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Abstract 

Hermeneutics encounters three current challenges: by more quantitative orientations, by stances that reject 

pluralism, and by criticism that the hermeneutic field is elitist and esoteric.  The article offers a response 

through Ricœur. The hermeneutic “choice in favor of meaning” insists upon the ontological value of the 

human condition. It shows the insufficiency of the quantitative approach, the remaining value of pluralistic 

consideration of what human meaning entails, and the real world consequences of interpretation. Examples 

in Ricœur show how a hermeneutic choice in favor of meaning is not passive but instead reads texts with a 

particular orientation even when the text seems engaged in another project. The article’s final part undertakes 

an internal critique, raising the adequacy of Ricœur’s emphasis on meaning as an affirmation of “being.” The 

example of Buddhist insistence on “emptiness” is offered as one counterexample. The article concludes by 

arguing that in our contentious times hermeneutics confirms its contemporary vitality through its choice in 

favor of meaning even as it retains pluralistic consideration of what that meaning entails.  

Keywords: Ricœur; Hermeneutics; Pluralism; Being; Emptiness. 

Résumé 

L’herméneutique est confrontée à trois défis actuels : des orientations plus quantitatives, des positions rejetant 

le pluralisme et une critique selon laquelle le champ herméneutique est élitiste et ésotérique. L’article propose 

une réponse en faisant appel à Ricœur. Le “choix (herméneutique) en faveur du sens” insiste sur la valeur 

ontologique de la condition humaine. Il montre l’insuffisance de l’approche quantitative, l’intérêt toujourd 

actuel de l’approche pluraliste des implications du sens humain, et le réel impact de l’interpétation sur le 

monde. Chez Ricœur, un certain nombre d’exemples montrent comment un choix herméneutique en faveur 

du sens, loin d’être passif, permet au contraire de lire les textes avec une orientation particulière même lorsque 

le texte semble engagé dans un autre projet. La dernière partie de l’article entreprend une critique interne, en 

s’interrogeant sur la pertinence de l’accent mis par Ricœur sur le sens en tant qu’affirmation de l’“être.” 

L’exemple de l’insistance bouddhiste sur la “vacuité” est proposé à titre de contre-exemple. L’article conclut 

en soutenant qu’à notre époque controversée, l’herméneutique confirme sa vitalité contemporaine par son 

choix en faveur du sens, même en maintenant une approche pluraliste concernant les implications de ce sens. 

Mots-clés: Ricœur; herméneutique; pluralisme; être; vacuité. 
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The field of hermeneutics seems to be retaining its vitality if measured by the continuing 

productivity of scholarship in the area. New book collections on hermeneutics have appeared in 

recent years – since 2015 we have the Blackwell Companion to Hermeneutics, the Cambridge 

Companion to Hermeneutics, and the Routledge Companion to Hermeneutics – and we also have 

important recent monographs such as Johann Michel’s Homo Interpretans and John Arthos’s 

Hermeneutics After Ricœur.1 Yet from outside the field the value of hermeneutics faces more 

challenges, in at least three ways. First, hermeneutics seems to be one of those humanistic 

disciplines left out of the academic surge toward fields with more quantitative methods and more 

purported real-world effect. Second, hermeneutics’ endorsement of linguistic and cultural 

hospitality – of listening to and seeking to reduce the distance from the other – is viewed as 

normless and relativistic, while right answers are available, and the times demand them. Third, 

hermeneutics is criticized on its own terms as insular, academic, and esoteric, of interest only to 

disciplinary adherents.  

In this article I frame my inquiry in Part I by analyzing these external challenges, and then 

in Part II I develop how Ricœur offers a response. I take as my thesis Ricœur’s following claim: 

“The choice in favor of meaning is thus the most general presupposition of any hermeneutics.”2 Under 

this view, hermeneutics – at least this side of Ricœur’s hermeneutics – does not simply accept the 

intentions expressed by a text. It wants to listen and seek understanding but does not do so 

passively. Rather, interpretation is oriented to a particular perspective that seeks to locate in a text 

affirmative, ontological meaning even if that is not the text’s own goal or inclination. The “choice 

in favor of meaning” suggests a distinctive contribution of hermeneutics in contemporary 

interpretive debates: hermeneutics offers a very practical resource for sustenance in a world that 

many find to be filled with oppressive structures and institutions.3 Part III concludes the article and 

offers an internal critique. In the increasing and very welcome growth of North-South and East-

West discussions of hermeneutics, the more assertive interpretive posture of a choice in favor of 

meaning needs to be particularly careful that it does not imperiously impose as normative a 

Northern and Western perspective – or a white, male variant – on what affirmative meaning entails. 

