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THE UNKNOWN GOD 

had to subscribe to an anti-modernist oath, which 
included the statement that it was possible to prove 
the existence of God . This I had come to doubt. God's 
existence could be known, perhaps; but by way of 
proof? 

By 1963 I had become tOO doubtful of several of the 
teachings of the Catholic Church tocontinue as a priest, 
and I returned to the life of a layman, bffoming in 1%4 
a fellow of Balliol College and tutor in philosophy 
there. ! continued to ponder the question whether it was 
possible to prove God's existence. The best place for 
an enquiry, I thought, would be the Fh'e Ways of St 
Thomas Aquinas, the best_known and most revered of 
the proofs on offer. On careful examinarion I was un
able to fi nd that any of the were 
they depended more than met the eye on a background 
of outdated Aristotelian cosmology, and in places COn
tained identifiable fallacies of argument. I published 
these negative results in a book The Five WayS. l 

I turned next to a consideration of the divine nature. 
\Vhat were the attributes that believers assigned to div_ 
inity, and were rhey all compatible with each other? 
While holding the Wilde Lecturership in Natural 
Religion in O xford, [ ga,'c three courses: one on omni
science. one on omnipotence and one Oil benevolence. I 
argued that there was an incompatibility between these 
attributes as standardly conceived, an incompatibili ty 
which could be brought out by reflect ion on the 

' An'hony Th.; Fi<>t W",s (london: RQ .... tlodgc &. 
Paul , I%9). 
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INTRODUCTION 

relat ionship Ix-rween divine p<)\"er and h uman free
dom. If God is to ha\'c infallible knowledge of future 
human actions, then determinism must be nul'. If 
God is to escape responsib ility for human wid::ednes.s, 
then determin ism must be false. Hence. in the notion 
of a God who all sins but is the author of 
none there lurks a contradiction: there cannot be an 
immutable, omniscient, omnipotent, all-good being. 
I presented the case in a book-length version of the 
lectures. The God of the Philoso/,hcrs.1 

There is no such thing, [ concluded. as the God o f 
scholast ic or rationalist philosoph y; but of course: that 
is nol the only possible of God, and I leh 
open the question of the conceivabilit)'. and credibility, 
of a God d escribed in less absolu te terms. I have 
remained agnostic o n this issue from that time to the 
present, but su bsequent reflection has made me ever 
more doubtful o f the possib ility of applying to an y_ 
thing whatever, in a literal sense, the predicates which 
have traditiOnally been used to construct the concept 
o f Godhead . At the same time, I ha.'e become mo re 
inte rested in the possibility o f interpret ing religious 
discourse in a poetic ra ther than a !!Cient ific mode. 

The prescnt collection of essays reflecu th is strand 
of thought. The essays fall into silt groups which mak.e I 
up a coherent pattern o f argumem and reflection. 

The fi rst 'The Ineffable Godhead', stands on 
its O\\'n . It sums up the theme of the book: that both 

' Antlwny Km ny. n... God of ,/wo Oxford 
U ni"",..ity Pr.:", \978). 
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THE UNKNOWN GOD 

the difficu lty of stating God's will on particular issues, 
but the difficulty for human beings of saying anything 
inteUigible at aU about the nature of God. It is probably 
not straining the truth to say that a substantial majority 
of philosophers in this country in the last 50 yeau have 
been atheists of one kind or another. 

This may, perhaps, be a rash statement. If a pollster 
approaches a philosopher with the question 'Do you 
believe in God?' the answer may very well be 'Well, it 
depends on what you mean by "God".' But even if 
questioner and answerer agree on a meaning - e.g. 
all-knowing, all-powerful, all-good being who created 
the universe - there may still be reluctance to give a 
yes/no answer. 

One reason for the philosopher's reluctance may be 
that there is an ambiguity in saying 'I do not believe 
there is a God.' Someone who says such a thing 
may mean ' I believe there is no God': the speaker is 
a positive atheist, someone who positively believes in 
the non-cxistence of God. Or what is meam may be 
something less definite: 'I have no belief that there is a 
God': such a person is only a negative atheist, someone 
who lacks a belief in the existence of God. A negative 
atheist is an a-theist or non-theist in the sense of not 
being a theist o r believer in the existence of God. But 
the negative atheist is not necessarily a positive atheist: 
she may lack not only a belief in the existence of God 
but also a belief in the non-existence of God. If the 
question had been ' Is there a God!' she would not have 
answered 'yes' and she would not have answered 'no'; 
she would have answered ' I don't know'. 
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THE INEFFABLE GODHEAD 

of the existence of God. Many more have rejected 
the verifiability principle itself as being extremely 
implausible even outside the religious context. [n 
my view, this is correct; but here r want to bring out 
the difficul!y of coherently about God not 
from the hostile posit ion of the positivistS but from 
the [J"adit ional doctrine of the ineffability of God. The 
doctrine that, in some sense, it is quite impossible to 
speak about God; that God i.s nOt something to be 
captured by human language. 

Theistic philosophers, through the ages, have sought 
to show that there is a God by offering proofs of his 
existence. This procedure: itself, I would claim, brings 
out the difficulty in making meaningful Statements 
about God. Proofs of the existence of God are classi
fied by philosophers into two main kinds. There are 
ontological proofs, which start from the concept of 
God and show that the very existence of the idea 
of God shows that there must be a God in reality. 
The mOSt famous ontological proof is the proof 
of SI Ansdm, the deventh-century archbishop of 
Cant('rbury. Th('te are cosmological proofs, which Start 
from a phenomenon, or class of phenomena, within 
the world. These phenomena, such proofs insist, 
demand explanation. They go on to show that a par_ 
ticular type of explanation will not lead to inte[[ectual 
satisfaction, however frequently it is applied. Thus 
movemellt is not to be explained by obiects in motion, 
nor can ('(feetS be explained ultimately by causes which 
are themselves in turn effecrs. nor can complexity be 
explained by beings which are themselves complex. 
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THE U NKNOWN GOD 

Clearly, to solve this paradox we ha\"e 3t least to dis
tinguish between different ways of naming. And the 
solution to the paradox o f God, if there is to be one, 
must be found by insisting thal while we can speak of 
God, we cannOt speak of him literally. 

