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ABSTRACT: Professor Ryder’s work offers an articulate 
theory of experience, where the theme of art, its making 
and its enjoyment, occupy a continual space alongside the 
themes of knowledge and politics. One of his most im-
portant and productive intentions is to enlighten and 
justify the “complexity and relationality of experience” 
that emerges from the pragmatist perspective. In this 
light, he theorizes pragmatic naturalism, namely an an-
tireductionist form of naturalism that avoids the several 
dichotomies implied in our philosophical tradition as 
mind-body, natural-cultural, subjective- objective. Follow-
ing such a perspective, this paper proposes some remarks 
about the relationality of time and space. More specifical-
ly, I will argue that the aesthetic experience of gardens – 
as spaces constituted by their furnishings, both natural 
and constructed by human artistic invention – implies a 
phenomenological priority of space, which nourishes the 
experience of the dynamic entanglement of space and 
time. 
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Wir kennen den Kontur 

Des Fühlens nicht: nur, wa ihn formt von außen  
(Rilke, Duineser Elegien, 1923) 

 
 
Among the numerous philosophical topics that Professor 

John Ryder accurately addresses in his research work, 

aesthetic experience is one to which he has dedicated 

important writings. In particular, his reflections and 

accounts of aesthetic experience is an integral part of 

the book Knowledge, Art, and Power. An Outline of a 

Theory of Experience Professor Ryder (Brill/Rodopi, 

2019), written as a continuation of The Things in Heaven 

and Earth, his 2013 volume (Fordham University Press). 

The fil rouge of both these works, as many other essays 

and articles, is a theoretical articulation of the distinctive 

form of naturalism that the pragmatist point of view 

provides. Within this framework, Professor Ryder offers 

an articulate theory of experience, where the theme of 

art, its making and its enjoyment, occupy a continual 

space alongside the themes of knowledge and politics. In 

my opinion, one of his most important and productive 

intentions is to elucidate and justify the “complexity and 

relationality of experience” that emerges from the prag-

matist perspective. Indeed one could say that relationali-

ty is what makes human experience extremely complex, 

since our relations with others – with their physical and 

cultural constitution – as well as with our own bodily and 

cultural makeup, and with the natural environment in 

which we are located, are potentially infinite or infinitely 

productive of new possible experiences. This is the case, 

for instance, of the role of time and memory in human 

experience that professor Ryder’s account considers as 

emblematic of Dewey’s conception of experience and of 

pragmatic naturalism in general. Let me quote a remark-

able passage of his most recent book: 

Experience for Dewey, and for pragmatic natural-
ism generally, is complex, relationally constitut-
ed, and constitutive of its environment and of 
the self. In experience so understood, memory is 
not just a record, more or less accurate, of past 
events, but a constituent element in the con-
struction of ongoing experience. Similarly, time 
does not simply pass, but is or can be very much 
a constituent of present experience and future 
possibilities. Thus time, memory, and all other 
potential constituents in experience, contribute 
to the complex interaction that is experience 
(Ryder 2020, 138). 
 

Alongside time or memory, space is certainly one of the 

constituents in experience, and I would try to propose 

some remarks about the relationality of time and space, 

taking advantage of professor Ryder’s pragmatic natural-

ism. To be more precise, I will try to consider the specific 

dynamism of the entanglement of space and time that, 

in my opinion, emerges within the aesthetic experience 

of gardens as spaces constituted by their furnishings, 

both natural and constructed by human artistic inven-

tion. Thus I hope to continue the philosophical conversa-

tion with Professor Ryder, which has been very rich and 

promising on many occasions.  

In recent decades, a vast philosophical literature has 

shown the topic of the garden to be a fertile ground for 

questions and theoretical suggestions, making it a sort of 

crossroads not only for the various branches of philoso-

phical research, but also for a number of disciplines that 

establish the history of Western culture. Of course, the 

former is well entitled to test its own tools on the topic 

of the garden, which actually involves very closely some 
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categories that constitute the framework of investi-

gations and discourses that provide the path of philoso-

phy its rhythm: first and foremost, the categories of 

space and time, which the garden exhibits in their most 

concrete depth.  

