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SAGGI

BEING HUMAN. A FEW REMARKS ABOUT DESCARTES’ 
COGITO ERGO SUM*

«Try to understand that I’m / Trying to make a move just to stay in the game / I 
try to stay awake and remember my name / But everybody’s changing / And I don’t feel 
the same.» A few years ago, in 2004, a British band named Keane published their debut 
album, Hopes and Fears, instantly topping the UK charts. The album included a song 
about the growing difficulty of maintaining some kind of self-consistency, Everybody’s 
Changing, from which come the opening lines of this essay, and was on the whole a 
fresco of contemporary anxiety and sense of displacement. Perhaps being so close to 
the Zeitgeist was one of the reasons for its international success, but even if this is not 
the case, those few lines sketch with poetic effectiveness an existential condition that 
is becoming more and more widespread with each passing year – one that marks the 
transition to another paradigm, however dim its contours are as yet.

At the root of this unease there is a growing chasm between what Western man is 
and what he thinks he should be that is undermining our culture’s self-confidence and 
ability to understand the world and itself. This is not the only reason for the decline of 
Modern certainties, of course: it is only one thread in a much more complicated tapes-
try that contemporary men are doing their best collectively to ignore. It is nonetheless 
the hidden key that supports most of the structure, because it goes down deep into 
human awareness and moulds it into a unique pattern that is beginning to show its 
limits and distortions.

The discussion begins with Descartes and a few unnoticed consequences of his 
philosophical success, in particular his well-known maxim, cogito ergo sum. This asser-
tion has strong ties with an all-time favourite question to which Western culture is 
paying scant attention, that is «how do I know that I am human?». Such an awkward 
feeling and uneasy answer. Descartes helped simplify the question, and his solution 
worked out pretty well for a while, but modernity’s incessant rationalization trans-
formed his simple solution into a Procrustean bed (Taleb 2010) from which there is 
no obvious escape: you are human if – and only if – you are constantly rational; yet 

* I would like to thank John Andrews for his help in the translation of this essay and for his pre-
cious support and feedback on this and other occasions.
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this has no definite meaning as reason and its activity can be interpreted in hundreds 
of ways, changing with time and place. In this particular moment it means «you are 
human if you act at all times like the homo oeconomicus you are supposed to be», taking 
no account of emotions, instincts and joie de vivre, and instead working hard for the 
maximization of your profit1.

Easier said than done. Being cold and calculating is much more difficult than 
expected, even for Wall Street sharks, because of a series of misinterpretations that 
took Descartes at face value and pushed his ideas further and further. For instance, 
it turns out that there are no «clear and distinct ideas»: neurosciences show that the 
human brain works in a different way and lots of stereotypes should be revised, for 
everyone’s good. Antonio Damasio’s work can clear the field from long-lasting illu-
sions, and Pareto’s theory of logical action will help illuminate the deep importance of 
the claim on humanity.

The expectations stemming from Descartes’ error (Damasio 1994) are among the 
main roots of contemporary restlessness and diminishing self-satisfaction. People are 
finding it harder and harder to cope with structural, systemic shortcomings because 
they no longer trust themselves to be what they have been told they should be. 
Moreover, every single modern institution has been conceived and realized based on a 
specific kind of Man – a non-existent one – that was supposed to find his place within it 
and move in accord with its demands. Small wonder real men feel they are not up to it.

I - CARTESIAN COMMON SENSE

It happens now and then that some ideas intercept the deepest yearnings of a 
culture with such sharpness that they become its keystones, supporting and shaping 
its future developments. Such ideas escape their former scientific milieu and meld into 
a common heritage; with very few people noticing, they slip into every activity until 
they lose the original traits of a product of human ingenuity and turn into immutable 
aspects of human and social nature. This is the case with Descartes’ famous statement, 
«I think therefore I am». Other philosophers have thoroughly criticized the French 
thinker’s system, so it could be argued that taking it on again is a waste of time. But 
this is not a philosophical issue. Going along with modernity’s compartmentalization 
of knowledge, it is easy to think that everything fits into a specialized niche for experts 
to contend with, and has no influence on the outside world. A philosopher’s words are 
of any interest only to other philosophers and once they have proved them false, there 
is nothing else to say.

