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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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Giuseppe Tognon *

Humanism
Reflections on an Eponymous Idea

Humanism: the byname of European civilization

Humanism is the “demon” of all Western culture, its byname, its 
eponym. Athens had Athena as its eponymous deity; Western 
civilization has as its eponymous subject Man, the first of the Ar-
chons, he that gives his name to the years. Humanism is not sim-

ply the sense that man has of himself (Selbstgefühl). It is a “public” discourse, 
a reasoning “according to difference”, with the psychomotor detachment 
typical of the animal man, who builds a symbolic world, whose contents are 
not experience’s data but the actions of men – brutal or heroic, fraternal or 
hateful, great or mean. Humanism is the “cultural sensorium” of societies, 
the way they rework their experiences and question themselves about every 
reality, superior, inferior or adjacent. In our globalized world the dimen-
sions and the strength of this sensorium are so profound as to be similar to 
the sensorium Dei of which Newton spoke, referring to the organ by which 
God communicated with nature and impressed motion on it.1

The interweaving of cultural history with biological evolution has raised 
the problem of the relationship between the ontogeny and phylogeny of 
the human being. Each individual retraces in the course of a few years the 
path that humanity has completed over thousands of years. The culturali-
zation of instinct and its fulfilment in language and in the construction of 
values leads to that emotional and cognitive process that has produced the 
specific of the so-called “evolutionary advantage” of Homo sapiens sapiens. 

* Full Professor of History of Education, University of Rome-Lumsa.
1 The definition of space as Sensorium Dei first appeared in 1706 in Newton’s Opticks. In 

later editions in Latin it was accompanied by tamquam (“as if”), which mitigated its scope. 
The formula gave rise to a long and acrimonious dispute with Leibniz, who accused Newton 
of having endowed God with an organ. See P. J. Connolly, Newton and God’s Sensorium, «In-
tellectual History Review», XXIV (2014), 2, pp. 185-201; A. Koyré, From the Closed World to the 
Infinite Universe, Johns Hopkins Press, Baltimore 1957.

Munera Contemporary Humanism / Quaderno 2019, pp. 73-95

munera_interno quaderno speciale.indd   73 21/03/2019   16:02:04



74 Giuseppe Tognon

This advantage generates the competition between individuality and pat-
terns of behaviour that underlies the continuous process of social differ-
ence, of which the formation of ideas is an example.

Humanism has a debt to the evolution of man, with the model of his 
mind and with all his social experiences: it is a “viral” idea that supersedes 
personal awareness and spreads into the collective unconscious, leaving 
traces everywhere. The complex of specifically human functions (which we 
call reason or logic of propositions) has developed through communication 
and in particular linguistic communication. Forms of elementary language 
established among humanity a first logic of exchange that allowed for more 
highly evolved forms of communication, which in turn were capable of se-
lecting more powerful logics.

To understand the efficacy of humanism, the study of its lexicon is cer-
tainly useful.2 In traditional historiography, the history of humanism is in-
ternal to modernity and comprises three special phases of it: pre-modern or 
late medieval humanism, neo-humanism between the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries and the humanisms of the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. This historiographical approach, adopted by almost all interpreters,3 is 
however limiting, because it presupposes that a discourse on humanism is 
possible only when a new idea of the Subject and of freedom was affirmed 
in the West. This is a typically Hegelian thesis that makes the Modern coin-
cide with the modernity of the Reformation and the rationalist philosophy, 
while it is now clear that there have been many different modernities. The 
modern era is the era of multiple identities. 

Humanism does not start with Petrarch and does not end with Heidegger.4 
It cannot be forced into the “break” between ancient and modern, because 
it is a seventeenth-century construction, formulated by the new scientific 
and political thought to legitimize itself. Seventeenth century humanists 
often repeated «seculum mutatum est», but in most cases theirs was a cry of 
astonishment and uneasiness when faced with the lacerations of their time. 
To develop an argument on the culture of humanism that embraces human 
evolution and certifies the birth of History within the sphere of the transi-

2 See M. Russo, Trame dell’umanesimo, in Umanesimo. Storia, critica, attualità, ed. by M. Rus-
so, Le Lettere, Firenze 2015, pp. VII-LX; V.R. Giustiniani, Homo, Humanus and the Meaning of 
Humanism, «Journal of the Histories of Ideas», XLVI (1985), 2, pp. 167-195; H.E. Boedeker, 
«Menscheit, Humanität, Humanismus», in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. Historisches Lexikon zur 
politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland, Klett-Cotta, Stuttgart 1982, vol. III, pp. 1063-1128.

3 For instance by K. Jaspers, Über Bedingungen und Möglichkeiten eines neuen Humanismus, 
Stuttgart 1951, and V. Hösle, Philosophische Grundlagen eines zukünftigen Humanismus, in 
F. Geerk (ed.) Kultur und Menschlichkeit. Neue Wege des Humanismus, Schwabe Verlag, Basel 
1999, pp. 67-86.

4 S. Toussaint, Humanismes antihumanismes. De Ficin à Heidegger, Les Belles Lettres, Paris 
2008.
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75Humanism. Reflections on an Eponymous Idea

tion between the Holocene and the Anthropocene,5 we must necessarily re-
sort to the mythological sphere which is the cultural amalgam where thou-
sands of years of collective life have crystallized and where it is still possible 
to release creative intelligence.6

The interpretation of myths helps us to establish intuitions that act as 
a bridge between different specialized logical systems. Certainly it is an 
exercise that depends on objects constructed in a precise symbolic world, 
but it enables us to immerse our ideas in a world that speaks to us “out of 
time”, like the chorus of Greek tragedies. The typical humanistic exercise 
on myths is to grasp within them that “radically” human element that helps 
us to think “together” between generations and which gives depth to his-
tory, which is memory in continuous movement.

There are also those who deny the possibility that the idea of humanism 
can be, like Virgil, our guide. J.L. Nancy has said that humanism cannot 
say anything true because it is tautological: it always legitimizes the assump-
tions on which a society is founded and assures the “we” to those who are 
part of it.7 It is an affirmation shared by many contemporaries. It has its 
roots in sociology and ethnography and its polemical objective is the rejec-
tion of the rhetoric of a humanism that is too exhibited.8 An ideological 
use of humanism drove post-war philosophy to deny that philosophical dis-
course can found a concept of man, because it would be impossible to pass 
from concrete individuality to a human universal. But this “anthropo-clastic” 

5 The term coined in 1975 by the atmospheric chemist Paul Crutzen to indicate the geo-
logical phase in which humans began to extensively affect the ecosystem with “unnatural” 
disasters. The dating of the beginning of the Anthropocene is the subject of heated debate 
between those who would place it at the time of the industrial revolution and those who date 
it back more than 2,000 years ago.

6 An example: the platonic myth of the cave could be the story of the remedy to the 
fall of Prometheus recounted in the Protagoras: the shadows and chains described in the 
seventh book of The Republic are not the symbols of nostalgia for the sun, but the prudent 
recognition of the value of life and the need to practise and teach aidos and dike, justice 
and humility, since men lack the teeth, claws and horns of other animals. Aidos was the last 
goddess to leave the earth after the golden age. She was also a companion of the goddess 
of revenge,  Nemesis, and was capable of contain her. Socrates did not defend himself as an 
animal and he died like a true man, firm in his principles: Athens condemned him by undue 
process because it did not understand the meaning of his speech, which was, ultimately, 
against arrogance. The myth of the cave is the myth of humanism that establishes the rela-
tionship between knowledge and justice.

