Wittgenstein and Religion

Ingmar Bergman once remarked, his discovery of  Andrey Tarkovsky’s first movie was like a miracle: ‘Suddenly, I found myself standing at the door of a room the keys of which had, until then, never been given to me’, it was a room he had always wanted to enter and where Tarkovsky was moving freely, ‘someone was expressing what I had always wanted to say without knowing how’. [endnoteRef:1] Probably, many, if not most feel the same after reading Wittgenstein, for his Philosophy shifts the boundaries of human conscience.  [1:  Ingmar Bergman on Andrey Tarkovsky, www.nostalghia.com ] 


1.
I forever scan the transient biographies of the authors that interest me or the total biographies of those that impact me deeply, and Wittgenstein is that the latter. It is not a trivial inquisitiveness  from my aspect, rather a systematic method to completely appreciate and comprehend the whole, that is, F. Dostoyevsky to be executed and pardoned last minute, behind his Idiot, L. Tolstoy searching for the meaning and purpose in Christian love, liberalism, labour – behind protagonist Levin, and a deeply religious man, that is Wittgenstein, behind his philosophical works. Wittgenstein is largely and wrongly affirmed as a non-religious and later, atheist philosopher. He wrote very little on religion,  his remarks are controversial, ‘habitually understood in terms of ‘fideism’: religion was a ‘language-game’, a ‘form of life’ neither requiring justification nor susceptible to criticism or explanation’, and that ‘Absence of such notions in Wittgenstein’s own considerations of religion seemed to make little difference to these characterisations’[endnoteRef:2].  [2:  Brian R. Clack, Wittgenstein and Magic, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003). ] 

Wittgenstein contended life can be viewed from two perspectives. First view is a mere unity of the empirical facts, that is, a scientific view.  From the second perspective, life may be a purposeful whole, even if the purpose is unknown, a definite masterpiece of God. To look at his phenomenon as a whole, from the second perspective, the way he perceived and lived his life – the limited whole, leaves no grounds to label him as a non-religious philosopher. ’Few philosophers would seem to be less qualified for the Kierkegaardian mantle of a deeply religious philosopher than Ludwig Wittgenstein’.[endnoteRef:3] It is worth pointing out that Kierkegaard purposely dedicated his life to philosophy, after asking himself, what am I to do? The answer for Wittgenstein was not that fixed. It is not a coincidence I mentioned Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, these were two authors that greatly influenced Wittgenstein, specifically religion vice.  Whereas fighting in WW1 on the Austrian side, two books he had with him were The Gospel in Brief and Brothers Karamazov and the only book he published in his lifetime, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, he wrote during the war. Wittgenstein’s decision to fight in a war as a volunteer soldier was motivated from his will to ‘take something difficult upon himself ‘[endnoteRef:4] other than academic activity. His biographer, Ray Monk cites Wittgenstein's wartime diaries and records that Wittgenstein perceived the experience of facing death as a path to improvement - ‘Now I have the chance to be a decent human being'-he wrote-‘for I'm standing eye-to-eye with death.'[endnoteRef:5]  [3:  Oakes, E. T., Ludwig Wittgenstein Confesses, First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion & Public Life, (24), pp. 37–41. Available at: https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=17726623&site=ehost-live Accessed: 26 September 2019.]  [4:  Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York: The Free Press, 1990), pp. 110–66 citied in J. McMahan, The Morality of Participation in an Unjust War. In: Killing in War. (Oxford University Press, 2009). http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199548668.001.0001/acprof-9780199548668-chapter-1. Accessed June 11, 2017.]  [5:  Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius (New York: The Free Press, 1990), pp. 110–66 citied in J. McMahan, The Morality of Participation in an Unjust War. In: Killing in War. (Oxford University Press, 2009). http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199548668.001.0001/acprof-9780199548668-chapter-1. Accessed June 11, 2017.] 