1 Descartes’ dichotomy res extensa/res cogitans paved the way to the final separation of reason 
and emotions, that from a philosophical point of view are far from divided, as the former should 
govern the latter and turn them into virtues (Natoli 2010). Modernity kept at it until in its rational-
ism no connections between the two were thinkable any longer, which makes filling this particular 
gap a priority of the Humanities, even though «sensible reason» sounds today like an oxymoron 
(Maffesoli 1996).



BEING HUMAN 137

Unfortunately, things in the real world are a bit different. From time to time ide-
as and visions, knowing nothing of disciplinary barriers, escape the narrow kennel of 
authors and specialists and get out into the open. If they mix epistemological subtlety 
and imaginal potential, are perfectly timed and enjoy some good luck, they can become 
fundamental elements of the Weltanschauung of the group and of the self-represen-
tation of its members, thenceforward impervious to pamphlets and new theoretical 
constructions. Common sense incorporated Descartes’ maxim, slowly turning it into a 
dogma, into something so patently true you needn’t worry about it any longer. So it is 
the vulgata based on the French philosopher’s ideas – that is still shaping Western soci-
eties disregarding expert knowledge – that has to be addressed and modified in order 
to start changing things, which is what these pages aim to do.

The same happened with several other items from Descartes’ theory as well. It 
may not be evident, but the contemporary world is imbued with Cartesian legacies: just 
think about coordinate axes – the obvious tool to represent, reduce and understand 
reality – and the way in which they have shaped imagination and research. Today it is 
«natural» to think of oneself as a bodiless point wandering the world, defined only by 
two numbers, the GPS coordinates kindly provided by smartphones and other ubiqui-
tous gadgets. A rational bodiless point, to be more precise. Say one thing for Descartes, 
he surely knew how to forge powerful ideas.

Powerful does not mean true, but it still poses an interesting question: where does 
this power come from? In a paradoxical way, one of the fathers of rationalism reveals 
himself as a master of imagination, in touch with the underlying currents that influence 
and move social conscience. It is impossible to say if this was self-evident to Descartes 
or just the result of a strong intuition: fact is that he addressed most of the existential 
tensions that still trouble humanity and devised effective solutions operating on multiple 
plans. Whence the centuries-old fascination for cogito ergo sum: it is an easy way to be 
reassured about one’s continued humanity. Nowadays this is not easy to see, as men 
and women affect to take it for granted, while few people are brave enough to admit to 
some doubt on the issue or share it with others. What happens on the inside, though, is 
a far cry from this displayed self-assurance and we should start taking this into account 
to gain a better understanding of what is going on. Whatever Ego has to say about it, 
self-awareness is not a given state, but rather an unceasing process that requires care and 
attention with no guarantee whatsoever of success. Everyone is acquainted with daytime 
spells of absence during which «I» evaporates and things seem to happen on their own, 
not to mention the nighttime eclipse of sleep, still mysterious and unfathomable.

Yet, in spite of this everyday experience, extreme modern rhetoric treats humanity 
as something outdated that should be left behind as soon as possible. Technology has 
evolved into what many authors consider now a new Cosmos (Turnbull 2012). It can 
boost human senses and abilities – at least those that are deemed worth the cost and 
coincide strangely with the Cartesian representation of the res cogitans – beyond their 
current limits, so the «old» human being seems obsolete. The advent of post-humanity 
or trans-humanity is only a matter of years away, and everyone would do well to be 
prepared or risk to be left behind with the dead weight that is slowing down Progress. 
Such affirmations are misleading and give rise to hopes and expectations that will be 
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hard to meet, while doing nothing to solve the riddle about humanity. There is a gap 
between what you have been convincingly told you should be and what you are that 
makes it hard for you to understand, even recognize, yourself. You are left alone to deal 
with this gap and it gets unsettling because no one has ever gone into much detail about 
what it means to be human: there is a general sense of rationality and goodness and 
light, great words like «trust» and «truth» and a half-acknowledged superiority with 
regard to the rest of the world. How does it happen, then, that at times this righteous-
ness wanes and you think and act like an animal? Strange, though, that no real animal 
has ever acted like that (D’Andrea 2014: 78-89).

