Leadership University Reprint

Reprinted from First T hings: A Monthl yJournal of Religion and Public Life ¯ June/July1992 ¯ Num ber 24

Ludwig Wittgenstein Confesses

Edward T. Oakes

Cop yright (c) 1992 First T hings 24 (June/July1992): 37-41.

Alo ng with Martin Heidegger, Lud wig Wittgenstein is generally considered to be one of the two greatest philosophers of the twentieth centur y. But as with the field of twentieth-centur yphilosophyitself, Wittgenstein has never seemed to be a ver yaccessible thinker to the nonspecialist. T hose, it seems, who se education has left theminnocent o f the arcane technicalities of mathematical logic and linguistic philosophy need not apply.

T he recent biographyof Wittgenstein b ythe p hilosopher of mathematics RayMo nk, ho wever, goes far to meeting this difficulty ( Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius , 1990).

Not onlyis it a riveting portrait of a philosopher who himself exercised an absolutely mesmerizing influence on his disciples (a personal influence that mayhave been matched in the histor yof philosophyo nlyb ySocrates), but more to the point, Monk’s biography handles the technical issues of Wittgenstein’s writings with great ease, subtlety, and clarity. Indeed, its greatest success is its impressive abilityto set forth the inner develop ment of Wittgenstein’s thought fro mthe Tractatus to the Investigations in a way that allo ws the general reader to see the full range of

Wittgenstein’s mind at wor k.

And ho w that mind did work ! W hen non-philosophers encounter the writings of p hilosophy, they are often nonplussed at or do wnright scornful of the abstruse effort expended in describing what to co mmo n sense alread y seems manifestlyclear. But commo n sense contains within itself enigmas that it often goes to great pains to disguise;

and once these dilemmas co me to light, thought is provoked. And this becko ning of thought demands tremendous labor, a labor that Wittgenstein never shir ked.

Denken ist schwer [thinking is hard]. What does this really mean? Whyis it difficult? It is almost

like saying, "Looking is difficult." Because looking intently is difficult. And it’s possible to look intentlywithout seeing anything, or to keep thinking yo u see so mething without being able to see clearly. Looking can tire you even when yo u don’t see anything.

Like Socrates, Wittgenstein focused all of the efforts and struggles of this chosen wor k on the enigmas of language.

But unlike Socrates, he was not after so me single, overarching meaning before which all other attempts to define the meaning of a word wo uld have to prostrate themselves. One of his favorite slogans was, "Don’t ask for the meaning, ask for the use."

Wittgenstein arrived at this principle, ho wever, onlyafter long struggles do wn another path, where meaning was to be fixed to the ideal of an exact representatio n of the "picture" of reality. In his early wor k, fact-stating disco urse is the onlyideal language, one to which all others must be subordinated. But in the later wor k, it turns o ut that factstating disco urse is just o ne wayo f speaking amo ng many, one type of "language game" alongside innumerable others.

Monk is superblyskilled at describing for the reader innocent of the histor yof p hilosophy the various mental highways and b yways that brought Wittgenstein to the

"language game" theor yof his later years. But his book is in no sense so me war med-o ver dissertatio n concerned only with Wittgenstein’s intellectual develop ment. It is a genuine biography, a full account of his life , and one which succeeds brilliantly (in no small part because Wittgenstein’s literar y executors gave the author full access to his subject’s coded diaries and unp ublished notebooks).

In reading Monk, one is particularlystruck b ythree features of his subject’s life that are not immediately obvious in the

Tractatus or the Investigations (and are certainlynot stressed in most p hilosophy departments): (1) Wittgenstein’s deep religiosity; (2) the influence of his Jewishness -f ully assimilated though he was-on his life; and (3) his disdain for the sentimentalities of pacifists and his deep respect for the realityof force and po wer as constituents of the world.

T o those who knew himb y the (rather parsimonio us) writings published during his lifetime, few philosophers wo uld seemto be less q ualified for the Kier kegaardian mantle of a deeplyreligious philosopher than Lud wig

Wittgenstein. And even when his Philosophical

Investigations finally came out a few years after his death, there seemed to be little indication of anydeeplyreligio us feelings on his part. But in 1977 G. H. von Wright published so me of Wittgenstein’s notebook jottings (under the title of

Culture and Value ), and scholars were astonished not only at the frequency with which religious topics came up in his musings but at the intense seriousness of his remarks on the subject. Although in their aphoristic po wer these sho w a deep affinityto Nietzsche’s remar ks, theystartled scholars for a different reason-their fundamental sympathy for religion in general and Christianityin particular:

Christianityis not based on a historical truth;

rather, it offers us a (historical) narrative and says: no w believe! But not, believe this narrative with the belief appropriate to historical narrative, rather: believe, thro ugh thick and thin, which yo u can do onlyas the result of a life. Here you have a narrative , don’t take the same attitude to it as yo u take to other historical narratives! Make a quite different place in your life for it. T here is nothing paradoxical about that!

