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The notion of “autonomy” comes from the ancient Greek word αὐτόνομος, which literally means “one who 

gives oneself his or her own law.” Beyond this literal definition, autonomy is a polysemic and often 

contested concept. Involved as an essential dimension in our personal life and embedded in wider social, 

cultural, political, economic, and financial systems, autonomy deals both with one’s own power to act and 

the instituted power structures (i.e., institutions, laws, policies, governing bodies). Over recent years, 

concerns regarding the theory and the practice of autonomy have given rise to intense debates in various 

academic disciplines. A renewed interdisciplinary approach to autonomy is urgently needed not just to 

unpack the conceptual fog surrounding this notion. Efforts need to be done to rethink this concept in our 

pandemic times, where it has been profoundly touched, and in the turbulence of today’s world politics, in 

which it is often coupled with struggle and violence.  

 

Paul Ricœur’s work can help us to shed light on the notion of autonomy and its current theoretical and 

practical challenges. Autonomy is a central idea in his thought as a whole. Ricœur’s conception of autonomy 

evolves through the discussion of different inheritances that have a significant influence on his 

philosophical project, namely, the phenomenological, the hermeneutical, the sociological, the ethical, and 

the political. Therefore, his approach to the topic of autonomy is not limited to a moral consideration of it 

as a universal principle. Rather, Ricœur’s analysis of autonomy is intertwined with the recurring themes of 

his thought, such as the body, language, action, identity, selfness and otherness, institutions, and justice. In 

dialogue with other thinkers (e.g., Aristotle, Locke, Kant, Mill, Rawls, Nozick, Berlin) Ricœur  engages a 

number of different perspectives in considering autonomy, opening possibilities and creating new directions 

for understanding this notion in its multifaceted forms.  

 

This conference explores the multifarious concept of autonomy in Ricœur’s thought, but also its resonance 

in social sciences and the humanities at large. Possible topics include, but are not limited to the following: 

 

• Embodied Autonomy  

In his first major work, Freedom and Nature, Ricœur offers an innovative and insightful phenomenological 

study of the human will. This topic will function as a presupposition to the rest of his work. Specifically, 

Ricœur conceives human will as embodied, that is, as a practical mediation between the voluntary and the 



involuntary dimensions of human existence. The relationship between these is not seamlessly harmonious. 

Rather, the tension between the voluntary and the involuntary is what makes human will to be at once 

capacity and negation. In front of the “I can” that enables the project, there is always an “I cannot” of 

constraints given by means of physical resistance, circumstances, or by the necessities of biological life. As 

such, a human being is at once a creature marked by creativity and a vulnerable being touched by unchosen 

dimensions. Starting from his phenomenology of the will, Ricœur develops an integrated understanding of 

the human being as finite and powerful, incapable and capable, suffering and acting being. In this 

perspective, human being as an autonomous being cannot but be fragile. How does autonomy relate to 

dependence? Which kind of connection does exist between autonomy and heteronomy? What does it mean 

that embodied autonomy is a reflexive and a relational autonomy? Which is the impact of Ricœur’s 

conception of autonomy as embodied in feminist philosophy? In what ways can Ricœur’s 

phenomenological approach to autonomy contribute to the field of care ethics?   

 

• Semantic Autonomy 

In Ricœur’s theory of the text, the process of autonomization of meanings ties into the notions of 

distanciation and objectification. A text is in itself a relatively autonomous entity, whose meaning no longer 

depends on  authorial intentions. However, the text cannot constitute a fully autonomous world; on the 

contrary, the text, by virtue of its autonomy, has the power to reconfigure the world of meanings of the 

reader. Ricœur also maintains that actions can be regarded as texts because of the peculiar interplay of event 

and meaning they display. Here again, the meaning of a social action does not depend in the first instance 

on the individual’s intention, but on established and sometimes institutionalized senses attached to gestures 

and behaviors that stem from social life, but that have become relatively fixed, therefore autonomous from 

the flow of the lifeworld. However, no meaning attached to social actions is definitive: every time an action 

is actually taken, its meaning depends on the intention of the actor, and it is evaluated on the basis of the 

produced effects. In both texts and actions, we are dealing with a sort of “relative autonomy,” according to 

which this latter is the open result of ongoing processes of distanciation and objectification, whose 

significance consist in the capacity of producing new and unforeseeable effects. What are the implications 

of the Ricœurian model of semantic autonomy for the concept of autonomy? To what extent is autonomy  

involved in the process of understanding and explanation, belonging and distanciation? In considering 

detachment and presence, can the notion of semantic autonomy be understood as a metaphysical issue? 

 

• Narrative Autonomy 

Ricœur’s concept of narrative identity represents a compromise between, on the one hand, the exposure of 

every individual to the narrations of others and, on the other hand, the constitutive capacity of the self to 

narrate. In this framework, narration represents a veritable bridge between the activity of the self and his or 

her own passivity in front of others. The concept of autonomy, here, stands on the side of the capacity to 

narrate, that is, the capacity to reconnect the events of the world from a relatively free and autonomous 

perspective. Clearly, our narrative autonomy is limited by a certain number of circumstances. For  while 

each person has the right  to write his or her own biography and to determine his or her own narrative 

identity, it is evident that one’s birth and death  must be written by others, for instance, by one’s parents 

and children, for a person’s birth and death entirely belong with  these other life stories. At closer sight, the 

whole of a person’s life is encompassed, framed, forged by the narrations of others and especially by those 

who hold the resources to influence historical events at large. In different moments of his work, Ricœur 

addresses the complex and dialectical relationship between the self’s right to narrate and the self’s passivity 

in front of other’s narrations. Narrative autonomy is endowed with particularly positive meanings when it 

is claimed against ideological hegemonic narratives which alienate human being’s singularity and do not 

respect the pluralism of perspectives and points of view. On the other hand, narrative autonomy may be 

charged with a negative meaning when it implies the disconnection of the self from the discourses of others: 

a disconnection which can be interpreted as a sign of individualism and even solipsism. Can narrative 

autonomy be understood as an ideological claim, a regulative ideal, an embodied and relational possibility? 