In the following, I would point out some theoretical 

implications of the specific value of the garden as an 

emblematic indicator of the spatio-temporal connotation 

of human feeling and thinking. In particular, I will try to 

defend the idea that the reality of gardens helps to resize 

the broad tendency of modern and contemporary thought 

to assign time a logical-constitutive priority over space. 

More precisely, I would like to show how spatiality consti-

tutes the phenomenological region in which time and 

history come together and are projected into a multiplicity 

of meanings that link past, present and future, subjectivity 

and objectivity, culture and nature, according to a game 

that is made up of inclusions and exclusions, of welcome 

and extraneousness. In other words, my claim is that 

gardens show space as the original condition of the elabo-

ration of individual and collective experiences that mark 

the course of our temporality.  

It is worth remembering that the garden, as a place 

in space, is closely linked to the birth of philosophy as a 

discipline of Western thought. Plato and his school chose 

to practice philosophy in the proximity of the grove 

dedicated to the hero Akademos, while Aristotle's fa-

mous Lyceum was located near the enclosure dedicated 

to Apollo, and Epicurus hosted his school in the garden 

of his house, as if to say that the philosophical path 

required shelter from the pressures of political life. We 

can thus see a double meaning of the garden in philo-

sophical antiquity. On the one hand, its reference to a 

dimension that, because of the garden’s nearness to 

divinity, exceeds the human reality and yet permeates its 

activities; on the other hand, the garden represents a 

metaphor for intimacy as the proper terrain and condi-

tion of the potentialities of thought and the free pursuit 

of happiness.  

One can find both these aspects, for example, in the 

particular insistence on gardens, parks and the world of 

nature in general that characterizes Denise Levertov’s 

poetic work. As Cristina Giorcelli has pointed out, this 

insistence reflects the author’s maternal training in the 

love for nature, so that the garden is presented as a 

“gymnasium of inspiration, of promise, of mysterious 

possibilities, of creativity.” At the same time, Levertov’s 

attention to gardens and parks expresses her typical 

intent to ‘celebrate the sacred in the temporal, transcen-

dence in immanence, perceived and exalted in its tangi-

ble physicality’ (Giorcelli 2007, 226–229, my translation). 

Moreover, literary criticism has widely emphasized how 

gardens are often represented as emblems of the logi-

cal-ontological link between the categories of time and 

space and the concept of infinity. In fact, in literary and 

poetic works, the concept of infinity is a sign of the 

potentially unlimited nature of both thought and being, 

a sign that refers to all that inevitably flows from con-

crete experiences. 

As well known, infinity, as a logical and ontological 

category, found support in traditional physics through 

the notions of absolute space and time, notions that 

were later decisively bracketed by the physical theories 

of relativity. However, the link between space, time and 

infinity continues to fuel many artistic representations 

and philosophical analyses of human reality, and I be-

lieve that the reality of gardens is an expression of hu-

man culture exquisitely linked to the existential burden 

of the concept of infinity. In other words, one of the 

several ‘truths’ of the gardens consists, in my opinion, 

precisely in their function of domesticating the infinity of 

time through the domestication of the infinity of space. 

Many authors have shown how the spatiality of the 

garden realizes the dialectic of the finite and the infinite 

– which also qualifies temporality in general – in finding, 

however, a very appropriate expression through the 

tangibility of natural and non-natural objects, of plants 

and artefacts, of spontaneous or constructed architect-

ture that make up garden spaces. From this point of 

view, it is interesting to note how several artists and 

poets draw attention to the value of the concrete expe-

rience of seeing, pointing out its positive function both 
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as a means for understanding reality and as a tool for the 

existential management of its most disturbing aspects. 

