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         1 
Self-respect, intellectual honesty, and the planetary crisis
         

         We need to be honest with ourselves. Humanity is in the midst of a planetary crisis.
            The global crisis is self-inflicted, historically unprecedented—and things don’t look
            good. Both political institutions and large numbers of individuals around the world
            are failing miserably to address this crisis, and have been doing so for a very long
            time. There is a new problem to solve that requires a somewhat more radical form of
            honesty: how to preserve one’s self-respect in a historical epoch in which humanity
            as a whole is losing its dignity. Or do we perhaps still have time to develop a new
            a way of life that would allow us to leave behind the greed-driven growth model? What
            we lack is a new guiding principle, a cultural context for the accelerating planetary
            crisis.
         

         We have known for half a century that the old model of continuous economic growth
            fuelled by greed, envy, and ruthless competition is leading us into global catastrophe –mainly
            because of the close correlation between economic growth and carbon dioxide emissions.
            The climate catastrophe is unfolding, and it is accelerating. Realistically, our options
            for action are now restricted to damage control and maximally intelligent crisis management.
            Apart from our lack of moral self-respect and empathy for future generations, one
            of the main causes of the planetary crisis is also a lack of cultural creativity:
            We knew exactly what was coming, but we were unable to leave the old values behind
            and create truly workable alternative ways of living.
         

         We urgently need new ethical norms for action and a profound and far-reaching guiding
            principle. We need a cultural context fit for dealing with the accelerating planetary
            crisis. “Bewusstseinskultur” could be such a cultural context, offering a practical strategy that could work
            at the individual and societal levels, in both worst-case and best-case scenarios.
            We need something that will hold up in the real lives of real people and countries,
            even if humanity as a whole fails. The aim of this short book is to offer starting
            points for a more serious discussion about the possibility of such a new cultural
            context.
         

         Most people already sense that something has changed. When it comes to the climate
            catastrophe, it is no longer intellectually honest to be optimistic. Many of us also
            feel that we have been lying to ourselves for some time. Sure, from the perspective
            of climate science and from a purely physical perspective, it is still possible to
            keep global warming below 1.5°C or perhaps 2°C. But from the perspective of psychology,
            cognitive science, and political science, it is not. If we take an unbiased look at
            the psychological and political facts available today, everything suggests that humanity
            will fail to solve this problem—with our eyes wide open.
         

         Physical possibility is not the same as psychological or political possibility. We
            must not confuse the notion of “what is still possible” as derived from physics and
            current climate research with what is realistically still possible based on our knowledge of our own minds and their evolutionary history,
            the various political institutions on the planet, and the current state of human societies
            and cultures. The most reasonable assumption now is that climate change will take
            a catastrophic and largely uncontrolled course over the coming decades and centuries.
         

         I know that this assessment is extremely difficult to accept, especially emotionally.
            But we have to finally face the facts. I believe that we even have an ethical obligation
            to do so. To avoid possible (or even deliberate) misunderstandings, I want to make
            it clear from the outset that what follows is neither a form of calculated pessimism
            nor a defence of defeatism and passivity. This is not doomerism. I am by no means
            saying that we should withdraw from the political scene or stop doing anything. The
            idea of a Bewusstseinskultur, which I will set out in more detail in the second chapter, is not a philosophically
            embellished form of indifference, nor is it an excuse for despondency or resignation.
            I am not talking about an elegant new form of escape from the world or from reality,
            nor am I advocating some sort of pseudo-spiritual quietism or an apolitical retreat
            into pure inwardness. Quite the opposite: We need a new cultural context that enables
            us to do more. But overestimating our own abilities, whether individually or collectively, will
            not get us there. Doing so is counterproductive and psychologically unsustainable.
            Psychological research shows that it is precisely people with the least problem-solving
            ability who overestimate their ability the most—with dangerous consequences. The more
            we want to have a chance of salvaging, the more we must free ourselves both from ideological
            forms of calculated pessimism and from the many mendacious variants of pure calculated
            optimism. It is realism that must be raised to a new level.
         

