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Thinking about Religion  
through Wittgenstein
TA L A L  A S A D

abstract  This es say is an at tempt at think ing through Wittgenstein’s phi los o phy in or der to clar ify 
some as pects of what peo ple call “re li gion.” Central to it is an ex plo ra tion of the po lar ity be tween be lief 
and prac tice and an at tempt to reframe that po lar ity in terms of the mu tu ally interconnected pro cesses 
of be ing and learn ing. It seeks to ad dress the old ques tion of persuadability, of what makes for con vic
tion and ef fec tive cri tique, par tic u larly in re la tion to faith in God and in “an other world.” It then at tempts 
to ap ply Wittgenstein’s in sights to fun da men tal dis agree ments in the Is lamic tra di tion over the proper 
un der stand ing of ap par ently con tra dic tory rep re sen ta tions of God in the Qurʾan. Finally, it takes up the 
ques tion of what Wittgenstein called “the crav ing for gen er al i ty,” and thus the part ab strac tion plays in 
the pro gres sive thrust of our sec u lar, cap i tal ist form of life.

keywords  re li gious rea sons, tra di tion, prac tice, ab strac tion, the sec u lar

In what fol lows I try to think about re li gious tra di tion through Wittgenstein’s writ
ings. My aim is not to pro vide an ac count of his view of re li gion, and still less to 
make a con tri bu tion to an thro po log i cal the o ry. It is, in the most ba nal sense, an 
ex er cise in think ing. I turn to his phi los o phy to help me clar ify some ideas about 
what is called “re li gion” in En glish. I am not, of course, looking to con struct a uni
ver sal def  ni tion of that word. My us age of the word “re li gion” in this piece as well 
as in other writ ings as sumes that it is not al ways nec es sary to pro vide a def  ni tion 
in or der to make its mean ing com pre hen si ble be cause and to the ex tent that its 
gram mar al ready does that.1 Following Wittgenstein, I take it that the sense of par
tic u lar words shifts to gether with the prac tices of or di nary life.

I be gin with some re marks Wittgenstein made on an old an thro po log i cal clas
sic, Sir James Frazer’s The Golden Bough, be cause they con sti tute a piv otal mo ment 
in the de vel op ment of his later phil o soph i cal enquiries into the de pen dence of lan
guage and be ing on each oth er.2 What I have learned from read ing him is not only 
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the need for think ing about the lim i ta tion of lan guage in un der stand ing the world 
but also the dis so lu tion of lan guage into ev ery day be hav ior, where shared life goes 
on in ha bit ual ways. In speak ing of things done ha bit u al ly, I don’t mean that they 
are done mechanically. When a prac ticed pi a nist plays, thought fully and with feel
ing, a piece of mu sic she has mas tered with out hav ing to read the score, one can say 
that signs have dissolved into her hands. To say that is not to im ply that the ac tiv ity 
is mean ing less but that it is the re sult of prac tice that has even tu ated in an abil ity to 
act in a par tic u lar way. Embodiment is a gen eral state; abil ity is a po ten ti al i ty. And 
abil ity is al ways the abil ity to do a spe cifc thing that one has learned to do. In this 
con text, em bodi ment is nec es sary but not suf  cient, for at the cen ter of the hu man 
soul is the abil ity to learn to use lan guage.3

This, in ci den tal ly, is one of the main rea sons why I think Wittgenstein’s phi
los o phy is im por tant to an thro pol o gy, to an thro po log i cal at tempts at un der stand
ing un fa mil iar forms of life by means of par tic i pantob ser va tion: learn ing to do 
what oth ers do by at tend ing to what is said and what is not said be cause it is taken 
for granted—in short try ing to live like other hu man be ings—does not nec es sar ily 
re quire ac cess to their pri vate thoughts but to the abil ity to grasp a par tic u lar form 
of life and make it (how ever pro vi sion al ly) one’s own. In that sense, par tic i pant
obser va tion is not merely the dis tinc tive method of a par tic u lar ac a demic dis ci
pline but the es sence of all  learn ing.

Of course Wittgenstein rec og nizes that signs, and the mean ings of words, are 
cen tral to learn ing. My point is sim ply that he not only helps us see that looking 
for mean ings un der neath signs (whether in the form of writ ing, voice, or ges ture) 
is mis taken be cause mean ings are em bod ied in prac tice. He also makes us aware 
that to the ex tent that a form of life has been mas tered through prac tice—once the 
prac tice be comes part of the ev ery day, of an or di nary form of life—ex plicit signs 
may be come un nec es sary. Hence Wittgenstein of ers us a way of think ing about 
the prob lem of persuadability as an as pect of learn ing or relearning. He regards 
per sua sion not only as situated prac tice but al so, very im por tant ly, as a pro cess in 
time. However, that in tro duces an other prob lem with which it should not be con
fused. As Da vid Hume said long ago, cus tom and ha bit ual con junc tion per suade 
us to be lieve that cer tain things must be true.4 He was of course talking about the 
causes of be lief in or der to con trast it with its rea sons. But when Wittgenstein 
urges us to at tend to prac tices that are mas tered what emerges is nei ther the or i gin 
of be lief nor what truly val i dates it. What emerges is sim ply the for ma tion of the 
abil ity to live a dis tinc tive form of life. Wittgenstein doesn’t re ify “rea son.”

Religious con vic tion seems to me par a dig matic in our sec u lar un der stand
ing of per sua sion in gen er al, of our open ness or re sis tance to be ing moved away 
from ab sur dity and to ward the truth by the use of rea son. Following my brief 
ven ture into the ques tion of per sua sion in what fol lows, I try to ap ply some of 
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Wittgenstein’s in sights to a his tor i cal ar gu ment over re li gious words in which 
ap par ent con tra dic tions in the Qurʾan are responded to dif er ently within the 
Is lamic dis cur sive tra di tion. Although I deal sche mat i cally with the views of two 
categories that Orientalists have named “ra tio nal ists” and “tra di tion al ists” re spec
tive ly, I do so pri mar ily not as the views of par tic u lar his tor i cal per sons (al though 
I cite one of them at length) but as contrasting po si tions for the pur pose of ar gu
ment. I also want to stress that since I am deal ing here es sen tially with my tra di
tion, I am at once an thro pol o gist and in for mant, try ing not only to re port on some
thing to those who might be in ter ested in it, but also to ex plore and un der stand 
for my self what as pects of the Is lamic tra di tion might mean. The re sult is that I 
some times speak at once from in side and out side be cause the two po si tions can not 
al ways be kept apart—even if we think it de sir able as a mat ter of prin ci ple to do so.

So frst: Wittgenstein on James Frazer. Wittgenstein was deeply dis sat is fed 
with Frazer’s ex pla na tion of re li gious prac tice (rit u al) in terms of its sup posed or i
gin. What he fnds par tic u larly ob jec tion able is Frazer’s ex ten sion of judg ments 
of truth or fal si ty, of sense or non sense, from prop o si tions where such judg ments 
are ap pro pri ate to sit u a tions where they are not. Of course, er ror and de cep tion 
ex ist in ev ery as pect of life, but Wittgenstein’s main point is that re li gious prac tice 
isn’t nec es sar ily based on a the ory about the world; it is frst and fore most a way 
of be ing. His crit i cal read ing of Frazer marks a mo ment in the de vel op ment of his 
questioning of the way the world is imag ined es sen tially as a col lec tion of things 
and lan guage as es sen tially the means of representing them. Not only is lan guage 
not a thing aligned or misaligned with the world (“the to tal ity of facts”5) but it is 
part of the com plex, in de ter mi nate ways that hu mans in habit the world by forming 
and reforming their life.

Incidentally, Wittgenstein’s use of the con cept “form of life” doesn’t seem 
to me nec es sar ily to de note “an en tire cul ture.” It re fers to any dis tinc tive way in 
which hu man be ings speak, be have, think, and in ter act.6 To un der stand be hav
ior as a form of life is to un der stand how lan guage ar tic u lates, char ac ter izes, and 
shapes its hu man dis tinc tive ness. The main rea son why the trans la tion of con cepts 
from one lan guage into an other is oft en dif  cult and al ways in com plete is that lan
guage and life are in ex tri ca bly bound to geth er. Which is why I oft en re fer to the 
body that in hab its lan guage as “sen si ble” (stressing the liv ing body’s senses) or as 
“ensouled” (pointing to its po ten ti al i ty).

It was Bronislaw Malinowski who pro duced a new, highly fer tile con cept in 
an thro po log i cal dis cus sions about lan guage: “mythic char ter.”7 Myths, he pro
posed, were not child ish ac counts of the past but nar ra tives that func tioned as jus
ti f ca tions of so cial claims and in sti tu tions in the pres ent. This util i tar ian ap proach 
was sub se quently ex tended by an thro pol o gists to other nar ra tives in tribal so ci
e ties, such as ge ne al o gies. Ernest Gellner later po lem i cized that Wittgenstein’s 
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in stru men tal ist doc trine of mean ing (un der stood gen er ally as “don’t look for the 
mean ing, look at the use”) was not orig i nal to him but to Malinowski. There is no 
ev i dence that Wittgenstein knew of Malinowski’s work, but Gellner’s at tack shows 
how easy it is to vul gar ize Wittgenstein: the lat ter doesn’t sim ply ar gue that mean
ing is nec es sar ily de ter mined by use (thus gen er al iz ing Malinowski’s in ter pre ta tion 
of the mean ing of myth), but that the mul ti ple ways in which lan guage is used—
by sender and by re ceiv er—re quire us to in ves ti gate the com plex re la tion ships 
of dis course to life through the idea of “gram mar.” The dis tinc tion that seems to 
me cen tral to Wittgenstein’s work is be tween on the one hand words, phrases, and 
dis courses that are un fa mil iar or dif  cult to un der stand, and on the other those 
that re quire no ex pla na tion, no act of in ter pre ta tion, no sus pi cion, be cause their 
grammar—how they are inserted into life—has been mas tered. The lat ter re quires 
not merely a proper grasp of what is said but a mean ing ful re sponse to what is said.

For Wittgenstein the term “gram mar” has a much wider and more flex i ble 
sense than the con ven tional one deal ing with the prin ci ples of sen tence con struc
tion (tense, gen der, mood, syn tax, etc.), a sense that op poses gram mat i cal to fac
tual con cepts. This ex am ple of an ex ten sion of the com monly un der stood sense of 
“gram mar” to a newer one shows, in ci den tal ly, that for Wittgenstein the word, like 
all  words, doesn’t have a per ma nently fxed mean ing, that dif er ent oc ca sions of 
use may in volve high light ing dif er ent el e ments bound to gether tem po rar ily in the 
word by what he calls “fam ily re sem blances,” and that it is there fore an a log i cal rea
son ing (as op posed to de duc tive log ic) that fa cil i tates ex ten sions of mean ing—the 
in ven tion of new mean ings.

The word “mean ing” itself has a com plex gram mar as it ap pears in dif er ent 
do mains of life—hence the pos si bil ity of con fu sion when one at tempts to cre ate a 
the ory of mean ing or to pro vide a uni ver sal def  ni tion of it. For Wittgenstein there 
is no ab so lute prin ci ple for de ter min ing all  mean ings. It is gram mar that helps one 
un der stand the dif er ent ways words can or can’t make sense in par tic u lar forms of 
life. What is im por tant for Wittgenstein is not sim ply how “mean ing” is to be de ter
mined but whether and if so how some thing be comes in tel li gi ble—and us able—in 
given sit u a tions.

Thus in op po si tion to his ear lier view of lan guage in the Tractatus,8 in the 
Philosophical Investigations Wittgenstein pres ents the fg ure of a city that has grown 
un evenly over time, and is not only used but also inhabited, and ex pe ri enced, dif
fer ent ly.9 Of course words sig ni fy, but they also do in f nitely more.10 The anal ogy of 
lan guage as a city em pha sizes that phys i cal struc tures and words change in ac cor
dance with dif er ent pur poses as the cir cum stances of life (or of the grow ing city) 
change—and that like any liv ing city, lan guage is never com plete. Language is not 
a sin gle thing but an in de ter mi nate num ber of prac tices that emerge in dif er ent 
times and that serve grad u ally to shift the bound aries of pos si ble sense.
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This aware ness of con tin gency doesn’t mean, how ev er, that the con cept of 
es sence has no place in try ing to un der stand lan guage. On the con trary.11 “Essence 
is expressed by gram mar,” Wittgenstein writes. “Grammar tells what kind of ob ject 
any thing is.”12 And the ob jects expressed by gram mar aren’t only pal pa ble, bounded 
things, but also so cial ar range ments, moral judg ments, at ti tudes, feel ings, ac tions, 
and the con cepts by which they are known. Getting to know gram mar is learn ing 
the in tel li gi bil ity of words—of dis courses in worldly sit u a tions. It is to en gage with 
the world in and through lan guage even as a child learns to en gage with it and live 
in it. And with the child’s (and adult’s) al ways in com plete learn ing of lan guage, and 
through her em place ment in the tra di tion that tells her not sim ply that she is do ing 
some thing wrong or right but what it is she is do ing, the child ac quires not only the 
skill to use lan guage but also the “self ” that she de vel ops and modifes through life.

