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überleben today

a philosophical outlook 

with jürgen werner

mr. werner, how can man survive? 

Let's have a look at the historical evolu-

tion of the human being. Considering 

natural conditions, one might find it as-

tonishing that the human race has sur-

vived at all. 

Animals have eye teeth, thick fat layers 

underneath their skin, and they have  

a wonderful array of well working in-

stincts. They are well adapted to react  

to stimuli. 

The human being has none of these. So 

you might ask yourself, how it is possi-

ble under biological selection conditions, 

that this creature, after all the struggles 

that have emerged over millions of 

years, still exists today. And not just ex-

ists, but lives as it does, namely that it 

builds this world in a manifoldly domi-

nant kind of way. 

Perhaps in the absence of such condi-

tions of existence lies a chance. The fact, 

that we are not directly integrated in an 

environment, has led to the matter, that 

it was possible for us to walk upright. 

We are bipeds, not quadrupeds. 

what does that mean? Being upright 

means that we are able to see more. Man 

also discovered that this ability of see-

ing more comes along with an embar-

rassment, namely being seen earlier.

This new field of view is surrounded by 

a horizon. It is a border, that has quite an 

odd characteristic: being definite and in-

definite at the same time. Indefinite be-

cause it is not possible to reach this hori-

zon. It eludes. While dealing with this 

border, the human being learned 

everything he needed to survive.

Therefore it was important to define 

precisely and as early as possible, what 

appeared indefinite at the horizon, in 

order to identify if attack or escape is 

necessary. 

Man is not good at dominating close  

situations. In close combat with a lot of 

animals, he definitely would have been 

inferior. But because we are able to rec-

ognise danger earlier than others, be-

cause we can deal well with distance to 

the environment that we live in, the  
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distance to ourselves, and the distance 

to others, we have survived. We don't 

have to react to stimuli immediately; we 

can ask ourselves at any time how we 

feel in or with certain situations. 

Being upright also means that your 

hands are free. Thereby we discovered 

and invented tools that improved and 

extended the abilities of our hands. Till 

today this kind of instrumental selection 

is the fact that lets the human race be 

superiour to other creatures. 

what does »überleben« mean for 

us today in the western society? In 

certain biographies it means nothing for 

now. It is about shaping one's life, about 

joy of life, about lifestyle. It is not about 

survival. We are not only beings that 

live their lives, we are beings that have 

to lead their lives. To give an every day 

example: I need to ask myself »Do I want 

to choose this profession?« I need to ask 

myself »Do I want to let this person into 

my life?« I need to ask myself »Do I want 

to go public with this perspective, with 

this attitude, with this opinion?« 

All that is not given automatically. As 

nice as it is sometimes, that makes it 

difficult as well. Leading a life means to 

try to picture a future that I don't know 

of yet. Do I feel calmness or even lust? 

Does it scare me? Do I want to engage in 

that? This talent, to imagine something 

that is not yet there is what we have 

learned in the struggle for survival. 

This skill might help us in overcoming 

daily struggles. 

we have spoken about these many 

questions that man has to face 

and answer for himself during his 

lifetime. nowadays, a lot of people 

don't have to worry about physio-

logical needs and shelter any-

more. why do a lot of people still 

feel incapable of surviving? There 

are questions that we are neither able to 

answer nor get rid of. What is it with 

life? Does it have purpose? How do I 

cope with the awareness of finitude?  

I know that everything ends: my power, 

this beautiful moment, the feeling of be-

ing secure, the luxury that I got to know, 

my bravery. All of that ends. And ulti-

mately life ends as a whole. 

Then what is the use of starting any-

thing? But one might as well reason that 

one enjoys this moment especially, pre-

cisely because one is aware of that fini-

tude. Animate beings are only confront-

ed with questions that don't appear as 

questions but as urge to react, when im-

mediate matters of survival are taken 

care of. 

how can philosophy advise man 

with regard to his survival? Can it 

at all? For your generation, that's how I 

experience it, it might be more exhaust-

ing to give one's self a perspective in 

comparison to older generations. Not be-

cause this generation is less talented to do 

so, but because possibilities have grown 

very much. Is there a greater future? And 

that in the light of the almost unmanage-

able range of choices. The philosopher 

can help there, perhaps he has to.

what kind of problems has man-

kind to deal with in fifty years, 

with regard to survival? I would ap-

preciate it very much if we concern our-

selves formatively with the present, in-

stead of rigidly staring into the future 

and trying to guess how it will turn out. 

Looking into the future is often a diver-

sionary tactic. Where does the future 

become concrete, comprehensible, tangi-

ble, perceptible? In children. If one looks 

at little children, then one sees the fu-

ture and associates this with wishes. The 

most abstract wish would be: »They 

should be better off than us.«

A vision of the future would be for ex-

ample – in a technical sense – that it 

would be great, if cars would be built by 

computer companies in the future. A 

huge portion of any car already compris-

es of computer technology. Apple could 

possibly build the perfect emission free 

car. The problem is that rechargeable 

batteries cannot save enough energy. 

This problem would be solved with a 

certain nano-car-paint. This nano-car-

paint would derive electric energy from 

daylight. That's how I imagine cars in 50 

years' time. 

In the light of such thoughts we easily 

miss that the essential questions are in 

an odd kind of way always similar in the 

past as in the future. And I am certain 

that people who will live in fifty years, 

will still ask themselves: »Does life have 

a purpose?«

how do you assess the role of reli-

gion for humans with regard to 

their survival? Let's try first to identi-

fy what religion could be. Religion 

means, that people don't want to consid-

er themselves as the greatest. In every 

religion lies a kind of will for modesty 

and the appreciation that I can delegate 

burdens and wishes and postpone needs. 

Religion means that I am able to transfer 

the necessity of leading my life to some-

one else whom I think of as greater than 

me. We call him God. I don't abandon my 

life to an abstract situation like fate or 

coincidence, but believe, that there is 

someone, who will let it succeed without 

me having to interfere. 

In living together, if you reduce it to its 

elementary forms, there are two precon-

ditions that reappear in all societies of 

this world and are obviously necessary. 

One is the ability to make promises – we 

have developed it to organise our living 

together with contracts – and the other 

ability is to forgive, because we keep 

breaking promises over and over again. 

The promise claims to be able to handle 

the future as if it is as definite as some-

thing past. If I say to a child »We go and 

get ice cream tomorrow«, then the child 

knows that they should rely on that. I, 

who promised this, can't truly define the 

future like that. When one forgives, the 

opposite happens: What has happened is 

treated like something as indefinite as 

the future. With these two conditions of 

our living together we overstrain our-

selves. Here language has reached its 

limit. The Old Testament is about a 

meaningful promise. It tells about a God 

who makes an eternal union with man. 

The Old Testament demonstrates what a 

promise means. 

The New Testament ultimately culmi-

nates in forgiveness, where it tells about 

this God that doesn't denounce the 

promise even though we humans con-

stantly break this union. Under social 

aspects this is the most redemptive story 

that has ever been told about humans. It 

is a story about living together and the 

redemption from the constant struggle 

between promises and forgiveness. It 

cannot be any more beautiful.

English translation of the German original 

by Simone Hinrichsen

The human being 

is able to adapt to 

any environment
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