.26 Ricœur never seems to have radically 

 20 Paul Ricœur, Living up to Death (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009); Paul 
Ricœur, Vivant jusqu’à la mort. Suivi de fragments (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2014).

 21 Stiver, Ricœur and Theology.
 22 My translation: ‘la volonté, le symbole, le mal, la vérité, l’histoire, l’imagination, la 

métaphore, la narration, le langage, le temps, le soi’ (Sophie-Jan Arrien, ‘Introduction: 
Paul Ricœur (1913–2013): méthode et finitude’, Philosophiques 41, no. 2 [2014]: 234).

 23 My translation: ‘Il y a pourtant bien un centre, me semble- t-il, à cette pluralité appar-
ente de champs d’investigation, à savoir “l’homme” qui se découvre “soi”’ (Arrien, 
‘Introduction’).

 24 Paul Ricœur, Critique and Conviction: Conversations with François Azouvi and Marc 

de Launay (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 6. ‘C’était un milieu très imprégné par la 
lecture de la Bible’ (Paul Ricœur, La critique et la conviction: entretien avec François 

Azouvi et Marc de Launay [Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1995], 16).
 25 Ricœur, Critique and Conviction, 10. ‘Je me suis marié … en 1935, avec une amie 

d’enfance du milieu protestant’ (Ricœur, La critique et la conviction, 22).
 26 His later friendship with the Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Lévinas was also valuable to 

him.
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Ricœur’s Philosophical Mentors 7

doubted his faith. At the end of his life he speaks of his faith as ‘a chance 
transformed into a destiny by continuous choice’.27 He means by this 
both: (1) that due to the family he was born into, he did not choose 
his Protestant Christian upbringing; and (2) that he nonetheless remains 
responsible for his continual personal choice to remain a Christian, a 
responsibility which is discharged by providing ‘plausible arguments, 
that is, ones worthy of being pleaded in a discussion with good-faith 
protagonists, who are in the same situation as me, incapable of rendering 
fully rational the roots of their convictions’.28

ricœur’s philosophical mentors

Of course, Ricœur’s philosophy did not emerge in a vacuum. He was 
deeply influenced both by prevailing schools of thought and by individual 
philosophers. He became the thinker he was through dialogue with cer-
tain key mentors, two of whom stand out in significance during the early 
stages of his career: the French Catholic philosopher Gabriel Marcel and 
the German existentialist Karl Jaspers, who has already been mentioned. 
These two philosophers will appear in dialogue with Ricœur throughout 
this book, and they deserve a brief introduction.

In 1934, shortly after finishing his Master’s thesis, the twenty-one-
year-old Ricœur was introduced to the famous ‘Friday evenings’ of 
philosophical discussion which took place at the home of a high school 
philosophy teacher, musician, playwright, and recent Catholic convert 
Gabriel Marcel. Fifteen years his senior, Marcel rapidly became both 
mentor and close friend to Ricœur, who promptly devoured everything 
Marcel had published.29 Although Ricœur claims he ‘never submitted 
to the intellectual constraints of being [Marcel’s] disciple’,30 nonetheless 
during his captivity in a German prisoner-of-war camp, he wrote often 

 27 Ricœur, Living up to Death, 62. ‘Un hasard transformé en destin par un choix continu’ 
(Ricœur, Vivant jusqu’à la mort, 99).

 28 Ricœur, Living up to Death, 62. ‘C’est ce choix dont je suis sommé de rendre compte, 
ma vie durant, par des arguments plausibles, c’est-à-dire dignes d’être plaidés dans une 
discussion avec des protagonistes de bonne foi, qui sont dans la même situation que moi, 
incapables de rendre raison des racines de leurs convictions’ (Ricœur, Vivant jusqu’à la 

mort, 100).
 29 Dosse, Paul Ricœur, 28–37. See also Ricœur, Critique and Conviction, 9; Ricœur, La 

critique et la conviction, 21.
 30 Ricœur, Critique and Conviction, 25. ‘sans que jamais j’aie subi les contraintes intel-

lectuelles d’un disciple’. Ricœur, La critique et la conviction, 44–5.
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Introduction8

to Marcel using the address ‘Cher Maître’, implicitly labelling himself 
Marcel’s student. In one of these letters Ricœur also writes that, outside 
his own family, Marcel is the person he most longs to see, telling him: 
‘you have been a principal source of spiritual inspiration for me’.31