7 J.-L. Nancy, L’oubli de la philosophie, Galilée, Paris 1986, pp. 27ss.
8 Each age has had its polemics between writers and philosophers, between those who 

force thought to look for different words and new concepts and those who rather focus on 
the arrangement of words according to tried and tested logics of persuasion. The modern 
age opened, even before the controversy over art, government or religion, with a bitter clash 
between the “elegant way of speaking” and the “necessary” way of thinking in the harsh in-
vective of Pico della Mirandola against the Ciceronianism of Ermolao Barbaro.
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76 Giuseppe Tognon

conception, that is of a humanity fragmented like certain rocks, is pro-
foundly antisocial and anti-humanistic. A negative hypostatization of hu-
manism is in its turn a form of dependency.9 

Gadamer summed up the cultural issue of humanism in a very effective 
formula: he spoke of the «self-illumination of Western man».10 He high-
lighted Western man’s need to make sense of what he is, in front of a he 
who can also be himself, or another, or god. The relationships between a 
what and a he are multiple – modern philosophy has tried to build it by 
studying the metamorphosis of the subject – but it is nevertheless certain 
that man is always the default position of every judgement: we are the cen-
tre that commands the radius of the intellectual sphere.

Jurisdictional function of humanism

Humanism is the jurisdictional function of man to regulate our relations 
with the divine and with the natural environment. It is first of all a judge-
ment of merit on the facts that involve us and secondly on facts which we 
come to know of, a judgement of legitimacy. A judgement of merit ascer-
tains how the facts of the case took place, so as to lead to a concrete decision 
on the event, which is represented in the sentence. The difference between 
judgements of merit and judgements of legitimacy is clear. In the second 
case the decisions rests only on formal or legal issues, without going into the 
merits of facts. Outside the court of law things are not very different, except 
for one far from secondary detail: the jurisdiction of merit and legitimacy 
falls on each of us – despite different spheres of competence – and the two 
judging functions differ according to our culture, the education received 
and the social experience. Things are judged by living them, but experi-
ence is transmitted through signs and the word and each man exercises 
his own humanism to the extent that he knows the law of discourse – the 
non-formal rules of judgement – and knows how to judge carefully, know-
ing that each judgement, not only that in the courts, is a sign of command 
and a principle of order.11

9 In a structuralist conception of thought, dogs eat the hunter, as in the myth of Diana 
and Acteon, in the Eroici Furori [On the Heroic Frenzies, 1585]. Their author, Giordano Bruno, 
also wrote the Spaccio della bestia trionfante [The Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast, 1584] which 
is a splendid humanist controversy against the claim to expel from heaven – today we would 
say to scrap – old vices and replace them with who knows what new virtues!

10 Was ist der Mensch? (1944), It. tr. by S. Sistig, in H.G. Gadamer, Bildung e umanesimo, ed. 
by G. Sola, Il Melangolo, Genova 2012, p. 96.

11 The theme of the merit to be attributed to things and actions greatly concerned the 
ancients, who had a profound sense of hierarchies: to speak of merit they used different 
words depending on whether the judgement was on the effects of actions or intentions: 
for example, in the first case they spoke of axios, in the second of kleos. The Latins adopted 
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77Humanism. Reflections on an Eponymous Idea

At the heart of European humanism there is a destiny of fullness, or an 
interdiction of the void, with respect to which the best possible strategy for 
man to exercise his freedom is judgement, intellectual and practical. It does 
not change the material data of life but adopts them within a different sym-
bolic world. Since the dawn of time, in the Mediterranean basin a measure 
has been given to everything, valorizing every stone, every body, every fruit, 
every living thing, every feeling and every idea. Nothing has eluded the cul-
tural mixture of that sea which, as magnificently described by P. Matvejević 
in Mediterranean: A Cultural Landscape, is more than a geography. The affir-
mation of a new alphabetic form of writing greatly enhanced the possibility 
of judging, because it made possible the delocation of individuals and their 
functions. Writing was the new means of moral transport, as were the waters 
of that sea that contained all things.

Judaism, to justify the irruption of God, produced the tables of the law 
and generated the expectation of a future of liberation; Greek thought, 
to escape from the restricted space of the polis, produced metaphysics, a 
discourse on totality that sets free a terrible intellectual light. Latin culture, 
to enrich an archaic morality and to compensate for the rigour of military 
discipline, elaborated the multiform idea of humanitas, a mixture of gravitas 
and pietas. Cicero went so far as to identify a specific model of humanity, the 
homo humanus, one who knows how to behave like a man in all situations. 
This ambition shifts the emphasis from inner torment to the richness and 
fullness of the experience of life, from the subject to the forum, from do-
mestic life to public life.12

The Graeco-Roman cultural tradition is the fruit of the re-elaboration 
of three of the basic social conditions of all Mediterranean civilization – 
first men as peasants and hunters, then warriors and finally officials and 
legislators. This fact is not irrelevant when assessing its historical perma-
nence. The Ciceronian formula cultura animi has for centuries remained 
the formula that combined the educational function with the agricultural 
function, which, together with the biblical vocabulary supplied the lexicon 
for the humanistic tradition at least until Kant. As we cultivate the land and 
all that grows, so do we cultivate ourselves, our talents, and by cultivating 

the term meritum, a more synthetic approach, but no less profound. Christians have long 
reasoned on the merit of grace and the merit of works. Merit also preoccupies contemporar-
ies, who have made meritocracy the excuse to justify a huge failure of justice. Human rights 
battles have become stranded on the shoals of a plutocratic world, in the hands of a few with 
ever greater power.   The great season of social rights of the twentieth century has lost its 
humanistic character of affirmation of the merit of equality.

12 See P. Boyancé, Études sur l’humanisme cicéronien, Latomus, Bruxelles 1970; W. Scha-
dewaldt, Humanitas romana, «ANRW», IV (1973), 1, pp. 41-62; M. Elice, Per la storia di 
humanitas nella letteratura latina fino alla prima età imperiale, «Incontri di filologia classica», 
XV (2015-2016), pp. 253-295.

munera_interno quaderno speciale.indd   77 20/03/2019   18:26:50



78 Giuseppe Tognon

ourselves we cultivate humanity. This explains the interweaving of nature 
and culture that has always existed on the cultural level.13 An interweaving 
that the contemporary discussion about the distinction between the natural 
sciences and the sciences of the spirit has not succeeded in fraying, and that 
also underlies ecological humanism and transhumanism.

The dignity of man and the superiority of judgement to strength

Humanism is not simply a way of regulating society; it is not only a legal 
or sociological question about the way in which the dominant groups have 
represented the abstract of man starting from the concrete of their exist-
ence. Humanism is the typical way in which our civilization places itself in 
relation to things: by entering into relations with them it humanizes them 
and when it is set in relation to other men it serves them or dominates 
them. Humanism is the heart of the moral question of the West. 

