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«Questa è la sfida di Munera: leggere i fenomeni e le creazioni del diritto, dell’econo-
mia, dell’arte, della letteratura, della filosofia, della religione nella loro unità, ovvero 
come creazioni profondamente umane: come scambi di “munera” e, dunque, come 
luoghi di umanizzazione. Come tentativi, messi in campo da un essere umano sempre 
alla ricerca di sé stesso, di appropriarsi in pienezza di una umanità che certamen-
te gli appartiene, ma della quale è anche sempre debitore (e creditore) nei confronti 
dell’altro: nel tempo e nello spazio. Un compito che Munera intende assumersi con 
serietà e rigore, ma volendo anche essere una rivista fruibile da tutti: chiara, stimo-
lante, essenziale, mai banale» (dall’editoriale del n. 1/2012).
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Stefano Biancu *

Competing Paradigms
A Century of Humanism and homo symbolicus

I would like to start from a historiographical hypothesis, and then enun-
ciate a theoretical thesis. The historiographical hypothesis starts from 
an observation: the variegated and impressive return of the category 
of humanism to the intellectual scene in the twentieth century has had 

a fate that paralleled the emergence of the category of the symbol in many 
fields of knowledge. The hypothesis I would like to present is that these two 
developments may not be independent at all; common reasons and con-
cerns could underlie both: reasons and concerns that move in the direction 
of the search for a new epistemological and anthropological paradigm. Ac-
cording to this hypothesis, the vast and manifold experience of the symbolic 
– epitomized in the category of the symbol – has been one of the anomalies 
that have thrown into crisis an established and traditional epistemological 
and anthropological paradigm, thus triggering a revolutionary process. 

In using terms such as «anomaly», «paradigm» and «revolution», I am 
naturally referring to Thomas Kuhn and his famous 1962 work The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions.1 As is well known, Kuhn regards «paradigms» 
as «models from which spring particular coherent traditions of scientific 
research». In particular, «one of the things a scientific community acquires 
with a paradigm is a criterion for choosing problems that, while the para-
digm is taken for granted, can be assumed to have solutions».2

The research that is carried out within a paradigm, termed «normal 
science», is therefore presented as «an attempt to force nature into the 
preformed and relatively inflexible box that the paradigm supplies». This 
research does not seek to make unexpected discoveries, but rather to com-

* Associate Professor of Moral Philosophy, University of Rome-Lumsa.
1 See T. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Chicago University Press, Chicago 

1968 [1962].
2 Ibidem, p. 37.
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112 Stefano Biancu

plete a «jigsaw puzzle: all the pieces must be used […] and they must be 
interlocked without forcing until no holes remain».3

However, when pieces – meaning facts and problems – appear that can-
not be placed in the puzzle of the paradigm, we begin to become aware 
of «anomalies», which added to each other, will eventually lead to a crisis 
in the paradigm itself and the birth of a new paradigm, within which what 
turned out to be anomalous in the old paradigm could be considered a nor-
mal scientific phenomenon. The transition from one paradigm to another 
is the phase that Kuhn calls «extraordinary science». At this stage, a new 
scientific theory presents itself as «a direct response to crisis».4 «With the 
emergence of a new candidate for paradigm and with the subsequent bat-
tle over its acceptance»,5 therefore a true «scientific revolution» develops, 
replacing the old paradigm with the new one.

As is well known, according to Kuhn, the scientists’ acceptance of the 
new paradigm does not take place for strictly logical-rational reasons: rath-
er, «the transfer of allegiance» from one paradigm to another represents «a 
conversion experience»: a conversion that takes place «not despite the fact 
that scientists are human but because they are».6 

According to the hypothesis I would like to advance, the symbolic ex-
perience is one of the anomalies that led to the crisis in a classical and 
traditional epistemological and anthropological paradigm, triggering a 
revolutionary process towards a new paradigm. It is a process that has been 
underway for a century, and that has not yet led to the establishment of a 
shared alternative paradigm. For a hundred years now, in the epistemologi-
cal and anthropological field, we have been experiencing a long revolution-
ary phase of extraordinary science: an old paradigm is finished, given that 
some anomalies that can no longer be reconciled within it have thrown it 
into crisis. However, a new shared paradigm is slow to emerge and needs to 
be thought out: the conflict of humanisms that has characterised the last 
hundred years is perhaps one of the most apparent symptoms of this long 
revolutionary phase of knowledge.

Therefore, this is an outline of the historiographical hypothesis so far. 
The general thesis says that the symbol, which – according to my hypoth-
esis – represented one of the «anomalies» that threw a classic epistemologi-
cal and anthropological paradigm into crisis, can also act as a generative 
category of a new and more satisfying paradigm. 

3 Ibidem, p. 38.
4 Ibidem, p. 75.
5 Ibidem, p. 84.
6 Ibidem, pp. 150-151.
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113Competing Paradigms. A Century of Humanism and homo symbolicus

1. The historiographical hypothesis

The historiographical hypothesis that I would like to endorse then says 
that the parallel between the return of the category of humanism in the 
twentieth century and the contemporary emergence of the category of sym-
bol in many fields of knowledge is not a mere coincidence. They are not 
– in other words – two parallel and independent trajectories, but the result 
of common concern, i.e. the search for a new paradigm for understanding 
the human and for the foundation not only of knowledge but of civilization. 