There is no sure rule to settle the matter. To judge by the silence about it one 
could even think there is no matter to settle. But yet, on the inside, uncertainty is on the 
loose and one needs effective ways to keep it at bay. Descartes seems to make sense and 
one goes along. Whatever the French philosopher had in mind in his day, however, is 
long gone: what exists today is a normative set of behaviour models that are thought to 
stand for what a human being should be and do in most situations. It is a special sort of 
human being, one arising from dreams and wishes that reason does not acknowledge, 
but which steer its course nonetheless: an increasingly insubstantial being, devoid of 
passions and instincts, abstractly rational, strictly economical and consequently good 
(Maffesoli 2002). No «dark half» here, no Mr. Hyde in sight. The problem is that this 
imaginary man does not exist in the flesh, yet has become the yardstick of any perfor-
mance and expectation so that, after being weighed in the balance, one will always be 
found wanting. Worst of all, one will always find oneself wanting.

II - ELLIOT’S CASE

The importance of being rational is closely linked to the essential doubt about 
one’s own humanity, not only because of Descartes, but also on account of a real deep 
connection between the two. This has to do with the birth and evolution of conscience 
(Neumann 1978) and the contradictorial relation it entertains with subconsciousness 
and the unconscious mind (Durand 1984). Being human, one might say, is a complex 
flow in which reason plays a key role, but not the only one: it should be open to other 
instances and suggestions and balance their influences, if needed. As it is, this over-
seer role is far from what is prevalent and that is this essay’s main issue. Even though 
Descartes surely did not have contemporary rationalism in mind, he did stress some 
aspects of man’s self-representation that in time have become mandatory and have 
been interpreted in stricter and stricter ways. From this arises the problem of unfulfill-
able expectations and its many consequences.

Descartes’ reason is luminous, incorporeal and abstract. It defines a constellation 
of sense in which matter, instincts and emotions have no place, while pure thought, 
logic and calculus fit perfectly. If one should interpret the subsequent trajectory of 
Western culture according to these ins and outs, one would find the current cultural 
configuration almost to the smallest detail. That is to say, we seem to have built our 
world following Descartes’ vision, which we made our own.
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It would be great if Descartes were right. Sadly he was not, as Damasio clearly 
showed, and something has to be done to put things back together in a more comfort-
able way. To begin with, it could be interesting to explain how a neurobiologist came 
to write a book about philosophy and why it is so relevant to this discourse. Antonio 
Damasio (b. 1944) never shared the opinion, common in his field of research, that emo-
tion is not a worthy subject of enquiry. In the 70s of the XX century, thanks to his wife 
Hannah’s neuroimaging skills and the fateful encounter with a special patient, whom 
he referred to as Elliot, he began to think he might be right and in the end became 
convinced that «the traditional views on the nature of rationality could not be correct. 
I had grown up accustomed to thinking that the mechanisms of reason existed in a 
separate province of the mind» – he says – «where emotion should not be allowed to 
intrude, and when I thought of the brain behind that mind, I envisioned separate neu-
ral systems for reason and emotion. This was a widely held view of the relation between 
reason and emotion, in mental and neural terms» (Damasio 1994: XI).

