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Abstract
This article explores Paul Ricoeur’s approach to the concept of evil,
analyzing its symbolic meaning within various myths through the lens of
philosophical and theological interpretation. The study seeks to answer
fundamental questions: Where does evil originate? How can the symbolic
interpretation of myths contribute to human moral growth? Is it possible to
distill the essence of primitive symbols and transfer their meaning into
philosophical insight, thereby bridging the semantic gap in a modern world
dominated by scientism?
Ricoeur argues that evil resists direct and simple linguistic categorization.
Instead, he engages with multiple intellectual traditions—mythological
thought, rationalism, Gnosticism, theodicy, and fragmented theology—
crafting a layered, evolving analysis of evil.
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In the initial stage of his analysis, Ricoeur examines symbols and myths,
tracing the dual origins of evil: as either an internal, moral phenomenon
rooted in human free will or as an external force shaping human existence.
External Symbols of Evil

External symbols, such as "pollution™ and "misguidance,” reference both
material and spiritual corruption. These metaphors suggest that evil exists
independently in the world, preying upon human weakness. "Pollution”
signifies impurity and moral decay, while "misguidance” represents
deviation from the righteous path, severing the bond between humanity and
the divine. Understanding these symbols requires rational and hermeneutic
interpretation, offering a means for ethical and existential reflection.
Internal Symbols of Evil

Conversely, internal symbols—such as “pressure,” "captivity,” and
"burden"—highlight human responsibility in confronting evil. These
metaphors emphasize the role of free will and moral agency, depicting evil
as an internal struggle rather than an imposed fate. Concepts like confession
and repentance become crucial in acknowledging human fallibility and
striving for redemption.

Myths and the Representation of Evil

Various mythological traditions further illustrate the nature of evil:

e The Adamic Myth: Evil enters the world through Adam and Eve’s
original sin, with Satan personifying its presence. Humanity, by
repeating Adam’s transgression, remains vulnerable to evil.

e The Babylonian Creation Myth: Unlike the Adamic myth, evil here
is primordial, existing before human choice. The world's creation
depends on overcoming chaos, yet disorder remains a lurking force.

e The Orphic Myth: Evil is internalized, with humans depicted as dual
beings (body and soul) estranged from their true nature. Salvation
requires liberation from material existence.

e Greek Tragic Mythology: Based on Greek creation myths, these
narratives depict humans making fatal errors due to hubris and
ignorance, with no possibility of redemption. Here, evil is imposed
by divine fate, and salvation comes through accepting human
limitations.

These myths not only contribute to philosophical and religious discourse but
also illustrate the multifaceted role of evil in human existence and cosmic
order.

Rational Approaches to Evil
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At the second stage, Ricoeur engages with rationalism, examining
explanations of evil as a consequence of individual or collective wrongdoing.
He critiques reductionist perspectives that define evil as mere "nothingness”
or an absence of existence, arguing that such interpretations fail to grasp the
depth of human suffering.

The Gnostic Perspective

In the third stage, Ricoeur addresses the Gnostic belief that evil is an
independent force separate from good. Drawing on Augustine, he refutes this
dualistic view, asserting that evil stems from human imperfection and sin
rather than possessing an autonomous existence.

Theodicy and the Problem of Evil

The fourth stage explores theodicy, which attempts to reconcile divine
goodness with the presence of evil. Ricoeur engages with the views of
Leibniz, Kant, and Hegel, examining how theodicy grapples with the
question of God's responsibility in the face of human suffering. He highlights
the theoretical challenges of explaining evil as a necessary element of
creation and human development.

Dialectics and Fragmented Theology

In the final stage, Ricoeur presents a nuanced, dialectical approach to evil.
He acknowledges that evil cannot be fully reconciled with divine goodness,
arguing that understanding evil requires embracing complexity and paradox.
Fragmented theology employs concepts such as "nothingness” and “the
violation of fate" to explore the coexistence of evil within both human and
divine realities.

Conclusion

In an age where modernity distances humanity from its mythological roots,
Ricoeur reminds us that the revival of symbolic thought is essential for self-
awareness and existential meaning. By extending his interpretation of
demonic symbolism, he integrates modern critical thought with
hermeneutics, creating an opportunity for individuals to reconnect with their
foundational narratives. In this framework, the devil emerges not just as a
figure of fear but as a mediator of our fractured relationship with existence.
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