         
            Optimism is not an option

            Scientists have long been talking about the Great Acceleration.[1] Many aspects of our lives are speeding up. The planetary crisis is also intensifying,
               but it has many different faces. Not only are the world’s population, the flood of
               information, and the pace of technological change constantly increasing, but many
               global trends such as energy consumption, water and land use, greenhouse gas emissions, ocean acidification,
               the loss of tropical forests, and, in particular, species extinction are also intensifying
               and accelerating.
            

            We have failed to make the transition from a growth-oriented economic model motivated
               by greed, envy, and the pursuit of dominance to a functioning sufficiency economy—that
               is, to a truly sustainable and decelerated form of economic activity. Because we have
               failed for decades to find the right balance and transition to environmentally friendly
               technologies, the planetary crisis is now worsening at a dramatic pace.
            

            We have known all this for a long time. But we have decided to ignore the facts as
               best we can. We have also successfully organised our own self-deception at the political
               level. Now the growth model has finally led us into a self-reinforcing environmental
               disaster. The key factor that everyone recognises is the close correlation between
               economic growth and the rate of global carbon dioxide emissions.
            

            As societies, we have not succeeded in developing a more intelligent new context that
               is more appealing than the primitive neoliberal growth model. We are still held in
               a stranglehold by the delusional belief in limitless economic growth made possible
               by ever new technologies. Borrowing from the philosophical idea of effective altruism,[2] we could characterise the traditional model as “effective egotism”—and of course
               this is deeply rooted in our biological history. The Industrial Revolution and the
               emergence of capitalism in England from 1760 onwards may have been historical accidents,[3] but the enormous resilience and adaptability of this particular economic form is
               bound up with the deep structure of our own minds.
            

            Greed, envy, the pursuit of dominance, and motivation through self-deception were
               successful survival strategies in the world of our ancestors. They have increased
               reproductive success. The “ideology of growth” is, so to speak, a basic biological
               principle that we share with most other animals—and that is now leading us towards
               the abyss. Nevertheless, there were phases and moments in the last century when a
               new sociocultural context could have developed. In principle, the transition to something
               new was possible.
            

            In principle. But now it’s too late for that. The global financial industry and the corporate lobby
               have led us into ecological disaster, and it seems more than likely that they will
               continue to destroy large parts of the planet’s biosphere. But our own mental inertia
               is also at work here, and it is being systematically reinforced by overstimulation
               via AI-based social media and by the influence of organised religions, for example.
               More on this in a moment.
            

            Of course, the future could bring completely different developments. Developments that are triggered by other human-made events and that could lead to the climate catastrophe being halted for
               the foreseeable future. For example, global warming could be prevented by a strong
               and long-lasting global cooling, such as could occur after even a relatively limited
               nuclear war, in which widespread firestorms would lift soot particles into the stratosphere
               and cause a so-called “nuclear winter”.[4] Even a local conflict between India and Pakistan, involving only about 350 warheads,
               could not only lead to worldwide famine but also significantly slow down global warming
               for a long time.[5]

            Advances in genetic engineering also pose new risks. Bioterrorists could deliberately
               cause a global pandemic much worse than Covid that would rapidly reduce CO2 emissions from industry and transport to near zero.[6] In the field of artificial intelligence, we may well in the medium term encounter
               unknown unknowns (causal factors that we don’t even know we don’t know about yet) and black swans (unexpected and highly improbable events with major consequences). Such events could
               also temporarily halt global warming.[7] But if none of these events occur, the climate catastrophe is certain to materialise.
               It is the new basso continuo of the planetary crisis, the bass line that will accompany the evolution of humanity
               from now on.
            

            It seems that the human mind has met its match in the climate crisis, and we are slowly
               beginning to understand the reasons why. This is a new kind of disaster. It is unfolding
               in slow motion, its beginnings barely perceptible to the senses. Along the way, it
               has tipping points and thresholds of irreversibility. These are created by complex
               feedback systems and physical, mental, and socio-economic forms of inertia. This last
               point is very important. It is not just that complex feedback systems and the possibility
               of suddenly accelerating, exponential change overwhelm the human mind.[8]

            What beings like us also find difficult to understand is the inertia of physical systems.
               The Earth’s climate system responds so slowly that warming will continue for a long
               time to come—even if we succeed in stabilising or even reducing emissions. Sea levels,
               for example, will continue to rise for many centuries to come, even if CO2 emissions stabilise. Those emissions increased again in 2021 and 2022—and are likely
               to continue to.
            