T hese of course could be merely the observatio ns of a particular perspicacious and sympathetic o utsider (as to an extent they are). But what Monk makes clear is that

Wittgenstein was himself deeplyreligious, so much so that so me incidents in his life o ften read like an echo fro mthe lives o f the saints:

If I amunhapp yand kno w that my unhappiness reflects a gross discrepancybetween myself and life as it is, I solve nothing; I shall be on the wrong track and I shall never find a way out of the chaos o f my emotions and tho ughts so long as

I have not achieved the supreme and crucial insight that that discrepancyis not the fault o f life as it is, but of myself as I am. . . . T he person who has achieved this insight and holds on to it, and who will tr yagain and again to live up to it, is religious.

And ho w religious Wittgenstein reallywas, b yhis o wn definition, co mes through in a letter he wrote to a friend when his friend mentioned that he had recently been worried about his motives for his o wn wo r k, whether they were decent and honest mo tives. Wittgenstein wrote back:

I did something about which I can tell yo u, because yo u kno wme well enough not to regard it as a piece of stupidity. T hat is, I took down a kind of "confessio n," in which I tried to recall the series of events in my life, in as much detail as is possible in the space of an hour. With each event

I tried to make clear to myself ho w I sho uld have behaved. B ymeans o f such a general over view the confused picture was much simplified. T he next day, o n the basis of this newly gained insight, I revised my plans and intentions for the future.

Wittgenstein took these efforts at "confessio n"-as he took philosophyitself-with extraordinar ydiligence and tenacity.

Indeed, for himthe two efforts went together, because what gets in the wayof genuine understanding for Wittgenstein is often not lack of intelligence, but pride. T hus his aphorism:

"T he edifice of your pride has to be dismantled. And that is terriblyhard work." And pride has to be dismantled not just for the sake of character or in order to be a decent person but because other wise one could not write decent philosophyeither:

Lying to oneself about oneself, deceiving yo urself about the pretense in yo ur o wn state o f will, must have a har mful influence on [one’s] style; for the result will be that yo u cannot tell what is genuine in the style and what is false.

T he most remarkable instance of this relentless insistence on ferreting out all o f his faults occurred after a quixotic-and disastrous-bout o f teaching elementar y school in a far ming village in Austria named Otterthal after World War I. So illsuited was he to the almost monkish tor ment he had set for himself teaching pupils utterlyunsuited to the rapier intellect o f the scion of o ne of the wealthiest families in

Vienna, and so isolated was he fro mall friends, that o ne day legal proceedings were brought against him b ythe parents of a girl who m he had pulled b ythe ears and the hair so violentlythat her ears had bled and her hair had been torn out.

T his happened in the spring of 1926. T en years later,

Wittgenstein retur ned to Otterthal, asto nishing the villagers byappearing at their doorsteps to apologize personallyto the children who m he had physically hurt. He visited at least four of these children, begging their pardon for his illconduct to ward them-with some responding generously and others, the girl especially, still bitter about his brutality.

What is significant about this episode might easily elude an interpreter who is not aware of Wittgenstein’s deep sense of the connection between authentic philosophyand confession:

One can imagine ho w humiliating this must have been for Wittgenstein. And it might almo st seem that the point of humbling himself in this way was preciselythat: to punish himself. But this, I think, wo uld be to misunderstand the purpose of his confessio ns and apologies. T he point was not to hurt his pride, as a for mof punishment; it was to dismantle it-to remove a barrier, as it were, that stood in the wayo f an honest and decent thought. If he felt he had wronged the children of

Otterthal, then he ought to apologize to them.

T he thought might have occurred to anyone, but mo st people would entertain the idea and then dismiss it for various reaso ns. . . . But to find these reaso ns co mpelling, as I think most of us wo uld, is in the end to sub mit to co wardice. And this above all else is what Wittgenstein was steadfastlydeter mined not to do. He did not, that is, go to Otterthal to seek pain and humiliation but rather with the deter mination to go through with his apologydespite it.