The World War of 1914-1918 (perhaps one should say 1914-1945) 
brought with it a spiritual loss and a crisis of civilization, together with dis-
satisfaction with an anthropological paradigm that had in the meantime 
become traditional. I refer to the dualist paradigm with a Cartesian matrix. 
That paradigm had enormous merits in the legitimation of modern sci-
entific discourse and its technical potentials, founding a dualism between 
a pure dominating subject (hypothesized as a mere res cogitans) and a pure 
object that can be dominated knowingly and practically (hypothesized as 
mere res extensa). This paradigm was born in the context of a reflection of 
an epistemological type, that is the foundation of a scientific method, but it 
had lost its methodological characterization to acquire an ontological one. 
It had become the reference model for thinking about the human and, 
consequently, the foundation of a civilization that recognized one of its con-
stitutive values in the very scientific and technical domination of reality.

1.1. An inadequate paradigm

This paradigm finds the essential of the human in an interiority (the 
sphere of the res cogitans) devoid of debts towards exteriority and an exte-
riority (the sphere of res extensa) available to such an interiority, omnipo-
tent knower and dominator. Exteriority, therefore, as mere uninfluential 
extension: a res extensa mute, inert, available. The result is a figure of a hu-
man subject substantially alone and desperate, who is responsible for giving 
meaning to a reality that lacks a meaning of its own and therefore does 
not speak to him and does not question him in any way. A human subject 
therefore understood as an interiority immediately complete in itself: free of 
debts towards any external mediation (of the body, culture, language, of the 
relationship with the other by itself…) and finally dominant.

Now, the catastrophe of war must have appeared to the European con-
science precisely as a result – both undesired and inevitable – of that power 
of cognitive and technical domination accorded to the subject and entrust-
ed to it. Therefore, as the sign that the anthropological paradigm must 
have overlooked something essential in its understanding of the human, 
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114 Stefano Biancu

given its inhuman, or even anti-human outcome. Not even the fact that this 
paradigm had important merits in the emergence of the modern figure of 
the «subject of law» diluted its insufficiency: the abstraction that underlies 
this figure – by virtue of which anyone is, immediately and from the first in-
stant, formally recognized as the holder of rights – in fact also requires a 
material infilling: that is, some mediations. The subject, formally entitled to 
rights, must also become materially the holder of those rights: the (formal) 
legal-political level in fact necessitates (material) assumptions that it can-
not guarantee by itself.7 The juridical-political level performs an abstraction 
from the concrete personal and collective history of the subject, according 
to formal equality of principle to everyone, but among the presuppositions 
for that level to be attained are precisely the belonging to a personal and 
collective history within which the subject can actually become a subject. 
(Incidentally: belonging to a personal and collective history is a symbolic 
type of belonging.)

It is not therefore by chance that – in the aftermath of the war, or at least 
between the two world wars – dissatisfaction emerged on various fronts for 
an anthropological paradigm that evidently must have overlooked some-
thing essential: the historical fruits of that paradigm were the proof of it. 

Many authors, and as many texts, could be called on as witnesses to this 
dissatisfaction, but I will limit myself – for the overall economy of my paper – 
to two of them, which I consider particularly significant: Edmund Husserl’s 
Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie 
(1936) and Romano Guardini’s Der Gegensatz: Versuche zu einer Philosophie des 
Lebendig-Konkreten (1925). These are two works in which the cognitive issue 
and the anthropological issue significantly intersect and illuminate each 
other. As we have seen, at the start of the modern era it was indeed a cog-
nitive concern – namely the search for the legitimacy of modern scientific 
knowledge – that had very heavy repercussions in anthropological terms, 
when the methodological dualism of Descartes became an ontological and 
anthropological paradigm. And the authentic mind-set of a civilization.

1.2. In the (not naive) search for a lost naivety

In Krisis,8 Husserl observed that «we must note something of the highest 
importance that occurred as early as Galileo: the surreptitious substitution 

7 See E.-W. Böckenförde, Die Entstehung des Staates als Vorgang der Säkularisation [1967], 
in Id., Recht, Staat, Freiheit. Studien zur Rechtsphilosophie, Staatstheorie und Verfassungsgeschichte, 
Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.M. 2006, pp. 92-114.

8 E. Husserl, Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenolo-
gie: Eine Einleitung in die phänomenologische Philosophie (Husserliana, VI), Nijhoff, Den Haag 
1954 [1936]; English transl. by D. Carr, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental 
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115Competing Paradigms. A Century of Humanism and homo symbolicus

of the mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real world, 
the one that is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced 
and experienceable – our every-day life-world (unsere alltägliche Lebenswelt)». 
«This substitution» he added, «was promptly passed on to his successors, 
the physicists of all the succeeding centuries».9

According to Husserl, an overlap therefore occurred, in the name of 
which an abstraction replaced an immediate and naive experience of re-
ality. More precisely: the methodological abstraction of some elements of 
perceived reality – and especially the quantifiable elements – lost awareness 
of its partiality, claiming to exhaust in itself the truth of reality and judging 
the experience of that reality as attested by perception to be illusory. The 
capacity for cognitive and technical domination that abstraction brought 
with it acted as proof of its truthfulness: it works, so it is not only true, but it 
exhausts the truth of reality.10

It is interesting to observe that Husserl does not hesitate to write that 
Galileo, «the discoverer – or, in order to do justice to his precursors, the 
consummating discoverer – of physics, or physical nature, is at once a discov-
ering and a concealing genius (zugleich entdeckender und verdeckender Genius)».11 
Moreover: in this contemporary action of discovery and concealment, ac-
cording to Husserl, lies «the origin of the modern spirit» (den Ursrpung des 
neuzeitliches Geistes)».12 A methodological abstraction thus became a cogni-
tive and anthropological paradigm: not a simple expedient aimed at meth-
odologically isolating the effectively measurable elements (and therefore 
considered within a specific scientific paradigm), but the only possible 
truth of reality attested by perception. 

