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Abstract

The question in this paper concerns the interplay between child subjects and texts in identity formation. To what extent do current institutional practices inculcate notions of power-sharing, reciprocity and negotiation? Curriculum documents in Aotearoa-New Zealand, such as Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) and Kei tua o te pai (Ministry of Education, 2004) are implicit statements of participatory democracy. At the heart of these texts are notions of reciprocity, sharing and negotiation between child and adult; and mutual reconstruction through community, intergenerational dialogue, project and inquiry. To what extent can such intentions be realised under the globalised and economic rationality that governs these institutional practices in the 21st Century? This paper examines Paul Ricoeur’s notions of little ethics and ipseity, and draws on his hermeneutic of selfhood as interpreted and narrated, to develop a Ricoeurean frame as a basis for further examination of early education in Aotearoa/New Zealand. 

Intersubjectivity and just institutions

At the heart of Ricoeur’s hermeneutic is a commitment to lead a moral life, to be true to one’s self, to be fair to others, and to live well within just institutions. He saw that the aim of human life is to develop self esteem within an interpretation of self mediated by an ethical evaluation of our actions: ‘the fundamental basis for the aim of the “good life” in praxis’ (OA, p. 172). For Ricoeur, the concept of narrative self (narrative identity) is directly tied to the realm of ethics. 

The fundamental question that Ricoeur asks in his discussion of narrative identity is the question, who am I? Integral to Ricoeur’s narrative self is the idea that self cannot be segregated from the social nexus in which self figures. The self is an entity that is a product of intersubjective praxis and active appropriation of the cultural environment. For Ricoeur there is no entity called self, only selfhood constituted by intersubjectivity. Human identity is not an act of self-transparency or intuition and he denies the Cartesian cogito and the Kantian I think in favour of an intersubjective subject. 

I exist insofar as I think. But this truth is a vain truth; it is like a first step which cannot be followed by any other, so long as the ego of the ego cogito has not been recaptured in the mirror of its objects, of its works, and, finally, of its acts. (Ricoeur, 1978, p. 102).

Instead Ricoeur’s subject is one that is situated and embodied in the real word (named, dated, physical and historical) and one that is linguistically designated, mediated by signs and symbols with a close connection between responding and taking responsibility not only for oneself but for others. 

To determine the identity of an individual or a community is to answer the question, ‘Who did this?’ Ricoeur insisted that who is first and foremost a responding to the other. (OA). Accordingly the most important evaluation is one’s responsiveness to others. The responsibility for an action presupposes the capability of an agent to communicate, to enter into a dialogue with others and to give a response to the question Who did this? Asking who requires one to consider the humanity of the other before one’s self. One makes sense of one’s self only in and through involvement with others. Ricoeur’s hermeneutic neither privatizes nor co-opts the other’s experience rather it recognises a small window of opportunity where two worlds may not necessarily agree but can mutually co-exist opening a text away from its author and toward the world it discloses. 

Ricoeur’s selfhood is characterized primarily by making the agent responsible for his or her initiatives and inventions ‘in the course of the world ... intervention[s] which effectively causes changes in the world’ (OA, p. 109). Two human capabilities underline response/responsibility – they are: action and imputation. Humans are capable of initiating some new action and what they do is imputable to them as their own freely chosen deed. Ricoeur articulates a difference between event and action here: an event is not an action unless it is imputable to an agent who has a durable identity. This recognition of the imputability of action opens the way for consideration of the ethical and moral determinations of action. These determinations are subject to both individual and community evaluations through narrativisation of action. According to Leonardo:

The subjective experience represents an irrepressible uniqueness through the singularity of an individual but becomes shared through history, through the publicity of language (2003, p. 340)

The question Who therefore emphasises the ethical commitment to be undertaken when rethinking human institutions that house human subjects. By putting forward a ‘three-cornered ethics’ (Muldoon, 2002, p. 84): ‘aiming at the “good life” with and for others, in just institutions’ (OA, p. 172) Ricoeur emphasised the necessity to see the self, the other, and institutions as intimately connected and necessary to answer the questions of how one is to act:

It is within the interesse that the hope (le souhait) of living well achieves its goal. It is as citizens that we become human. The hope to live within just institutions means nothing else. (PS, p. xv)

Ricoeur defines institution in the following way:

By institution we are to understand the structure of living together as this belongs to a historical community – people, nation, region and so forth – a structure irreducible to interpersonal relations and yet bound up with these in a remarkable sense … (OA, p. 194). 

We are therefore to understand Ricoeur’s notion of institution as ‘members of a historical community who exercise in an indivisible manner their desire to live together’ (OA, p. 305). 

Ricoeur’s discussion of ‘little ethics’ in Oneself as Another (studies 7-9) along with his discussion of language, action, identity and narration (studies 1-6) examines how human action can be prescribed and determined by the predicates of ‘good’ and ‘obligatory’ (OA, p. 169) giving actions both ethical and moral dimensions. 