The term anthropology and the idea of a discipline that questions itself on 
the foundation of man were devised in the Renaissance by Galeazzo Flavio 
Capella (1487-1537)14 at the end of a secular debate on the dignity of man 
that had assumed a hypostatic, foundational or substantial, meaning.15 Never 
before had anthropology been hypostatic: for Varro and Cicero – as Marrou 
shows – humanitas was a process, the formula that indicated the Greek paid-
eia, namely the awareness of the potentiality of education.16 In Latin culture 
the dignitas hominis was related to the assumption of a moral duty (the of-
ficium) and had a connotation of public ethics. It would be wrong to believe 
that this was the continuation of the Greek paradigm of the polis: after the 
defeat of Alexander, in the Hellenistic age the foundation of arethé could no 
longer be unity of blood, already criticized by Isocrates, let alone political 
unity, but rather an ideal of personal life that could be shared by the many 
Greeks without a homeland and which was based on the same educational 
canon. Marrou writes that «if I were asked to describe the distinctive charac-
ter of Hellenistic civilization, I should define it as the civilization of παιδεία 

13 The idea that contemporary societies have moved from the mental scheme of cul-
tivation and the garden (a Semitic image) to that of hunting and fighting (a European 
image) has been seen by many scholars a sign of social regression and a dangerous form of 
barbarism.

14 L’anthropologia di Galeazzo Capella secretario dell’illustrissimo signor duca di Milano, Aldo 
Manuzio & Andrea Torresano, Venezia 1533.

15 See M. Pellegrini, Umanesimo. Il lato incompiuto della modernità, Morcelliana, Brescia 
2015.

16 H.-I. Marrou, A History of Education in Antiquity, translated by G. Lamb, University of 
Wisconsin Press, Madison 1956. 
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79Humanism. Reflections on an Eponymous Idea

– coming between the civilization of the ancient city – the πόλις – and the 
civilization of the City of God – the Θεόπόλις, which follows it».17 

Over the centuries, humanism has been articulated in many forms, long 
preserving, as archetypes, on the one hand the Greek idea of  the hylemor-
phism of substances, always composed of matter and non-matter, and on 
the other the certainty that there is only one Form that escapes this con-
dition and that has authority over all others. Not only does man not have 
authority in himself, but he must recognize it, seeking it in something in 
which he can participate, but which he cannot possess. It is interesting to 
note that all the forms of authority need to take the form of a relationship 
between humans, otherwise they immediately fall into force. Simone Weil, 
in The Iliad, or the Poem of Force, has explained to us that strength transforms 
anyone who is subjected to it into a thing. Reflecting on the Homeric poet, 
the philosopher showed that the Greeks were the first to disbelieve in war 
and to despise violence, but who, having no means to avoid falling victims to 
it, became masters of it. To overthrow one’s destiny into a mission, to make 
one’s own limit an absolute, is a ambiguous pattern of behaviour that has 
traversed European history.

The experiential nature of humanism and the relationship between rhetoric and 
speculation

If the root of Western humanism lies in prehistory and is essentially psy-
cho-biological, its matrix is symbolic, a set of contents arranged according to 
various interpretative schemes. The matrix of humanism lies, for example, 
in the interweaving of the Christian conception of the image of God and 
the Greek doctrines of otherness or difference: between truth and opinion, 
between appearing and being, between the one and the many, between the 
copy and the original, finally between spirit and matter. Augustine is the 
fundamental witness to this; and also because of his ability to reinterpret 
the Pauline theology he has been indicated as the first of the Moderns rath-
er than the last of the Ancients. To grasp the difference between the radix 
and the matrix of humanism is important, because it makes possible a uni-
versalistic conception of man and of the Christian faith without renounc-
ing the comparison between different models of life.18 For Christianity, the 
Root is the Word, but the matrix is always the interpretation of all the words 
of the whole of human history. Clement of Alexandria (150-215 AD) was 
the first to develop the theory that Judaism and Greek philosophy had been 

17 Ibidem, p. 100.
18 See T. Bartolomei Vasconçelos, Radix, Matrix. Community Belonging and the Ecclesial 

Form of Universalistic Communitarism, Universidade Católica Editora, Lisbon 2018.
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80 Giuseppe Tognon

propaedeutic to Christianity in a non-anachronistic manner and that in this 
way they preserved their fruitfulness.19 

If we wish to go further, we could say that humanism is the discourse 
of the man who feels he is a suffering creature. It is the attempt to raise 
oneself from a condition of minority. The discussion of humanism takes us 
back a long way in cultural history, at least to the book of Genesis, because 
the loss of Adamitic innocence is one of the great topoi of human history 
that marks the transition from natural to psychic life, from innocence to 
guilt, to shame, but also to reason and freedom. Ever since men embraced 
a religious outlook, they have believed that the evil they have caused and 
suffered can only be partially compensated for or healed, but they nurture 
hope in some form of redemption from someone who is capable of doing 
all things. The rejection of the radical elimination of our subjectivity inevita-
bly implies hope in an afterwards, in an “afterlife”, guaranteed by a superior 
force. The reward expected from one who is above us – or that we venerate 
as if he were – is the preservation of life and our subjectivity. The funda-
mental attitudes and behaviours of man generated by the consciousness of 
non self-sufficiency impose some form of sacrifice and humility, obedience, 
or possibly even faith, hope and charity, the three theological virtues of the 
Christian religion. J. Hillman has written very interesting pages on the need 
to retransform the psyche into life and against the curse of the analytical 
mentality that the norm imposes to contain fear and shame. The Greeks 
understood this too. Right surpasses law: Antigone is right, Creon is law; to 
give a brother a burial, one can choose to die at the hands of one’s father. 
Humanism in many cases is Iphigenia, Antigone’s sister, who is ashamed of 
not having had the courage of her sister. 

But shame is a strength of man because, as Lacan says, only the per-
verse never feel shame. Shame drives Adam and Eve out of the earthly para-
dise. Shame makes us feel selfish before the vastness of human needs. After 
Auschwitz, shame assails the man who understands that neither rhetoric 
and even less a theology of the promise is any longer possible. W. Benjamin 
invokes shame to awaken the dead, to give voices to the «vanquished of his-
tory», as Malraux said, to avoid making oneself the centre of the world. As a 
recent book says,20 shame has many virtues: together with the fundamental 
ontology there is a «honte-logie», a thinking about shame. 

What makes the idea of humanism interesting is therefore its “impure” 
nature. Alongside philosophy, Mediterranean cultures have developed an 
extraordinary perceptual experience. All the human forms of life arise 
from the need to share the common experience of existing, but not all civi-
lizations do so in the same way and with the same arguments. Aristotle in 

19 See Stromata, VI,17,159 e VII,2,10-11; I,5,29.
20 Michaël de Saint-Chéron, Réflexions sur la honte, Hermann, Paris 2017.
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the Eudemian Ethics,21 explains that the desire to live is the desire to know 
ourselves and that only the knowledge of ourselves legitimizes the desire to 
live. The philosopher opens the hermeneutic circle between thinking and 
desiring in an original way by conceiving virtue as a disposition of the soul: 
the desire to live cannot coincide with self-knowledge because man cannot 
think of himself without thinking about something else, by participating in 
the lives of others, in a synergic relationship, of friendship. Only God thinks 
always and only of himself. The highest form of egoism was the metaphysi-
cal egoism of the full substance. Aristotelian sociality was rather the result of 
a friendship among the living, to collaborate in a common life.

Disappointment with the capacity of man to construct the common good 
has not prevented, but profoundly transformed, the old tendency to think 
about good by thinking of man and thinking of evil as a lack or a decline 
of humanity. Ever since the time of the struggles against the Manichean 
heresy, the reply given to the question: si Deus unde malum? with the idea 
of the privative nature of evil, denying it an ontological status. Evil is dis-
humanity; it is the absence of man in relation to himself, even before his 
relation to God. 