            But there is something else that we are only now and only gradually realising: the
               inertia of our own minds and the inertia of our societies. There are not just three
               types of possibility, but also three interpretations of the term “inertia”: physical,
               psychological, and political. Like the climate system of planet Earth, the human brain
               is a complex system too, as are human societies. Biological nervous systems have a
               long biological history and parts of their internal structure are relatively rigid.
               The scientific question of what “windows of plasticity” the human mind actually possesses
               in the face of the escalating crisis is therefore becoming increasingly urgent. Which
               aspects of our own minds really are still malleable, and when exactly in the course of a human life does the necessary openness exist? When and
               how do windows of malleability open?
            

            The same is true of societies and political institutions. Their inertia stands in
               stark contrast to the increasing speed at which objective risks are evolving. In technology
               ethics, this is known as the pacing gap: the dangerous time lag between emerging risks and an adequate societal response.
               In combination, all of these factors can potentially lead to cascades of individual
               tipping elements. The climate catastrophe is a very special kind of catastrophe.
            

            Slow motion plus initial invisibility plus the possibility of sudden exponential growth
               plus the inertia of several underlying processes—all this has been too much for the
               human mind. The planetary crisis will probably resist for a long time all our—belated—strategies
               to control the damage, even if they turn out to be less half-hearted than they have
               been so far. The inertia of the physical processes underlying climate change, but
               also the inertia of the human mind and the political institutions it has created,
               is systematically underestimated by optimists.
            

            Yet for beings like us, calculated optimism remains emotionally attractive for a number
               of reasons. Calculated optimism is a strategic, goal-oriented optimism that always
               tries to highlight the possibilities for solutions in adverse conditions. Research
               shows that optimism strengthens our motivation and lifts our mood. It can also increase
               stamina and even have a placebo effect on minor illnesses. Weak forms of unrealistic
               optimism are a self-stabilisation strategy because they increase our sense of self-worth
               and our feeling of being in control.[9]

            Confidence strengthens the sense of self, even when it is delusional. This may also
               be one reason why evolution has built an optimistic tendency into our minds: Unrealistic
               optimism is a scientifically well-documented cognitive bias (the so-called optimism bias). This bias leads us to believe that I am less likely to experience a negative event
               in the future than other people.
            

            Calculated optimism also has a positive effect on our careers. It helps us to build
               and maintain a desirable self-image in a wide range of social situations. It creates
               what I sometimes call the pleasant, slightly self-congratulatory “illusion of self-efficacy”:
               I am important because I have a decisive influence on what happens in the end.[10] A stable illusion of self-efficacy is particularly important if we want to become
               successful politicians or leaders. By publicly displaying optimism, we can signal
               virtue to the outside world and demonstrate solidarity with the goals of the group.
            

            Because calculated optimism helps to stabilise our self-respect, it helps us to control
               our fears and other negative emotions—which does not go unnoticed by others we may
               be trying to win over or influence. They can see it in our body language. By openly
               displaying optimism, we win friends, allies, and supporters, because we help the people
               around us to consciously believe in what they have long unconsciously wanted to believe—for
               example, that anything is still possible. In this way, we all encourage each other
               in a collective self-deception. Calculated optimism gives leaders more attention for
               their cheerful and confident predictions about the future‚ for forecasts that we all
               want to hear and are only too happy to believe. Who really wants to listen to sceptics
               or pessimists?
            

            But lies have short legs. The truth will come to light one way or another. Calculated
               optimism leads to hypocrisy, and clinging to hypocrisy in turn leads to a loss of
               mutual trust and a weakening of social cohesion. Clinging to calculated optimism also
               robs us of the mental energy that we so urgently need right now, because it creates
               a permanent inner conflict: Part of us knows that what we describe and outwardly demand
               as our personal or political goal is in reality something that we ourselves are not
               fully convinced by. One part of us would still like to believe in it; another part
               has long since given up.
            

