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This article offers a critical re-examination of ideology within the thought of
Paul Ricoeur. It demonstrates how Ricoeur, by transcending Husserl’s
transcendental phenomenology and engaging with the hermeneutics of
Heidegger and Gadamer, alongside Freudian psychoanalysis, develops a hybrid
and innovative approach. This framework allows for an understanding of
ideology not merely as false consciousness or cognitive error, but as a cultural,
historical, and linguistic narrative. The research aims, on one hand, to critique
the Marxist reductionism in conceptualizing ideology, which confines it solely
to the distortion of reality and the reproduction of power relations. On the other
hand, this paper elucidates the positive functions of ideology in social cohesion,
the continuity of collective identity, and historical self-understanding.
Employing a descriptive-analytical methodology, the study gathers and
analyzes data based on Ricoeur’s works and reputable philosophical sources.
The findings indicate that hermeneutic phenomenology, by emphasizing
language, narrative, the unconscious, and history, provides a comprehensive
framework for the simultaneous understanding and critique of ideology,
enabling a constructive yet critical engagement with this concept that moves
beyond prevalent reductionisms to address its inherent complexities. This paper
utilizes Ricoeur’s insights to challenge the traditional conception of ideology,
presenting an innovative approach to its analysis.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

The central aim of this article is to explore Paul Ricoeur’s philosophical synthesis of
phenomenology and hermeneutics, with special reference to his interpretation of ideology. While
phenomenology, inaugurated by Edmund Husserl, sought to describe the essential structures of
consciousness through concepts such as intentionality and the Lebenswelt, it often remained at a
transcendental level, detached from history and culture. Hermeneutics, especially in Heidegger
and Gadamer, introduced language, tradition, and historicity into philosophical reflection. Ricoeur
radicalizes this trajectory by proposing a hermeneutical transformation of phenomenology:
consciousness can only be understood through symbolic mediation, narrative configuration, and
historical situatedness. This shift allows Ricoeur to reinterpret ideology in a way that avoids the
reductionism of classical Marxism while acknowledging its critical insights.

Phenomenology and Ideology

Husserl’s principle of intentionality—consciousness is always consciousness of something—
provides the starting point for Ricoeur’s engagement with ideology. It shows that awareness is
directed, relational, and thus already conditioned by social and cultural contexts. Historically, the
concept of ideology arose with Destutt de Tracy and gained philosophical weight in Hegel and
Marx. For Hegel, ideology represented a limited and unreflective form of awareness within the
dialectic of history. Marx, by contrast, defined ideology as “false consciousness,” a systemic
inversion of material relations within thought. In The German Ideology, ideology appears as a
distorted lens through which individuals misrecognize social reality, thereby perpetuating
structures of domination. This Marxist legacy strongly shaped twentieth-century debates, often
reinforcing the negative connotation of ideology.

Hermeneutics and Ideology

Ricoeur, however, expands the horizon by turning to hermeneutics. Gadamer’s insistence on
language and tradition demonstrated that understanding is never presuppositionless but always
mediated. Ricoeur radicalizes this hermeneutical horizon, integrating Freud’s psychoanalysis to
underscore the unconscious dimensions of distortion and desire. Ideology, in this view, operates
both at the level of discursive articulation and at the level of symbolic repression. Interpretation is
therefore dialectical: it unmasks distortions (the hermeneutics of suspicion) while also affirming
the constructive role of symbols in shaping meaning (the hermeneutics of affirmation). This dual
perspective reframes ideology not as an external error but as a constitutive dimension of human
historicity.

Ricoeur’s Hermeneutical Phenomenology

By articulating phenomenology hermeneutically, Ricoeur shows that meaning is always mediated
by symbols and texts. The phenomenological reduction does not reach pure consciousness but
rather opens onto a field of interpretation where subjectivity is configured narratively. ldeology,
in this account, becomes a mode of symbolic mediation: it structures collective identity through
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myths, narratives, and cultural memory, while also carrying the risk of distortion. The method thus
combines phenomenological description with hermeneutical critique, situating ideology within the
interplay of language, history, and the unconscious.

Ideology: Between Distortion and Constitution

Ricoeur accepts the Marxist critique of ideology as false consciousness but argues that this view
is incomplete. Ideology is also constitutive: it provides coherence, stability, and continuity to social
life. Through shared narratives, communities make sense of their past and orient themselves
toward the future. Ideology therefore exhibits an ambivalence: it distorts reality, yet it also
generates identity. This dialectic of suspicion and affirmation is at the heart of Ricoeur’s
philosophy, allowing for a critique of ideology that neither dismisses it as mere illusion nor
romanticizes it as cultural expression.

Implications and Conclusion

Ricoeur’s hermeneutical phenomenology offers a powerful framework for the philosophy of
ideology. It bridges phenomenology’s rigor in describing lived experience with hermeneutics’
attentiveness to language, history, and interpretation. The result is a comprehensive methodology
capable of analyzing ideology in its dual role: as a mechanism of distortion and as a symbolic
configuration of meaning. This approach has broad implications for philosophy, social theory, and
psychoanalysis. It enables a deeper critique of political discourse, a richer account of cultural
identity, and a more nuanced understanding of the interrelation between consciousness, language,
and history. Ultimately, Ricoeur demonstrates that ideology is not an accidental distortion but an
intrinsic dimension of human existence—one that both limits and enables the possibility of
collective self-understanding.
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