
W ittgenstein and Theological 
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Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations appeared posthumously 
in 1953. The anniversary deserves commemoration. The publica- 
tion of much more of his late work, not to  mention the flood of 
exposition and commentary, would in any case prompt reflection.’ 
But, even after thirty years, with its status as a philosophical clas- 
sic securely established, the use of the book remains as difficult 
and controyersial as ever. It is appropriate, in these pages, to  con- 
centrate on the effect the study of Wittgenstein’s later work might 
have in the context of theological studies - in fact as an essential 
therapeutic propaedeutic. 

I 
To put it like that is already to  suggest that Wittgenstein’s 

work has had very little effect on the practice of theology in the 
past thirty years. That is to say, we need not linger long upon the 
mare’s nest of “Wittgensteinian Fideism”. This nomenclature was 
introduced, I think, by Kai Nielsen (in Philosophy, July 1967, if 
not already somewhere else). As an atheist Nielsen wants to  go on 
arguing that religion is nonsense. He therefore objects to  the way 
that certain Christian philosophers, or certain philosophers who 
are also Christians, try to make out that religion is a practice which 
can be understood only by the insider. Any outsider, such as a 
committed atheist, could not even know what he is talking aboht 
when he argues against the existence of a god or whatever. Reli- 
gious language would be intelligible only to those who participate 
in the “form of life” in which it is at home. Religious discourse 
would moreover constitute a distinctive and autonomous “lan- 
guage game” which could be understood, let alone criticized only 
by adepts. This counts as Fideism, in the textbook sense: the 
propositions and concepts of the Christian faith would simply be 
unintelligible to people who have not yet been “saved”. 

Fideism obviously has quite a lot going for it. The Catholic 
Church, however, has officially resisted that line of thought. It was 
rejected in 1869, at the First Vatican Council. It does not follow 
that official condemnation has eradicated Fideism from Catholic 
thinking. 

Wittgenstein comes in here because his work is supposed t o  
license the doctrine that religious discourse might be an autono- 
mous “language game”, with .its own rules intelligible only to  the 
insider, and so forth. Religion as a practice or  institution might be 
what he meant by a “form of life”, of the sort that just “has to be 
accepted” (Investigations, p 226). Religion would thus be just one 
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of those things, irreducibly there, and you cannot even discuss it 
properly unless you enter the game. That is the picture.’ 

This line of thought has no foundation in Wittgenstein’s text. 
It is a misunderstanding of what he meant when he spoke of “lan- 
guage games” and “forms of life”. He introduced the term “lan- 
guage game” (his italics), so he says (Inv. no 23), to emphasize 
that thespeaking of language is always intricated with some activity. 
Such an activity he calls a “form of life”. Theorists.then go on 
from there to suppose that he has in mind the large-scde practices 
and institutions that constitute our whole social order. It then be- 
comes possible to raise questions about how politically conserva- 
tive or revolutionary his work may be, and the like. In fact the 
text couldn’t make it any plainer that he has very basic small-scale 
activities in mind, without which no human society whatever 
would exist, whether classless or otherwise. His catalogue of the 
activities that count as “forms of life” runs as follows(ibid.): “Giv- 
ing orders, and obeying them; describing an object by its look or 
by measurements; making an object according to a description 
(drawing); reporting ... surmising ... forming, and testing, ahypoth- 
esis; presenting results ... making up a story ... play-acting ... sing- 
ing ... guessing ... joking ... doing a sum ... translating ... beseech- 
ing, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying”. 