Here hermeneutics must return to its roots in listening and dialogue and be open to self-criticism. 

I. External Challenges to Hermeneutics 

I.1. The Academic Decline of the Humanities, including Continental Philosophy 

Evidence from around the world indicates the challenges to university humanities 

departments, including philosophy and in particular continental philosophy, the source of future 

scholars in hermeneutics. The qualitative social sciences are also losing ground to quantitative 

analysis. In significant part, the decline comes from cuts by national and state governments and by 
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universities in the push for supporting student entry into STEM subjects (science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics) and other quantitative, “practical” fields such as business and 

economics.4 In part the decline in the humanities comes also from students themselves, in their 

quest to find courses of study that they think lead to jobs.5 The decline in funding and support is 

as well due to ideological pressures. The challenges here include rising anti-intellectualism and 

anti-elitism as epitomized in populist movements and the complaint that the humanities lean left 

politically.6 Within philosophy, anecdotal evidence from countries such as the United States and 

France additionally indicates that a number of programs that had places for continental 

philosophers are replacing them with analytic philosophers as the continental philosophers retire. 

In part, analytic philosophers are seeking replacements by those of a similar philosophic 

orientation; in part, the goal is reputational, on the basis of prevalent norms favoring analytic 

approaches.7 As a result of these external challenges to hermeneutics more specifically and 

continental philosophy (and qualitative social science) more broadly, a number of younger Ricœur 

scholars are finding it a difficult task to obtain a permanent academic position. 

I.2. The Challenge to Hermeneutics as Pluralistic 

The virtues of social and political pluralism – represented perhaps prototypically by the 

hermeneutic task of listening, openness, and hospitality – are today facing vigorous attacks around 

the globe from assertions of more authoritative (and often authoritarian) truths, of right ways of 

thinking. If a generation ago Rawls (and, in response, Ricœur) offered a framework for thinking 

about procedures for accommodating and negotiating between divergent belief systems, today the 

critique is levied that Rawls’s pluralism itself in fact is not simply procedural but defends a 

normative stance, a “truth” about social life. In turn, critics claim the right to argue for and pursue 

a different social “truth,” here again one more assertive of a specific and anti-pluralistic truth. 

Consistent with my larger themes, it seems essential here to consider this challenge in light of the 

interaction of hermeneutics with the real world, not just as a debate internal to philosophy and its 

developments. For attentive observers, evidence of these political and social trends seems plentiful, 

so I offer just a few illustrative examples. During a recent online talk on Rawls in Hong Kong, none 

of the participants turned on their laptop cameras, apparently to avoid detection.8 Former Attorney 

General in the U.S. Trump Administration, William Barr, gave a noted speech at the University of 

Notre Dame in 2019, where he argued that “religion promote[s] the moral discipline and virtue 

needed to support free government” by “giv[ing] us the right rules to live by.” Reasoning from the 

“guidance of natural law,” we can “discern standards of right and wrong that exist independent of 

human will.”9 This is not a stance open to pluralistic, hermeneutic dialogue. In his 2017 acceptance 

speech for the Nobel Prize in Literature, Kazuo Ishiguro acknowledged that in 2016 political events 

around the world “forced [him] to acknowledge that the unstoppable advance of liberal-humanist 

values I’d taken for granted since childhood may have been an illusion.”10 In my subsequent 

response to these challenges and the rise of authoritarianism, I will go on to agree that pluralism 

and the concomitant hermeneutic values of listening, dialogue, and inclusion need to be defended 

as normative values, although that is not my principal goal here. 

I.3. The Critique of Hermeneutics as Esoteric and Insular 

A third external challenge to hermeneutics extends the broader critique of it being elitist, 

of being abstruse, esoteric, and out of touch.11 For evidence, consider a survey I undertook of New 

http://ricoeur.pitt.edu/


George H. Taylor 

 

 

Études Ricœuriennes / Ricœur Studies     

Vol 12, No 1 (2021)    ISSN 2156-7808 (online)    DOI 10.5195/errs.2021.531    http://ricoeur.pitt.edu   

73 

 

73 

 
York Times references to the term “hermeneutics” since the newspaper’s founding.12 One might 

anticipate a more favorable estimation in a newspaper for more educated readers. It is true that in 

the approximately 240 articles mentioning hermeneutics over the years, a number were quite 

favorable, including in the obituaries for Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricœur.13 There were also about 

25 respectful articles on religious or biblical hermeneutics, about 10 on legal hermeneutics, and 

another 10 on the hermeneutics of suspicion.14 It was fun to witness several positive usages of the 

term applied to the context of popular culture, such as the hermeneutics of Star Wars, Batman, and 

