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In this book general terms are used alternately in feminine, masculine or neutral forms. It is conceivable and it seems desirable to me that this could become normal use of language in the long run.


Gender-neutral or gender-inclusive language is not that much of a problem in English (because of the decline of grammatical gender it has gone through), as it is, for instance, in German, where nouns generally expose their gender. I generally sympathise with the efforts to develop new language habits in order to end the centuries of discrimination, be it against women, people with sexual minority orientations, ethnical or social groups that still appear even in the way we talk. But this should not make language uglier, less clear, or more awkward, or impair its flow more than by eliciting brief (and desired) moments of increased attention. Inconsistencies should be seen with serenity and tolerance. I recommend Navid Kermani’s nuanced essay on this topic: Mann, Frau, völlig egal (Man, woman, whatever), Die Zeit, 3 January 2022, p. 46. What I have no sympathy for is the retroactive correction of historical texts. This is a distortion of history which makes it impossible for the readers to make their own historical judgements. But explanations helping the readers in doing this may be an option, especially in children's literature.






Alpha


Reasonable belief, believing reason


"Never does a man come to reason by reason."1


Montesquieu


"Nothing sillier than to believe that someone who is able to think accurately should not be able to feel and that thinking would not be passionate."2


Günther Anders


"Let me point out at the outset that belief and faith, though by their nature they include a non-rational element, need not be either irrational or anti-rational, unscientific or anti-scientific. They can perfectly well be coherent with reason and with scientifically established fact, and any belief-system which is going to be of value in the world of today must be thus coherent with reason and science, because rationality and scientific knowledge are an important part of that world. And this implies further that it must not be dogmatic: to be coherent with science it must surrender the completeness of its certitudes, and with that its own unchange-ability."3


Julian Huxley


"But how to come to an understanding on something that does not meet the criteria of scientific objectivity? This question assumes that there is nothing between objective method and personal confession. But this is wrong for even if evidence of truth and cogent proof are not possible, there is at least the possibility of prudent deliberation and reasonable discussion with results that may never be certain and unshakeable but nevertheless probable, plausible and acceptable."4


Franz Josef Wetz


"In the beginning and in the end is the conviction. The struggle for integrity lies in between."5


Ronald Dworkin









Introduction


The future belongs to philosophy, not to religions or secular ideologies


"We have learned nothing from historic experience if we have not learned that man lives by more than his applied intelligence alone."1


Lewis Mumford


Today religion is socially acceptable again, even among intellectuals. Criticism of religion in the Enlightenment tradition is denounced as out-dated. After criticising religion, philosophy has criticised itself. From logical empiricism and the philosophy of Wittgenstein to analytic philosophy of language it tried to ban philosophy of life from its sphere. This movement reached its peak from the sixties to the eighties of the 20th century. After that the short-lived period of postmodernism chose all kinds of feuilletonistic frills as philosophical topics. No wonder that thereafter the interests in question of ethics, morals and philosophy of life has increased again.


But lo and behold: society has got philosophy’s self-criticism down the wrong throat. Philosophy is widely considered as a museum-like or ivory tower enterprise that leads to more or less arbitrary results, not convincingly committing anybody to anything. This kind of philosophy is allowed to participate to some extent in the market of life and business counsellors and coaches. But when it comes to serious problems of personal life and society it does not suggest itself to seek advice from philosophy and philosophers. Many people still prefer to turn to a priest, a bishop, possibly his boss in Rome, or the friendly, seemingly unmissionary Dalai Lama, or whoever the respective religious denomination recommends.


Meanwhile, philosophers write lots of intelligent articles and books in which they weigh up values on the basis of rational consideration and try to provide decision-making aids for important personal and social problems. And how many people are interested? Not too many. No wonder, as philosophers have dismantled themselves beforehand.


The term "existential deficit" of philosophy was originally coined to reproach philosophy for its lack of engagement with existential questions. (Rahner2) In the meantime, it rather describes the lack of social receptiveness and social effects of philosophical thought and philosophical results in contemporary society. Philosophy presents itself far to humbly to be perceived adequately in a noisy and multimedia excited society.


This book stands in the tradition of Enlightenment thought. This is the basis for the concepts and demands on the task of philosophy in our time that will be discussed in the following.


There is no acceptable alternative to a rational debate on the issues of philosophy of life and morals. Absolute truth will not be found by such a debate, but reasoned value-based choices. This procedure is far preferable to choices based on untenable religious and ideological pretensions of truth or even dogmas.


Philosophers should definitely claim far more social participation and attention. They are the right people to shape future discussions on adequate life orientation and guidance and not the theologians, clergymen, gurus and ideologues with their dogmatic doctrines of faith which have long ago shown to be untenable by the standards of critical reason.


Only a life orientation guided by philosophical thinking is adequate for modern human beings. The indifferentist humbleness which often characterises the appearance of today’s philosophy in social debate is therefore completely misplaced. It means to draw a wrong consequence from the justified relativisation of absolute claims to truth and certainty.


It must be made clear again that scientific and especially philosophical thinking is in sharp contrast to religious life orientation and religious world views, that it leads – if it is keeping up with modern times –inevitably to a naturalistic world view and a naturalistic concept of humans, and that it is definitely willing and able to provide support and orientation concerning the crucial questions of life based on rational weighing of values and moral choices resulting therefrom. It also is a commitment for philosophers to stand up against political procedures which still impose on all members of society values and moral choices that are convincing only from a religious position (concerning, for example, bioethical issues). (1)


Lessons in philosophy and critical evaluation of philosophies of life must become a compulsory subject at school. Religious instruction, however, should be a private matter of religious denominations. Each bigger university should be ambitious to have minimum one philosopher or philosophically interested and renowned scholar in its ranks whose public presence and impact is a match for religious leaders, at least those of regional importance.


A secular philosopher may well have personal respect and personal sympathy for people with a religious life orientation and may feel closer to some of them than to unthinking areligious people. But this should not lead to covering up the fundamental differences in the way of thinking and their consequences for the shaping and guidance of life. Religions and ideologies are relics from former stages of human history of ideas – albeit regrettably still very much alive. Up-to-date philosophy is applied critical reason. It is not willing to accept assumptions without good reasons and is therefore inevitably opposed to religions and ideologies. Where these have been and are confronted with a process of enlightenment, present themselves in a moderate way, and respect the attitude of ideological tolerance, peaceful coexistence is possible. But even then, the fundamental conflict should not be disguised or talked to death. Putting it from the psychological point of view contributes to clarification: Religious people think that the areligious lack an important dimension of life. Areligious people think that the world view of the religious is illusionary to a considerable extent. By tolerance and affection, it is possible to build all kind of personal bridges across this rift, but the rift will stay.


Criticism of religion remains to be a way to secure an adequate position for philosophy in social debate. This way has been taken again with strong commitment in our time as well. (2) Often enough this is not really intellectually thrilling anymore, but it is absolutely necessary in the interest of our future. On the one hand, we need a sober and self-critical atheism that accepts religion as a cultural and social phenomenon. Without emotional ties to religion, it is able to acknowledge the positive aspects of this phenomenon and to cooperate with religious people and with representatives of religious denominations on certain social tasks without reservation. On the other hand, we still need a somewhat aggressive atheism, at times ironical to the point of sarcasm, that is mocking religious thinking without crossing the border of malice and bad taste. It has to make perfectly clear how astonishing, and even downright consternating, it is that in the twenty-first century the old religious ideas are still believed in and regarded as an adequate life orientation to such an extent. The provocative question »How can one still believe such things today?« may not always make appear the questioner likeable. But it is no fusty, epistemologically outdated, loudmouthed nineteen century atheism. This question may have an emotional enlightening effect that goes beyond dry rational argument.


Particularly with regard to radical but also already conservative traditionally interpreted Islam, the necessary, wise politics of prudent de-escalation must not be confused with a misguided appeasement policy that accepts an erosion of human and civil rights by rotten compromises and may therefore be used by other religions as well to stabilise or re-expand their claim to social and political power. (3) A religion which – despite many reasonable individual voices – has so far proved incapable to regard the contempt for life expressing itself in suicide attacks committed in its name en masse on an international level as its very own continuous moral and educational problem deserves a high degree of distrust for this reason alone, not to mention other problems with current mainstream Islam, like its poor record concerning the rights of women, homosexuals, apostates, or critics of religion. Being shocked by Islamic terrorism we should not lose sight of the fact that this is only the most extreme phenomenon of a widespread intolerance in the Islamic world that is also embedded in many ways in its legal and political systems. Historical assignments of guilt must not be accepted as an excuse for this. The debate and the struggle with an Islam that is dominated by an intolerant interpretation will continue for decades to come and must be conducted at all levels, from the education system to, unfortunately, military force.


However, we must not view religions too pessimistically. As human-made systems of interpretation and attribution of meaning they are open to reinterpretation by humans. All major religions contain sufficient starting points for a relatively humane reinterpretation under the influence of Enlightenment thinking, as has already been achieved to a considerable extent for Christianity, at least in modern pluralistic societies.


The scope of rational criticism of religion is limited. Therefore, it is important to find ways to satisfy the psychosocial needs underlying religions in a better way than they do. Hence the maxim expressed by the physicist Frank Wilczek: »So to me the important challenge is not to debunk religion, but to address its issues in better ways«. (4) An adequate, comprehensive approach combines the »destructive« and the constructive elements of enlightenment – shifting the emphasis according to times and personalities.


This book constantly balances on the ridge between systematic philosophical treatise and personal confession and, furthermore, it integrates the cultural world of its author in a broad concept of philosophy. (5) It hopes to approach truth by viewing together partial truths and avoiding half-truths. (6) While determined to keep up with the edge of modern thinking and striving for a maximum of coherence, it is fortunately not bound by the constraints of scientific rituals. I consider it unusual and necessary insofar as it attempts to sum up the contemporary state of philosophical criticism of weltanschauung taking into account the world view developed by modern science while simultaneously offering life orientation and guidance – the author exposing himself with his personal framework of philosophical life orientation. It is about a synthesis of the world-view and world-view relevant findings of modern science. And it is about really drawing consequences from this by translating this synthesis into concrete personal life orientation. This objective also justifies the wide range of subjects, which may seem presumptuous at first glance. As modern knowledge is no longer even remotely comprehensible for a single person it is nevertheless important that time and again some people overcome their fears of incompetence and attempt an overview under the aspect of life orientation.


I insist that nobody has to offer more than a weltanschauung which in last consequence can »only« be founded and justified subjectively (although many people still cling to opposite illusions). But at the same time, I insist that such a philosophy of life does not necessarily have to do anything with arbitrary decisions and may well be a serious contribution to philosophy, especially if it attempts to limit subjectivity to a minimum which is inevitable for a sufficient life orientation. That still leaves a lot of room for argument over what is really inevitable, leading finally to questions such as: Should this subjectivity be extended to a faith in (perhaps even the Christian) god or another religious offer? It will become clear beyond doubt that my concept of a minimum is different and that it actually means »minimum«.


To prevent misunderstandings definitely and to counter the somewhat to personal title of this book - which is nevertheless inevitable – let me state once more: What I advocate is anything but a subjectivist philosophy. I reject claims to objectivity wherever they are not sufficiently well-founded, and I accept subjectivity where it is inevitable. However, I am completely convinced that there are correct answers to scientific questions and especially to the questions that are decisive for our world view. There is truth, but no final certainty. And if we have to modify or even revise knowledge, that we believed to be correct, from a later point of view, then even in these cases there is a best possible knowledge at a certain point in history. It is the knowledge we arrive at by means of a rationality that strives for the greatest possible impartiality.


One should look at this book as a house that is again and again in need of all kinds of alterations and additions, getting not only more rooms but, above all, more and bigger windows and doors. These can be opened easily. You can look outside, stick your head out, or step out in order to perceive and follow ever new paths of philosophical debate and search for orientation.


I wrote this book first and foremost to clarify things for myself, to keep hold of acquired knowledge, and develop it further, and to have a better thought-out guideline for practical life. Even where it cannot come up to the wide range of its pretensions it still makes private and individual sense. And perhaps it can contribute some interesting pieces to the puzzle that represents the spirit of our age.


It cannot be denied that unwillingness-to-believe in philosophy of life (though it may be given different names) is a reality and a significant tendency in our social and historical situation, albeit only in a qualified minority. To emphasise this reality one more time is just a sideline for me. My main concern is to clarify in which form the necessary life-determining belief is possible under the premise of unwillingness-to-believe.


This book wants to help sceptics and so-called unbelievers to gain clarity and consistency. It wants to help them to define their unbelief concerning traditional systems of belief more precisely, namely as »unwillingness to believe«. It wants to contribute to the overcoming of an insufficiently thought-out and therefore often half-hearted unbelief, which is still too much stuck in agnosticism, an attitude widespread in modern affluent societies. It wants to show once again that it is possible to consciously shape one’s life, to gain sufficient confidence in life, and to realise moral attitudes and values without a belief in god or a substitute religion that elevates theses of social or natural philosophy to dogma. This book fights for unwillingness to believe and the courage to set subjective, individual, and conventional norms and goals on the basis of a minimum of belief. It is an attempt to find a philosophical modus vivendi for those unwilling to believe. It is an attempt to overcome the existential deficit of philosophy without falling behind the criticism of ideologies it has provided. Philosophy’s obligation to practice is to be fulfilled in a manner appropriate to the intellectual situation of modern time.