When, in the nineteenth century, the elites began to no longer believe 
that man was a special subject, “self-illuminated”, anti-humanism took the 
radical forms of an attack on that philosophical idea of man in the name 
of which humanity had believed it could emerge from its own imperfect 
nature. Nietzsche showed that humanism had proved to be a physiological 
need for deluding oneself, the sign of a creature botched and corrupted 
by history. In the second dissertation of the Genealogy of Morality (1887) the 
German philosopher explains that the paradox of all existentialism and 
of all neo-humanism is to pretend to interpret in a moral key what is in-
stead instinct, because it is always «Dionysus speaking through the mouth 
of Apollo». Another philosopher, Schopenhauer, even spoke of a pathetic 
Bestialismus.22 The German Neohumanismus – between Goethe and Hum-
boldt – had failed to prevent the rise of the idea of false consciousness and 
bad infinity – the obscure evil of Hegelian phenomenology – just as the 
nineteenth-century novel had shown that the characters of the human com-
edy were ultimately no more than suffering bit players in an absurd history.

How does man make his environment familiar? How can he abandon 
the light of pure intuition and manage the clear darkness of life? In his 
De laboribus Herculis, Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406) stated that scientia is the 
daughter of all seven Muses and that «he who does not try to find the simi-

21 VII,12,1245 a.
22 On the Fourfold Root of the Principle of Sufficient Reason (Über die vierfache Wurzel des Satzes 

vom zureichenden Grunde, 1813), § 34. 
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larity between things is not a cultured man».23 But how are meanings trans-
mitted between things? How does one manage to stay in the world? How to 
give a meaning to what apparently does not have one? It is the theme of life 
as a metaphor of man – the individual also lives the lives of others – which 
in the Italian fifteenth century was at least as important as the theme of 
perspective, but which underlay the ancient problem of the relationship 
between rhetoric and philosophy and which has significant precedents, for 
example in Plato against Isocrates or in Quintilian who criticizes Seneca. 

Roland Barthes, speaking of the «empire of rhetoric», affirmed that it is 
always broader and more resistant than any political empire.24 It is therefore 
worth clearing the field of the idea that it was the humanists who deviated 
from the path of philosophy and instead accept the thesis that they renewed 
the rhetorical origin of philosophy or, to express it better, the existential 
dimension of life. It is also the lesson of Giambattista Vico and the German 
Romantic philosophers, who struggled to show that the origin of the ideas 
that really matter is in bodies and in history and not in other ideas. Ernesto 
Grassi has gone so far as to argue that rhetoric is not simply an instrument 
of persuasion but a constitutive and fundamental act of human thinking: 
rhetorical ingenium constitutes «the foundation of every rational process» 
and rhetoric is not something that is superimposed on philosophy, but it is 
the starting point of it.25 In some lectures he delivered in 1986, he analyzed 
L.B. Alberti’s Momus and Erasmus’s Praise of Folly, concluding that speech 
possesses a creative folly that also performs a metamorphic function.26 It is 
a humanistic idea that has endured in time and is found in all philosophies 
on being, even in those that are anti-metaphysical, as in Heidegger, who 
explains that, «We are always speaking, even when we do not utter a single 
word… We are continually speaking in one way or another».27 Man’s dif-
ficulty in separating the passions from knowledge, will from truth, is an 
ancient theme that not even Spinoza succeeded in dominating and it is 
present in all European cultures.

23 Ulmann, Zurich 1951, I,9,13. 
24 R. Barthes, L’ancienne réthorique. Aide-mémoire, «Communications», XVI (1970), 

pp. 172-223. See C. Navarini, Etica della metafora. Una rilettura di George Lakoff, Vita e Pensie-
ro, Milano 2007.

25 Rhetoric as Philosophy. The Humanist Tradition, Pennsylvania State University, Pennsylva-
nia University Park 1980.

26 «The world peculiar to man is revealed by virtue of the appeal of the word: language, 
by transferring a meaning to what the senses manifest, has metaphorical but also metamor-
phic power. It is a function of the metaphor that man relates to the abyssal appeal; in this 
original context the institutions reveal themselves in their historicity: from the metaphor 
of the word the metamorphosis of the human world arises». Cfr. E. Grassi – M. Lorch, 
Umanesimo e retorica. Il problema della follia, Macchi, Modena 1988, p. 48.

27 Unterwegs zur Sprache (1959), Eng. tr. M. Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, Harper 
Perennial, New York 1971, p. 187.
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A functional distinction: humanism and humanistic 

We also use the term humanistic, but we struggle to grasp its meaning, 
because it was corrupted by nineteenth-century historiography, in which it 
indicated an intellectualistic form of humanism. The emphasis placed on 
the humanists of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries has generated a hu-
manistic reading of modern culture of an idealistic kind. In the second half 
of the nineteenth century, an attempt was made to construct the idea of uni-
versal man28 and of a humanistic philosophy which – as Dilthey and Cassirer 
explained – exalted the anthropological heroism of the Renaissance and 
the confidence that humanity could achieve full autonomy of judgement. 
Fourteenth-century culture would have generated powerful historical ideal 
types that set in motion reforms and revolutions. And Weberian sociology is 
indebted to this humanist interpretation of Humanism and Reformation29 
which dates back to Luther.

The cultural history of Western humanism shows us that we can talk 
about a humanistic question whenever social processes a) invoke a recapitu-
lation of unresolved problems; b) look for examples in the past to support 
change; c) investigate and experiment with new ways of living and working; 
d) elaborate an anticipation of the future in a salvific key. In these historical 
phases, however, there is an asymmetry between ideology and aesthetic ex-
perimentation that takes refuge in dimensions that are further from politics 
and economics. The arts show us that there are humanistic questions of a 
minor, daily or intimate dimension that are not transformed into history. 
Weaving, goldsmithing, portraiture, fashion, cooking, play, eroticism… are 
so many humanistic dimensions to the extent that they form taste and mo-
bilize energies. Every age has a latent humanistic intention that seeks to fix 
in behaviours or images whatever stirs beneath the sky of its theories and its 
public reasonings.

The reasons for humanism are as many as are the judgements of merit 
that we are capable of formulating on the universe and on the meaning of 

28 In his classic study, Die Kultur der Renaissance in Italien (1860), Jacob Burckhardt coined 
the formula Universal Man. He used it to characterize the fully developed personalities of 
fifteenth-century Italy, meaning by universal man a distinctive social type: one who combines 
comprehensive learning with the practice of one or more of the arts or professions. Alberti 
and Leonardo, the two whom Burckhardt singled out as most fully representative of his all-
sided man, achieved their universality outside the confines of humanistic learning, as did 
Michelangelo, who seemed to his age the truly universal artist of all time.

29 The heated discussions on the philosophical consistency of fi fteenth-century Hu-The heated discussions on the philosophical consistency of fifteenth-century Hu-
manism, involving scholars such as Cassirer, Garin, Kristeller, Klibansky, Baron, Panofsky, 
Chastel, Grassi, Buck, de Lubac…, are also to be considered a response to the sociological 
interpretation of modernity that broke with the continuity with the Middle Ages.
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life, while the humanistic questions are a response to needs related to psy-
chophysical development and the needs of sociality.