The self can not make itself be cause and to the ex tent that to con struct itself it 
must al ready be  able to con ceive its own pur poses. It is preexisting be ing (ensoul
ment) and not the in di vid ual self that makes the self. The re sources needed for 
mak ing the self are not only those avail  able to the in di vid ual ab  initio but those 
that pres ent them selves, some times am big u ous ly, in events. Which is also why the 
self is not nec es sar ily the one that knows itself best.13 The pre con di tion of the self 
is the po ten ti al ity of an ensouled body, the liv ing abil ity to act in ten tion ally in the 
in def  nite web of life, to have a world—a lan guage—to gether with oth ers (we, you, 
she, he, they) who are them selves per sons in pro cess of be ing made and re made.14 
This po ten ti al ity en ables the self to look back on her self in and through the mul ti
ple oc ca sions of her lan guage and tra di tion as a co her ent sto ry. But selfknowl edge 
can not rely sim ply on itself: there is al ways need for an other who can trace the pat
terns of its un con trolled de sires and ac tions.15 In our mod ern world, how ev er, the 
po ten ti al ity for selfde cep tion and will ful de struc tive ness we no lon ger wish to call 
“the soul.” There is no ob ject that can be called a soul, we say, be cause its ex is tence 
can’t be mea sured in de pen dently of the phys i o log i cal pro cesses of the body; the 
soul is merely a presci en tifc su per sti tion, or an ar chaic term used when count
ing per sons. Yet it is the soul that en ables the child to de velop a self, to learn—not 
sim ply what ex ists in the world but how one can (or can’t) live with hu mans and 
an i mals in it.16

Wittgenstein was not a be liever in a con ven tional sense of the word. And 
al though he was deeply concerned with the ques tion of cer tainty he did not deal 
di rectly with the am big u ous con cept of prob a bil ity (at once sub jec tive and ob jec
tive) that is so cen tral to our mod ern form of life.17 I am reminded here of a well
known say ing (hadīth) of the Prophet Muhammad that ac cepts dif er ent de grees of 
be lief/faith: “If any of you sees some thing rep re hen si ble, then let him stop it with 
his hand, and if he can not do that then with his tongue, and if he can not do that 
then in his heart—and that is the weakest kind of faith.”18 The word “faith/be lief ” 

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
f
r
o
m
 
h
t
t
p
:
/
/
d
u
p
.
s
i
l
v
e
r
c
h
a
i
r
.
c
o
m
/
c
r
i
t
i
c
a
l
-
t
i
m
e
s
/
a
r
t
i
c
l
e
-
p
d
f
/
3
/
3
/
4
0
3
/
1
5
4
2
6
5
6
/
4
0
3
a
s
a
d
.
p
d
f
 
b
y
 
g
u
e
s
t
 
o
n
 
2
4
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
2
4



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 3:3 |  D EC E M B E R 2020 |  408

(imān), on which I will have more to say lat er, may ap pear to re fer here to de grees 
of cer tainty about an ex ter nal world, but in fact it is used in a sense that is nei ther 
epis te mo log i cal nor ale a tory but dis po si tion al. Even “the weakest kind of be lief ” 
is presented nei ther as a de gree of be lief that lacks what could be regarded as ad e
quate ev i dence; nor as a sta ble fre quency in the hu man world. It is de scribed as 
weak be cause of the sub ject’s in abil ity to act to stop some thing he or she rec og nizes 
as wrong. But in this say ing it re mains a form of faith be cause the be liev er’s trust 
still ties him or her to the world in which he or she must try to live.19

So when Wittgenstein says, “I am not a re li gious man but I can’t help see ing 
ev ery prob lem from a re li gious point of view,” he is not confessing to a be lief in 
the mod ern sense of the word but re fer ring to a dis po si tion, a way of be ing in the 
world. If we take him se ri ous ly, his ex plo ra tions of gram mar, in clud ing the gram
mar of re li gious lan guagegames and re li gious forms of life, can be seen as rel e vant 
for both his phi los o phy and his own eth i cal life. Although he is in ter ested in how 
con cepts func tion in the think ing of an a lytic phi los o phers, what largely mo ti vates 
him is not sim ple phil o soph i cal cu ri os i ty. His life long con cern was to try to ex press 
and live according to the re quire ments of what he called “eth i cal val ues,” some thing 
he regarded as cen tral to re li gion but dif  cult to ad dress in the mod ern world.

Of course Wittgenstein was re spect ful of sci en tifc knowl edge al though he 
de plored the moral in flu ence that an ideology of sci ence had not only on phi los o
phy but also on all  mod ern life. Georg Henrik von Wright put it more pro voc a tive ly: 
“The meta phys ics which Wittgenstein is fght ing is thus not one rooted in the ol ogy 
but one rooted in sci ence. He is fght ing the ob scur ing in flu ence on think ing, not 
of the rel ics of a dead cul ture but of the hab its of a liv ing cul ture.”20 Of course, the 
“sci ence” al luded to by von Wright is an ideo log i cal con struct whose func tion is to 
le git i mize po lit i cal and eco nomic pol i cies as well as to con trol what it de f nes as 
“re li gion.”21 For sci ence is not a sin gle dis ci pline based on a dis tinc tive the ory and a 
sin gle method that en ables it, and it above all , to ac cess and rep re sent the truth: the 
modes of rea son ing and prac tice used in the sys tem atic ac cu mu la tion of knowl
edge in ocean og ra phy, cli ma tol o gy, ge ol o gy, health stud ies—not to men tion the 
“so cial sci ences”—are very dif er ent from those employed in as tro phys ics or sub
atomic phys ics. Besides, be cause “sci en tifc prob lems” and “tech no log i cal de vel op
ment” are closely interconnected, the di rec tion and tech niques of re search in each 
of these do mains are sig nif  cantly shaped by the re quire ments of gov ern men tal 
in sti tu tions and pri vate cor po ra tions, both of which eval u ate the sig nif  cance of 
the re search for their own pur poses and fund or de fund it ac cord ing ly. In other 
words, the sci ences are sub ject to dif er ent kinds of as sess ment, in ter ven tion, and 
di rec tion, both in ter nal and ex ter nal. There is no sin gle sci en tifc com mu nity that 
de cides on all  these mat ters, al though there are dif er ent sci en tifc pro jects. And 
in each case only those who have mas tered the prac tices of the rel e vant sci en tifc 
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pro ject, those who know what model is to be followed, ac quire the au thor ity to 
speak for it. The pop u lar view of “the sci en tist” as a fun da men tally de tached, crit
i cal seeker aft er truth is merely vul gar ideology.22 So it might per haps have made 
bet ter sense for von Wright to have said that Wittgenstein is fght ing the wor ship of 
“sci ence” as the su preme way to un der stand and deal with the world. It is pre cisely 
what Wittgenstein would call the gen er al iza tion or re if ca tion of “sci en tifc the o ry” 
that fa cil i tates its ideo log i cal func tion as the guar an tor of a sec u lar cul ture.

So a crit i cal as pect of Wittgenstein’s phi los o phy is the need to at tend to dif
fer ences and con ver gences be tween be ing and do ing that make up our forms of 
life: us ing and be ing used by lan guage (words can strike one phys i cal ly), express
ing and at tend ing to bodily move ment and sound, choos ing si lence and still ness 
over ver bal i za tion. But if we ac cept what his friend and stu dent Maurice O’Connor 
Drury de scribed as a strong “eth i cal de mand” in all  of his think ing, then what von 
Wright calls his fght against ob scu ran tism can be seen as a kind of mor alre li gious 
critique.23

Critique, Per sua sion, Obe di ence
The epis te mo log i cal as well as po lit i cal crit i cism of re li gion is es sen tial to the cred i
bil ity of sec u lar ism as an ideology. Critics point to the vir tual im pos si bil ity of prov
ing God’s ex is tence in the Age of Science, and con se quently ar gue for the re jec tion 
of re li gious au thor ity in po lit i cal and so cial mat ters that so eas ily leads to dis or der 
and vi o lence. In this view, re spon si ble crit i cism is seen as fun da men tally de pen
dent on the na tionstate’s sec u lar or der and the right to free speech (in clud ing the 
crit i cism of re li gion) guaranteed to its cit i zens, who in turn are expected to have 
sec u lar sen si bil i ties. But here I want to ask the ques tion as to whether cri tique is 
pos si ble in Wittgenstein’s phi los o phy, and if so then whether it is nec es sar ily sec
u lar in char ac ter.

Those who com plain that the im por tant task of po lit i cal crit i cism and epis te
mo log i cal cri tique can’t be rec on ciled with a phi los o phy that in sists it “leaves ev ery
thing as it was”24 also tend to cite Wittgenstein’s state ment, “We can only de scribe 
and say, hu man life is like that.”25 But in fact such state ments re mind us that ev ery 
pur pose must be gin with a de scrip tion, and that what we do, or think we do, when 
we de scribe is not al ways the same thing.26

If lan guage is rooted in ways of be ing and do ing, de scrip tion is not merely nec
es sary to cri tique; it may be cri tique. Take the gram mar of the con cept “cru el ty.” It 
usu ally implies an in di vid ual in ten tion to cause suf er ing. When that word is used 
to de scribe suf er ing inflicted in war (de scribed as col lat eral dam age) or in peace 
(for ex am ple, the in dus trial pro duc tion of meat), it is oft en thought to be in ap pro
pri ate be cause the suf er ing in such cases is not intended. However, a con cept of 
cru elty to which in ten tion is not es sen tial makes a new de scrip tion of re spon si bil ity 
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for suf er ing pos si ble. To shift one’s un der stand ing of re spon si bil i ty, one may have 
to rede scribe a form of life in an other way than the one gen er ally fa mil iar to us. 
We do, of course, have a gram mar for this word that doesn’t as sume intentionality—
as when a dis ease, such as Alzheimer’s, is said to be “cru el.” This us age shifts di rect 
at ten tion from per pe tra tor to suf er er, and thus in vokes—im plic it ly—the need for 
judg ing our forms of life and our needs. This sense of “cru el” no lon ger de pends on 
the no tion of a blame wor thy agent (some one to be punished) but on the ques tion 
of how we can ad dress hu man and an i mal pain in our form of life.

The pur pose of cri tique in or di nary life is to per suade an in ter loc u tor (if not 
also to rel ish his dis com fort or doubt) and to get him, in some sense, to be have 
dif er ent ly. Criticism is in trin sic to learn ing how to do some thing prop er ly. In our 
mod ern en thu si asm for cri tique based on sta tis ti cal mod els of ob jec tive knowl
edge (“sci ence”), we some times tend to for get that per sua sion works through or di
nary lan guage—prov erbs, jokes, an ec dotes, ex hor ta tion, prom ise, ap peal, sham
ing, in tim i da tion, en cour age ment, etc.—and thus through the force that or di nary 
lan guage car ries, as well as through the ap peal to the banalities of or di nary life 
shared by the one per suad ing and the one to be per suad ed. Ordinary lan guage is 
inserted into the var i ous mo tives for per suad ing and be ing per suad ed: the de sire 
to avoid harm and un pleas ant ness, to gain ad van tage, to please some one, or sim ply 
to do what is right, whether by sec u lar or by re li gious stan dards. Criticism thus 
is sues from a par tic u lar de scrip tion that in turn is framed in a par tic u lar tra di tion 
of thought and prac tice. It has var i ous pur poses that are not nec es sar ily emancipa
tory. But frst and fore most crit i cism is an ac tiv ity rooted in and di rected at what 
binds peo ple to their forms of life, not sim ply an ex pres sion of “ra tio nal ar gu ment.”

Alasdair MacIntyre, a thoughtpro vok ing phi los o pher from whose writ ings 
I have learned much over the years—and who him self was greatly influ enced by 
Wittgenstein—has put the mat ter this way: “All rea son ing takes place within the 
con text of some tra di tional mode of thought, transcending through crit i cism and 
in ven tion the lim i ta tions of what had hith erto been rea soned in that tra di tion; this 
is as true of mod ern phys ics as of me di e val log ic. Moreover when a tra di tion is in 
good or der it is al ways par tially con sti tuted by an ar gu ment about the goods the 
pur suit of which gives to that tra di tion its par tic u lar point and pur pose.”27 The only 
qual i f ca tion I would make to this state ment is that the no tion of “good or der” may 
itself be sub ject to dis pute—that while eth i cal selfcul ti va tion has by def  ni tion a 
tel e o log i cal struc ture, a dis cur sive tra di tion is at once openended and ex pres sive 
of an es sen tial ori en ta tion: when the world changes, tra di tion pro vi des the means 
by which “good or der” (not only our mode of thought but also our ways of act ing 
and liv ing) can be ar gued over and reformulated. In other words, while the learn
ing and mas tery of be hav ior do of course have point and pur pose, “good or der” is 
an ide al. When it is felt that things on the whole are not as they should be, there is a 
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gen eral sense that “good or der” needs to be re stored as an im ma nent ar range ment 
and ori en ta tion that gives sense to con stit u ent prac tices. So “good or der,” too, is 
em bed ded in its time, at once eter nal and con tin gent. As I see it, a dis cur sive tra
di tion is nei ther an iden ti tyde fn ing frame work (as against other tra di tions) nor a 
nos tal gic yearn ing for the past; it is an in sis tent pres ent, one that dis ci plines those 
who be long to it through a her i tage (a lan guage, an ac tiv i ty, a way of be ing).