This book is equally opposed to the underestimation (in positivism, for example) of the theoretical difficulties involved in breaking with the traditional doctrines of faith, and to the overestimation of the practical difficulties (a position religious people are inclined to – and especially religious doubters). Thus, it invites non-religious people to become aware of the belief they have already tacitly embraced and to make conscious decisions of belief after thorough consideration, that is to justify convictions by choices. For the undecided, it wants to encourage them to create a basis for their life orientation through a minimum of conscious decisions of belief – far from the traditional metaphysical offers. Finally, it also addresses those who have not only lost a faith but also the conviction that life is worth to be lived and to be shaped consciously. Perhaps it can help one or another among them to find the courage for a new beginning.


I want to make a contribution to the fight against all dogmatic world views. History bears impressive witness to their harmful consequences right up to the present day. However, apart from their many evils, they have undeniably also produced great cultural and social achievements. And at times they have even shown an at least partial and temporary ability for tolerance. We must be aware of their criminal history and their cultural history and not fixate on just one of the two. And if we conclude after all that a certain weltanschauung has predominantly negative consequences, this is not an argument against its truth in the first place, but only one against its adherents (just as, conversely, desirable consequences, contrary to the rhetoric of tolerance from Lessing's "Nathan the Wise", do not constitute an argument for its truth). This sort of balancing argumentation has a certain heuristic value in prompting us to devote equal attention to the criminal and oppressive and the cultural and charitable history of dogmatic ideologies. And from a practical point of view this sort of balancing argumentation is still a weapon of enlightenment that should not be underestimated (although it can also be turned against itself).


But the decisive problem, the significant demarcation, lies elsewhere today. In former times dogmatic world views were a reasonable looking proposal for orientation in the world. For most people, apart from a few extraordinary minds, they were almost inevitable. People simply knew too little. Meanwhile, however, this type of weltanschauung falls far short of what is possible for human beings. All kinds of dogmatic ideology – religious or secular - are outdated and implausible.


As the "belief" presented in this book is founded on a world view that tries to take into account the scientific state of the art as far as possible (which includes a permanent revisability in the light of new knowledge), and as it does not include any dogmatic assertions about the world, but only guidelines for personal actions, it has little in common with the kind of belief demanded by religions and secular ideologies. So why is the word »belief« still in the title?


The convictions of an unwilling to believe are founded on pre-rational – not: irrational – choices too. These convictions do not require to sacrifice reason on the altar of religion or ideology or to condemn it to silence in essential questions of life. However, as they are not convictions of minor significance either, but life determining, philosophical convictions, it is nevertheless adequate to speak of the "belief" of an unwilling to believe. But it is not justified to equate these convictions with dogma just because they have the orientation function that is filled by dogmas in religions and ideologies.


In this book quite a few battles are fought once again that have been won by enlightenment long ago - but they have been won only in the field of intellectual debate. Amongst the leading scholars of our time only a few remain who - be it for social, psychological, spiritual or moral reasons - still put trust in religion or secular ersatz religion for explaining our world or providing orientation for our philosophy of life or morals. But the fact that a small percentage of humankind has internalised the results of enlightenment does not suffice to determine either the predominant life orientation or the development of society or the course of history. Therefore, the old battles will have to be fought again and again in ever new variations and constellations for an unpredictable time. If all would just depend on the intellectual avant-garde, this book could bear a more neutral (though perhaps also less interesting) title, such as: "Scientific World View and Philosophical Belief". As it is, however, I still prefer to define myself to a considerable extent by unbelief in traditional systems of belief respectively of faith, and this will probably still be necessary for a long time to come for anyone who does not want to pursue intellectual debate on weltanschauung and philosophy in a very restrained and withdrawn manner.


In secular philosophy of life there is a considerable naming confusion. To get the differences clear, it is helpful to think out for oneself that different designations refer to different philosophical problems. »Agnosticism« stands for a principled last reservation of doubt meant to keep a little bit of distance to all our assumed knowledge. "Atheism" stands for the confrontation, forced upon us by cultural and intellectual history, with all the untenable doctrines assuming one or several gods to explain the world and ascribe meaning to it. »Naturalism« stands for an adequate, reality-based and revisable explanation of the world. »Secular Humanism« stands for a moral orientation and creation of meaning which can be defended with good reasons and makes no recourse to metaphysical fictions and speculations.


Even if used in a meaning which seems adequate to me, each of these terms represents only a part of what I consider important for orientation in the world and in personal life. Hence "the belief of an unwilling to believe" which brings it all together.


It would be desirable to characterise this fundamental philosophical attitude by a shorter, catchier, and nevertheless differentiated term with positive connotation, which therefore might have a good prospect of wider dissemination, but this is difficult. No doubt Richard Dawkins und Daniel Dennett are »bright« themselves, but their idea that atheistic naturalists and humanists could organise themselves better and reach better reputation in society using this label has not been very successful so far. The term has some charm, but among other problems (like a certain touch of arrogance) it has the disadvantage that it does not translate easily into other languages.


This book also wants to tie in deliberately with the classical and modern »art of living« tradition of philosophy. This may always be threatened by triviality. Nevertheless, I do not share Kersting’s view that contemporary philosophy could only regain a state of directness in moral counselling at the price of self-denial and intellectual regression. The fact that too many philosophers regard personal convictions and statements on the art of living, morals and the meaning of life as a private matter and no longer as a part of their philosophical work contributes significantly to the regrettably low importance contemporary society attaches to philosophy. It is a mistake to send everything in philosophy that sounds like »contemporary Seneca« into an ideologically disarmed exile of psychological counselling. (7)


"Although philosophy as counselling corresponds to the everyday notion of philosophy, it is not integrated in the academic philosophical studies as a rule. This is very regrettable. As a consequence, the common needs for orientation and for recipes for a life that is as fearless and happy as possible are only met by the teachings of some guru, saviour or religion, all of which have in common that they fulfil their task only at the price of a sacrifice of the intellect."3


Joachim Buhl


"And still, I profess loyalty to enlightenment, specifically to the classical enlightenment - as a philosophia perennis that contains all of its own correctives, so that it is an idle game dialectically to dissect it."4


Jean Améry









1. Choices


Strongholds in a sea of chance


"We are in fact the sum total of our choices ..."1


Woody Allen


The choices described in the following make some fundamental statements on how to shape one’s life. To make choices means to decide consciously. Choices do not create convictions, they only clarify, justify and stabilise them. At first choices are always "afterwards", but once made a basis of life orientation they are also "before".


One can also choose to make convictions, such as those justified by choices in the following, the basis for the shaping of one’s life without making choices, as a belief »without justification« and thus simply speak of fundamental attitudes concerning philosophy and philosophy of life. One can simply state the existence of certain convictions without feeling the desire to justify them, for instance by choices. One can be unwilling to believe without making choices as a philosophical justification. The desire for a philosophical justification of life determining convictions and the gain in coherence that can be achieved thereby could be no more than a (transitory) peculiarity of Western intellectual history.


However, the justification of convictions by choices corresponds to my feeling (which in this case is in accordance with a general human feeling most people share) that I am able to change or stabilise personal convictions by conscious subjective decisions. It appears sensible to me, to distinguish and stabilise some decisions as choices - choices that are of particular importance for the shaping of life and that have been made after intensive reflection. This is also to make clear that these decisions are not arbitrary or easily changeable and that they can be just as convincing as, for other people, statements on philosophy and philosophy of life with a (never redeemable) pretension of objectivity. Furthermore, I consider the justification of convictions by choices to be a good prevention of unwarranted pretensions of objectivity. By simply stating convictions you can easily forget to make sure that you have good reasons for them. And you can easily forget that you too are »just« believing. You can fall into the illusion of being belief-less and confuse a belief without justification with belieflessness.


To build on choices as a foundation of last resort of our weighing up does not mean that we underestimate the role of the uncontrollable in human life. (For a discussion of fortune see also 2.3.) Of course, the quote from Woody Allen’s movie is only half the truth. In fact, we are the sum total of our choices plus chance. And strictly speaking, even our possibilities to make choices depend on chance. Our choices are part, consequence and cause in an incalculable, not even remotely comprehensible, not predetermined, and thus not predictable web of chance that makes us what we are (and that is, of course, subject to the laws of nature).


Is there still any point, then, in talking about decisions and choices? Well, life means to make decisions. And this is valid both in a descriptive and a normative sense. First, we describe an essential characteristic of central nervous systems and especially the human brain thereby: they are complex decision-making systems that have acquired considerable degrees of freedom in the course of evolutionary development, as too rigid decision-making mechanisms are not advantageous in a continuously changing world, at least not for organisms of higher complexity. Second, we do not have any sound alternative to set norms for ourselves and our societies. By elaborating and communicating our thinking, by taking, making clear, justifying, and defending our point of view we find our place in life and make our contribution to the web of chance which forms our world – a contribution according to our possibilities, more or less momentous, more or less novel, and more or less valuable.


If life determining choices (considerably influenced by chance themselves) appear to be no more than an inescapable personal necessity for some humans from a deterministic point of view (which is irrefutable to a certain degree), they nonetheless make a big difference to the thinking and acting of the person who makes them.


It is possible (and it should be done) to acquire and to practise philosophical and moral attitudes much the same way we can acquire and practise skills in playing a musical instrument or in exercising a particular kind of sport. This book wants to show that there are good reasons for choosing choices, and specific choices, as a basis of such an acquisition and practice and for preferring them to other – be it more indifferentist or more objectivist – ways of a philosophical life orientation. (For a more elaborate discussion of the problems of justification and the compatibility of choices and determinism see 2.1.)


"We human beings are always more our accidents than our choice. Note that I do not say that we human beings are only our accidents; I only say that we are not only our choice, and that we human beings are always more our accidents than our choice."2


Odo Marquard









1.1. The Fundamental Choice to Consciously Shape One’s Life


The usual is not enough


"Acting and acting consciously are two different things."1


Epictetus


If you discover the attitude of unwillingness to believe in yourself, it follows that you must decide yourself whether to consciously shape your life (whereas most traditional systems of belief save their followers this decision) and to do so by making choices and act according to them or whether to be no more than an observer and executing body of impulses arising in yourself, subject to any fluctuation. The possibility of letting oneself drift through life without principles and of making one’s decisions only according to the momentary mood and situation in the world must first be excluded. If unwillingness to believe is presupposed, this can only be justified by choices. It makes sense, then, to begin with a fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life. On this basis, further convictions, which can be used to guide the shaping of one’s life in detail, can then be justified by choices. (1)


The fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life does not in itself necessarily lead beyond the mere statement of convictions, a drifting through life without principles, or Pyrrhonean scepticism. A person who is disappointed by philosophy or who interprets the determinism of modern neuroscience in a passive way can consciously and explicitly set, by making such a choice, the mere stating of convictions or the drifting without principles, that is, decisions only according to the momentary mood and situation in the world, as the principle of the shaping of her or his life. These options may be called conscious shaping of life insofar as life is not simply lead without fundamental choices even if the conscious shaping of life is thus reduced to only one general principle and you remain completely dependent on the circumstances, being no more than observer and executive organ of impulses arising in yourself, just as those people who try to live completely without principles.


The specific dilemma of Pyrrhonean scepticism is illustrated by the nice story Bertrand Russell tells of Pyrrho: "He maintained that we never know enough to be sure that one course of action is wiser than another. In his youth, when he was taking his constitutional one afternoon, he saw his teacher in philosophy (from whom he had imbibed his principles) with his head stuck in a ditch, unable to get out. After contemplating him for some time, he walked on, maintaining that there was no sufficient ground for thinking he would do any good by pulling the old man out. Others, less sceptical, effected a rescue, and blamed Pyrrho for his heartlessness. But his teacher, true to his principles, praised him for this consistency."2


Since Pyrrho did not have a sufficient reason either to leave the old man stuck in the ditch, this must have happened out of a momentary mood, or Pyrrho chose walking on as the more passive option, assuming that this would fit better with his sceptical attitude. This, however, would express a new principle of decision that goes beyond scepticism, for it does not at all follow from the indecisiveness created by scepticism that one always decides in favour of the more passive option.


Pyrrhonean sceptics differ from those who confine themselves to merely stating their convictions and from those who explicitly decide according to the momentary mood and situation in the world, by the desperate (and futile) attempt to get along with reason alone, trying to avoid decisions which in the last resort must have an irrational (or better: pre-rational) justification. As far as they indulge in passivity, you see them fighting against the impulses of common sense time and again and also against even the simplest customs without justifying or being able to justify why they are doing this.


This is why Sextus Empiricus already argues that sceptics can, without giving up their scepticism, make the inevitable decisions on how to shape their life according to "unphilosophical experience", that is, they can orientate themselves to the customs of the society into which they were born and to the moral concepts they were taught through their upbringing. The truth of moral rules being undecidable, no objection can be raised against sticking to the ideas you are accustomed to since youth.3


The first objection to this argument is that it does hardly seem satisfactory to base moral decisions on socially given moral concepts in a certain historical situation without thinking twice. Sceptics may possibly acknowledge this with a shrug of the shoulders, albeit hopefully a regretful one. They should also make clear to themselves, however, that an orientation towards the usual is not a necessary consequence of scepticism. Basically, it is just a variant of striving for the greatest possible passivity which also includes a decision going beyond scepticism.


