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Wittgenstein on Religion

Chen Qiwei

Wittgenstein is one of the most influential figures in western
philosophy of our century. He is a great analytic philosopher, but
he i1s distinguished from majority of analytic philosophers by his
profound religious interest and inclination. Wittgenstein does not
write a book or even a paper specially on religion, but we can find
his view of religion in his work, TRACTATUS LOGICO -
PHILOSOPHICUS, and some of his notes and lectures published
posthumously. I'd like to discuss in this paper some points of his
view which seem to me to be important in themselves and also

interesting to us.

No one would deny that religion is an important phenomenon of
social culture and that it has exerted a tremendous influence on
human life for thousands years. So it cannot be accidental for
religion to emerge and exist; it must be rooted in a deep foundation
in human beings. But what on earth is its foundation?

There is a view popular in modern era, that is, the view of
Enlightment, which insists that religion has its cause mainly in

ignorance. The thinkers of Enlightment had a firm belief that
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religion would decline and die away with the progress of science and
the advancement of knowledge. This view is not true as it is simply
in conflict with historical facts. Qur scientific knowledge of the
world has increased unprecedently in past hundred years, but
religion is still a strong power and plays a great role in most places of
our globe nowadays. Moreover,: it is very surprising that many
great scientists ( Max Plank, Einstein, Heisenberg, etc. ) do
keep talk about God and have strong ties with some religious beliefs.

Unlike the Enlightment’s superficial wview of religion,
Wittgenstein tries to seek a much deeper foundation of religion
which he thinks is in the torment or suffering of human beings.
Human beings are finite, they live in a world foreign to them and
suffer various kinds of torment in it. The untold sufferings seem to
be infinite, therefore the finite human beings have to ask for infinite
help. ‘No cry of torment can be greater than the cry of one man.
Or again, no torment can be greater than what a single human
being may suffer. A man is capable of infinite torment therefore,
and so too he can stand in need of infinite help.” (CV, p.45)
According to Wittgenstein, Christianity was born precisely of the
infinite torment of human beings and their need of infinite help.
‘The Christian religion, > says he,. ‘is only for the man who needs
infinite help, that is, only for the man who experiences infinite
torment. > (CV, p.46) It is hopeless for him as a finite being to
extricate himself from the abyss of misery in this world, he cannot
but cry for help to a superior being who is infinite in power and
beyond us and the world, that is , the God of Christianity. In
fact, this is a way to escape reality, in Wittgenstein's words, ‘the
Christian faith is a man’s refuge in this ultimate torment.’ (ibid.)

2



I have no objection to Wittgenstein's view of religion as
originated from the torment of human beings. It is true that
Christianity was created at its initial stage as a religion of people in
Roman Empire who lived in extreme poverty, humiliation and
misery, namely, in infinite torment and could not find a way out
other than a religious belief. But it is not enough to explain the
origin of Christianity only from a psychoanalysis of people” s
torment. The torment as a mental phenomeflon is not the ultimate
thing for interpretation of religion. Our study in the origin of
religion should not stop here, we have to probe further into the
origin of the torment. The torment is not an eternal category out of
human nature, but is always caused and restricted by certain
historical conditions of society. Unfortunately, the realm of history
and society is unfamiliar to Wittgenstein, although he suggests an
idea of ‘form of life’ in his later philosophy and speaks of religion
as ‘a form of life’, that is rather a sweeping idea which doesn’t
embody concrete social and  historical content. Therefore,
Wittgenstein has not given us a more deepgoing analysis of the origin

’

of religion than his psychological explanation.

I

As stated above, religion is rooted in the infinite torment
human beings experienced in this world and their need of infinite
help. The infinite help can only be appealed to an infinitely superior
being which transcends us and the world. We feel us dependent on
it, it is just the thing we call God. ‘At any rate,’ says
Wittgenstein, ‘we are in a certain sense dependent, and what we

3



are dependent on we can call God .’ (NB, p.74)We believe in God
and submit- to it as an authority over us, and actually ‘believing
means submitting to an authority .’ ( CV, p.45) So far,
Wittgenstein’s religious belief seems to be not quite different from
traditional Christianity. But we shall notice a real difference as soon
as we go into his idea of God in detail.