Inside institutions, humans are seen to be involved in a myriad of practices whose rules are constitutively and socially established. These practices rely upon traditions and rules which are communicated and shared; subject to comparison and to standards of excellence which act as both self appraisal and potential norms which provide basis for further communication, as well as innovation and sedimentation into plans and strategies based on what is seen to be good, ethical, and responsive to others. It is within these community practices that we can be seen to develop our personal identities through our identifications and evaluations of what we see to be good and just.

Ethics, narrative and identity

In answering the question who, a story is told about the action of the who. This story is necessarily bound up in the stories of others. Ricoeur argues that the identity of the who must therefore be a narrative identity. Narrative and action together comprise the narrative unity of a person’s life. The self is not distinct from her experiences: ‘It is the identity of the story that makes the identity of the character’ (OA, pp. 147-148). Thus the basis of Ricoeur’s theory of personal identity is that the narrative constructs the identity of the character in the telling of the story. This nexus of narrative and identity formation underlines the connection the narrative makes between estimations applied to actions and the evaluation of persons themselves – an ethical connection:

.... the narrative unity of a life therefore serves to assure us that the subject of ethics is none other than the one to whom the narrative assigns a narrative identity’ (OA, p.178). 

For Ricoeur, narratives comprise promises and present characters in such a way that we are impelled to act and evaluate. Every character in a narrative both acts and is acted upon, rising to the status of real or fiction when evaluated by another. This situation has normative dimensions: we have indebtedness to each other, a duty to care for each other, and to engender self respect and justice. This duty is preceded by reciprocity (which underlies our mutual vulnerability and from which the possibility of friendship and justice arises). In order to feel commanded by duty, one must be able to hear and respond to the demand of the Other: a primordial openness and orientation to others. All of this is necessary for the creation and preservation of self esteem which for Ricoeur is part of the aim of leading a ‘good life’.

It follows, then, that individuals and communities make sense of actions and events by telling stories. In other words, narrative has the function of giving explanations of actions and events:

Between the activity of narrating a story and the temporal character of human experience there exists a correlation that is not merely accidental but that presents a transcultural form of necessity (TN, p. 52).

It is through narrative that explanations, plans, schemes, projects and goals are organised, providing a means for future actions. Narratives draw together discordant elements into a concordant unity, integrating contingencies which could have been different or nonexistent
. When integrated into a plot these contingencies take on a quasi-necessity. Through emplotment the mutual development of a story and a character or set of characters is organised. Thus narrative occupies an important temporal position - including past actions, present process, and also in giving shape to the future. Thought of in this way, it is evident that narrative is not only a way of representing past facts, or providing present functionality, but it is also a way of forming expectations about future events.

Ricoeur places importance on two kinds of narrative: historical and fictional – both interdependent. In the historical narrative, the past is re-presented; in the fictional narrative, life can be re-described, revealed and transformed. Out of the fusion of these two kinds of narratives the concept of narrative identity emerges.

When we engage in narrative, we are not portraying the world as it is, but rather interpreting observed phenomena within historical perspectives. Our interpretation brings together these perspectives, equalises them, rendering them contemporary and similar. According to Ricoeur the aim of all hermeneutics is to struggle against cultural distance and historical alienation, ‘to appropriate what is alien and to make one’s own’. Understanding narrative is not to project one’s self into the text, but to expose oneself to it. That is, through narrative we engage with the text, we appropriate it and bring our historical and cultural understanding to it. We reconfigure within the frame of our current actions and texts, using both history and fiction. Furthermore, this form of ‘readership’ requires a pre-understanding – a historical-cultural horizon, from which we view the text-other. This is not only a historical-cultural horizon, but an ontological situation, which Ricoeur describes as “belonging”’ (Kennedy, 2006, p. 17). 

Ipseity and narrative identity

Thus, identity as selfhood is not simply there like an objective fact. Rather, to possess a selfhood is to be subject to, and the subject of dynamic experiences and instabilities. To be a person and to gain one’s identity – in the sense of identity as a narrated selfhood – means to be a being which does not possess a fixed identity. A narrative identity is not a stable and seamless identity. Rather, it is a complex array of stories about one’s self and one’s other, entwined in history, community and memories – new and forgotten. Just as it is possible to compose several plots about the same incidents …. so it is always possible to weave different, even opposed, plots about our identities (Ricoeur, 1988, p. 248)

One of the tasks Ricoeur sets himself in the sixth study of Oneself as Another (The self and narrative identity), is to explore at a ‘higher level’ the dialectic of sameness and selfhood implicit in the concept of narrative identity (OA, p. 140). After all, it is not as though we become completely different entities at each new narrative juncture. He argues that a person’s narrative identity comprises an idem (sameness) and an ipse (selfhood). 