In what does the essential of this paradigm consist? Husserl describes it 
as follows: «In his view of the world from the perspective of geometry, the 
perspective of what appears to the senses and is mathematizable, Galileo ab-
stracts from the subjects as persons leading a personal life (als Personen eines 
personellen Lebens); he abstracts from all that is in any way spiritual (von allem 
in jedem Sinne Geistigen), from all cultural properties which are attached to 
things in human praxis (von allen in der menschlichen Praxis den Dingen zu-
wachsenden Kultureigenschaften). The result of this abstraction is the things 
purely as bodies; but these are taken as concrete real objects, the totality of 

Phenomenology: an Introduction to Phenomenological Philosophy, Northwestern University Press, 
Evanston (IL) 1970.

9 Ibidem, pp. 48-49 (§9, h); English transl., pp. 48-49.
10 To this superimposition between the perceived world and the world of science Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty returned a few years later (in 1948) in some radio conversations published 
under the title Causeries 1948, edited by S. Ménasé, Seuil, Paris 2002. See in particular the 
first conversation: Le monde perçu et le monde de la science.

11 Ibidem, p. 58 (§9, l); English transl., p. 57.
12 Ibidem.
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116 Stefano Biancu

which makes up a world which becomes the subject matter of research. One 
can truly say that the idea of nature as a really self-enclosed world of bodies 
first emerges with Galileo […] Clearly the way is thus prepared for dualism, 
which appears immediately afterward in Descartes».13

The methodical abstraction thus becomes an anthropological paradigm 
that not only isolates (methodologically) some aspects of the object, but 
also (arbitrarily) eliminates personal life from the subject, or the spiritual 
and cultural component, thus paving the way for Cartesian dualism. This 
spiritual and cultural component constitutes the naive (unreflected) part 
of the radical question that the subject addresses to reality in relating to 
it and so contributes to producing experience: the latter is precisely the 
answer that reality gives back to the question, at the same time radical and 
unreflected, which the subject addresses to it. The removal of the spiritual 
and cultural component means that the knowledge of pure bodily things 
– reduced to mere neutral and inert «objects» – is now considered capable 
of exhausting the truth of reality.

(A second parenthetical comment: the spiritual and cultural compo-
nents that, according to Husserl, were removed and misunderstood con-
stitute the sphere of that unreflected naivety of life that is symbolically ex-
pressed, that is the essential to the homo symbolicus: the human being as a 
rational and symbolic animal).

What happened, observes Husserl, is that we replaced a first unreflected 
naivety – the elementary one of life – with a new reflective naivety, which 
believes that the truth of science can exhaust the truth of perception. What 
is therefore necessary, he writes, is «the proper return to the naïveté of life 
(Naivität des Lebens) – but in a reflection which rises above this naïveté»: 
this «is the only possible way to overcome the philosophical naïveté (philoso-
phische Naivität) which lies in the [supposedly] «scientific» character (in der 
«Wissenschaftlichkeit») of traditional objectivistic philosophy».14

According to the father of transcendental phenomenology, it is there-
fore necessary to recover a first naivety (elementary and immediate), which 
a second naivety (rational and mediated) has concealed. However, that first 
naivety cannot now be recovered in a naive and immediate way, but only 
through a rational and critical mediation: only a non-naive critical media-
tion can give us back a naive immediacy that has been lost. 

Now, precisely the need to regain, not naively but critically, a lost na-
ivety was, from 1925 on, at the centre of the concerns of Romano Guar-
dini, who wrote: «I believe I see how scientific thought (das wissenschaftliche 
Denken) and its instrument, the concept (der Begriff), have separated them-
selves from life and the creation of forms (von Leben und Gestaltung) and for 

13 Ibidem, pp. 60-61 (§10); English transl., p. 60.
14 Ibidem, p. 60 (§9, l); English transl., p. 59.
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117Competing Paradigms. A Century of Humanism and homo symbolicus

this very reason they have assumed a special configuration.[…] It is clear 
that in antiquity and in the Middle Ages scientific thought was more defi-
nitely inserted in the living whole (in das lebendige Ganze) of the knowing 
man. In this way the concept, without losing its character of apprehension 
of the universal abstract (Erfassung des Abstrakt-Allgemeinem), evidently also 
has a profound proximity to life (eine tiefe Lebensnähe). […] But the change 
must have been made here. As in all the fields of human life, here too 
the planes of spiritual values (die geistige Geltungsbereiche) and the related 
fundamental acts (Grundakte) have mutually separated from each other, 
being fused with their essence, and then they have taken to the extreme 
their autonomous foundation (Eigenbegründung). Thus arose the specific 
modern ‘conceptual concept’ (begriffliche Begriff), which has its criterion of 
perfection in the mathematical formula. It is distinguished from the previ-
ous ‘living concept’ (lebendigen Begriff)». And then Guardini added: «It is 
true that this unity was pre-critical (vorkritische) and that it became quite 
often acritical (unkritische[n]). Many phenomena of the political, economic, 
religious life of those times, which for us are strange, are explained by this 
consciousness of unity. The separation (Scheidung) had to occur. However, 
the separation led to disintegration (Auflösung): the modern autonomy of 
the spheres of the spirit (der neuzeitliche Autonomismus der Gesistesbereiche). 
Our task now is to strive for a new, but critically guaranteed unity (kritisch 
bewährte[n] Einheit)».15