If this is so, there cannot be any science of theology. 
The God of scholastic and rationalistic philosophy is 
an Unding, full of contradiction. Even in talking about 
God we must nOt contradict ourselves. Once we find 
ourselves uttering contradictory propositions, we must 
draw ourselves up. We can perhaps seek to show that 
the contrndiction is only apparent: we may trace back 
the steps that led to the contradictory conclusion, in the 
hope that minor modification to one of the steps 
will remove the clash. Or we may claim that the contnl.
dictio n arises because metaphorical language has 
mistakenly been taken liternlly. The one thing we must 
not do is to accept contrndiction cheerfully. 

To say that we cannot speak liternlly of God is to 
say - to use the currently fashionable philosophical 
jargon - that the word 'God ' does not belong in a 
language-game. Literal truth is truth within a language-
game. Some philosophers believe that there is a special 
religiOUS language_game, and it is in that game that the 
concept o f God is located. I believe, on the contrary, 
that there is no religious language-game, and that we 
speak of God in metaphor. And to use metaphor is to 

use a word in a language-game which is not its home. 
However, it is not peculiar to theology tha t it calmor 

be encapsulated in a language-game. If Wittgenstein is 
right - and after all the notion of language-game is his 

16 







THE INEFFABLE GODHEAD 

The agnosticism is radical: the via negatim is rejected 
as finnly as the via {,Iosiril'lJ . Not o nly can we not say o f 
God what he is, we are eq ually impotem to say what he 
is not. The possibility, therefore, cannot be ruled out 
that one or other of the revelations claimed by others 
may after all be true: 

Unseen, secure in that high shrine 
Acknowledged P re5('nt and divine 
[ will not ask some upper air, 
Some future day, 10 place Ihtt Ihere: 
Nor sa)', nor yel deny, Such nlen 
Or women saw thee thu! and then: 
Thv name ",as such, aoo Ihere o r here 
To him or her thou d id., appear. 

In the final 5tama C lo ugh pushes his agnosticism a 
stage further. Perhaps there is no way in which God 
dwells - even ineffably - as an object o f the inner visio n 
of the soul. Perhaps we should recondle ourselves to 
the idea that God is not to be found at all by human 
minds. But even that d oes not take off all possibili ty o f 
prayer. 

l)Q on!)" thou in that dim shrine, 
Unknown O r known, remain, divine; 
The .... , or if not. at [CUI in 

the faCl lhat round them lie$. 
The hand 10 sway. the judgement guide, 
[n sigh! and 5ense. thyself divide: 
Be thou but there - in soul and heart, 
[ will nor ask 10 feel thou art . 

The soul reconciled to the truth that there can be no 
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THE UNKNOWN GOD 

analogue of seeing or feding God, that nothing can be 
meaningfully said about him, can yet address him and 
pray to be illuminated by his power and be the instru
ment of his action. But does not this presume that God 
can after all be described; at least as a pov.crful 3gent 
who can hear our prayers! No, the prayer need not 
assume the truth of that; only its possibilit:1 is needed. 
An agnostic's praying to a God whose existence he 
doubts is no more unreasonable than the act of a m3n 
adrift in the ocean, or str.tnded on a moumainside, 
who cries for help though he m3Y never be heard, o r 
fires a signal which may never be seen. Of course the 
need for help need not be the only motive which may 
drive an agnostic to prayer: the desire to give th3nks for 
the beauty and wonder of me world may be another. 

If there 3 religious Ianguage-g3me, it is surely 
the language-game of worship. This, too, has received 
magisterial description in a PQCm of his early 
work, 'Qui Laborat, Orat': 

o only SoUIU of all our light and life, 
Whom IS our truth. our strength, we and feel 
But .... ·hom the hours of mortal mornl stri fe 
Alone aright reveal! 

Mine inmost soul, before Thee illly brought. 
Thy own$ ineffable, divine; 
ChaSti$ed each rebel self-encentred thought, 
My will adoreth Thine. 

With eye down-dropt, if then th is earth ly mind 
Spee<::hless remain, or spe«hless e' en dep;:ort; 
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TIlE UNKNOWN GOD 

as proof of an intelligent designer, the creator of DNA 
and protein. He replies: 

This is a (""ble argument. indeed it ;s obvi
ously self..defeating. Organized complexity is the thing " 'e 
are having d ifficulty in explaining. Once "'e are allowed 
simply to postulate organized complexity if only the 
organized complexity of the DNNprotein-replicating 
engine, it is relatively easy to iIl\"()lce it as a generator of 
yet more organized complexity. That. indeed, is what moSt 
of this book is about. But of course any God capable of 
intelligently designing something as complex as the DNN 
protein· replicating machine must have been at least as 
complex and 0'll3nized as that machine itself. Far more 50 
if we suppose him addili(m(llJ:y capable of such aw .. anced 
functions as listening to proyer, and forgiving 8ins. To 
explain the o rigin of the DNNprotein machine by invoking 
3 supernatural Duigner i$ to explain pre<:iseiy nothing, for 
it leaves unexplained the origin of the Designer. You have 
to say something like 'God WllS always there ' and If )"01..1 

all",,· yourself that kind of la!y "'ay Out, you might as well 
JUSt say 'DNA; ""liS a \"-. y5 there' Or 'life was always thtre'. 
and be done with iLl 

A tradit ional theist would say that th is paragraph 
misrepresented the nocion of God in two ways. First of 
all , God is as much outside the series complexity! 
simplicity as he is outside the series mover!moved. 
He is not complex as a protein is; nor. for that matter, is 
he simple as an elementary panicle is. He has neither 
the simplicity nor the complexity of material obittts. 

, Ibid. 
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GOD AND MIND 

compatible with the kind of sttucture which appears to 
be characteristic of anyth ing we could call a mind. 