The traditional Christian God is a personal God. On the
contrary, Wittgenstein’s God is a God in moral sense, or more
exactly, is the ethical ideal deified as a transcendent ‘and supreme
being. How does he come to such an idea of God? Wittgenstein
starts from a dichotomy of value and fact, ethics and science,
Accotding to him, ‘The world is the totality of facts.” (TLP,
1.1) In so far as the world of facts is concerned, there is no
problem of value, no problem of good and evil, no problem of the
meaning of life. ‘In the world, ’ says Wittgenstein, ‘everything is
as it is , and everything happens as it does happen: in it no value
exists.” (TLP, 6.41) Again: ‘The world in itself is neither good
nor evil,” ‘A stone, the body of a beast, the body of a man, my
body, all stand on the same level. That is why what happens,
whether it comes from a stone or from my body is neither good nor
" bad.’ (NB, p.79, 84) The whole science deals only with the
facts, having nothing to do with value and life. Therefore, ‘We
feel that even when all possible scientific questions have been
answered, the problems of life remain completely untouched.’
(TLP, 6.52) However, ‘is there no domain outside the facts?’
(NB, p.52) No, replies Wittgenstein, there is another realm
beyond the world of facts, that is , the realm of ethics which is
‘transcendent” (NB, p.79) It is exactly in this realm that value,
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good and evil, the meaning of life, etc., reside. Wittgenstein
regards this realm as ‘what is higher’ (TLP, 6.432), namely,
higher than or superior to the world of facts. In a sense, this
higher realm is God. As Wittgenstein says: ‘The meaning of life,
i. e. the meaning of the world, we can call God.” (NB, p.73)
What does it mean to believe in God? Wittgenstein asserts: ‘To
believe in a God means to understand the question about the meaning
of life. To believe in a God means to see that the facts of the world
are not the end of the matter. To believe in God means to see that
life has a meaning.’ (NB, p.74) And what is a prayer? ‘To pray
is to think about the meaning of life.” (NB, p.73)

Thus, you see, for Wittgenstein God is life or the meaning of
life infinitely enhanced as a divine reality and an object of adoration.
Such an idea of God is obviously alien to traditional Christianity.
And 1 think, the adoration of life has been an important tendency of
religion in our time. It is rather a challenge to positivistic scientism
than a deviation from traditional religious belief. Positivism and its
scientism has been a very powerful current in western philosophy
since late 19th century. In the eyes of positivists, the world of
{acts is the only reality, the reality which alone we can make known
and deal with. They enshrine facts as deities and preach science as a
new Gospel. They either transform the problems of value and
meaning of life into pure problems of facts or simply reject them as
unknowable or meaningless. Positivists have been thereby subjected
to serious attacks. For example, Heisenberg says in criticizing
them: ‘Unfortunately, modern positivism mistakenly shuts its eyes
to the wider reality, wants to keep it deliberately in the dark.’
(PHYSICS AND BEYOND, Happer Torchbooks, 1972, p.216)
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‘The wider reality’ here means the sphere of value. Heisenberg
insists that the problem of value is intimately bound up with religion
and cannot be excluded or substituted for by science. The problem
of value concerns the compass by which we can set a true course
through life. The compass may be given different names: the will
of God, the meaning of life, and so on. (ibid, p.214)

The adoration of life in religious belief manifested itself more
clearly in recent years. A theologion called Skolimowski declares:
‘I prefer to praise Life’,  ‘because of its extraordinary creative
capacities, bordering on the miraculous, life could be called
“divine” +-if anyone should:*-suggest that life is God, we shall not
protest too much.’ (ECO - PHILOSOPHY, Marion Boyars
Publishers, 1981, p.106—107) And he defines religion as ‘a life
enhancing phenomenon.’  (ibid, p.106) I think this is a proper
expression which characterizes a new tendency of religion. As we
have seen, Wittgenstein’s idea of God and all his religious belief can
be no doubt ascribed to this tendency and called ‘a life enhancing

phenomenon’ .

I

Since religion deals with a domain of being utterly distinct from
the object of science, Wittgenstein emphasizes that each of them
must have its own way to grasp its object. They are radically
different ways which cannot be confused or substituted for each
other.

