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CSPH7023 Philosophy of Religion module
Question 4
‘Burning an effigy. Kissing the picture of one’s beloved. That is obviously not based on the belief that it will have some specific effect on the object which the picture represents. It aims at satisfaction and achieves it. Or rather: it aims at nothing at all; we just behave this way and then we feel satisfied.’ – Wittgenstein. What bearing, if any, do these observations have for our understanding of religious belief? (2500 words)
In the above passage taken from Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough[footnoteRef:1], Wittgenstein seems to be implying that religious behaviour is not done for any specific, intended result. Religious practices are not reflections of belief, but potentially only performed because the person feels better for having done this. Wittgenstein compares a soldier kissing a photo of a loved one - not because he believes they will feel it, but because it is an expression of love – with an act performed by exotic cultures, perhaps to show that neither are irrational.[footnoteRef:2] It also suggests these actions are in some way cathartic and these expressive rituals- whether in a western context or other – serve as an ‘emotional safety valve.’[footnoteRef:3] He counters the view of Frazer that these rituals are a waste of time, erroneous and in some way backwards[footnoteRef:4]. Wittgenstein’s view has many bearings on how we understand religious belief, which may make the study of religion and philosophising about it problematic. I wish to contend that the most important bearing is that Wittgenstein’s observations legitimise a phenomenological approach to religious and non-religious beliefs which can set aside truth claims. [1:  Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. R. Rhees, in Ludwig Wittgenstein: Philosophical Occasions 1912-1951, ed. J. Klagge & A. Nordmann (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993)]  [2:  Clack, Brian R., An Introduction to Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Religion (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999) p62]  [3:  Ibid p63]  [4:  Wittgenstein Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough p119] 

	Firstly, Wittgenstein seems to be taking an anti-realist position on religion. Wittgenstein is not interested in whether an external reality exists behind the religious practices that can be observed. A realist might want to dismiss as nonsense, certain religious practices, if it could be shown that they were not effective in bringing about a certain outcome, but Wittgenstein sees this as a moot point. His position can even leave open the possibility that there is no connection between religious belief and practice. There seems to be some evidence for this. At Auschwitz, survivors Elie Wiesel and Primo Levi describe how they put God on trial at the camp and concluded that God deserved to be gassed there, however they continued - despite loss of faith in a benevolent God - to perform their daily prayers.[footnoteRef:5] Why? It brought them satisfaction to continue their regular routines, perhaps? Thus, Wittgenstein may be right that religious rituals and practices are not always related to beliefs and should not be assumed to be such.  If the participant finds them meaningful, then they are meaningful. Religious rituals can be observed without making prejudicial judgements akin to those of Frazer.   [5:  Vardy, Peter & Julie Arliss, The Thinker’s Guide to Evil (Arlesford: John Hunt, 2003) p100] 

	Furthermore, the consequence of an anti-realist position is that religious behaviour becomes meaningful when using a coherence theory of truth, rather than a correspondence theory. The religious practice is purposeful to the person performing it and it should not be judged by others outside of the tradition. To do so, would be to judge religious belief using a correspondence theory of truth.  This is what Wittgenstein appears to charge Frazer with, using the facts of western science to criticise non-western practices.  Wittgenstein states that, ‘Frazer’s account…is unsatisfactory: it makes these views look like errors.’[footnoteRef:6]  He continues to say that no religious person is in error, until they put forward a theory.[footnoteRef:7] Religious belief can be observed and described by philosophers but once one tries to explain it, they will begin to provide reasons for something that as stated in the passage, ‘aims at nothing at all’.[footnoteRef:8]  This has implications for those such as Frazer who attempt to subject descriptions of religious behaviour or belief to their own criteria of understanding. This probably explains why Wittgenstein after initial associations with the Vienna Circle and the Logical Positivists, distanced himself from philosophers such as A.J. Ayer.  Ayer maintained that any language that is not verifiable either analytically or synthetically is meaningless. This would include all claims regarding religion.[footnoteRef:9] Wittgenstein seems to suggest that Frazer and Ayer have made an error and not religious believers.  ‘An error arises only when magic is interpreted scientifically.’[footnoteRef:10]  Wittgenstein recognises that religious belief is different from non-religious belief, in that its claims can never be tested, and this needs to be accepted, rather than challenged.[footnoteRef:11] This does not allow for those outside a religion to criticise and undermine its practices which they are not fully immersed in, when they are much more likely to mis-understand them, and this is beneficial today.   [6:  Wittgenstein Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough p119]  [7:  Ibid]  [8:  Ibid p123]  [9:  Ayer, A.J., Language, Truth and Logic (London: Penguin, 1990) ]  [10:  Wittgenstein Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough p125]  [11:  Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology & Religious Belief, ed. C. Barrett (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970) p60] 