This is, for example, the case in the work of James 

Thompson, who insists on privileging the sense of sight, 

also emphasizing the contradictory nature of the facts 

manifested in gardens. Thus, he suggests that gardens 

help acceptance of the negative aspects through the 

existential function of the poetic gaze. In particular, 

echoing one of the ancient meanings of the garden, 

Thompson contrasts the model of a space intended as a 

‘truly happy life,’ a philosophical retreat for people of 

taste, with the description of the playful activities that 

human beings carry out to the detriment of wild animals 

in natural environments of great beauty. Above all, he is 

part of a literary and philosophical movement that val-

ues the sense of sight as the most important one, citing 

considerations that highlight both the direct impact of 

sight on common sense and its phenomenological func-

tion in relation to the elaboration of ideas to which 

visual perception gives rise (Marchetti 2007, 147–158, 

my translation). Regarding sight, one cannot help but 

noting the long wave of the First Book of Aristotle's 

Metaphysics’ initial lines: 

All men by nature are actuated with the desire of 
knowledge, and an indication of this is the love of 
the senses; for even, irrespective of their utility, 
are they loved for their own sakes; and preemi-
nently above the rest, the sense of sight. For not 
only for practical purposes, but also when not in-
tent on doing anything, we choose the power of 
vision in preference, so to say, to all the rest of the 
senses. And a cause of this is the following – that 
this one of the senses particularly enables to ap-
prehend whatever knowledge it is the inlet of, and 
that it makes many distinctive qualities manifest 
(Aristotle 2013, 1).  
 

Perhaps it is superfluous to underline how seeing – a 

faculty by its very nature exclusively linked to the spatial 

dimension – has quickly become an excellent metaphor 

for all forms of knowledge, including the most abstract 

and, indeed, precisely those forms of knowledge and 

experience that we tend to inscribe in regions complete-

ly different or distant from the physicality of sight. In 

fact, in our cultural tradition, there is a strong tendency 

to place the obvious reality of a bodily eye alongside the 

intangible yet powerful presence of an “eye of the 

mind,” whose function would dominate both horizontal-

ly and vertically any datum of physical-spatial seeing. 

Nor is it necessary here to go back to the many philo-

sophical lines that, from Middle Age to modernity, have 

used the metaphor of seeing to indicate the power of 

the human mind to grasp directly ideas or truths. Just as 

it happens in the ordinary exercise of bodily sight, the 

mind could ‘see’ objects of knowledge that escape bodily 

capabilities and yet are considered no less consistent or 

real than what bodily sight can contemplate. For this 

argument, suffice here to mention René Descartes, 

rightly labeled as the ‘founding father’ of the modern 

metaphysics of the subject, i.e., of the philosophical 

tradition of modern rationalism that focuses on the 

analysis of the logical-conceptual structures and potenti-

alities of the knowing subject.  

It is well known that Descartes is responsible for the 

idea that the human mind is ontologically heterogeneous 

to the materiality that pertains to the dimension of space 

and, consequently, requires an analysis and understanding 

based on epistemic criteria that are quite different from 

those applicable to the physical-material world. Parado-

xically, however, it is precisely in Descartes that the meta-

phor of the “mind’s eye” finds its paradigmatic definition 

through the criterion of immediate intuition of primary 

truths, which he suggests as the pivotal point of the entire 

process of our cognitive activities. Regardless of the inter-

pretative controversies that the Cartesian work still pro-

vokes precisely with regard to the concept of immediate 

intuition, the fact remains that the current use of the 

wording “mind’s eye” indicates the inevitability of refer-

ence to the spatial-corporal reality in discourse that in-

tends to put aside such a reality or, at least, to contrast it 

with mental space. It is precisely against this logical-

semantic backdrop that, in my opinion, the topic of the 

garden can be grasped as an object of philosophical reflec-

tion that refers first and foremost to the category of space 

but nonetheless to that of time, which has always accom-

panied the category of space closely in our traditional 

thought. To be sure, this combination is declined in differ-
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ent ways – of ontological disjunction or of constitutive-

logical priority or, again, of functional interconnection – 

which concern from time to time metaphysics, theories of 

logic, philosophy of mathematics, and such specific philo-

sophical perspectives as Husserl’s phenomenology or 

hermeneutics. 