The human minds we know are embodied minds, 
material and finite. which develop over time, which 
enquire, learn, forget and err: In this section we 
are to enquire whether there can be a mind which 
is immaterial, infinite, unchanging, incurious and 
unerring, which learns nothing and forgers nothing. 
Since the minds we know beSt are human minds, it may 
be that there is an unavoidable degree of anthropo
morphism in anributing minds to any beings, finite 
or infinite, which are not human. BUI must anthropo
morphism lead to nonsense? The next essay 
will be an attempt ro explore the logical limits of 
anthropomorphism. 
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THE LIMITS O F ANTHROPOMORPHISM 

his masttr will the day tomorrow! - And 
what CIIn he nO( do here! - how do I do i(1 How am I 

10 anN '<:T 
Can only thOM: hope who can talk! Only lhose who 

have mastered the use of a language. That ill to $ay, the 
phenomena of hope art modes of this complicated form of 
life.' 

W ingenslein seems to me 10 gone wrong h ere. It 
is correct that the dog cannot believe that h is master 
will come the day after tomorrow; but the problem is 
not that the dog cannot hope, but that the dog has 
no mastery of the calendar. If the dog sees me putting 
meat and meal im o his bowl, and leaps excitedly up and 
d own, there is no reason to d eny that h e ho pes he is 
about to be fed. Animals can have simple hopes as they 
can have Simple beliefs. 

Frege's point , however, set!ms to be well taken and 
is capable of application to cases o ther than that o f 
number. An animal, lacking language, cannot h ave 
concepts co r responding to the logical constants (e.g. 
'not' and 'if ... then'). O f course an animal can tdl the 
d ifference between the state of affairs when it is raining 
and the state of affairs when it is nO!: raining; and an 
animal may know that if it does no t come when it 
is called , then it will be beaten. But it has no concept of 
anything in common to all the cases where we use 'not ' 

,.( h' orl ... ten . 

• Loo..·;, Wiugtn.stf:"in. PIIil<>s<ophical 1 ....... ;,.,lioru (Oxforo: 
Blad,w"JI, 195J). po 174. 
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TIlE U NKNOWN GOD 

Animals don't - if ..... e exclude the dubious cases of 
the highly trained chimpanzees - reason. The ground 
for saying that they do not reason is that they do not 
operate a system of symbols adequate fo r the giving 
and evaluation of reasons. Of course animals act for 
the sake of goals, and do one thing for the sake of 
another: but unless an animal has a language it cannOt 
act for a reason. A dog may scratch beneath a bush to 

get at a buried bone. His scratching manifests his desire 
to get at the bone, but there is nothing in his behaviour 
to express, over and above this, that he is scratching 
because he wants to get at the bone. Animals do not 
have, because they cannot give, reasons for action. 

This is not to deny that they make fine, purposive 
adjustments of behaviour. So do we when we ride a 
bicycle, but learning to keep one's balance on a bicycle 
is not a maner of reasoning. It is nOt JUSt that we do 
nOt run through syllogisms in our mind before we 
make minute changes to the angle of the handlebars: 
we hardly ever syllogize in that way even in our most 
reasoned behaviour. In most cases onc does not give 
reasons for one's action, to others or even to oneself: 
but if one's actions are reasoned act ions, one can give 
the reasons on request. This is not so in the case of the 
spontaneous movements we make to keep upright on 
twO wheels. 

If a rational animal is an animal capable of giving, 
having and acting upon reasons, then tradition is 
correct in 5aying that only humans are rational animals. 

Animals, I insisted earlier, are conscious beings. But 
we must make a d istinction between consciousness and 

10 















































PROBLEM OF EVIL AND A RGUMEI\'T FROM DESIGN 

in the world means that there has to be an extra
terrestrial fount of heat: what is special about good and 
evil? 

The argument from design turns on the fact that 
much of the good which is present in the world is 
present in the form of purpose. (I put on one liide the 
question whether there could be a world in which there 
was good but only accidental good; whether or not 
such a world is possible, ours is not such a world.) 
There are things which exist to serve purposes (e.g. 
organs with their distinct functions) and there are 
things which have purposes (e.g. animals with their 
characterist ic activities). 

I must avert a misunderstanding here: having a pur
pose does not involve, necessarily, knowledge or inten
tion of that purpose. Not all purposes of entities are 
conscious goals or projects of that entity. The activity 
of the spider has as its purpose the construction of 
the web, as the activity of the dog has as its purpose the 
retrieval of a bone; but the dog is conscious of 
the purpose as the spider is not. Not all purposeful 
actiom are intentional actions, and not all entities with 
purposes are entities that have ~n designed by those 
whose needs they serve. Whether or not my liver was 
designed by God, it was not designed by me. 

'Purpose', then, does not mean the same as 'design' . 
The argument from design aims to show that all pur
pose originates from design - but it does not assume 
this as if it was a tautOlogy. Design is purpose which 
derives from a conception of the good which fulfiLs the 
purpose. l( the conclusion of the argument from 
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FAITK PRIDE AND HUMILlIT 

sinfulness. Everyone, with respect to what is his own, 
should regard himself as less than his neighbour in 
respect of what there is of God in his neighbour. But, 
he goes on to say, 'Humility does nOt require that 
someone should regard less the gifts of God in himself 
than the gifts of God in others.' But whatever gifts an 
individual has received from God, he can find 
gifts that o thers have received and he has not; and when 
comparing himself with others those are the maners on 
which he should fix his mind. l 

This is no doubt sound advice; and yet I do not feel 
that St Thomas's account of the virtue is adequate. He 
does not explain how humility can involve placing 
others above oneself, and yet nOt deviate from a JUSt 
appreciation of one's gifts. He defines humility as 
the virtue that restrains the appetite from pursuing 
great thing.s beyond reason: It is the virtue that is the 
moderation of ambition - nOt its contradiction but its 
moderation. It is based on, though not identical with, a 
just appreciation of one's own defects. By an astonish_ 
ing piece of intellenuallegerdemain St Thomas makes 
it nOt only compatible with but a counterpart of the 
alleged Aristotelian virtue of magnanimity. Humility, 
he says, ensures that one's ambitions are based on a JUSt 

of de(<<t", m agnanimity that they are 
based on a just assessment of one's gifts.s 

To me it seems that Christian humility demands, and 

' Ibid., [Ja 161,.le. 
• Ibid .. [la [[ae 161, l e. 
I Ibid .. n a nae ]61 1, ad). 
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TWO AGNOSTIC POETS 

Descr ibing the ebb and fI()\\.' of the t ide in the English 
Channel (and, rather less plausibly, in the Aegean) 
Arnold says: 

The Sea of Faith 
Was once, too, lIthe foil, and round urth's shore 
Lay M'e the folds o f a bright girdle furl'd 
But now I only hear 
Its IQng, withdrawing roar, 
Retreating, to tht breath 
Of the night-wind, down \'3st edges drear 
And naked shingles of the .... ,orld. 

