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1. The problematics of time in Ricœur 
 
What is time? Is it something invisible that surrounds and envelopes us, over which we 

have no control? Or is it something confined to the perception of the subject? Is time a 
physical or a psychological reality? Is it a principle that only exists within the thinking sub-
ject, or is it something that has a substantial ontological status? For Ricœur, the question 
of time, which has always formed part of various traditions of philosophical reflection, has 
always been marked by a tension between two philosophical perspectives: one that puts 
the emphasis on the subjective experience of time (phenomenological time), and one 
which situates it as an objective reality that forms part of the natural world outside the 
subject (cosmological time). In his three-part work Time and Narrative Ricœur brings to 
light the different debates that exist regarding the ontological question of time. 

In ordinary language, time is often spoken of as though it were a something, an object 
or an entity that can be grasped and lost. There seems to be a universal recognition that 
time is something beyond us; that is, it is not something that is absolutely subject to the 
human will or control. In this way, a quasi-substantial ontological status is attributed to it. 
We speak, for instance, of the «passing of time», implying a certain spatiality to it as some-
thing that moves. This objectivization of time is manifested most clearly in the phenome-
non of calendars, clocks and other instruments used to measure time. To measure some-
thing is to attribute a dimensionality to that which is measured, since only that which has 
dimensions can be measured. Ricœur refers to this dimension of time as «calendar time». 
It is the «ordinary conception of time» that is «held to be public and universal» (Ricœur 
1988, 86). Throughout the history of humanity, in all civilizations, practices have been de-
veloped in measuring time. The notion of «history» and the possibility of speaking of time 
as «our time» or «our epoch» points to a dimension of time that is common and universal, 
such that it is always spoken of as a collective singular; that is, as something that goes 
beyond the subjective intuition of the individual. This is also the reason why Ricœur 
speaks of «historical time» as a «third time», a point of mediation between phenomeno-



Celine Socrates 

20                                                                                           I Castelli di Yale online. RIVISTA DI FILOSOFIA 

        Vol. XIV, n. 1, 2026 – ISSN 2282-5460 

logical and cosmological time, between its subjective and the objective dimension 
(Ricœur 1988, 104).   

The universality of the phenomenon of calendar time seems to imply that human ex-
istence–and reality in general–is unthinkable without recognizing a temporal dimension 
to that which we call «a life». To speak of reality is to speak of reality in time. To think of 
human existence and reality in terms of temporality is to recognize their nature as a con-
stant becoming. This is primarily the reason why Aristotle conceives of time in relation to 
movement or changes which take place in objective reality; that is, as «a series of changes 
with respect to a before and after» (219 b 1-2).  

Ricœur refers to the Aristotelian notion of time as the «cosmological perspective», in 
which time is conceived as a reality bound to the physis; that is, to the physical universe 
that goes beyond the subject and is distinct from it. As Dowling puts it, «Aristotle’s con-
ception of time as something measured by the movement of heavenly bodies suggests 
why he saw it as having an independent existence, for it seems evident that what is meas-
ured must exist» (Dowling 2011, 21). In this sense, time can be characterized as a measure 
or as a quantity, following Aristotle’s categories of being. Situating this concept within 
Aristotle’s metaphysical scheme, quantity is an accident, a being that cannot exist on its 
own but must inhere in another being, which is a substance. This notion of time that is 
closely related to physis, to the physical universe, is somehow recaptured in the Newto-
nian notion of time as an absolute reality that exists outside the perception of the subject. 
In fact, it is interesting to note that the conception of time in modern and contemporary 
physics, in spite of the vast differences in their conception of the structure of the natural 
world, retain the link between temporality and movement, which was already present in 
Aristotelian cosmology.1 