It is clear that among the humanistic questions, the most important are 
those that are confronted with new elements of judgement: revelations, 
texts, theories, discoveries, inventions.30 From this point of view, even if we 
find ourselves in the presence of apparently disconnected issues – philologi-
cal, aesthetic, poetic, political, psychological – it is always possible to identify 
behind them the original humanistic intention to remedy imbalances and 
disquiets: a humanistic question is always an urgent matter, which mobilizes 
energies, but which remains within an underlying humanism which is the 
sediment of a civilization.

Contemporary prejudices about humanism

The current discussion of the idea of  humanism also suffers from the 
defect of at least two serious misunderstandings or prejudices. 

a) The first concerns the question of the relationship between athe-
ism and theological humanism in the form of natural or rational theol-
ogy, which in the seventeenth century acquired particular importance, but 
which was the continuation of the ancient and medieval discussion of the 
divine attributes. The prejudice is that rational theology has corroded faith 
both in Revelation and in Nature and that humanistic atheism is the conse-
quence of the failure of subjectivism and the “Realm of Man”. It is a deeply 
rooted prejudice that cannot free itself from the idea that, with theological 
rationalism and with Kant, humanism has become the “religious” form of 
atheism. Rémi Brague insists strongly on this point, 31 which is worth discuss-
ing. He holds that modern philosophy was an apologetic form of unbelief 
that cut off the roots of religious humanism. In truth, precisely in the sev-
enteenth century there was a plurality of humanisms constructed around 
different ways of understanding apologetics: Descartes was not Pascal who 
was not Spinoza. Pierre Bayle, an exponent of libertinage érudit, was not 
the Oratorian Malebranche, who was criticized by Leibniz for his claim to 
construct a theological Cartesianism. Though all shared a profound pas-
sion for the “juste valeur des parties”, for the weights of the interests at stake 

30 See E. Romano, Umanesimo e Humanities. Prolusione dell’anno accademico 2010/2011, in 
Il Futuro ha radici profonde. Un anno per celebrare 650 anni di storia dell’università di Pavia, ed. by 
G. Bruttocao, Pavia 2013, pp. 41-51.

31 R. Brague, Le propre de l’homme. Sur une légitimité menacée, Paris, Flammarion 2013; 
Id., Le règne de l’homme. Genèse et échec du project moderne, Gallimard, Paris 2015; R. Brague – 
E. Grimi, Contro il Cristianesimo e l’umanismo. Il perdono dell’Occidente, Cantagalli, Siena 2015.
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in the relationship between man, nature and divinity, they experimented 
with different apologetic paths. 

It is highly interesting to study the 1654 correspondence between Pas-
cal and Fermat on how to divide the stakes in an “unfinished” game, which 
can be read as an allegory of human life. As noted by Agamben,32 by sus-
pending the game to pass to the calculation of the probability of success, 
they emerged from the reality of the game but not from its effects. Chance 
– le hasard – that which could have been if the game had been played to the 
end, turned into a calculation that made it possible to decide how to divide 
up the stakes. 

In the famous fragment on the wager,33 Pascal shows that man really 
decides his life on the basis of the stakes and not on the basis of an impos-
sible verification of the chances of winning. Every man «stakes a certainty to 
gain an uncertainty» and risks the finite, himself, to always gain the finite, 
never the infinite. Hence by betting on God, who is completely other, he 
will not sin against reason, which is not involved in the wager, and cannot 
even be accused of clericalism, because the order of love exceeds even that 
of religion. Calculemus was the motto of all seventeenth-century philoso-
phy. Leibniz, who constructed the most pluralistic metaphysical model that 
has ever been devised, when he had to explain how God could think of the 
possibles, by definition infinite, and at the same time the compossibles of 
the best of all possible worlds, said that «cum Deus calculat et cogitationes 
exercet, fit mundus».34

Brague’s argument about the failure of atheism, which is incapable of an-
swering the question of the legitimacy of man as a special being, recalls that 
of an important philosopher, H. Arendt, whose merit is to have reworked 
the Heideggerian existentialist humanism that made time man’s prison. 
Arendt gives contemporary humanism the idea that possibility, power – dy-
namis – can be a mode of Being. She argues that much progress in the 
sciences has been possible because we have looked at «nature linked-to-the-
earth» by making use of an Archimedean, philosophical point, which man 
has considered outside the earth. The problem of human nature (questio 
mihi factus sum [I have become a question to myself] as St. Augustine says) 
is therefore insoluble both in its individual psychological sense and in its 
general philosophical sense. It is very unlikely that we, who can know, de-
fine and determine the natural essence of all the things that surround us, 
of all that we are not, can ever be able to do the same for ourselves. What 
would the Archimedean point be for man to know man, unless we admit 
that we know only because a God is watching us? It would be like stepping 

32 G. Agamben, Che cosa è reale. La scomparsa di Maiorana, Neri Pozza, Vicenza 2016, p. 41 ff.
33 Pensées, S. 164, B. 233 (translated by W.F. Trotter, Dutton, New York 1958, pp. 65 ff.).
34 Dialogus de connexione inter res et verba et veritatis realitate (1677).
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over our shadow. Moreover, nothing authorizes us to believe that man has 
a nature or an essence similar to that of other things. In other words, if 
we have a nature or an essence, then certainly only a God could know and 
define it, and the first requirement would be that he be able to talk about a 
someone as if he were a something.35 

We are not capable, in the economy of this relationship, of entering into 
the question. It is important, however, to indicate where to seek the solution 
to the problem posed by the French colleague and the German philoso-
pher: the effect of a faith is neither instrumental, to think correctly, nor, 
even less, is it limiting, to prevent thinking too much, but pervasive and con-
stitutive of thinking itself. The God spoken of by H. Arendt is an Archime-
dean function and nothing more. The self-sufficient humanism that Brague 
speaks of is an attempt to bring that Archimedean point back within us. The 
religious factor, on the other hand, is not self-limiting but, according to 
the matrix of Christian Western humanism, aims at spiritual enhancement, 
the strengthening of human possibilities, enlarging the horizon of life and 
moving towards dimensions that are not temporal spaces, for example the 
eschatological. Th.W. Adorno reread the question in a very theatrical and 
effective manner, declaring that the great philosophical systems of the mod-
ern age have attempted to perform a “compensatory” function, to build up 
again what they had dared to destroy.36 Hence, for contemporary human-
ism, what Hölderlin intuited in a famous aphorism remains valid: «Lang ist 
die Zeit, Es ereignet sich aber das Whare», which we can translate as follows: 
“Time has no end, yet Truth happens all the same”.

b) The second prejudice says that the culture of humanism is fundamental-
ly antiscientific. This way of seeing is false. The Plato that has been circulat-
ing in Europe for some fifteen hundred years, is that of the Timaeus, which 
for antiquity was the true scientific treatise on the world, but also a literally 
extraordinary work. Despite all the progress made in the sixteenth century 
on the scientific experimental level, when Galileo in 1632 published the 
Dialogue on the Two Chief World Systems, it was seen that modern science had 
never relinquished the dialogue with the classics, although it had surpassed 
them. It is interesting to note that in Galileo and Descartes there is no wish 
to acknowledge themselves as the heirs of the moralistic humanists, as hap-