The believer, once buoyed up by the full tide of faith , 
can now, in In age of scepticism, only stub his bare toes 
on the dry hard pebbles of scientific fac t. 

'Dover Deach ' is widely believed to have been written 
on Arnold's honeymoon. Bm already another honey
moon poem strikes a different note. In 'Stanzas from 
the Grnnde Ch:mreuse', on the way to answering the 
question, '\Vhat am I, that I am here?' (namely, in the 
monastery), Arnold tells us that 'rigorous teachers 
seized my youth I And purg'd its faith and trimm'd its 
fire'. In visiting the Chartreuse, he insists, he is not 
denying the lessons he learned from those teachers. 
Rather he compares himself to a Greek looking at 
prehistoric Nordic ruins; a Greek, perhaps like the 
Sophodes of '[xwer Beach' who compared the tide to 
the ebb and flow of human misery. 

'Both were faiths, and both were gone', Arnold says. 
The two departed faiths are presumably twO Out of the 
three: Catholic monasticism, ancient O lympus, Nordic 
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TWO AGNOSTIC POETS 

Eat, drink, and die, for we are men deceived, 
Of all the creatures under heaven's wide cope 
We are most who had once most hopt 
We are most wretched that had. most believed 

Christ is not risen. 

But Clough , while thus dramatizing disbelief, was not 
at all certain that the critical and scientific scept icism 
of the age was the last word on the future of religion. 
See what he says in 'The New Sinai', a poem that 
Arnold praised, rather condescendingly, when it was 
first published in 1849: 

God spake it Out, 'I, God, am One'; 
lbe unheNing ages ran 

And baby-thoughts again, again 
Have dogged the growing man: 

And as of old from Sinai's top 
God said that God is Onc, 

By Science striCt so speau He now 
To tell us, There is None) 

Eanh goes by chemic forces; Heaven's 
A Mecanique Cdeste 

And heart and mind of human kind 
A watch_work as the rest! 

Is this a Voice, as was the Voice 
sptBkin8 told BbrQad, 

When thunder ptaled and mountain t=led 
The ancient truth of Godl 

Ah, not the Voice: 'tis but the cloud 
The outer darkness dense, 

'Where image none, nor e'er was seen 
Similitude o f sense. 
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TliE UNKNOWN GOD 

Now "'Dson is that faculty of the mind by which this 
deficiency is supplied; by which knowledge of things 
extrmal to u&, of beings, fact&, and event&, is attained 
beyond the range of srnse. It a5Crtlains for uS not natural 
things only, or immaterial only, or Pff:5ent only, or past or 
furu ff:; but, even if limited in ita JX"'..,r;", it is unlimited in its 
rang<' .. • It ",aches 10 the erub o f the uni""rst, and to the 
th rone of God beyond thrm; it brings us lmowledge, 
whrther clear o r unanain, still lrnowledgr. in whatever 
degree of perfrction, from e ... ery side; but, at the same time. 
with this characteristic that it obtllins it indirectly, not 
directly.~ 

Reason does not really perceive any thing; but is a 
facu lty of proceeding from things that are perceived 
to things which are not. It is the faculty of gaining 
knowledge upon grounds given; and its exercise lies in 
asserting one thing because of some o ther thing. When 
its exercise is conducted rightly, it leads to knowledge: 
when wrongly, to apparent knowledge, to opinion and 
error. l 

If this be reason, then faith, simply considered, is 
itself an exercise of reason, whether right o r wrong. 
For example: ' I assent to this doctrine as true, because I 
have been taught it '; or 'because persons whom I trust 
say it was once guaranteed by mirac.les.' It 'must be 
al lowed on all hands', says Newman, 'either that [faith I 
is illogical, or that the mind has some grounds which 
are not fully brought out when the process is thus 

• Ibid., Po \99. 
, Ibid . 
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lliE UNKNOWN GOD 

with prophecies of weather, judgemems of character, 
and even theories of the physical world. l

" 

However systematically we argue on any topic, there 
must ever be something assumed ultimately which is 
incapable of proof, and without which our conclusion 
will be as illogical as faith is apt to seem to men of the 
world. We trust our senses without proof; we rely 
implidtly on our memory, and that too in spite of its 
being obviously unstable and treacherous. We trust to 

memory for the truth of most o f our opinions; the 
grounds on which we hold them not being at a given 
moment all present to out minds: 

It may"" $lIid that without such assumption [ru, world 
could !lOt go on, troe, and in the $lime way the Church 
could n~ go on without Faith. Acqu~seence in te$timony, 
or in evidence not stronger dum tutimooy, is tru, only 
method, 50 fu a. we .,...,. by which the next world can be 
revealed [0 us." 

Moreover, the more precious a piece of knowledge 
is. the more subtle the evidence on which it is received, 

We are!lO constituted that if we insist upon being as sure as 
is conceivable, in every Step of our caurs... wc must be 
content toc~p along the ground, and can never soar. If we 
are intended for great ends. we are called to gmu ha~ards; 
and whereas we are given absolute cenainty in nothing, we 
must in all things c~ ~'~n doubt and inactivity. I' 

" Ibid ., po lOl. 
" Ibid. , pp. 206-7. 
" Ibid., po 208. 