However, in response to the Aristotelian notion of cosmological time as a measure-
ment of change or motion, Ricœur remarks that «movement can stop, but not time. Do 
we not in fact measure rest as well as motion?» (Ricœur 1984, 15). In a way, there is a 
dimension of temporal experience that does not seem to be sufficiently captured by a 
purely cosmological notion of time in relation to movement. The non-absolute nature of 
time in this cosmological framework is seen primarily in its nature as measure. The con-
cept of a measure is inseparable from a subject which measures and not just the question 
of movement. Even the Aristotelian definition seems to require the existence of a subject. 
Aristotle himself seems to be aware of the inevitable interdependence between tempo-
rality and subjectivity, asking, at some point «whether time would exist if the soul did not 
exist» (Aristotle 223 a 21-22). In this sense, it may be said that the Aristotelian view of 
time is not absolute. Behind the idea of time is an attempt to grasp a dimension of intel-
ligibility to the experience of change and movement. In fact, the notion of measure itself 
presupposes a prior intention to measure that which exists. Measures, as intelligible cat-
egories which seek to articulate some principle of order within a phenomenon, do not 
exist automatically. In this sense–and in order to understand the non-absolute nature of 
Aristotelian temporality–it is important to emphasize the distinction between the thing 
which is measured and the measure.  

In the case of the human subject, the notion of time as a conceptual category is linked 
to the experience and perception of change, of a state of before and after. For instance, 
the notion of a «past» as such–that is, as something that was and that is no more–seems 
to require the existence of a subject that is capable of remembering, since it is only 

 
1 Although it is outside the scope of this study, it is important to point out how Einstein’s framework 
on general relativity challenges the idea of an absolute notion of time that is the same for all, since 
changes in motion differ in space. Nonetheless, the link between temporality and motion is pre-
sent, as it was in the Aristotelian framework. 
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through memory that the past as a temporal category maintains its existence (Ricœur 
2004). In this sense, the «past» as an ontological category can only exist as memory, since 
in its moment of actual existence, it was not the past but rather the present. Similarly, the 
«future» can only exist in an ontological sense as the anticipation of something that is to 
come. This idea finds its origin in Augustine’s notion of the «triple present» to resolve the 
question of time’s status as being. Similar to Augustine, Ricœur thinks that Heidegger con-
ceptualizes time in intentional terms (instead of substantial ones), coming up with the 
three categories of care in Dasein’s relationship with time (cognitive, practical and emo-
tional) (Ricœur 1979, 17). 

In what he calls, «phenomenological time», Ricœur describes the Augustinian notion 
of distentio animi and Husserl’s phenomenological time as illustrative of this other, non-
cosmological dimension.2 In the case of Augustine, his reflections on time (expressed most 
explicitly in Book XI of his Confessions) are intertwined with his attempt to understand the 
eternity of God and the notion of a created world. For the human subject, the notions of 
a before and after are never isolated points in a cosmological calendar, but are always 
somehow united with the concept of the now. Augustine uses, as an example, the human 
voice and the unity of the spoken word to show the integrality of different temporal in-
stances into a moment of speech. This is why Augustine conceives of time in terms of a 
«triple present»: that which we conceive of as «past» is the present as gone, the «future» 
as the present that is not yet, and the present as the moment which exists. For Augustine, 
temporality inheres in the soul; that is, in the perceiving subject, in whom the distinctions 
among past, present and future acquire a meaning. 

The Augustinian position on time as distentio animi is somehow mirrored in the Hus-
serlian notion of duration in consciousness. For Husserl, it is consciousness that is able to 
capture the identity of an object in the midst of change. His work on time is an attempt 
to draw the objectivity of time through the internal consciousness of it. For this, he ex-
plores the experience of duration to speak of the continuity that exists in the present, in 
relation to the past and the future (Ricœur 1988, 30). This is seen in the analogy of listen-
ing to a melody to illustrate how musical notes are never perceived in isolation but can 
only find their meaning in the notes which precede them and those which come after. 
Ricœur also uses the phenomenon of retention in Husserl to speak of the manner in which 
the past and the present are linked: 

 
It can be said that the present and the recent past belong to each other, and that retention 

is an expanded present that ensures not only the continuity of time, but the progressively at-
tenuated diffusion of the intuitive character of the source point to all that the present instant 
retains in itself or beneath it. (...) There is no need to add an extrinsic connection, not even that 
of imagination, to the series of «nows» to produce a duration. Each point contributes to this by 
expanding into a duration. (...) Each new now, pushing the previous present into the recent 
past, makes it a retention that has its own retentions. (Ricœur 1988, 30). 