This set of given ideas is radically shaken by Elliot’s case: «He had had an entirely 
healthy mind until a neurological disease ravaged a specific sector of his brain and, from 
one day to the next, caused this profound defect in decision making. The instruments 
usually considered necessary and sufficient for rational behaviour were intact in him. 
He had the requisite knowledge, attention, and memory; his language was flawless; he 
could perform calculations; he could tackle the logic of an abstract problem. There was 
only one significant accompaniment to his decision-making failure: a marked altera-
tion of the ability to experience feelings. Flawed reason and impaired feelings stood 
out together as the consequences of a specific brain lesion, and this correlation sug-
gested to me that feeling was an integral component of the machinery of reason» (ivi: 
XII). Connecting rationality – and humanity, as it has been seen – with flesh and emo-
tion may seem an easy step, but appearances are deceiving. When one is forced to focus 
on one’s self-representation, the ancient dichotomy body/soul is the «natural» choice, 
even without any religious nuance, and this is not only true of common sense: expert 
knowledge too tends to be influenced by this kind of presumption, which has nour-
ished Western culture since its beginnings. Body and soul have no ties: the latter lives 
– or is imprisoned – in the former until it can be released. Thus it is hard to think of 
oneself as a system of neural systems, the result of the perfect timing of billions of syn-
apses; it is hard to think of not being a unity, a unicum, the one and only «me», just as 
one is used to feel oneself as one piece, one body, not a collection of organs, bones and 
tissues: «The background body sense is continuous, although one may hardly notice 
it, since it represents not a specific part of anything in the body but rather an overall 
state of most everything in it» (ivi: 152). In the inner imagination, soul is complete and 
flawless, a res cogitans that maintains an aura of mystery and otherworldliness; it is not 
something that can be partially damaged or that is subject to malfunctioning due to 
brain deterioration.

When this unsettling possibility first presented itself, in the XIX century, in the 
famous case of Phineas Gage that marks the ideal starting point of Damasio’s research, 
no one gave it any credit: «To understand Gage’s behavioural change would have 
meant believing that normal social conduct required a particular corresponding brain 
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region, and this concept was far more unthinkable than its equivalent for movement, 
the senses, or even language» (ivi: 13). Social skills, ethical evaluation, decision making: 
they all cannot but issue from a unique, indivisible source, that same entity that helps 
fighting back the anguish that comes from mortality, whether one is aware of it or not. 
Scientific thought shares not only values with common sense and ideology, but also imagi-
nal constellations that result in options of thinkability. This observation reveals the com-
plex influence of the predominant paradigm of an era: under Descartes’ spell (surely 
for other, deeper reasons too), we keep thinking that only rational thought guides our 
choices and plans and we disregard discoveries and criticisms coming from that same 
scientific milieu that is however becoming more and more rigid in its acquiescence to 
invisible dogmas.

A paradigm can be defined as «the promotion/selection of master concepts of intel-
ligibility […]. Thus, the paradigmatic level is the level of the principle of selection of 
ideas to be integrated into the discourse or theory, or refused and rejected» (Morin 
1999: 8). No one knows when and why these selections happen. The reasons why are 
obscure and it is more than likely that rationality plays a minor role in their formula-
tion, if they have ever been clearly formulated. The deep level to which Morin refers 
is where the primordial act of foundation occurs that gives birth to the «finite section 
of the meaningless infinity of events in the world, endowed with meaning and signifi-
cance from a human perspective» (Weber 2012: 119), that is to say culture according 
to Weber. These rules influence the development of a culture well beyond subjective 
and social awareness in ways that are not merely rational, even though Western men 
do their best to pretend they are. The old prejudice against emotion in neurosciences 
is just an example of the subtle stretch on intelligibility exerted by the implicit convic-
tions that fostered the success of Descartes’ maxim.

Damasio was not daunted by their strength and succeeded in proving them false, 
at least in this instance. It was an experience that urged him to think beyond the speci-
ficity of Elliot’s case. Thus he recognized Morin’s paradigmatic blindness at work and 
started to move against it, subverting several Cartesian «truths» by affirming the impor-
tance of emotion, previous experience and the role of pre-rational neuro-structures in 
the dynamics of rational choice. This is what makes his work so useful in this context: 
it shows a similar need to cross disciplinary barriers and address a wider arena and is a 
powerful tool to reveal the empirical untenability of the social extensions of Descartes’ 
argument, in which common sense still takes root. Moreover, Damasio offers an inter-
esting model of complex discussion that could help frame a new paradigmatic style. 

According to him, then, if you want reason you have to take emotions into account as 
well. What of a culture where this sharp separation keeps on being invoked at every turn? 