Moreover, this raises the issue of whether religious belief is immune from criticism and cannot be studied like other entities. This can be seen as an advantage, those outside a religion cannot misinterpret and come to their own conclusions. However, it can also be seen as a huge problem. Religion becomes something impenetrable and protected. This may seem unfair especially to those who hold secular atheist or Humanist views. Kai Nielsen has criticised what he calls ‘Wittgensteinian Fideism’ – the idea that religious claims must be accepted on faith, and no appeal to science or philosophy can be made. This comes with the consequence that only the insider can assess the veracity of religion’s claims. Nielsen disagrees with this and asserts that philosophy can criticise religion.[footnoteRef:12]  He describes how supporters of Wittgenstein such as G.E. Hughes have attested that ‘religious utterances or propositions are in order as they are.’[footnoteRef:13]  Judgement must come from those within a tradition only. Religious language is set apart and does something that no other language does.[footnoteRef:14]  Peter Winch also supports Wittgenstein that God’s reality is separate from human desires or activities[footnoteRef:15] and we cannot use the criteria of one discourse such as science or ethics to criticise another discipline like religion and vice versa.[footnoteRef:16]  Nielsen completely disagrees and states that these various discourses are not compartmentalised in everyday life. The terms that we use to discuss religion are widely understood and can be used in other contexts.[footnoteRef:17] ‘Insiders can and do come to doubt the very coherence of this religious mode of life and its first-order talk.’[footnoteRef:18]   [12:  Nielsen, Kai, ‘Wittgensteinian Fideism’, Philosophy, 42:161, (1967) pp191-209]  [13:  Ibid p194]  [14:  Ibid p196]  [15:  Ibid p199]  [16:  Ibid p201]  [17:  Ibid p204]  [18:  Ibid p205] 

Nielsen mentions one of Winch’s claims that he agrees with, the fact that to understand religious ideas one must learn the rules of it from a participant’s perspective. Based on this Winch says that we cannot criticise or write off a whole religion, but we could criticise parts of it or certain practices if they do not adhere to that religion’s norms.[footnoteRef:19] This has two important bearings. Firstly, a non-religious person can still study and understand a religion if they learn the terminology and try to empathise with the believer. This makes the phenomenological method of studying religion valid.  Secondly, we can judge those who try to subvert religious beliefs for their own, often evil ends. For example, if a suicide bomber claims that their tradition allows the killing of innocents to further their religion, even as an outsider, we can check the tenets of that religion and correct them. We do not have to say that practice of killing innocents is satisfying for that person and that’s that. We can say that person is deluded in their beliefs about their religion, if we can find evidence to the contrary. Therefore, religion is still very much open to criticism by those inside and outside the tradition.   [19:  Ibid pp205-206] 

Returning to Nielsen’s conclusion, he posits that, ‘there is no separate religious language.’[footnoteRef:20]  Religious discourse can be just as incoherent as any other discourse.  Winch is wrong and we can criticise whole ways of life as irrational, as has been done with talk of witches and fairies. ‘Without a participant’s understanding of God-talk, we could not raise the question of the reality of God, but with it, this is perfectly possible.’[footnoteRef:21]  Nielsen seems to be taking a realist position on fairies, witches and religion. For this reason, his views appear to be flawed. If he were to enter a new age bookshop today, he would see many books on such topics and see that talk of such is not seen as universally irrational, as some still attempt to perform spells or welcome fairies into their life.[footnoteRef:22] Wittgenstein’s understanding that these practices hold appeal in a satisfying way is a much better way of understanding religious and magical belief. These performances may serve as emotional letting off steam in today’s ever growing technological, materialistic and consumerist society that tells us to find comfort in material purchases and stay hooked to social media.  It is as if Nielsen expects religion to decline, in line with the secularization thesis, and whilst there is evidence that organised religion is in decline (see UK church attendance figures),[footnoteRef:23] there is also much evidence that spirituality and alternative religions are on the rise,[footnoteRef:24] which has led some early supporters of the thesis to change direction,[footnoteRef:25] which shows Nielsen’s conclusion is premature.  [20:  Ibid p207]  [21:  Ibid p208]  [22:  See http://www.soulandspiritmagazine.com/connect-fairies-angels-ancestors-4-powerful-crystals/ for example or https://wiccanspells.info/wiccan-pagan-articles/becoming-a-witch/ ]  [23:  See Bruce, Steve, ‘Christianity in Britain, R.I.P.’, Sociology of Religion, 62:2, (2001) pp191-203]  [24:  See Heelas, Paul et al, The Spiritual Revolution, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004)]  [25:  For example, Peter Berger see Stark, Rodney, ‘Secularization, R.I.P.’, Sociology of Religion, 60:3, (1999) pp249-27] 