132 





TIlE UNKNOW N GOD 

track ""hind him, and to teach an(){her. It is nOt tOO 
much to say that the stepping by which great gt:fliuSt:s seale 
the mountains for truth is as unsafe and precarious to 
men in general aa the ascem of a sk ilfu l moumaineer up a 
literal crag. It is a "'ay ,,-him they alone can take; and its 
justification tin in its succe$$. lO 

But how can one tell what is success in religious 
maners! On Newman's own account, there is a close 
similarity between faith and bigotry. In each case 
the grounds are conjectural, the issue is absolute 
acceptance of a certain message o r doctrine as divine. 
Faith 'starts from probability, yet it ends in peremptory 
statements, if so be, mysterious, o r at least beyond 
experience. It believes an informant amid doubt, yet 
accepts his information without doubt.' 

The University Sermons do not reaUy succeed in 
solving the problem, to which Newman returns in the 
Grammar: how is it that a proposition which is not, and 
cannOt be, demonstrated. which at the highest can only 
be proved to be truth-like. not true, nevertheless claims 
and receiVf'S our unqualified adhesion? 

Some philosophers. fo r example Locke, say that 
there can be no demonstrable truth in concrete matter, 
and therefore assent to a concrete proposition must 
be conditional. Probable reasoning can never lead to 
certitude. According to Locke. there are degrees of 
assent, and absolute assent has no legitimate exercise 
except as ratifying acts of intuition o r demonsn,ltion . 

., Ibid., pp. 252-3. 
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NEWMAN ON THE JUSTIFICATION OF FAITH 

gives, as the unerring mark of the love of truth, 
the not entertaining any proposition with greater 
assurnnce than the proofs it is built on will warrnnt. 
'Whoever goes beyond this measure of assent, it is 
plain, receives not truth in the love of it, loves not truth 
for truth-sake, but for some other by-end .• ll 

This doctrine of Locke's is one of Newman's main 
targets of attack. In The Developmenr of Doctrinell he 
says that the by-end may be the love of God. In the 
Grammar he claims chat Locke's thesis is insuffiCiently 
empirical, too idealistic. Locke calls men 'irrational and 
indefensible if (so to speak) they take to the water, 
instead of remaining under the narrow wings of his 
own arbitrnry theory. ' 

On Locke 's view, says Newman, assent would simply 
be a mere reduplication o r echo of inference. assent 
JUSt another name for inference. But in fact che two do 
not always go together: one may be strong and the 
o ther weak. We often assent when we have forgonen 
the reasons for our assent. Reasons may still SLocm 
strong, and yet we do nor any longer assent. Some
times assent is never given in spite of snong and con
vincing arguments, perhaps through prejudice, perhaps 
through tardiness. Arguments may be better or worse, 
but 3$Sent either cxist.$ or not- I.) 

Even in mathematics there is a difference between 

" John EJMJJ on Human UndmMMing, IV, P. 6_ 
U John Henry Newman, Th Dev./oj"""", of I)o.;:n-i"" (London: 

Sh.".d &. W.rd, 1960). Chapter 7. p 2. 
" N.-wman,q,pp. 11 0-12. 
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that the'" is an "x!ernal world; that it is a system with 
parts and a whole, a Wliv"r.;e carried on by laws; and that 
tM fumre is affected by the paSt. W" accept and hold 
with an unqualified assent, th3\ th" earth, considered as a 
phenomenon, is a globe; that all its regions see the sun by 
turns; that th"re a", \"ast tracts on it of land and ... -ater; that 
the", are existing cities on definite sites, which go by 
the o f London, Pari$, Aorence aoo Madrid. Wc a", 
sure that Paris or London, unless suddenly swallowed up 
by an earthquake o r burned to th" gt()uoo. is today JUSt 

what it was yesterday. when .... e left it .I ' 

Newman's favourite example of a firm belief on 
flimsy evidence is our conviction that Great Britain is 
an island. W e believe this because we have been so 
taught in our childhood, and it is so in all the maps. We 

have never heard it contradicted o r questioned; on the 
contrary, every person and every book we have come 
across took it fo r granted. 

Our "fIole national history. the t()utine tT'llnSllCtions and 
current events of the country, our !K>Cial and commercial 
system, OUr political relations with (o"'igners, imply il in 
one way o r another. Numberless facts, o r what .... e consider 
facts, rest OD the truth of it; no received fact ",sts on il5 
c . h· ., UClllg 01 erwtse ... ' 

Howl:"er, negative arguments and circumstantial 
evidence are not all, in such a matter, which we have a 
right to require. A higher kind of proof is possible: 

"' Ibid., po 11 7. 
" Ibid. 
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those who have circumnavigated the island have a 
right to bC" certain. But have we ever ourseh-es fallen in 
with anyone ""no has? Our conviction, considered 
from a logical point of view, is similar to the belief, so 
long and so wideJy entertained, that the earth was 
immovable, and the sun careered round it. Newman 
is not suggesting that our certitude about Great 
Britain's insularity is less than rational; he is only point
ing out that no satisfactory proof o f it could be 
analysed. IS 

Take another example. What are my grounds fo r 
thinking that I shall die! I am as certain of it IS that 
I now live; but on what evidence? People say there is a 
law o f death; but how many witnesses have told me 
their own experience of deaths, sufficient to establish a 
law! The most I can offer is a redlld'io ad ooswrdllm. Can 
I point to anyone who has H,'ed ZOO years! What has 
b«ome of past generations if they did nOt die! But this 
is a roundabout argument to a conclusion I already 
believe relentlessly. 