The modern ideal of autonomy and separation – of a finally dualist 
form – legitimized a cognitive and practical domination of the subject over 
the object, but at the price of losing the possibility of cognitively grasping 
the profound unity of the human subject as «concrete-living» (das Konkret-
Lebendige), by which the world of life and the world of the concept are dis-, by which the world of life and the world of the concept are dis-
tinct, but not separate. In other words, the modern paradigm showed itself 
to be highly effective in knowingly dominating the object by abstracting 
from the concrete conditions of existence both of the object and the sub-
ject: objectifying both the one and the other. But it proved incapable of 
grasping that «concrete-living [that] presents itself as a unity (als Einheit 
gegeben)».16 This is a unity that, according to Guardini, is not, in the strict 
sense, either static or objectifiable, but dynamic and oppositive: governed 
by an unsurpassed «polar opposition» (Gegensatz), which is expressed in 
different forms. This opposition is the mode of being of human life as a 
corporeal-spiritual unity: a unity governed by opposing polarities in ten-
sion, a non-mechanical but living unity. According to Guardini, this is an 
opposition which, although not strictly speaking something «contradictory 

15 R. Guardini, Der Gegensatz: Versuche zu einer Philosophie des Lebendig-Konkreten, Matthias-
Grünewald-Verlag; Verlag Ferdinand Schöningh, Mainz-Paderborn 1998 [1925], pp. 21-22.

16 Ibidem, p. 82.
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118 Stefano Biancu

(widersprechend)», nevertheless constitutes something «logically impractica-
ble (nicht vollziehbar)».17 It breaks a certain logic and follows its own and dif-
ferent one.

(A third parenthetical note: the logic of the polar opposition that – ac-
cording to Guardini – supports «concrete-living» is the logic of the symbol. 
It is a logic that, in a certain way, violates – or at least relativizes – what 
philosophy considers the first principles of reason, namely the principle of 
identity, of non-contradiction and of the excluded middle. This is the logic 
– particularly evident in primitive thought – by which things participate in 
each other. It is the logic not of «et-et» or of «aut-aut», but of «in».18 Dif-
ferences co-appertain to each other, different polarities cohabit in tension, 
without excluding each other. If, according to the principle of identity, «A» 
cannot be «non-A», this is instead possible in a logic of a symbolic kind).

According to Guardini, in order to grasp the unity of «concrete-living», 
which is an oppositional and non-static unity, it is therefore necessary to 
renounce the «logically practicable», namely the claim that there is an 
agreement of principle between a certain human logic and the logic that 
supports the concrete reality of life. It is not a matter of falling into the 
contradiction of the irrational, but of renouncing the imposition of a logic 
extraneous to reality.

To fully understand the scope of Guardini’s point, some of Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty’s observations from 1948 are valuable. According to the French 
philosopher, a tradition of thought – which he calls «classical thought» and 
which goes back at least to Descartes – postulated an agreement of principle 
between the logic proper to an alleged «homme accompli» and the logic 
that governs reality. According to this «classical» vision, compared to the 
logic peculiar to this «accomplished man», the logic that is proper to the 
primitive, the mad and the animal – namely a logic of a symbolic kind – is 
very far from the truth. The problem, notes Merleau-Ponty, is that the logic 
of the primitive, the mad and the animal is much closer to the truth attested 
by perception than the logic of the (alleged) accomplished man.19 

So here we come to the point: an epistemological and anthropological 
paradigm, inaugurated by the genius of Descartes, which became a shared 
paradigm (and the foundation of a civilization), regarded the symbolic 
logic that governs a first and elementary naivety of life as scientifically ir-
relevant, confining it to stages and figures of development inferior to a pre-
sumed «accomplished man»: the stages and figures of the primitive (not yet 
civilized), of the animal (not yet human), of the madman (extraneous to 

17 Ibidem, p. 83.
18 See G. Van Der Leeuw, De primitieve mensch en de religie, J.B. Wolters’ Uitgevers-Maat-

schappij, Gröningen 1937.
19 M. Merleau-Ponty, Causeries 1948, cit., p. 36.
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rationality). The purpose of the accomplished man is therefore to distance 
himself from this symbolic logic, which does not pertain to him in any way. 
The problem is that the very logic – evident in these alternative figures and 
somehow considered «lacking» in the human – is the logic that governs the 
naive and immediate world of perception: it is the symbolic logic that gov-
erns human experience.