Conversation and po lemic do take place across tra di tions, but they do not nec
es sar ily lead to the vic tory of “the more ra tio nal tra di tion.” Instead, they may lead 
in time to a more pro duc tive en gage ment with the con cep tual re sources of one’s 
own dis cur sive tra di tion in the light of crit i cisms made by an oth er. Good or der is 
not merely what gives tra di tion its point and pur pose (a thought); it is what a tra di
tion seeks to main tain (an ac tiv i ty). Precisely be cause and to the ex tent that a form 
of life is ar tic u lated as a tra di tion (ways of liv ing, and at tach ments be tween per
sons, that are passed on from one gen er a tion to an oth er) it is also a mode of inhab
iting un cer tainty and dis agree ment over what is “in side” and what is “out side.” 
Several tra di tions—es pe cially but not only those now known as “Abrahamic”—
may share a space of pos si bil i ty, re lat ing to one an other in ag o nis tic, op por tu nis
tic, and mu tually sup port ive ways. Rigid ex clu siv ity (“ei ther vic tory or death”) is 
the sign of what MacIntyre would call a mor i bund tra di tion, whereas a liv ing dis
cur sive tra di tion aims at mu tual in ter ro ga tion and con tin u ous learn ing. So where 
a crit i cism comes from may be less sig nif  cant than how it en gages with cur rent 
un derstanding—one’s own and that of oth ers—be cause that is what, in great part, 
de ter mines its per sua sive ness.

And yet MacIntyre in sists that there is a ra tio nal ba sis for choos ing be tween 
contending tra di tions—tra di tions that con front each other from “out side.” Citing 
Aquinas’s de bate with the fol low ers of the Mus lim Ar is to te lian phi los o pher Ibn 
Rushd, he ar gues that Tho mist Ar is to te lian ism pro vi des 

a stand point which suf ers from less in co her ence, is more com pre hen sive and more 
re source ful in one par tic u lar way. For among those re sources . . .  is an abil ity not only 
to iden tify lim i ta tions, de fects and er rors in the light of the stan dards of the op pos ing 
view itself, but also to ex plain in pre cise and de tailed terms what it is about the op pos
ing view which en gen ders just these par tic u lar lim i ta tions, de fects, and er rors and also 
what it is about the view which must de prive it of the re sources re quired for un der
stand ing, over com ing, and correcting them.28

This is an at trac tive ar gu ment (isn’t the lib eral be lief that “the bet ter ar gu ment 
al ways wins” part of its at trac tion?), but can’t I rea son ably claim that in time it may 
be pos si ble to over come or ex plain ap par ent de fects by returning to the re sources 
of my own tra di tion? In other words, while MacIntyre points to cri te ria for judg ing 
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the ra tio nal vul ner a bil ity of par tic u lar tra di tional be liefs, he doesn’t say when ar gu
ments based on those cri te ria be come de ci sive. Grasping the force of a crit i cism 
leveled at my en tire tra di tion from “out side,” my be ing per suaded by that crit i cism 
re quires a change not merely in my opin ions but more im por tantly in my re la tion
ships to those who help sus tain and give mean ing to my life—my rel a tives, friends, 
and neigh bors whom I value and trust, as well as the dead gen er a tions who have 
pro vided me with ide als, and the chil dren I am ed u cat ing for the fu ture. So what 
time am I allowed for con sul ting oth ers in my tra di tion, es pe cially those I regard 
as friendly (and there fore sup port ive) au thor i ties, or for my think ing more deeply 
about the ques tion and learn ing more about the prac ti cal im pli ca tions of abandon
ing my form of life? All the con se quences of accepting an ar gu ment for change do 
not emerge im me di ate ly, but when does waiting to see be fore one makes a f nal 
de ci sion be come unreasonably long? When does my re luc tance to be per suaded of 
an ar gu ment against my tra di tion change from be ing un rea son able to be ing ir ra
tio nal? Wittgenstein ob serves,

Giving grounds, how ev er, jus ti fy ing the ev i dence, comes to an end;—but the end is not 
cer tain prop o si tions’ strik ing us im me di ately as true, i.e. it is not a cer tain kind of see ing 
on our part; it is our act ing, which lies at the bot tom of the lan guagegame.

If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet false.29

In other words, un like be lief, ac tion takes time to hap pen; so if ac tion is at the cen
ter of the lan guagegame, how long does it take for per sua sion as an ac tion to fail 
to oc cur?30 When Rationality is brought in as a meth od, doesn’t di a logue col lapse?

If sur ren der to what is regarded as a su pe rior po si tion does oc cur im me di
ate ly, it is then ar gu  ably closer to what sec u lar ists con temp tu ously call a “re li gious 
con ver sion” than to a fully rea soned con clu sion, be cause the em brace or re jec tion 
of a tra di tion de pends es sen tially not on prop o si tions but on prac tices ex tend ed, 
taught, and grasped over time. It is achieved not by the sim ple the o ret i cal su pe ri
or ity of the crit ic’s dis course but by the sense it makes to the lis ten er’s life. Under
standing the gram mar of con cepts is a nec es sary part of the crit i cal as sess ment 
of par tic u lar ar gu ments but not nec es sar ily (“ra tio nal ly”) de ci sive. Persuadability 
as my ca pac ity for, or vul ner a bil ity to, be ing converted to an other opin ion—or to 
an other form of life at a par tic u lar mo ment (in this time of my life and the life of 
my tra di tion)—may also de pend on my will ing ness to de ceive my self in the crit
ic’s fa vor. Can I not, at any rate, evade the fun da men tal doubt that my ex ter nal 
critic seeks to plant in me by re fus ing a the o ret i cally man dated de fense and resort
ing in stead to the prac tice that has shaped me in my tra di tion? Can I not re fuse to 
speak in this mo ment in its de fense, and in stead re sume my or di nary life? And if I 
can, why is that “ir ra tio nal”?
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These worries, in ci den tal ly, have se ri ous im pli ca tions for un der stand ing 
the dif er ence be tween the tem po ral con straints in po lit i cal per sua sion and the 
time avail  able to per sua sion in an in ti mate, per sonal con text. The time needed to 
 de ter mine what the truth is, to eval u ate the “emo tional charge” of the words used, 
may be ex tended more eas ily in in ti mate sit u a tions than in mod ern elec toral pol
i tics.31 Which is per haps why it is easy for po lit i cal strat e gists to ma nip u late the 
un con scious pre dis po si tions of those they call (some what con temp tu ous ly) “per
suad ables.”32 To ma nip u late peo ple’s un con scious pre dis po si tions is not nec es sar ily 
to as sume the ex is tence of “the Unconscious” as a site of sym bolic lan guage that 
can be accessed from “out side” and trans lated semiotically—a pro cess that Witt
genstein, de spite his ad mi ra tion for Freud, was strongly crit i cal of.33 But ag o nis tic 
pol i tics, like anal y sis, does as sume the stra te gic de ploy ment of cri tique di rected at 
those who are to be per suad ed.

There is a con sid er able mod ern lit er a ture that seeks to dis tin guish crit i cism, 
in the sense of cen sure, from cri tique, in a sense de rived from Kant. Thus Judith 
Butler re fers to a dis tinc tion be tween the con cepts of crit i cism and cri tique as fol
lows: “Criticism usu ally takes an ob ject, and cri tique [reformulating the orig i nal 
Kantian sense] is concerned to iden tify the con di tions of pos si bil ity un der which a 
do main of ob jects ap pears.”34 The for mer may be seen as the ren der ing of a (mor al) 
judg ment and the lat ter as a prac tice by which the as sump tions that make an ob ject 
re al, or an ar gu ment cred i ble, are revealed. What in ter ests me here, how ev er, is 
not the de lin ea tion of two dif er ent con cepts but the ques tion of how a com plex 
vo cab u lary, with partly overlapping senses (Wittgenstein’s “fam ily re sem blances”) 
and dif er ent kinds of feel ing, works to per suade—in life as in lit er a ture. Thus, 
while Raymond Williams con sid ers lit er ary crit i cism (he doesn’t use the term “cri
tique”) to be infected with the ideology of “good taste,” and sug ests that a more 
con struc tive con cep tion of crit i cism would be to regard it as a prac tice rather 
than a judg ment, I am prompted to re spond: when a lit er ary crit i cism’s ob ject 
of en gage ment (nov el, play, ep ic) in volves the recounting of par tic u lar hu man 
con se quences of (mis)judg ments made in the course of a life, it may as sist the 
reader in iden ti fy ing par tic u lar as pects of the story and thus de vel op ing his or 
her ca pac ity for moral think ing. For an alert reader or mem ber of a play’s au di
ence, this does not nec es sar ily mean fol low ing the crit ic’s prod ding about “good 
taste,” but it may in volve both judg ment and prac tice (to judge is not equiv a lent 
to be ing judg men tal).

Im man uel Kant sought to un der mine the il lu sions of meta phys ics by ar gu
ing about the lim its of rea son and the epis te mo log i cal pos si bil i ties these lim its 
entailed (“cri tique”). But isn’t the Enlightenment prin ci ple that “ma tu ri ty” re quires 
one to “think for one self,” to re fuse all  au thor i ty, also an in stance of cen sure? It is 
not with out sig nif  cance that the Ger man word Kritik, as used through out Kant’s 
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Kritik der reinen Vernunft, has had to be ren dered in En glish trans la tion (Critique of 
Pure Reason) some times as crit i cism and some times as cri tique. Is that be cause the 
trans la tor thought more clearly than Kant? Hardly. “Our age,” so goes a fa mous pas
sage, “is in es pe cial de gree, the age of crit i cism, and to crit i cism [Kritik] ev ery thing 
must sub mit. Religion through its sanc ti ty, and lawgiv ing through its maj es ty, may 
seek to ex empt them selves from it. But they then awaken just sus pi cion, and can
not claim the sin cere re spect which rea son ac cords only to that which has been 
 able to sus tain the test of free and open ex am i na tion.”35 To deny the right to hold 
on to some thing es sen tially be cause it is rooted in the hab its and com mit ments of 
or di nary life rather than sub mit ting it con tin u ously to the crit i cism of hy pos ta
tized rea son (“con tin u ous ly” be cause once may not be enough) is to sug est that 
crit i cism as cen sure and epis te mol ogy as prac tice should not even tu ally be kept 
sep a rate. They are to gether em bed ded in a form of life.

Kant’s motto for the Enlightenment—Sapere aude! (“Dare to know!”)—is also 
a ba sic ideal that justifes mod ern gov ern ment sur veil lance, for pur poses of so cial 
wel fare as well as of po lit i cal con trol. Johann Georg Hamann, Kant’s con tem po
rary and ac quain tance, trans lated this fa mous slo gan as Noli admirari! (“Marvel 
not!”), which he mod i fed from the Biblical ex pres sion Nil admirari (“to mar vel at 
noth ing”).36 To be ready to crit i cize ev ery thing, says Hamann, is to at tack all  that 
is valu able, all  that is de serv ing of ad mi ra tion (in clud ing, one might add, the slo
gan Sapere aude!). For Hamann it was al ways the moral style of en gage ment that 
was par a mount. To de mand that “to crit i cism ev ery thing must sub mit” is al ready 
to de mand that the frst step to de feat be tak en. Criticism may be en tirely jus ti fed 
and cri tique may yield in valu able re sults, yet it may not per suade if the re sult is 
dis par age ment. That may not mat ter, of course, if the pri mary aim is to hu mil i ate 
prior to forc ing out the truth—which is the aim, aft er all , of tor ture that can be jus
ti fed by some highminded lib eral prin ci ple. But per sua sion works best when the 
lan guage of power is not used in confronting the one to be per suad ed.

When Kant stip u lated what he con sid ered the con cep tual pre con di tions mak
ing knowl edge of what ex ists pos si ble, he ar gued that go ing be yond the lim its 
de fned by these pre con di tions was to en ter the do main of the un know able. Subse
quent phi los o phers crit i cized him for attempting in this way to place epis te mo log
i cal lim its on what could be thought, be cause the very dis tinc tion be tween know
able things and things not know able im plied that one would know when one was 
ac tu ally en coun ter ing the lat ter—and there fore (par a dox i cal ly) one would have 
some knowl edge of what was said to be un know able. This par a dox about the lim its 
of thought is taken up by Wittgenstein in the pref ace to Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 
where he in tro duces the idea (later elab o rat ed) that the lim its of thought are not 
epis te mo log i cal but gram mat i cal37—al though the word “gram mat i cal” as a way of 
trac ing the lim its of mean ing ful lin guis tic us age has not yet appeared in the Trac-
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tatus. He would later ar gue ex plic itly that it is the gram mar of “lan guagegames” 
em bed ded in forms of life that de fne the lim its of sense and ren der some of the 
things phi los o phers say about the world to be non sen si cal or par a dox i cal.