But who was Gabriel Marcel? Born in 1889 in Paris, Marcel’s child-
hood was characterised by much travel due to his father’s profession. 
He was fluent in both English and German and wrote his Master’s the-
sis on a comparison of the philosophies of Coleridge and Schelling.32 
During World War I Marcel worked for the Red Cross and was tasked 
with informing the families of soldiers who were found dead or miss-
ing, a task that he admits deeply affected his philosophy, impressing 
on him the mortality and fragility of being human.33 Although Marcel 
loved to write plays, these were not received with great acclaim by the 
general public. His philosophical writings, on the other hand, became 
caught up in a renewal movement that shook the academic world, even 
though the name of that movement, ‘existentialism’, was never much 
to Marcel’s taste, nor were many of the tenets that came to be associ-
ated with it.

After an upbringing of vague agnosticism, Marcel converted to 
Catholicism in his forties as a result of his personal philosophical jour-
ney and the influence of various devout Christian friends.34 Because of 
the faith commitments shared by Marcel and Ricœur, and the personal 
friendship they enjoyed over and above any mutual philosophical inter-
est, I am convinced that Marcel was the single strongest influence on 
Ricœur during this early period of his career.35

 31 My translation: ‘Vous avez été pour moi un principe générateur dans l’ordre de l’esprit’ 
(Paul Ricœur, ‘Paul Ricœur to Gabriel Marcel’, 21 February 1943, Fonds Gabriel Mar-
cel). Letter written by G. Fougeirol with an appendix by Paul Ricœur. The Fonds Gabriel 
Marcel, where these letters from Paul Ricœur to Gabriel Marcel can be found, is at the 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Paris.

 32 This was published fifty years later as Gabriel Marcel, Coleridge et Schelling (Paris: 
Aubier, 1971).

 33 See Gabriel Marcel, ‘An Autobiographical Essay’, in The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, 
ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp and Lewis Edwin Hahn, Library of Living Philosophers (LaSalle: 
Open Court, 1984), 20.

 34 Marcel writes about his conversion and other life events in his autobiography, Awak-

enings: A Translation of Marcel’s Autobiography, trans. Peter Rogers (Milwaukee: 
Marquette University Press, 2002); Gabriel Marcel, En chemin, vers quel éveil? (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1971).

 35 Contra Jérôme Porée: see his ‘Karl Jaspers’, in Scott Davidson, ed., A Companion to 

Ricœur’s ‘Fallible Man’ (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2019), 31.
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Ricœur’s Philosophical Mentors 9

It was Marcel who first introduced Ricœur to the writings of Karl 
Jaspers.36 Although Ricœur only met Jaspers personally twice,37 the 
writings of this German philosopher became another great influence on 
Ricœur in this early period.

Born in 1883 in Oldenburg, Germany,38 Jaspers arrived late to the 
professional practice of philosophy. He had been fascinated by philo-
sophical ideas since a teenager, but was put off from formally studying 
philosophy by what he felt was the arid, scientific style of philosophis-
ing that was predominant in the universities, a style that ignored the 
existential situation of being human.39 Instead, he studied medicine and 
began work as a psychiatrist, ending up as a professor of psychology. His 
psychology department was closely connected to philosophy, and Jaspers 
found there to be a certain freedom of movement between the two disci-
plines. At the same time, he became aware of the possibility of another 
way of doing philosophy than the type of philosophy he had been pre-
viously deterred by. This may explain why, in 1922, after seven years 
teaching psychology at the University of Heidelberg, he was appointed 
to the chair of philosophy.40 To begin with, he felt ill-prepared for the 
post. For the next ten years he published little, and instead embarked 
on a decade-long reading project, seeking to acquire familiarity with the 
works of great philosophers throughout history. This eventually led to 
the 1932 publication of his first properly philosophical work. He gave 
it the straightforward title Philosophy, which he meant ‘in the sense of 
a testimony to philosophy, to practical philosophizing’.41 Although he 

 36 See Paul Ricœur, ‘Intellectual Autobiography’, in The Philosophy of Paul Ricœur, ed. 
Lewis Hahn (Chicago: Open Court, 1995), 7; Paul Ricœur, Réflexion faite (Paris: Édi-
tions Esprit, 1995), 17.