Tzvetan Todorov wrote, perhaps provocatively but effectively: «It is as if a 
vigilant censor has authorized us to speak of the symbolic only if we were to 
use borrowed words such as ‘insanity’, ‘childhood’, ‘savages’, ‘prehistory’: 
as it is difficult to ignore the symbol altogether, we declare that we – normal 
adult males of the contemporary West – are exempt from the weaknesses 
linked to symbolic thought, and that the latter exists only among the oth-
ers: animals, children, women, the insane, poets (those harmless lunatics), 
savages, our ancestors – who, in turn, know no form of thought but this».20 

Concerning an epistemological and anthropological paradigm that has 
become traditional, the heir (illegitimate) of a (legitimate) methodological 
option, symbolic thought would, therefore, constitute an incompatible and 
unmanageable anomaly, which has to be traced back to alternative and defi-
cient figures of the human. Traditionally, the logic of the symbol, therefore, 
represented an anomaly with respect to the logic of an alleged «accom-
plished man»: a healthy, adult, civilized (possibly male) individual, suppos-
edly immune from the «weaknesses» of symbolic thought.21 

According to our historiographical hypothesis, it is an anomaly that – 
thanks to the catastrophe of the war – has had the strength to corrode that 
paradigm from within, starting a revolutionary process. The logic of the 
symbol is, in fact, insurmountable: not a weakness from which to distance 
ourselves, but the fundamental logic that underpins both the naive experi-
ence of reality and the unity of the «concrete-living». It is a naive and «pre-
human» logic that underlies the highest human experiences: art, music, 
literature, religion, sociality, language, love…

It is not by chance that, as Mircea Eliade recalls, around the category 
of the symbol, a revolution emerged, in the aftermath of the Great War, 
in many fields of art and knowledge: «The surprising popularity of psy-
choanalysis has made the fortunes of certain key-words: image, symbol and 
symbolism have now become a current coin. At the same time, systematic 
research devoted to the mechanism of ‘primitive mentality’ has revealed 

20 T. Todorov, Théories du symbole, Seuil, Paris 1977, p. 262; English translation by C. Por-
ter, Theories of the symbol, Basil Blackwell, Oxford 1982, p. 223.

21 We are inevitably overgeneralising. In fact, we should not forget how, in the modern 
age, great seasons of thought and culture have taken the symbolic seriously, though remain-
ing within the framework of a traditional contrast between rational thought and symbolic 
forms: it is certainly the case of Romanticism. 
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the importance of symbolism in archaic thinking and also the fundamental 
part it plays in the life of any primitive society. The obsolescence of ‘scient-
ism’ in philosophy, the revival of interest in religion since the first world 
war, many poetic developments and, above all, the researches of surrealism 
(with the rediscovery of occultism, of the ‘black’ literature, of the ‘absurd’, 
etc.) have, on various levels and with unequal effects, drawn the attention 
of the public in general to the symbol, regarded as an autonomous mode 
of cognition. The development in question is a part of the reaction against 
the nineteenth century’s rationalism, positivism and scientism, which be-
came such a marked characteristic of the second quarter of the twentieth. 
But this conversion to the various symbolisms is not really a «discovery» to 
be credited to the modern world: in restoring the symbol to its status as an 
instrument of knowledge, our world is only returning to a point of view that 
was general in Europe until the eighteenth century and is, moreover, con-
natural to the other, non-European cultures, whether ‘historic’ (like those 
of Asia or Central America for instance) or archaic and ‘primitive’».22 

1.3. The conflict of humanisms in the struggle for a new paradigm

After the Great War, the emergence of the category of the symbol opened 
up a revolutionary phase in many fields of art and knowledge. The contem-
porary and overwhelming re-emergence of the question of humanism – so 
impressive as to mark the twentieth century as the century of humanism 
par excellence – is certainly symptomatic of this long revolutionary phase, 
which is still inconclusive. The conflict between the various humanisms 
(and their relative prefixes: anti-, post-, trans-) testifies to a prolonged phase 
of extraordinary science, in which several possible paradigms vied (and still 
do) to take the place, long vacant, of a hegemonic and recognized para-
digm. Maritain’s formula of an «integral humanism» clearly expresses the 
concern to overcome an unsatisfactory anthropological paradigm, which 
he called a «Manichaean» consideration of the human, in order to establish 
a new civilization.23 The fundamental gesture of the variegated humanisms 
of the twentieth century was to try to overcome a reductionist consideration 
of the human as the foundation of a civilization. To do that, in some cases 
the various humanisms (and anti-humanisms) shortened – and sometimes 
certainly clumsily – a man-animal distance that had traditionally played the 

22 M. Eliade, Images et symboles. Essais sur le symbolisme magico-religieux, Gallimard, Paris 
1952, pp. 9-10; English transl. by Ph. Mairet, Images and Symbols: Studies in Religious Symbolism, 
Sheed and Ward, New York 1969, p. 9.

23 J. Maritain, Humanisme Intégral. Problèmes temporels et spirituels d’une nouvelle chrétienté, 
Aubier Éditions Montaigne, Paris 1936.
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function of safeguarding the «accomplished» subject from the weaknesses 
of symbolic thought.