Although Wittgenstein seems to hold that there is no po si tion ex ter nal to lan
guage for discussing what lan guage rep re sents he is not com mit ted to the view 
that what can’t be represented doesn’t ex ist. His main claim, as I un der stand it, 
is that one can not ar tic u late any thoughts out side of lan guage and that the term 
“non sense” applies to lin guis tic prac tices, in clud ing the lan guage of math e mat ics.38 
(Nonsense does not, of course, al ways call merely for dis miss al: it may pro voke fur
ther thought resulting in a valu able out come.)

In math e mat ics, con ven tional ab stract signs in di cat ing pro ce dures to be per
formed (e. g., +, ÷), and sym bols stand ing for un spec i fed quan ti ties (e. g., x, y) are 
in te gral to the lan guages of sci ence and tech nol o gy, to un der stand ing “the nat u ral 
world” through ma nip u la tion and con trol—and hu man be ings as part of na ture. 
For Wittgenstein math e mat ics doesn’t sim ply rep re sent some thing about the 
world that hu man be ings have dis cov ered; it con sists of a de vel op ing body of tech
niques that have been cre ated and uni fed for par tic u lar hu man pur poses.39 That 
doesn’t mean, of course, that he regarded num bers as merely prod ucts of mind. 
As a trained en gi neer, he knew that they were cru cial to the res o lu tion of prac ti cal 
prob lems not only in the mak ing of ma chines but also in the mak ing and re mak
ing of so cial ar range ments. But one wellknown par a dox i cal con se quence of the cen
tral ity of math e mat ics to prac ti cal knowl edge has been that while clas si cal sci ence 
as sumes a de ter min ist world, hu man be ings (and the na tion states they live in) are 
be lieved to be freely act ing. The shift to un cer tainty in rel a tively re cent de vel op ments 
in sci en tifc think ing—a con cept given a lawlike char ac ter through prob a bil ity the o
ry—helps to re solve this par a dox,40 so that the in creas ing do min ion of chance is seen 
to en large the space of hu man con trol of the “so cial” and “nat u ral” worlds.

In Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein tries to show how the lim its of 
sense are con sti tuted by the gram mar of con cepts, by how con cepts (in clud ing 
math e mat i cal con cepts) are ac tu ally used in a form of life. But when the gram mar 
of con cepts is trans lated as dis cur sive tra di tion—as the openended pass ing on 
of be hav ior and styles of ar gu ment in which lan guage and life across gen er a tions 
are intertwined—tem po ral ity be comes es sen tial to the ways mean ing is made and 
un made, where “in side” and “out side” are not per ma nently fxed, be cause the dis
tinc tion has to do with what is taken for granted only in and for a par tic u lar time.41 
This is why for Wittgenstein “ex ter nal” crit i cism is pos si ble. And why the very pro
cess of ar gu ment can be said to con sist of a se ries of trans la tions: “You said . . .  and 
that means,” and “No, what I meant . . .”

Wittgenstein’s point that ar gu ments draw their plau si bil ity from a “sys tem” of 
state ments and at ti tudes that one has learned, and not from an in dis put able ax iom 
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or foun da tion, is oft en quoted but some times mis un der stood. “All test ing, all  con
fr ma tion and disconfrmation of a hy poth e sis,” he writes, “takes place al ready 
within a sys tem. And this sys tem is not a more or less ar bi trary and doubt ful point 
of de par ture for all  our ar gu ments: no, it be longs to the es sence of what we call 
an ar gu ment. The sys tem is not so much the point of de par ture, as the el e ment in 
which ar gu ments have their life.”42 But is “sys tem” (the Ger man word Wittgenstein 
em ploys is the same) quite the right word here? In its rigid sense, it doesn’t ft com
fort ably with Wittgenstein’s idea that rea son ing draws on dif er ent pur poses, feel
ings, con di tions in life, and mean ings of words that may over lap with one an other 
and shift over time—el e ments by which the point we are try ing to make be comes 
per sua sive to par tic u lar au di ences at par tic u lar times and places. Wouldn’t a term 
in di cat ing that cir cum stances are un evenly and con tin gently bound to gether (like 
“web” or “net work,” say) be more ap pro pri ate to the point Wittgenstein is mak ing 
than “sys tem”?43 But there is of course an im por tant sense in which a spon ta ne
ous whole is nec es sary to its parts and vice ver sa. So long as we don’t think of this 
ar range ment as per ma nently fxed, the use of “sys tem” here makes sense. (This 
returns us to the idea of a tra di tion’s “good or der” that I discussed above.)

Ambiguity in or di nary lan guage, an ev erpres ent source of lin guis tic cre a tiv
ity as well as mis un der stand ing, also un der mines the no tion of a per ma nent “sys
tem.” While am bi gu ity is gen er ally un der stood as un cer tainty about what an orig i
nal word, phrase, or pas sage was intended to mean, the orig i nal in ten tion may not 
nec es sar ily be a pri mary con cern in eval u at ing it. Ambiguity may re flect con tra
dic tory mo tives in the reader or hearer and the use he wants to make of what he 
reads or hears. In any case the doer is rarely the f nal au thor ity in de ter min ing what 
she has done: the lan guage through which she acts is not hers alone. So al though 
ev ery thing can’t yield in re sponse to crit i cism at the same time, bound aries of the 
net work within which ar gu ments take place do them selves change according to the 
pur poses in hand. There are “count less dif er ent kinds of use of what we call ‘sym
bols,’ ‘words,’ ‘sen tences.’ And this mul ti plic ity is not some thing fxed, given once 
for all ; but new types of lan guage, new lan guagegames, as we may say, come into 
ex is tence, and oth ers be come ob so lete and for got ten.”44 To be plau si ble an ar gu
ment must there fore res o nate with dif er ent el e ments in the net work, with the 
same word used dif er ent ly, and pos si bly am big u ous ly, in or di nary life.

To sec u lar ists the no tion of fol low ing a re li gious rule con veys the sense of 
an ar bi trary com mand ing power op posed to rea son and of re li gious obe di ence in 
or di nary life as ir ra tio nal be cause pro pelled by emo tion. But can’t re li gious obe
di ence be rec og nized as an in te gral part of the rea son of or di nary life? Wittgen
stein ar gues that the temp ta tion to regard the mean ing of a par tic u lar prac tice as 
be ing “governed” by a rule leads us to think of the rule as caus a tive in re la tion to 
the in stances where it is “obeyed,” but that the gram mar of a rule is more com pli
cated than this. Thus while the mean ing of a word can be grasped in an in stant, its 
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use according to a ver bally stated rule can not be cause that re quires rec og ni tion of 
the same prac tice be ing re peated into an in def  nite fu ture. “But we un der stand the 
mean ing of the word when we hear or say it; we grasp it in a flash, and what we 
grasp in this way is surely some thing dif er ent from the ‘use’ which is ex tended in 
time!”45 To the ex tent that there is a par a dox here, it comes frst from the ques tion 
of how we es tab lish “the same” (an a log i cal rea son ing is cen tral here). Second, it 
comes from the fact that we think of mean ing as a pri vate (purely men tal) thing, 
and so we think of the mean ing of a rule as at once im me di ately ap par ent to con
scious ness and at the same time ex tended in def  nitely into an un known fu ture. 
But Wittgenstein then points out, “ ‘obey ing a rule’ is a prac tice. And to think one is 
obey ing a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not pos si ble to obey a rule ‘pri vate ly’: 
oth er wise think ing one was obey ing a rule would be the same thing as obey ing 
it.”46 The point is not that obey ing a rule can not in any sense be as so ci ated with the 
mind. It is that the rule and its ap pli ca tion are one, that the “au thor i ty” of a rule 
is not sep a ra ble from “obe di ence” to it or from the shared life that embodies it. 
When rule and ap pli ca tion are one, the ten den cy—on the part of both be liev ers 
and nonbe liev ers—to ex plain “re li gious” au thor ity in caus a tive terms can be seen 
to be spe cious. Once again: the per sua sive ness of a par tic u lar crit i cism is rooted in 
a par tic u lar form of life.47

The idea that the mean ing of a stated rule nec es sar ily de pends on how it is 
interpreted, that in ter pre ta tion fxes the mean ing of the rule, is mis tak en, says 
Wittgenstein, be cause in ter pre ta tion re quires cri te ria of its own for how a proper 
in ter pre ta tion of “in ter pre ta tion” is to be car ried out—and that leads to an infnite 
re gress (that is, by what cri te ria is some thing to be interpreted? How are the cri te
ria them selves to be interpreted?). One con se quence of this con fu sion is that a con
sid er able range of dif er ent acts can be made to ac cord with a given rule through 
in ter pre ta tion—and this is a wellknown source of dis agree ment and bit ter dis
pute in a dis cur sive tra di tion un der go ing pres sure to change. Wittgenstein chal
lenges the claim that the au thor ity of the rule is its or i gin—that the or i gin is the 
au thor i ty. Our con fu sion is root ed, he says, pre cisely in sep a rat ing “a rule” from 
its prac tice, re ify ing it, and then re gard ing the rule as the foun da tion of what the 
prac tice means:

It can be seen that there is a mis un der stand ing here from the mere fact that in the course 
of our ar gu ment we give one in ter pre ta tion aft er an oth er; as if each one con tented us at 
least for a mo ment, un til we thought of yet an other stand ing be hind it. What this shews 
is that there is a way of grasp ing the rule which is not an in ter pre ta tion, but which is 
exhibited in what we call “obey ing the rule” and “go ing against it” in ac tual cases.

Hence there is an in cli na tion to say: ev ery ac tion according to the rule is an in ter
pre ta tion. But we ought to re strict the term “in ter pre ta tion” to the sub sti tu tion of one 
ex pres sion of the rule for an oth er.48
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Strictly speak ing, one shouldn’t speak of fol low ing a rule as a se quence of events 
(a state ment of the rule followed by obe di ence to it) but of the ac tiv ity itself that 
expresses the prac ti tion er’s grasp of the rule.

Wittgenstein’s ac count of rulefol low ing may help one to un der stand the 
gram mar of the mod ern con cept of “eth ics” that he linked with “re li gion.” Kant saw 
mo ral ity as legislating rules for one self, and thus the moral per son as split into two, 
at once the free leg is la tor and the one bound by leg is la tion.49 In each case, “mo ral
i ty” in our mod ern form of life is thought of as fol low ing rules, and a prac tice is 
eval u ated “mor al ly” as sound or de fec tive according to a rule. But his ap proach sug
gests that one should ar gue not that “moral rules” have now been de tached from 
their re li gious source, and in this way be come sec u lar ized, but that the emer gence 
of a freely choos ing agent in our mod ern form of life calls for the re con struc tion 
of a mod ern form of eth ics expressed in the gram mar of “rights” and “ob li ga tions,” 
where both be long to the free and yet re spon si ble agent: eth ics is now a mat ter of 
judg ing freely to act according to rules that are rooted in con sci ence.50 John Caputo 
puts the mat ter well:

If an ob li ga tion is “mine” it is not be cause it be longs to me but be cause I be long to it. 
Obligation is not one more thing I com pre hend and want to do, but some thing that 
in ter venes and dis rupts the sphere of what the I wants. . . .  I do not know what if any 
hid den forces I obey when I give heed to this oth er ness, by what forces I am bound over. 
Is it the voice or face of God? Or the deep mo men tum of a net work of laws em bed ded 
in the “tra di tion,” of what is handed down to me by the ages? Or by some still darker 
law of the un con scious, some blind re pressed event that keeps re peat ing itself on me? 
Or even some evo lu tion ary sur vival mech a nism aimed at keep ing the spe cies go ing? I 
can not say.51

In other words, the force of ob li ga tion here is rooted not in rules but in a form of 
life that obliges what one can or can not do.

Interpreting the Qurʾan? Or Listening to It?
What hap pens if the mem bers of a par tic u lar re li gious tra di tion come to see se ri
ous con tra dic tions or ab sur di ties in di vine dis course? One con cern of be liev ers is 
that a col lapse of faith will fol low: if one is not to aban don the tra di tion al to gether 
one must fnd ways of trans lat ing what ap pears to be ab surd or con tra dic tory 
into some thing that isn’t. In the Is lamic tra di tion—as in some other tra di tions—
philoso phers have attempted to re solve scrip tural par a dox by her me neu tic de vices 
in or der to fore stall or over come cor ro sive doubt.52

Western schol ars of Is lamic thought oft en cat e go rize me di e val Mus lim phi
los o phers and theo lo gians who give pre ce dence to rea soned spec u la tion of the 
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mean ing of scrip tural lan guage (such as Muʿtazilites) as “ra tio nal ists,” and those 
who in sist on the im mu ta ble value of ev ery word (such as Hanbalites) as “tra di tion
al ists.” The lat ter tend to for bid spec u la tive in ter pre ta tion of the Qurʾan and are 
there fore said to be lit er al ists. But I want to pose a ques tion that pre cedes this clas
si f ca tion: What con sti tutes a faith ful at ti tude to the Qurʾan? Alternatively: How is 
di vine rev e la tion rec og nized—or doubted?