No doubt the list warrants explication. I t  has been elaborated 
from the list given in the Blue Book (dictated 1933-34, p 68), 
where it comes up as an illustration of how “a great variety of 
games is played with the sentences of our language”. Wittgenstein 
is explicitly attacking the standard doctrine that asserting, together 
with questioning, and maybe commanding, may be regarded as 
privileged uses of language. He wants us to see that there is just fur 
more to speaking than the traditional grammatical categories of 
indicative, interrogative and imperative encompass. He is debunk- 
ing what Gilbert Ryle was later to call “the fetish of the indica- 
tive”. But the point here is simply that nothing could be plainer 
than the level of micro-practices with which Wittgenstein is con- 
cerned when he speaks of “forms of life”. He means the open- 
ended multiplicity of social skills embodied in our workaday inter- 
action with one another and consequently with things. Language is 
not some reified object, standing over against us, either at our dis- 
posal or dominating us. It is firmly rooted in what we do together. 
The “forms of life” are such primitive, biological and physical 
interactions as pleading, caressing, saluting, teasing, and so on. 
Obviously such basic social responses develop into quite complex 
habits and customs which may be interwoven with the fabric of 
one social order differently from that of some other. Not all human 
societies have gone in much for hypothesis-framing. Praying might 
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conceivably cease in some societies. These activities are not fixed, 
“given once for all”. On the contrary, “new language games ... 
come into existence and others become obsolete and forgotten”. 
But his “forms of life” are the shared responses that weave the 
intricate patterns of our everyday life. Religion as such could not 
be a “form of life” in Wittgenstein’s sense. Religious discourse 
could not be a “language game” either. There might, on the other 
hand, be certain language-involving social interactions without 
which religion would not exist. 

Norman Malcolm, as long ago as 1954, in his much reprinted 
review of the Investigations, noted the special meaning Wittgen- 
stein gave to the phrase “form of life”. A good example of a 
“form of life”, so he said, would be the complex of gestures, facial 
expressions, words and activities that compose what we identify as 
pitying and comforting a wounded person or animal. But, in the 
celebrated essay by Saul Kripke which will very likely dictate the 
next generation’s reading of Wittgenstein, it is once again taken for 
granted that the phrase means our human form of life as a whole, 
as distinct from e.g. the form of life of big cats. This is, of course, 
a natural way of using the phrase, but it is not what Wittgenstein 
had primarily in mind.3 

Comforting a wounded fellow creature, as a distinctive activity 
that ordinarily involves speaking, could not be isolated from quite 
different but plainly related responses and initiatives such as mourn- 
ing, encouraging, deploring, and much else, according to circum- 
stances. The notion that any single language game might function 
in isolation from any and all others has no basis in Wittgenstein’s 
text. The famous and beautiful comparison of language with an old 
town suffices to show how contrary to his mind such a notion 
would have been (Inv. no 18): “Our language can be seen as an 
ancient city: a maze of little streets and squares, of old and new 
houses, and of houses with additions from various periods; and 
this surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight reg- 
ular streets and uniform houses”. 

There are no grounds in Wittgenstein’s text for the version of 
Fideism (so called) which makes great play with his notions of 
“form of life” and “language game”. This doesn’t mean, on the 
other hand, that much of what he is reported to have said specific- 
ally about religion might not reasonably be held to move in the 
direction of a certain Fideism.* 

11 
The question, however, is whether something a bit more inter- 

esting than good old-fashioned so-cdkd Fideism may emerge from 
studying Wittgenstein’s Investigations. Con Drury reports a conver- 
sation with him “when he was working on the latter part of the 
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Philosophical Investigations” - apparently in 1949.’ He records 
two remarks. Firstly: “My type of thinking is not wanted in this 
present age, I have to swim so strongly against the tide. Perhaps 
in a hundred years people will really want what I am writing”. This 
concurs with several other remarks Wittgenstein made at one time 
or another. There is even, up to a point, agreement about what he 
very likely meant6 The second remark runs as follows: “I am not 
a religious man but I cannot help seeing every problem from a rel- 
igious point of view”. Drury seems to have taken that remark as 
bearing on the work upon which Wittgenstein was engaged at the 
time. Every problem discussed in the Investigations, then, must 
have been regarded (in some sense) “from a religious point of 
view”, even if the writer himself was “not a religious man”. The 
remark is not altogether perspicuous. Certainly, as Drury says (writ- 
ing in 1976), there has not been much evidence in all the commen- 
tary on the later Wittgenstein’s work that its “religious” dimension 
has even been detected, let alone explicated. 

