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Abstract

The present study aims to analyze the place of the “poetic self” within Paul Ricoeur’s intellectual system and to explain its role in making
“creative moral agency” possible. By proposing the idea of “narrative selfhood,” Ricoeur shows that human identity is a fluid, historical,
and interpretive matter that is formed within the context of narrative and the re-reading of lived experiences. Within this framework, the
“poetic self” emerges as a creative and interpretive capacity within the human subject, enabling the opening of new horizons for
understanding moral situations and creating responsible solutions. The main problem of the article is how this poetic capacity can make
possible critical distancing from established norms, reconsideration of moral rules, and the preparation of innovative actions in confronting
complex moral situations. The research method is based on the systematic analysis and interpretation of Ricoeur’s major works in the
fields of hermeneutics, narrative identity, and ethics. The findings show that, through “moral imagination,” the poetic self raises the
subject’s consciousness beyond mere obedience to norms and prepares the ground for transition to a level of moral agency in which
narrative, imagination, and the reinterpretation of concrete situations play a central role. Based on the results of the study, the poetic self
can be regarded as a theoretical foundation for capacity-building in moral creativity; a capacity that enables the moral agent to establish a
dynamic balance among general rules, historical conditions, and responsibility toward the other. Finally, the present study shows that the
connection between the poetic self and moral agency in Ricoeur’s thought provides a new perspective for understanding dynamism and
creativity in contemporary ethics and defends ethics as a narrative, interpretive, and creative process.
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Extended Abstract

The present study examines the place of the “poetic self” in Paul Ricoeur’s philosophical system and explains
its role in enabling creative moral agency. The central problem addressed in this study is how the human
subject, when confronted with complex, ambiguous, and multilayered moral situations, can move beyond
mechanical obedience to fixed norms and generate responsible, context-sensitive, and ethically creative
responses. Ricoeur’s thought is especially significant in this regard because it brings together phenomenology,
hermeneutics, narrative theory, and ethics in order to present a dynamic model of human identity. In this model,
the self is not a fixed substance or an already completed essence, but a historical, interpretive, and narratively
mediated reality that comes to understand itself through language, action, memory, and responsibility (1, 2).
The study argues that Ricoeur’s account of narrative identity provides the necessary ground for understanding
moral agency, yet the concept of the poetic self reveals an even deeper dimension of this agency: the human
capacity to refigure meaning, imagine alternative possibilities, and create ethically significant responses where
ordinary rules appear insufficient. In this sense, the poetic self is not merely an aesthetic or literary notion, but
a hermeneutic and ethical capacity through which the subject opens new horizons of understanding and action
(3, 4). Therefore, the aim of this study is to clarify how the poetic self in Ricoeur’s thought can serve as a
theoretical basis for moral creativity and responsible moral agency.

The theoretical framework of the study is built upon several interconnected elements in Ricoeur’s philosophy:
hermeneutics, narrative identity, moral imagination, responsibility toward the other, and the creative function
of language. Ricoeur’s hermeneutics begins from the idea that self-understanding is never immediate,
transparent, or purely introspective; rather, the self understands itself through signs, symbols, texts, narratives,
and interpretations of lived experience (3, 7). This means that the self is always mediated by interpretation and
is continuously reconstructed through the act of understanding. Narrative identity is central to this process,
because narrative gives temporal form to human life and connects past experience, present action, and future
possibility within a meaningful whole (2, 6). Ricoeur’s distinction between sameness and selthood shows that
identity includes both continuity and change: the person remains recognizable over time, yet also remains open
to transformation through promise, responsibility, and reinterpretation (1, 8). Within this framework, the poetic
self emerges as the creative layer of subjectivity that makes reinterpretation possible. It allows the human agent
to re-read the meaning of experience, reconfigure the narrative of the self, and imagine alternative forms of
moral action. This poetic capacity is closely related to moral imagination, which enables the subject to envision
the position of the other, anticipate the consequences of action, and perceive moral possibilities that are not
immediately visible within conventional normative frameworks (4, 9).