James Bond, and the hermeneutics of fashion trends and of holiday gift wrapping.15 In a quite 

lovely evocation, an anonymous author referenced the hermeneutic depth of her friends.16 

Yet by contrast, quite striking were the 60 or so articles sharply criticizing the employment 

of the term “hermeneutics,” whether in articles by Times reporters or columnists or in articles – 

such as book reviews – by scholars or experts. Articles criticized the term as “faddish,” “contorted 

and abstruse,” “tedious,” “chloroform in four syllables,” and “fashion-conscious.”17 Several articles 

noted with glee how the journal Social Text published an article by physicist Alan Sokal entitled 

“Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity” (emphasis added), not knowing that Sokal 

wrote it as a spoof of postmodernist claims about science.18 In a subsequent interview, Sokal noted 

his pleasant surprise at the positive reaction to the piece, suggesting that it may have shown to lay 

readers that academic authors might be using “highfalutin language that didn’t mean anything.”19 

Several other articles quoted Susan Sontag’s famous lines at the end of her essay, “Against 

Interpretation” – note the title – that “[i]n place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.”20 In 

this view, hermeneutics, like the stereotype of art history, is so busy engaging in close and detailed 

analysis that it loses sight of the meaning and affect expressed by the object with which it is 

engaged. Ricœur, I will argue, wants to vivify meaning, but Sontag’s challenge well signifies the 

critique of hermeneutics. To sum in one word, I was especially taken in one article by the critique 

of hermeneutics as meretricious: showy, ornate pretense.21 

II. Ricœur’s Response: Hermeneutics as a Choice in Favor of Meaning 

II.1. Ontological Vehemence 

How does Ricœur help us to respond to these external challenges to hermeneutics? As I 

have anticipated, I take as my leading guide Ricœur’s statement: “The choice in favor of meaning 

is thus the most general presupposition of any hermeneutics.”22 In so doing, I set aside what are 

likely for most of Ricœur’s readers their prevailing sense of his orientation as directed toward 

eliciting, with hospitality and generosity, the world of the work, whatever that world may be. 

Instead, I want to concentrate on Ricœur’s hermeneutic reflections where his ambition is more 

overtly ontological. Many readers may recognize this stance as at work in Freud and Philosophy, but 

I shall contend that it is a thread that persists across his corpus. I shall argue that in these texts 

Ricœur’s hermeneutics implicitly accepts the challenge posed by other stances both that their 

frameworks assert certain substantive truths and that hermeneutics does as well, truths that it is 

willing to pursue. While hermeneutics strenuously endorses the posture of listening, here it is not 

passive in doing so but proceeds with a certain orientation, with a search for an ontological 

meaning that an author or text may not intend to say. In this way, hermeneutics also responds to 
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the critique of obscurantism in that it tries to unveil meaning rather than elaborate the forms of 

explanation in which the text may understand itself to be engaged. 

The meaning of “meaning” is notoriously difficult to explicate,23 but in the present context 

I take it in the sense of an affirmation of being. The affirmation may be of an other with whom I am 

in dialogue or a sense of human capacity and capability.24 I want to attend a larger category, the 

affirmation of ontological being, in which the affirmation of an other may be a subcategory. Ricœur 

extends the Heideggerian vocabulary of being-there to such terms as “ontological vehemence.”25 

Ricœur repeatedly asserts that “ontological vehemence” insists “on preventing language from 

closing up on itself.”26 Even in language that does not appear to be referential, “language expresses 

being.”27 These expressions offer “ontological commitment,” an “affirmative vehemence” where 

“language go[es] beyond itself.”28 Language is “always already thrown beyond itself by its 

ontological vehemence.”29 Ricœur writes of an opening in language “that allows some aspect of 

Being to appear.”30 I would argue that ontological vehemence places emphasis within the 

hermeneutic elaboration of the world in front of the text31 on this world’s ontological valences. The 

claim is that Ricœur’s driving attention to ontological vehemence guides his hermeneutics as a 

whole. As he writes in Memory, History, Forgetting, “The whole of textual hermeneutics is […] 

placed under the theme of the increase in being applied to the work of art.”32 We hear echoes of 

themes that predominate in earlier Ricœur, such as on the “Joy of Yes” that is available in the midst 

of the finite.33 Ricœur’s promotion of ontological meaning seems a vital salve in contemporary 

times that can otherwise overwhelm, confine, and reduce.34 

I do not take Ricœur’s own definition of hermeneutic meaning as final but open to 

discussion and dispute. As I address more directly in Part III, Ricœur’s definitions may be 

challenged by applications beyond their European origins to, for example, African and Asian 

contexts. While in the present part I restrict myself to Ricœur’s examples, I do so as a placeholder 

for a larger, ongoing discussion of what hermeneutic meaning entails, a question to which I return. 