Wittgenstein once constructed a definition of what it is to be a 
religious person.’ You count as religious, so he suggested, if you 
think that you are not so much just “imperfect” (anybody with 
any decency would think that), but that you are “sick” (krank), 
“wretched”, “indigent”, “in need of help” (elend). Von Wright, 
however, doubts if Wittgenstein was religious “in any but a trivial 
sense of the word”.s Yet he himself reminds us that Wittgenstein 
had a strong sense of doom, had no difficulty in envisaging a div- 
ine Judge, and spoke of people’s helplessness to improve themselves 
in accents reminiscent of some doctrines of predestination. No 
doubt it depends what you expect of a religious person. In the 
early 1930s Wittgenstein gave a copy of Dr Johnson’s Prayers and 
Meditations to Drury; in 1945 he repeated the gesture with Nor- 
man Malcolm: “This is the little book I promised to send you. It 
seems to be out of print so I’m sending you my copy. I wish to say 
that normally I can’t read any printed prayers but that Johnson’s 
impressed me by being human. Perhaps you’ll see what I mean if 
you read them”.’ It seems difficult to believe that such a gesture 
was made, or such lines written, by a man who was religious only 
in “a trivial sense of the word”. In fact the conversations recorded 
by Drury, stretching over the last twenty years of Wittgenstein’s 
life, demonstrate an uncommon depth of interest in religious mat- 
ters. The remarks from the notebooks which von Wright himself 
selected for publication (as Culture and Value) frequently corrobo- 
rate this judgment. But Wittgenstein once made the following 
remark to Drury, when they had been talking about prayer: “But 
remember the Christian religion does not consist in saying a lot of 
prayers, in fact we are commanded just the opposite. If you and I 
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are to live religious lives it must not just be that we talk a lot about 
religion, but that in some way our lives are different”.’ 

In what sense might the problems discussed in the Investiga- 
tions have been considered “from a religious point of view”? Drury’s 
explanation is to the effect that the Investigations, for all the radi- 
cal and obvious differences from the Tractatus, retain the same 
deep intention which Wittgenstein expressed in connection with 
the earlier book. Having failed in three attempts to  get it published 
(including one in which Frege proved no help), Wittgenstein 
appealed to Ludwig von Ficker, the editor of an Austrian journal 
Der Brenner. He hoped that a journal which published Theodor 
Haecker, who was then beginning to make the work of Kierkegaard 
known, would be sympathetic towards the Tractatus. Explaining 
the manuscript to Ficker in 1919 Wittgenstein wrote as follows, 
warning him that he might not get much out of reading it - “Be- 
cause you won’t understand i t ;  the content will seem quite strange 
to you. In reality, it isn’t strange to you, for the point of the book 
is ethical. I once wanted to give a few words in the foreword which 
now actually are not in it, which, however, I’ll write to you now 
because they might be a key for you: I wanted to write that my 
work consists of two parts: of the one which is here, and of every- 
thing which I have not written. And precisely this second part is 
the important one. For the Ethical is delimited from within, as it 
were, by my book; and I’m convinced that, strictZy speaking, it can 
ONLY be delimited in this way. In brief, I think: All of that which 
many are babbling today, I have defined in my book by remaining 
silent about it. Therefore the book will, unless I’m quite wrong, 
have much to say which you want to say yourself, but perhaps 
you won’t notice that it is said in it”.” The book is thus offered 
as an ascetical exercise in learning to acknowledge what can be 
said, so as to respect that which is finally incomprehensible in our 
situation. 

The theme certainly seems constant. Consider this remark in 
the so-called Lecture on Ethics (1  929/30): “Our words used as we 
use them in science, are vessels capable only of containing and 
conveying meaning and sense, natural meaning and sense. Ethics, if 
it is anything, is supernatural and our words will only express facts; 
as a teacup will only hold a teacup full of water and if I were to 
pour out a gallon over it”.’ Again, in the Blue Book (p 45): “The 
difficulty in philosophy is to say no more than we know”. In the 
unpublished part of the so-called Big Typescript the following 
remark occurs: “As I have often said, philosophy does not call on 
me for any sacrifice, because I am not denying myself the saying 
of anything but simply giving up certain combinations of words as 
senseless. But in another sense philosophy demands a renuncia- 
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tion, but a renunciation of feeling, not of understanding. Perhaps 
that is what makes it so hard for many people. It can be as hard to 
refrain from using an expression as it is to hold back tears or hold 
in anger”.’ 