Religion is nothing but an affair of faith. The religious belief is
not a rational cognition in any sense, because as Wittgenstein says:

6
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‘faith is faith in what is needed by my heart, my soul, not my
speculative intelligence. For it is my soul with its passions--- that
has to be saved, not my abstract mind.’ (CV, p.33) It is neither
necessary notr possible to give religious belief any rational
demonstration or empirical verification. For example, the
narratives in the Gospels should not be taken as historical truths or
universal truths of reason. ‘A believer’s relation to these narratives
is neither the relation to historical truth (probability), nor yet that
to a theory consisting of truth of reason’. Even the narratives might
be false as contradicting the historical facts, our belief in the
Gospels ‘ would lose nothing by this -+ because historical proof is
irrelevant to belief. This message (the Gospels) is seized on by
men believingly (i. e. lovingly).” (CV, p.32)

In history, there were various kinds of proofs for the existence
of God, but actually no one got his or her belief in God through any
of such proofs. ‘A proof of God’s existence’, says Wittgenstein,
‘ought really to be something by means of which one could convince
oneself that God exists. But I think that what believers who have
furnished such proofs have wanted to do is to give their “belief” an
intellectual analysis and foundation, although they themselves
would never have come to believe as a result of such proofs.” (CV,
p.85) Religion has its foundation in sufferings of human beings,

'therefore, it is nothing else but the sufferings or the experiences of
life which lead people to the belief in God, as Wittgenstein says:
‘Life can educate one to a belief in God. And experiences too are
what bring this about.

»

But he emphatically points out that such
experiences of life are not any forms of ordinary sense experience or
sense impression, ‘ These neither show us God in the way a sense
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impression shows us an object, nor do they give rise to conjectures
about him.” (CV, p.86) In Wittgenstein, these experiences of
life seem to become some kind of irrational passion through which
people accept the religious beliefs, as he says; ‘It strikes me that a
religious belief could only be something like a passionate
commitment to a system of reference.” (CV, p.64) It is just at
this point that religious belief or faith contrasts sharply with reason
or wisdom . ‘Wisdom is passionless. But faith by contrast is what
Kierkegaad calls a passion.” (CV, p.53)

Wittgenstein thinks that the religious belief based on passion ‘is
really a way of living” (CV, p.64), accepting a religious belief
means entering into a new way of life. Wisdom or reason is
completely useless here, because we cannot use it for setting our life
to rights (CV, p.53) Indeed, our wisdom or reason and its
products, science and techonology, are very powerful instrument
for knowing and transforming the world, but Wittgenstein
considers that science and techonology can only give rise to a change
in our external environment, not a change in the direction of our
life, our own attitude. He says, we always think of ‘a change in
our circumstances’, but ‘the most important and effective change’
is ‘a change in our own attitude ’ (CV, p.53) The function of
religion consists in making such a change. However, in our age
religion and the necessity of making such a change seems to be
neglected seriously, and mankind seems to be degenerating with the
astonishing achievements of science and techonology. Wittgenstein
says with extreme anxiety: ‘It isn’t absurd to believe that the age
of science and technology is the end for humanity; that the idea of
great progress is a delusion, along with the idea that the truth will
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ultimately be known; that there is nothing good or desirable about
scientific knowledge and that mankind, in seeking it, is falling into
atrap.” (CV, p.56) I don’t think that Wittgenstein’s words are
groundless fears, but I am afraid he is too pessimistic. It is true
that the development of science and technology has brought us a lot
of negative results, some of the scientific achievements have been
even used for destructive purpose (say, in wars), but we should
remember that science and technology and all the human civilization
are created by human beings themselves and must be able to be
controlled by themselves. The point is how to remould human
beings themselves while changing the world. Wittgenstein is
perfectly right as he reminds us to make ‘a change in our own
attitude’, but I don’t believe that religion can take on such a heavy

responsibility.

Abbreviations for works by Wittgenstein

CV  Culture and Value, ed. G. H. von Wright, trans. by
Peter Winch, The University of Chicago Press

NB Notebooks 1914—1916, ed. G. H. von Wright and G. E.
M. Anscombe, trans. by G. E. M. Anscombe,
Blackwell, Oxford 1961.

TLP Tractatus Logico Philosophicus, trans. by D. F. Pears and
B. F. McGuinness, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London,
1961.
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