A fundamental choice to merely state one’s convictions, a fundamental choice to let oneself drift without principles and to decide only according to the momentary mood and situation in the world, or a fundamental choice for Pyrrhonean scepticism do not correspond to my idea of a good shaping of life. Therefore, they are excluded by the following fundamental choices and the choices based on them.


To set a guideline for one’s life does not have to mean that spontaneous action is made impossible or only more difficult. It is precisely those who want to let themselves drift or only get by with the principle of doubt who can be hindered in the spontaneity of their actions by the resulting uncertainty.


"Have you been able to think out and manage your own life? You have done the greatest task of all."4


Michel de Montaigne









1.2. The Fundamental Choice of Unwillingness to believe


Criteria of a rational belief


"I never gave up reason,


Not even for the most enticing promise."1


Theodor Storm


After the attitude of unwillingness to believe, which was initially noted as a mere fact, has necessitated a fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life, it in turn requires justification. Again, only another fundamental choice offers itself for this. This will be discussed below. But prior to that I want to explain what unwillingness to believe means to me.


First, unwillingness to believe means to doubt all concepts of the world again and again. "It is of course possible that all or any of our beliefs may be mistaken, and therefore all ought to be held with at least some slight element of doubt." (Russell2) In other words: We should emphasise the hypothetical character of all knowledge. (Vollmer3) This is also beautifully expressed by an old Spanish saying: De las cosas mas seguras la mas segura es dudar. "Of the most certain things doubt is the most certain." (1)


Second, unwillingness to believe means to never assume something just because you cannot disprove it – or, put positively – only to assume that for which you have good reasons. Good reasons are those that are based on logic, observation and simplicity. Good reasons are those that result from a critical examination according to these criteria. Otherwise, one must not shy away from admitting one’s own ignorance. This requires not only an overcoming of human vanity but above all a mastery of the human desire for handy and certain explanations of the entire world (including that which remains inexplicable on sober reflection) and for an objective, absolutely valid morality. In the complete absence of good reasons, however, it is not enough to nobly suspend our judgement; rather, we should explicitly reject the assertions in question.


The demand for good reasons includes the conviction that different sources of knowledge are not equally valid, that the different paths that have been and are proposed as leading to knowledge do not actually achieve this with the same degree of probability, and that it cannot be claimed with the same right that the results allegedly gained by using them are comprehensible. Therefore, one should not accept certain ways as a sufficient justification of knowledge. The definition of unwillingness to believe has to include the paths to knowledge that are considered insufficient in this sense. For those unwilling to believe these are the following:




	the path of revelatory experiences, of religious or spiritual experiences, if claiming to be more than mental experiences of individuals and groups and demanding to be accepted as a criterion of reality and truth,


	the path of mere authority, that is to say, the gaining of knowledge by accepting the assertions of others and deriving from them without ensuring that these assertions have been confirmed by repeated systematic verification and are, at least principally, accessible to one’s own examination (2),


	the path of esotericism, that is to say, the explanation of facts, the prediction of future events and the influencing of the world by alleged mysterious special psychic abilities or allegedly recognised special laws that are only valid occasionally and cannot be systematically reproduced.





That does not mean that assertions based on revelatory experiences, authority or esoteric procedures must be wrong in every case. It only means that such a justification of assertions is not considered convincing.


Belief founded on revelatory experience or esotericism is more than a mere variant of belief in authority. It differs from this by its subjectively impressing character of illumination (if honestly felt and not only displayed for the pursuit of material interests or power).


In addition to the willingness to revise one's own thinking and the demand for good reasons, there is a third essential component of unwillingness to believe. This is restraint in making personal decisions of belief that cannot be justified further (which, on the other hand, are the only remaining possibility, as a last resort, for those unwilling to believe – as for anybody else - to justify their thinking and their way of life). Restraint means that one wants to summarise one’s conception of a good life by as few choices of belief as possible and therefore subjects the necessity of every choice of belief to critical scrutiny. (3)


This is not to propagate or suggest a total supremacy of reason at the expense of feeling. Although unwillingness to believe means wanting to use one’s mind in questions of philosophy and weltanschauung without taboos, even the belief of an unwilling to believe cannot be justified by reason alone. The life orientation proposed here does not want to have anything in common with a shallow rationalism which, due to a lack of life experience, believes in the complete controllability of human life by reason or believes at least that this would be desirable. (4) If those unwilling to believe abstain almost completely from religious feelings, such as, for instance, the hope of redemption, this does not mean that they would be less able of intense feelings than religious people, be it in questions of their philosophy of life or their personal relationships, or that they must lack emotionally accentuated qualities such as enthusiasm or a sense of adventure. There is a good reason why the mottos of this book already reject such misunderstandings.


Unwillingness to believe stands in clear contrast not only to religious faith, but also to credulity in general (although the contrast to credulity is not so much a philosophical problem). (See also 3.1.7.)


Unwillingness to believe also stands in clear contrast to any ideological promises of redemption, be it religious or secular myths of salvation. We humans can improve our lot if we behave morally on the basis of reasonable weighing, but we will never be able to eliminate injustice, suffering, and (premature) death completely. Secular promises of salvation that demand present sacrifices of humanity in the interest of a future paradise on earth deserve the utmost distrust too. The history of the twentieth century has shown in a depressing manner, at the cost of the lives of millions of people, that they can lead to catastrophic consequences at least equal to those of religious promises of salvation.


Unwillingness to believe does not mean to flirt with doubt or the inadequacy of one’s own knowledge and to quickly retreat to the admission of one’s own ignorance. Such an admission by no means always indicates intellectual superiority; it can also indicate a lack of effort to gain knowledge, idle indifference, or an unfair immunisation strategy with regard to one’s own position (by retracting one’s statements as soon as they are attacked).


The value of the described unwillingness to believe cannot be proved. It is itself a value. As the Storm quotation says it: Do not let psychologically comfortable offers hinder you to face the truth. Moreover, one can argue for unwillingness to believe by resorting to other values, that is by presupposing a certain morality on the part of the interlocutor.


If somebody strives for knowledge (which is not exactly the same as the determination, already expressed in unwillingness to believe itself, to avoid illusions as far as possible), one can point out that reliance on the paths to knowledge considered unreliable by the unwilling to believe has obviously led to errors quite often if a later consideration in the light of logic, observation and simplicity is used as a criterion for this.


However, such errors (or – as far as the old religions and myths are concerned – more justly: explanatory models of the world that belong to former times and are outdated) can often be denied by a subtle interpretation of the original statements. With a little hermeneutic skill one can present authoritative interpretations of the world as »symbolic« and thus »timeless«.


Let us consider a Christian example – in accordance with the cultural background of the author. Using historical and textual criticism the two biblical stories of creation, which, taken literally, have always been contradictory because of the different sequence of creation, can be interpreted as follows: The priestly source with its six or seven day work story can be read as the symbolisation of an order of the world created and guaranteed by god, whereas the approximately five hundred years older Jahwist source in which the creation of man precedes that of the rest of the world can be read as a foundation of human morality and a setting of norms in an obligatory reference to god. (5) The fact that historically inhomogeneous texts have been compiled in the Bible, which, if regarded as realistic descriptions of events, already must have appeared contradictory to attentive readers in the past, allows the interpretation that this has been done with the intention to explain the world in an allegoric manner and to create meaning and morality therewith. Looked at that way it appears inadequate to see a contradiction between the biblical stories of creation and scientific concepts of the origin of the world, life, and humankind. But even if we do not attach much importance to the fact that such an allegoric interpretation contrasts sharply with the overwhelming majority’s understanding of the bible throughout history, the crucial problem remains: such an allegoric interpretation does not provide any good reasons for including the idea of god in an explanation of the world. The timeless appeal of an authoritative interpretation of the world is no argument for its adequacy and no reason to accept it. The long-lasting importance of certain myths and interpretations of the world does not change the fact that they have been created by human beings. On the contrary, this is abundantly clear by the results of religious studies, as those referred to above concerning the bible.


But the aforementioned interpretations of the biblical texts make at least comprehensible what Ratzinger has in mind, when he tells us – in a phrasing which is skilful and presumptuous at once – that the belief in creation "moves on the ontological level", "marvels at the miracle of being itself," answering the question why things exist at all instead of others or nothing and what this means. The theory of evolution, on the other hand, he wants to be classified as situated on a phenomenological level, just explaining why the actually occurring forms in the world are the way they are in detail.4 After domesticating evolutionary theory like that, Pope John Paul II was then able to accept it in 1996 in a message to the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, though defending a last stronghold: "If the origin of the human body comes through living matter which existed previously, the spiritual soul is created directly by God."5


But is it not much more plausible, then, to confine oneself to the "phenomenological" level for the explanation of the soul as well, that is to say, to an evolutionary, biological and biographical level? Why should we cherish a mere speculative respectively spiritual intuition of truth as a basis of an "ontology" of the soul? Or more generally: Why should we look for a way to justify meaning and morals that is obviously quite pleasing to human wishful thinking?


In the field of morals the apologists of traditional religious world orientation extract from the contradictory, unrealistic, rigorous and often sectarian demands that can be found in the scriptures of the great "book religions", a selection which, despite its questionable aspects, impresses by a certain grandness (such as the Christian charity or principle of loving one’s neighbour and one’s enemy) or that appears as useful or relevant for the respective present. The rest is (fundamentalist currents left apart) either ignored deliberately or dismissed as insignificant in order to preserve revelation and authority as sources of ideological certainty, emotional security, moral orientation, and a means to spell out the contents of spiritual experiences. I consider this subjectivist and decisionist procedure, which can always produce the results that suit the respective zeitgeist, to be dishonest. I am convinced that none of the religions rooted in times long past, Christianity included, can provide us with more than starting points for thought, and in any case no acceptable overall moral orientation. I consider religious morality to be equally time-dependent and outdated in many points as religious explanations of the world. (6)


But those who disagree, can weigh and play off the great importance of knowledge for our orientation in life allegedly to be obtained by revelation and authority against the errors (perhaps even considered as insignificant or unreal) to which we have succumbed or still may succumb if we accept these paths as trustworthy paths to knowledge. This pattern of argumentation has long been explicitly put forward or realised in their thinking and life in different variations by eminent philosophers time and again, for example by Pascal in his "wager"6 or by William James in "The Will to Believe"7. And even in our time a man like C. F. v. Weizsäcker has attributed such great importance to religion that an excellent overview of the modern scientific world view has not prevented him from holding on to Christianity, or at least to a religious life orientation. And Weizsäcker is indisputably both a scientist and a Christian: in contrast to simpler minds, he does not allow religion to interfere in areas that are accessible to scientific knowledge, but only allows it to have a say beyond the "scope of science". (7)


This leads us to a better understanding of unwillingness to believe. In areas where the scientific way of thinking is overwhelmingly successful, there is no need to choose it (although unscientific and anti-scientific episodes of the zeitgeist may pose considerable practical problems and educating people to think scientifically is an important task). Those who rely on revelation, authority and esotericism in areas accessible to scientific investigation, may occasionally have s stroke of luck but will not be right in the long run: they are not religious but credulous, uncritical, blinded, indoctrinated, uneducated, or simply stupid. The argument of convergence, which has been illustrated by C. F. v. Weizsäcker very convincingly, makes the situation perfectly clear: "That physics is science, but dialectical materialism is not, became quite obvious, for instance, in 1955 at the First Geneva Conference on the Peaceful Uses of Atomic Energy. Many Western and Soviet physicists met there for the first time, and much information kept secret until then was made public. It was an expected and yet astonishing experience that the numerical values of certain atomic constants, which had been measured under top secret conditions in different countries under opposite political systems and creeds, proved to be identical to the last decimal when compared. Nothing similar happened with regard to the two sides’ theories of state and society. The Soviet and the Western scientist are united by a bond that no political disagreement can break: by a common truth."8


In fact, nobody rejects scientific thinking and the technology based on it in general. There is always only a selective rejection of science, a refusal of scientific thinking for certain areas. Let us listen once more to C. F. v. Weizsäcker: "The European Christian and the European sceptic live out their common unreflective belief in technology whenever they flick the switch entering a room and expect the light to come on. The romantic writer, who has written a book against the world view of science, calls his publisher by telephone because he is late in proof-reading; and even by this small act he bows to the God he rejects in his conscious thought."9


For all its practical importance, criticism of credulity or of selective rejection of science does not point to the very core of unwillingness to believe. The example of C. F. v. Weizsäcker shows that this criticism is close to the heart of some religious people as well. (8) Unwillingness to believe goes further: It means to reject religious speculation even where science cannot give an answer, for instance in cosmology beyond the fundamental physical laws of our universe (or possible universes) and in morality as far as the justification of all principles going beyond morality as reciprocity is concerned. In cosmology those unwilling to believe have no alternative to agnosticism beyond such a threshold (which nevertheless is equivalent to atheism for all practical purposes and also should be named as such). And in morality – despite all the horrors and disappointments of human history – they can only trust in the norm-setting power of the individual human being and of human society (and that is the only way to permanently overcome a scientism whose lack of moral standards can indeed lead to disaster).