The research method is based on systematic conceptual analysis and interpretive reading of Ricoeur’s major
works in hermeneutics, narrative identity, and ethics, together with relevant philosophical interpretations of
imagination, morality, and narrative agency. The study does not treat Ricoeur’s texts merely as historical
materials, but reads them as components of a coherent philosophical structure in which selfhood, language,
action, and responsibility are internally connected. The analysis proceeds by identifying the role of narrative
in the formation of personal identity, then examining how poetic imagination expands the interpretive power
of the self, and finally explaining how this expansion becomes ethically significant in situations of conflict,
uncertainty, and responsibility. In this process, Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative is used to clarify the temporal
and narrative structure of identity (2), while Oneself as Another is used to explain the ethical transformation
of selfhood through responsibility, promise, and relation to the other (1). Interpretation Theory is also central
to the study because it shows how discourse produces a surplus of meaning and how language can disclose
new worlds of possibility rather than merely describe existing reality (3). The study also draws on philosophical
discussions of ethics and narrative to show that moral life cannot be reduced either to abstract duty or to
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subjective preference, but must be understood as an interpretive process in which general norms, lived
situations, and the vulnerability of the other are brought into dynamic relation (5, 10, 11).

The findings show, first, that the poetic self is a fundamental source of moral creativity. It allows the subject
to go beyond the passive reception of established meanings and to generate new horizons for understanding
and action. In Ricoeur’s view, poetic language has a world-disclosing function: it does not simply reproduce
reality, but refigures it and makes new possibilities of being visible (3). When this idea is transferred to ethics,
it becomes clear that moral creativity depends on the same refigurative capacity. A moral agent often
encounters situations in which ready-made rules do not provide an adequate response, or in which different
duties, values, and responsibilities come into tension. In such cases, the poetic self enables the agent to interpret
the situation differently, imagine alternative responses, and create a course of action that remains faithful to
responsibility while also being sensitive to context. The second finding is that narrative identity provides the
structural ground for moral agency. The subject can act responsibly only when it can situate its actions within
a meaningful narrative that connects memory, commitment, and future orientation (1, 2). Narrative gives
coherence to moral experience and allows the agent to understand not only what has been done, but also what
kind of person one is becoming through action. Therefore, moral action is not an isolated event; it is part of a
life-story through which the self interprets its commitments, failures, promises, and responsibilities.

The findings also indicate that the poetic self and narrative identity are organically connected. The poetic self
supplies the creative force of refiguration, while narrative identity provides the temporal and ethical structure
within which this creative force becomes meaningful. Without narrative, imagination may remain scattered
and directionless; without poetic imagination, narrative may become a mere record of events rather than a
transformative medium of self-understanding. Ricoeur’s philosophy shows that human identity becomes
ethically fruitful precisely where narrative and imagination interact (4, 6). This interaction produces moral
imagination, which functions as the engine of ethical agency. Moral imagination enables the subject to see the
other not as an abstract bearer of rights or duties, but as a concrete person with a history, vulnerability, and
narrative presence (1, 9). It also enables the agent to anticipate consequences, compare possible courses of
action, and construct morally creative responses in ambiguous situations. The study further shows that
Ricoeur’s ethics moves beyond a purely duty-based model without rejecting the value of moral norms. General
rules remain important, but they require interpretation in concrete situations. In this respect, Ricoeur offers a
mediating ethics: one that preserves the normative seriousness of moral obligation while also recognizing the
historical, narrative, and interpretive nature of human life (1, 10, 12). Moral agency is therefore the product of
three simultaneous elements: narrative identity as the structure of self-understanding, the poetic self as the
capacity for meaning-creation, and moral imagination as the power to transform interpretation into responsible
action.

In conclusion, the study shows that the poetic self in Ricoeur’s thought provides a significant theoretical
foundation for understanding moral creativity in contemporary ethics. The poetic self enables the moral agent
to reimagine situations, reinterpret rules, and create responses that are both responsible and sensitive to the
complexity of lived experience. Narrative identity gives moral action continuity and coherence, while moral
imagination opens the agent to alternative possibilities and to the concrete presence of the other. The ethical
subject, in this framework, is not merely one who obeys rules, nor one who acts from arbitrary preference, but
one who interprets, imagines, responds, and creatively participates in the formation of a meaningful moral life.
This view transforms ethics from a rigid system of obligations into a living, interpretive, and creative process.
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