T his apologytook place long after he had obtained a position at Cambridge under the auspices o f several professors there (primarily

Bertrand Russell). Perhaps even more indicative of this connection between the dismantling of pride and efforts to develop an authentic philosophyis the series of "general confessio ns" he insisted on inflicting upon so me of his closest friends at Cambrid ge right before his return visit to Austria. Most found the experience embarrassing or exasperating, either because he wo uld drag so meone alo ng to a cafea while reciting his sins in a loud and clear voice or because he wo uld call up a friend (in this case,

Fania Pascal) at an inconvenient mo ment and insist it was ur gent that he see her.

"If ever a thing could wait," she tho ught, facing himacross the table, "it is a confessio n of this kind and made in this manner." T he stiff and remote way in which he delivered his confession made it impossible for her to react with sympathy. At one point she cried out: "What is it? You want to be perfect?" "Of course I want to be perfect!" he thundered.

T his particular confessio n to Fania Pascal is important, ho wever, far beyo nd the so mewhat co mic relentlessness with which Wittgenstein went about his shrivings. For it is to her we o we word of yet another confessio n: his failure fullyto ad mit his Jewishness. So mewhere the impression had arisen ( which he had until then done nothing to correct) that he was three-quarters Ar yan and one-quarter Jewish, whereas in fact the reverse was the case: of Wittgenstein’s grandparents, three were of Jewish descent. And so in accordance with the recentlypassed Nuremberg Laws, this made Wittgenstein himself a Jew. But what he did not tell

Fania Pascal and which she onlysub sequentlydiscovered was that t wo o f those Jewish grandparents were baptized as

Protestants and the third was a Ro man Catholic. "Some

Jew," she remarked.

T his half-co nfessio n, it tur ns out, is more than a little revealing, for in regard to the Jews Wittgenstein was given to so me of the most sweeping (and in light of later histor y, mo st damaging) generalizations that have ever been visited upon one group, the mildest of which goes as follo ws:

Among Jews "genius" is fo und only in the holy man. E ven the greatest of Jewish thinkers is no more than talented. (Myself for instance.) I think there is so me truth in my idea that I reallyo nly think reproductively. I don’t believe I have ever invented a line of thinking. I have always taken one over fro mso meone else.

Clearly, Wittgenstein was using his Jewishness as a symbol or foil to hold in check all those faults that would seemto under mine the authenticityo f his philosophy and the purity of his style. B yreminding himself of his Jewishness, it seems, he was "going to confession," striking his breast and reminding himself o f the virtue of humility. Onlythis can explain the functio nal role such sweeping generalizations playin his notebook.

T he Jewmust see to it that, in a literal sense, "all things are as nothing to him." But this is particularlyhard for him, since in a sense he has nothing that is particularly his. It is much harder to accept povertywillinglywhen yo u have to be poor than when you might also be rich. It might be said (rightlyor wrongly) that the Jewish mind does not have the po wer to produce even the tiniest flo wer or blade of grass that has gro wn in the soil of another ’s mind and to put it into a comprehensive picture. We aren’t pointing to a fault when we say this and ever ything is all right as long as what is being done is quite clear. It is onlywhen the nature of a Jewish work is confused with that of a no n-Jewish work that there is any danger, especially when the author of the Jewish wor k falls into the confusio n himself, as he so easily may. (Doesn’t he look as proud as though he had produced the milk himself?) It should be mentio ned that these remarks were set do wn in 1931 and that even before Hitler took po wer Wittgenstein had ceased using the language of anti-Semitism(o ften at its mo st clichead , as if in unco nscio us imitatio n of what he was saying) as a tool for digging o ut his pride or expressing doubts about the originalityor courage of his thought. Nonetheless, so me of these remarks are more than merelypeculiar for ms o f self-abasement, for theyadopt at times so me ver y dangerous metaphors:

Within the histor yo f the peoples of Europe, the histor yo f the Jews is not treated as their interventio n in E uropean affairs wo uld actually merit, because within this histor ythey are experienced as a sort of disease, and ano maly, and no one wants to put a disease on the same level as nor mal life (and no one wants to speak of a disease as if it had the same rights as healthy bodilyprocesses, even painful ones). We may say: people can only regard this tumo r as a natural part of their bodyif their whole feeling for the bodychanges (if the whole national feeling for the bod ychanges). Other wise, the best theycan do is put up with it. You can expect an individ ual man to displaythis sort of tolerance, or else to disregard such things; b ut yo u cannot expect this of a nation, because it is preciselynot disregarding such things that makes a nation.