Unwillingness to believe is on the one hand a psychological fact and on the other hand a central value decision - a value decision for a philosophy of life in which striving for truth and a view of the world without illusions have a high placement in the ranking of values. The honour of human beings (and here it has still a place, this term that one hears only with suspicion today) lies in the morality set by themselves and it lies in not lying to oneself, in trying to understand the world as good as possible, in viewing it as adequately as possible. This is the pathos of Theodor Storm, of Camus (though he overdid it with his heroic humanism of revolt against meaninglessness) and many others, including me, despite all efforts at unpathetic formulations. Bertrand Russell expressed this attitude both succinctly and amusingly when he was asked what he would say to God if, contrary to all his expectations, he found himself before his throne after his death: "Sir, why did you not give me better evidence?"10


Where good reasons are lacking, one does not decide according to speculation or spiritual experiences (what a variety of ideas does our brain produce without an equivalent in the outside world), but one suspends judgement and solves the practical problems that require a decision without assumptions offending reason (which does not mean: without feeling and morality). Spirituality and moral religiosity are no support the unwilling to believe can, wants to, or must accept.


Finally, there is another way of arguing for unwillingness to believe: If somebody believes in the value of tolerance, one can possibly convince her or him by pointing out that people who have gained or think they have gained knowledge by using one of the paths rejected by unwillingness to believe are often quite intolerant in this respect because they are all too convinced of the objectivity of their "knowledge". (9) But since this is not always the case, unwillingness to believe does not follow necessarily even if we presuppose the moral attitude of tolerance.


Unwillingness to believe cannot be deduced. Unwillingness to believe needs to be justified by a fundamental choice. (10 –12)


"… the question of differentiating between knowledge and belief is of minor philosophical interest, in comparison with the more general question how our acceptance of different sorts of propositions is to be justified. What is important is to elicit the criteria of rational belief, rather than to determine the point at which it deserves a different name."11


Alfred J. Ayer


"How often has our view of the world been clouded by mind-bewitching myths and ideologies."12


Franz M. Wuketits









1.3. The Fundamental Choice to Live


Those who want to live also speak themselves


"'One has to live', it is said, and 'one wants to live' is the fact in front of us.


But not everyone has to be 'one'."1


Jean Améry


"Deciding whether life is or is not worth living, that is to answer the fundamental question of philosophy."2


Albert Camus


Even if one presupposes the fundamental choice to shape one’s life consciously, those unwilling to believe have to make a choice about whether to live their life and about whether to regard it worth living.


I share Jean Améry’s opinion that we should not call the people who come to a negative judgement here and then also plan and act accordingly "self-murderers". This term for suicides (still very common in German) contains a Christian-religious prejudice and is also semantic nonsense. (1) When Améry proposes a general replacement by the term »voluntary death« or »free death«, however, this contains an almost equally questionable, undifferentiated idealisation of suicide. The adequate summarising terms, which allow an open-minded consideration of the individual case, are »taking one’s life« or »suicide« (although in German this word of Latin origin has the disadvantage to be regarded as a mere translation of »self-murder« making it more difficult to notice the questionable character of the original German term).


Taking one’s own life does not have to contradict the fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life. If it is not a rash action but the consequence of a balance, it is definitely a possibility to shape one’s life consciously. "Whoever must die is in the condition of answering a destiny and his rejoinder consists of fear or braveness. But potential suicides or suicides speak themselves." (Améry3)


The irrevocability of the decision for suicide is not a suitable criterion for considering it as incompatible with unwillingness to believe. Many decisions about the shaping of our life are necessarily irrevocable since the concrete situation in which they are possible does not occur again and their consequences can no longer be corrected.


Invoking the generally observable self-preservation instinct of the majority of all living beings, including most humans, only describes the facts and does not give us a norm, just as in other cases biological propensities or preferences of a majority cannot justify norms (although this is assumed often enough and may even be quite reasonable in many cases from a social and pragmatic point of view).


Life is actually the »default« (and thus more passive) situation given to us by nature, and most humans will only consider suicide if they get into an unbearable situation of personal or social suffering. However, the boundaries are drawn very differently. People kill themselves for a wide variety of reasons, not only for "generally understandable" or "clearly pathological" ones. Even a physically and mentally healthy person can come to the conclusion that the joys of life do not outweigh the hardship, suffering and adversity it brings. It is a fact that we humans can, at least from late childhood on, revoke our willingness to live and reject and end life.


There is a wide spectrum of motives for suicide. It ranges from fanatical and altruistic self-sacrifice to political demonstration and agitation and to the most diverse, in part perfectly understandable sufferings and burdens inherent in the personal circumstances of life. It also includes those cases, admittedly extremely rare, and in so far practically unimportant, but nevertheless philosophically interesting, where a person kills herself when feeling at the peak of happiness because she does not want to live with less and does not want to experience decline and decay. "Better pass boldly into that other world, in the full glory of some passion, than fade and wither dismally with age." (Joyce4) One can also feel like that without believing in another world. And although only few of us take their own life due to such a feeling, it is not at all uncommon to see a potentially suicidal behaviour by taking unnecessary high, avoidable, life-threatening risks, as for instance in rashly heroism, extreme sports, or various kinds of dangerous thrill-seeking experiences by adolescents or also bored wealthy older people.


That the position of a happy suicidal person is in itself reasonable and consistent, if taken consciously and after thorough consideration, can hardly be disputed. Equally reasonable, however, is the opposite position: what we can still learn and know, what we mean and can still mean to other people, now and during the years to come, the joys we can experience in the further course of life (also: why should it be only the peak that counts?). So this is a value decision, a philosophical decision of fundamental importance. And whatever we decide, whatever reasons we give: all of them are »natural«, given by nature, inherent in the human nature (which includes the possibility of deliberate self-destruction).


That other people »throw away« their lives may appear grotesque to those who, for example due to an incurable disease, have to die involuntarily before reaching an average lifespan or at least much sooner than they hoped. Furthermore, such a behaviour is also an affront to those who fight to preserve human life (although it does not call the meaning of their work into question, for most of the people concerned thank them for their efforts). Nevertheless: To be willing to live is not a matter of course for human beings.


It is possible to perceive suicide as a genuine philosophical temptation in a time of radical questionability. "If all answers dissolve again and again, a peculiar paralysis threatens to spread over existence." (Weischedel5)


The fundamental choice of unwillingness to believe and the fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life speak neither for nor against suicide. Therefore, this alternative – be it a concrete temptation or an extreme possibility recognised by philosophising – must first be excluded. This can only be justified by a fundamental choice to live.


The questionability – or clearer: the lack of a meaning going beyond biological existence – is confronted with the human ability to spontaneously enjoy life and to make conscious decisions. Humans can give their life a foundation through choices, they can set moral attitudes, values and thus meaning. This does not mean to indulge in an inflationary decisionism. Those unwilling to believe want to confine themselves to a minimum of belief decisions necessary for a sufficient life orientation.


The decision to live cannot be deduced. Ultimately, the decision between life and suicide cannot be made on rational grounds. But those unwilling to believe can nevertheless influence this decision in favour of life. They can make the fundamental choice to live more attractive for themselves and others by seeking and pointing out perspectives for life and contrasting them with suicide as an escape from life – an escape which in all probability leads to the dissolution of personality. But, admittedly, such a prospect may also promise a desirable state of tranquillity, or, at any rate, the settlement of their problems to some people.


However, it is often the case that if one (re)commits oneself to life, bonds to life develop in the form of interest in the world, relationships with other people and responsibility for other people. From the responsibility for other people follows that in certain individual cases even for secular humanism suicide can be a morally wrong decision, a flight from responsibility.


However, it will not always be possible to point out good reasons and positive perspectives for living on that outweigh the concrete reasons for fleeing. Just think of advanced stages of incurable diseases. The weighing of values which leads to a person’s wish to end her life is not always wrong and we must not always try to exert our influence in order to avoid suicide. (2) Actually, the conjecture that a person who attempts suicide might be mentally disturbed is always justified without detailed knowledge of the circumstances of the individual case. This is supported by the relatively low repetition rate of 10 to 20 percent after attempted suicides. But: "Those who leap have not necessarily fallen into delusion, they are not even 'disturbed' or 'deranged' in all circumstances." (Améry6)


We do not know how we ourselves will think and act in certain "borderline situations". Nor do we know whether we will perhaps belong to the unfortunate ones who are subject to a long-lasting and so gradual decline that they are deprived of the possibility of self-determination. More than an unreserved, unconditional affirmation of life, Seneca’s statement seems to me worthy of a philosopher, in which he formulates a middle way between the extremes of a happy suicide on the one hand and an unconditional obligation to endure life to the bitter end on the other (as we encounter in Christian resignation to God’s will): "It is this, that I shall not abandon old age, if old age preserves me intact for myself, and intact as regards the better part of myself; but if old age begins to shatter my mind, and to pull its various faculties to pieces, if it leaves me, not life, but only the breath of life, I shall rush out of a house that is crumbling and tottering. I shall not avoid illness by seeking death, as long as the illness is curable and does not impede my soul. I shall not lay violent hands upon myself just because I am in pain; for death under such circumstances is defeat. But if I find out that the pain must always be endured, I shall depart, not because of the pain but because it will be a hindrance to me as regards all my reasons for living. He who dies just because he is in pain is a weakling, a coward; but he who lives merely to brave out this pain, is a fool."7


"Somebody who leaves life without compelling reason in full possession of his mental powers, without misery or illness, has not understood that the meaning of life is life itself."8


Bernulf Kanitscheider


"Believe that life is worth living and your belief will help create the fact."9


William James









1.4. The Fundamental Choice of Moral Attitudes and Values


At the cradle of weigh up thinking


"Reason and education, though we are willing to put our trust in them, can hardly be powerful enough to lead us to action, unless besides we exercise and form our soul by experience to the way we want it to go."1


Michel de Montaigne


Montaigne’s sentence succinctly emphasises the limited utility of moral principles. And yet such principles are necessary as a guideline.


By the preceding choices, we have gained, bit by bit, a necessary measure of orientation against the uncertainty following from unwillingness to believe on a rational level. However, we are still lacking essential elements to distinguish our conscious shaping of life from that of the Pyrrhonean sceptic or of a person who explicitly decides according to the momentary mood and situation in the world. The previous choices only provide very broad guidelines for our actions (by excluding, for instance, religious faith or suicide as a result of a philosophical rejection of life). The question "What should I do?" calls for more detailed guiding principles. Therefore, a fundamental choice to adopt moral attitudes and values is made here. This is the systematic, connecting basis on which moral attitudes and values can be justified by choices in particular.


The fundamental choice to adopt moral attitudes and values is not rendered superfluous by the fundamental choice to consciously shape one’s life. The choice to shape one’s life consciously could be the only fundamental choice we make, except one more fundamental choice, namely the choice to make all further moral decisions according to the momentary mood and situation. The fundamental choice of moral attitudes and values, on the other hand, involves seeking reasonable grounds as a foundation of the moral attitudes and values for which we then decide. And it involves seeking, wherever possible, reasonable grounds and making rational weighings on the basis of previously accepted moral attitudes and values prior to particular moral decisions. Rationality plays an important role in clarifying the premises of our moral decisions, but it cannot replace these decisions.


The fundamental choice of moral attitudes and values is in clear contrast to the pretension made by some people that they may decide according to arbitrary, free-floating moral intuitions by appealing to moods and feelings. Such intuitions may be diametrically opposed to a rational consideration of values, for instance, a weighing of interests between different people concerned. Those who decide consciously in favour of certain moral attitudes and values thereby also assume the obligation to face the discussion about the reasons for their moral decisions concerning concrete problems and to provide good reasons for their decisions or to admit the questionability or inconsequence of certain weighings and decisions. The latter alternative must not be used lightly as an excuse and has to be limited to as few particular cases and problems as possible if somebody wants to be taken seriously in a moral sense.


The choices on the basis of the fundamental choice of moral attitudes and values, that are discussed below, do not necessarily follow from the fundamental choices already made, even if they are partly suggested by them (such as the attitude of tolerance). Those who share the preceding choices can now nevertheless decide quite differently in any particular case. To an even greater extent than hitherto from now on "only" a personal example is given for the shaping of the belief of an unwilling to believe.


I do not agree with Weischedel when he says: "First and foremost it must be stated that a sceptical ethics, if it is to be philosophical, needs a principle from which its recommendations can be derived; without such a principle it could only lead to a more or less accidental compilation of ethical directives."2 What a concrete person decides for after thorough deliberation is no accidental compilation. That morality needs one principle, from which all particular moral attitudes and values can be derived, does not become an intellectual necessity just because it is a tradition, a habit of thought and a desire of some philosophers. I cannot see any principle from which a sufficiently differentiated morality could be convincingly derived. (More on this in section 3.3.) In any case, the morality of a sceptic described in Weischedel’s "Sceptical Ethics" does not necessarily follow from his fundamental choice of scepticism but requires a wide variety of further choices. Nor does the morality described here necessarily follow from the fundamental choice of unwillingness to believe (and not even from all my fundamental choices together). Best of all, essential parts of morality and law can be derived from an interest in self-preservation and survival most people share – or, in general, from the undeniable elementary interests of a majority of humans (briefly: existence, subsistence, development) and from interculturally traceable, evolutionary developed moral behavioural dispositions. But if such facts are to be acknowledged as a basis for norms this too requires decisions.