II.2. The Framing of Interpretation as Critical 

My larger thesis is that Ricœur locates ontological vehemence as an act of hermeneutic 

intentionality, in an oriented way he reads texts. If Ricœur’s hermeneutics offers a recourse to 

ontology, this is not simply a revivification of Heideggerian hermeneutics, because Ricœur 

combines this ontology with an epistemological argument, a method for interpretation.35 As I have 

suggested and now want to elaborate, my argument is that these examples in Ricœur particularly 

come to light when he engages in interpretation that proceeds against the apparent intention of the 

text. 

Often but not always, these examples appear when in Ricœur’s own vocabulary he engages 

in “violence” to the text being discussed. I choose not to use this vocabulary myself, but I offer my 

rationales for doing so through investigating the different ways Ricœur distinguishes violence in 

language.36 First and foremost, I will not use the vocabulary of interpretive “violence,” because it 

weakens and dilutes the horror of actual, physical or mental violence committed against an 

individual or group. This is a distinctive category and especially notable in contexts of violence 

that is based on gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or other forms of group orientation.37 

Second, internal to language, a claimed “violence” in interpretation is of a different order 

than the use of language as a political or ideological threat. In an article entitled precisely “Violence 
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and Language,”38 Ricœur begins by opposing language and violence. Building on Eric Weil, he  

distinguishes between violence and the aims of language as discourse: the latter is an appeal to 

reasoned argumentation, an attempt to channel dispute by means other than violence (89-90).39 Yet 

within this article, Ricœur recognizes that language and violence are not simply opposed. Political 

violence rests not just on force but on the manipulative use of language. “[T]he tyrant prefers the 

services of the sophist to those of the executioner […] Hitler rules through Goebbels” (93). In an 

interview years later, Ricœur returns to the Goebbels example and argues that violence can be not 

simply the act of one who strikes another but of the one who speaks: the most violent dictators 

speak. Political violence has a need for language.40 In the early pages of The Rule of Metaphor, Ricœur 

refines the juxtaposition between discourse and violence in an analysis of rhetoric and what 

differentiates persuasion from threat, “from the subtlest forms of violence” (11). Ricœur wants to 

revivify for investigation the “deep-seated conflict between reason and violence” that the history 

of rhetoric subsequent to the classical Greek period has negated in the focus on rhetorical 

classification (12). Ricœur contributes to showing the significance as a hermeneutic topic of the 

interrelation of political violence with language, but that is a subject distinguishable from any more 

general claim concerning the “violence” of interpretation.  

A third reason not to conflate “violence” and interpretation must address critiques that 

interpretation itself is a “violent” act. Here, drawing upon Heidegger, Ricœur at several points 

references the notion that all interpretation is violent.41 More modestly, we may understand this 

claim to rest on the perspectivity of interpretation: the inevitable role of reader refiguration, for 

example,42 or the inextricable way that a text “is always read according to some hermeneutical 

rule.” We do not read with a naked eye.43 Every great interpretation is not a replication of an 

original but a debate with the text.44 The “violence of interpretation” is not ended by but may be 

“compensated for by the inherent receptiveness of an attentive reading.”45 More broadly, some 

have argued that the violence of interpretation is an inherent malevolence in Western philosophy 

that necessarily participates in a will to power, the drive to bring phenomena within conceptual 

control.46 Perhaps not surprisingly, Ricœur’s own analysis at this broader level is more modulated. 

At the same time that language seeks to disclose being, it also does “violence” because language 

entails “enclosure in the finitude of language”; it delimits and contains.47 Paradoxically, at the 

“furthest point of non-violence,” when the poet abandons oneself and “surrenders to uncovered 

Being,” this is also the moment of “violent particularity,” because the openness also involves a 

capture. The poet “forces things to speak.”48 Rather than retain the vocabulary of “violence” here, 

we might say that we evidence both the value and the limitation of even a well-intentioned 

hermeneutic: it can disclose but also distort. 

A final reason to separate interpretation from “violence” is that the suggestion of doing 

“violence” to a text might seem to indicate that the text has a correct, foundational meaning that 

the interpreter is arguing against.49 Ricœur’s well-known emphasis on the semantic autonomy of 

the text rejects this supposition.50 Textual meaning is not equivalent to authorial intent. The 

structure of the text may make available more or different meaning than an author contemplates. 