The genuine nature of narrative identity discloses itself, in my opinion, only in the dialectic of selfhood and sameness… this dialectic represents the major contribution of narrative theory to the constitution of the self (OA, p. 140). 

Personal identity, he holds, is constituted by an inextricable tie between idem and ipseity. Without both forms of identity there can be no self because a self has both and idem and an ipse identity. However, both aspects of identity are quite different. Idem identity is that which gives the self it spatio-temporal sameness; ipse identity gives the self its ability to initiate something new. For Ricoeur, identity is not idem; it is selfhood: ‘I have repeatedly affirmed, identity is not sameness.’ (OA, p. 116).

Idem identity (sameness) is characterised by the question: What am I? It is a concept of relation of uninterrupted continuity, numerical, and qualitative. Our idem identity is what makes us recognisable as the same person over time. A person who can be identified as the same over her lifespan with identifying characteristics that constitutes our sameness even though we age, change shape, alter names and make variously make changes to ourselves.

In order to answer the question who, Ricoeur unfolds the notion of ipseity:

…to look into the nature of the question to which the self constitutes a response, or range of responses. This question is the question who, distinct from the question what (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 75). 

Unlike idem identity, ipse identity does not depend on something permanent for its existence; rather, it depends upon narrative. Ipse-identity gives self a unique ability to initiate something new and imputable. Identity as ipseity (selfhood) is linked to the realm of narrative where actions are ascribed to agents in the light of ethical norms. Ipseity calls for the ‘assignation of an agent’ and in this way action is attested to and to this is grafted ‘the act of imputation’ so that action takes on moral significance. Ricoeur’s separation of idem and ipse identities is both epistemological and ontological. He argues here that selfhood belongs to the sort of identity that Heidegger calls Dasein which is characterized by its ‘capacity to interrogate itself’ (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 75). 

While acknowledging the inter-relationship between the two concepts of identity - both forms of identity are integrated by what Ricoeur refers to as permanence-in-time, Ricoeur argues that the question of personal identity is obscured by not distinguishing between the two usages. He argues that the puzzle about personal identity arises because the two aspects ‘appear to cover the same space of meaning’ – and that it is difficult not to attribute permanence over time to some ‘immutable substrate, to a substance’ (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 74). 

According to Ricoeur, two models of permanence in time are available to us: (a) character, and (b) keeping one’s word or promise. Ricoeur understands character as a lasting disposition or set of characteristics which permit the ‘reidentification of a human individual as being the same’ over time – the descriptive features that give the individual ‘numerical identity, qualitative identity, uninterrupted continuity and permanence in time’ (OA, p. 119). Thus character belongs to idem. It is the ‘what’ of the ‘who’ (OA, p. 122).

It is however, within the idea of permanence-over-time, idem and ipse overlap, although not to the extent that Ricoeur would suggest giving up all attempts to distinguish between them. Instead, we are moved toward understanding the two realms in terms of the dialectic of innovation and sedimentation that underlies the acquisition of a habit: the equally rich dialectic of otherness and internalization, underlying the process of identification, are there to remind us that ‘character has a history’ (OA, p. 123). While character appears to belong squarely to idem, the overlap of the who with the what reveals the presence of ipse as well – not in the notion of character but in the idea of a promise. 

In creating an opposition between self constancy and character, Ricoeur highlights the ethical dimension of selfhood: that of keeping one’s word. Thus, a person gives permanence to her being through promise. In the act of promising, the person affirms herself as an individual whose identity is extended in time – an active identification with the future. By keeping the promise she creates a continuous self in time. Not keeping the promise does not mean she is a different person but is a distancing from the past self who stated this commitment. Even in breaking the promise she acknowledges the continuity of her life as a person. Self constancy is for each person that manner of conducting himself or herself so that others can count on that person. Because someone is ‘counting on’ me, I am accountable for my actions before another. (OA, p. 165).

Mediating between the poles of sameness and selfhood is Ricoeur’s notion of ‘imaginative variations’ of identity (OA, p. 148). Emanating from a literary metaphor, imaginative variations provide a laboratory for thought experiments, for fictional accounts of who one is, for reinterpretation of the ‘already interpreted’ in a new and more creative fashion:

The narrative does not merely tolerate these variations, it engenders them, seeks them out. In this sense, literature proves to consist in a vast laboratory for thought experiments in which the resources of variation encompassed by narrative identity are put to the test of narration (OA, p. 148).

Selfhood, education and just institutions

Paul Ricoeur is perhaps not seen as a critical theorist or as a commentator on matters of education per se. However, it appears to me that some important links can be made between his notions of intersubjective selfhood, imagination and semantic innovation within early education. First, his philosophy calls for a form of education based on dialogue, reciprocity and shared community. Second, the idea of semantic innovation can bridge the realms of discourse and action providing variations and new ways of seeing/being. Third, semantic innovation may be either projected into individual action, or it may constitute the field of democratic action itself as part of the social and cultural imagination.