Different moral attitudes and values can come into conflict with each other. In great part moral thinking means to weigh moral attitudes and values against each other. Therefore, the description of moral attitudes and values is often very fuzzy. A precise description of moral attitudes and values in general sentences is not possible, they remain more or less vague. Agreement on the meaning of the terms used, which remains problematic principally despite all efforts at definitional clarity and yet is a prerequisite for meaningful communication, can only be assumed here to a reduced extent.


What one understands exactly by particular moral attitudes and values depends on one’s personality and mindset as a whole and ultimately only manifests itself in the statements and actions in concrete situations. And even then, a false impression can be created due to a personal lack of strength in realising moral attitudes and values although the person concerned is definitely serious about them. "The philosopher is a human being subject to human passions and weaknesses, he needs to be granted leniency." (d'Holbach3)


Nevertheless, even with a limited number of moral statements one can achieve two things: set oneself a guideline for one’s life and give others an impression of one’s moral attitudes and values. And this impression, which one conveys to others, is an important contribution to philosophical debate, and even more so if it is supported by one’s own conduct of life.


Seneca's remark (certainly also made on his own behalf) "Philosophers do not carry into effect all that they teach. No; but they effect much good by their teaching, by the noble thoughts which they conceive in their minds..."4 describes very accurately that philosophers are masters of theory, not necessarily of practice, or that they are at least often forced to make considerable concessions and lower their ideals when they clash with practice. However, it is not always "Unfortunately, philosophers do not carry into effect all that they teach«. Sometimes we may well find: »Fortunately, philosophers do not carry into effect all that they teach."


"Be a philosopher; but, amidst all your philosophy, be still a man."5


David Hume


1.4.1. The Choice to Strive for Knowledge


A risky decision with a threefold possibility of gain


"It goes without saying, however, that there would be no truth at all if the question of how to live with it were to be the criterion for truth."1


Theodor Lessing


The fundamental choice of unwillingness to believe does not yet include an explicit decision as to whether one wants to regard knowledge as worth striving for and the striving for it an essential goal of one’s life. The principles of doubt and of the demand for good reasons, which belong to unwillingness to believe, suggest this, but principally they also allow to regret the spread of doubt as well as laziness or indifference beyond destructive contributions concerning knowledge. Therefore, a separate choice to strive for knowledge is necessary.


Knowledge is not only scientific knowledge. If one takes the choice to strive for knowledge seriously, however, it is an obvious consequence that one also strives for an overview of scientific knowledge that allows to assess one’s own position in the world as appropriately as possible for a human being at a certain moment in history. C. F. v. Weizsäcker has summed up the significance of science in a nutshell: "The gain that science brings us is threefold. It is a gain in knowledge, a gain in the possibilities of action, and a gain for the development of a conscious human personality. It is, to use three foreign words, a theoretical, a practical, and a moral gain."2


However, the striving for knowledge may come into conflict with shared humanity. In pursuit of knowledge one can forget to communicate with others, the help others and to respect others. There is, for example, the scientist who neglects his family and exaggerates the degree of ruthlessness that is often an inevitable side effect and prerequisite of great achievements. Or, as a blatant example for of an excessive pursuit of knowledge: foreseeably harmful scientific experiments on humans without consent. (1)


The choice to strive for knowledge must also be tempered by the choices to enjoy life and to strive for personal development. Nietzsche’s criticism elucidates this aptly, in spite of the arrogant-elitist tendency: "Now, this paradox, the scientific man, has in recent years got into a frantic hurry in Germany, as though science were a factory and every minute’s slacking incurred punishment. Nowadays he works as hard as the fourth estate, the slaves; his study is no longer an occupation but a necessity, he looks neither to right nor left and goes through all the business of life, and its more questionable aspects, with the half consciousness or the repellent need for entertainment characteristic of the exhausted worker."3 (2)


Striving for knowledge has its dark side, it is anything but a harmless undertaking. Knowledge often means disillusionment. This disillusionment may have a destructive or at least very disturbing effect on some people’s lives. Knowledge and science bestow power. This power can be abused. The pursuit of knowledge has brought humankind to a point where it can destroy the earth to the point of making it uninhabitable. The pursuit of knowledge alone will not prevent humans from doing so. The consequences of one of the most valuable and appealing goals humans can set themselves could cost them their existence if it is not accompanied by an adequate progress in cultural development.


1.4.2. The Choice of Shared Humanity


Neither holy nor unconcerned


Shared humanity means not only that we feel connected to other human beings in the human condition and that we respect them, but also that we want to help them if they are in need of help and we can help. Shared humanity begins in our immediate surroundings by taking the interests, wishes and fears of others seriously – without losing ourselves. Only if we try to live shared humanity in our personal contacts and vicinity will the otherwise all to presumptuous moral grandiloquence of general and universalising pronouncements about it be alleviated and the inevitable discrepancy between aspiration and reality become bearable.


What a person understands in detail by shared humanity depends on her or his other moral attitudes and values. The essential goals of shared humanity are to protect human beings from attacks on their life and physical integrity, from physical and mental illness, economic hardship, social disadvantage and political oppression, to free them of these scourges or at least to alleviate their consequences and to stand up for their freedom to live according to their own ideas as long as they do not harm others. Shared humanity means being aware that prosperity and opportunities for personal development are to a large extent dependent on fortunate circumstances and chance as an indispensable basis for personal achievement, and that people in need often do not lack the will to shape their lives, but have simply had bad luck.


Even if all this still remains vague and noncommittal enough and should be seen in the light of the limited possibilities of every individual human being and not be misunderstood as a moral dream of omnipotence or a fantasy of universal happiness, it is, on the other hand, not a banal formulation of goals.


An explicit choice is required to justify shared humanity as an essential goal of one’s life. As can be seen from the state of the world, shared humanity is not even an essential goal besides others for many people, or at any rate they do not realise it - or else their moral attitudes and values are so different from mine that I am no longer willing to call shared humanity what they mean by that. This applies, for example, to all those religious and ideological fanatics in whose morality tolerance does not stand next to shared humanity, to all those who believe (and often even call this »true« shared humanity) that people must be forced to their happiness – if necessary with violence and terror – and that everyone must live as they see fit by virtue of their higher insight.


Shared humanity can be a motive for the pursuit of knowledge, as one wants to know in order to be able to help others.


The choice of shared humanity is also closely related to the choice to enjoy life. That an obligation to make sacrifices can arise from shared humanity does not need to be explained further. The problem lies in the extent of sacrifice that should follow from shared humanity. This must be discussed again and again while taking a realistic look at the state of the world (as, for instance, Singer1 does). However, helping others can also increase one’s own joy of life. "People for whom we are a source of strength give us our support in life." (Ebner-Esch-enbach2) In searching an appropriate balance it seems desirable to me to avoid an altruistic doggedness that sees the meaning of one’s life only in the help for others, only in the service for a good cause. Using the help for others as an escape from meaninglessness can lead us to a point where we would no longer see meaning in a world without drudgery, evil, and disaster. I want to enjoy life and help others not only for the sake of a moral obligation but also so that they can enjoy life (again). I respect the honestly meant exclusive orientation of an individual life towards the service to others, but I do not accept it as exemplary. (See also note 3.6.3. (1))


Altruistic self-sacrifice oscillates between being a necessary, arousing, extraordinary example and a fanaticism going back to a pathological structure of personality and a need to compensate for psychological maldevelopments. Through their personality and their actions "moral saints" point out intolerable and unacceptable grievances and injustices that call for remedy. Some of them may suffer from an exaggerated need for recognition or a guilt complex. But they have the merit of breaking through the defence mechanisms again and again with which we not only rightly protect ourselves against excessive demands but often make ourselves all to comfortable: This and that is too far away or none of our business or we as individuals could not do anything about it anyway.


Ascetic altruism (apart from the fact that it can concretely save the lives of some people) has an important moral function in society as a motivating attitude of a small minority. Its moral basis, however, are those people who, in their place and in their immediate surroundings, inconspicuously try to realise moral attitudes and values in everyday life, people, for whom altruism plays an essential but not an utterly dominant role. On the one hand, it is regrettable that altruistic motives do not play a more important role in the value system of many people; on the other hand, it is fortunate that the value system of most people does not only know altruistic motives, otherwise our joy in life would be greatly diminished and our culture considerably impoverished.


Montaigne already saw the appropriate balance very well when he wrote: "He who lives not at all unto others, hardly lives unto himself." And then a few lines later: "Just as anyone who should forget to live a good and saintly life, and think he was quit of his duty by guiding and training others to do so, would be a fool; even so he who abandons healthy and gay living of his own to serve others thereby, takes, to my taste, a bad and unnatural course."3 Camus continues these thoughts in his own way: "One must stand up for those who suffer. But if you stop loving anything else, what do you stand up for?"4


Expediency must also be included in the moral evaluation and speaks against altruistic one-sidedness and doggedness: medicus sine hilaritate sanare nequit - without cheerfulness the doctor cannot heal. Thus, what Appiah formulates as a modern weighing up ethics has long been present in the philosophical tradition: "But life is complicated and we face many, often conflicting, demands; the needs of other people aren’t the only thing that matters. So there will be difficult trade-offs between different values."5


Just as each individual must find an appropriate way between indifference and ascetic altruism according to his or her inclinations, talents and possibilities, the same goes for modern affluent societies as a whole. An exaggerated feeling of guilt, not uncommon today, that our societies are basically living at the expense of the rest of the world, is not a good basis for searching this appropriate middle way. Viewed impartially, only the modern affluent societies manage to provide most of their citizens with a satisfactory level of economic security, medical care, and cultural stimulation. And they do this not mainly by exploiting others, but as a result of a long philosophical, cultural, social and economic development. To break the structures of misery in the economically underdeveloped countries of the world, we do not only need fairer economic relations, but these countries also have to get rid of disorganisation, corruption, and religious prejudice. Economic fairness and political pressure from the affluent countries can help, but to a considerable extent the poor countries will have to achieve this themselves in a long and painful historical process, even if we reach a much fairer international economic order than we have today. (1)


Therefore, for me shared humanity does not mean considering equal opportunities for all humans as a goal achievable within a foreseeable timespan and demanding an equal distribution of the available resources among all. If one wanted to do this, one would have to accept, in view of the population explosion in the economically underdeveloped countries, the end of any cultural and civilisational development that also allows for luxury, i.e. the end of our individualistic way of life. (See also the comments on the topic of »equality« under 3.8.2. and 3.9.)


However, the people in the developing countries have an immediate moral claim to a degree of solidarity that seriously combats the structures of misery they are confronted with. In the interest of the poor (and also of our own descendants) shared humanity undoubtedly demands that we should at least succeed in refraining from thoughtless, stupid, and reckless ways of wasting resources in which often only a perverted idea of freedom is expressed and that are co-determined essentially by short-term and short-sighted economic interests and can be avoided without serious disadvantages. Moreover, we also pragmatically serve our own security interests when we fight against poverty and exploitation.


For a long time to come, we will have to accept an unfair degree of inequality for the sake of other values. But we should not accept this fact with resigned indifference. At least in the long term – which means here beyond the next fifty years – simply combating misery is not enough. Richard Rorty is right when he adopts the slogan "No future without dreams!", and argues, with exemplary unpretentious passion, for a social and democratic reformism which is as sober as it is tenacious and which - even if this can only be a utopia - adheres to the goal "that sooner or later all human children should get the same opportunities in life".6


To make progress on this path, it is certainly advisable for most of us to heed Wolfgang Kersting’s admonition: "The same applies to morality: dwell in the land and you shall be fed."7 As Kersting shortly after mentions the human interest in existence, in subsistence and in development as the »material support« of a sober universalism, it quickly becomes apparent that for him »sober universalism« by no means refers to a minimal concept. At the same time, it is his intention to denounce the hollow and unrealistic words of a rhetoric of human rights based on a supposed »law of nature« or other highly questionable philosophical concepts of justification.


From a moral point of view, every single human life, that is in some way worth living for the respective individual, has an equal value, but from a political point this is far from being the case. We must fight to bring the moral and political perspectives closer together, even if we will hardly ever be able to bridge the gap between the two perspectives completely.


(2)


1.4.3. The Choice to Enjoy Life


A plea for a paradox


"Who hasn’t experienced how thin the barrier is, nature has put up between gaiety and sadness?"1


Julien Offray de La Mettrie


"We should spread joy, but cut down sadness as much as we can."2


Michel de Montaigne


For me, the choice to enjoy life means to indulge in what I can perceive as beautiful and valuable in this world, to take pleasure in the diversity of the world, in nature and in the creative achievements of human beings, in truth and the striving for truth; it means to take pleasure with and in other people, in oneself, in what one succeeds in, in what one likes, in what one would not have it any other way, and finally also in what one could imagine to be much worse. True to Lichtenberg’s remarks: "'Many are less fortunate than you' may not be a roof to live under, but it will serve to retire beneath in the event of a shower." "One complains so much of every pain, and rejoices so seldom when one feels none." "To make us truly feel a fortune appearing indifferent to us, we must always think that it be lost, and we got it back this moment. But some experience in all kinds of suffering is required to perform these attempts successfully."3


The choice to enjoy life also means for me to want to bring joy to others and enrich the life of my fellow human beings – and to find enrichment therein myself. This effect or even egoistic motive observable in altruistic programs and actions does not devaluate them, but rather gives them an additional, albeit secondary value. Why should we be ashamed of our own joy arising from the choice of shared humanity? However, the knowledge of the benefit we ourselves derive from bringing joy to others or helping them can guard us against complacency.