The religion influenced Wittgenstein through his life, as we can observe from his rejection of fortune, will to face death, the desire of modest, ascetic life, incessant efforts to apply himself as a gardener, a schoolteacher,  his constant seek for meaning outside his philosophical ‘parasitic' academic activity. However, Wittgenstein’s life did not complete itself within the classic Christian humanist narrative. He expressed a Promethean idea, that ‘if I thought of God as another being like myself, outside myself, only infinitely more powerful, then I would regard it as my duty to defy him'.[endnoteRef:6] He was not a philanthropist, ‘whereas Tolstoy could turn to the peasants with love and admiration, Wittgenstein could only see louts and brutes’, [endnoteRef:7]Clack’s view is certainly overflowed, as Tolstoy’s liberal-humanist protagonist Levin, that is his prototype, finds himself unable to feel any actual sympathy to peasants, outside his theoretical views, and his inability to love them or, be like them drives him to misery. Dostoyevsky advances analogous idea in Brothers Karamazov, that ‘brotherly love’ to poor and oppressed may seem awe-inspiring and attractive from the distance, however, a man finds hardly possible to accomplish it when faced in a real-life situation.  [6:  Brian R. Clack, Wittgenstein and Magic, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003).  ]  [7:  Ibid p. 115] 

God is mentioned only four times in Tractatus, [endnoteRef:8] ‘How things are in the world is of complete indifference for what is higher. God does not reveal himself in the world'[endnoteRef:9] and ‘It is not how things are in the world  that is mystical, but that it exists ’[endnoteRef:10]. These two propositions quite represent early Wittgenstein's view of God. The fact that the world exists, the feeling of it as a limited whole, meaningless with its state of affairs, and the feeling of the philosophical Self is a limit of the world – this sensation he finds the barrier of Language, the mystical.  It can be compared to Heideggerian nothing. Interestingly enough, Wittgenstein defended Heidegger from ridicules of the Vienna after his attempt to converse ‘nothing’, in his 1929 lecture (Being and Anxiety). Carnap’s key critical point consisted of the question ‘and what about this nothing’? which admittedly could not be even formulated as a logically consistent language[endnoteRef:11]. Wittgenstein claimed he knew precisely what Heidegger meant, but the phenomenon was inexpressible through the language ‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence’.[endnoteRef:12] Credibly, this episode demonstrates his critical approach to the extremes of empiricism and rationalism, idolising the reason and intellect. Wittgenstein’s view is influenced by Spengler,  who credited the epoch ‘culturally dead’ and characterised science’s rapid advance as  ‘trap and mistake '.  He compares the great people of his time, Einstein, Russell, Freud to those of the previous epoch - Beethoven, Schubert and Chopin  and calls it ‘the terrible degeneration that comes over human spirit in the course of only a hundred years'[endnoteRef:13].Analogously, his approach to faith and religion is anti-empiricist and anti-evidentialist. ‘…what believers who had furnished such proofs have wanted to do is give their ‘belief’ an intellectual analysis and foundations, although they themselves would never have come to believe as a result of such proofs’. [endnoteRef:14] Further, he asserts empiricist propositions are framed with the language game of the empiricist facts, therefore, not applicable to the phenomenon of transcendental. He also objects the probability argument, stressing that faith is a certainty point for the believer, not a  probability, faith is a matter of “unshakeable belief” that manifests itself, ‘not by reasoning or by appeal to ordinary grounds for belief, but rather by regulating for in all his life’.[endnoteRef:15] [8:  John Hyman, The Gospel According to Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003). ]  [9:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, ed. by A.J. Ayer, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961).]  [10:  Ibid p. 173]  [11:  Simon Critchley, Continental Philosophy, A Very Short Introduction, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001).]  [12:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, ed. by A.J. Ayer, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961).]  [13:  Brian R. Clack, Wittgenstein and Magic, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003).]  [14:  Ibid p. 128]  [15:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures and conversations on aesthetics, psychology and religious belief, edited by C. Barrett, (Berkeley: University of California Press.2007). ] 