T hat is, there is a contradiction in expecting so meone both to retain his former aesthetic feeling for the bod yand also to make the tumor welco me.

Evaluating such "confessions" in the life of Wittgenstein is a difficult b usiness. T he vigor and the unpleasant echoes o f the biological ver sion of anti-Semitism make one wo nder what preciselyare the d ynamics at work behind such enigmatic jottings. Steven Beller, the author of Vienna and the Jews: 1867-1938 , takes a rather benign view, saying that

Wittgenstein’s remarks are "not necessarilynegative but mayinstead constitute a recognition that Jews-including in this co ntext, himself-are different." T he reader who co mes to these remar ks for the first time may question such a mild interpretation, for such biological invocations must surely involve more than the (rather tautologous) statement that

Jews are "different."

In anycase, after 1931 Wittgenstein stopped making sweeping statements o f any kind about the Jews. And we also have his intriguing confession to Fania Pascal that he had not been forthright enough about his Jewishness. What does that mean? T hat is, does his confessio n to her represent the last vestige o f these characterizatio ns or is it finally the open expression o f his desire to proclaima more open solidaritywith his people? In other words, is he once more pointing out ho wunworthy of attention he is because he is even more Jewish than people thought , or is he no w openly admitting what he should have ackno wled ged long ago and what only the Nuremberg Laws have forced out of him?

It seems to me that we must exclude the first option completely(and in this sense Beller ’s benign interpretation is right): not only does Wittgenstein entirely cease fro m indulging in anyremarks about the deficiencies of Jews as a whole or their parasitic relationship to European culture

(ho wever mildlythat might be put), but his efforts to secure the freedo mo f his family trapped in post- Anschluss Austria and his remarks on the Nazi regime generally indicate that

he had entirelyabandoned the pop anti-Semitism of the assimilated Vienna o f his yo uth.

But it is noteworthyalso that Wittgenstein did not then go on to express a more open solidaritywith his people beyo nd the ackno wledgment of his tr ue family background. In this, as in so many other details, he reminds one o f Simo ne Weil, who herself came fro man assimilated and highly cultured

Jewish familyo f gifted mathematicians in France (her brother Andrea became a Fello w at the Institute for

Ad vanced Stud yin Princeton). Weil too was intensely interested in Christianity without ever subscribing to a

Credo or submitting to baptism. Yet her writings on

Christianity, as an outsider, sho w an unusual perspicacity and penetration, so much so that her books have no w become a staple of spiritual literature. And finally, Weil too was given to so me quite breathtaking sweeping generalizations about the Jews, but this time confined primarily to the Old T estament ( which she detested) and mitigated to so me extent b yher willingness to be just as scathing to ward the ancient Ro mans.

Weil died in London during the war of co mplications o f a fast undertaken in solidarity with her occupied brethren in

France, and Wittgenstein died of cancer in 1951. Both, that is, died before Western culture had reallybegun to face the full impact o f the Holocaust; and so we shall never really kno w what impact the destr uction o f European Jewr y wo uld have had on ho w either one of themwo uld have later

"confessed" their Judaism.

But what we do have to go on in both thinker s is a healthy respect for power and a keen realismabout what it means to be a defenseless people. Weil, for example, in an essay famo us in the world of classicists, "T he Iliad or the Poemof

Force," says of this wor k:

T he true hero, the true subject, the center of the

Iliad, is force. Force as man’s instrument , force as man’s master, force before which human flesh shrinks back. T he human soul, in this poem, is sho wn always in its relation to force: swept away, blinded bythe force it thinks it can direct, bent under the pressure of the force to which it is subjected. T hose who had dreamed that force, thanks to progress, no wbelo nged to the past, have seen the poemas a historic document; those who can see that force, todayas in the past, is at the center of all human histor y, find in the Iliad its mo st beautiful, its purest mirror.

Similarly, Wittgenstein had little patience with the vapid hopes of those who denied hope in God and saw "Histor y" or "Progress" as their ultimate savior, with hypothesized

"Committed Actio n" as the mediator of the Eschaton. T he contrast between Wittgenstein and Bertrand Russell is instr uctive here: while Wittgenstein was fighting for

Austria-Hungar y in a Hapsb urg unifor md uring World War

I, Russell was imprisoned for his pacifist activities in

Britain. But rooted in these two stances was a more personal and temperamental difference: between tr ying to improve the world, and seeking o nlyto improve oneself.