A decisive step in the elaboration of the relationship 

between space and time is clearly represented by the 

“Transcendental Aesthetics” of Kant’s Critique of Pure 

Reason, where both dimensions are defined as the two 

pure a priori forms of sensibility, operating in parallel. By 

way of indication only, it is worth remembering that Kant, 

unlike both Leibniz and Newton, does not attribute a 

metaphysical-ontological reality to space and time, con-

sidering them as categories or a priori concepts of the 

sensory side of human subjectivity, of whose empirical 

cognitive experience they constitute the conditions of 

possibility. In other words, space is, for Kant, real on the 

empirical level, but it is not a determining factor of the 

objects themselves. In a few words, space represents the 

a priori form within which the phenomena of the so-called 

external world are grasped, in the same way that time is 

the a priori form through which we grasp the modifica-

tions of consciousness, and this is why time can be defined 

as the a priori form of the “internal sense.” However, the 

functional symmetry of space and time stops here, since 

Kant points out that every process of knowledge is such 

only insofar as it is conscious, i.e. accompanied by the 

awareness of the modifications of consciousness that this 

process produces and, therefore, by that “internal sense” 

that he himself posited as the a priori function of tempo-

rality. To be more precise, for the philosopher from Ko-

nigsberg, all phenomena that fall within the range of our 

actual or possible experiences are conditioned by the 

category of time, which thus assumes a logical priority 

over the category of space. The complex examination of 

concepts proposed in the “Analytic of Principles” confirms 

this priority, which, moreover, is an integral part of Kant’s 

notion of transcendental subjectivity.  

There is, however, an important counterpoint to this 

hierarchical definition of the function of the categories 

of time and space, which contributes to our considera-

tions of the relationship between these two dimensions 

within the phenomenology of the garden. In fact, Kant 

argues that subjectivity itself arises in relation to the 

idea that there are objects external to it, the essential 

characteristic of which is that they persist independently 

of changes in the subjective consciousness. Thus, he 

states his rejection of idealistic perspectives that tend to 

reduce objective reality to the operations of conscious-

ness. In fact, according to him, we would not be able to 

reach the awareness of our own existence if we could 

not assume the permanence of objects placed in space 

as an essential point of reference to grasp the specificity 

of our being. Above all, and this is the point that we have 

to stress here, Kant argues that time could not even be 

conceived if we did not rely on the spatial images with 

which we actually represent it: first, the image of the line 

through which we configure temporal succession.  

In this light, one can say that the reality of gardens 

renders, in the material space of its natural and artistic 

furnishings, the dual form in which temporality presents 

itself to human consciousness. On the one hand, gardens 

are nothing but a specific space in the objective world – 

the physical-natural environment – in which we are 

immersed and, at the same time, from which we draw, 

through continuity and difference, the awareness of our 

own being. On the other hand, gardens incorporate 

temporality as the history of human feeling and know-

ing, which can be represented precisely in the physical 

permanence of artistic products, thus making available 

the rhythms and past events of supra-individual history, 

for a virtually unlimited future. In brief, in the spatial 

materiality of the garden, we find a particular point of 

departure and, at the same time, a point of arrival for 

the temporal quality of human consciousness: both its 

individual dimension and its collective functioning.  

All that does not contradict the indissoluble interpe-

netration of space and time advocated by relativistic 

physics, which makes it one of its strong points and, in 

any case, tends to consider such interlinking as one of its 

most incontrovertible accomplishments. To be sure, this 
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principle of the physical theory of relativity marked the 

great turning point of scientific knowledge in the 20th 

century, a turning point whose irreversible importance 

Albert Einstein sanctioned as follows:  

From now on, space per se and time per se are 
condemned to vanish into pure shadows, and 
only a kind of union between the two concepts 
will preserve an independent reality (Einstein et 
al., 1923, 75). 
 

Many years later, the physicist and systems theorist Fritjof 

Capra, known to the public at large also for his attention 

to oriental mysticism, pointed out: “[...] the space-time of 

relativistic physics is a similar timeless space of a higher 

dimension. All events in it are interconnected, but the 

connections are not causal” (Capra 1975, 206). 