A text’s semantic autonomy helpfully underscores that the interpretation whose implications we 

are pursuing rests more on the logic available in the text – on what in Time and Narrative Ricœur 

calls its configuration51 – rather than on its refiguration – on what the reader takes away from or 

appropriates from the text – although configuration and refiguration are interrelated. At a few 

points, Ricœur notably indicates that an interpreter does not engage in violence to the text if the 
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interpreter deciphers meaning, again even if that meaning is not one that an initial reading would 

detect.52 An interpretation is legitimate and not “violent” if it is an interpretation of the structure 

and logic of the text and is not by contrast an “irruption of the subjectivity of the exegete.”53 

Ultimately, it seems that Ricœur’s vocabulary of doing “violence” to a text is more of a rhetorical 

strategy to recognize that the interpretation works against the text’s apparent intentions, but that 

the meaning derived is nevertheless available and legitimate.  

It is the hermeneutic emphasis on allowing being to speak, even if delimited by language, 

that I want to apprehend in stressing Ricœur’s thesis that hermeneutics offers a choice in favor of 

meaning. The favoring of meaning seems a vital and essential gift that hermeneutics offers the 

contemporary world. Yet a final step in the interpretive framework I am exploring remains. In 

Ricœur’s claim that hermeneutics is a choice in favor of meaning, I want to turn to the implications 

resulting from it being a choice. Hermeneutics looks for meaning – for the appearance of being – 

even when that is not a direction that the text on its own wants to take. Ricœur here engages in a 

form of critical understanding, a critical hermeneutics. The critique is not drawn from elsewhere – 

say from moments of explanation drawn from the social sciences – but is a critical endeavor, a 

critical perspective, on its own terms. Although it is open to the other, critical hermeneutics is an 

oriented and directed form of interpretation. It ultimately seeks to extract the availability of 

ontological meaning from the other. In this sense, critical hermeneutics itself asserts an interpretive 

perspective in its approach to the other. It applies an interpretive sieve that sifts through the other’s 

statements to uncover the flecks of what it considers positive ontological meaning. 

II.3. Choices in Favor of Meaning 

In turning to explore examples of Ricœur’s pursuit of ontological meaning, I will set aside 

the vocabulary of “violence” and instead use the shorthand vocabulary of Ricœur’s interpretations 

cutting against the text, in the sense that it acts against the customary or usual understanding of 

the text’s intentions, including by the text’s author. 

As previously noted, it may be familiar to readers of Ricœur that his interpretation in Freud 

and Philosophy cuts against Freud’s intentions. Yet it seems much less customary to sense that 

Ricœur’s hermeneutics cuts against the texts he interprets in a quite enduring fashion. Elaboration 

of these examples supports the larger theory of Ricœur’s choice in favor of meaning. Ricœur is 

quite overt at a number of junctures that his interpretation cuts against the text. I will more quickly 

delineate a few and then turn to more extensive elaboration of a couple other examples. In the 

opening chapter of Time and Narrative, Ricœur allows that he is cutting against the text of Augustine 

in initially separating the analysis of time apart from Augustine’s ultimate focus on the relation 

between eternity and time.54 Ricœur finds some justification for this isolation of time in Augustine 

himself and anticipates redress of the imbalance when returning at a later point to the question of 

eternity. But Ricœur’s own question is the ontological implication of time – we are caught within 

narrative – and this question orients his interpretation of Augustine. In his “Intellectual 

Autobiography,” Ricœur returns to his interpretation of Augustine and Aristotle in Time and 

Narrative and indicates that his readings cut against both. On Aristotle he claims that his 

interpretation did not do harm to the Aristotelian analysis but instead offered “justice to it beyond 

the presumed intention of the author.”55  

http://ricoeur.pitt.edu/


George H. Taylor 

 

 

Études Ricœuriennes / Ricœur Studies     

Vol 12, No 1 (2021)    ISSN 2156-7808 (online)    DOI 10.5195/errs.2021.531    http://ricoeur.pitt.edu   

77 

 

77 

 
In the eighth study in Oneself as Another, Ricœur raises the question whether he has cut 

against the Kantian text when he finds available within Kant’s focus on universality the intuition 

in the Golden Rule, “inherent in solicitude, of genuine otherness at the root of the plurality of 

persons.”56 The inquiry is “ontological,”57 and Ricœur finds elements in Kant’s analysis that Kant 

does not pursue. There is a “discordance”58 in Kant’s text that Ricœur wants to explore; there is a 

recovery of human meaning. In reading Kant, Ricœur goes further than Kant himself would allow 

in this text, although Kant elsewhere endorses the claim of persons as ends in themselves.59 

In the Lectures on Ideology and Utopia, Ricœur allows that his readings of Marx and Weber 

do seem to cut against their texts.60 By emphasizing the possibilities of real human praxis in the 

face of the role of economic structures and the alienation of labor,61 Ricœur contends that he has 

succeeded in reading Marx’s text better; his interpretation “recognizes a dimension of the text.”62  