Given the diversity of individuals and the variety of faith, I find Wittgenstein’s position excessively idealist/obstinate. he expects all believers to be the knights of faith in Kierkegaardian terms, and the same radical generalisation he expresses about the ritual participants claiming they are never reasonably aware and at all times act on instincts.  Wittgenstein also opposes the rational justification theorists, stating faith is not a theory and the cause of faith cannot be rational or evidential, that the believers are neither balanced contemplators nor intellectuals, as philosophers expect them to be. For Wittgenstein, religious beliefs are more like assemblies of values and religion is the totality of such values, a functional life guidance system. He identifies God with ‘the meaning of life, i.e. the meaning of the world’, [endnoteRef:16]  [16:  John Hyman, The Gospel According to Wittgenstein, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003).] 

Observably, for most philosophers., the existence of god is a core, an axis of the religion, and specifically this perspective is erroneous for Wittgenstein. Kant, like Copernicus, swapped the order and ‘turned the mind/world relation on its head.’[endnoteRef:17] Wittgenstein, principally did the same with the religious enquiries, the standpoint of his perspective is man’s life and religion’s role within it, ‘to look for what role the religious person gives to religious faith in his or her entire life, what kinds of choices the person makes based on it, and how these choices shape the person's life as a whole’.[endnoteRef:18] He argues ‘faith is not ‘intellectual assent’ in the light of evidence or by means of an extrarational faculty. It is a ‘passionate commitment’.[endnoteRef:19] For him, questions about god's existence or historical correctness of Gospels are insignificant for faith. ‘Life can educate one to a belief in God. And experiences too are what bring this about, but I don't mean visions and other forms of sense experience’ but, ‘…sufferings of various sorts. Experiences, thoughts,—life can force this concept on us’[endnoteRef:20]. He states only subjective life experiences can become the source of faith.  William James’s The Varieties of Religious experience influenced him and in 1912 he wrote to Russell how the book helped him to ‘get rid of the Sorge’[endnoteRef:21], James outlines the inferiority of intellectual constructions and the supremacy of feeling and instinct as a source of religious belief. Later works of Wittgenstein show that ‘neither feeling, nor reason but action is the foundational thing’.[endnoteRef:22] [17:  Mary M. Litch, Philosophy Through Film, (New-York: Routledge, 2002).]  [18: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Lectures and conversations on aesthetics, psychology and religious belief, edited by C. Barrett, (Berkeley: University of California Press.2007). ]  [19:  Michael P. Hodges, Faith Themes from Wittgenstein, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion, Edited by Robert L. Arrington and Mark Addis, (New-York: Routledge, 2003).]  [20:  Ibid. p 138]  [21:  Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein, 2nd ed., (London: The Society of Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1997).]  [22:  Ibid. 158] 

Wittgenstein’s life reflects religious ideas, as he claimed,' ‘I am not a religious man, but I cannot help seeing every problem from a religious point of view’.[endnoteRef:23]  [23:  Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein, 2nd ed., (London: The Society of Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1997).] 


2.
Wittgenstein’s remarks on Frazer’s Golden bow resonated much controversies and have become subject to interpretations, influences and arguments. Debatably, the main reason for Wittgenstein's adverse feedback lies in the key concept of Frazer’s book, not particularly in the details. Frazer was a science man; an anthropologist and held Hegelian/idealist perspective in his way of exploring magic, ancient barbaric rituals and religions. His idea was that mankind evolves through dialectic stages of development  - magic, religion, science. As we have already observed, Wittgenstein held rather pessimistic and invalidating view on the triumphant scientific pathos and cultivation of enlightenment. For him, the entire process was an apparent erroneous relapse. ‘He tries to make custom intelligible to people who think in his own rationalist categories.’,[endnoteRef:24] while they may be acting out of stupidity and instinct. Wittgenstein expressively suggests that ritual life is not an outcome of opinions and theories, it is rather conclusive of man’s nature. [24:  Ibid p. 160] 

‘When I am furious about something, I sometimes beat the ground or a tree with my walking stick’. This action signifies no hidden grounds or faith. ‘I am venting my anger… Such actions may be called Instinct-actions.[endnoteRef:25]  [25:  Brian Clack, An introduction to Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Religion 1st edition, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999).] 