35 H. Arendt, The Human Condition, University of Chicago Press, Chicago 1958, pp. 10-11. 
36 Th. W. Adorno, Dialettica negativa, Einaudi, Torino 1982, pp. 19-21. It cannot be de-

nied that rational theology is the basis of the great season of the philosophies of history by 
which humanism has acquired the face of Prometheus, as in Goethe’s Ode, or that of the 
cunning of history as in Hegel. In this case the truth is no longer man, but what happens 
and is manifested “despite him”. The “person” definitively loses the reflex condition, of 
imago Dei, that characterized and ennobled it and becomes a function of thought or a liv-
ing machine.
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pened in Bruno, Telesio and Campanella. In contrast with the desire to 
appear as new philosophers, they rather cultivated a dialogue with the great 
ancient philosophers. An author whom they knew very well and who reflect-
ed their sentiment about the terrible sovereignty of the laws of nature was, 
if anyone, Lucretius with his dramatic De Rerum Natura. Underlying their at-
titude was the belief that in its “choices” nature continues on its way without 
worrying about whether they bring benefits to men. Seventeenth-century 
metaphysics is “Greek” physics grappling with the difficulties raised by the 
new theological “sophistry” and by polemics about nature and grace.37

Everything depends on the idea of   scientificity we adopt. Contemporary 
epistemology can only seek to persuade us not to believe in fairy tales, but it 
cannot prevent it, as unfortunately we find in dramatic cases. Even science 
is not spared the punishment that is inflicted on religion. Instrumental rea-
son does not have a cogent, metamorphic power, such as to change the 
symbolic dynamic of language and the imaginative capacity of man. The 
humanist and the scientist are the same person, even when divided into dif-
ferent figures. The contemporary scientist uses human signs and language 
as a tool to understand, explain and compare new scientific laws, but when 
he deals with issues concerning moral life, that scientific and mathematical 
language is not enough. He uses English as a professional language, his 
mother tongue in everyday life, perhaps a dialect in intimacy and at play. 
The most incredible thing about the antiscientific prejudice concerning 
humanism lies in the false belief that modern science presupposes a divi-
sion of the subject, between professional activity and “natural” individual.38 

The abandonment of the idea of  the unity of man, of his intimate capac-
ity for discernment, has produced consequences that are not insignificant 
also in the ethical political field: it has placed the possession of the most 
“prized” knowledge as a condition of excellence. The emphasis given to 
the doctrine of human capital has distorted the civil logic of democratic 
equality. But even in this situation it is possible to re-propose a humanistic 

37 If we take literally the statements of Descartes and the new philosophers against the 
past, we are committing a serious error of historical perspective that studies and textual 
analysis have enabled us to correct by showing 17th-century philosophy’s debt to the amal-
gam between ancient and modern. We find the same interpretational problem about the 
German Enlightenment. It has been analysed as a cultural phase distinct from the idealistic 
speculative rebirth; instead it should be considered a part of the only humanistic phase in 
which the principle of personality (Persönlichkeit) was sought as the “identitarian” justifica-
tion of a German Menschheit.

38 The disappearance of Latin as a universal language has diminished the use of language 
in the various specialized functions that modern man has adopted and has created the need 
to accompany the study of science with the study of history, literature and philosophy. The 
scholastic and curricular recomposition of the unity of knowledge has never been a banal 
operation because the economic and consumerist matrix of knowledge arouses a false hier-
archization between cultural areas. 
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question: who is he who does not know? Who are all those who have not 
studied, who do not enjoy educational rights, who cannot integrate them-
selves into a world of specialists?39 Seen in a different perspective, human-
ism can be the antidote that establishes coexistence in the merit of living 
and thus recovers the unity of a cultural history that cannot be sublimated 
in the ephemeral idea of   complexity, as if this were a privilege of the present 
and not a perennial experience of humanity.40

Between social merit and the exercise of democracy there is an ethical 
space that cannot be traced back to right or even to economics. It is the 
space of conversation and discussion through reciprocal acquaintance and 
esteem, in accordance with a value system that is not utilitarian. In this 
space, which follows different logics from the formal ones of learning at 
school or the contract, an anthropology of merit is founded which is both 
religious and secular and which is not reduced to the ethics of doing or of 
excelling, because it is also lived as a cure for human frailty, as a theophany 
of the spiritual in everyday life. It is the ethics of listening, as is recounted 
in the Gospel in the comparison between two sisters, Martha and Mary, who 
receive the Lord into their home with two different attitudes:41 one leaving 
everything to listen to him and the other doubly troubled about the house-
hold chores.42 Or it is the ethics of confrontation, of a strong and vigorous, 
if necessary, friendship, like «the love that delights in bleeding bites and 
scratches», as Montaigne (1533-1592) maintains in his Essays.43 They are two 
human models of relationship that are still valid, but they are also two mod-
els of democracy of merit based on an anthropology in which the awareness 
of personal limits and the contemplation of fate are fundamental to curb 
a degradation of talent into bullying or to fight against the renunciation 
of living.

39 Not knowing how to respond to this concern reveals that populism is also a form of 
anti-humanism, whose responsibility is to be ascribed to those who practice meritocracy and 
build walls between social groups, abandoning to their fate those who no longer have a 
homeland or civil and social protection.

40 G. Tognon, La democrazia del merito, Salerno, Roma 2016; Fr. tr. by C. Carraud, La démo-
cratie du mérite, Éditions de la Revue Conférence, Trocy en Multien 2016.

41 Luke 10,38-42.
42 Starting from this Gospel episode, in 1473 Cristoforo Landino (1424-1498) wrote, the 

Disputationes camaldulenses in four books, the manifesto of mature 15th-century humanism. 
In this work the basic neo-Platonism does not prevail over faith in poetic theology and in 
the capacity of the learned man to contribute to the fate of the city. Cristoforo Landino, a 
professor at the Studio Fiorentino, was a friend and confidant of the Medici, teacher of many 
humanists, but also a public official of the Florence chancellery. 

43 Book III, Ch. 8.
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The main cultural dimensions of the problem of humanism

The cultural dimensions where we have to dig into the history of hu-
manism are vast. We are dealing with civilization and it is not a problem of 
details. There are three which it is worth studying: a) the religious roots 
of humanism b) the relationship between humanism and utopia c) the 
relationship between aesthetics and ethics, which is the heart of the re-
flex perception that is the basis of Western culture. I will dwell here only 
on the first two, for the third referring the reader to what I have written 
elsewhere.44

a) The religious roots of humanism
The first problematic dimension is the religious one. The roots of hu-

manism are remote and sink deeply into Greek culture or Renaissance cul-
ture. They embrace the Semitic and Old Testament traditions. The man-
god relationship, the possibility that the human and the divine contribute 
to the common destiny of creation, remains the sustaining relationship of 
all humanisms, even when a religious outlook is not adopted.

In Western civilization, human relationships cannot disregard the pres-
ence of the divine, but the modes of this presence are decided by man, 
who constructs the terrain of the relation through the construction of his 
own semantic field, an area of meanings covered by a word or by a group of 
words in close semantic relationship. Using a classification from linguistics, 
we could say that the word god and the word man are both hypernyms, i.e. 
the one includes in some way the meaning of the other while also possess-
ing qualities that are peculiar to itself.45 

The case of modern culture is different, but it is still religious. It is a 
“secular” culture, but not because it goes so far as to reject the confessional 
religions and their apparatus of power, but rather because – as explained 
by M. Gauchet46 – it has incorporated within the social activity the sacral 
element that since time immemorial has modelled humanity from outside. 
Modern man cuts the archetypal bonds that for millennia had kept him 

44 G. Tognon, Est-etica. Filosofia dell’educare, La Scuola, Brescia 2014.
45 It is difficult to establish with precision the origin and dimensions of a semantic field 

because the meanings of terms change over time, from one community to another and 
above all in the transition from one discourse to another, in accordance with the logic of 
different types of reasoning. Recourse to the meanings of words nevertheless enables us to 
understand why the phases of maximum intensity of the humanistic phenomenon coincide 
with the rebirth of philology and with the rediscovery of the text, so assuming an exegetical 
component that transcends any purely academic discussion and animates powerful reform-
ing processes, as happened in the sixteenth century. 