Worthy of more detailed elaboration, perhaps the most dramatic example of Ricœur 

cutting against the text occurs in his interpretation of Weber. Ricœur develops his theory of 

legitimation, an element of his larger theory of ideology, on the basis of appraisal of the following 

Weber statement. In analyzing the motives that individuals have for adherence to the state’s 

authority, Weber writes: “[C]ustom, personal advantage, purely affectual or ideal motives of 

solidarity do not form a sufficiently reliable basis for a given domination. In addition there is 

normally a further element, the belief in legitimacy” (emphasis added).63 We must appreciate 

Ricœur’s response to Weber’s insertion of “in addition.” Legitimacy is not established by the factors 

Weber addressed but only by the addition of belief. What is striking to Ricœur about Weber’s 

statement is that the notion of addition is mentioned here, mentioned again in the next paragraph,64 

and then completely dropped. While Weber returns at several points to mention the citizenry’s 

belief in legitimacy, he never discusses this theme. Instead, Weber focuses completely on the 

political authority’s claim to legitimacy. Ricœur’s entire theory of legitimacy as a form of ideology 

is built on the “empty space” in Weber’s theory for the role of belief.65  

What is remarkable methodologically is that Ricœur’s theory is built upon an absence that 

he finds in Weber. While hermeneutics gives attention to the meaning that the other is expressing 

in discourse or text, at the same time, Ricœur explicitly notes that his hermeneutic methodology is 

oriented.66 It may extract kinds of meaning that the author does not attend. Hermeneutics in this 

sense can be “deconstructive,” if not in Derrida’s way of showing the limitations or failures of a 

text to offer meaning or presence,67 then in unpacking the text and taking it in a direction it does 

not want to go, in showing that the text offers a meaning that it does not accept as its own. Ricœur 

is fully aware that he takes this hermeneutic posture toward Weber. He has “compelled” Weber 

“to say what he did not want to say.”68 In his analysis of Weber, Ricœur “read between the lines” 

and found something that was “not in the text” in the sense of something that Weber intended.69 

Ricœur recognized a dimension of the text that Weber as author did not.70 “[T]here must be 

something more in the belief than can be rationally understood in terms of interests, whether 

emotional, customary, or rational.”71 Although the specific context of discussion is political 

legitimacy, the larger context lies in the realm of philosophical anthropology, of the positive 

possibilities of what it means to be human. 

As already suggested, perhaps prototypical of an interpretation cutting against the text is 

Ricœur’s book on Freud. Ricœur poses whether he has engaged in “overinterpretation” of Freud.72 

Ricœur argues that if Freud’s work contains an “explicit and thematized” archeology of the 
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unconscious, it can do so only on the basis of a relation on its own “by the dialectical nature of its 

concepts, to an implicit and unthematized teleology.” He seeks to show that this teleology exists 

within Freud’s texts even if not explicitly.73 The Freudian economics of the unconscious, Ricœur 

maintains, must be paired with “the unique task of the process of becoming conscious, which 

defines the finality of analysis,” even though the challenge to become an I is “irreducible” to the 

Freudian economics.74 Ricœur acknowledge his interpretation is in “opposition” to the express 

Freudian model.75 But the task of becoming an I is an “unspoken” element in Freud’s doctrine, part 

of “operative, unthematized concepts.”76 A teleology responds to the Freudian archeology because 

in becoming I, the subject “must mediate self-consciousness through spirit or mind.”77 The seeming 

dialectic between archeology and teleology ends, in Ricœur’s view, in a “symbolic understanding 

that would grasp the indivisible unity of its archeology and teleology in the very origin of 

speech.”78 Ricœur contends that his elaboration of a teleology of consciousness internal to Freud’s 

psychoanalytic reduction of consciousness generates in fact “a better reading of Freud.”79 But 

Ricœur acknowledges that he mines Freud for an orientation that is not the one that Freud wants 

to take. Ricœur’s interpretation goes against Freud’s intentions. 

My claim, then, is that Ricœur’s unexpected readings – ones that seem to cut against the 

text – reflect an interpretive ethos manifest throughout his corpus. He drives to uncover meaning 

– meaning of positive ontological purpose – in his readings. In his work on Freud, he terms this 

effort one to recollect or restore meaning.80 In his later work on metaphor and imagination, he seeks 

to locate poetic spaces for the manifestation of new meaning. As we know, as in our discussion of 

Freud, these efforts are the product not of evasion of the hermeneutics of suspicion but of working 

through the challenges of suspicion to determine the positive meanings available nonetheless. To 

return to my opening quotation of Ricœur, his hermeneutics makes a choice in favor of meaning.81 

In our contentious and often dispiriting times, the availability of this hermeneutic search for 

meaning seems worthy of attention, elaboration, and contemporary application.  

