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REVIEWS

Kai Nielsen and D. Z. Phillips, Wittgensteinian Fideism? (SCM Press,
2005). x1 + 383, no price.

Van A. Harvey, Stanford University

In 1967, Kai Nielsen published a now famous article entitled
“Wittgensteinian Fideism” in which he criticised a number of
philosophers for having drawn fideistic conclusions from Wittgen-
stein’s thought that were “often absurd.” Among these “absurd” con-
clusions were: that religion 1s an ancient and unique form of life
with its own distinct criteria; that it can only be understood and
criticised from a participant’s perspective; that there cannot be a
deep understanding of the concept of God without an understand-
ing of the form of life that gave rise to it; that it 1s a confusion to
argue that first-order religious discourse 1s irrational; and, conse-
quently, that philosophy cannot criticise religion but only display its
workings.

Although D. Z. Phillips had published The Concept of Prayer in 1965,
a book that clearly reflected Wittgenstein’s influence, his name was
absent from Nielsen’s original list of alleged fideists. But in subsequent
years he emerged as the most vigorous champion of Wittgenstein’s
methods as applied to religion and the paradigm case of that to which
Nielsen objected.

Believing that Nielsen had put into circulation a myth that had
bewitched two or three generations of philosophers of religion, Phil-
lips invited Nielsen to participate in a conference held in 2003 in
which the so-called Wittgensteinian Fideism would be the object of
sustained discussion. This book is the result of that conference, together
with some relevant articles originally published elsewhere and cri-
tiques by Bela Szabados, Nancy Bauer and Stephen Mulhall. The book
15 divided into four parts: Wittgensteinian Fideism? — 1967-89;
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Reflecting on “Wittgensteinian Fideism”; Religion and Understand-
ing; and Wittgenstein and Religion.

A great deal of the book — perhaps too much — deals with whether
there is a position 1n the philosophy of religion legitimately labelled
Wittgensteinian Fideism and whether Phillips 1s an exemplar of it.
The first essay 1s a reprint of Nielsen’s famous essay and the second 1s
Phillips attempt to “clear the air concerning Wittgensteins’ influence
on the philosophy of religion.” Phillips delineates five theses allegedly
definitive of Wittgensteinian Fideism and rejects each one of them:
that religious beliefs are logically cut oft from all other aspects of
human life; that religious beliefs can only be understood by religious
believers; that religious language determines what 1s or 1s not mean-
ingful in religion; that religious beliefs cannot be criticised; that reli-
gious beliefs cannot be affected by personal, social or cultural events.
Since neither he nor those so labelled share these views, he argues that
Wittgensteinian Fideism 1s a straw man and an “unscholarly and
prejudicial term.”

Nielsen in turn replies that it is Phillips who has erected a straw
man and does not see what kind of a challenge Wittgensteinian
Fideism really poses; namely, what follows from the claim that the
criteria of significance or intelligibility of a language game 1s tied to
distinctive ways of living and modes of life. Where that form of life is
understood, the fideist argues, no well-taken criticism of the concept
of God or religion is possible. In short, religious belief is a protected
form of discourse. A further implication 1s that “genuine religious
beliefs can have nor need . . . a philosophical defense.”

As the debate deepens, it soon becomes clear, to use Nielsen’s term,
that “a chasm” looms between the two philosophers on almost every
relevant issue: the interpretation of Wittgenstein; his view of religion;
the proper aims and methods of philosophy; the intelligibility of
religious beliefs; whether Christian beliefs are inherently metaphysical;
the concepts of practice and forms of life; how one determines
whether a belief is religious or superstitious; whether it makes any
sense to say that some things surpass understanding; whether some
forms of philosophical criticisms of religion involve an obstacle of
the will.

The interpretation of Wittgenstein, his view of religion, and the
proper aims and methods of philosophy are all closely related issues.
And in a long and very interesting chapter discussing both Wittgen-
stein’s early and later philosophy Nielsen argues that for Wittgenstein
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a religious belief should not be construed as a metaphysical belief, but
could only be something like a passionate commitment to a system of
reference. Consequently, the question of the truth or falsity of those
beliefs could not meaningfully arise. These beliefs are neither reason-
able nor unreasonable, although it i1s exceedingly unreasonable to try
to either justity or refute them. Philosophy cannot interfere with the
use of language nor explain it. It leaves everything as it is.

