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Human existence is always localizefd. Although today’s global world is characterized by
the speed of physical movement and the ease of mediated communication by multitudes of
overlapping networks, such that our “roots” have been replaced by “anchors,”1 we are born and
always live some-where. Since all our actions and thoughts necessarily take place in a spatial
context, spatiality is an essential dimension of human beings’s personal and collective life.
However, contemporary philosophers and social scientists have only recently realized the
complexity of the concept of space. Some critics in both philosophy and the human sciences have
spoken of a “spatial turn” as “a response to a longstanding ontological and epistemological bias
that privileges time over space in all the human sciences, including spatial disciplines like
geography and architecture.” 2 Over the past decade, not only the disciplines of urbanism and
architecture are becoming more receptive to philosophy and social theory, but also social thinkers
and philosophers are becoming more involved in debates about the spatial dimension of human
being’s existence. This issue of Études ricœuriennes/Ricœur Studies on “Ricœur and the Problem of
Space” aims to explore Ricœur’s insights into the topic of space as a polysemic concept whose
meanings are addressed in different disciplines, such as physics, astronomy, physical and human
geography, cultural anthropology, architecture, urbanism, and design.
Ricœur is widely recognized as a philosopher of time, history, and memory. 3 His constant
interest in the study of the temporal dimension of human existence is succinctly expressed in the
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titles of his works, such as History and Truth (1955),4 Time and Narrative (1983-85),5 and Memory,
History, Forgetting (2000).6 Whereas Ricœur consistently explores the topic of time in his oeuvre, he
rarely offers direct analyses of the problem of space. Since Ricœur almost never broached this topic
in a thematic way, his work could be (and in fact has been) considered a perfect example of the
temporal bias that has characterized both philosophical thought and the human sciences. More
specifically, Ricœur directly works on the problem of space in three texts: (1) in the section on the
alterity of the flesh and its originary and non-objective spatiality in the tenth study of Oneself as
Another (1990),7 (2) in his article “Architecture and Narrativity” (1998),8 and (3) in the chapter
“Inhabited Space” in Memory, History, Forgetting (2004).9 Nevertheless, Ricœur’s consideration of
the question of space is not limited to these texts. Whereas in these works Ricœur’s approach to the
notion of space remains largely programmatic, it is our conviction that the concept of space is
profoundly intertwined with the recurring topics of his thought, such as the body, language, action,
time, and the imagination. Moreover, when considered from this perspective, the changes in
method implied by Ricœur’s evolution from an eidetic phenomenology to his hermeneutic
phenomenology as he successively deals with the questions of symbol, text, and action
undoubtedly entail relevant consequences for a Ricœurian conception of space.
The problem of space in Ricœur’s oeuvre and its resonance with the human and social
sciences has begun to be discussed only quite recently.10 Scholars recognize that the issue of space
is intertwined with the major topics that Ricœur develops in his works, such as the body, 11 the
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question of metaphor, 12 narrative and text,13 ideology and utopia,14 memory15 and recognition.16
Moreover, the emergent field of environmental hermeneutics has found in Ricœur’s thought a
significant source of inspiration.17 Authors in this field have contributed to clarifying the concept
of space as related to the notions of nature, environment, landscape, architecture, and urbanism.
Although we can recognize a growing interest in the problem of space in Ricœur’s thought, we
have to admit that the efforts to catch sight of this concept are highly fragmentary. All the recent
attempts to think this notion in his work leave ample room for further elaborations.
Driven by the key question “what does it mean to be human?” Ricœur’s thought develops
as a philosophical anthropology of the human being as an embodied social being, living and
interpreting the world with others. 18 Ricœur’s sustained attention to the anthropological
question—that is, his constant attentiveness to the meaning and the task of human being—is the
context in which the problem of space is inserted. This issue of Études ricœuriennes/Ricœur Studies
aims to emphasize the multiple dimensions of the question of space in Ricœur’s thought and its
resonance with the social sciences and the humanities at large. Accordingly, in what follows, our
examination consists of three main tasks connected to Ricœur’s different takes on the problem of
space.
First, we will analyse the nature of the relationship between space and the lived body in
Ricœur’s thought. Although Ricœur does not explicitly bring out the question of space in his early
phenomenological works, his analyses are profoundly connected to this topic. More precisely, the
problem of space is linked here to Ricœur’s conception of the lived body seen as the center of
orientation of all perceptions; that is, as the ‘here’ for every ‘there’ from which we can orient our
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experience.19 In other words, space involves a process of orientation. Ricœur conceives the lived
body as the mediator between the intimacy of ourselves and the externality of the world. 20 As the
origin of our orientation in the world, the lived body is the center from which all spatial directions
and distances are gauged. In Roger Savage’s text entitled “Space of Experience, Horizon of
Expectation. Spatiotemporal Metaphors, Philosophical Anthropology, and the Flesh,” the
phenomenological issue of embodiment is tied to the rise of both geography and history through
the mediation of the couple “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation.” Geography and
history can be seen as two sides of the same coin, equally depending on a phenomenology of the
lived body which unfolds both spatially and temporally.