A choice to enjoy life may seem paradoxical. Isn’t joy something emotional and spontaneous? Either one rejoices in life or one does not. But this is thinking too simplistic. Of course, external conditions determine one’s ability to rejoice to a considerable degree. It is not a sound philosophical advice to sugar coat a miserable situation. But one’s own personal readiness to rejoice, the readiness to let things you can rejoice in touch you, is an essential prerequisite for being able to experience joy (just as the effort to ignore more or less insignificant nuisances or at least not to get affected by them for a longer period of time). To be aware of the positive aspects of life and one's personal life situation is an essential part of psychological and philosophical art of living. To a certain – not insignificant – degree, we ourselves are responsible for whether we enjoy life. That is why a choice to enjoy life makes sense.


Moods in which everything seems boring and worthless are one of the facets of a free, open, and sensitive human life. They can also be a prerequisite for extraordinary productivity and must not be anxiously suppressed right at the outset by an overly rigid order of thoughts and the course of life. On the other hand, one should not get lost in such moods either. These two aspects are well expressed in the following quotations: "Ah, that’s what one has to pay for the Promethean fire! It isn’t enough to suffer, you have to love the melancholy and respect your doubts and questionings: they represent the surfeit, the luxury of life, and mostly appear on the summits of happiness, where there are no coarse desires; people who are in need and sorrow are not bothered by them; thousands and thousands of people go through life without knowing anything about this fog of doubts and the anguish of questionings … But to those who have met them at the right moment, they are not an affliction, but welcome guests." (Gontscharov4) "Life is too short to be interested in everything, but it is good to be interested in as many things as are necessary to fill our days. We are all prone to the malady of the introvert, who, with the manifold spectacle of the world spread out before him, turns away and gazes only upon the emptiness within. But let us not imagine that there is anything grand about the introvert’s unhappiness". (Russell5)


For me, it also follows from the choice to enjoy life that one strives for a basic mood of serenity – not a desperate cheerfulness when external problems stand in the way, but neither black sternness nor grumpiness as the normal state.


"Whether young or old, you have to acquire cheerfulness and energy anew every day."6


Otto Flake


1.4.4. The Choice to Strive for Personal Development


Between the possible and the impossible


"Our life is like a journey on which, as we advance, the landscape takes a different view from that which it presented at first, and changes again, as we come nearer."1


Arthur Schopenhauer


"In the interplay of the possible and the impossible we expand our possibilities. That we create it, this tension in which we grow, that, I think, is what matters; that we orientate ourselves towards a goal which however, when we approach, recedes once more."2


Ingeborg Bachmann


The choice to strive for personal development leads beyond knowing, helping, and rejoicing. It means wanting to work on oneself in order to live up to one’s own standards and thus be content with one’s life in hindsight, not with every single action of course – that would only be possible with arrogance and self- deception - but with the balance. I want to do all in my power to be able to write someday what Bertrand Russell wrote in old age: »This has been my life. I have found it worth living, and would gladly live it again if the chance were offered me.«3


Insights, principles, and advices on wisdom and art of living, which seem essential to me, are the subject of this section. Where it cannot be said better the literary and philosophical tradition is plundered.




	It is about viewing the world realistically, not only in a cosmological and biological but also in a moral sense. If this were an easy exercise to follow, there would be no need for Goethe’s admonition: "After all, to look at the world adequately (…) you should not judge it as to good or to bad; love and hate are very closely related, and both make our vision cloudy."4



	It is about reviewing and improving again and again one’s own processes of thinking, acquisition of information, planning, decision-making as well as action strategies and it is about avoiding inadequate simplification, short-sightedness, loss of reality, activism or actionism or else resignation.


	It is about a middle way between spreading oneself too thin between too many interests and tasks and accepting one-sidedness to easily; it is about coping decently with the tension arising from the limitations of one’s own possibilities and the lack of inclination to accept them. "Just as our physical path on the earth is always only a line and never a surface, so in our lives, whenever we wish to grasp and possess a thing, we have to leave countless others behind to our right and to our left, renouncing them. If we cannot decide, and instead, like children at a fair, reach for everything that tempts us in passing, then this is a mistaken endeavour to transform the line of our path into a surface: we zigzag about, wander like a will-o’-the-wisp, and attain nothing. He who would be everything cannot be anything." (Schopenhauer5)


	It is about recognising one’s personal limits, about adapting responsibilities and obligations to one’s own capability.


	It is about reviewing, preserving and developing further the goals for one’s own life, since these goals are not discovered and regarded as an externally determined, objective truth, but are felt and found as a personal desire and commitment.


	It is about the realisation of these goals in life, about making one's choices more than mere declarations, it is about practising and living moral attitudes and values and about consequently pursuing the goals and obligations resulting from them. "It is more important for you to keep the resolutions you have already made than to go on and make noble ones. You must persevere, must develop new strength by continuous study, until that which is only a good inclination becomes a good settled purpose. … There is no reason why you should put confidence in yourself too quickly and readily. Examine yourself; scrutinise and observe yourself in diverse ways; but mark, before all else, whether it is in philosophy or merely in life itself that you have made progress." (Seneca6) "But understanding is not the same as doing. Quickness of understanding is a mental faculty, but right doing requires the practice of a lifetime." (Goethe7)


	It is about making progress in dealing with other people, about progress in communication and human leadership. (1)


	It is about advancing in the realisation of what one considers valuable, which means also to bring oneself in a position that allows to advocate for it more effectively – power as a means, not an end in itself (it goes without saying that it depends very much on the personality of the individual and the respective social situation to what extent and in what manner such »political« demands on oneself can be realised). (2)


	It is about accepting responsibility, in personal relationships and in certain social roles and positions, and at the same time it is about not doing so with too much willingness to compromise, but to maintain autonomy and distance and a productive readiness for change.


	It is about learning from failures as well; they can make us more experienced and mature and make us appreciate success all the more; moreover, one can realise moral attitudes and values even in futile efforts. "Lack of success does not signify lack of meaning." (Frankl8)


	It is about not letting get yourself down by the personal burdens and wounds inflicted on you by life (sometimes with your own active assistance), it is about keeping your head up or at least trying to rise it above personal and social problems, constraints and prejudice again and again, that is, to strive for a standpoint "au-dessus de la mêlée". (3) To keep distance from the present situation and to look ahead, as good and as long it is possible, is advice already given by Shakespeare: "Come what come may, time and the hour runs through the roughest day."9



	It is about accepting imperfection, failure, and suffering as an inevitable part of life. In this Schopenhauer’s dictum may be of some help: "A good supply of resignation is of the first importance in providing for the journey of life."10



	It is about finding the right middle way between sympathetic understanding for the emotional needs of fellow human beings and an appropriate distance from emotional aberrations.


	It is about the right balance between being close to everyday life and stepping back from its seemingly self-evident necessities and keeping some distance in thinking and acting. (4) I see philosophy as an essential prerequisite as well as an essential element in the realisation of a meaningful life. "One should be a human being and not 'withdraw' from life but take part in all that it entails. Thus, one should marry and have children (in the 'Mastersingers' there is a definition which wants that one can speak of mastery only when the ability to sing a beautiful song still proves itself in the midst of child baptism, business, strife and quarrel) … ." (Thomas Mann11) "True, our first duty in life is to perform our practical tasks, to meet the demands of the day. But if we desire to lead a philosophical life, we shall not content ourselves with practical tasks; we shall look upon the mere work in whose aims we immerse ourselves as in itself a road to self-forgetfulness, omission and guilt. And to lead a philosophical life means also to take seriously our experience of men, of happiness and hurt, of success and failure, of the obscure and the confused. It means not to forget but to possess ourselves inwardly of our experience, not to let ourselves be distracted but to think problems through, not to take things for granted but to elucidate them. There are two paths of philosophical life: the path of solitary meditation in all its ramifications and the path of communication with men, of mutual understanding through acting, speaking, and keeping silence together." (Jaspers12)


	It is about the right degree of resolute personal commitment without becoming completely absorbed and getting lost in the hustle and bustle of the world. Montaigne: "It is for little souls, buried under the weight of business, to be unable to detach themselves cleanly from it or to leave it and pick it up again."13 (5)


	It is, on the one hand, about accepting and cultivating habits that determine life and make it easier and thus make it possible for us to cope with everyday life and concentrate on certain aims and pursue them rather consistently and efficiently and, on the other hand, about keeping an open mind and the readiness for change and for breaking habits.


	It is about achieving contentment and overcoming the notorious discontent human beings tend to – sometimes even when and just when external reasons for discontent seem limited. This tendency is expressed succinctly in the sentence "There, where you are not, is happiness". (6) A somewhat different fruitful perspective on this is opened up by the sentence: "Wherever you go, you take yourself with you." The challenge is to find a way between contenting oneself to easily and insatiable discontent, between the "carpe diem!" and an orientation to the future. One has to become and stay aware of the fact that our orientation in life should take into account, evaluate and cherish the past, the present, and the future. This may sound obvious and even banal and nevertheless it is difficult enough to put it into practice a whole life long. The temptation to emphasise just one aspect proves to be overpowering time and again. "The habit of looking to the future and thinking that the whole meaning of the present lies in what it will bring forth is a pernicious one." (Russell14) "Don’t spoil what you have by desiring what you don’t have; but remember that what you now have was once among the things only hoped for." (Epicurus15) "… taking each day as if it were the last and yet living it faithfully and responsibly as if there were yet to be a great future." (Dietrich Bonhoeffer16) "Hear the voice of the past. Don’t lose yourself arrogantly to the fleeting present … Reverence for the past and responsibility to the future provide the right attitude in life." (Klaus Bonhoeffer17) (7)





Here, in the realm of maxims for the conduct of life, I also see the place for the »existentialist« call for concentration on the moment, for appreciation of the moment, for a direct, undisguised and wondering perception of the world that transcends everyday life. But this call does not form a good basis for entire philosophies and it is certainly good for nothing if used as an antirational attitude claiming to provide a privileged path to knowledge.




	Finally, it is about the right way to deal with inevitable limitations, with losses of possibilities, abilities and persons: »When he was young, he told her, each phase of his life, each self he tried on, had seemed reassuringly temporary. Its imperfections didn’t matter, because he could easily replace one moment by the next, one Saladin by another. Now, however, change had begun to feel painful; the arteries of the possible had begun to harden.« (Rushdie18) "…Wisdom. Is that to be seasoned or is it the ability to integrate adversities? I would like to understand wisdom in this second sense, as the ability to integrate the adverse and to have thereby gained more distance from positive things and from oneself. … we have to integrate adversities throughout our whole life and not just in old age, but more so in old age. … If we accept our own inabilities, we remain alive in relation to them." (Tugendhat19)





"No two of us have identical difficulties, nor should we be expected to work out identical solutions. Each, from his peculiar angle of observation, takes in a particular sphere of fact and trouble, which each must deal with in a unique manner. One of us must soften himself, another must harden himself; one must yield a point, another must stand firm – in order the better to defend the position assigned to him."20


Owen Flanagan


"Who does not take himself seriously is soon lost … ." 21


Thomas Mann


(8)


1.4.5. The Choice of Tolerance


A mental head guard


"… the step from absolute morality to bloody massacre is short; ideology’s claim to absolute authority takes it quickly and as a matter of course."1


Karl Schlechta


"When they saw they would never be able to set a catholic head on his shoulders they at least struck off the protestant one."2


Georg Christoph Lichtenberg


"Since each, incapable of ruling


His inner self, would gladly rule his neighbour’s will


In the manner that his proud mind dictates to him …"3


Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


In the case of tolerance it becomes particularly clear that the content of moral attitudes and values depends on the personality and the views of a person as a whole and can only be formulated vaguely in isolation.


First of all, tolerance means letting people live the way they want to, even if you do not approve of their way of life, as long as other people are not significantly harmed.


The vagueness of this formulation lies in the concept of significant harm to others. Just offending religious or ideological feelings and rules of conduct through deviant behaviour and actual or supposed dangers for the peace of mind or the salvation of the soul of religious adherents or for the »right« ideological orientation of other people associated with the »bad example« do certainly not constitute significant harm in the sense of the concept of tolerance advocated here. Unfortunately, committed religionists and ideologues often have a different concept of tolerance (in which only their own freedom of religion and belief is adequately represented) even if they do not, like fundamentalists or fanatics, reject tolerance altogether. Those who are psychologically too dependent on the certainty of their own truth can hardly tolerate the provocation of divergent thinking.


The choice of tolerance does not follow, however, from unwillingness to believe or from scepticism or atheism. There may be intolerant people who are unwilling to believe or sceptics and there have already been and there are more than enough intolerant atheists who in their ideological stubbornness did and do in no way rank behind religious fanatics and have been responsible for the killing of millions of people. Atheism can be compatible with totalitarian secular doctrines of salvation and totalitarian regimes and does not necessarily go hand in hand with secular humanism. On the other hand, there are fortunately many tolerant religious people who live humanist values.