What is the connection between narrative autonomy and moral autonomy? What are the possible links 



between the capacity of the self to narrate and his or her participation to greater narrations such as public 

discourses, collective memories, cultural narratives? 

 

• Ethical and Moral Autonomy:  

Ricœur’s attention to the action’s imputability opens up the way for the consideration of its ethical and 

moral dimensions. All actions are imputable to subjects as either praiseworthy or blameworthy. This issue 

is analyzed in Ricœur’s ‘little ethics’ as “aiming at the good life with and for others in just institutions.” He 

distinguishes between ethics and morality, and he argues for the primacy of the ethical over the moral. With 

reference to Aristotle, the aim of the ethical life is the good, that is, to live and fare well. In Ricœur’s 

perspective, the good is connected to the right. In Kantian terms, the right is understood as doing what every 

rational being ought to do, that is, it is acting autonomously. It is in suggesting a connection between 

Aristotle’s ethics and Kant’s deontological approach that Ricœur criticizes formal conceptions of 

autonomy. Contrary to Kant, Ricœur claims that the autonomous self is neither a datum nor an a priori 

concept. Rather, autonomy is bound up with interdependence for and with others and it is accomplished by 

the mediation of institutions that create the structures for living well together. To live an autonomous life 

means living a life which is valuable for us and concerned with the others’ good and right. What kind of 

connection is there between autonomy and attestation as a distinctive act of willing? How does autonomy 

fit with ethically good forms of life? In what sense is autonomy is reflected in moral virtues, respect, and 

responsibility? How can one avoid the devolving of autonomy into the amoral or the immoral?  

 

• Political and Social Autonomy:  

Ricœur’s ethics is indissociable from his political thought. His attention to justice in his ethics and in his 

later writings leads him to contribute to the liberal-communitarian debate in contemporary political theory. 

By reflecting on the normativity of political action, Ricœur describes the political under the figure of a 

paradox. On the one hand, political existence is necessary to foster the flourishing of all human beings, 

including those who are historically oppressed or marginalized, to make them accomplish their lives, that 

is, their autonomy. On the other hand, though, political life carries the possibility of evil and abuse of power. 

However, to accept the political paradox is a necessary implication of the practical entanglement of the self 

in the lifeworld. The ethical, albeit being distinct in principle from the political, ties into political issues 

about authority, decision, conflict regulation, and recognition processes. How the issue of personal 

autonomy relates to the liberal political theory? In what ways can autonomy be linked to pluralism and 

democratic social and political commitments? How does autonomy square with human rights, equality, and 

diversity? To what extent Ricœur’s discussion of autonomy and vulnerability can help us to deal with issues 

related to political emancipation?    

 

We encourage critical and interdisciplinary approaches bridging the fields of philosophy, theology, 

literature, anthropology, history, politics, and allied human and social sciences. 

 

Abstract Submission:  

The abstracts (400-500 words) can be submitted in either English or French and sent to 

ricoeur2022@gmail.com or you can use conference registration on our website. Abstracts must contain the 

following data: paper's title, author's name, institutional affiliation, mailing address and email address. 

Submissions from early career scholars and from members of underrepresented groups are welcome and 

encouraged. Papers should not be longer than 25 minutes when read aloud. Additionally, presentations are 

followed by a Q&A session (10 minutes). Authors who are interested in publishing their papers are invited 

to submit their contributions by October 1st , 2022. Papers should be: 3000-4000 words, written in English 

or French, in APA citation and reference style format. All submissions will undergo a double-blind peer 

review process. The publication is scheduled to appear in print in early 2023 as a co-edited monograph 

published by Kritika and Kontext publishing house, affiliated with BISLA. 
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Deadline:  

The closing date for abstract submission is 15.06.2022. Notification of acceptance will be given via e-mail 

by 15.07.2022.  

 

Participation fee (reception, coffee breaks, lunches):  

PhD and Postdoctoral Researchers: 15€ 

Professors: 25€   

 

Organizing Committee: 

Maria Cristina Vendra (Institute of Philosophy of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, SAV, Bratislava) 

Robert Karul (Institute of Philosophy of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, SAV, Bratislava) 

Jaroslava Vydrová (Institute of Philosophy of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, SAV, Bratislava) 

Dagmar Kusa (BISLA, Bratislava) 

Paolo Furia (University of Turin)  

 

If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the organizing committee to 

the following address: ricoeur2022@gmail.com 

 

The conference is planned as an in-person event and will be hosted at BISLA, Bratislava. However, we are 

prepared to move the conference online if circumstances related to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic 

necessitate this change. Such a decision will be made and announced with as much notice as possible. 

 

 

With friendly support  
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