III. Internal Critique 

Some of the considerable sources of hope in the continued flourishing of hermeneutics lie 

in its exploration in non-Western/non-Northern cultures and in its invocation in cross-cultural 

dialogue.82 Within Ricœur studies, particularly auspicious are Cristal Huang’s creation of a Ricœur 

Research Center in Taiwan, which undertakes East-West conversation,83 and Ernst Wolff’s 2021 

publication of Lire Ricœur depuis la périphérie: Décolonisation, modernité, herméneutique, which 

develops an intercultural hermeneutics that interrelates Ricœur with African thought.84 The cross-

cultural conversation in hermeneutics is, of course, not new. Heidegger’s “A Dialogue on Language 

Between a Japanese and an Inquirer,” which dates to the early 1950’s, is well known.85 For present 

purposes, as we shall see, it is of interest that Ricœur himself referenced the Buddha or Buddhism 

around 50 times.86 In this part I want to raise the question whether Ricœur’s own hermeneutics 

needs to be responsible for reconsideration in the light of a challenge coming from a non-Western 

hermeneutic, that of Buddhism. If throughout we have advocated, through Ricœur, for a more 

assertive form of hermeneutics that is a choice in favor of meaning, we may need to reassess 

Ricœur’s characterization of what that choice in favor of meaning means. 
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Here we return to the description, mentioned in Part I, of Ricœur’s hermeneutic choice in 

favor of meaning as a form of “ontological vehemence.” In question is the nature of this vehemence 

as an affirmation of “being,” that is, of being as having a positive ontological character. Ontological 

vehemence seems a predisposition throughout Ricœur’s corpus. It is described perhaps most 

graphically in his early work, building on Nabert, on “affirmation originaire”; this is variously 

translated as “originary affirmation,” “originating affirmation,” “primordial affirmation,” or 

“primary affirmation.” In Fallible Man, Ricœur describes this originary affirmation as in part “the 

vehemence of the Yes, which has for a correlate the ‘is’ that is signified – or to be more precise, 

supra-signified – by the Verb.”87 Originary affirmation is affirmation of being: “Being is here 

affirmation, yes, joy.”88 In Ricœur’s famous line, noted earlier, originary affirmation is the “Joy of 

Yes in the sadness of the finite.”89 In his essay on “Negativity and Primary Affirmation,” Ricœur 

argues “that in every contestation of the real…, an affirmation of being is included.”90  

In contrast, it seems that the Buddhist notion of “emptiness” contests the unambiguity of 

an affirmation of being. I simply quote what appear to be representative passages: 

At all times and everywhere one-sided affirmation and negation have been rejected as 

erroneous, in favour of some “non-dual” reality which is free from both being and non-

being.91 

The finite, one-sided, partial nature of affirmative propositions is rejected not in order then 

to be replaced with just another proposition […], but with an eye to transcending and 

eliminating all affirmation, which is but a hidden form of self-assertion […]. Emptiness […] 

is not taught to make a theory, but to get rid of theories altogether.92  

“Emptiness” can reveal the true nature of reality only when it is used to eliminate the search 

for some ultimate, absolute “being.” Then, in order that it is not crystallized into an absolute 

being itself, “emptiness” loses its own designations as the revelatory means.93 

Buddhism seeks to overcome the dualism between being and non-being. It rejects simple 

affirmation of being. It would be interesting to compare Ricœur’s attention to the pre-objective,94 

that which exists prior to the division between subject and object, as open to the Buddhist 

orientation toward overcoming dualism, but that is not a direction that Ricœur himself took. 

In his own work, Ricœur expresses the sentiment that “imagination and sympathy” have 

sometimes taken him “to the edge of Buddhism.”95 Ricœur especially considers Buddhism in 

thinking about the nature of selfhood. In examining the work of Derek Parfit in Oneself as Another, 

for example, Ricœur finds Parfit’s challenges to the notion of selfhood to be a form of “quasi 

Buddhism”: we should be less concerned with self, aging, and death. Ricœur endorses these 

concerns, but he is willing to go only so far and considers the critique as “a crisis within selfhood.”96 

In a separate discussion elsewhere of Parfit that also references Buddhism, Ricœur agrees that the 

critique should lead to a renunciation of “sameness,” but “the self does not thereby disappear.”97 

Ricœur finds some credibility in the claim that Derrida’s critique of logocentrism bears resemblance 

to the Buddhist notion of nothingness, but he reads the “emptiness” that we must traverse not as 

an ontological consideration and rather as a commentary on the need to abandon “our pretension 

to be the centre.”98 To my knowledge, the Ricœur text closest to consideration of Buddhist 

emptiness as an ontological judgment is one where he acknowledges that Buddhism might assist 

his treatment of “attestation,” which “can conceal within itself resistance to ‘detachment.’”99 Yet 
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because this consideration arises in Living Up to Death, where Ricœur is contemplating his own 

mortality, again the focus seems to be on the nature of selfhood, not ontology. Throughout his 

corpus, Ricœur seems to manifest ontological vehemence and affirmation of being. 