 
These examples both show how a purely scientific view of time as a succession of sin-

gular instances seems to be insufficient to capture the human experience of time. On this 
point, Ricœur makes a distinction between the notion of an instant (in the cosmological 
vision) and that of a present (in the phenomenological perspective) (Ricœur 1988, 18). 
While the notion of an instant reduces time into specific, separate moments, the phe-
nomenological idea of a present takes into consideration the aspect of temporal continu-
ity. According to Ricœur, the main problem of viewing time in terms of the instant is that 

 
2 In a commentary on Augustine, Jean-Luc Marion speaks of the notion of distentio animi as the 
capacity of the mind to measure the passing of time by itself becoming “passing like a passing 
stream”. Cf. J.-L. Marion (2012). 
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«it takes into account neither the centrality of the present as an actual now, nor the pri-
macy of the future as the main orientation of human desire, nor the fundamental capacity 
of recollecting the past in the present» (Ricœur 1979, 19). In a way, reducing time to the 
idea of the instant strips it of its depth and its meaningful dimension. An idea that is cor-
ollary to this is that it is only when one takes into account the meaningful dimension of 
time that it is possible to arrive at an understanding of time’s real essence. 

Taking into account these philosophical debates on time, Ricœur thinks that there is 
no single way to resolve the aporia generated by reflections on time. However, he also 
argues that narrative resolves the aporia of temporality by transforming time into human 
time. 

 
 

2. Narrative as incarnate temporality 
 
Given these questions on the nature of time, Ricœur affirms that «speculation on time 

is an inconclusive rumination to which narrative activity alone can respond» (Ricœur 
1984, 6). In fact, what he sees as the main weakness of a purely speculative approach to 
time is that «it will be compelled to introduce, whether from the standpoint of phenom-
enological or of cosmological time, some unrecognized element of that other temporality 
it is trying to expose as an illusion» (Dowling 2011, 21). For Ricœur, «neither the phenom-
enological approach nor the transcendental one is sufficient unto itself. Each refers back 
to the other» (Ricœur 1988, 57). In this way, insisting on a relationship of pure opposition 
between the phenomenological and the cosmological approach to time can only result in 
the creation of new aporia, since each approach inevitably refers to the other. For Ricœur, 
one way in which the aporia of temporality is resolved is through the concept of narrative, 
which serves as a bridge between the phenomenological and cosmological notions of 
temporality.  

 
First, to what extent can we say that narrative activity solves the ambiguities and paradoxes 

of our experience of time? It can achieve no speculative resolution, but perhaps may achieve a 
poetic one. By that I mean that by telling stories and writing history we provide «shape» to 
what remains chaotic, obscure, mute. (Ricœur 1979, 34). 

 
As he reiterates in the conclusion of Time and Narrative, «temporality cannot be spo-

ken of in the direct discourse of phenomenology but rather requires the mediation of the 
indirect discourse of narration» (Ricœur 1988, 241). A central argument presented by 
Ricœur in the Time and Narrative trilogy is that «Time becomes human to the extent that 
it is articulated through a narrative mode, and narrative attains its full meaning when it 
becomes a condition of temporal existence» (Ricœur 1984, 52). Ricœur refers to narrative 
as the «custodian of time» because «there cannot be a thought on time that is not time 
narrated» (Ricœur 1988, 241). To speak of time is to speak of the unity between a before 
and after; this is the task of narrative.  

Here, Ricœur makes use of the Aristotelian concept of emplotment (muthos in Greek), 
defined by Aristotle as «the organization of events» in his Poetics (1999, 50 a 15), as a way 
to respond to the question of time’s subjective and cosmological dimensions. It is plot 
which «comprehends in one intelligible whole, circumstances, goals, interactions, and un-
intended results» (Ricœur 1988, 142). It is through the plot that «goals, causes, and 
chance are brought together within the temporal unity of a whole and complete action». 
According to Ricœur, with the plot, events acquire a meaning that goes beyond a merely 
chronological order; that is, events acquire purpose and intentionality.   