            We need all the mental energy we can muster for what now lies ahead of us. We cannot
               afford the permanent inner conflict in our self-model that comes with hypocrisy and
               complacent optimism. For anyone who really wants to be part of the solution, self-deception,
               starry-eyed idealism, and the pleasant illusion of self-efficacy are not sustainable
               self-motivation strategies. In the medium term, calculated optimism almost always
               leads to emotional burnout and a sense of bitterness, because it is a deliberate and
               wilful distortion of one’s own inner model of reality. This is why calculated optimism
               can sometimes even get out of hand and culminate in a state of delusion.
            

            But why is all this so important? As far as the planetary crisis is concerned, we
               have now entered a new historical phase, namely the phase of damage control and disaster
               management. Given the physical inertia of the processes that cause climate change,
               the acute phase will last at least many decades, and most likely many centuries. We
               therefore need a much more fundamental and sustainable strategy than that offered
               by calculated optimism. We need something that really works.
            

         

         
            Social tipping points

            The planetary crisis has many faces. Since 2008, democracy has been in retreat around
               the world. Today, more than a third of the world’s population lives under authoritarian
               rule, while only 6.4 per cent of people enjoy full democracy.[11] The shared experience of our failure to prevent climate catastrophe may accelerate
               this anti-democratic trend. It undermines trust in political institutions and reinforces
               more primitive forms of social organisation. There may also be feedback effects and
               tipping points: For example, there could be a spillover or transfer effect from more
               primitive forms of society to the few remaining democracies, via conspiracy theories,
               new religious movements, and the strengthening of populist movements.
            

            At the political level, there is a risk that entire nation states will be delegitimised
               by their insistence on climate policy optimism. What does this mean? If the representatives
               of our political institutions continue to spread calculated optimism—in the face of
               the unfolding and increasingly obvious catastrophe—for example by tirelessly claiming
               that the 1.5°C target (or even just 2°C warming) is still achievable—then it is not
               just that they will lose their personal credibility and look increasingly like the
               puppets of corrupt lobbies. It is not just that they will they find themselves exposed
               to the rapidly growing doubts of citizens and the question of whether they ever wanted to achieve the 1.5°C target in the first place.
            

            No, if the planetary crisis continues to worsen, the justification for all existing
               rules and structures will be at stake. Then it is the state institutions themselves
               that will lose their legitimacy in the eyes of the public. This in turn increases
               the risk of populist movements that offer strategies of denial gaining strength—as
               we are currently seeing across the globe. In another, particularly malicious form
               of social feedback, the delegitimisation problem could in principle also damage the
               climate movement itself. This is because calculated but clearly unrealistic optimism
               also damages the credibility of all those who want to be part of the solution.
            

            We need new forms of economic action. At the economic level, the main unsolved problem
               is what a peaceful transition to a post-growth society should look like in detail—without
               collapsing our economic system. Ulrike Herrmann has argued convincingly that the idea
               of “green growth” with solar and wind energy is an illusion because the availability
               of the raw materials required for this is diminishing; because green energy will always
               remain expensive and scarce, even in an ever-expanding capitalist system; and because
               rebound effects will undo much of the progress. For example, increased energy efficiency
               often leads to the consumption of more rather than less energy overall.[12]

            The problem is not so much a lack of big positive visions. The paths we could take towards a better future are extremely dangerous and historically untested.
               A disorderly “green shrinkage”, for example, could lead us straight into the populism
               trap. Herrmann writes: “The only unsolved problem is how to achieve this ecological
               circular economy without provoking a severe economic crisis along the way, which would
               panic the population and bring a dictator to power.”[13] One of her main points is that new costs will arise, while at the same time economic
               output will have to shrink in order to avert a climate catastrophe.[14] This will create distributional conflicts that will shake the foundations of Western
               democracies. 
            

            This problem also affects global society as a whole. If we do not succeed in rationing
               goods and pollution rights in a truly equitable way, if the majority of the world’s
               population sees that the rich can always buy their way out and successfully avoid
               personal sacrifice, then the much-needed global solidarity will never come into existence.
               Realistically, however, it is unlikely that the financial industry and rich countries
               will voluntarily give up their privileges. Many of the key players will defend growth
               to the bitter end. The big energy companies and oil-producing countries are currently
               investing billions in new projects that will further accelerate global warming. This
               is another reason why optimism is no longer an option. We therefore need a more robust
               and sustainable form of realism. Humanity will have to face a multitude of interlocking
               political, social, and planetary disasters. The solution to be developed must be viable
               even in a historical period of failure. It cannot therefore be based on grandiose
               “positive visions”, delusional optimism, or illusions of self-efficacy. Nor will it
               originate in Silicon Valley or come from Californian billionaires. Calculated optimism
               leads only to hypocrisy and mistrust; overconfidence is not a sustainable source of
               motivation.
            