In other words, the inseparable link between space 

and time represents a dimension that exceeds both time 

and space as analytically conceived, or it is sort of physical 

and at the same time conceptual ‘super-dimension’, in 

which what ordinarily constitutes scientific knowledge, i.e. 

the definition of the phenomena of reality exclusively in 

terms of causal relations, is lacking. Far from claiming to 

set aside the principle of the inseparable interpenetration 

of space and time, underwritten by relativistic physics, the 

philosophical perspective I am trying to support appeals to 

the kind of analysis of the space-time relationship that one 

can describe as phenomenological. According to such 

description, it is more than legitimate to seek the concrete 

ways and possibilities in which this relationship acquires 

functional validity in the course of human experience. As 

an example of this, a brief reference to the position devel-

oped by Michel Foucault, especially in the first phase of his 

work, may be useful. In fact, he initially conceived spatial 

exteriority as a factor of human reality far deeper than the 

temporal dimension, which however, in his later writings, 

he defined as the condition of possibility to consider and 

understand “the outside.” 

The point that is most interesting to note here is that, 

for Foucault, time does not belong to the subject, in the 

sense that the subject cannot manage, construct or direct 

it, while space is what he can concretely dispose of and, 

indeed, constitutes the most proper object of his multiple 

potentialities and cultural expressions. And in this frame-

work, gardens appear to us as a “delimitation” of that 

vague and precarious space – “voluminous” and “multidi-

mensional” – that Foucault defines as “neutral” space: 

that space, we could say, completely undefined, in which 

the subject finds no possibility of locating himself because 

there is no language or any sense. This is, of course, Kanti-

an space understood as an empirical-transcendental 

condition in which the absoluteness of the “outside of 

oneself” is the only one in force and which, precisely for 

this reason, constitutes for the subject the dimension that 

allows recognition of oneself as subjective individuality as 

well as cultural subjectivity. 

Besides, the “outside” corresponds to the hetero-

geneity of life, to everything that is not thought by the 

subject or the socio-cultural context to which he/she 

belongs. More precisely, it corresponds to the restlessness 

of otherness and extraneousness that punctuate the 

unfolding of human life and thought but, at the same 

time, make knowledge possible in its dual form of speak-

ing and seeing. On this level, a double use of the category 

of space emerges. The French philosopher, in fact, relates 

this category to the definition of the relationship between 

knowledge and power; at the same time, he considers 

space as an object to examine in the context of its specific 

application – in urban planning, and in the architecture of 

clinical and prison facilities, but we could certainly add 

gardens. In both meanings, Foucault’s concept of “hetero-

topia” is crucial: unlike utopias, heterotopias are the 

realization of a project in the here and now, through the 

exercise of disciplinary activities ranging from human 

sciences to philosophy and architecture (Foucault 1994a, 

Foucault 1994b). Hence, Foucault’s suggestion to use 

spatial metaphors and constructions of space for deci-

phering temporality or tracing a geography of thought 

that provides a diagrammatic display of inter- and infra-

subjective power relations (Foucault 1994b, 63–77).  

The relationship between the “outside” and the hu-

man experience of otherness/extraneousness recalls the 

so-called “heterogeneous gardens,” i.e. made up of 

elements of various origins, which characterize many 
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private gardens in the post-modern environment. In-

deed, precisely because they are “gardens-not-gardens,” 

they exhibit and, at the same time, generate diversity 

within and beyond themselves, thus showing the inti-

mate character of otherness that apparently is a feature 

of the very reality of all garden. Andrea Mariani explains:  

An extreme form of alterity of the garden con-
sists in its inexhaustible, protean capacity to be-
come “other,” through time and history, when 
times seem to be on the verge of the “end” of 
history. “Other” not only with respect to what 
surrounds the garden and from which by statute 
it distinguishes itself, but also with respect to it-
self, thus becoming the chronotope of an implicit 
questioning of time, through the cycle of the 
seasons, and of its existential implications (Mari-
ani 2007, 17–18, my translation). 
 