Nielsen, however, argues that religions, especially Christianity, are
inherently doctrinal and metaphysical. And since Wittgenstein
regarded metaphysics as incoherent, he should have regarded Chris-
tianity as incoherent. But since he also held that a language-game or
form of life cannot be incoherent, his own view of religion is incon-
sistent. He tried to avoid this inconsistency by arguing, with Kierkeg-
aard, that Christianity is not a doctrine but a way of life. But Nielsen
argues that this way of life includes activities like prayer, which nec-
essarily presuppose belief in a metaphysical being who “hears” those
prayers, God.

Nielsen, then, rejects the view that philosophy is purely a thera-
peutic conceptual elucidation which leaves everything as it 1s. Rather,
philosophy without pretending to be a grand theory of everything
(philosophy with capital P) has a normative function. Rooted 1n the
problems of the epoch in which the philosopher lives, it tries to
ascertain how things hang together in what Nielsen calls a “wide
reflective equilibrium”(p. 272). And from this pragmatic and historicist
point of view, the philosopher judges religious practices and religious
beliefs, especially belief in God, as a bad fit with “other things that are
very pervasive in our culture and important to us” (p. 273).

Phillips, by contrast, differs not only with Nielsen’s interpretation of
Wittgenstein, but, more fundamentally, with Nielsen’s conception of
the aims and methods of philosophy. Nielsen, he argues, thinks
of philosophy in terms of criticism and advocacy, as a normative
activity, whereas Phillips thinks of philosophy as descriptive and con-
templative. Philosophy in the Wittgensteinian mode is interested in
understanding a variety of different forms of life, religious and unre-
ligious. It 1s concerned to present moral and religious world views in
such a way that one can see the passion behind them and the con-
ception of the good they embody. It is not interested in trying to solve
traditional philosophical problems or to survey the current cultural
scene in order to establish what 1s worthy of belief. The aim of the
philosophy of religion 1s not to criticise or defend religious beliefs but
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to do justice to the various possibilities of looking at human life that
come to expression in the various religions, even so-called primitive
religions and atheism.

But if a philosopher wishes to establish the meaning of specific
religious beliefs one must look at the practice in which that belief is
rooted. One cannot, as Nielsen does, assume in advance that all
religious beliefs are incoherent. No Wittgensteinian prejudges the
intelligibility of a religious belief. One must wait on the belief to see
what it amounts to, how it shows itself in practice. Nielsen, unlike
Wittgenstein, believes that Christianity has metaphysical doctrines
and, hence is incoherent. Phillips, by contrast, argues that Nielsen has
just assumed that these doctrines are metaphysical and did not arrive
at his conclusion by carefully analysing the grammar and practice in
which these doctrines are imbedded. What a religious doctrine means
can only be established by looking at the practice, and this reveals, he
argues, that to think these doctrines are metaphysical 1s a grammatical
confusion.

Nielsen would undoubtedly reply, as others have, that Christian
believers themselves hold the doctrines to be metaphysical, but Phillips
argues that the philosopher cannot assume that believers have the last
word on the matter. Wittgenstein, in a well-known statement wrote that

Christianity is not a doctrine, not, I mean, a theory about what has
happened and will happen to the human soul, but a description of
something that actually takes place in human life. For ‘consciousness
of sin’ is a real event, and so are despair and salvation through faith.
Those who speak of such things . . . are simply describing what has
happened to them, whatever gloss anyone may want to put on it
(Culture and Value, 1980, p. 28).

If Wittgenstein disputed the gloss on religious beliefs, Phillips claims
that he has in no way tampered with those beliefs.

But, it might be asked, if the believer really accepted Wittgenstein’s
exegesis of the doctrine, would not the believer complain that he was,
in fact, tampering with (altering) that belief, and would not it then
alter her subsequent practice? In this aspect of the dispute concerning
the nature of religious belief, neither one of the authors, unfortunately,
addresses the issue on how one distinguishes between what is religious
and what is the gloss placed upon it by the believer. Is this distinction
made prior to the analysis — experience plus its interpretation — or
does this distinction reveal itself in the analysis itself? If the latter, how
precisely does the analysis reveal this?
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