 37 Ricœur, Critique and Conviction, 21; Ricœur, La critique et la conviction, 39.
 38 Suzanne Kirkbright, Karl Jaspers: A Biography: Navigations in Truth (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 3.
 39 Karl Jaspers, ‘On My Philosophy’, in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to Sartre, ed. 

Walter Kaufman (New York: Meridian Books, 1956), 132.
 40 Kirkbright, Karl Jaspers, 119. Jaspers gives two different dates for this appointment. 

In the Afterword to the third edition of Philosophy, he says it was in 1920. But Kirk-
bright’s biographical investigations confirm the 1922 date that Jaspers gives in his ‘Intel-
lectual Autobiography’; compare: Karl Jaspers, ‘Nachwort (1955)’, in Philosophie, 3rd 
ed. (Berlin: Springer-Verlag, 1956), xviii; Karl Jaspers, ‘Philosophical Autobiography’, 
in The Philosophy of Karl Jaspers, ed. Paul Arthur Schilpp, 2nd, augmented ed., Library 
of Living Philosophers (LaSalle: Open Court, 1981), 34.

 41 Karl Jaspers, ‘Epilogue 1955’, in Philosophy, trans. E. B. Ashton, vol. 1 (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1969), 10. ‘in dem Sinne, daß es von der Philosophie zeugen 
solle, dem praktischen Philosophieren’ (Jaspers, ‘Nachwort (1955)’, xxi).
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Introduction10

subsequently wrote many philosophical works, he later confessed that 
Philosophy remained the one ‘closest to my heart’.42

Jaspers openly opposed the Nazi regime right from the start, a stance 
which cost him his professorship in 1937 and his publishing rights in 
1938.43 It also strained his friendship with Heidegger to breaking point.44 
After the war he was reinstated as a professor by the Allied forces and 
continued to have a prolific and successful career, even though ironi-
cally his fame and influence only dwindled in comparison to that of 
Heidegger.45

Jaspers’s 900-page Philosophie was Ricœur’s constant literary com-
panion during the five years of his wartime captivity. Together with a fel-
low prisoner of war, Mikel Dufrenne, he carefully read and reflected on it 
and other of Jaspers’s works. This period of intense study bore fruit after 
the war with the publication of a joint work expounding, interpreting, 
and critically evaluating Jaspers’s philosophy for a French audience.46 An 
indelible mark had been left on this young philosopher, and although in 
later decades his references to Jaspers diminished somewhat, Alan Olson 
argues that ‘the influence of Jaspers is a rather constant factor and cannot 
be confined merely to the earlier Ricœur as some of his followers tend to 
assume’.47

method and scope of this book

This book restricts itself to Ricœur’s writings prior to his turn to herme-
neutics in the 1960s. I will occasionally reference Ricœur’s later writ-
ings when he returns to earlier themes or reflects on his earlier work, 
but overall I have aimed to present Ricœur’s philosophical anthropology 
prior to his engagement with structuralism, psychoanalysis, hermeneu-
tics, and narrative. Such a limitation has the advantage of showing ele-
ments in Ricœur’s concept of ‘symbols’ that are omitted when symbols 

 42 Jaspers, ‘Epilogue 1955’, 5. ‘das liebste meiner Bücher’ (Jaspers, ‘Nachwort (1955)’, xv).
 43 Jaspers, ‘Philosophical Autobiography’, 62. One contributing reason for Jaspers’s tren-
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