The drawing - from inside - of the limits of our language re- 
quires a renunciation of a very powerful desire in our nature. The 
ethical demand of all Wittgenstein’s work, as Drury sees it, is “the 
simple demand that we should at all times and in all places say no 
more than we really know”. But it is what we remain silent about 
that is the important thing. As Drury concludes: “It is this watch- 
ing brief in the interests of the absolute that gives a depth to his 
work that I do not find in those who have followed after him or 
tried to simplify the complexity of his thought”.“ It seems hard 
not to find a certain religious quality in this discipline of reticence. 

111 
Ordinands in the Catholic Church are (still!) obliged to study 

philosophy. Why, or what it amounts to, would be difficult to 
answer. What it came to, in the first year, a quarter of a century 
ago, in the English Dominican study-house, was the traditional 
threefold introductory course: Logic, Cosmology, and Rational 
Psychology. Of the first two the least said the better. As it hap- 
pened, however, the third was taught by the late Fr Cornelius 
Ernst, who, some ten years previously, had attended, in the Easter 
term of 1947, Wittgenstein’s last lectures at  Cambridge. The texts 
prescribed for the course were Aristotle’s De Anima, together with 
the Commentary thereon by St Thomas Aquinas and Questions 75 
to 89 inclusive of the Prima Pars of the Summa Theologiae. 

Our first task was to  write an essay on what the word “soul” 
meant - perhaps I should say: meant to us. My own effort (I blush 
at the memory) consisted of a lengthy exercise in free association, 
making out in the end that the word “soul” could never translate 
the Latin word “anima”, or the Greek word “psyche”, let alone 
the Hebrew word “nephesh”, which I had newly discovered. The 
meaning of a word, at any rate of such a basic word, is an experi- 
ence, and the experience crystallized and hoarded in any one of 
these words was simply untranslatable into any of the others. But 
this is the imagist or associationist theory of meaning, with roots 
as far back as Aristotle. The classical articulation is John Locke’s 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding, published in 1690. He 
was the ideologist of the so-called Glorious Revolution. It is no 
coincidence that he wrote the foundation document of liberal- 
bourgeois democracy (Two Treatises of Government), as well as 
the most influential statement of British Empiricism (so called). 

The line is basically that the meaning of a word consists in the 
word’s power to produce or evoke in the mind of the hearer an 
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associated mental image. As Locke says, “unless a man’s words 
excite the same ideas in the hearer which he makes them stand for 
in speaking, he does not speak intelligibly”. That surely sounds 
obvious and harmless. It is supported along such lines as these: 
“Man, though he have great variety of thoughts, and such from 
which others as well as himself might receive profit and delight, 
yet they are all within his own breast, invisible and hidden from 
others, nor can of themselves be made to appear. The comfort and 
advantage of society not being to be had without communication 
of thoughts, it was necessary that man should fiid out some exter- 
nal sensible signs whereby those invisible ideas, which his thoughts 
are made up of, might be made known to others., For this purpose 
nothing was so fit, either for plenty or quickness, as those articu- 
late sounds which with so much ease and variety he found himself 
able to make”. Words, then, “by a voluntary imposition”, become 
“arbitrarily” the “sensible marks” of these “invisible ideas” which 
are “hidden from others”. Indeed, according to Locke, the mental 
image that a violet produced in one man’s mind might be the same 
as a marigold produced in another man’s - and there would be no 
way of telling, “because one man’s mind could not pass into 
another man’s body to perceive what appearances were produced 
by those organs”.’ ’ 