            Our solution has to be something deeper. And if it is not accepted by the majority,
               if the catastrophe continues to unfold, then this solution must at least work at the
               level of a single life, making the life of the individual worth living in a dangerous
               world and a phase of failure. Ultimately, this is also about our mental health. Above
               all, a real solution must help us to regain and preserve our dignity.
            

         

         
            Intellectual honesty

            Intellectual honesty is the refusal to lie to oneself. It is closely associated with
               old-fashioned values like integrity and honesty and therefore with a certain form
               of “inner decency”. Intellectual honesty is a spiritual virtue that one can have or
               lack. Perhaps it could be understood as a very conservative way of being truly subversive.
               
            

            Can representatives of organised religions and theologians of any kind at all possess
               intellectual honesty? Intellectual honesty means not pretending to know, not even
               pretending to be able to know, something that one simply cannot know. But it also means holding on to the unconditional
               will to truth and knowledge, even when self-knowledge is concerned and even when the
               self-knowledge is not accompanied by pleasant feelings and does not conform to an
               accepted (e.g., religious or political) doctrine.
            

            Some philosophers describe intellectual honesty as a virtue—an “intellectual virtue”
               that concerns one’s own thoughts and inner actions; an ethical attitude to what one
               thinks and believes.[15] So here again, what we are concerned with is moral integrity and sincerity—with the
               fact that what you do should, as often as possible, match the values that you have
               made your own. In this case, however, the question is primarily about what you should
               believe in the first place. This is because adopting a belief is itself an internal action that can be omitted.
               The spontaneous appearance of a thought or a conviction is one thing; following up
               on the thought, actively confirming it, holding on to the conviction is quite another.
            

            What we are talking about is inner self-determination, mental autonomy. The human
               mind is capable of emotional self-regulation (i.e., it can influence emotional states
               in a goal-oriented way) and conscious control of attention. But it can also practise
               inner self-regulation in relation to what we believe. Interestingly, infants only gradually learn to control their own emotional state
               and attention. And even as adults, many of us are barely proficient in critical self-regulation
               of the process by which beliefs become our own. We often never fully learn it.
            

            Is it possible to strengthen your own autonomy, your inner freedom, by practising
               and improving this particular kind of self-control? Yes, this is exactly what intellectual
               honesty is all about. And in our current situation, we will need to make use of the
               best foundational insights from all of humanity’s philosophical traditions. What does it mean to be radically honest and
               look the truth in the eye?
            

            In Asia, there is a deep practical knowledge of this that has grown over thousands
               of years and goes far beyond a purely intellectual approach. By cultivating a very
               specific, effortless form of attention and inner awareness, many forms of meditation
               aim precisely at an increase in mental autonomy. Meditation cultivates the mental
               conditions for the possibility of rationality. This is because inner awareness makes
               rational thinking possible in the first place; it frees us from automatic reactions
               and ingrained patterns. We then no longer need to act out these patterns and can accept
               counter-arguments and allow them to work on us. Inner clarity generates the ability
               to be critical. Inner awareness is about the inner ability not to act, about the gentle but very precise optimisation of impulse control, and about
               gradually becoming aware of the automatic identification mechanisms at work in our
               thinking.
            

            But let’s stay with the Western tradition for a moment. Rational thought, in other
               words; intellectual honesty instead of nice feelings. The aim is to achieve the best
               possible match between knowledge and opinion. The aim is to have only evidence-based
               convictions wherever possible, and to ensure that cognition does not serve emotional
               needs.
            

            In a certain sense, then, intellectual honesty is also about renunciation; it is a
               special form of mental asceticism, a way of letting go. This is only a brief preview
               of the third part of this book, in which such a spiritual way of life will take centre
               stage. The proper pursuit of intellectual integrity is an important special case of the pursuit of moral integrity. It can be described as a virtue, but in fact it is also a way of life.
            