We laugh to scorn rhe idea lhat ... '" had no though 
we h,a''e no memory of Our binh; thal Wt &h.U TIt'\'\'r dtplln 
th Is life. though we cm Mve no experience of the 
thal ... ·e to 'l\ithoul food . though ... ·c hl''e ne\'\'r 
tried; thll I work! of men did no( Ih'e befol'e our time, or 
rhlt thll wo rk! has no hwory; that ha. been no rise 
Ind fall of no grn.t mm, no WlII'$, no ll:\'OIuliom. no 
In, no science. no literature, no ttligion. It 

If lbid" pp. 191- 2. 
" lbid" p.l!7. 
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In fact, Stephen maintained, what gives its inexpressible 
charm to mountaineering is the incessant series of 
exquisite natural scenes which are for the most parr 
enjoyed by the mountaineer alone. He describes in 
vivid detail the glory of the sunrise on the Alpine 
summits as it gradually presentS itself to the early 
morning climber ascending in the thin upper air. 

J might go on rKalling strangely impressive 
that frequently the traveller in the, waSte 

uPP"r world; but language is feeble ind.-M to convey even B 

pirruncring of what is to be seen. to those who ha,." not Sttn 
it for themselves, whilst to them it can be little mOre than 
a P"8 upon whkh to hang their own recollections. These 
glories, in which the mountain Spirit I'I:'Vffis himself to his 
troe wor.hipp"rs. are only IQ be gained by the appn'.>priate 
""""ice of climbing - at risk, though a very trifling 
rillk, if he is approa<::hed with due fonn and -
into the furrne.t recesses of hu shrines. And without xeing 
them, I maintain that t\(l man has .."ally Sttn Alps..J 

My topic in this essay i$ agnosticism, not mountaineer
ing, and the reader may be wondering when I am going 
to get around to it. The two topics are not uncon_ 
nected, for were links between the Victorian pas
sion for mountains and the Vlcwrian ambivalence 
about religion. Matthew Arnold used the mountain 
scenery of the Grande Chanreuse as the sening for the 
most famous poetical expression of the Victorian crisis 
of faith. The geologist's hammer which was no less 

' Ibid., po HO. 

160 





lliE UNKNOWN GOD 

the position most succinctly expressed in his essay, 
'An Agnostic 's Apology', published in the Fortnighrry 
and reprinted as the title essay of his collected essays 
on faith and scepticism in 1893,6 

In an earlier essay (p. 8). [drew a distinction between 
positive and negative atheism. A negative atheist is an 
a-theist or non_theisr in the sense of not being a theist 
or believer in the existence of God. But the negative 
atheist is not necessarily a positive atheist; she may 
lack not only a belief in the existence of God but also a 
belief in the non-existence of God. 

The distinction between positive and negative athe
ism is not one which is used by Stephen, though I think 
it is useful in charncterizing his own position. He avoids 
the ""'Ord 'atheist' as having 'a certain flavour as of the 
stake in this world and hell_fire in the next'. He regards 
the word 'agnostic' as representing an advance in the 
courtesies of controversy. In the terms we have JUSt set 
out. Stephen was a negative atheist; but in order to 
characterize accurately his position we need to make a 
further distinction within negative atheism. Those who 
I3cK the belief in God may do so either because they 
think that the statement 'God exists' is meaningful but 
uncertain, o r because they think that the sentence is 
not really meaningful at all. Thus, one of the most cele
brated nineteenth-cemury atheists, Charles Bradlaugh, 
expressed his own atheism thus: 'The Atheist does not 

• Lc.slit Stl:j)MI'I. An Agrwslic' j Apg/UO .. fIIlOff.e,- E.na,. (London: 
Smith & Elder, 189J). 
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takes us beyond our immediate environment to reach 
out to the ends of the universe and beyond. 

Newman's explanation of the relationship between 
faith and reason goes as follows. Faith is itself an 
exercise of reason, and in a sense it must be proved and 
justified by reason, hut it is not grounded on reason. It 
does nOt demand evidence as srrong as reason does, 
because it is swayed, and righdy swayed, by antecedent 
cOllJliderations. The great problem with faith is this: 
that it is an irrevocable assent given on grounds which 
are less than logically compelling. Newman's regular 
defence of the apparent irrationality of this is to insist 
that there are many Olher unconditional assents on 
evidence short of intuition and demonstration. We all 
believe without any doubt that we exist:; that we have 
an indiViduality and identity all our own; that we think, 
feel and act in the home of our own minds. We all 
believe that Great Britain is an island, and that each and 
everyone of us was born of human parents and will 
one day die. But the evidence we have in support of 
these beliefs is fa r from probative. 

Newman develops with great art the theme that faith 
is not the only exercise of the mind which, when critic
ally examined, appears unreasonable and yet is not so. 
The more a piece of knowledge is, the mon: 
subtle the evidence on which it is received. To illustrate 
this Newman uses a metaphor which would appeal to 
Stephen 

We are so constituted that if we insist upon being as sure as 
is conceivable, in every step of our course, must be 
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belief and perception of the divine Presence'. 11 Above 
all, a particular frame of mind is required. It is wrong 
to think oneself a judge of religious truth without 
preparation of heart. 

Gross eyes see not; heavy ears hear not. But in the schools 
of the world the ways towards Truth are considered high 
roads open to all men, however disposed, at all times. Truth 
is to be approached without homage. Everyone is 
sidered on a level with his neighbour; or rather, the powers 
of the intellect, acuteness, sagacity, subtlety and depth are 
thought the guides into Truth. Men consider that they have 
as full a right to discuss religious subjects, as if they were 
themselves religious. 12 

Stephen regards the gnostic's appeal to preparation 
of heart as being a subtle form of pride. Can the 
gnostic prove his dogmas? Have they any meaning? 

The Gnostics rejoice in their knowledge. Have they 
thing to tell us? They rebuke what they call the 'pride 
of reason' in the name of a still more exalted pride. The 
scientific reasoner is arrogant because he sets limits to the 
faculty in which he trusts, and denies the existence of any 
other faculty. They are humble because they dare to tread in 
the regions which he declares to be inaccessible. 13 

Divines say they intuit God; Stephen avows that he 
does not. 

11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Stephen, Agnostic's Apdogy, p. 20. 
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WITIOENSTEIN ON MIND AND METAPHYSICS 

given a perspicuous descrip[jon but as something 
interior and hidden: a kind of metaphysical clockwork 
or hardware which explains the functioning of mind 
and language. 