The Qurʾan con tains ap par ent con tra dic tions in its words about God: On the 
one hand there are ep i thets, phys i cal and psy cho log i cal (God has a face and hands, 
and he expresses an ger, com pas sion, etc.) that are usu ally at trib uted to hu man 
be ings. This seems to im ply that God is a mag ni fed hu man be ing with un lim ited 
pow ers and un fath om able emo tions. On the other hand there is the fa mous chap ter 
of the Qurʾan known as al-ikhlās that re jects God’s representability: “(1) Say: He is 
God the in di vis i ble, (2) God the time less, (3) He is nei ther cause nor is he caused, (4) 
and there is noth ing at all  like him.”53 Representation has a dual sense: mak ing a vis
i ble sign stand for some thing or some one, and speak ing au thor i ta tively for an oth er. 
According to tra di tion al ists, God can not be represented in ei ther sense. And if he 
can not be de fn i tively represented, there can not be con tra dic tory rep re sen ta tions of 
him in Qurʾanic dis course. (In Is lamic the ol ogy there is a term for the elim i na tion of 
all  an thro po mor phic el e ments from the con cep tion of God: tanzīh all āh.)54

Rationalists fnd them selves com pelled to re solve ap par ent con tra dic tions in 
the Qurʾan by treating the lan guage in which they ap pear as met a phor i cal. For phi
los o phers such as alRāzi, the ba sic op po si tion here is be tween rea son (ʿaql) and 
rev e la tion (naql)—or more pre cise ly, be tween the foun da tion pro vided by ab stract 
rea son on the one hand and un ques tion ing obe di ence on the oth er. The use of naql 
to re fer to the act of “un ques tion ing obe di ence” as op posed to ʿaql—“crit i cal in tel
li gence”—is typ i cally part of phil o soph i cal dis course; the more com mon us age of 
the term naql, how ev er, re fers to trans fer ence, im i ta tion, tra di tion. The fol low ers of 
tra di tion re spond that since God him self de clares his rev e la tion to be “clear of any 
ob scu ri ty” (al-kitāb al-mubīn), his words should be un der stood in the way he has 
uttered them and not in the way some schol ars think he must have meant them. 
The fa mous Hanbalite ju rist and theo lo gian Ibn Taymiyya crit i cizes pro po nents of 
the the ory of Qurʾanic met a phor (majāz). The word majāz, he notes, ap pears quite 
late in the his tory of Qurʾanic com men tary—frst used by Abu ʿUbayda—and that 
even then it did not have a fg u ra tive sense (according to which one mean ing is 
substituted for an oth er) but sim ply meant the per fect way in which Qurʾanic verse 
expresses what it does.55 In other words, Ibn Taymiyya implies that the use of majāz 
in the sense of met a phor has no tra di tional au thor ity in Qurʾanic ex e ge sis since it 
does not ap pear in the ear li est years of Is lamic prac tice and doc trine that be gin with 
the Prophet and his com pan ions. So both “ra tio nal ists” and “tra di tion al ists” dif er in 
their at ti tude to met a phor. But what does the idea of met a phor ac tu ally do?
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Despite much mod ern the o riz ing on the sub ject, the no tion of met a phor is not 
al ways clear. Wittgenstein has an in ter est ing take on the mat ter:

Only if you have learnt to cal cu late—on pa per or out loud—can you be made to grasp, 
by means of this con cept, what cal cu lat ing in the head is.

The sec ond ary sense is not a ‘met a phor i cal’ sense. If I say “For me the vowel e is 
yel low” I do not mean: “yel low” in a met a phor i cal sense,—for I could not ex press what 
I want to say in any other way than by means of the idea “yel low.”56

Thus Wittgenstein makes his point in two ways: frst, that what has been learned 
can be come the ba sis for mak ing sense of sub se quent ex pe ri ence, and sec ond, that 
if some thing can not be expressed in any way other than the way it is used, then it 
must be ac cepted as such, and not regarded as a col or ful sub sti tute for the pri mary 
sense. So Wittgenstein’s dis tinc tion be tween “pri ma ry” and “sec ond ary” senses of 
a word does not map onto “lit er al” and “met a phor i cal” but in di cates a prac ti cal pro
cess of learn ing. When a se quence of us ages make a par tic u lar con cept into the 
nec es sary means of grasp ing an oth er, the for mer con cept may be said to be pri
mary and the lat ter, sec ond ary.57 That is not quite the same as the al ter na tives usu
ally de scribed as “lit er al” and “met a phor i cal.” Since the Qurʾanic verse is expressed 
in “the best and only way pos si ble,” as all  faith ful Mus lims be lieve, there can be 
no dis tinc tion be tween al ter na tive mean ings, and so no rea son for the ex e gete to 
in vent met a phor i cal mean ings in place of lit eral ones.58

This applies, in ci den tal ly, not only to the Qurʾanic ep i thets al ready men tioned 
but also to the qual i ties of di vine per fec tion known as the nine tynine “beau ti
ful names of God” (asmāʾ all āh al-husna, a phrase that ap pears sev eral times in the 
Qurʾan),59 names mem o rized as a fa mil iar part of tra di tional Is lamic for ma tion. 
The fact that these are ep i thets of God pro duced by God implies that they have a 
tran scen dent force not as prop o si tions that call for co her ent ev i dence, but as ut ter
ances enacting the change and de vel op ment of hu man char ac ter.

Incidentally, al though al-ʿadl (“jus tice, hon es ty, equal i ty”) is listed among the 
“beau ti ful names of God,” it does not ap pear in the Qurʾan as a di vine ep i thet. Per
haps this is be cause the gram mar of “jus tice” in di cates that the con cept can be 
used with ref er ence only to the be hav ior of hu man be ings to ward one an oth er, 
not to the re la tion be tween cre a tor and cre a tion. Al-ʿadl applies to hu mans pre
cisely be cause only hu mans can be un just. From the fact that God can not be un just, 
it fol lows that the con cept of jus tice can’t be used gram mat i cally of his ac tions 
in the way it is used to de scribe hu man ac tions. Compassion (rahma) by con trast 
is sim ply the abil ity to em pa thize with a suf er ing be ing—whether an i mal or 
hu man—and hence does ap pear many times in the Qurʾan as a di vine ep i thet 
(al-rahmān).
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But there is more at stake than a quar rel about how to re de fne terms that 
ap pear con tra dic to ry. Traditionalists do not re ject rea son ing; what they re ject is 
the no tion that the Qurʾan must be an ob ject of an ab stract fac ulty called “rea son” 
in or der to make sense. Ibn Taymiyya puts it this way: “All com mu ni ties of schol ars 
who spe cial ize in the o ret i cal knowl edge and the writ ing of trea tises (ahl al-ʿulūm 
wa-l-maqālāt), all  peo ple who en gage in trade and crafts (ahl al-aʿmāl wa-s-sināʿāt), 
know what they need to know and de ter mine the kinds of knowl edge and prac tice 
that con cern them with out talking about def  ni tions.”60 That is to say, learn ing to 
prac tice a par tic u lar form of life is prior to the of er ing of def  ni tions or re def  ni
tions; one can un der stand and en act what is re quired in one’s form of life per fectly 
well with out resorting to def  ni tions. The rea son ing used by tra di tion al ists con sists 
of a prac ti cal re sponse to rev e la tion as heard. To the ex tent that their form of life is 
rooted in a di vinely guided tra di tion, they rec og nize that if the Qurʾan is fun da men
tally addressed by gen eral cri te ria used in interpreting any text what so ev er, then its 
mean ing can be ar gued over, and con se quently its au thor ity as rev e la tion evap o
rates.61 In other words: For ra tio nal ists the ex is tence of hu man ep i thets at trib uted 
to God is a sign of con tra dic tions be tween signs, a theo log i cal scan dal that calls for 
a the o ret i cal ex pla na tion and de fense of God’s word. For tra di tion al ists the ep i thets 
are not rep re sen ta tions but an es sen tial means of re lat ing to di vin i ty. Not only do 
the hu man pas sions of se cu rity (amāna), loy al ty, in teg ri ty, and faith ful ness give the 
hu man re la tions of friend ship and love their ev ery day strength, they also pro vide 
the means of grasp ing and build ing on re la tions with the di vine, through the for
ma tion of vir tu ous char ac ter.

Unlike ra tio nal ists, tra di tion al ists are not scan dal ized by what ap pear to be 
con tra dic tions. They seek to build on trust as a pre dis po si tion to ward the di vine 
voice they hear in rec i ta tion.62 After all , the Is lamic creed (shahāda, “wit ness”) does 
not say, “I be lieve in One God” but “I tes ti fy that there is no other god but the unique 
God and I tes tify that Muhammad is his mes sen ger.” It is not, in other words, sim
ply an af r ma tion of con vic tion (al though it is that too) but a dec la ra tion made to a 
com mu ni ty, of ab so lute faith and trust in God, and con se quently of a com mit ment 
to fol low a par tic u lar form of life.

Of course, trust or faith (ʾimān) in God is shared by ra tio nal ists and tra di tion
al ists alike—in fact, it is im por tant not to re ify the two as per ma nently fxed and 
mu tu ally ex clu sive—but the con cept does have a dif er ent va lence for each side.63 
For ra tio nal ists, what are ex pe ri enced es sen tially as con tra dic tions in the mean ing 
of di vine dis course may prompt an im me di ate de sire to re solve them by in ter pre
ta tion; for tra di tion al ists the mul ti ple ep i thets are grasped as pas sional means for 
articulating and shap ing one’s life in un con di tional sur ren der to God (Islām). So 
ra tio nal ists see con tra dic tions es sen tially as an in tel lec tual prob lem whereas tra
di tion al ists meet ap par ent in con gru i ties as the dis pa rate means to ward a di vinely 
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ordained form of life—by hear ing God’s word and re cit ing it.64 In the tra di tion al ist 
ap proach to di vine dis course, how ev er, God is regarded both as nonrep re sent able 
(be cause he tran scends the abil ity of hu mans to grasp him) and as the sub ject of 
at tri butes that bind his cre a tion to him (be cause, as the Qurʾan says: “We are closer 
to him than his jug u lar vein”).65

The wellknown skep ti cal ar gu ment about the qual i ties that al leg edly de fne 
God is this: If God is ab so lute good ness and all pow er ful, why does he al low evil to 
ex ist in the world? It is some times claimed in de fense that what hu mans rec og nize 
as evil God per mits as a means to his end and not as an end in itself, and what he 
aims at is some thing hu mans can not know and can not there fore la bel “evil.” But I 
won’t spec u late along these lines, just as faith ful Mus lims rarely do in their or di
nary lives. Instead I give an ac count of a meet ing in a hos pi tal nearly sixty years ago 
that I still re mem ber viv id ly.

After my frst pe riod of feld work among the no madic Kababish in the Sudan, 
some time in the midsixties, I vis ited a Kabbashi friend who was dy ing of di a be
tes in a Khartoum hos pi tal aft er a long and pain ful ill ness. “What is this, Oh Faki 
Abdullahi?” I said, af ect ing a cheer ful, some what joc u lar tone. He lay qui etly on 
his bed and even tu ally re plied: “This is the will of God (hādhā irādat all āh).” He was 
anx ious about leav ing his lit tle daugh ter of eight un pro tect ed, but oth er wise there 
was no trace in his voice or ges ture of any thing other than ac cep tance. I had heard 
him use these words sev eral times in a ba nal way when he was well. For my friend, 
the ex pres sion didn’t sig nify an ob ject of pos si ble knowl edge or spec u la tion. It was 
sim ply a rev er en tial ex pres sion of trust (what Wittgenstein would call an “avow al”), 
a mun dane part of his form of life, and of death as in te gral to it. My point is merely 
that for tra di tion al ists such ap par ent con tra dic tions (God is AllMerciful, and yet 
I am dy ing from a pain ful and fa tal dis ease) are not to be re solved by re sorting to 
phil o soph i cal re sources—by one set of words be ing trans lated into an oth er—but 
by words expressing a par tic u lar form of life. They are pre sen ta tions not rep re
sen ta tions: God’s unique ut ter ances is sue at once from his indescribability and his 
in ti ma cy. Like “in jus tice,” “evil” can not ap ply to God as an agent—this is, as Witt
genstein would say, a gram mat i cal state ment. If, tra di tion al ists say, we don’t al ways 
un der stand God’s selfde scrip tions, it is be cause we can never see him facetoface, 
and we can’t de fn i tively trans late his words into words hu mans pro duce. For the 
Qurʾan says, “If all  the sea were ink for my Sustainer’s words, the sea would in deed 
be exhausted ere my Sustainer’s words are exhausted. And [thus it would be] if we 
were to add to it sea upon sea.”66 So what the faith ful can do is not to try and trans
late his words into other words (to in ter pret ap par ent con tra dic tions away) but to 
awaken the ensouled body into prac tic ing a form of life in sub mis sion to him.