46 M. Gauchet, Le désenchantement du monde, Gallimard, Paris 1985.
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from thinking of himself as an absolute and, like a hot-air balloon, rises at 
the mercy of the winds.47

The Protestant Reformation had an important significance for human-
ism: it undermined the hierarchy of functions and virtues that had held 
Christianity for centuries and condensed them into the Christian’s duty to 
embrace them fully, seamlessly: praying, meditating on the Word, making a 
living, caring for the family, contributing to the community, even dying for 
one’s faith, were part of one’s duty. The consolidation of nation states was 
also the fruit of this anthropological concentration of faith. To work is to 
pray: on this formula the ideology of a Protestantism that condemns man 
to his condition as man, to equality, was also built. This explains why the 
reasoning on humanism was hegemonized in the twentieth century by the 
relation between Christian, especially Catholic, humanism and the “other” 
atheistic or agnostic humanities. In the thirties, thanks to the cultural op-
eration attempted by Maritain and French Catholic philosophy to propose 
a new integral form of humanism, Catholicism became the interpreter of a 
innovative proposal in the historical and philosophical debate on the crisis 
of Western civilization and its metaphysical thinking. Respecting the Tho-
mist philosophy of man, but recognizing the ethical significance of liberal 
democracy, Christian humanism affirmed itself as the first of the planetary 
constitutional ideologies, founded on a reformulation of human rights and 
duties and on the protection of religious freedom. From integral human-
ism to planetary humanism, the step was rapid. Political philosophy has 
been fused in most cases with theology, providing the basis for a political 
history of religion that has given us some effective interpretive categories: 
the recognition of the primacy of the spiritual over the temporal, a mature 
reflection on the plastic character of individual conscience and its relation-
ship with experience, a new idea of  secularism and also a renewal of the 
Church’s social doctrine.

The limit of that particular form of Christian humanism lay in its claim 
to weld a new political philosophy to a now obsolete conception of the rela-
tionship between the Church and the world, so as to reaffirm the potestas of 
the Church. The project of “a new Christianity” shattered against the impos-
sibility of building a Christian-based society and against consumer society. 

47 It is interesting that a fine scholar like R. Galasso does not base his observations con-
cerning secularization on the anti-religious intentions of his contemporaries, but on the 
consequent effects of the refusal to admit that sociality contains a fiduciary component: 
«Secularization is firstly a loosening of constraints, of all constraints […] The area of  the 
available stretches away extensively before the eyes of everyone. And of the admissible, as 
long as the law is not violated. But secularists are not happy. And they do not even feel re-
lieved of many burdens. They feel the flimsiness of what surrounds them. At times they rec-
ognize something threatening. But threatening what? The same flimsiness is in themselves. 
Personalized». R. Calasso, L’innominabile attuale, Milano, Adelphi 2017, pp. 44-45. 
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The responsibility of Christians could no longer be to plan the impossible, 
but to bear witness to as much as possible in a new human condition.48 

The fact of having to shift attention from the plane of reality to that of 
values has led many Christians to transform their proposal for a new hu-
manism into an accusation against modernity, conducting the debate on 
the plane of a sterile polemic, that on the one hand has made the proposal 
irremediably dated and on the other led many to take refuge in the inward-
ness of a disengaged faith. In other words, we can say that the possibility 
of humanism remaining a key idea of contemporary Christian thought no 
longer passes only through recognition of the presence or absence of a 
revealed religion, but through the possibility of formulating a universal hu-
manistic profile of the duties of man. Christianity as a proposal of salvation 
for the human race.

To conclude on this point it suffices to note that the humanistic ideal 
resists all the attacks of history (barbarism, terror, injustice, nihilism…) not 
only by the promise of Salvation or the fear of terrible punishments, but 
through the resilience inherent in the generativity of the species. Human-
ism has built its tradition in resistance to the reduction of man to animal. 
All attempts to construct a materialist anthropology on the study of what 
man “truly” is have not led to solid results. Equally unsatisfactory are the 
conclusions of a historicist anthropology by which the judgement on reality 
is a function of intentions and therefore of a negotiation between history 
and historiography. In my opinion, the ancient theory of the difference be-
tween collective thinking and personal suffering, between ritual and mod-
esty, is still fruitful: collective self-consciousness always seeks to constrain its 
humanistic ideal to a socially recognizable duty, in works that celebrate it, 
in a liturgy, but always clashes with the resistance that each man opposes 
to the claim to be judged only on the data of knowledge. The surplus of 
fraternity over equality establishes piety, which is nurtured by the suffering 
and melancholy that arouses beauty, like the marvellous beauty of Helen 
of Troy for whom a terrible war was waged. The Iliad is not the poem of 
force alone, but also of pity.49 What moral basis is it possible to have in com-
mon among humans if we deny morality a chance to go beyond rationality? 
Compliance with moral principles and norms is not made possible only by 
the fact that one understands the logic of it and even less by the fact that 

48 The New Christianity Lost (La Nuova cristianità perduta), to reprise the title of a book by 
the historian Pietro Scoppola (Studium, Roma 1984), testifies to the realization of a power-
ful heterogony of ends between the contribution of Catholics to a new compromise between 
capitalism and democracy and the effects of that compromise that led to a substantial corro-
sion of the Christian principles and values for which the Catholics had worked. The material 
benefits of economic and social progress, mediated by the advent of a consumerist society, 
have struck down every new eschatological project.

49 See P. Boitani, Dieci lezioni sui classici, Il Mulino, Bologna 2017, p. 13ff.
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they are embodied – as Hegel wished for ethicality – in strong and powerful 
institutions. Morality is freedom to suffer for the impossible. 

b) Humanism and utopia
A second important dimension is the relationship between form and 

content of humanism. Why does humanism endure as an idea, when what 
is considered humanistic (texts, ancient languages…) is disappearing or 
appears dated? The most banal answer is that every age has its humanism: 
nothing and nobody can destroy the question of man about man. Cultural 
systems and the relations of power between knowledge and wealth change, 
but the symbolic needs of men do not change. Unfortunately we know that 
it is not so: nothing humanistic survives if it is not practised: this is the les-
son of the Ancients, which the Moderns thought they could abandon by 
replacing the practice of life with the primacy of discovery and the refusal to 
repeat themselves. The «fall into time», as Cioran wrote in a dramatic text,50 
drives man to “plunge” into history, with enthusiasm equal to his despair. 
But what makes the human condition unbearable is the claim of men to 
leave history in utopia. It produces “bright infernos” which are only antici-
pations of what our condition of misery will be once we have acknowledged 
the dominion of fatality.