In the laudable development of exchanges between hermeneutics and Buddhist thought, 

including secondary literature on Ricœur, attention often seems oriented toward the parallel 

endorsement by both perspectives of a relational ontology: how we each are inextricably 

interrelated with one another both horizontally in any present time and vertically over time, for 

instance, in the literal and substantive dependence of our person on our parents. Nicholas Davey 

discusses how the Buddhist concept of emptiness exhibits being as that “relational complex which 

is all things,” arguing the same of Gadamerian hermeneutics.100 In his keynote address at the 2020 

Leuven Ricœur Conference, Yasuhiko Sugimura argues similarly, comparing relationality in 

Ricœur’s hermeneutics to his own Kyoto School of Buddhist philosophy.101 For Sugimura, the 

Buddhist notion that I am nothing – which Ricœur finds in Western texts such as Musil’s Man 

without Qualities – is the basis by which the self becomes available to others.102 My hesitation here 

is that, as Sugimura notes, Ricœur insists that to say “I am nothing” would have no meaning unless 

attributed to an enduring “I.”103 The radical challenge that Buddhism offers to hermeneutic 

ontological vehemence is well represented in Sugimura’s concluding paragraphs where he 

discusses lineage in the Kyoto School that insists on a form of absolute nothingness that is an 

unending movement between being and nothingness. Being does not predominate, as in 

Ricœur.104 

The point is not to assess the validity of Ricœur’s ontological vehemence but to suggest 

that the hermeneutic choice in favor of meaning must remain open to conversation about what that 

meaning encompasses. Along these lines, the later vocabulary of Ricœur is somewhat more 

accommodating to this conversation, in that his vocabulary appears to change from “originary 

affirmation” to “attestation.” Attestation, Ricœur writes, is “less demanding than the certainty 

belonging to the ultimate foundation.” It is a form of “belief,”105 a “credence without any 

guarantee” but also a “trust greater than any suspicion.”106 As belief, an attestation may be difficult 

to dislodge, but it is not accepted simply as fact.107  

IV. Conclusion 

I urge, then, that in addition to the general value of hermeneutics as unfolding the world 

of a text, it also should be endorsed more specifically as a choice in favor of meaning. The 

hermeneutic focus on meaning redresses the external critiques of the field: hermeneutics 

demonstrates its vitality, relevance, and real-world import in the face of the broader external turn 

to more quantitative forms of analysis and explanation; it defends pluralistic interpretation – 

including on the nature of ontological meaning – against the rise in more rigid, authoritative, and 

often authoritarian “right answers;” and it resists elitism and obscurantism in offering the more 

public value of attention to what meaning may entail.  

I close with three implications of this analysis for hermeneutics. First, consistent with 

Ricœur, hermeneutics more clearly interrelates an epistemology of interpretation with its 

concentration on ontological meaning.108 Hermeneutics becomes a mode of knowledge; it provides 

an analytic framework; it views texts through an interpretive grid that searches out clues of 

http://ricoeur.pitt.edu/


George H. Taylor 

 

 

Études Ricœuriennes / Ricœur Studies     

Vol 12, No 1 (2021)    ISSN 2156-7808 (online)    DOI 10.5195/errs.2021.531    http://ricoeur.pitt.edu   

81 

 

81 

 
meaning. Second, as a “choice” in favor of meaning, hermeneutics cannot take for granted but must 

argue for the priority of its orientation over against other methodological choices – whether of 

understanding (e.g., the hermeneutics of suspicion) or of explanation – that do not accept the 

hermeneutic choice. Hermeneutics cannot simply contend that it is foundational as a matter of our 

being-there in the world, and that this contention ends all arguments. Others will and do disagree. 

Third and correlatively, hermeneutics must undertake a wager in favor of its approach and show 

its merits in actuality. It must face its contemporary challenges and challengers and prove itself. It 

must, perhaps paradoxically, take a more insistent stance in favor of welcoming and engaging in 

pluralistic dialogue all the while trying to draw out what meaning may encompass. In our 

contentious times, hermeneutics must undertake and has the ability to undertake the task of 

seeking meaning across the discordant, a most meritorious contribution worth our attention and 

effort. 
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