He debates Frazer’s metaphysical idealism and assumption man always acts consciously and characterises primitive man’s instinctive actions as pre-lingual, pre-thought activities.  He argues that pre-linguistic is as the basis of the language game and thought, not vice versa.  Wittgenstein emphasises Frazer’s prejudiced view, his lack of imagination and spirituality, and incapability to comprehend any different life that his own in England.[endnoteRef:26] To refute Frazer, he lists examples of the ceremonies and irrational acts modern man performs, like baptism, kissing beloved’s picture, confession, burning of the effigy etc. claiming these actions aim at nothing and don’t imply faith. Kant maintained that the chief faculty of mind was the ability to be affected and react to the external stimulus. Wittgenstein argues that ritual’s instinctive actions are man’s reactions to mysteries of life, such as sex, death so on, and represent the release of some deep, sinister part of human nature into action. He contends that to deny these ceremonies is to deny man's nature. The man reacts with automated animal certainty, similarly to the bird constructing the nest; such actions don't result from the preliminary deduction and reasoning. E.E.G. neuro-linguistic experiments empirically prove his hypotheses, that impulse prompting physical movement precedes the thought. The fundamentally identical phenomenon occurs during the contemporary ritual – intellectual conversation. Our responses are automated. They are processed through our consciousness, however, are not the result of the preliminary thinking process. A distinction should be drawn between reflex responses and intended, deliberated answers. Wittgenstein remarks that ‘[thinking is hard]…why is it difficult? It is almost like saying, ‘looking is difficult.’ Because looking intently is difficult’.[endnoteRef:27] Allegedly, despite the seemingly civilised activity, we are all the same hitting the tree, reacting to the stimulus. If during the process intellect operates, it happens without our direct engagement, more like a simultaneous mechanical process. Unlike primordial man,  the 21st century’s ceremonious animal is skilled for the modern ritual – intellectual conversation. Our deeper, natural instincts are suppressed and unleashed only in innocuous collective surroundings – lynching, war, tribal dance etc.   [26:  Fergus Kerr, Theology After Wittgenstein, 2nd ed., (London: The Society of Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1997).]  [27:  E. T. Oakes, (1992) ‘Ludwig Wittgenstein Confesses', First Things: A Monthly Journal of Religion & Public Life, (24), pp. 37–41. Available at: https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hus&AN=17726623&site=ehost-live (Accessed: 26 September 2019).] 


Conclusively, we are the modernised ceremonious animals, without realising it. We encounter numerous rituals (baptism, wedding, funeral etc.), that upon deliberation, don’t strike us as rational. However, they don’t shock us for they fit the setting and realm we are acquainted with and we find updated traditions aesthetically acceptable.  I kiss bread three times before throwing it into the bin. My action is absurd, hides no faith or motive whatsoever,  I don’t believe expressing my sympathy to bread and apology to all the starving for the moment, may have a consequence, I just do it and feel satisfied. I share Wittgenstein’s pessimism and conclude that man is a ceremonious animal and today’s world, despite its seemingly civilised façade, is just as brutal and frightful, as it was millennia ago, that what changed is the form, but the content remains the same. 
Let me finish with Wittgenstein’s observation: ‘What do I know about God and the purpose of life? I know that this world exists. That I am placed in it like an eye in its visual field.’ And that ‘something about it is problematic, which we call its sense. That ‘this sense does not lie in it but outside it.‘ [endnoteRef:28] [28:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Notebooks 1914-1916, edited by G.E.M. Anscombe, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984). 
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