The problems with Nielsen’s argument are also successfully dealt with by one of Wittgenstein’s supporters – D.Z. Phillips. He recognises the issues that Nielsen sees in Faith and Philosophical Enquiry, he voices concern that religion becomes something cut off and isolated, seen as a hobby almost, insignificant to outsiders.[footnoteRef:26]  The immunity to criticism can be interpreted as ‘quasi-justification for what would otherwise be recognised as nonsense.’[footnoteRef:27]  Phillips’ answer is that religious language is not separate from other language, in fact much of it deals with ordinary human desires e.g. pride, lust etc.[footnoteRef:28] Additionally, what happens in one’s life has a bearing on one’s religious beliefs, death of a child could impede one’s belief in God’s love for example. He questions how this could be if religion is not cut off from the rest of life. On the contrary, religion is important because it does relate to other areas of life.[footnoteRef:29] The only way that religion differs from other beliefs is how they should be understood, which is in relation to the significance they have for believers.[footnoteRef:30] Only an insider can know this and judge it, but they could explain this to an outsider who could then understand. Asking for proof of the validity of religious beliefs makes no sense as ‘philosophy is neither for nor against religious beliefs. After it has sought to clarify the grammar of such beliefs its work is over.’[footnoteRef:31]  The bearing of Phillips’ view is that the only possible way to study religion is in an impartial and unbiased way which seems forward-thinking. The continuation of the practice makes it meaningful and worthy of study, but any attempt to give reasons for it will become problematic. There is no need to ‘explain away’ religious practices. The practices can speak for themselves. This stops critics of religions from reducing it to something else, for example Freud’s attempt to describe religious behaviour as wish fulfilment and the result of sexual desires.  Freud’s explanations have been widely discredited for lacking empirical evidence which demonstrates that such attempts are usually unfounded.[footnoteRef:32] [26:  Phillips, D.Z., Faith and Philosophical Enquiry (London: Routledge, 1970) p78]  [27:  Ibid ]  [28:  Ibid p99]  [29:  Ibid p100]  [30:  Ibid p105]  [31:  Ibid pp108-109]  [32:  Palmer, Michael, Freud and Jung on Religion (London: Routledge, 1997)] 

Wittgenstein and Phillips’ position is further defended by Norman Malcolm.  He describes religious beliefs as groundless because they are part of a certain ‘form of life’ where the associated language is embedded in action (what Wittgenstein calls a language game).[footnoteRef:33]  This language is not based on evidence, as Wittgenstein points out we have to speak, act and live without evidence, ‘grounds will soon give out’ (Philosophical Investigations).[footnoteRef:34]  He thinks therefore philosophers continue to propose arguments for God’s existence as evidence and grounds for beliefs are expected, but none ever succeed.[footnoteRef:35] What many non-believers fail to see is that belief can wax and wane – it is not constant. It is something that must be lived out and it requires commitment and practice.[footnoteRef:36]  This is the evidence in itself – if someone is still performing a religious action, then it is meaningful for them and this is all we can say, how they feel and whether the action reflects a belief would be an assumption. He says that belief in God makes sense but belief in the existence of God does not. This sounds like an ‘artificial construction of philosophy’ and ‘another illustration of the craving for justification.’[footnoteRef:37]  The neo-Wittgensteinians argue for religion to be understood on its own terms, which seems reasonable and doesn’t mean it is immune from criticism. This means that whilst anti-theist writers such as Richard Dawkins are free to voice their opinion and criticisms of religion, their opinions should not be used to advise on policy or seen as more valid than the views of the apologists that defend them. Dawkins would be quite happy for example, if religious organisations had less rights, but no grounds for this can be found in Wittgenstein’s writings[footnoteRef:38]. Dawkins would base this on his rejection of religious beliefs due to their impossibility to be verified as true from a realist position, which as Wittgenstein shows is not the most plausible way of understanding religion and its full complexity.  Wittgenstein might suggest that Dawkins is missing the point of religion. He suggests that there are four imperfect gospel accounts in the Bible, as this doesn’t detract from what they are really about (the Spirit). ‘A mediocre account suffices, is even to be preferred’[footnoteRef:39].  The message is known through faith and doesn’t need to be verified as factually true as this would be too easy to believe and there would be no challenge to faith. [33:  Clack An Introduction to Wittgenstein’s Philosophy of Religion p87]  [34:  Malcolm, Norman, ‘The Groundlessness of Religious Belief’, in Philosophy of Religion: A Guide & Anthology, ed. B. Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) p119]  [35:  Ibid pp120-121]  [36:  Ibid p122]  [37:  Ibid]  [38:  Dawkins has suggested that the bishops in the House of Lords should be replaced by elected secular professionals. See Brown, Andrew ‘Richard Dawkins wants to Revive the Victorian Establishment’, The Guardian, 10 May 2013, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/andrewbrown/2013/may/10/richard-dawkins-house-of-lords Accessed 23 January 2019]  [39:  Wittgenstein, Ludwig, Culture and Value, ed. G.H. von Wright, trans. P. Winch (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980) p31] 