            Anyone who wants to become whole—that is, to become a person of integrity, by gradually resolving all conflicts between
               their actions and their values—must pursue this principle in both their mental and
               their physical actions. This requirement applies in particular to epistemic action,
               action for the sake of knowledge. We act epistemically when we strive for insight,
               for sincerity, for knowledge or true belief, for authentic self-knowledge. We are
               “epistemically open”[16] when we are clearly aware of the possibility of insight and knowledge.
            

            But as I will show below, there is more than one form of knowing. Epistemic activity
               cannot be reduced simply to intellect or thinking. Beyond mere thinking, there is
               also the systematic cultivation of inner attention; there is mindfulness, and there
               is compassion. And there are even non-egoic forms of self-awareness and self-compassion.
            

            “Non-egoic” states of consciousness are those in which there is no sense of self.
               This means, for example, that there are no self-directed thoughts at all; philosophers
               speak of a lack of “cognitive self-reference”. But it also means that the sense of
               being physically in a particular place in space no longer exists. Above all, however,
               in such non-egoic states the feeling of control over action and the conscious experience
               of “me-ness” are absent: There is no self that acts with the body or controls its
               own mind, and there is also no feeling that this body, these thoughts and feelings,
               are one’s own, indeed that they are something that anyone possesses at all. Research clearly shows that non-egoic forms of experiencing and knowing do
               exist.[17] Human beings have the ability to know something completely without thoughts and feelings,
               and sometimes this happens even in the absence of a sense of self.
            

            So there are important mental virtues that are not intellectual virtues at all. Because this is all about acting for the sake of knowledge, we can
               also speak of a form of practice. Episteme (ἐπιστήμη) is the Greek word for knowledge, science, or insight. One might say: Philosophy
               is an epistemic practice, science is an epistemic practice, meditation is an epistemic
               practice. This offers an interesting—and for some readers perhaps unexpected—bridge
               between spiritual practice and the ideal of reasonable, rational thought: Both contain
               an ethics of inner action for the sake of knowledge. They also share the goal of systematically
               strengthening mental autonomy as well as the pursuit of sincerity, truthfulness, and
               a certain form of inner freedom. The non-conceptual variant of spiritual practice
               has been developed in a much deeper, more refined, and more mature way in Asia than
               in the West.
            

            Western cultures, on the other hand, have developed the ideal of intellectual honesty
               in the spirit of the Enlightenment and placed it at the heart of everything. They
               have cultivated the scientific method and developed democracy and human rights. But
               perhaps the two forms of epistemic action are inherently linked: two paths to the
               same goal. And meditation, as an epistemic practice that demands radical honesty towards
               oneself and fosters the capacity for inner freedom, could take on new significance
               in the face of the escalating planetary crisis.
            

            The virtue of intellectual honesty has appeared in many forms in the history of philosophy.
               I will confine myself to two specific examples. The British philosopher and mathematician
               William Kingdon Clifford (1845–1879) was one of the first thinkers to systematically
               raise questions about the genuine “ethics of belief” that is so central to the distinction
               between religion and spirituality. Clifford’s key principles are as follows:
            

             

            
               	It is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe anything upon insufficient
                     evidence.

               	
At any time, at any place, and for every person it is wrong to ignore or carelessly
                     reject the relevant evidence for one’s beliefs.[18]


            

             

            In academic philosophy, this position is often simply called “evidentialism”. This
               means that you believe only in things for which you actually have arguments and evidence.
               We are all familiar with the philosophical and theological opposites of evidentialism,
               namely dogmatism (“it is legitimate to hold on to a belief simply because you already
               have it”) and fideism. In philosophy, fideism is the idea that it is perfectly legitimate
               to hold on to a belief in the absence of good reasons or evidence in favour of it,
               and even in the face of convincing arguments and strong empirical evidence against
               them.
            