The descriptions of gardens in Russian literature be-

tween the 17th and 18th centuries are also in line with 

an essential motif of Foucault’s perspective, precisely 

insofar as they exemplify, first and foremost, the rela-

tionship between garden form and power, a relationship 

that is also expressed in the varied choice of symbols 

and mythological-religious, geographical and historical-

literary citations. In this way, the garden becomes “a 

‘paradise of memory’ and a ‘memory of paradise,’ re-

vealing its function as a ‘bridge’ between reality and the 

ideal, the latter no longer situated in the sphere of su-

preme religious values but in the realization of a system-

atically pursued project.” In particular, one can trace an 

expression of the link between garden form and power 

in the pedagogical intention that characterizes Peter I’s 

gardens, in his conviction “of the modelling influence of 

space on the behavior, values and mentality of the elite 

that he aspires to partly replace and partly ‘re-educate’.” 

This tendency was consolidated during the governments 

of Elizabeth I and Catherine II, a period in which “the 

association of the garden with the semantics of power 

and empire was fully expressed” (Solivetti 2007, 187 ff, 

my translation).  

The philosophical question of the representation of 

space is certainly a crucial knot in the phenomenological 

tradition of Husserl’s matrix, from which Foucault him-

self takes his cue, mainly drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s 

teachings. The need to understand the constitution of 

the subjective intuition of space was imposed on Husserl 

from the very beginning of his speculation, precisely in 

the 1890s. At this stage of his reflections, his primary 

objective was to go beyond the level of mere philosophi-

cal abstractions, seeking first of all to clarify the different 

meanings of the term “space.” Therefore, he immediate-

ly distinguishes “the space of everyday life” from the 

space of pure geometry and the natural sciences, and 

from the “metaphysical” or transcendental definition of 

space. For the purposes of our discussion, it is particular-

ly interesting to note the characteristic of foundational 

primacy assigned to the everyday experience of space 

and the inseparable link between this experience and 

the sensible qualities of spatial objects, which Husserl 

thus establishes in the following passage: 

The term ‘representation of space’ can be under-
stood primarily as the space of intuition, i.e. the 
space of extra-scientific consciousness, the space 
as everyone finds it – be they children or adults, 
educated or incompetent people – in living per-
ception and fantasy, in inseparable connection 
or, better, interpenetration with the various sen-
sory qualities. [...] From this space of intuition 
one must distinguish the space of scientific 
thought, the geometric space, that conceptual 
formation that derives from the logical elabora-
tion of the representation of space proper to ex-
tra-scientific consciousness (Husserl 1983, 67, my 
translation).  
 

Taking into account the different forms of the represent-

tation of space – ‘extrascientific,’ scientific and metaphysi-

cal-transcendental – philosophical analysis should have 

the task, according to Husserl, of describing the constitu-

ent factors of each level as well as the ways in which the 

transit from one level to the other is accomplished. There-

fore, psychological, logical and metaphysical analyses will 

be necessary to clarify the objects that from time to time 

constitute the representations of space. Most importantly, 

the philosopher has to keep these different forms of 

analysis in such a connection that allows the exhibition of 

the foundational links that rule the passage from the 

ordinary experience of space to the more sophisticated 

forms of its representation in geometric and scientific 

research. And it is precisely for this reason that Husserl 
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does not hesitate to say that psychological analyses form 

the necessary ground on which to implant logical research 

and consequently metaphysical research, so that “psy-

chology must be granted the function of helping meta-

physics” (Husserl 1983, 61).  

The differentiated yet joint multilevel approach to the 

forms of experience and representation of space, as well 

as to the types of analysis it requires (psychological, logi-

cal, metaphysical), entails the notion of ‘totality’ that 

marks the entire phenomenological tradition of Husserlian 

inspiration. This philosophical perspective, in fact, holds 

firm to the idea that every singular entity, every individu-

ality – both material and concepttual/ideal/conscious – 

can only exist insofar as it is inserted in a network of con-

nections, in a totality, a whole from which and within 

which objective differences stand out. This network of 

connections is not something already necessarily given, it 

is not a predefined ‘fact’ of the natural world nor of the 

world of human consciousness, of its multiple and differ-

ent experiences. Rather, it is something indeterminate, 

which contains within itself the very consistency of human 

consciousness, of its living and operating, that is, contains 

the infinity which – according to Husserl – pertains to acts 

of consciousness, or rather their necessary inscription in a 

“whole horizon of nonactive and yet cofunctioning man-

ners of appearance and syntheses of validity” (Husserl 

1983, 159). More generally, in the phenomenological 

view, consciousness is an opening to the world that con-

figures a living and operating totality, a totality that always 

eludes exact definition but without which we could only 

have fragmentary, discontinuous, if not merely chaotic 

perceptions or thoughts. Above all, this conceivable possi-

bility does not correspond to our normal, ordinary, every-

day experience. 