The corporeality of time in the narrative self: 

Reflections on Paul Ricœur’s Time and Narrative 

I Castelli di Yale online. RIVISTA DI FILOSOFIA                                                                                           23

Vol. XIV, n. 1, 2026 – ISSN 2282-5460 

In adapting this to his own theory of emplotment as a mode through which narrative 
resolves the aporia of time, Ricœur draws insight from, among others, the American his-
torian Hayden White, whose works focus on the literary and narrative dimensions of the 
writing of history. In fact, one of the central arguments forwarded by Ricœur in this work 
is that «historical events do not differ radically from the events framed by a plot» since 
the structures of history are derived from the structures of narrative (Ricœur 1988, 208). 
One cannot conceive of historical events as isolated moments; rather, they only become 
intelligible as events insofar as they belong to a broader structure of the plot. 

At the same time, narrative is capable of breaking the strict correspondence between 
linguistic tenses and historical time, such as we see in narrative works of fiction like 
Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, Mann’s The Magic Mountain and Proust’s In Search of Lost Time.3 
In these works, explored by Ricœur more extensively in the second volume of Time and 
Narrative, we see the potential of literary narrative in bringing to light the non-linear di-
mension of temporality. In this relationship of correspondence and non-correspondence 
between narrative and time, language itself expresses the temporality of human exist-
ence. Within narrative, lived time is not a mere instrument for measuring change, some-
what like a ruler that marks the mathematical difference between one distance and an-
other. Rather, in lived time, what is of importance is not temporal distance but meaning. 
While temporal distance is not irrelevant (and it is, on the contrary, relevant), the empha-
sis on meaningful time adds depth and non-linearity to temporal differences, such that 
the significance of the present is always impregnated by the past and the future towards 
which it orients itself. 

Through narrative, the seeming opposition between subjectivity and objectivity is 
transformed into a relation of mutual interdependence. As Ricœur puts it, drawing from 
H.I. Marrou, «Understanding is not the subjective side and explanation the objective one. 
Subjectivity is not a prison and objectivity is not our liberation from this prison. Far from 
conflicting, subjectivity and objectivity reinforce each other» (Ricœur 1984, 98). In a way, 
one can say that narrative manifests the insertion of the subject into objective reality. 
Through narrative, the subject articulates the experience of the real, making it meaning-
ful. Moreover, it is through narrative that we find a subject that is embedded into the 
world and is thus capable of telling a story, unlike the idea of the absolute Cogito who is 
lost in the circle of self-reflection. Thus, with narrative, it is no longer a question of distin-
guishing between these two poles (subjectivity and objectivity), but of recognizing the 
interweaving between them; that is, the objective nature of the subject and the subjective 
nature of objectivity. 

Moreover, not only does narrative manifest the important aspects of the event 
through a selective process of telling; rather, its value goes much deeper. It is narrative 
which renders any event intelligible: «To explain why something happened and to de-
scribe what happened coincide. A narrative that fails to explain is less than a narrative. A 
narrative that does explain is a pure, plain narrative» (Ricœur 1984, 148). In this sense, 
Ricœur says that «narrative answers the question “Why?” at the same time that it an-
swers the question “What?” To tell what has happened is to tell why it happened» (Ricœur 
1984, 152). In a way, one can say that it is through narrative that reality acquires an intel-
ligible dimension. Narrative articulates reality in its dimension as becoming. And this di-
mension of becoming is nothing other than time itself. In this way, it is narrative which 
makes time intelligible; it is, to use Ricœur’s words, what makes time human time. 

 
3 In speaking of the distinction «between the grammatical form of verb tenses (...) and their tem-
poral signification», Ricœur draws insight from German philosopher Käte Hamburger, cf. Ricœur, 
Time and Narrative 2, 65. 
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What does Ricœur mean when he speaks of a human time? In the first place, to speak 
of a human time seems to imply that there exists a time that is not human. In this sense, 
Ricœur seems to classify human time as a specificity within a broader category of time 
which is not necessarily all human. However, he is not merely referring to the inner sub-
jective experience of time by an individual. Rather, the phrase human time indicates a 
certain transcendence of individual subjectivity, making reference to the human experi-
ence of time, and not just to the individual. To speak of human time, then, is to speak of 
time insofar as it is narrated; that is, insofar as it is conceived as an integral continuity of 
instances, revealing an interwovenness among different subjects inhabiting a world. In a 
way, the concept of human time is closely linked to the concept of the human being as a 
narrative being. Building on the Husserlian idea that the conscious perception of time is 
linked to the perception of identity-in-change, in narrative, what would be merely char-
acterized in speculative terms as a duration acquires a meaningful dimension.  