Ricoeur’s emphasis on response and responsibility in terms of self and other, his understanding of the importance of dialogue and reciprocity within just institutions is suggestive of the need for educators to show the ethical significance of every choice appearing to be purely economic and to establish goals to allow for the greatest possible participation in discussion and decision making. At the micro-political level between child and teacher, Ricoeur’s notion of dialogue and intersubjectivity perhaps suggests the development of the adult-child relationship as being one of commitment to a dialogical and power-sharing endeavour contributing to an examination of the artifice of child and adult in a variety of institutional situations, including home, early childhood centre or school.

At the heart of Te Whāriki is a vision of democratic, bicultural community-based educational provision. Embodied in the important curriculum texts Te Whāriki and Kei tua o te pai is the notion of the child subject embedded in family and community and revealed as a ‘natural’, ‘whole child’, a ‘confident’, and ‘capable’ learner (Ministry of Education, 1996). Both these texts are predicated on sociocultural theories involving dialogical relationships between child and adult. Such curricula orientation demands the provision of open democratic spaces of negotiated, power-sharing, and reciprocal and responsive relationships. 

In terms of institutions that house the subjects of early childhood there seems to me to be a strong need for discussion around the largely privatised market care that is a growing form of early childhood provision in Aotearoa-New Zealand. Early education is currently promoted as being an important ingredient to a healthy and wealthy state facilitating women’s re-entry into the workforce. This intensification of interest in early childhood by government, parents, and employers, focussed primarily around the provision of early childhood education services outside of the home and located inside of privately-run institutions, calls for some questioning: What other forms of care and education could there be? To what extent does private provision facilitate participation by children in the dialogical relationships espoused by current curriculum texts? How negotiated are these institutions? Who shares in their power and how is democratic participation provided for? 

I would suggest that the form of early education that is now promoted within highly institutionalized business enterprises begets a particular form of care and education that moves children further away from family and community narratives embedded in the historical, cultural horizons and humanist intentions of the curriculum documents Te Whāriki and Kei tua o te pai, and into an economic rationality and individualism of the marketplace. It is therefore doubtful that the market place and early childhood institutions registered on the Stock exchange are able to provide for Ricoeur’s just institutions. 

In Political Essays Ricoeur calls for a recovery of traditions in globalised market economies claiming that the expansion of global capitalism has resulted in ‘anonymity,’ ‘dehumanization,’ ‘barbaric forms of urbanism,’ and ‘totalitarian peril’. The struggles of decolonisation and liberation are, he says, ‘marked by the double necessity of entering into the global technical society and being rooted in the cultural past’ (PS, p. 292). Ricoeur appears to be calling here for a recovery of history. Certainly this is the case in one of his last books History, Memory and Forgetting. This is perhaps an instructive use of Ricoeur’s semantic innovation in terms of being an educator. What emerges is a call for a political role, a mediation of the inevitable pull toward consumer society by recovering past and living traditions that help resist the effects of a global capitalism. The aim is to balance technicity and universalism with cultural particularity.

Conclusion

It is in just institutions that individuals and communities develop their identities in shared and negotiated ways. Just institutions are places where dialogical and reciprocal relationships between adults and children are developed. These are the institutions within which we become who we are. Ricoeur’s hermeneutic suggests that the process of self-identification is fluid, dynamic, and negotiable, based on interaction with the communities of which we are a part. As educators, we are automatically involved with the development of selfhood, and so need to question the aims, values and interdependent relationships that shape the process of self-formation. Early childhood institutions and perhaps schools too - could be revisioned as adult-child collectives – places of mutual shaping, education and self understanding for both adult and child; through dialogue, responsiveness and reciprocity. 

Abbreviations of cited works of Paul Ricoeur

PS
Political and Social Essays

TN
Time and Narrative (3 volumes)

OA
Oneself as Another
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� Ricoeur discusses the dialectic of concordance and discordance in relation to narrative, temporality and emplotment in his three volume work, Time and Narrative. Emplotment is seen as an ordering force that presides over the structure of a narrative arrangement. It involves a threefold mimetic structure – mimesis1, mimesis2 and mimesis3 in which the mediation and production of narrative occurs. It is important to note that Ricoeur’s understanding of mimesis is one of innovation rather than simple imitation. Mimesis 1 (prefiguration) refers to the pre-understanding and the historical field of a given text; mimesis 2 (configuration) refers to the interplay of various texts - the mediating work of concordance and discordance; and mimesis 3 (refiguration) refers to the act of readership through appropriating and disappropriating the text – ultimately the unity of a narrative rests with a reader’s interpretation of the text. 





