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‘He was more like the
rabbi who will not utter
the name of God.
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The rest is silence: Jonathan
Wooding on the moral philosophy
of Ludwig Wittgenstein

‘He was more like the rabbi who
will not utter the name of God.

eorge Fox’s Journal played a not-
insignificant part in the life and
work of one of the twentieth
century’s greatest philosophers,
Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-
1951). He kept a copy with him
for many years, even giving one
as a gift to a fellow philosopher.
He also knew the portrait
of Fox contained in William James's The Varieties of
Religious Experience (1902). He would affirm the reality
of specifically-religious experience all his life, despite
the attempts by the irreligious and the atheistical, the
materialists and the positivists, to recruit him to their
cause. In 1912 Wittgenstein was reading Varieties, and
told his disapproving mentor, Bertrand Russell: “This
book does me a lot of good’

To this day scholars ‘pore over Wittgenstein’s texts like
Talmudic scholars divining wisdom from the Torah) or
so say David Edmonds and John Eidinow, the authors of
Wittgenstein’s Poker (2001). Their essay explores a battle
of wits between Wittgenstein and his professional rival
Karl Popper, which took place on 25 October 1946 at the
Cambridge Moral Science Club. Perhaps surprisingly -
for this Quaker in any case - the notion of philosophy as
‘love of wisdom’ seemed under threat on this occasion.
Edmonds and Eidinow might say that this means I am
muddle-headed with mumbo jumbo - we should all be
upholding true science, they say, and the rest is silence,
or ought to be. But we might ask whether this was what
Wittgenstein actually understood by keeping silence. We
all know what it is to be traduced or caricatured, and I
think Wittgenstein felt so on that occasion. Famously,
after fiddling absent-mindedly - though perhaps
threateningly — with a poker, he left the room.

Popper could not have known the offence he had
caused to a man who declared enigmatically: T am not
a religious man but I cannot help seeing every problem
from a religious point of view. This doesn’t sound like
a materialist or anti-metaphysician at work. Ray Monk
reveals in his biography Ludwig Wittgenstein: The duty of
genius (1990), that, in 1916, on the Russian front, while
serving with the Austro-Hungarian army, Wittgenstein
and his philosophical writing underwent a sea change
through discussion with Max Bieler. They talked not
about Wittgenstein's work on logic and linguistics but
instead of Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov. Wittgenstein
knew whole passages of Karamazov by heart. It is a
novel that includes, of course, the story of the grand
inquisitor, a totalitarian cleric who gives a diatribe before
a revenant Jesus on the necessity of an authoritarian
church. He is met with silence (and an enigmatic kiss,
rather than the brandishing of a poker). Here, divinity lies
in the inexpressible, in the silent one. Monk writes that
Wittgenstein’s work was transformed ‘from an analysis
of logical symbolism... into the curiously hybrid work
which we know today, combining as it does logical theory
with religious mysticism’

The work Monk is referring to was published in
English under the title Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
in 1922. I find it impenetrable and opaque at times,
but there’s lucidity too, and love of wisdom, and, yes,
the advocacy of silence. At the close of the Tractatus
Wittgenstein writes, as if at Quaker Meeting, ‘There are,
indeed, things that cannot be put into words. They make
themselves manifest. They are what is mystical’ Popper
won't have liked that. In his autobiography, Unended
Quest, he writes a scornful footnote about Wittgenstein,
who had by then died of cancer. ‘Tt is his facile solution
of the problem of depth - the thesis “the deep is the

12 theFriend 7 July 2023




€1 €20T AInf £ puaLLfay;