Applying this way of conceiving subjectivity to the 

topic of the garden means, above all, recognizing that 

the so-called sensory data that this or that garden can 

refer to are never individual objects or contents of our 

concrete experience. On the contrary, they lend them-

selves to human experience as elements or, better, 

concretely active factors of a “world” of senses and 

meanings that pertains to us as human subjects and that 

precisely constitutes the unitary background from which 

every sensory data emerges as the mesh of a network of 

connections and differences. To use Patočka’s words, 

“every perceptible presence is already inscribed in a 

totality” and “every singularity comes to us from this 

totality, every singularity is in some way an explication, 

an expressed representation of what was contained in it, 

enclosed in an unopened manner” (Patočka 1976, 4). 

In these assertions of Husserl’s brilliant Czech disci-

ple, it is possible to detect a close assonance with the 

well-known and controversial Husserlian thesis accord-

ing to which ‘pure’ consciousness should be considered 

as “a connection of being closed in on itself, a connec-

tion of absolute being, into which nothing can penetrate 

and from which nothing can escape.” Indeed, it can be 

argued that the sense of this thesis would be that what-

ever comes to be concretely manifested in human expe-

rience is already ‘given’ “in the horizon of a world as its 

latent possibility.” This is tantamount to saying – against 

Cartesianism – that the notion of ‘world’ does not allude 

to the synthesis of sensible data or the set of their repre-

sentations that subjective consciousness comes to pro-

duce. Rather, the ‘world’ of which phenomenological 

philosophy talks about is the horizon of possibility that 

gives rise to the unities of meaning in which every senso-

ry datum will consist, and it is therefore something more 

original than the ‘data’ of our very sensibility (Costa 

2009, 24–25, my translation). 

It is not of interest here engaging a discussion about 

the interpretation of Husserl’s thesis, which indeed allows 

too many misunderstandings and, above all, an interpre-

tation in a rationalist or idealist sense that would even go 

beyond the intentions of the modern forerunners of ra-

tionalism and idealism – Descartes and Hegel. Rather, it is 

important to point out that the transcendental concept of 

‘world’ to which Husserl’s phenomenology refers does not 

at all imply the logical-ontological devaluation of what 

manifests itself to consciousness, in our concrete experi-

ence, as a ‘sensible datum’. On the contrary, it is a matter 

of making explicit the structural link with that network of 
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‘latent possibilities’ that, as noted above, form the horizon 

of the world in which consciousness and experience ac-

quire consistency.  

Moreover, insisting on the concept of possibility is es-

sential for freeing subjectivity from the difficulties of classi-

cal idealism and physicalist naturalism, for which the entire 

human reality – both bodily and mental/intellectual – is 

subject to the biunivocal law of cause-effect. In a nutshell, 

to consider and understand the human subject in the light 

of the category of possibility means to affirm, with Husserl, 

that human subject is both conditioned and conditioning, 

i.e. inserted in a set of constraints that actually operate, but 

also capable of establishing these possibilities through 

his/her own actions. In this framework a notion of subjectiv-

ity comes into play that includes the dimension of history as 

an integral part of the ‘world’ that constitutes the original 

background, the global horizon of the human subject’s ways 

of relating to things and understanding them according an 

ordering of meaning. To be more precise, it is necessary to 

recognise, as Patočka suggests, that the whole course of our 

experience unfolds in a continuous dialectic between the 

transcendental dimension of openness to the world and the 

temporal, historical dimension in which this openness is 

realized, or between ‘the world’ as a peculiarly human 

possibility of configuring a set of possibilities of senses and 

meanings and the actual ‘worlds’ where the human subject 

is both user and actor. To put it differently, only in a purely 

formal sense can one speak of invariable elements of hu-

man experience, since the latter is in fact the ever-in-

progress fabric of temporality, i.e. it includes everything that 

in a given “epoch,” can be revealed as an entity (Patočka 

1975, 8 ff). 