The various humanisms have all basically opposed – each in its own way 
and in certain ways sometimes conflicting with each other – that objectifica-
tion of the human that represented the price and the secondary effect of 
the unopposed domination, technical and cognitive, accorded to a subject 
(already and always) presumed to be «accomplished». In other words: they 
have opposed the repression of the roots of the human, i.e. of what pre-
cedes and founds the «accomplished» subject. In this respect, what Karl 
Jaspers wrote in his attempt to trace the conditions and possibilities of a 
«new humanism» is emblematic: «Man does not let himself be reduced to 
knowledge. […] When I enclose him in what I know of him, I start to make 
plans in which I dispose of him at my leisure, pretending to know what is 
good for him or, inhumanly, inflicting violence on him. On the contrary, if 
I leave open the possibilities that come from his origin, he remains, to me, him-
self and I can in no way dispose of him».24 

Leaving open the possibilities that come from his origin: this is the fun-
damental concern of the various contemporary humanisms with regard to 
the human subject. This is true even when those origins mean a rather 
disturbing proximity to the animal, the child, the primitive and to the mad-
man: that is, to the weaknesses of a symbolic thought that makes possible 
the highest experiences of the human spirit.

2. The theoretical thesis

So far, our historiographical hypothesis, according to which the symbolic 
experience has long represented an anomaly within an epistemological and 
anthropological paradigm that has entered a crisis, thus contributing to 
opening up the long revolutionary phase witnessed by the ongoing conflict 
of humanisms between the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. I now come 
to the theoretical thesis: it says that precisely the category of the symbol 

24 «L’homme ne se laisse pas réduire à un savoir. […] Lorsque j’enferme l’homme dans 
ce que je sais de lui, je me mets à faire des plans où je dispose de lui à mon gré, que ce soit 
en prétendant savoir ce qui pour lui est bon ou, inhumainement, en lui faisant violence. Par 
contre, si je laisse ouvertes les possibilités qui lui viennent de son origine, il reste lui-même 
pour moi et je ne peux en aucune façon disposer de lui» (K. Jaspers, Conditions et possibi-
lités d’un nouvel humanisme, in Pour un nouvel humanisme (= Textes des conférences et des 
entretiens organisés par les Rencontres Internationales de Genève, IV), Les Éditions de la 
Baconnière, Neuchâtel, 1949, pp. 181-209: 184. Conférence du 8 septembre 1949, pronon-
cée en allemand. Texte traduit par Jeanne Hersch. The text by Jaspers was then published in 
German in a slightly modified version in: K. Jaspers, Über Bedingungen und Möglichkeiten eines 
neuen Humanismus: 3 Vorträge, Reclam, Stuttgart 1962. 
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– which gathers into itself the broad and manifold symbolic experience – 
can represent the generative category of a new paradigm that is ready to win 
consensus to replace the preceding paradigm. 

The question to be addressed is therefore now the following: how to 
imagine, starting from the category of symbol, the epistemological and an-
thropological paradigm that for a century we have been seeking in a revolu-
tionary way? How then to move, starting from the category of symbol, from 
a paradigm that expresses only a part of the truth about the human being 
to a more welcoming and more respectful paradigm, more comforting to us 
and more adequate to our humanity?

2.1. What is a symbol?

To answer these questions, it is first necessary to understand what a sym-
bol is. But to understand what a symbol is, one must be clear from the be-
ginning what it is not: a symbol does not configure a particular case of the 
sign; the symbolic must not be understood as a subspecies of the broader 
genus of signs.25 

The statement cannot in the least be taken for granted, since a constant 
assumption of Western rhetoric with regard to the issue of the symbol was 
precisely to think of the latter as a derivative of the sign and to consider the 
symbolic as a subset of the semiotic.26 A long tradition developed along this 
line, from Augustine of Hippo to Umberto Eco, through the psychoanaly-
sis of Freud, the semiology of de Saussurre and the structuralism of Lévi-
Strauss and Lacan.

As Dan Sperber observed, the semiological tradition – which brings to-
gether the (variegated) strands of thought that read symbols as special cases 
of the broader genre of signs – interrogates symbols with a question which 
they are unable to answer: that is, by asking them what they finally symbol-
ize.27 Symbols, however, do not properly symbolize anything: they do simply 
not stand for anything else, as references (the signifiers) to an abstract con-
ceptuality (the signifieds). Access to the symbol does not take place through 
a conceptual translation, but through a penetration into the symbol itself. 
Symbols do, therefore, require to be translated (into a language and ac-
cording to a logic external and foreign to them), but rather require that 
one enters into their own logic and participates in their own development. 
Consequently, they imply the placement of the subject in a history: in an 

25 See for what follows: S. Biancu, Il simbolo: una sfida per la filosofia, in S. Biancu, 
A. Grillo, Il simbolo: una sfida per la filosofia e per la teologia, San Paolo, Cinisello Balsamo 
(MI), 2013, pp. 13-99.

26 See T. Todorov, Théories du symbole, cit.
27 See D. Sperber, Le symbolisme en général, Hermann, Paris 1974, pp. 29-62.
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individual and/or collective duration of which they structure the grammar 
and syntax.

What generally appears to be inadequate is an understanding of the sym-
bol in terms of a representation. Rather than a representation, the symbol in 
fact primarily structures relationships and it is this that makes it irreducible 
to semiotics. The basic principle of symbolism is that of a mutual relation-
ship between distinct and concrete elements, the combination of which is 
productive of meaning.28 In this way the symbol does not properly refer to 
something other than itself but leads into the order (of sense and value) of 
which it is itself a part.29

This primarily relational nature of the symbol is mainly expressed in two 
directions. On the one hand, the symbol structures the relation of intention-
ality (i.e. the presence of the object in the consciousness of the subject): 
symbols, in their concreteness, constitute a true medium of experience, an 
«organon of intentional perception and action».30 Not only do they consti-
tute a real learning device,31 but they also have a fundamental anthropo-
genic function: through the mediation of the symbol, in fact, the subject 
«acquires a new integrity and a new ability to elaborate the principle of 
reality in a creative way».32 Durand significantly speaks of the «connaissance 
symbolique» as a «co-naissance»,33 a true co-birth of the subject, i.e. a true 
constitution as a subject.