Entering history and exiting from it by any means is a typical movement 
of humanism, symptomatic of all the phases of transition in which the West 
seeks to move from prophecy to utopia. I repeat the approach of a great 
historian of modernity, Paolo Prodi. He explains that «utopia can only be 
born when the concept of change is affirmed with the passage to moder-
nity and the possibility of designing an alternative to the dominant society 
and of striving to transform it into reality».51 However, the thesis can also 
be extended to other historical periods in which ideas are not just a linear 
process of one-way secularization (from prophecy to utopia), but a multi-
plicity of experiences, including religious ones, that allow the transfusion 
of prophetic and messianic language within social groups. Cioran also high-
lights the proximity of two literary genres, the utopian and the apocalyptic, 
which refer to the same disquiet. K. Mannheim, by contrast, worked on the 
pairing ideology-utopia and argued that while the former has a reactionary 
function because it is not capable of going beyond what it was formulated 
for, utopia creates new forms of society and new behaviours.52 

50 E.M. Cioran, Histoire et utopie, Gallimard, Paris 1960 (Eng. tr. History and Utopia, Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, Chicago 1982).

51 P. Prodi, Il tramonto della rivoluzione, Il Mulino, Bologna 2015, p. 58.
52 K. Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia, Harcourt-Routlege & Kegan Paul, New York-Lon-

don 1953.
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The debate on utopia was intense. In reality, we have seen that when 
a utopian thought takes hold of the dominant social groups it can take 
various forms – nostalgic or messianic, lyrical or bellicose, architectural or 
speculative, industrious or idle – but soon loses its disruptive content and 
creates “closed” places and lifestyles that transform it into ideology, for or 
against power. Ideology is a decadence of utopia, not an alternative to it, 
and this realization is fundamental because it enables us to adopt a dialecti-
cal and non-alternative model of humanism. «When sacredness and power, 
utopia and reality remain in dialectic», writes P. Prodi «we have civil reli-
gions, but when they tend to be identified we have political, revolutionary 
or reactionary religions»53. This was the case of the armies, the courts, the 
curiae, the universities. It is the modus, the Latin word from which the term 
modernity also derives, that signals that this is changing: what is known is no 
longer in the same mode as it was before and the fear of the unknown pours 
into the expectation of the new. It is not clear whether utopia is a high form 
of humanism, a radical form of anti-humanism or simply a suspension of 
them. In a fine 1966 radio talk, Foucault spoke of the heterotopias that 
every society creates in its spaces, arranging places, tiny or grandiose, in 
which to take refuge or in which to concentrate itself «juxtaposing in a real 
role many spaces that should normally be incompatible».54 

Prophecy and utopia are very different realities. The former has Old 
Testament and patristic origins and juridical developments that have cre-
ated the two pillars of social life in the West, natural law and the laws of the 
fathers on the one hand and habits and customs on the other. Prophecy 
turns into utopia when it exalts the search for that Concordia discordantium 
canonum which is the title of Gratian’s Decretum of the second half of the 
twelfth century and which would become a more general, Conciliarist in-
terpretative canon for most of the fifteenth-century humanists. Utopia, on 
the other hand, is always born against the recurrence of the classical idea 
of “revolution” as a “return” to the initial state; and it received particular 
momentum when the idea developed of motion as non-circular, multidi-
rectional and relative, i.e. specific to different reference systems: not only 
natural phenomena, but also cities, groups and ideas tend to become com-
plicated.

Some scholars of conceptual history55 (Begriffsgeschichte) have argued 
that, since the eighteenth century, in Western culture a dominant spatio-

53 P. Prodi, Il tramonto della rivoluzione, Il Mulino, Bologna 2015, p. 65.
54 Die Heterotopien/Der utopische Körper, Suhrkamp, Frankfurt a.M. 2005; Eng. tr., Different 

Spaces, in D. Faubion, Aesthetics, Method, and Epistemology: Essential Works of Foucault, 1954-
1984, Vol. 2, The New Press, New York 1994, p. 175.

55 See R. Koselleck, Vergangene Zukunft. Zur Semantik geschichtlicher Zeiten, Suhrkamp, 
Frankfurt 1979; eng. tr. Future Past. On the Semantics of Historical Time, Colombia U.P., New 
York 2014.
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temporal representation has become established, the “chronotope of his-
toricism”, which has shaped social forms and made us believe that our era is 
truly unique, with its own specificity and coherence. In truth, it is typical of 
historicism to claim that every historical moment is special and that it must 
be studied and understood not from what it has produced, but rather from 
what it thought it was, grasped in the originality of its concepts. In contem-
porary physics, time is an intrinsic property of objects and is transformed 
with them; in man every cognition of time is reconstructed within a rela-
tionship and it is for this reason that those who study “human” time prefer 
to speak of lived time rather than the substance of time, which is inexpress-
ible and unknowable. To establish his own theory of subjectivity, the phi-
losopher E. Levinas had to indissolubly link time to otherness, making both 
the coordinates of a purpose (destiny) and a kairos (measure of waiting and 
occasion of meeting) that are modes of the time and space of relationship.

Conclusion. The method for research

Though the idea of humanism is the eponymous idea of Western cul-
ture, it does not escape the destiny of being an idea. In order to study it, 
it is necessary to have a research method capable of dealing with ideas for 
what they offer and not for what they are. It might be interesting to resort 
to an interpretative method that today does not enjoy much success: the 
History of ideas. It was theorized by the American historian A.O. Lovejoy, 
who in 1922 gave rise, together with G. Boas and G. Chinard, to an intel-
lectual movement that researched and studied the great ideas of common 
sense that served as a guide in the development of theories and intellectual 
experiences. In 1936 Lovejoy published The Great Chain of Being, in which 
he showed that the unity of reality had been built for millennia around the 
idea that the world is full but organized on an ascending scale of perfec-
tions. There are not ideas for every concept, but, on the contrary, many 
concepts and demonstrations can be conveyed by a few ideas.

The history of ideas is opposed by Begriffsgeschichte, the theory of con-
cepts. It studies how and on the basis of what phenomena and changes new 
concepts are born and become established, modifying the framework of 
history. Begriffsgeschichte is a history of conceptual specializations, while the 
history of Ideas is a history of cultural connections. Although looked down 
on by many scholars, the History of ideas retains a great fascination precise-
ly when it concerns, as in our case, something that eludes the accuracy of 
critical judgement, but that retains its effectiveness and is a decisive factor 
for not enclosing ourselves in the prison of periodizations.
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Our epistemological ability and freedom of spirit, attained at a high 
price, are precious to deal with the crisis of knowledge without having to 
admit that between us and our predecessors there has been an irreparable 
rupture. The theme of friendship between the past and the future is no 
less important than that of friendship for the human race. The empathy 
between living beings requires a hermeneutics of bodies, but it cannot take 
root in rights in the absence of a historical hermeneutics that makes them 
“universal”. It is very useful to understand how our predecessors were pre-
disposed to give new meanings to things, how their language worked, what 
emotional materials they privileged, with what normative production they 
sought to organize their identity, in what way they lived that non-psycho-
logical sphere of their humanism, which Husserl would call transcenden-
tal subjectivity. In conclusion, what P. Ricœur affirmed: the understanding 
of anthropology can never be complete because the rationality to which 
it tends will never be able to recover «the irrationality of its source». The 
coherence of the logos cannot compete with the sense of mythos and the 
original depth of life that is pathos: the three dimensions are closely linked 
and contribute to creating a knot that no conceptual theory ever succeeds 
in untying and therefore «philosophical anthropology will never be con-
cluded and done with».56

56 P. Ricœur, Le Mythe, in Id., Anthropologie philosophique. Écrits et conférences III, ed. by 
J. Michel and J. Porée, Seuil, Paris 2013, pp. 237-276.
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