Bugaapnr yynowd]q wioif st uvypuof

® {yniqrssod Sumunuod jeyy 03 ang st 4321008 uado umo mo
J0 2ouaIs pareys ay T, ‘dy skeme [im £3a10s uado ue jng
‘s1ox0d ystpueiq 0] pasu oN 4121008 SNOIZI[AT 0JUT I9JUD
0} 2IEP M JeY[} OUS[IS ATBY[S, 2M USYM SI J[ ;UOISI[21 JO
Ayiqrssod a1y “9SUds SWOS UT “WITY UT SEM 2I9T]) Jey]) Jury}
1 Ing **yarej snordipa1 Lue paydedcoe ura)suadnip jey)
uorssaxdwr 9y 9AI3 03 YSIM JOU OP I, :pIPN[OUOD WOI[RA
UBULION] PUSLYJ ST SV "S20p A[21ewunn UI2)SuaBnIpg
JeUM ST NUTY) ] ‘SIY, 'SSAUT[OY pue pox) jo s3deouod
JINO PuJAp 03 ST A[oINs ‘STY) JO JIed 'SIYSLI UBWINY pUE
Kormo0Wap [e12qI] 03 SyeaIy) woij £32100s uado o
pudjap 0 10ssajo1d NoA pasu app “wstayye a[duurs se —
poo jo pasn Ajerenbape aq ued saynqrie 1o sydeouod
3)IUTJ OU JBY) SIISS. UDTYM — vA1udau via Aep-19)3e] ST
PUBISIOPUNSTUI A3Y[], *SNOIZI[QLIT PUE SISI[BLISJEW )
Aq Suruordureyp sty ayrdsap ‘[re 1933 1oydosoryd [erour
® ST 9 "suInq pfIom oy orym Jreururerd reuonisodoid
M Surrayun Isnf jou st uraysuadnipg ;o8enSuef jo
saLIEpUNOq 9} JsureSe UnI 0} sem UOISI[Y IO SOIYI UO
[&) 1O 2)LIM 0} PILI} JOAD OUYM USW [[E JO AOU2pUd] 3y}
aAd1[aq [ pue Louapua) ajoym A, :2ouats Surdeay 4q
SUBDUI 3] JRYM JTB3[D JT SOBW ‘G961 Ul uonesriqnd sj1
mun a3papmouy ou pey aaey ued roddog yorym jnoqe
‘6761 WOIJ SOTYIF UO 9INJOT, B UT “UIISUSSPIA
*STy) 10J wn) ou pey [e 39 1oddog ;dsussuou
[e) 03 uonjeUTOUT Y} £q PajedIpur st Jurylowos Jeyy
935 03 Jueytodur A[renba st 31, ;utod Juaiyes ay syrew
1oyderdo1q STH jJ[2SOUO ISUISUOU Y[B] 0} ISNJAI P[NOYS
U0 JBT[} UBSUI JOU SI0OP Jey) INq ‘SIX0qI2)3ed JO
asuasuou 3 03 dojs e 3nd pnoys auQ), :PuUnSNINY Woiy
xopered £131m & Sunjonb Jo puoj os[e sem UTAISUIZNIA 'S
Jo auo yoea ur uerdoroayy Surungq ay3 03 anqax [dwis
© Isn[ T9AMOY] JOU ST SIY T, ;OUS[IS UT J9AO ssed jsnur om

noqe yeads jouued am JEYAN, ‘SNJeIORI], ST JO PUD 3] 8
SJLIM 27 ‘0S “armysodwt Junjeurwp YSnoIy) aINjeu spon)
Suneurwmyr uerdojoaty oneydode ue 10 ‘poo) Jo swreu Ay

I3)IN JOU [[IM OUYM QeI Y} I[ SIOUW SeM UTAISUISNIA
ng £31ear £1euonnjoAd JO SWEU d) UT SSAUIATONPAT
juaredde sty pawoofom ‘sysporardws [ed130] 9y} pue I9Ay
(¥ 9] ‘SI2YIQ "2IUR[IS 10§ [[ED SIY POOISIOPUNSIW PUEL
“Kyrsordrjar sureysuaSnIp paroudt addog -aoue)sur 10y
10410 SDUAISLAYD) Y SSUMPI( — Suruayeme snordrpau,
JO 2INJISN] Y} PUB SUOISSAJ1400) SAUTISNSNY WIS
ySty £10A UT p[ay 9 ;9J1] SNOISI[21 A[INOASP © PIAI] pey
3y ‘aurjap 03 JNOIIp Inq Juerodur A[[enuad ST Jeyy)
Kem e uf, :301pIaa s1oyderdorq sty saA1S JUOA ey
130 £Adoo & yim owr pajuasard pue — uoneIIUpE

M peal oy Tayeny) ysiSug 9y X0, 281095) Jo [euInof

YT, :S9ILIM WODRA “ABP STy} 03 0130e1d I93ENY) JO pUR

— SUOTIISTUTW $X0,] 23109K) Jo Ayipenb snosueiodwaixs,

93U} JIM UOT)O3UUOD € [BUT OS] JYITW A7 "SNSS[ UIAD
10 ‘s93e100g SuTyerur sy om Kes 3ySrur 9N ;SSe[d Y}
210J2q JySnoyy) oY 'sajou Io jdrosnueur ou pey aH,
YSLIM UOA YLUSH S1095)
£q yoyays teoryderdorq e
ur puy Sunesur 1okexd
1ayenQ) & Jo souereadde oy
PEY 31 Jey} P2AIaSqO 20UO
oean) 19394, :1oydosoryd
a8priquue)) IaYyjoue wWoIj
JIewrar e A[[eoruwod Iayjel S[[edaI OS[e WI[OJ[BJA] SIAYI0
9} WOIJ UOTJUS)Ie JSI[[IIS O} PUE ‘UISISUSSNIAN WIOI]
JI9)INW [RUOISEIO0 Ue AJUO [IIM DIUS[IS Jo sporrad
paSuooxd pue juenbaiy a1om 219y T, :poyiaw SUTydER)
SUIaISUISNIAA JO 21n)01d S[QENIBWIAI STY) SIAIS WI[OITRIA
UBWLION] ‘866 WIOIJ UT)SUIBNIA JO ITOWSW B U]
consAur o) uTaISuaSNIM
pue jstansod o) UIeISULSIIIAA SoUN YOIYM — d[qedesun

J9OUDIS JO
AoedoApe 9} pue
‘UIOPSIM JO 2A0]
“Ayprony sp1ayy,