«The paradigm grants privilege to certain logical operations to the detriment of 
others, such as disjunction to the detriment of conjunction; and grants validity and 
universality to its chosen logic. Thereby it gives the qualities of necessity and truth to 
the discourse and theory it controls. By prescription and proscription the paradigm 
founds the axiom and expresses itself in the axiom» (Morin 1999: 8). This goes on until 
too many anomalies finally unhinge the axiom, but at that point you have a world that 
has been more or less totally shaped by a very specific sense and encompassing logic.
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III - THE GREAT PRETENDERS

This is a world one should fit in with no stress or difficulty, as it has been built 
according to the same discourse that defines humanity and everyone should feel com-
fortable and safe in its embrace. Still things are tougher than expected.

Even Pareto had to acknowledge the gap between real life and life-as-expected 
when he started to consider data about everyday behaviour. His intellectual career is 
a good example of the clash between sincere convictions on the one hand and reality 
on the other – and of the difficulty to make the two come to terms within one’s mind. 
Pareto started as an engineer but soon found that economics better suited him, and he 
built a swift and long-lasting reputation in the discipline, being one of its outstanding 
representatives in Europe at the beginning of the XX century.

He then became a sociologist. Today it is hard to make sense of someone who 
abandons a position of privilege and respect in order to follow a need to understand. 
In Pareto the need to understand human behaviour was stronger than personal advan-
tage, even if it went against his positivistic faith and led him to some paradoxical steps. 
For instance, he estimated what he called «logical actions» to be more or less 8% of the 
total of observable actions, the rest – 92% – being made of «nonlogical actions». He 
considered the former to be those that «show a perfect correspondence between sub-
jective perception and empirically definable objective reality» (Federici 1991: 11) and 
the latter those where there is no such correspondence. As Coser put it, «nonlogical 
action is simply taken to mean all action not falling within Pareto’s explicit definition of 
the logical; it is a residual category» (1977: 388).

When a «residual category» includes 92% of the whole, some doubts about its 
residuality should arise. This is not the case in Pareto’s theory. Even though he is well 
aware of the disproportion between the two categories, he perseveres in explaining the 
second by the obscure working of a peculiar class of constructs, the «residues». These 
are essentially indeterminate and strongly tied to feelings, emotions and instincts, and 
are the layer from which nonlogical actions spring. There is no need here to go too 
deeply into Pareto’s discourse – a few remarks about his terminological choice should 
suffice. A residue, says Merriam-Webster online dictionary, is «a usually small amount 
of something that remains after a process has been completed or a thing has been 
removed». Enough has been said about the unusual amount of this particular some-
thing which would make any process resulting in it far from profitable. What is left to 
take into account is the process itself.

To figure out what Pareto had in mind when he selected that specific word to 
explain nonlogical actions, a broader perspective is needed. The process he was think-
ing about was on a far larger scale than individual subjects or even groups or cultures: 
it was evolution at work on the strange matter of humanity. Darwin published his On 
the Origin of Species in 1859, and it became at once another keystone of Western man’s 
self-representation, along the lines of Descartes’ motto and in its wake. Even though 
it referred to animal species, other thinkers wasted no time in extending its dynamics 
to the human race, contradictorially divided between res cogitans’ spirituality and res 
extensa’s animal mechanicity. The question then arose as to what kind of evolution 
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could be suitable for such a peculiar being, which of his many characteristics would 
flourish and be continually enhanced.

What better answer than rationality?
If that is the hallmark of pure and higher humanity, a process imbued in Modern opti-

mism cannot but focus on it, making it purer and sharper. Cartesian common sense offered 
once again the perfect solution to an otherwise kaleidoscopic dilemma, while Darwinian 
theory already fit within its frame. This remark has nothing to do with scientific soundness. 
It has a lot to do with paradigm and social imagination and the way in which knowledge 
tends to conform to certain patterns and grow along their frame. Today it is known that 
evolution is not a linear process and is not always destined toward resounding success; 
yet this is the way in which it is still largely perceived, in accord with Modernity rhetoric. 
Residues are what is left of pre-rational, archaic humanity after millennia of evolution.