A clean break with all this kind of thing occurred (as Professor 
Michael Dummett rightly insists) in the work of Gottlob Frege, in 
a book that appeared in 1884. Nobody noticed at the time. In fact 
it was only as Wittgenstein (deeply conscious of his debt to Frege) 
returned to philosophical work in the early 1930s that methods 
were at last developed to identify and neutralize the notion of 
thinking as a process inside the head, in a completely encapsu- 
lated space, thus making of thinking something essentially “occult” 
(Zettel, no 606). Much currently fashionable work in philosophi- 
cal psychology, from behaviourism to socalled cognitive science, 
would make one wonder whether Wittgenstein’s (or Frege’s) dis- 
coveries had even penetrated the grove of Academe.“ But as 
regards everybody else, and perhaps especially Catholics, nothing 
shows that the lesson has been learned. On the contrary, people 
are if anything more prone than ever to consider “beliefs”, 
“thoughts”, and the rest, as invisible goings-on in the head, to 
which the subject alone has direct access. Nobody ever knows 
what anybody else is thinking. What one thinks or feels may be 
characterized in logical isolation from one’s social and physical set- 
ting - or else it is behaviouristically reduced to its setting. Of 
course anybody can repeat the thesis that what goes on inside our 
heads (or hearts), far from being invisible and hidden from others, 
is plain on our faces and in the ways that we interact in conversa- 
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tion and community. But the little man inside is still looking out 
through the window of his eyes at the surrounding forest of 
strangers. The difficult exercise is to acknowledge the grip on one- 
self that is exerted by the myth of the self as a soul merely using 
a body (St Thomas’s formulation). From beginning to end, Witt- 
genstein’s Investigations lay bare the ramifications of this myth. 

We start from inside ourselves. All my knowledge rests on my 
own private experiences, sensations, thoughts, etc. Thoughts are in 
one’s head. Words are only there to communicate one’s thoughts. 
It is a familiar and enchanting picture. Wittgenstein, however, 
begins outside in the public world of human communication. For 
him, it is shared practices, common actions, reactions and inter- 
actions, among human beings, that constitute the framework in 
which one’s identity is created. My sense of myself, let alone the 
contents of my mind, depend radically on my being with others, 
my being in touch with others, my being attuned to others of my 
physical and social kind. Wittgenstein’s discovery (one might 
say) is the depth of community in human life. But his results can- 
not be separated from the multiple probings in which they are em- 
bedded. They make sense only to those who have felt in their own 
experience the spell of transcendental egotism. It is far from clear 
that the message has been received by the clergy. 

As for the young friars of twenty-five years ago, our first essays 
all showed our belief that the soul, whatever it was, must at least 
be invisible. In fact one member of the class delighted our instruc- 
tor by comparing the soul with a round white disc (I had a student 
who did exactly that, last year); but that thought would take us 
right into old-fashioned piety, First Communion, the Prisoner in 
the Tabernacle, etc. For that matter, it isn’t hard to see thelinks 
between a belief in the invisibility of the soul and some forms of 
cryptodocetic Christology. Our therapy, in effect, was to absorb 
the shock of Wittgenstein’s famous aphorism (Inv. p 178): “The 
human being is the best picture of the human soul”. The best 
“model” for the human soul is der Mensch: man alive. Another 
man’s soul is in his face. Another person’s soul isn’t something the 
existence of which I only postulate or deduce. As Wittgenstein 
asks: “Do I believe in there being a soul in another man when I 
look into his eyes, with astonishment and delight”? Of course 1 
can hide my thoughts from others - “But I can hide my thoughts 
from someone by hiding my diary. And in this case I’m hiding 
something that might interest him”. Of course also you look at a 
face and sometimes wonder what is going on behind it - but you 
don’t have to do so: “You don’t have to regard the face as a fac- 
ade behind which mental energies are working away privately”. 
Wittgenstein concludes one great set of notes thus: “The idea of 
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the human soul as being something you either see or don’t see, is 
very like the idea of the meaning which goes alongside the word, 
either a process or an object”.’ ’ 

Is it seeing the problem “from a religious point of view”, to 
bring meaning out of the head into the public world of the com- 
munity? Or to fmd the human soul in the face? It’s certainly a 
good start for a theological student. 
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