The choice of tolerance cannot be derived from the choice of shared humanity either; its independence has to be emphasised. Without tolerance shared humanity may be interpreted in such a way that one feels obliged to impose one’s own ideas about the right life on others.


Tolerance moves between the poles of a symmetric attitude in which the people involved concede true equality to their different attitudes and ways of life and an asymmetric attitude of mere toleration as often shown by majorities towards minorities.


The closer you are to the person whose actions are at stake, the less tolerance will have to do with non-interference. Clear statements and determined efforts to influence may also be a moral duty. Tolerance is not tantamount to indifference.


The choice of tolerance is, in contrast to the choices discussed earlier, more orientated towards toleration than towards action. But it contains a call to action insofar as it entails the obligation to stand up for the enforcement and the maintenance of tolerance in society and to prevent people who are driven to intolerance by their aversions from determining decisively the course of events.


Tolerance needs a clear relationship with other cultural-conventional values: it must find its limits where the human and civil rights guaranteed in liberal democracies are in danger.


"Toleration requires a concept of the intolerable."4


Kwame Anthony Appiah


"There is no such thing as a 'culturally authentic' suppression, or a 'culturally authentic' murder. There is only suppression and murder, and both should be treated as such, with determination if necessary."5


Paul Feyerabend


1.4.6. Further Choices of Moral Attitudes and Values


Even more prospect of conflict


The fundamental choices and the choices made so far are of fundamental significance for the shaping of my life. But there are further moral attitudes and values which I consider essential and which I want to take into account in the conduct of my life. Some of them may seem to suggest themselves given the choices already made. But it must not be overlooked that they cannot be derived conclusively from them and that the acceptance of any further moral attitude and any further moral value can only be justified by a choice as well.


Of course, it is possible to proceed differently and to define, for example, shared humanity in such a way that truthfulness, openness, gratitude etc. are also included in the definition. But nothing is gained by this. The choices one has to make then refer to whether one should include a certain moral attitude in the definition of another moral attitude which one has chosen. The number and the character of choices remain the same in this approach, but one runs the risk of overlooking this. Furthermore, there are difficulties with overly complex terms if we want to express conflicts and weighings between different moral attitudes and values. If, for instance, truthfulness is seen as a constituent of shared humanity, how should we describe the conflict between truthfulness and shared humanity that can arise when doctors have to decide on the extent of information they should give to an incurably ill patient? However, there are certainly several, essentially equivalent possibilities of formulating certain moral attitudes and values in the form of choices.


The further moral attitudes and values that I have chosen (that is, I have chosen to accept them as valuable and to try to realise them) shall only be enumerated here in a possibly incomplete list with just a few brief remarks. For the most part, they shall be just mentioned as a stimulus for reflection because a more detailed description would mean treading to well-trodden paths. (1) It seems to me that that it makes less sense and is less necessary today to write another detailed moral treatise and to try the patience of one’s fellow human beings with its presentation in euphonious speech than to stimulate reflection, to recall moral attitudes and values and to exemplify one’s morals through one’s own life, that is by trying to apply and demonstrate one’s morals in concrete situations. "The world would be in better shape if people would take the same pains in the practice of the simplest moral laws as they exert in intellectualising over the most subtle moral questions." (Ebner-Esch-enbach1) And already 250 years earlier Pascal says: "All good maxims are in the world. We only need to apply them."2 This concerns everyone in equal measure in the first place; it is not a specific task of philosophers. But they have the additional task of examining moral weighing in detail and of undermining rash prima vista arguments. And above all, they also have the task to demonstrate the justifiability of morals – beyond mere social utility - in an age when traditional justifications have lost their credibility due to their overblown pretensions.


Moral attitudes:


Truthfulness (2), openness, frankness, rationality, objectivity, readiness to depart (3), modesty, magnanimity, benevolence, mercy, serenity, patience, compassion, justice, fidelity (4), gratitude, moderation, responsibility, reasonableness (5)


Values:


Life (6), justice (7), equality (8), freedom, health, peace, material security, diversity, individuality, friendship, love, beauty, (9)


When setting up a morality for oneself, one should, in my opinion, especially avoid a narrowness which is a characteristic of many attempts to shape morality and is briefly and precisely described by Richard Robinson: "There is a tendency to set up as one’s great goods either personal goods or political goods but not both."3 (In accordance with this tendency many philosophers are then also predominantly interested only in problems from one or the other of these realms.)


I see an essential moral obligation and achievement in striving for unprejudiced and differentiated moral weighing. Excellent examples for this gives, for instance, Peter Singer in his book "Practical Ethics"4 (even if I do not agree with his results in some essential points, as will be discussed in later sections). When subjected to this kind of scrutiny some of the things we take as a matter of course in our everyday life suddenly look rather bad, while, on the other hand, one or the other politically produced compromise turns out to be astonishingly wise. Weighing values at this level requires a clear and persistent mind, paired with moral courage. Moral weighing without prejudice is associated with the risk of being treated with considerable hostility and only being recognised by a minority, and of course there is still the risk of making mistakes.


Part of my morals are - beyond the choices already described – my statements on concrete moral questions. This is an important point, because, first of all, the meaning of concepts like "justice" is by no means the same for all people, it is probably not even so much the same for two of us that we would, even with access to the same level of information, always agree in our judgements of just and unjust throughout our lives. Apart from this, people do not agree on the ranking they assign to certain moral attitudes and values within their morals.


The result of weighing values can therefore by no means be derived directly from the presupposed moral attitudes and values but is ultimately the consequence of decisions of conscience, which can only be justified philosophically by separate choices to be made in each case. These decisions of conscience do not become justified but understandable (which is nowhere near predictable) by the different intelligence, character structure and life experience of each individual.


Only the decisions and the moral weighing in specific cases make a morality really concrete and often characterise it much better than its general principles; at least they are indispensable to complete the characterisation. There is more subjectivity in morality than just making choices of certain moral attitudes and values. In the unavoidable recourse to conscience as an instance for concrete decision-making and to choices to be made in the respective situation, subjectivity proves to be inescapable even in a way that can no longer be described systematically.


"The problem of values is in the first place the problem of conflicts of values, and this problem cannot be solved by means of rational cognition. The answer to these questions is a judgment of value, (ultimately) determined by emotional factors, and, therefore, subjective in character – valid only for the judging subject, and therefore relative only."5


Hans Kelsen


Ultimately, we are forced to make personal moral decisions, of which, moreover, the premises remain fraught with uncertainty and the consequences of which can never be fully foreseen. This is not, however, to advocate a rash invocation of conscience, an inconsiderate individualisation and subjectivisation of moral decisions without thorough consideration and discussion of the interests involved and the consequences to be expected, and finally a weighing of moral attitudes and values relevant to the problem at hand. From an ethics that does not know any absolute values, we arrive at a morality of weighing in which appropriate decisions in conflicts of values are prepared with the help of reason.


From this follows a concept of moral guilt that differs significantly from that which the proponents of absolute value systems have anchored in our consciousness. Günther Patzig has impressively explained this (especially with regard to Albert Schweitzer): "A particularly critical and questionable aspect of Schweitzer’s conception – and this objection is directed against all philosophers and theologians who allege an inevitable entanglement of man in moral guilt – is the following: Schweitzer believes that every human being must incur moral guilt because, forced to make decisions, we cannot conform to ›the will to live‹ of all living beings: we are obliged to respect values and interests; in many situations we cannot take into account all the values and interests involved; therefore we incur moral guilt in these situations by any possible action. However, it is a very dangerous – and moreover psycho-hygienic very questionable - inflation of the concept of guilt, when it is alleged that doctors who kill bacteria in order to save a person’s life are thereby necessarily entangled in moral guilt, namely towards the bacteria whose right to life and will to live they must violate. Moral guilt, I insist, can only incur those who in a conflict situation do not adequately take into account the most important competing interests in an appropriate manner although such a course of action would have been open to them. Whoever, in such cases of a preference decision under compulsion to act, which in extreme cases must be called tragic, chooses the best of the available alternative courses of action or one of several equally justified alternative courses of action, is free of moral guilt. But he should nevertheless regret that human life constantly involves us in situations in which we cannot equally consider all the interests and values at stake."6


How much sense makes philosophical weighing after all? Can we act in any other way than that determined by personal dispositions and historical circumstances? Let us anticipate a little bit the next section on the meaning of choices. Neither the subjective mental and philosophical phenomenon of moral guilt nor that of free will disappear because of a naturalistic-neurobio-logically founded determinism. Philosophical thinking and philosophical maxims are part of the incalculable web of factors influencing how we act. The world is changed by philosophical thinking just as by other emotional and social occurrences, scientific findings of a different kind, technical achievements or natural events. And philosophical thinking, too, does not always lead to positive consequences for people. Nevertheless, I am convinced that we have better prospects of living good and rightly if we strive to think philosophically and to let ourselves be guided by philosophically justifiable and justified maxims.


To know, to help, to enjoy life, to develop personally and to realise other essential moral attitudes and values: this is the short version of the fundamental life goals to which I always strive to find my way back, especially when the adversities of everyday life threaten to bury them. This is a worthwhile and sustainable proposal for a life orientation even if everyone will set their priorities differently.









2. The Meaning of Choices


Beating the drum for a philosophical last resort


"The practical question is not whether to reject persuasion, but which persuasion to reject."1


Charles L. Stevenson


"An interesting parallel between skepticism and determinism exists here. Just as skepticism denies the possibility of knowledge, so determinism denies the possibility of freedom. Yet both knowledge and freedom to act on it are required for reasonable choice. Such choice would be denied to someone genuinely convinced – to the very core of his being – of both skepticism and determinism. He would be cast about like a dry leaf in the wind."2


Sissela Bok









2.1. Choices and Justification


The "game of justification": coherence instead of grand gesture


"'First ground', 'last foundation' are un-human words (how in this superhorizon ›first‹ and ›last‹ merge!)."1


Wolfgang Stegmüller


"'Fundamental decisions' may be intelligent or unintelligent – they are not always, or merely, arbitrary."2


Sidney Hook


Ultimately, I see no other possibility for those unwilling to believe to justify their life orientation than to do this through conscious subjective decisions, that is, by making choices.


When it comes to the problem of how one should behave, or ultimately: how one wants to behave, one cannot evade the decision by weighing up probabilities. Probability considerations are only possible if the question is what the world is like. Even then, probability considerations always presuppose decisions about our behaviour. Probability considerations can in turn serve as justification for further decisions about our behaviour, but they cannot replace these decisions.


The questions "How should human beings behave?" and "How should I behave?" can, however, also be understood as questions about the nature of the world if they ask about norms for human behaviour that have been established or exist independently of humans or at least independently of the individual human being. Accordingly, one can then make probability considerations, for example, as to whether and which commandments a god may have set humans for their behaviour; or one may assess which rules of behaviour can be found in a certain legal system.


But with this, the question of how one should behave, in the meaning: according to which principles one wants to orient one's behaviour, cannot be answered without decisions either. Even if we want to grant a certain degree of probability to the existence of a god or several gods and their commandments (or to the existence of other absolute rules of behaviour for human beings), prior decisions about our behaviour (at least with regard to knowledge) are unavoidable – just as before all other probability considerations about the nature of the world. If the question is whether one should accept the rules of a legal system, one must at least tacitly make a judgement about its bindingness and validity. These decisions cannot be replaced by probability considerations.


If one then assumes the existence of one or several gods and of commandments set by them, human beings have still to make the decision whether they want to accept the (presumably) divinely set rules of conduct. They could also consider another morality to be better. In the same decision-requiring situation we find ourselves in relation to any morality that has arisen through biological and cultural evolution. Thus, even if one assumes the existence of absolute or natural norms for human behaviour, the ultimate decision on how to behave cannot be based on probability considerations.


One can object to the call to justify convictions by choices saying that, conversely, choices are justified by convictions as a rule. In fact, the cause of our convictions is not to be found in choices. How and why we come to our convictions, what causes, what explanations there are for them, is not primarily a philosophical but a historical, sociological, psychological and neurobiological question. (1) In contrast, our convictions are the cause of our choices.


In order to understand why it makes sense, nevertheless, to speak of a justification of philosophical convictions through choices, it is necessary to distinguish between different meanings of the term "justification", namely "factual justification" and "normative or philosophical justification". In everyday usage, "justification" generally means to give a factual reason for a certain attitude or conduct, that is, justification is actually used in the sense of "explanation", "motive" or "good reason". The common use of the term "justification" in science also differs very slightly from this. Known or assumed facts, recognised laws or theories are used as "explanation" or "good reason", or the accordance of a newly formulated law with observations is emphasised. Thus, justification is derived from facts that are considered to be established. This is what I call "factual justification". It always presupposes a "normative or philosophical foundation" that justifies a certain method of gaining knowledge and hence its results.


"Philosophical justification" or "normative justification", on the other hand, means to give a normative ground for a certain conviction (for example, the conviction to accept or reject certain methods of gaining knowledge). Such a ground cannot be found by a mere selection from what is. It is about a vindication of convictions, a "justification" for which no further justification can be offered. In this sense convictions can be justified through choices. That and why one should indeed use the term »justification« in this way (even if many modern philosophers do not like it) will be discussed in depth in this section.