Even though Pareto’s faith in Progress and Science forced him to name them in such 
an unsuitable way, they are still responsible for 92% of human actions. This fact should 
pose a serious problem to anyone who thinks of him/herself as only rational – which means 
nearly everybody – as he/she cannot cope with such a disproportion between expecta-
tions and reality. Pareto addresses this issue with a stroke of genius: his description of 
nonlogical actions not only registers the influence of residues, but goes on to add another 
crucial component, the derivation, an a posteriori rationalization of the nonlogical action 
that allows the actor, who is unaware of it, to keep on believing he has been rational all 
along: «Pareto argued that although men most often fail to engage in logical action, they 
have a strong tendency to “logicalize” their behavior, that is, to make it appear as the logi-
cal result of a set of ideas» (Coser 1977: 389). For him, as well as for nearly everybody, this 
is a given to which nothing need be added. It is a strategy to make up for humanity’s delay 
in becoming what it should have been in the first place. Still, this idea makes sense so long 
as Descartes is right; when this is no longer the case, it might be contended that the urge 
to conform to rationalistic standards is indeed a strategy, aimed however at other ends: to 
make evident to oneself and to others the fact of one’s humanity, from which descends the 
right to belong to human society and therefore to exist. Since Western culture chose to 
determine this fact by issuing a judgement on rationality, its members are bound to com-
ply to varying expectations, based on what that judgement is about. 

Western culture built these expectations on strong convictions that it made up as 
facts when ancient authority could no longer be relied upon (Poovey 1998; Shapin 2010). 
Scientific thought tried its best – and it still does – to give solid foundations to the knowl-
edge it creates while affirming to reveal it, but it was born on Cartesian ground and its 
every move, until the XX century, confirmed and consolidated its core belief. Then came 
Einstein, Heisenberg, Gödel and those unshakeable grounds started to bump and grind.

IV - PARTS OF THE MACHINE

According to Morin, «true rationality is by nature open and engaged in dialogue 
with the real, which resists it. It constantly goes back and forth between the logical 
instance and the empirical instance; it is the fruit of debate of ideas, and not the prop-
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erty of a system of ideas» (1999: 7). This can be truly considered one of the hallmarks 
of humanity, but being rational today has become something entirely different and 
scarcely human. Driven by its force, Modernity reached too far and what Mayntz and 
Nedelmann called «eigendynamik Prozesse» (1987) took the upper hand. Modern strat-
egies could no longer keep them in check, even though they thought they could and 
still do. As Beck put it, «the challenges of the beginning of the twenty-first century are 
being negotiated in terms of concepts and recipes drawn from the early industrial soci-
ety of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries», which results «in a kind of “organ-
ized irresponsibility”» (2009: 28): a situation where procedures are ineffective and no 
one can be held accountable for anything. There is evidently an economic side to it, as 
Modern society, Beck’s Risikogesellschaft, based its success on three pillars: calculabil-
ity, assessability and compensation. Man was aware of his responsibility in the making 
of society; he knew he could not be certain of the consequences of his actions, but he 
also knew he could repay potential victims whose number would be acceptable on an 
adequate scale; there would be a reasonable redistribution of profits and a more or less 
generalized well-being. This works no longer. Nowadays, «the world is confronted with 
large-scale threats whose origin lies in the triumphs of modern society, threats which, 
in view of the institutionalized state promise of security, can nevertheless neither be 
adequately confirmed nor attributed, nor compensated, nor (preventively) managed in 
accordance with prevailing legal, scientific and political principles» (Beck 2009: 30).