The philosophical suggestion of these words is pow-

erful: we have no immediate grasp on what we identify 

from time to time as a sensation, a feeling or an emo-

tion. We cannot define the precise boundaries of the 

objects of our feeling nor their presumed autonomy and 

inseity, that is, there can be no secure knowledge of our 

so-called ‘internal world’ – the one to which we usually 

ascribe all the modulations of feeling. The only access we 

have to know feelings resides – in an apparent paradox – 

in exteriority, in “that which forms them from the out-

side,” Rilke tells us, namely in that which brings them 

into being and yet goes beyond their phenomenological 

status: their constituting themselves as ‘interior’ experi-

ences, precisely, that is to say their belonging to the 

subjective ‘interiority’. In a nutshell, we are faced with a 

stance that fully falls within that ‘externalist’ attitude 

that contemporary philosophy has variously theorized as 

a counterpoint, indeed as an antidote to the claims of 

certainty implicit in the so-called ‘metaphysics of the 

subject’ of Cartesian origin.  

Perhaps Rilke’s ‘externalism’ intends to deny any 

possible logical understanding of our feeling, abandoning 

it to a presumed elusiveness on the part of thought and 

speech? Would this philosophical choice be coherent for 

a poet who makes feeling the primary matter of his 

thinking and saying? For a poet who has entrusted the 

inseparable link between feeling and thinking precisely 

to the reality of gardens, indicating them as the places 

where human feelings and thoughts offer themselves to 

the subject to whom they belong, or rather ‘objectify’ 

themselves to his gaze? 

Schau, wie die Zypressen schwarzer werden 
In den Wiesengrunden, und auf wen 
In den unbetretbare Alleen 
Die Gestalten mit Steingebärden 
Weinterwarten, die uns übersehn (Rilke 1987, 162). 
 

These verses confirm Rilke’s assertion that we can only 

know of our feeling “that which forms it from the out-

side.” In fact, what is placed in the foreground here is 

the experience of spatial objects – statues – as the start-

ing point of a reflexive process that channels feeling and 

thinking towards the construction of increasingly con-

sistent semantic-conceptual figures. More specifically, 

we can say that it is just by virtue of the concrete pres-

ence of external objects that feeling and thinking acquire 

– one from the other – the possibility of presenting 

themselves as functions and, at the same time, as ob-

jects of the dynamism of interiority: of the complex and 

incessant unfolding of subjective experiences. But, then, 

what is being pointed out is not the unknowability of 

feeling, but the need to leave behind the claim to obtain 
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an absolute knowledge of the so-called ‘inner world’ of 

the human being, to possess a self-sufficient way of 

accessing it, i.e. free from the contribution of any other 

factor of human experience. 

In other words, it is simply a matter of accepting that 

knowledge of our ‘inner world’, like any other kind of 

knowledge, is always conditioned by the limits of our 

cognitive faculties and, specifically, by the lack of an 

immediate capacity to envisage the truth of phenomena 

that offer themselves to our consideration. But this is 

not to say that the exigencies of understanding our own 

feelings are, in principle, doomed to failure. Rather, 

Rilke’s externalism shows a strong assonance with that 

elaborated by Charles Sander Peirce through his cog-

nitive semiotics. Similarly to Peirce, Rilke’s confidence in 

the importance of ‘external word’ suggests the distrust 

in the presumed capacity of immediate intuition to 

which so much traditional philosophy assigns the epi-

stemic management of subjectivity. In parallel, Peirce 

and Rilke share the claim of an inextricable interweaving 

between the aesthetic dimension and the logical dimen-

sion, between the subjective nature of the one and the 

intersubjective nature of the other.1 
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