Narrative, however, not only manifests temporal experience, but, Ricœur argues, also 
reconfigures it (Ricœur 1988, 3). This act of reconfiguration is a further manifestation of 
temporality’s incarnation in narrative structure. To take on a corporeal structure is to sub-
ject oneself to a logic of dynamicity. It is precisely that which takes place in a reconfigura-
tion of time that is mediated by narrative. 

Considering all this, one may say that to think of time–to conceive of time in intelligible 
terms–is to think of time within the structure of a narrative. There is no thought of tem-
porality that is not narrative. As Ricœur writes in an essay, «narrativity is the mode of 
discourse through which the mode of being which we call temporality, or temporal being, 
is brought to language» (Ricœur, 1979, 17). The human perception of change is not a mere 
perception of successive instances, but is a perception of a continuity. Furthermore, it is 
in the articulation of this perception of continuity that time acquires a meaningful dimen-
sion. It is in this continuity that it is possible to tell a story. In this sense, one can say that 
narrative is time that incarnates itself meaningfully.  

Does time exist outside of a narrative? On one hand, borrowing the Aristotelian cos-
mological framework, it is possible to argue that it does, insofar as changes and move-
ments take place outside the sphere of human perceptions and narratives. However, one 
could say that a non-narrative time which operates in a non-linguistic sphere lacks a di-
mension of meaning, and that time which operates outside of an intelligible sphere falls 
short of its essence, if we were to take into consideration the cosmological notion of time 
as measure. The act of measuring is an attempt to draw out a principle of order in a phe-
nomenon that is otherwise a flux. Thus, the dimension of intelligibility is inherent in the 
idea of a measure. In the case of time as measure, its nature is to draw out a principle of 
continuity behind change or movement. In this way, time that is stripped of an intelligible 
dimension marks an incoherence with its nature as measure. On the other hand, it is in 
narrative that time perfects its intelligibility and becomes meaningful time; that is, it be-
comes human time.  

From this, it can be said that it is through narrative that time enters into human reality, 
taking on a corporeality. But what does it mean for time to have a body? Oftentimes, we 
equate the notion of a body to that of the flesh. We often think of the concept of corpo-
reality in physical-material terms, putting the emphasis on the materiality of a body. How-
ever, it may be argued that corporeality involves not only materiality, but also–and per-
haps more importantly–divisibility, and the fact of having parts and divisions within a sub-
stantial unity. A body, one may say, is a unity which has parts. This notion of corporeality 
is applicable when we speak of narratives. A narrative gathers together a diversity of mo-
ments and instances, but within the integrality of its unified whole. When we think of a 
plot, for instance, we identify a series of distinct events, which, in their turn, can only find 
their meaning in relation to the other events which precede and succeed them, as well as 
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to the totality of the plot. Through narrative, time acquires parts and at the same time a 
unity of meaning. Instead of conceiving this form of corporeality as a limiting aspect to 
infinite, speculative time, it is actually through narrative that time incarnates into human 
reality. It can be said that narrative tells the story of time, through that which happens in 
time.  

Here, it might be worth going back to Ricœur’s ideas on embodiment as the means 
through which the self enters into the ambit of existence (Ricœur 1970). In the case of the 
human person, corporeality is what marks the difference between the mere conscious-
ness of the absolute cogito and the actual existence of the self. As he puts it, «It is my 
body which introduces this existential note; it is the initial existent, underivable, involun-
tary. Suddenly the entire abstract relation of willing to its motives comes to life; the brack-
ets which shielded pure description are removed; the “I am” or I exist” infinitely over-
whelms the “I think”» (Ricœur 1974, 85). As regards the question of selfhood, we see a 
distinction between mere consciousness and existence–and it is corporeality which marks 
the transition to the latter. While Ricœur speaks primarily of incarnation in the case of 
subjectivity, it is possible to identify a broader, underlying notion of incarnation as that 
which brings being into worldly existence; that is, it is that which unites the concept of 
being to that of world. Far from seeing it as a negative limit-concept, Ricœur seems to 
look at it as an actualizing concept. 