            Fideism is a purely faith-based viewpoint. It can therefore be described as the refusal of any form of ethical attitude towards inner action. The standpoint of pure faith
               (classically the standpoint of organised religions) is therefore in reality a lack
               of what we have called “inner decency”. It is the antithesis of spirituality. If we
               interpret the two perspectives in purely psychological terms, then fideism is about
               wilful self-deception, systematic wishful thinking, or even persecution mania—just
               think of the belief in the devil or the once-popular idiom “The Lord God sees everything!”.
            

            The psychological goal of a philosophical ethics of belief, on the other hand, consists
               in a very specific form of mental health. I call it “intellectual integrity”.[19] If there is to be any form of sustainable response to the planetary crisis, intellectual
               integrity must be part of that response.
            

            Those who allow themselves to cling stubbornly to a particular conviction without
               empirical evidence and without the support of positive theoretical arguments have
               already given up on the whole idea of an ethics of inner action. They abandon the
               project of intellectual honesty and reject not only their own reason and the ideal
               of rationality, but also their own morality. They lose their integrity as rational
               individuals altogether. This is why I asked earlier whether intellectual honesty is
               something that theologians, many gurus, and representatives of organised religions
               of all kinds simply cannot have—or can they? This question may have sounded to some
               like a cheap polemic or provocation for the sake of it. But that is not my point.
               I am concerned with a very simple and clear point, namely with the “principle of self-respect”.
               With how not to lose your dignity and mental autonomy.
            

         

         
            The purity of the intention to be honest with oneself

            We have seen that the sincere pursuit of intellectual integrity can be treated as
               an important special case of the pursuit of moral integrity. Any comprehensive solution
               to the planetary crisis will require us to think clearly and soberly about the conditions
               under which it may be not only unreasonable or unwise, but also ethically reprehensible, to continue to hold certain beliefs on the basis of insufficient evidence.
            

            In addition to a radical commitment to intellectual honesty, a simple philosophical
               ethics of belief[20] may therefore be another element that is still missing from the overly optimistic
               sections of the climate movement. Since we have already entered the phase of damage
               control and disaster management, we need to find a liveable, emotionally sustainable
               form of realism. Intellectual honesty is part of such a way of life.
            

            A flood of empirical data and the mathematical models of modern neuroscience show
               again and again how our beliefs directly influence the way we experience the world.
               It is hard to overstate the importance of this simple empirical fact. If we take our
               best current theories[21] as a starting point, then conscious experience must be understood as a kind of “controlled
               online hallucination”—that is, a virtual reality created by evolution. This VR has
               never been about truth; it has always been about self-preservation and about successfully
               transporting one’s own genes into the next generation. If you want to become whole
               and thus a person of integrity, you have to take this repeatedly into account as you
               try to gradually resolve all conflicts between your actions and your values.
            

            The importance of bearing in mind the evolutionary origins of the neural algorithms
               underlying our conscious minds applies in particular to “epistemic actions”: actions
               carried out for the sake of knowledge. As already described, we always act epistemically
               when we act for the sake of insight, sincerity, knowledge or true belief, or authentic
               self-knowledge. At this point, we come into contact—for the first time, and rather
               unexpectedly—with the idea of a completely secular form of contemplative practice.
            

            Insofar as meditation is an epistemic practice, it cannot function without radical
               self-directed honesty on the part of the practitioner, without a self-critical ethics
               of belief. A bridge leads from spiritual practice to the ideal of reasonable, rational
               thought: Both involve an ethics of inner action for the sake of knowledge. Moreover,
               both aim at a systematic increase in spiritual autonomy, or inner freedom. I will
               come back to this in the third chapter.
            

            But for now, I would like to give a second concrete example of the mental virtue of
               intellectual honesty. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) formulated it in a very different
               and particularly beautiful way. What we need, he says, is “the sincerity of the intention
               to be honest with oneself”.[22] The “sincerity” or “purity” of the will to be honest with oneself is, I think, the
               central point.
            

            What Kant could not see in his time is that precisely the same principle is also decisive
               for a somewhat more radical, philosophically motivated practice of meditation. This
               is precisely about a non-conceptual form of mental action for the sake of knowledge,
               an action that marks the beginning of the search for a non-dual state of consciousness
               beyond the subject/object divide. Alternatively, one could also speak of the beginning
               of a movement towards a vibrant form of stillness, towards a lucid and effortless
               form of spiritual non-action.
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