The kind of metaphysics that Wittgenstein syStem
atically attacks is the metaphysics which consists 
of grammar masquerading as science. One source of 
metaphysics is the philosopher's temptation to mimic 
the claims and methods of science. Metaphysics, in this 
sense, is a quasi physics, an imaginary physics elevated 
into something sublime and mysterious. The tendency 
to create this kind of metaphysics is well described 
in Philowphical InvesrigatiO"ns, where Wittgenstein is 
talking about ostensive definition: 

We do here what we do in a host of similar 
"""e cannot specify any bodily action which we call 
pointing to the shape (as opposed, for example, 10 the col_ 
our) we say duol a activity C()nesponds to 

When our language suggesu a body and there is none: 
there, we should like to say, is a lpiTil.' 

In allusion to this passage. we might caU this kind of 
metaphysics 'spirirualistic metaphysics'. The passage 
already cited in which Wingenstein describes the task 
of the philosopher as being to bring back words from 
their metaphysical usage itself comes in a section where 
Wingenstein has been talking about the tendency to 
think of the proposition as something sublime, to put 

'Ibid., 36. 

181 





WII IGENSTEIN ON MIND AND METAPHYSICS 

he himself believed that seeing M U to be explained by 
saying that the soul encountered an image in the pineal 
gland. This was a particularly 5triking version of what 
has been nicknamed ' the homunculus fallacy': the 
attempt to explain human experience and behaviour by 
posrulating a Iitde man within an ordinary man. 

We humans are always inclined to explain things 
we only imperfecd y understand in terms of the mOSt 
advanced technology of the age in which we live. & 
time passes and technology progresses, the tool or 
instrument which the manikin is fanded to control gets 
more and more sophisticated. Thus Plato thought that 
the soul in its relation to the body could be compared 
with a sailor in a boat or a charioteer holding the reins. 
Many centuries later, Coleridge said that what poets 
meant by the soul was 'a being inhabiting our body and 
playing upon it, like a musician enclosed in an organ 
whose keys were placed in .... 'Ilrds'.f More recently, the 
mind has been compared to a signalman pulling 
the signals in his signal-box, or the telephone operatOr 
dealing with the incoming and outgoing calls in the 
brain. Most recently. the boat. the chariot, the railroad 
and the telephone exchange have given way to the 
computer, so that the relation of the soul to the body is 
envisaged as that of the programmer who writes the 
software to the hardware which executes the program. 

What is wrong with the homunculus fallacy! In itself 
there is nothing misguided in speaking of images in 
the brain, if one means panerns in the brain which can 

'Samuel Tlylor Lemn. Vol. I (toe! . E. L.. Ori., OUP 
1955), P. 178. 

183 











THE UNKNOWN GOD 

Wittgenstein's treatment of the many.faceted 
illusion that understanding is a mental process is an 
example of his critique of spiritualistic metaphysics. 
He attacks metaphysics not by the blunt instrument 
of some posi tivistic verification principle but by the 
careful drawing of distinctions which enable him to 

disentangle the mixture of truism and nonsense in the 
metaphysician's concept of mind. 

Besides spiritualistic metaphysics, there is another 
kind of metaphysics to which Wittgenstein was 
implacably opposed. This is the view that there is a 
fundamenta l branch of philosophy which underlies 
and underpins the rest of philosophy and the rest of 
the sciences. We might call th is kind of metaphysics 
' foundationalist metaphysics'. Descartes, who was 
the arch.exponem of spiritualistic metaphysics, can 
also be taken as a spokesman for foundationalist 
metaphysics. 'The whole of philosophy', he wrote, 
'is like a tree. whose roots are metaphysics, whose 
trunk is physics, and whose branches are all the other 
sciences. · \0 Not only Descartes, but many other 
thinkers have seen philosophy as an ordered system; 
a system which could perhaps be most perspicuously 
displayed by being cast into axiomatic form, as Spino!a 
tried to do. 

Wittgenstein's Traaalus ll has reminded many people 
of Spino;a; but his later philosophy was the very 

,. AT. vm. p. J. 
" Ludwit; Witlll"rute;n. Tra"'u", L:l!:, • ..,..PI"lo.wphlCW (london: 

Routlw.g<c & ICtgan Pull . 1911). 
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was hostile to spiritualistic metaphysics and to founda_ 
tionalist metaphysics; but he was one of the most 
consummate practitioners of the dynamic metaphysics 
which is one strand of me Aristo telian tradition. This 
can be brought out, finally, by pointing to onc of the 
passages in which Wingenstein most explicitly rejects 
spirirualistic metaphysics. In this very passage \.\'e find 
mat, in the AristOtelian .sense, he gives a surprisingly 
metaphysical formulation of the relat ionship betv,:een 
soul and body: 'Only of what behaves like a human 
being can one say that it has pains. For one has to say it 
of a body, or if you like, of a soul which some body 
has. And how can a body hat'e a soul.'16 How striking, 
that a body's having a soul should seem more prob
lematic than a soul's having a body! 

I. W;tri" .... I, 283. 
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Thus he objected to Russell's claim. in h is book 
Problems of Philosoph:y,6 that philosophy has value. 
Wittgenstein. as Russell told Lady Ottoline Morren: 
'says people who like philosophy will pursue it and 
others won't, and there i$ an end of it' . 

Later in his philosophical career he seems TO have 
been of a different opinion: philosophy .should be 
something of spedal importance in life. Thus, to 
Norman Malcolm, who aT the beginning of the Second 
World War had made a rash generalization about 
national character, he said: 'What is the use of studying 
philosophy if all that it does for you is to enable you 
to talk with some plausibility about some ab$truse 
questions of logic, etc.. and if it does not improve your 
thinking about the important questions of everyday 
lifd' 

The purpose of this essay is to examine Wittgen
stein's view of the relationship between philosophy 
and life. Did he, at leaST during the greater part of his 
philosophical career. have a coherent vision here! 

There are three separate questions to be answered. 