A final bearing that could follow from Wittgenstein’s observation is that religion does no more than fulfil human need. It is not something done in response to an external deity or even aimed at them, it in fact aims at satisfaction or nothing at all. Wittgenstein claims that all the practices we see are not derived from each other but do have a common spirit and if they are invented, they come from the same spirit.[footnoteRef:40] This echoes Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious. Jung posits that there exists in all humans a deep universal consciousness that contains archetypes including the God archetype. Thus, all archetypal images of God emanate from the unconscious mind.[footnoteRef:41] The issue of whether there is an external divine reality is a separate one. It may be our desires that seek to connect with the primordial images contained in the collective unconscious and this could explain why we find religious rituals satisfying[footnoteRef:42].  Wittgenstein’s views could be suggestive of a psychological function to religion, rather than seeing it as a response to an external divinity. He states, ‘Christianity is not based on a historical truth; rather it offers us a historical narrative and says: now believe!’[footnoteRef:43] This could be seen as offensive to religious believers and highly reductive, as they may be certain that their religious tradition contains literal truth.  [40:  Wittgenstein Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough p151]  [41:  Palmer Freud and Jung on Religion p123]  [42:  Ibid p114]  [43:  Wittgenstein, Culture and Value p32] 

However, Brian Davies doesn’t see it this way. He in fact describes Wittgenstein’s view of God as ‘traditional’.[footnoteRef:44]  A believer needs no explanation for what they already know and of course Wittgenstein discourages reasons or explanations for belief.[footnoteRef:45] One either feels the presence of God in their life or the inclination for religious ritual or they do not.  Davies refers to Wittgenstein’s words in a letter to Engelmann, ‘if only you do not try to utter the unutterable then nothing gets lost. But the unutterable will be – unutterably – contained in what has been uttered!’[footnoteRef:46]  The fact that Wittgenstein uses the word ‘contained’ suggests the existence of something apart from language, but also the acceptance that this can be known but not explained adequately, which is very much how the Christian mystics felt.[footnoteRef:47]  This also very much reminds of William James’ claim that religious experiences can only be judged on the ‘fruits’ seen in the person afterwards and that this will tell us whether it was genuine.[footnoteRef:48] The person and their experience can be judged by no empirical criteria, but does this mean we shouldn’t listen to the person and accept their account if it seems reasonable? Wittgenstein would surely agree, but as soon as we begin to explain or give reasons for it, we commit an error.  [44:  Davies, Brian, ‘Wittgenstein on God’, Philosophy, 55:211, (1980) p108]  [45:  Ibid p106]  [46:  Ibid p107]  [47:  Ibid ]  [48:  James, William, The Varieties of Religious Experience (London: Penguin, 1985) p237] 

To conclude, the epistemic relativism implied by Wittgenstein’s anti-realist understanding of religion provides a sturdy theoretical framework for the academic phenomenological study of religion and it argues for an acceptance that religious claims are known through faith rather than empirical evidence or reason, which can counter discrimination due to this basis.    
2644 words
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