Applying this notion of embodiment to the relationship between time and narrative, 
we can speak of narrative in a parallel sense as the embodiment of time. Narrative is that 
by which time enters into the ambit of existence. Thus, to return to the question of 
whether it is possible to speak of non-narrative time, while the answer may be affirmative, 
one could say that such time can only exist in theoretical terms; that is, as an idea, but not 
as a reality in terms of res. On the other hand, time reaches the plenitude of its existence 
within its articulation–its incarnation–into narrative. Time which is narrated is time assim-
ilated by thought and articulated. One may argue, however, that the only way in which 
time is perceived intelligibly is through its articulation in narrative. In the same way that 
bodies bring the reality of selfhood to the world, narratives bring the reality of time into 
human existence. In the same way that selfhood passes through the mediation of corpo-
reality, it is through the mediation of narrative that temporality unfolds its existence in 
the world and in human reality.  

 
 

3. The embodiment of time in the narrative subject 
 
In the previous part, we saw how time incarnates itself into existence through narra-

tive. In this last part, we will go further into this logic and examine how time not only 
incarnates itself in narrative, but ultimately in the personhood of the embodied subject. 
To understand this, it is necessary to return to an important dimension of subjectivity 
which we find in Ricœur’s works, which is the dimension of narrativity; that is, the human 
subject is a narrative subject. The narrative subject is one that remembers and interprets 
the events of its life, capable of drawing meaning from the past in order to understand 
the present and act in the future. An idea that Ricœur frequently echoes from Hannah 
Arendt in his works is that the answer to the question of the «who» of the subject is found 
in a narrative discourse, and more precisely, in «the story of a life» (Ricœur 1988, 246). 
This narrative dimension is not just an appendix to human subjectivity, but the primary 
path through which subjectivity arrives at itself. As Ricœur strongly argues in his works, 
the cogito is not an absolute source of knowledge but rather needs the mediation of sym-
bols in order to arrive at a knowledge of itself. A necessary corollary of this dimension of 
narrativity is its temporality. The act of telling a story–the act of recounting a life–presup-
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poses a life that is in the process of becoming. It is to recognize the nature of a being 
whose existence unfolds within a temporal structure. To think of the human subject as a 
narrative subject is to recognize this dimension of becoming, the idea of selfhood as a 
process and not as a given.  

Thus, the idea of a homo narrator necessarily presupposes the idea of a homo viator. 
One could say that the subject is narrator precisely because it is viator. This notion of 
viator applies not only in a physical-geographical sense, but also, and most of all, in a 
temporal sense. The most fundamental and inescapable voyage that the person under-
takes concerns not so much a physical displacement, but most of all, that of a temporal 
voyage.  

It is also important to highlight that an important dimension of Ricœur’s conception of 
the narrative subject is its embodiment. It is one of the essential aspects of his critique to 
the Cartesian cogito, which conceives of an abstracted subject that is pure consciousness. 
As argued by Annemie Halsema, «Ricœur’s “narrative identity” includes a self that is not 
merely a secondary construction, but that finds itself as an embodied and discursive being 
in the world» (Halsema 2019, 126). Although this is not something that Ricœur develops 
explicitly in Temps et recit, the notion of an embodied subject is fundamental in his phil-
osophical anthropology and is more evident in his earlier works on the will. For Ricœur, 
the subject’s corporeality puts him in a relation of intentionality with the world, and fur-
thermore, enables him to mediate between his own interiority and the external reality 
(Ricœur 1965, 156). As mentioned in the first section, corporeality for Ricœur is what 
marks the difference between pure consciousness and existence.  