On the other hand, from the primarily relational nature of the symbol de-
rives its ability to establish the relationships that constitute the human world. Not 
only the (intentional) relations between subject and object, but also the re-
lations between subjects. By establishing a common world and preceding each 
individual subjectivity – symbols are, in fact, always between someone and 
someone else and not just of someone 34 – they establish human relationships, 
even before any possible explicit, contractual and procedural agreement.

In these considerations it is also easy to rediscover the very origins of the 
term «symbol»: the ancient symbolon was an object divided into two parts, 
each of which was held by one of the parties to a contract, alliance or pact. 
The symbol was thus, originally, an operator of mutual recognition, capable 
of establishing an «I», a «you» and a «we». In this sense, it is what allows 
the individual and the community to recognize and identify themselves, 

28 See E. Ortigues, Le discours et le symbole, Aubier-Montaigne, Paris 1962, p. 61.
29 See ibidem, p. 65.
30 D. Zadra, Il tempo simbolico. La liturgia della vita, Morcelliana, Brescia 1985, p. 54.
31 See D. Sperber, Le symbolisme en général, cit., cap IV («Symbolisme et savoir»), pp. 97-

126.
32 D. Zadra, Il tempo simbolico, cit., p. 80.
33 See G. Durand, Les structures anthropologiques de l’Imaginaire (1960), Puf, Paris 1983.
34 See D. Zadra, Il tempo simbolico, cit, p. 73.
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on the assumption that no one has access to himself outside of a symbolic 
mediation.

The symbolic is therefore not reducible to the horizon of the semiotic, 
inasmuch as it is not finally reducible to «representation», but rather con-
figures an operator of relationship: it establishes the space of mediation be-
tween human beings and the world (between subject and object), between 
human beings (between subjects), between human beings and themselves. 
As Louis-Marie Chauvet aptly expressed it: «the subject never grasps the 
‘real’ as such: it continually filters it, constructs it and at the same time 
constructs itself. […] The imaginary that ferments in him and which stimu-
lates him would very likely leave him to confused wandering and unbridled 
fantasy. But the symbolic structures him in such a way as to impose on him 
the rules of the game, rules common to the whole cultural group; it returns 
him ‘to play’. Thanks to this social pact in which the economic, the politi-
cal, the rules of kinship, ethics, the religious… refer to each other signifi-
cantly, [man] cannot build his world, his society, his history as he pleases 
and chooses: he is not the master of it, as he is not the master of himself; 
he must renounce the imaginary immediate appropriation of the self, as of 
the whole of the ‘real’: this is the task that he must accept, if he wishes to 
become a ‘subject’».35

If the symbolic is not configured as a subspecies of the semiotic, to what 
sphere does it belong? First of all, it must be recognized that it does not 
primarily belong to the order of the semantic. Unlike the sign, the symbol 
in fact breaks through the dimension of the signified: it does not properly 
communicate something, but something in it communicates and manifests. 
One could say that the symbol is the union not between a signifier and a 
signified (according to de Saussure’s classic definition of the sign),36 but 
between two signifiers: between two concrete entities whose union is pro-
ductive of meaning.

The sign – as the union of a signifier and a signified – is the commu-
nication of something other than itself: the representation of a meaning 
through a signifier. An obvious example is a road sign (the signifier)   with 
an unequivocal content: «no parking» (signified). Once decoded and trans-
lated into concepts, the sign exhausts its communicative function (of an in-
formative nature) and again becomes inert: it does not add anything more 
to a communication complete in itself.

The symbol, by contrast, is a concrete entity – potentially significant (a 
«signifier» in fact) and therefore irreducible to mere inert positive «fact» – 
which is at the same time another. More precisely, it is a concrete entity 

35 L.-M. Chauvet, Du symbolique au symbole, Cerf, Paris 1979, pp. 33-34. 
36 See F. De Saussure, Cours de linguistique générale, ed. by T. De Mauro, Payot, Paris 1995 

[1916].
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in which another concrete entity (irreducible, that is, to a mere abstract 
signified) achieves manifestation (though without exhausting itself in its 
manifestation). An obvious example is that of the gift, as clarified by Marcel 
Mauss.37 The gift is a symbol of the giver; namely, it is the giver, which makes 
it both free and obligatory (rejecting a gift means rejecting a person and a 
relationship).

This revealing nature (of something concrete, which becomes present 
in something else) makes the symbol potentially inexhaustible and irreduc-
ible to any conceptual translation. 

The difference between sign and symbol is therefore to be found in the 
concrete nature of both the terms of the relationship: a relationship that 
consists in the manifestation of a signifier in another.

Unlike the sign, which refers to something else, the symbol invites us to 
enter into and participate in itself: in an order (of relationships) to which 
it belongs. In this way it establishes a recognition, a covenant, an alliance 
that extends to the users themselves of the symbol, who are invited to enter 
it, to participate in it: to recognize themselves within a common symbolic order.