The tra di tion al ists, in short, do not see the Qurʾan as sim ply presenting them 
with conflicting state ments about God, but as God speak ing to hu man be ings in 
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dif er ent hu man times and dif er ent hu man ways—ways that are im pos si ble to 
grasp fully in hu man lan guage but that hu mans can, nev er the less, re spond to. The 
Qurʾan is nei ther a phys i cal text (mushaf) nor a mere vo cal i za tion (tajwīd); it is God 
speak ing and his au di ence hear ing. References to his at tri butes, like the dec la ra tion 
of God’s unrepresentability, are di vine de mands for cul ti vat ing Godcon scious ness 
(taqwa),67 a form of life to which the vir tue of dreadawerev er ence (rahab) of God 
is cen tral.68 (Dreadawerev er ence can be di rected not only at a par tic u lar per son 
but—as Pascal once reminded us—at the infnite vast ness of space, the in sig ni f
cance of hu man be ings in it.)69

What is ul ti mately be ing addressed in the Qurʾan is what I want to re fer to as 
the ensouled body. The dis ci plin ary mo dal ity of the lan guage, the re peated ex er
cise of a vir tue, height ens and shapes not sim ply the wor ship per’s body but her 
abil ity to sense and act as a faith ful Mus lim be fore God in the world. According to 
the Qurʾanic view, the more one ex er cises a vir tue the eas i er—the less de lib er ately 
in ten tion al—it be comes. Conversely, the more one gives in to vi cious be hav ior, the 
harder it is to act vir tu ous ly. Hence the ex pres sion re peated in the Qurʾan to the 
ef ect that God “seals the hearts” of stub born sin ners and of “those who re fuse to 
hear.” The pun ish ment for re peated per pe tra tion of cor rup tion is to be the sort of 
per son one is: un able to dis tin guish vir tue from vice. The as sump tion that un der
lies this per spec tive is that hu man be ings can not es cape the mold ing ef ect of 
re pet i tive wick ed ness. The Qurʾan de f nes the re sult of re peated wick ed ness es sen
tially as the in abil ity to know right from wrong: when those who per pe trate cor
rup tion on earth are told to cease, they say they are peace mak ers, but they are in 
fact per pe tra tors of cor rup tion who are no lon ger aware of the dif er ence be tween 
cor rup tion and its op po site.70 To mas ter the use of a par tic u lar gram mar, to in habit 
a par tic u lar form of life, is to be a par tic u lar kind of per son, in clud ing one to whom 
vir tue is in trin sic: mas tery is its own re ward.71 A vir tu ous per son is one to whom a 
par tic u lar kind of be hav ior “comes nat u ral ly.”

Ibn Taymiyya cites a wellknown pro phetic say ing (hadīth): “Modest be hav
ior and sense of shame (al-hayāʾ)72 is an of shoot (shuʿba) of faith.”73 That is to say, 
faith is nei ther sim ply ex ter nal be hav ior nor merely a state of mind; be hav ior and 
mind are to gether in cor po rated in faith. Faith is not sim ply a con se quence of pas
sive con di tion ing; it is what shapes and sus tains vir tu ous hu man life. “Perhaps,” 
Wittgenstein writes in one of his notes,

one could “con vince some one that God ex ists” by means of a cer tain kind of up bring
ing, by shap ing his life in such and such a way.

Life can ed u cate one to a be lief in God. And ex pe ri ences too are what bring this 
about; but I don’t mean vi sions and other forms of sense ex pe ri ence which show us the 
“ex is tence of this be ing,” but, e. g., suf er ings of var i ous sorts. These nei ther show us 
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God in the way a sense im pres sion shows us an ob ject, nor do they give rise to con jec
tures about him. Experiences, thoughts—life can force this con cept on us.74

A cor  ol lary of that is that loss of faith in God may be the re sult not of ra tio nal ar gu
ment but of gla cial shifts in the form of life that ren der an older lan guage in creas
ingly mean ing less.

Ibn Taymiyya attacked those who maintained that the es sen tial mean ing of 
faith was in ter nal as sent or ver i f ca tion (tasdīq), not the per for mance of right ful 
ac tions (aʿmāl), and that there fore all  ref er ences to the need for prac ti cal ac tion 
must be taken as merely fg u ra tive.75 If be lief, says Ibn Taymiyya, were to be taken 
only by what was in the heart of an other and never by what was expressed in his 
be hav ior, how could one ever iden tify an en emy if all  one knew about him was his 
hos tile ac tion?76 Ibn Taymiyya’s ar gu ment is pre cisely that be lief as an in ner state 
is never suf  cient in the mat ter of faith (ʾimān), that it is not al ways nec es sary to 
know what was in an oth er’s heart in or der to know how to act to ward them. Inner 
con vic tion and outer be hav ior are oft en sep a ra ble but for faith nei ther is suf  cient 
in itself. (To think one is fol low ing a rule is not, as Wittgenstein put it, the same 
thing as fol low ing the rule.) One con se quence of this is that Ibn Taymiyya ex plic itly 
re jects the doc trine of de ter min ism and pre des ti na tion, par tic u larly as ex em pli
fed by the me di e val sects known as Qarmatians and Jahmites,77 insisting against 
them that how one lived in this world was es sen tial to one’s faith and there fore to 
how one would be judged aft er death. In other words, learn ing and prac tic ing the 
Is lamic tra di tion—in clud ing how to think, to feel, to talk, and to be have—are nec
es sary for ac quir ing and strength en ing ʾimān.

The point of view of socalled tra di tion al ists, there fore, is that ab stract re flec
tion on and the o ret i cally in spired trans la tion of Qurʾanic ex pres sions regarded as 
a prob lem can be mis lead ing if trans la tion—the sub sti tu tion of one set of words 
for an oth er—is taken as the es sen tial way of re ceiv ing the mean ing of the orig i
nal (the stron ger term Ibn Taymiyya uses for her me neu tics is mubtadiʿ, “he ret i cal 
in no va tion”). Discursive tra di tion pre sup poses the mas tery of the gram mars that 
con sti tute or di nary life. While tra di tion may in volve the mak ing of new mean ings, 
tra di tion al ists do not puz zle over mean ings in the Qurʾan but try to re spond to its 
de mand for a spe cifc form of life as they learn it in the tra di tion.

The Shariʿa is a tra di tion centrally concerned with vir tu ous prac tice in so cial 
re la tions, not with phil o soph i cal spec u la tion or the ol o gy. Unlike the Qurʾan, the 
Shariʿa is a prod uct of hu man en deav or, and there fore li a ble to er ror and in need 
of re new al. Its ba sic ori en ta tion to Qurʾanic lan guage is rooted in a com mu nity 
that shares and passes on lan guagelinked prac tices. The Shariʿa is not, as sec u
lar ac counts typ i cally have it, a syn the sis of mo ral ity (based on fol low ing di vinely 
au tho rized rules) and law (the Qurʾan ac tu ally has very few rules and pre scrip tions, 
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es pe cially when com pared with the Old Testament) brought to gether in a prim
i tive the ol o gy; it is a tra di tion that seeks to pro mote and reg u late vir tues ori ented 
to ward God, that aims pri mar ily at un der stand ing (fiqh) rather than at log i cal rea son
ing (istintāj mantiqiyyan). It is nei ther, strictly speak ing, what in mo der nity is called 
“mo ral i ty” nor pos i tive law.78 The fun da men tal au thor i ties of the Shariʿa to whom the 
learned in that tra di tion look be gin with the Qurʾan, then move to the say ings and 
prac tices of the Prophet (hadīth) as con veyed by the con sen sus of the faith ful (ijmāʿ), 
and when these do not pro vide a sat is fac tory an swer, there is an a log i cal rea son ing 
(qiyās). They also in clude the cus tom ary prac tices of a rightly guided com mu nity (ʿurf 
or ʿāda), that is to say ac cept able cus toms as ob jects of an on go ing con ver sa tion about 
the past in the con text of a shifting pres ent. The Shariʿa is not fully thisworldly sim
ply be cause it is “law,” nor would I use the term “sec u lar” to de scribe the wellknown 
sharʿī cat e gory of “neu tral be hav ior” (mubāh, or jāʾiz), sim ply be cause it re lates to 
be hav ior that falls out side the four categories of “for bid den,” “disapproved,” “man da
to ry,” “recommended”—that is, the four categories of be hav ior governed by ex plicit 
di vine sanc tions that some would there fore regard as “re li gious law.”79 In short, the 
Shariʿa is a tra di tion that seeks to guide a worldly com mu nity in ac cor dance with 
God’s word, and it must al ways be kept in what MacIntyre calls “good or der.”

To re peat, for “tra di tion al ists” the Qurʾan is not a text that ad dresses God’s ex is
tence as a prob lem re quir ing a so lu tion: it is a de mand for a prac ti cal en gage ment 
with an es sen tially in de scrib able force, an en gage ment that includes the com plex 
pas sion of dreadawerev er ence, by which one’s form of life is ori ented and deep
ened.80 Because death awaits ev ery one of us at the end of life (death is in te gral to 
life), it helps the liv ing to de fne what that life is and to mark the fact that the liv ing 
sub ject can not know what lies “be yond.”

Ibn Taymiyya cites a pro phetic say ing (hadīth) to the ef ect that “dīn [a com plex 
word for which ‘re li gion’ will some times do, but which here means ‘that which one 
is owed,’ ‘obe di ence,’ ‘that with which one serves God’]81 con sists of three lev els: 
the highest of them is al-ihsān [the cul ti va tion of prac ti cal vir tues], the mid dle is al-
ʾimān [faith or trust as their foun da tion], and fol low ing it is al-islām [com plete sub
mis sion to God].”82 Faith on the part of the sub ject includes a will ing ness to fo cus 
on uttering, re peat ing, and in ter nal iz ing Qurʾanic lan guage in a way that helps her 
to move fur ther into an align ment with God. Expressions of rev er enceaweter ror 
bind sub ject to ob ject but with out fus ing the two. It was pre cisely the spec u la tive 
Suf doc trine that God and his cre a tion are one (wahdat al-wujūd) that Ibn Taymiyya 
force fully rejected: to posit the fu sion of sub ject and ob ject not only denies the 
in de pen dent char ac ter of the force/power that grasps hu man life from “out side,” 
it also removes con cep tu ally the tran scen dent ideal to ward which the faith ful can 
and should as pire but can never com pletely suc ceed in em body ing. Conversely, 
the as sump tion held by sec u lar crit ics of re li gion that wor ship per and worshipped 
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must cor re spond to com pletely sep a rate iden ti ties makes pos si ble the claim that 
since God does not ex ist, the be liev er’s “de sire for God” is no more than a de sire for 
a non ex is tent per son, and his or her dreadawerev er ence is merely the ex pres sion 
of an emo tion di rected at noth ing.

One might adapt an anal ogy from an other tra di tion: al though there is no pic ture 
of God in the Qurʾan (and hence, no ico nog ra phy in Is lam), its lan guage is iconic in 
the sense of hav ing no fxed lo cal i ty, no sin gle per spec tive to which it is bound, and 
yet hav ing an in de scrib able force. One can not see God but one can sense him. The 
lan guage does not rep re sent some thing that it re sem bles (as in the Peircean sense 
of icon) but pres ents prac ti cal pos si bil i ties.83 For the faith ful in di vid u al, God re veals 
him self di rectly in his speech. God is not a sub ject in de pen dent of his speech but the 
di vine in ten tion of his words is em bed ded in the re cep tion of the faith ful.84 When 
prac tices ini ti ated by his dis course come to con sti tute a faith ful form of life, they 
re quire no in ter pre ta tion; what they do re quire is time. There is there fore no call, 
Ibn Taymiyya says, for theo lo gians and phi los o phers to in ter pret what God re ally 
means by his speech (by trans lat ing his words into other signs), or to tell us what he 
is re ally like, since the words of God alone have the au thor ity to tell us such things.

Concluding Thoughts
Wittgenstein, al though born and bap tized a Cath o lic, was not “re li gious,” and yet 
he has a more pro voc a tive un der stand ing of what be ing a be liever might en tail 
than have many apol o gists and crit ics. Thus he writes,

Chris tian ity is not based on a his tor i cal truth; rath er, it of ers us a (his tor i cal) nar ra tive 
and says: now be lieve! But not be lieve this nar ra tive with the be lief ap pro pri ate to a his
tor i cal nar ra tive, rath er: be lieve, through thick and thin, which you can do only as the 
re sult of a life. Here you have a nar ra tive, don’t take the same at ti tude to it as you take to other 
his tor i cal nar ra tives! Make a quite dif er ent place in your life for it.—There is noth ing 
par a dox i cal about that! . . .  Queer as it sounds: The his tor i cal ac counts in the Gospels 
might, his tor i cally speak ing, be de mon stra bly false and yet be lief would lose noth ing 
by this: not, how ev er, be cause it con cerns “uni ver sal truths of rea son”! Rather be cause 
his tor i cal proof (the his tor i cal proofgame) is ir rel e vant to be lief. This mes sage (the 
Gospels) is seized on by men believingly (i.e. lov ing ly). That is the cer tainty char ac ter iz
ing this par tic u lar ac cep tanceastrue, not some thing else. A be liev er’s re la tion to these 
nar ra tives is nei ther the re la tion to his tor i cal truth (prob a bil i ty) nor yet that to a the ory 
consisting of “truths of rea son.” There is such a thing.—(We have quite dif er ent at ti
tudes even to dif er ent spe cies of what we call fc tion!).85

The cru cial point that Wittgenstein makes here is nei ther that the ap par ent con
tra dic tions and ab sur di ties in scrip tural ac counts should be ig nored, nor that they 
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should be re solved by re sort to her me neu tics, but that they re quire a par tic u lar 
mode of re sponse, a par tic u lar place in the life of the lis ten er/read er. To say that 
The Brothers Karamazov is ab surd be cause Je sus did not return to be tried by the 
in quis i tor, and so it is not worth be liev ing, is to mis use the novel fun da men tal ly. 
This skep ti cal ap proach not only makes his tory the only re cord of pos si ble hap
pen ings; it makes his to ri og ra phy the f nal ar bi ter of rea son able be lief. It misses the 
pro found feel ing that read ing the novel ac tu ally pro duces, and the con vic tion of 
the truth of the nov el. It is to as sume (as the Tractatus largely as sumed) that truth 
can be reached only by the ster il i za tion of lan guage,86 by a neu tral ren der ing of the 
“re al” mean ing of what is done and recorded.