T he war had made [Russell] a socialist, and had convinced him of the ur gent need to change the way the world was governed; questio ns of personal moralitywere subordinated b yhim to the overriding public concer n to make the world a safer place. When in the 20 ’s Russell wanted to establish, or join, a "World Organizatio n for

Peace and Freedom" or something similar,

Wittgenstein rebuked himso severely that

Russell said to him: "Well, I suppose you wo uld rather establish a World Organization for War and Slaver y," to which Wittgenstein passionately asserted, "Yes, rather that, rather that!"

In opposing the too-easy moralism o f so meo ne like Russell, it seems that Wittgenstein was occasionally driven to extreme methods. His o wn approach to life could not have been more different. In the midst of the battles of the war on the Easter n front, he wrote down this credo, reallythe only set of bald, positive assertio ns we have fro mhis pen about what he actually believed:

I kno w that this world exists.

T hat I amplaced in it like my eye in its visual field.

T hat something about it is problematic, which we call its meaning.

T hat this meaning does not lie in it but outside it.

T his life is the world.

T hat my will penetrates the world.

T hat my will is good or evil.

T herefore that good and evil are so meho wco nnected with the meaning of the world.

T he meaning o f life, that is, the meaning of the world, we can call God.

And connect with this the co mparison of God to a father.

T o prayis to think about the meaning of life.

I cannot bend the happenings of the world to my will: I am completelypo werless.

I can onlymake myself independent o f the world-and so in a certain sense master of it-b yrenouncing anyinfluence on happenings.

T his perspective led himto such amazingly penetrating probings of his o wn psychologyas this:

YesterdayI was shot at. I was scared! I was afraid of death. I no whave such a desire to live.

And it is difficult to give up life when one enjo ys it. T his is preciselywhat "sin" is, the reasoning life, a false view of life. Fro mtime to time I become an animal. T hen I can think o f nothing but eating, drinking, and sleeping. T errible! And then suffer like an animal too, without the possibilityo f inter nal salvation. I amthen at the mercyof my appetites and aversions. T hen an authentic life is impossible.

Here we see perhaps Wittgenstein’s most Jewish side, or at least the side that sho ws ho w thoroughlyand co mpletely religious he was and wo uld alwa ys remain. For here we see in its most pristine for m, expressed in the crucible of war, the search-never to be abandoned-for the authentic life. It is what has given such extraordinar ydensity to all that he has to sayabout religio n, and why Christians especially would do well to hear fro mthis intenselyprophetic voice what their religio n should reallymean to them:

Christianityis not a doctrine, not I mean, a theor y about what has happened and will happen to the human soul, but a description of so mething that actually takes place in human life. For

"consciousness of sin" is a real event and so are despair and salvatio n through faith. T hose who speak of such things ( Bunyan, for instance) are simply describing what has happened to them, whatever gloss anyo ne maywant to put on it. . . .

Within Christianity it’s as tho ugh God says to men: Don’t act out a traged y. T hat is to say: don’t enact heaven and hell on earth. Heaven and Hell are my affair.

EDWARD T . OAKES, S.J., teaches in the Religious Studies

Program in the Department of Near East Languages and

Literatures at New York University.

Cop yr ight © 1998 b yFIRST T HINGS.

Copyright/Reproduction Limitations

T his data file is the sole propert yof Leadership Universit y. It m aynot be altered or edited in an yway. It m aybe reproduced onl yin its entiret yfor circulation as "freewar e," without charge. All reproductions of this data file m ust contain the cop yright notice (i.e., "Cop yright © 1998 b yFirst T hings ") and this Cop yright/Reproduction Lim itations notice.

T his data file m aynot be used without the perm ission of Leadership Universityfor resale or the enhancem ent of anyother product sold.

FIRST T HINGS

156 F ifth Avenue, Suite 400

New York , NY10010

Phone: (212) 627-1985

Em ail: ft@firstthings.com

W eb: http://www.firstthings.com

Leadership University

3440 Sojourn Drive, Suit 200

Carrollton, T X 75006

Phone: (972) 713-7130

Fax: (972) 713-7670

Em ail: lu@leaderu.com

W eb: http://www.leaderu.com