Sign and symbol thus respond to two different logics. Having to convey 
meanings, the sign operates according to a substantially instrumental logic, 
an economic logic of necessary functionality for a purpose: a purpose which, 
ultimately, is the communication and transmission of a meaning, of infor-
mation. Not having meanings to communicate, the symbol is instead inter-
ested in establishing experiences, relationships and ties without any particular 
practical utility: each symbol lives in this way in a logic of apparent waste, of 
gratuitous redundancy, of «useless» excess.38 

It would, however, be a mistake if, from the irreducibility of the symbolic 
to the semiotic, one ended up with a radical incompatibility between the 
two registers. On the contrary: sign and symbol represent two inseparable 
and always co-present polarities in every manifestation of the human, albeit 
in variable proportions. These are two different logics which coexist as two 
inseparable polarities in tension. 

2.2. The symbol, generative category of a new paradigm

So why – according to our thesis – could the category of the symbol 
be a candidate for the generative category of a new epistemological and 
anthropological paradigm? Because the symbolic experience attests to our 
nature as rational and symbolic animals, namely as beings whose interiority 
is always mediated by exteriority (interiority reaches itself by passing out-

37 See M. Mauss, Essai sur le don [1923-24], in Id., Sociologie et anthropologie, Puf, Paris 1950.
38 This is the fundamental thesis of D. Sperber, Le symbolisme en général, cit.
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wardly), and who relate to externalities always mediated by interiority (we 
encounter them already filled with interiority).

Exteriority presents itself to our naive perception already charged with 
interiority: it is never a mere res extensa. Things do not present themselves 
originally to experience as mere neutral and inert objects, but address a 
word to the subject, they question the subject. Everything presents itself to 
perception also and always as something other. This operation is particularly 
evident in children, primitives and in madmen, but it is not an illusion from 
which to distance oneself as quickly as possible: it is a mode of access to the 
highest experiences of our humanity.

Things speak and question us because the experience we have of them 
is originally mediated by (individual) affectivity and desire and (collective) 
culture, which are expressed symbolically: finite and concrete things are 
in fact catalysts of our infinite desire and the culture to which we belong. 
They are charged with interiority: they are exteriorities mediated by our 
interiority.

Exteriority is therefore not a mere inert extension (res extensa) available 
to a disembodied interiority (res cogitans) but presents itself to naive per-
ception as a word that challenges the subject. Consequently, interiority is 
structurally indebted to this exteriority: we cannot reach ourselves and the 
truth of ourselves for which we are constantly searching, except by passing 
through the exterior, thanks to our body and the external encounters that it 
mediates. We are symbolic animals, i.e. interiorities mediated by exteriority.

The failure to recognize the debt that our inner self has towards the 
body and the externalities that it mediates – exteriorities of a bodily, in-
tersubjective, cultural, linguistic… type – means emphasizing an immediate 
subjectivity that in reality does not exist and so forgetting that subjectivity 
has precise conditions of possibility: it lives by bodily conditions, by perspec-
tives that are always limited but potentially open to infinity; it lives within 
a cultural and linguistic horizon that enables people to have (meaningful) 
experiences of the world; it lives in time and therefore within a personal 
and collective history; it lives by personal encounters, which – according to 
Michel de Certeau’s formula «rupture instauratrice» – interrupt and at the 
same time establish something new.39 One becomes a subject, and this is an 
incessant task, which requires continual symbolic external mediations.

This, then, is the essential element for a new epistemological and an-
thropological paradigm: the «accomplished» man, that the classical para-
digm assumed as an immediate and merely interior datum, is the result 
– always incomplete – of some unavoidable external mediations: mediations 
of which the symbolic constitutes the grammar and syntax. The rational 

39 See M. De Certeau, La Faiblesse de croire, Seuil, Paris 1987.
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animal is also and always a symbolic one, which cannot entirely dominate a 
reality to which it is also indebted all the time.

3. Rediscovering the primary laws of the art of living

I will conclude by appropriating the words of Ghislain Lafont, a great 
theologian of our time: «I wonder if all our theology is not a […] laborious 
re-education for people who have forgotten the primary laws of the art of 
living? As if our abundance had made us lose sight of the only rhythm that 
saves, that of giving and accepting!».40 I wonder whether this question and 
this wish should not also be our question and our wish as philosophers, 
and our task should therefore not be to regain – critically – those (naive) 
primary laws of the art of living from which we have (naively) turned away. 
Recovering them in a non-naive but critical way: through a radicalization of 
critical thought, namely by safeguarding them from certain naiveties that 
have long accompanied them and resulted in an essential part of our hu-
manity appeared in the guise of an unspeakable and unthinkable anomaly.

If my hypothesis is correct, and for a hundred years now we have been 
living through a long revolutionary phase in which an old epistemological 
and anthropological paradigm has ended, but a new shared paradigm is 
slow to emerge, ours is certainly a time of fragility. Imagining this new para-
digm, however, is at the same time a fascinating task: for this reason, ours 
is also a time of opportunity. And the category of the symbol, refined by a 
century of research, seems to me to be precisely one of the most promising 
opportunities of our time.

40 Gh. Lafont, Eucharistie. Le repas et la parole, Cerf, Paris 2001, p. 38 («Qui sait si toute 
notre théologie n’est pas (…) une rééducation pénible pour des gens qui ont oublié les lois 
premières de l’art de vivre ? Comme si notre abondance nous avait fait perdre de vue le seul 
rythme qui sauve, celui du don et de l’accueil !»).
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