Learning to rec og nize and ne go ti ate the world in and through the mul ti ple 
pos si bil i ties and de mands of or di nary lan guage is part of what a dis cur sive tra
di tion en ables. The di vine lan guage of which the faith ful speak—as part of their 
ev ery day life—is inhabited and not sim ply interpreted. Take re li gious rit u al: 
like most be hav ior in ev ery day life, re li gious prac tice has no ex pres sive mean ing 
that calls for in ter pre ta tion, other than to an thro pol o gists, psy cho an a lysts, and 
paranoi acs—that is to say, to all  who are un fa mil iar with a par tic u lar form of life 
and there fore see it as a sys tem of hid den signs (a sys tem that the viewer takes 
as ev i dence of what is highly sig nif  cant).87 But the com pleted act of re li gious rit
ual is es sen tial ly, like other or di nary be hav ior, a way of be ing in the world.88 Thus 
when Wittgenstein asks, rhe tor i cal ly, “Does ev ery thing we do not fnd con spic u ous 
make an im pres sion of in con spic u ous ness? Does what is or di nary al ways make the 
im pres sion of or di nar i ness?,”89 he is say ing in ef ect that re li gious prac tice (in clud
ing rit u al) is not fun da men tally dif er ent from be hav ior in or di nary life—be cause 
it is a part of or di nary life.

In itself, noth ing impresses us as sig nif  cant un less we deem it so. To the ex tent 
that be hav ior is “triv ial and in sig nif  cant,”90 it will con trast with be hav ior that is not, 
but there is no a pri ori way of distinguishing be tween sec u lar be hav ior and be hav
ior we call re li gious. Thus in her study of the mod ern emer gence of free prayer in 
early Prot es tant ism, Lori Branch de scribes how, in the de sire to pu rify re li gion of 
su per sti tion, the idea of “spon ta ne i ty” came to be a core cri te rion of gen u ine wor
ship: sin cer ity of in tent and selfmon i tor ing not only made wor ship “au then tic” but 
also ren dered cer tain styles of mun dane thought and be hav ior into “re li gion.” In 
this case, re li gious de vo tion that had once been col lec tive, for mal, and ex pres sive 
was transformed into a pri vate psy cho log i cal event.91 This trans for ma tion repre
sented not the clar i f ca tion of what wor ship re ally means, but—as Wittgenstein 
might have said—the es tab lish ment of an other gram mar and an other prac tice that 
helped to shift the sense both of “the sec u lar” and of “the re li gious.”

From a Wittgensteinian point of view, the con cept of “re li gion” can’t be 
re duced to a uni ver sal es sence of be liefs and prac tices be cause (a) that pair is com

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
f
r
o
m
 
h
t
t
p
:
/
/
d
u
p
.
s
i
l
v
e
r
c
h
a
i
r
.
c
o
m
/
c
r
i
t
i
c
a
l
-
t
i
m
e
s
/
a
r
t
i
c
l
e
-
p
d
f
/
3
/
3
/
4
0
3
/
1
5
4
2
6
5
6
/
4
0
3
a
s
a
d
.
p
d
f
 
b
y
 
g
u
e
s
t
 
o
n
 
2
4
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
2
4



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 3:3 |  D EC E M B E R 2020 |  428

mon to all  hu man life, and (b) as part of dif er ent forms of life the gram mar of 
this con cept func tions dif er ent ly, expressing and guid ing dif er ent ways of inhab
iting the world. Our crav ing for ab stract def  ni tion that he de plores is evidenced in 
the way peo ple in sist on us ing “re li gion” as a uni ver sal, ab stract term—a ten dency 
reinforced, in ci den tal ly, both by the pol i cies of sec u lar mod ern gov ern ments and 
by the rel a tively re cent es tab lish ment of uni ver sity de part ments of re li gious stud
ies. The ques tion is not, in other words, whether or not one can ever have a bet ter, 
or more in clu sive, def  ni tion of re li gion (or of the sec u lar, for that mat ter); the cru
cial ques tion is how, by whom, and for what pur pose a def  ni tion is re quired, and 
what the im pli ca tions of that con cept are for par tic u lar forms of life.

In lan guages draw ing on Lat in, the word “re li gion” and its cog na tes mean what 
they do by vir tue of the par tic u lar ways they are used in dif er ent con texts—and 
it is be cause these words thus shift in mean ing, con nect up with other words, and 
take on new mean ings, that the use of “re li gion” may give rise to mis un der stand
ing and empty spec u la tion about a pu ta tively uni ver sal phe nom e non. When one 
trans lates that word into an other lan guage, one en ters a dif er ent net work of over
lapping words articulating dif er ent pur poses, sen si bil i ties, pas sions, af ects. Of 
course both “re li gion” and “the sec u lar” have been adopted and adapted by non
Eu ro pean lan guages in ways that re flect the his tor i cal power of Europe in the mod
ern world—and thus have oft en been oversimplifed.92

The term “sec u lar” was fully com pat i ble with re li gion in me di e val Eu ro pean 
Chris tian i ty, as in the dis tinc tion be tween reg u lar (mo nas tic, rulegoverned) and 
sec u lar (uncloistered, world ly) cler gy. The verb “to sec u lar ize” frst emerged in 
En glish in 1611—that is, aft er the early be gin nings of Prot es tant ism—and it gen
er ally re ferred to at tacks on the prop erty and au thor ity of the established Cath
o lic Church by the “sec u lar arm” (that is, by nonec cle si as ti cal princes), the civil 
power that had governed in me di e val times in tan dem with the spir i tual power 
of the church. Since then “the sec u lar” and “sec u lar i za tion” have not only car ried 
the sense of the ex clu sion of (though not nec es sar ily hos til ity to) “re li gion” from the 
do main of pol i tics; they have also been cru cial el e ments in the for ma tion of the 
mod ern state—and through the state, of the ex pe ri ence of mod ern i za tion.

Thus the claim has been made, by draw ing on the older sense of the sec u lar as 
“world ly,” that Chris tian ity (like some other re li gions) has al ways been concerned 
with worldly af airs.93 But the mod ern sense of sec u lar i za tion is not sim ply a mat ter 
of “mak ing things world ly.” It is a mat ter of the forc ible un mak ing of a par tic u lar 
kind of world and its si mul ta neous trans for ma tion into an oth er, oft en called “dis
en chant ed”: a form of life and a way of rea son ing al leg edly de rived from “sci ence,” a 
rea son ing that sup pos edly re jects the idea of an in vis i ble other world and there fore 
of an aft er life.94 There were cer tainly im por tant re sponses to the religiopo lit i cal 
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cri ses of the six teenth and sev en teenth cen tu ries that fed into early Prot es tant ism, 
but the con cept of the sec u lar and its cog na tes that have now be come cen tral to 
mo der nity were not solely the out come of po lit i cal so lu tions de vised to meet crit i
cal po lit i cal needs. There was also at the same time the growth of “mod ern sci ence,” 
the crys tal li za tion of a cap i tal ist econ o my, and the be gin nings of set tlerco lo nial 
em pires as a way of civ i liz ing the world, all  of which had pro found con se quences 
for an emerg ing sec u lar Eu ro pean so ci e ty.

There is, there fore, one theme that Wittgenstein doesn’t in ves ti gate, 
al though his phi los o phy does open the pos si bil i ty: the way lan guagegames 
help to un der mine a form of life. Such undermining oft en re sults in con ver sion, 
some times de lib er ate and some times not, but it is in any case rarely the re sult of 
cri tique. One way that con ver sion oc curs in the mod ern world is in di rect ly: just 
as im mer sion in a par tic u lar lan guage im poses a par tic u lar world on the us er, 
mod ern tech niques tend to pro mote a dis tinc tive mindset, one in which what 
ex ists must be quan ti f able, rep re sent able, ex change able—and so ma nip u la ble. 
Gradually, that pre con di tion for iden ti fy ing ex is tence be comes a pri mary cri te
rion of truth and rea son.

I have used the term “ensouled body” sev eral times and re ferred to its un fash
ion able char ac ter, but it de serves a fur ther com ment. A respected ge net i cist writes 
skep ti cally on the idea of the soul as an ex pres sion of hu man unique ness: “Since 
one can not prove whether or not the soul ac tu ally ex ists, in like man ner, if there 
is a soul, one can not know if it is a sep a rate en tity from the phys i cal body or is a 
unity with the body. And if it is sep a rate from the body, one can not know if [ge netic 
en gi neer ing of ] the body can harm the soul or if the soul is un af ected by any thing 
that hap pens to the body.”95 This kind of ar gu ment al lows one to com mend ge netic 
en gi neer ing for hu mans with out this af ect ing their hu man i ty: “We can not al ter 
our hu man ness [that some call the soul] by ge netic en gi neer ing ex cept in ways that 
can be mea sured and, there fore, po ten tially con trolled. I be lieve that if there are 
uniquely hu man char ac ter is tics that are be yond our phys i cal hard ware, we sim ply 
can not al ter them. Whatever we can do in the way of al ter ations will be mea sur
able, at least in the o ry.”96 What seems to fol low from this fa mil iar line of think ing is 
that what can not be represented by calculative lan guage—gen er al ized in terms of 
prob a bil ity ra tios—is not ac ces si ble, can’t be proved to ex ist, and so for all  in tents 
and pur poses doesn’t ex ist.

The crav ing for gen er al ity that Wittgenstein problematized re mains par tic u
larly strong in mod ern life. Thus the con cept of “la bor” is oft en used as an ab stract 
ho mo ge neous cat e go ry, al though the work of a me di e val peas ant and of a do mes tic 
ser vant (or the birth pains of a woman in la bor) are very dif er ent not only from 
one an other but also from the ab stract la bor that pro duces com mod i ties—la bor 
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that is itself the pri mary com mod ity be cause of its pro duc tive pow er. The value 
of a com mod ity is expressed by the me dium that en ables it to be ex changed for its 
equiv a lent: mon ey.97

Early Eu ro pean so ci e ties (and other noncap i tal ist forms of life) were not as 
com mit ted to for mal equal ity and ex change abil ity as we now are. The het ero ge ne ity 
of la bor was ir re duc ible and expressed in the di verse forms of per sonal ser vice—to 
mas ter, to prince, to God. It stands in sharp con trast, as Marx pointed out long ago, 
to the par a digm of ex change that has now be come the sig ni fer and sig ni fed not 
only of la bor but also of ev ery thing else in mod ern life that can be ex changed as 
equals. But the id iom of ser vice was not merely an ab stract re la tion of asymmetry; 
it was held to gether by a lan guage and a va ri ety of sen ti ments and abil i ties. This is 
not to im ply that ac tual re la tions were idyl lic; it is that cru el ty, re sent ment, and dis
hon esty were not sensed and expressed as they are to day. Particular gram mat i cal 
for mu la tions are not only transgressed for the sake of greater truth and free dom; 
they are also lost, and as a con se quence they ren der cer tain em bod ied vir tues more 
dif  cult if not im pos si ble to en ter tain.

To the ex tent that re la tions are now ren dered ab stract, ho mog e nized, and 
ex change able, they fa cil i tate the calculability of what would oth er wise be in com
men su ra bles. Complex com pu ta tional prac tices (based on large da tamin ing and 
ma chine learn ing al go rithms) have replaced sim ple enu mer a tion and are now at 
the cen ter of mod ern state and cor po rate pow er. And this has led not to en light
en ment but to the in creas ing in ad e quacy of our inherited lan guage for ne go ti at ing 
the world we now in hab it.

The greatest fail ure of mo der ni ty—one that Wittgenstein sensed98—has been 
the con tin u ous de sire to move the world to ward an in creas ingly con trolled fu ture: 
such a fail ure is sues from the be lief that ev ery prob lem we meet must have a so lu
tion. Less attended to is com pas sion, as at once feel ing and ac tion, for the pain 
and suf er ing of liv ing be ings—even though the suf er ing is clearly an un avoid able 
con se quence of our prog ressdriven world. This may be why rev er ence—the deep 
aware ness of hu man lim i ta tion and de pen dence—is no lon ger rec og nized as a vir
tue. And why our re jec tion of hu man lim its can be de scribed at once as “sec u lar” 
(be cause of the con f dence in be ing  able to rea son and con trol all  that ex ists) and 
as “re li gious” (be cause of the faith in be ing  able, even tu al ly, to over come all  fu ture 
ob sta cles). It may be objected that mod ern phi los o phers have con tin u ally shown 
ap par ently de ci sive an swers aren’t re ally con clu sive—and this is no doubt what 
makes phi los o phiz ing so se duc tive.99 But isn’t that pre cisely why “phi los o phy” has 
such an am big u ous rep u ta tion when made to con front the pres tige of “sci en tifc 
prog ress”?

