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The concept of responsibility is a pivotal notion in practical philosophy. The
manner in which an action and its consequences are ascribed to an individual—or
a group of individuals—within society under the rubric of responsibility has
consistently been a challenging issue. Paul Ricoeur, the eminent contemporary
philosopher, has addressed the topic of responsibility in a brief text, examining it
from ethical and legal perspectives; However, one can find numerous implications
regarding the attribution of action within other pivotal themes of Ricoeur’s
thought—themes that are foundational to his ethical and legal discussions on
responsibility, yet have been overlooked in his writing. Accordingly, we aim to
infer, analyze, and criticize the manner in which responsible action is attributed,
through the lens of these fundamental concepts in his philosophy: 1) identity, 2)
the Other, 3) narrative, 4) time, and 5) language. We will demonstrate that language
plays a pivotal role in this context. This study will help a more precise
understanding of other social themes in Ricoeur’s work that are grounded in the
concept of responsibility.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The concept of responsibility is an important one in practical philosophy. But, what
does “responsibility” mean? How—and on what basis—do we attribute an action to an
individual or a group under the concept of responsibility? It seems that, Ricoeur has
not discussed these questions on the basis of his central ideas and in an extensive way.
It appears that attributing an action to an agent, from Ricoeut’s perspective, can be
discussed through the fundamental concepts, central to his thought, including
“identity,” “the other,” and “narrative,” as well as “time” and “language”. Through
these notions, we try to infer, analyze and criticize the mode of attributing responsible
action to individuals.

2. Responsible Action and Identity

In Ricoeur’s thought, the subject attests and recognizes itself reflectively rather than
directly or immediately. It is through recognizing oneself as a capable and acting human
being that one can attribute an action to oneself and assume responsibility for it. Thus,
our identity—as a narrative, historical identity that evolves over time—possesses the
capacity to shoulder responsibility and accept its consequences, through which it
defines and realizes itself. Consequently, bearing responsibility is an integral part of an
individual's identity as a capable human being; this is precisely why one can accept the
penalty or punishment for failing to perform a responsible action.

3. Responsible Action and the Role of the “Other”

In the attribution of responsible action, it is the “Other” who ascribes actions to the
individual and demands a response; in this way, the individual becomes responsible for
the actions attributed to him. Thus, I am responsible for my own actions, and—on the
basis of the idea of solicitude—I must also respond to the call of the Other. The Other
and I become connected within the public sphere of society and in the realm of practical
life. This “Other” may encompass conscience, other people, society, social systems,
institutions, laws, norms, and so forth. Thus, every individual bear responsibility and
owe a debt to others whom they will never know or cannot know, but also to the
common good, to past generations, and perhaps even to future generations.

4.Action, Narrative, and Responsibility

We have noted the importance of self-identity and the role of the “Other” in the
attribution of action and responsibility; yet, in fact, it can be said that the attribution of
action occurs solely through narrative. Within the imagination generating the narrative,
diverse concrete situations are envisioned and contemplated; subsequently, practical
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wisdom—operating within the narrative context—applies general rules and norms to
specific situations. Through narrative, one can examine the interconnections between
events, actions and agents and evaluate responsible actions and their consequences over
time. Furthermore, it is within the context of narrative—and history conceived as
narrative—that the continuity and transformation of characters, the self and others,
nations, and past generations can be recognized.

5. Time and Responsible Action

For Ricoeur, responsibility leaves its mark on every dimension of the experience of
time—past, present, and future. By the concepts of memory and promising, he
emphasizes two possibilities inherent within identity regarding responsibility for the
past and future which converge in the present moment. He also examines the scope of
an action's consequences over time, and the distinction between intentional and
unintentional acts. furthermore, based on the theory of practical wisdom, he seeks to
establish a just and equitable distance between the individual and the consequences of
his actions. Institutions and other individuals, acting as intermediaries between the
person and their actions, by applying general principles and norms of responsibility, can
evaluate specific, concrete cases within the temporal framework of past, present, and
tuture.

6. Language and Responsible Action

According to Ricoeur, certain utterances—such as promising, warning, commanding,
expressing an opinion, and so forth—are actions; the act of speaking itself is, also,
considered an action. Furthermore, in Ricoeut’s view, both action and agent belong to
a shared conceptual framework or an intersubjective semantic network. This shared
semantic and linguistic system plays a crucial role in defining the nature of actions,
identifying responsible actions, and attributing their consequences to the agents. Within
this conceptual, narrative network, the individual comes to understand himself as an
acting subject capable of comprehending its own responsible actions, and accept their
consequences.

7. Summary, Analysis, and Critique

In this section, we demonstrate that language plays a fundamental role among the
concepts we cited to explain the concept of responsibility. Language has two functions:
(1) action-coordination and (2) world-disclosure, which correspond to two dimensions
of responsibility: (1) responsibility toward action and (2) responsibility toward the
Other. In its first function, language is somewhat reminiscent of the subject-centered
approach to responsibility; it renders the sphere of responsibility—however precise—
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overlooking certain facets of responsibility within the world and toward others. In its
second function, language expands and opens up the sphere of responsibility, bringing
alterity—along with its unknown and undiscovered dimensions—into focus. We noted
that Ricoeur, also, emphasizes the role of imagination and narrative in reconfiguring the
world and opening up a realm of possibilities over time. Thus, it can be said that in his
thought, language plays a pivotal role among the concepts we discussed in the context
of responsibility.

8. Conclusion

Our analysis leads to the conclusion that being responsible appears to be an integral
part of an individual's identity as an inherently capable human being. It is for this reason
that one can perform an action, accept responsibility for it, and willingly bear the
consequences. Furthermore, within the framework of language and narrative, the
judgment and evaluation of actions, their interpretation, and the recognition of self and
others becomes possible through time. We showed that language plays a pivotal role
among the other concepts we discussed regarding responsibility. keeping in mind the
boundless scope of responsibility toward the other—a realm opened up by language—
prevent us from heedlessness, oppression, and injustice. Although such a perspective
leads to incommensurability, Ricoeur’s theory of practical wisdom suggests that, to
some extent, one can reach more just decisions in concrete situations.
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