Thus, the notion of a narrative subject in Ricœur’s thought can only be understood 
with the presupposition of embodiment. This is primarily because narrativity entails a di-
mension of intentionality and relationality between selfhood and otherness. A pure, dis-
embodied consciousness will have no story to tell, simply because its existence is ab-
stracted from the cosmos. To live in the world presupposes being in the world, being in-
tricately enmeshed in the reality of the physis. For this, it is necessary to exist as embod-
ied. The body, by marking the difference between the self, the world and others, makes 
possible a relationship among these three elements. To tell a personal narrative–to create 
a story–implies a complex web of relations between the self and events in the world. It 
implies a self that is inscribed in the world, interwoven into the realities of the other. This 
is also the reason why, for Ricœur, the subject’s authorship of his narrative identity is 
never an exclusive, absolute authorship but is rather a co-authorship, precisely because it 
is interwoven in narratives that it did not create. In Ricœur’s thought, this element of 
interwovenness and intentionality is made possible through the subject’s embodiment.  

This element of embodiment completes the circle between narrative and temporality 
in the human subject. It is as an embodied subject that the person is homo viator and 
homo narrator. It is insofar as the subject is embodied that temporality is given to it. In 
turn, it is through narrative that the subject brings a meaningful plenitude to temporality.  

These reflections on the embodiment of the narrative subject show that temporality 
is as inscribed in personhood as is its very fact of being. In Time and Narrative, Ricœur 
uses the Heideggerian notion of Innerzeitigkeit (within-time-ness) (Ricœur 1988, 80). With 
this idea, Heidegger refers to the temporal structure of being; that is, the dimension of 
temporality in which being and existence are inscribed. However, it is also possible to 
speak of a parallel idea of an Innerseintigkeit when it comes to temporality, expressing, 
precisely, time’s insertion into being, and more specifically in the being of the incarnate 
subject with a narrative nature. It is not only being which is inscribed into a temporal 
structure, but it is time which is inscribed in the structures of the world through being. 

If we conceive of temporality in terms of measure, one could say that in the context of 
a narrative subject, the meaning of its life is configured by the narrative structure of its 
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temporal existence–or, even better, by the temporal structure of its narrative existence. 
By answering the question of «who?» with the «story of a life», temporality and narrativ-
ity converge in order to reveal a meaningful dimension not only to selfhood but also to 
time itself. The «story of a life» told in a narrative coincides with the structure of tempo-
rality itself that is given a meaningful dimension by the narrative subject. 

In this way, we can say that not only does narrative reveal «the temporal character of 
human experience»; at the same time, it also reveals the human character of temporality 
(Ricœur 1984, 3). In a way, we can say that time acquires its meaningful dimension only 
in relation to the human subject which renders meaningful its experience of it. Outside 
the human subject, the universe may change, and it may be possible to speak of this pro-
cess of change as «time», but this process will be nothing more than a succession of in-
stances. On this point, Ricœur cites Augustine in saying that «there would be no future 
that diminishes, no past that increases, without “the mind, which regulates this process 
[animus qui illud agit] (28: 37)”» (Ricœur 1984, 19). It is only through the narrative subject 
that the unity of a temporal structure (of past, present and future) finds any intelligible 
meaning at all.  

It is through the human subject as a narrative subject that the past, the present and 
the future acquire a coherence, an integral unity. It is for this reason that Ricœur asserts 
that narrated time is nothing other than human time (Ricœur 1988, 101). This goes to 
show the essentially narrative nature of the human subject. Thus, it is no coincidence that 
Ricœur dedicates a section on narrative identity in his conclusions in Time and Narrative. 
Regarding the question of personal identity, temporal unity is inseparable from the unity 
of a being. Though written almost a decade before his work on personal identity, in One-
self as Another, the notions of ipse and idem identity are developed within the context of 
temporality; that is, the question of the self’s permanence in time (Ricœur 1990). In this 
way, we see how the question of selfhood (identity through change) is inscribed in the 
same problem of temporality. 