1. What. in Wittgenstein's philosophy, is the role of 
the concept of life within philosophy itself? 

2. What. according to Wittgenstein. is the role of 
philosophy in ordinary life? 

3. Does philosophy - as some philosophers have 
thought - teach us the meaning of life! 

t Ru .... U. Probkm. a{ Philwoph, (LondOIl' o".(ord 
Uni>. ...... ity p,""" 1911). 
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presented in print until Philosophical Investigations^ was 
published pos thumously in 1953. 

It was a cont inuous theme, f r o m Wittgenstein 's 
earliest to his latest writings, that life was no t something 
which came within the purview of natural science. It 
remained at the boundary of science. But what 'life' 
means undergoes a change as his own life and 
phi losophy proceeds. In the earlier phi losophy it is the 
solipsistic life of the individual. In the more mature 
phi losophy it is the life of the h u m a n community. The 
inner life has been replaced by the outer life. The life of 
privacy is replaced by the life of society. 

This comes out in the not ion , so ubiqui tous in 
Wittgenstein's later philosophy, of language-games. 
A language-game is intimately connected, for Wittgen-
stein, with a fo rm of life. The purpose, indeed, of using 
the expression 'language-game' is to bring out that 
the speaking of a language is a par t of an activity or a 
f o r m of life. To imagine a language, Wittgenstein says, 
is to imagine a f o r m of life. To accept the rules of a 
language is to agree with others in a fo rm of life. 
The ultimate given in phi losophy is no t some basis of 
private experience: it is the fo rms of life within which 
we pursue our activities and thought . 

W h a t is a fo rm of life? I believe that this concept has 
of ten been misunders tood by commenta to rs on 
Wittgenstein. 

There is much talk nowadays of a 'way of life'. A 

^ Ludwig Wi t t gens t e in , Philosophical Investigations ( O x f o r d : 
Blackwell , 1953). 
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way of life is the kind of thing that used to be invoked 
to distinguish East and West. The differences between 
capitalism and communism, we were told, were 
differences in ways of life. We would not be justified in 
using nuclear weapons for any small item of policy, 
we used to be told, but we would be justified in using 
them to defend out way of life, i.e. to prevent us being 
taken over by communists, Fortunately. this is now a 
fonn of reasoning which has receded into the past. At 
all events, it is not what Wittgenstein means by 'form 
of life'. 

A way of life may mean, not a difference between 
tv.'O social systems, but a difference between twO kind5 
of career. A monic, for example, has a different way of 
life from that of a merchant banker. This kind of thing, 
too, is not what Wittgenstein means by 'fonn of life'. 

Besides 'ways of life' we hear much about lifestyles. 
Bohemianism is an alternative lifestyle to bourgeois 
existence; homosexuality is offered as an alternative 
lifestyle to the life of a family man or woman. This too 
is utterly different from what Wittgenstein meant by 
'form of Hfe'. 

The paradigm of a difference between forms of life is 
the difference between the life of two different species 
of animals - animals with different 'natural histories', 
to use an expression beloved by Wittgenstein. Lions 
have a different form of life from humans; that is why, 
if a lion could speak. we could not understand him. 

But there can be differences betv.een forms of life 
between human beings too, as G.H. von Wright 
has made dear from Wittgenstein's late work On 
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What are the problems of life? Two questions 
may come to mind. First, what shall I do with my life! 
Second, what is the meaning of life! Some people 
might Question whether these two questions are dis
tinct. If the only meaning to my life is a meaning I 
myself give to it then the two questions are the $ame; 
but that is not something which can be taken for 
granted. Some philosophers - some existentialists, fo r 
instance - have thought that a prerequisite for facing up 
to the fi rst question was a realization that there was no 
answer to the se<:ond. 

Wingenstein's position was different. It is true that 
he thought that the solution of the problem of life 
was to be found in the vanishing of the problem. But 
this did nOt mean that life was necessarily meaningless. 
What it meant was that nothing that one could say, 
whether as scientist o r as philosopher, could !taU' me 
meaning of life. If life has a meaning, it is something 
which cannOt be said but which must show itsel£ 

But what would be a meaningful life! Weget some idea 
of what a meaningless life is from an oft-quored letter 
which Wittgenstein wrote to his friend Engelmann. 

I had a tu k, did nol do il, and n<)W th" hilun is wrnidng 
my life I OUghl 10 have done something positive wilh my 
life, to have become a star in the 5ky. In8tead of which I 
nmll.inMi sruck in Ihe earth, and Il<JW I am gradually fadinJI 
out. M V life has nally become and so it con
sisus only o f futil" "pi.,oc!e$. 11 

" In Paul Engo:lmarm (cd.). /...en.., from u.J .... will! a 
MtrMM" (Oxford: Black"",n , 1967). Po 41 . 
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meaning, it is precisely as an end, a final end, of life. 
Win!jenstein described his father'sdeath as beautiful. as 
a death worth a whole life. Perhaps, indeed, the test of a 
good life was that it was one that issued in a good death. 

Did Wingenstein's own life match his ideal of the 
rel3tionship between philo.sophy and life! His letters 
and diaries constantly draw attention [Q the mismatch 
he felt between aspiration and execution, But if the 
criterion of a good life is that it leads to a welcome 
death, we must remember that Wittgenstein's last mes
sage to his friends on his deathbed was that his life had 
been wonderful. 

One of the papers in Witt!jenstein's NachlolS is a 
poem that he presented to a friend. It is not an easy 
poem to translate: but I offer the following as an Eng
lish version of it. 

Once true JO\'e's santed "eil about my head you cast 
Then every gesture of your hands, 
Each tender m<)\'emcnt of )"Our limbs, 
Does lea"e my soul bereft of sc:nse. 

Can you catch it .... hen it flutters! 
When each tiny gentle 
Traces deep down in my hean it marks. 

morning makes il$ bells to ring 
The gardener walks through his garden .... aIm 
Walking on riptot' on the earth he owns 
And every fl""'er awakes and wondering stares 
Up at that mining, tranquil face. 
Who was it. then, that wove around your (e<:t 
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