The goals that the emphasis on rationality – turned into rationalization – meant to 
achieve: certainty and control, get blurred and confused and people are left to fend for 
themselves: «Sociologists talk a lot about and conduct extensive research on insecurity, 
though they generally mean by this social insecurity. They thereby overlook what a 
dramatic decline of ontological security now confronts lifeworlds, even in the peaceful 
corners of the earth» (ivi: 45-46). Western men and women suffer from a growing dis-
proportion between the complexity their culture has attained and their understanding, 
let alone their handling, of it. What is worse, they live in a social world that has been 
created and shaped according to Descartes: a world where organisations and institu-
tions are imagined as immense machines and people working within them as cogs and 
wheels. It all fits within the rationalistic scheme that nonetheless captures only a partial 
view of the whole, reducing reality to its measurable, mathematical side like an implac-
able bed of Procrustes. Qualitative, symbolic, emotional aspects of life go unrecog-
nized and then get actively suppressed as «residues» that can only hinder the smooth 
running of all-pervasive technology.

If man’s Cartesian representation did coincide with reality, humanity might thrive 
in such a world. As it is, the distance between the two has rarely been wider and it all 
looks and feels like a nightmarish Truman Show where it is impossible to live up to 
shared (and constantly broadcasted) expectations, and good sense and common sense 
diverge and often clash. From a guiding light amidst the turmoil of passions and unre-
strained emotions, «reason» has become a yardstick to measure and evaluate the natural 
world and society, to give or deny sense to every aspect of life. It founds a logic that 
«counts special locks for our doors and the jails for the people who break them […]. It 
counts napalm and counts nuclear warheads and armored cars for the police to fight the 
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riots in our cities». Yet «it measures neither our wit nor our courage, neither our wis-
dom nor our learning, neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country, it meas-
ures everything in short, except that which makes life worthwhile» (Kennedy 1968).

One of the great questions to which the Humanities should seek an answer has to 
do with the consequences of this gap. As Modernity reengineered the whole Western 
society according to its creed, it could be argued that its members are today living 
their lives within an institutional framework hardly able to understand and satisfy their 
needs (Habermas 2011). Society is made possible by everyone’s expectation to find a 
place in it to be oneself. What would happen if people started thinking otherwise is 
another challenging question. One would expect a progressive abandonment of public 
and institutional life, a growing fear of the Other, the end of cooperation and solidar-
ity and the growth of hate movements and conflicts on the national and international 
level, not to mention the erosion of trust and the strengthening of feelings of anxiety 
and uncertainty…

It could be argued that attributing such weight to a long-dead philosopher’s 
words is exaggerated, as it probably is. Descartes has to be acquitted, in order to better 
understand: his was the perfect formulation of a deep-felt, primordial trend in Western 
culture that, slowly at first and then at growing speed, has established itself as the only 
legitimate way to imagine life and society. Having never acknowledged the importance 
of the crucial spheres of meaning that got evacuated with the rest of the res extensa, it 
has no way to cope with the imbalance that this causes in social and existential equi-
libria; furthermore, people born within this paradigm have neither understanding nor 
instruments to manage emotional and symbolic impulses and are in fact left at their 
mercy, in a moment when consolidated ways are dramatically losing their grip on real-
ity. The need for a paradigmatic shift is urgent, as no lifeworld is left untouched and 
systemic flaws are as frequent as subjective shortcomings, and it can only be ushered 
by a radical re-thinking of Modernity’s unspoken certainties. This is mostly why this 
essay focuses on interdisciplinary strategies meant to foster a new cooperation – if not 
coevolution (Kauffman 1995) – between forms of knowledge that need ally in this 
enterprise. Bridging the gap between reason and emotions has already been seen as 
a worthy objective by hardy thinkers – among whom Fromm (1956) stands out, who 
turned mainly to psychoanalysis to pursue it or, more recently, Bauman (2001) in his 
brilliant description of liquid modernity and its consequences – but they are still within 
the Modern paradigm, even though from critical perspectives. These seem to have little 
room left for action, constantly hindered as they are by procedures and instrumental 
evaluations that strongly remind of censorship; luckily enough, however, things tend to 
happen with a total disregard of expert previsions, which could be the silver lining of 
the «organized irresponsibility» cloud. Still, trying to surf events instead of being their 
hard-headed victim all along might be a good idea and the old/new question about 
what it means to be human might be as good a starting point as any.
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