For those unwilling to believe, not just the only philosophically tenable justification for their own views is to be found in choices. They cannot see any other »last« foundation for other philosophies of life either than subjective decisions of belief, whether they are made consciously or unconsciously. Therefore, it is completely inappropriate to object that a philosophy of life based explicitly on choices it is not binding enough, since the choices depend entirely on the individual and could be changed at any time. Every weltan-schauung is based on conscious or unconscious decisions of belief of an individual, there is no more binding justification.


Those who believe in a god and his commandments or in a certain necessary course of history, to which one has to adapt, need decisions of belief to shape their lives just as much as those who are unwilling to believe. The weltan-schauung of these believers is equally based on subjectivity because they have to decide to believe in their specific belief, they have to decide to accept the experiences of faith, which make their faith seem objectively correct, as a path to knowledge, they have to assume that these experiences of faith convey a correct description of the world and the right guideline for action beyond the subjective experience (or at least reveal an authority that is able to accomplish this).


The argument that a belief is indubitably certain and self-evident without such decisions of belief loses its persuasive power the moment there are people (obviously mentally healthy in everyday matters) for whom this does not apply. In other words: I do not know of any belief that is indubitably certain and self-evident nor can I imagine that there could ever be such a belief. Alleged self-evidence of philosophical statements amounts to a quasi-religious revelatory belief and thus falls – like religious faith in revelation in the narrower sense – under the paths to knowledge rejected by the fundamental choice of unwillingness to believe.


Lange described the situation very pointedly as early as 1866: "There is no rational religion without dogmas, which are incapable of proof."3 With a similar tenor Popper speaks of an »irrational faith in reason«: "We may choose some form of irrationalism, even some radical or comprehensive form. But we are also free to choose a critical form of rationalism, one which frankly admits its origin in an irrational decision (and which, to that extent, admits a certain priority of irrationalism)."4


Lange and Popper, however, go too far with this. We should rather speak of a pre-rational than of an irrational foundation of the belief in reason. It is by no means the same whether one merely recognises that an ultimate justification of convictions by reason is impossible, or whether one is prepared to make much more far-reaching concessions at the expense of reason. How misleading it is to speak of an irrational faith in reason is demonstrated by the following statement by the theologian Feil: "Under Popper's presupposition, (Christian) faith can only be rejected from another faith position, but not by invoking rationality only of one's own and irrationality of the faith position."5 What is lost here is that the pre-rational decision for the restriction to reason and the pre-rational decision for a pantheistic, deistic or, under certain circumstances, even a theistic belief in God are only on the same level insofar as the latter do not have to produce irrational consequences either (although they often do). But they definitely differ with regard to the more or less great »parsimony« or "redundancy" – or plainly: simplicity - of their explanation of the world. And, above all, they differ in their demand for good reasons. While a pantheistic and deistic faith believe themselves to be already justified by the fact that they cannot be refuted, the unwilling to believe demands good reasons why one should decide in favour of such a faith. And the decision for revelation and authority, which underlies the Christian version of theistic faith, definitely requires clear violations of reason, a »sacrifice of the intellect« (for instance, in concepts such as an omnipotent and omnibenevolent god benevolent or the immaculate conception, to name just two particularly obvious examples). To speak of an "irrational faith in reason" is inadequate. It can easily lead to an undifferentiated exaggeration of philosophical relativism.


The terminology of choices, to which some readers may take exception (especially if it is misunderstood as if a philosophy of life were to be created out of nothing by choices at the philosopher’s desk), is an adequate expression of my personal attitude to life. It makes sense in order to draw attention to the fact that one's life can ultimately only be built on subjective decisions, and to document that these decisions are made consciously. To say it again: Choices differ from other conscious decisions within momentaneously unquestioned systems of thought in that their subjectivity becomes directly apparent.


However, the terminology of choices does not only serve the accuracy of thinking. It also makes sense in order to stabilise convictions and give them inner, subjective necessity - and thus, at first indirectly, social effectiveness. After having examined the coherence of one’s moral intuitions through thorough consideration, one is able to codify them by choices on a private level – at least provisionally. Admittedly on a social level some new aspects come into play, but here as well, there is no other and better way of setting norms in principle. Here the convictions of the individuals lead to a conventional setting of norms by the community. (See also 3.3. und 3.7.1.)


When choices are avoided, it will be difficult for an admittedly subjective philosophy of life, as a belief without justification, to counter convincingly all the doctrines of faith with a claim to objectivity. Choices, in other words, also gain a rhetorical function, rhetoric understood here in the sense of a skilful - not an insidious, inadmissibly simplifying or truth-indifferent - influencing in the direction of the desired value system. This rhetorical function serves both to convince oneself and to be persuasive in society.


For the unwilling to believe there is no realistic hope that more absolute knowledge might ever be attained.


Some philosophers, professional or not, persistently contradict me (in a mixture of anger and pity) and say: "Values cannot be justified." I am always pleased to hear that the lesson "values cannot be justified", which should mean nothing else than "no 'ought' can be derived from an 'is'", has been learned quite well by philosophers in the meantime – even if it has taken a good two hundred years since Hume to spread this insight to some extent and there is still some argument about it.


Formulated in today's terms, Hume's insight is: Descriptive und prescriptive statements differ, but they are both a part of the "is" and from this fact nothing can be directly gained for the selection among prescriptive statements. In the consequence of naturalism and determinism the "ought" belongs to the "is", values are simply a part of reality. Thus, although the difference between "is" and "ought" is flattened, we are left nevertheless with the problem of choosing between values. Even though this choice is also a part of the "is", we can at least discuss this part of the "is", the choice of values and the weighing up between them, and influence it through various activities and social structures and arrangements. Our discussions can lead us to decisions for which good reasons can be given. The conditions under which the complex decision-making apparatus at our disposal, our brain, operates are constantly changing. Our decisions and choices, and the communication about them, are part of this change. The selection and ranking of values and thus biographical and historical developments are, among other things, influenced by philosophical explication and deliberation. In a long-term perspective, their influence is greater than it may appear in day-to day-business. (2) (See also 3.3.)


Some now believe to discover an "is" in the choices from which an "ought" is derived. This is a misunderstanding. Choices are not a justification in this traditional and no longer tenable sense. Values are not derived from choices but are by them merely accepted in a conscious decision, and thus reinforced and stabilised (without claiming a more than subjective or conventional bindingness for them). Choices are a procedure of conscious acceptance and affirmation of values towards me and others (and of course a method of reflection, but more on this in 2.2.). And although this has nothing to do with the common use of "justification" in connection with values (which in fact amounts to the is-ought fallacy), it remains meaningful to use the term »justification« for it since this procedure is proposed instead of the justification of values by deriving an ought from an (alleged or arbitrarily-intentionally selected) is.


Instead, one can also advocate a conception of rationality which "takes into account the unjustifiability of knowledge and decision by giving up the idea of justification together with the striving for certitude or certainty" to say it as proposed by Hans Albert.6 He wants to build on "criticism" or critical examination instead of "justification". Such attempts to declare the concept of "justification" as outdated for a modern philosophical conception, proved and prove very popular in contemporary philosophy – and especially among its serious representatives. This kind of terminological refusal is quite understandable as a reaction to the concept of justification (or foundation) of classical rationalism and to the Münchhausen trilemma7 described by Albert. However, it remains conceptually unclear and turns out to be inadequate, especially with regard to philosophy’s obligation to praxis and its task in the social, intellectual and ideological debate.


To speak of an "idea", a "postulate" or a "principle" of criticism remains conceptually unclear for the following reason: On the one hand, it is made quite clear what is meant by criticism, namely more or less what follows for me from the choice of unwillingness to believe. What is not so clear, however, is what is hidden behind the concept of an "idea", "postulate" or "principle". Admittedly, Albert makes it clear that a moral decision is meant, he speaks of the "moral content" of criticist philosophy and of a decision not "for an abstract principle with no existential significance, but for a way of life".8 But why then not call a spade a spade and speak of a »choice of criticism or critical examination« and thus refrain from subliminally conveying a claim to objectivity of which one is aware enough that it is not tenable at this point. The fact that the consequent application and the procedural rules of "criticism" are also in need of justification and that such a way of thinking is also based on subjective decisions does not, as can be seen, become any clearer if one avoids the concept of justification or foundation (even if this is indisputably burdened with a heavy objectivist mortgage). It is meritorious and necessary to analyse the different uses of this concept. But the attempt to eliminate it altogether evokes bad memories of the dismissed positivist-analytical procedure of banning certain concepts considered suspicious from philosophy.


There is another reason why it is inappropriate to avoid the concept of justification: The principle of critical examination alone does not provide us with a sufficient minimum of life orientation. Thus only a small part of the philosophical life orientation described in the first main section of this book can be derived from it in a fairly straightforward manner. For life, a conscious shaping of life and particular moral attitudes and values the most diverse pros and cons can be presented (which depend very much on the personal situation), but a critical examination of these arguments cannot ultimately replace the respective life-determining philosophical and moral decisions. These decisions are not taken away from us, as is largely the case in scientific questions, by applying consequently the once accepted principle of critical examination. Accordingly, the philosophy of the critical rationalists remains rather impersonal and has difficulties to gain the necessary emotional significance for a personal life orientation and an adequate social appeal and attraction. As the name of this philosophical direction already suggests, the ideas of critique and rationality – necessary and meritorious as they are – have too much the upper hand in it. Constructive efforts for a philosophical life orientation going beyond this, which ultimately must always include emotional decisions too, are neglected or relegated to a sphere of weltanschauung or philosophy of life not regarded as part of serious philosophy.


On closer consideration the "principle of critical examination" turns out to be another variant of the incorrect view, also advocated by Weischedel in his "fundamental choice of scepticism", that philosophical life orientation can and must be derived from one fundamental principle. The fact that the proposed fundamental principle appears important and congenial to us should not lead us to agree with such a simplifying view.


Using the concept of "justification" or not, one can firmly and sufficiently defend oneself against the denunciation that subjective decisions (choices) for a minimum of philosophical life orientation, made after careful consideration, are arbitrary decisions. Albert himself gives an impressive example of what this can sound like in the passage quoted again in context below, and at the same time expresses how resolutely he stands up for very specific subjective decisions and the philosophical thinking justified by them: "Thus it is possible to overcome positivist resignation in questions of moral philosophy without lapsing into the existentialist cult of commitment, which replaces rational discussions of such problems with irrational decisions. Criticist philosophy, which presents us with this opportunity, has a moral content itself. Whoever adopts it does not decide for an abstract principle without existential significance, but for a way of life. One of the immediate ethical consequences of criticist philosophy is the conclusion that unshakable faith, impervious to rational argument, valued so highly by many religions, is not a virtue, but a vice."9 Despite the fact that I myself see good arguments for retaining the concept of justification, I also want to emphasise in the face of this convincing plea for a critical philosophy that its proponents should not divide themselves all too much in a discussion about the concept of justification. Although this discussion is interesting and not unimportant, it often only reveals mainly terminological differences while at the same time there is a great deal of agreement on the objectives of philosophy. (See also the apt statement by A. J. Ayer quoted at the end of section 1.2., 1.2.10) If Albert explicitly opposes a thinking of justification that wants to create certainty by recourse to dogmas (which was also the conception of classical rationalism)10, one can only agree with him. Such a use of "justification" does no longer make sense today, it is simply outdated. Those who advocate it today may still gain political influence, if they manage to find enough supporters, but they are no longer to be taken seriously in philosophical debate.


Because this is a crucial point, once again in other words: I do not want to contest that, when it comes to problems of justification, it is possible to continue the regress of justification infinitely and thus to ask also for the justification of choices. But I suggest to terminate the regress of justification by choices because this kind of termination does not contain any (dogmatic) propositions about the world, no logical contradictions and thus no avoidable impositions on reason, and admits honestly without any ifs and buts that the regress of justification is terminated (namely with the justification »choice«). The termination of the regress of justification by choices is in no way intended to immunise the content of these choices against criticism. In every other, at some point unavoidable termination of the regress of justification there are also subjective decisions, but this is often not recognised or one does not want to admit and or acknowledge it.


The philosophical position of the unwilling to believe is not at all adequately represented by the terms "subjectivism" or "decisionism" since these are conventionally equated to a large extent with "arbitrariness".


If by "arbitrary" ("at will") is meant that a philosophical concept is ultimately founded on subjective decisions, on our will, then this applies to all philosophies and philosophies of life. This is rightly expressed by Ernst To- pitsch when he says: "There are fundamental values between which only a choice beyond scientific argumentation is possible."11 However, a person who wants to limit the unavoidable subjective decisions to an inescapable, consciously conceived minimum, namely the unwilling to believe, thus at the same time also tries to realise the highest possible degree of objectivity. (3)


If, on the other hand, "arbitrary" is supposed to mean "not thoroughly considered", "rashly accepted without careful consideration of the consequences", then this merely divides the exponents of different philosophies of life into different intellectual (which is not the same as moral) quality classes. This, however, does not change anything as to the inevitability of fundamental philosophical decisions.


If, finally, "arbitrary" is supposed to mean "situational ad-hoc-decisions without – or almost without – recognisable principles", then this does hardly apply to anybody participating in philosophical discussions, except – to a certain extent – the rare specimens of Pyrrhonean sceptics.


So, the notion of arbitrariness has only a very limited discriminatory power in philosophical debate, and especially in its first meaning mentioned above, in which it is used by »objectivists«, it is completely pointless.
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