Second, we will deal with the relationships between space and language. By drawing on
Ricœur’s conceptions of discourse, text, metaphor, and narrative, it is possible to get an idea of
certain characteristics of space. The metaphors “landscape as a text” or “city as a text,” for instance,
emphasize how spatial entities show some text-like quality in that they can be read and interpreted.
However, the notion of text seems to be more appropriate to capture the static aspect of spaces,
where the notion of event can be helpful in grasping the dynamicity of the processes in which space
is shaped. This is why Francesca D’Alessandris, in her article “La pensée des lieux de Paul Ricœur
à l’épreuve du paysage. Un dialogue possible entre herméneutique, esthétique performative et
phénoménologie” (“Paul Ricœur Thought of Place and the Test of Landscape. A Possible Dialogue
Between Hermeneutics, Performative Aesthetics and Phenomenology”), takes into account the
interplay between text and event in regards to the dialectic between the stability of landscape and
the dynamism of morphogenesis and metamorphosis. Nathan Ferret’s contribution to this issue,
“Le jeu est à l'espace ce que le récit est au temps. Une anthropologie ricœurienne du jeu comme
mimèsis spatiale” (“Game is to Space as Narrative is to Time. A Ricœurian Anthropology of Play
and Game as Spatial Mimesis”), approaches the problem of space from the analysis of the
connection between game, play, culture, and narrative. The author shows that human beings
experience space as a playground structured by practical potentialities and symbolic meanings.
The role of play is to mediate the relationship between objective space and lived space. In Paolo
Furia’s article, entitled “A Hermeneutic Introduction to Maps,” it is not space that has text-like
qualities, but maps, understood as specific tools intended for the interpretation of a portion of land,
of a region, and, in the last century, of the earth as a whole. Maps, from a Ricœurian perspective,
are considered a specific mimesis of spatial reality, endowed with the power of reconfiguring the
territory they purport to represent in a neutral and merely objective manner.
Third, we will deal with Ricœur’s hermeneutical analysis of the spatiality of the built
environment and its links to the recent developments of environmental hermeneutics. Ricœur
proposes a close parallelism between narrativity and architecture, i.e., between narrating in time
and constructing in space. Whereas narrative time bridges the phenomenological time of personal
experience and the cosmological time, built space connects living spaces unfolded by human
being’s corporeal condition to the three-dimensional Cartesian geometrical space. Following
Ricœur’s line of thought, it is possible to argue that inhabited space as a built space is the human
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being’s most original way of relating to the environing world. There is, then, a special relationship
between the practices of inhabiting and constructing. According to Ricœur, like narrative,
architecture follows three interconnected steps: prefiguration, configuration, [and] refiguration.
Even if Ricœur neither elaborated a philosophy of the environment nor left any major work
dedicated to environmental issues, the application of his hermeneutics of built spaces to nonhuman environments sounds promising. Ricœur’s interest in environmental questions is
ultimately fragmentary and scattered across a lifetime of writing. However, it is in his mature
ethical thought that the philosopher approached issues concerning the urban and the natural
environment both indirectly through the study of themes such as responsibility, narrative and
memory, and directly in short interviews, which remain mostly unknown, about ecology, bioethics,
and the role just institutions for the preservation of life on earth.21 In her article entitled “Telling
the Story of Space. Between Design and Construction,” Giovanna Costanzo connects Ricoeur’s
“Architecture and Narrativity” with, on the one hand, Merleau-Ponty’s early insights on the lived
body and, on the other hand, the debate on modernity and postmodernity. She uses Ricœur’s
arguments to criticize the irrational use of land, space, and natural resources typical of much
modernity. The disembodied and detached gaze of an allegedly self-sufficient Cartesian
subjectivity is held responsible for a disrespectful objectification of nature as well as the
degradation of public spaces. The overcoming of philosophies of the cogito achieved by Ricœur is
therefore considered a precondition for developing the ecological sensitivity necessary to deal with
contemporary environmental challenges. Martino Soares is on the same page in his article “From
Ricoeurian Hermeneutics to Environmental Hermeneutics. Space, Landscape, and Interpretation.”
He maintains that the application of phenomenology to the analysis of landscapes has the virtue
of surpassing modern dualisms (subject-object, symbolic and ecological, sensorial, and factual,
culture and nature) and thus opening the way to a comprehensive vision of the relationship
between man and the environment.
We would like to thank the editorial team of Études ricœuriennes/Ricœur Studies, in
particular Jean-Luc Amalric and Ernst Wolff, for their support in preparing this issue.
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