The recognition of the inseparability of time from the subject is not a rejection of its 
cosmological dimension as highlighted by Aristotle, but rather a recognition of the nature 
of time as measure. This essentialist notion of time, in Ricœur’s framework, is not incom-
patible with the subjective experience of time. As mentioned in the earlier part of this 
study, it is important to distinguish between the measure and that which it measures. To 
emphasize the dependence of time on the subject is not a rejection of the reality of 
change, nor is it a rejection of time’s inseparability from this reality. In a way, one could 
say that time is as inseparable from the change that it measures as it is from the subject 
which seeks to measure this change. Seen from this perspective, we also find in the con-
cept of time a mediating category that reveals the inseparability of the human subject 
from the cosmos. Both are bound by time, and time inheres in both. In this sense, the 
aporia between phenomenological and cosmological time finds its resolution in the recog-
nition that the subject, homo narrator and homo viator, with its experiences and with the 
depth of its interior world, forms an integral part of the changing universe  

 
 

4. Conclusion 
 
Ricœur’s main thesis in the three volumes of Time and Narrative is that it is through 

narrative that time becomes human time. This study was an attempt to examine some of 
the main implications of this idea, using as a central point of reference, the incarnate sub-
ject in which both temporality and narrative find their expression. Through his theory of 
narrative, Ricœur proposes a linguistic mediation to the seeming contradiction between 
the notion of time as a physical, objective reality in the Aristotelian sense, and the notion 
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of time as a reality that resides in the experience of the subject. At the beginning of the 
first volume of Time and Narrative, Ricœur insists on the inseparability of this work from 
his other work on language, The Rule of Metaphor. For him, these two works «form a pair» 
and were «conceived together» (Ricœur 1984,  ix). Moreover, he later points out that his 
later work, Memory, History and Forgetting was written in order to fill an important gap 
that was not included in these other works, namely the question of human memory 
(Dowling 2011, 110). This reflects the close relationship between a theory of language and 
ontology in the thought of Ricœur. He points out, for instance, the «mimetic relation be-
tween the verb tenses and lived time» (Ricœur 1986, 64). Keeping in mind this union be-
tween ontology and language, time likewise finds its ontological embodiment in a linguis-
tic expression, which is narrative. 

It is argued that it is through narrative that time incarnates and unfolds into lived real-
ity. Furthermore, it is through the human subject, insofar as it is a narrative subject, that 
time finds its meaningful fulfillment. As Ricœur puts it, «The length of time of a human 
life, compared to the range of cosmic time-spans, appears insignificant, whereas it is the 
very place from which every question of significance arises» (Ricœur 1988, 90). In a way, 
it is only through the human subject that time acquires a meaningful dimension. However, 
this meaningful dimension of time is not just one element of it but is actually the very core 
of the notion of temporality. One could say that the idea of time without a narrative sub-
ject loses its significance, and that time without significance, though it may nonetheless 
be real, somehow falls short of its essence, which is that of creating an intelligible dimen-
sion to change and movement. 

This idea does not negate the Aristotelian cosmological notion of time as a measure of 
change; rather, it presupposes it. To think of time as a measure is to think of it as insepa-
rable from its intelligibility. Unlike change and movement–whose ontological status, one 
might say, is independent of an intellectual subject, and independent of time itself–time 
as a measure is conceptually inseparable from a measurer. It is inseparable from an intel-
lectual being who seeks to give an account for change and the experience it has of it. 

It is this very desire to «give an account» for the experience of change that incarnates 
itself in narrative. One might say that narrative manifests being in its nature as becoming. 
It is important to emphasize that this is not merely a return to the Kantian paradigm of 
time as an a priori category in the mind of the subject. To think of time as inseparable 
from the subject is distinct from reducing it to a merely subjective phenomenon, particu-
larly because it is just as inseparable from the reality outside the subject; that is, from the 
reality of movement that it seeks to measure. Temporality, one might say, is an attempt 
to find a principle of intelligibility to the phenomenon of change. It is in this way that time 
can only make sense in relation to an intelligible subject who measures. 

In this way, temporality manifests the close intertwinement between the subject and 
the world. The phenomenon of time shows in a very clear way that the human person as 
such is always interwoven into a reality that precedes him, and that reality is likewise 
interwoven in the human subject’s experience of it. This interweaving is made possible by 
the fact of the subject’s corporeality which makes it, for Ricœur, a natural mediator be-
tween its interior world and the world outside itself. 
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