At any rate, that the cri sis we are in is not gen er ated sim ply by cli mate change 
but by the ba sic thrust of mod ern civ i li za tion—our in sti tu tions, our de sires, our 
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pol i tics, and our en tire form of life—helps to ex plain why the lan guage we have 
inherited is so in ad e quate for our worldly ex pe ri ence. Neither sec u lar rea son nor 
re li gious faith can make our world for ever safe.100 The out come of our cri sis, how
ev er, is un likely to be some thing as dra matic as the end of hu man i ty; in stead we 
will prob a bly have a world of in cred i ble vi cious ness.

TALAL ASAD is an an thro pol o gist who was born in Saudi Arabia, spent his boy hood in 
In dia and Pakistan, and was ed u cated in Britain. He has taught in sev eral countries of the 
Ar a bicspeak ing world, as well as in Britain, and most re cently in the United States. His 
main in tel lec tual in ter est is in re li gion and sec u lar ism.

Notes
1. The assumption that defnitions are essential for understanding the meaning of utterances 

is challenged by Wittgenstein: “When I give the description: ‘The ground is covered 
with plants’—do you want to say I don’t know what I am talking about until I can give a 
defnition of a plant?” (Philosophical Investigations [PI], §70).

2. Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s “Golden Bough,” written in the 1930s but published long 
after his death.

3. “And in a certain sense, the use of language is something that cannot be taught, i.e. I cannot 
use language to teach it in the way in which language could be used to teach someone to 
play the piano—and that of course is just another way of saying: I cannot use language to 
get outside language” (Wittgenstein, Philosophical Remarks, 54).

4. Hume, Enquiry. Hume is also attacking here the authority of experience in the classical 
sense that was gradually supplanted from the seventeenth century on by that of 
experiment, and the consequent emergence of the philosophical problem of induction.

5. Wittgenstein, Tractatus, 31.
6. Thus Wittgenstein: “To imagine a language means to imagine a form of life.” PI, §19.
7. “Myth fulflls in primitive culture an indispensable function: it expresses, enhances, and 

codifes belief; it safeguards and enforces morality; it vouches for the efciency of ritual 
and contains practical rules for the guidance of man. Myth is thus a vital ingredient 
of human civilization; it is not an idle tale, but a hardworked active force; it is not an 
intellectual explanation or an artistic imagery, but a pragmatic charter of primitive faith 
and moral wisdom” (Malinowski, “Myth in Primitive Psychology,” in Magic, Science, and 
Religion, 101).

8. Wittgenstein, Tractatus.
9. “Our language,” he writes in a famous passage, “can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of 

little streets and squares, of old and new houses, and of houses with additions from various 
periods; and this surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets 
and uniform houses” (Wittgenstein, PI, §18).

10. The philosopher perhaps most famous for developing this point in illuminating ways is 
J. L. Austin. See Austin, How To Do Things.

11. “This fnds expression in questions as to the essence of language, of propositions, of 
thought.—For if we too in these investigations are trying to understand the essence of 
language—its function, its structure,—yet this is not what [traditional questions about the 
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essence of language] have in view. For they see in the essence, not something that already 
lies open to view and that becomes surveyable by a rearrangement, but something that lies 
beneath the surface. Something that lies within, which we see when we look into the thing, 
and which an analysis digs out. . . .  We ask: ‘What is language?,’ ‘What is a proposition?’ 
And the answer to these questions is to be given once for all; and independently of any 
future experience” (Wittgenstein, PI, §92).

12. Wittgenstein, PI, §§371 and 373. And the following phrase is then appended in parentheses: 
“(Theology as grammar).”

13. The Qurʾan attributes this condition to the self ’s duality: a “soul that urges evil” (an-nafs 
al-ammāra bi-ssūʾ, Qurʾan 12:53) and a “blaming or criticizing soul” (bi-nnafsi-l-lawwāmati, 
Qurʾan 75:2): that is to say, the tendency to mislead oneself, on the one hand, and to 
overcome that tendency through increasing awareness of right and wrong, on the other.

14. In Arabic the word nafs does duty both for “the self,” for “the same,” as well as for “the 
soul.”

15. Hence the Qurʾan declares that “it is We who have created the individual human being 
(insān), and We know what his innermost self whispers within him: for We are closer 
to him than his jugular vein” (Qurʾan 50:16). Inner belief is not sufcient to constitute a 
faithful life, although God knows what someone’s inner belief is.

16. The child, says Wittgenstein, is not a metaphysician.
Children do not learn that books exist, that armchairs exist, etc. etc.,—they learn to 
fetch books, sit in armchairs, etc. etc.

Later, questions about the existence of things do of course arise. ‘Is there such a 
thing as a unicorn?’ and so on. But such a question is possible only because as a rule no 
corresponding question presents itself. For how does one know how to set about satis
fying oneself of the existence of unicorns? How did one learn the method for determin
ing whether something exists or not? ‘So one must know that the objects whose names 
one teaches a child by an ostensive defnition exist.’—Why must one know they do? Isn’t 
it enough that experience doesn’t later show the opposite?

For why should the languagegame rest on some kind of knowledge? Does a child 
believe that milk exists? Or does it know that milk exists? Does a cat know that a mouse 
exists? (On Certainty, §§476–78; italics added)

17. As Ian Hacking reminded readers, “probability” as it emerged in the early modern 
West has two aspects, one subjective and the other objective: “It has to do both with 
stable frequencies and with degrees of belief. It is, as I shall put it, both aleatory and 
epistemological” (Emergence, 10).

18. Man rāʾa minkum munkaran fa-l-yaghayyirhu biyadihi faʾin lam yastatiʿ fa bilisānihi faʾin lam 
yastatiʿ fabiqalbihi wa dhālik adʿafu-l-ʾimān. This hadīth is contained in canonical collections 
such as Sahīh al-Bukhārī, but the point I would stress here is that children typically learn 
of its authority (and that of other ahādīth) frst by hearing it recited by a familiar and 
trustworthy adult—as I did when I was a child—and subsequently by trying to understand 
and instantiate it practically.

19. This line of thinking is reflected in the wellknown doctrine of Abu Hanifa (medieval 
founder of one of the four Sunni schools of Shariʿa) to the efect that a Muslim who has 
made the declaration of faith (shahāda) does not cease to be a believer (muʾmin) however 
sinful, and cannot therefore be denounced as an unbeliever (kāfir). Judgment pertaining to 
the sincerity of belief in this matter was reserved to God.
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20. Cited in Bouveresse, “Wittgenstein, von Wright and the Myth of Progress,” 317. However, 
the second sentence in von Wright’s statement seems to me problematic in appearing to 
sugest that “theology” belongs to the past and therefore has no relevance for the present.

21. See Feyerabend’s Against Method and especially his Science in a Free Society. Feyerabend 
knew Wittgenstein personally (they were both Austrians and philosophers with science 
and engineering backgrounds), and says in the latter book that Wittgenstein was prepared 
to take him on as a student in Cambridge but died before that could happen.

22. There is a long modern history of philosophical attempts to demarcate “science” from 
“nonscience,” beginning with the positivism of the Vienna Circle to Popper’s “falsifability 
criterion,” and Lakatos’s “program,” as well as Kuhn’s distinction between “normal” and 
“crisis” science, and Feyerabend’s attack against the idea of a single principle of “rationality” 
in science. These and many others, including especially Polanyi, Schafer, Shapin, Latour, 
and Woolgar have greatly complicated the question.

23. Drury, “Conversations.” Ray Monk puts it this way: Wittgenstein insisted “that the 
possibility of remaining uncorrupted rested entirely on one’s self—on the qualities 
one found within. If one’s soul was pure (and disloyalty to a friend was one thing that 
would make it impure), then no matter what happened to one ‘externally’ . . .  nothing 
could happen to one’s self. Thus it was not external matters that should be of the greatest 
concern, but one’s self. The Sorge [anxiety, concern] that prevents one facing the world with 
equanimity is thus a matter of more immediate concern than any misfortune that may 
befall one through the actions of others” (Ludwig Wittgenstein, 52–53).

24. Wittgenstein, PI, §124.
25. Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s “Golden Bough,” 3.
26. “What we call ‘descriptions’ are instruments for particular uses. Think of a machine

drawing, a crosssection, an elevation with measurements, which an engineer has before 
him. Thinking of a description as a wordpicture of the facts has something misleading 
about it: one tends to think only of such pictures as hang on our walls: which seem 
simply to portray how a thing looks, what it is like. (These pictures are as it were idle.)” 
(Wittgenstein, PI, §291).

27. MacIntyre, After Virtue, 206.
28. MacIntyre, Three Rival Versions, 146.
29. Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §§204–5.
30. Ian Hacking reflects the computational view common in our nondeterministic world: 

“We cannot regard an action as rational unless it computes the probabilities. Beliefs are 
accompanied by probabilities”(“Was There a Probabilistic Revolution?,” 52). But are all 
beliefs computable? If truth and falsehood (whatever their degree of probability) are 
grounded, then—as Wittgenstein pointed out—the ground of my belief (my entire 
discursive tradition as a form of life) is itself neither true nor false and cannot be 
computed. 

31. I take “emotional charge” from R. G. Collingwood’s Principles of Art, chapter 8, in which he 
introduces the idea that every speech has what he calls “an emotional charge”—including, 
interestingly, a cold “sterilized” delivery that presents itself as devoid of emotion but is 
actually a way of persuading the hearer to ignore its distinctive emotional claim.

32. See the whistleblower Brittany Kaiser’s critique of Cambridge Analytica in her book, 
Targeted.

33. See Bouveresse, Wittgenstein Reads Freud.
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34. Butler, “Sensibility.”
35. Kant, Critique, 9.
36. Johann Georg Hamann’s comments in his letter to Christian Jacob Kraus, translated in 

What Is Enlightenment?, 145. The phrase “Marvel not, my brethren, if the world hate you” 
appears in 1 John 3:13 (King James version).

37. “The book deals with the problems of philosophy and shows, as I believe, that the method 
of formulating these problems rests on the misunderstanding of our language. Its whole 
meaning could be summed up somewhat as follows: What can be said at all can be said 
clearly; and whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent.

“The book will, therefore, draw a limit to thinking, or rather—not to thinking, but to 
the expression of thoughts; for, in order to draw a limit to thinking we should have to be 
able to think both sides of this limit (we should therefore have to be able to think what 
cannot be thought)” (Wittgenstein, Tractatus, 27).

38. Thus: “While logic expresses very general and ubiquitous norms of our language, arithmetic 
regulates only a certain part of our language: it fxes and develops the grammar of number 
words and their use in determining quantities of various kinds. But in as much as using a 
language constitutes a form of life . . .  elementary mathematics, as part of our everyday 
language, constitutes an aspect of our form of life” (Schroeder, “Mathematics,” 112). To 
the extent that mathematics is languageinuse, it presents itself as supremely capable 
of objectifying and rendering objects commensurable in contrast to language rooted in 
immediate experience, by allowing particular forms of life to be disassembled into elements 
that can be recategorized and rearranged through direct administrative intervention.

39. “It was not for nothing that Wittgenstein cited Spengler as one of the important influences 
on his thought. Chapter 2 of The Decline of the West is dedicated to a survey of the diferent 
mathematics of diferent cultures. For Spengler viewed Mathematics as a historical 
phenomenon and historical creation—not as something that has been progressively 
discovered in the course of human history, but as a motley of techniques and concepts that 
have been progressively created, and one might add, progressively unifed, throughout 
human history. This, it seems to me, is an important legacy which Wittgenstein seized. 
‘Mathematics,’ he wrote, ‘is after all an anthropological phenomenon’ (RFM 399). . . .  It 
is a system of norms that determine what is called ‘calculating,’ ‘inferring,’ ‘working out’ 
magnitudes and quantities of countables and measurables” (Hacker, “Wittgenstein’s 
Anthropological and Ethnological Approach,” 5).

40. See, for example, Prigogine, End of Certainty.
41. “If I see the thought symbol ‘from outside,’ I become conscious that it could be interpreted 

thus or thus; if it is a step in the course of my thoughts, then it is a stoppingplace 
that is natural to me, and its further interpretability does not occupy (or trouble) me” 
(Wittgenstein, Zettel, 43e, n235).

42. Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §105. See also the wellknown remark:
If the true is what is grounded, then the ground is not true, nor yet false. If someone asked 
us “but is that true?” we might say “yes” to him; and if he demanded grounds we might say 
“I can’t give you any grounds, but if you learn more you too will think the same.”

If this didn’t come about, that would mean that he couldn’t for example learn his
tory. (Wittgenstein, On Certainty, §§205–6)

 Certainty comes from learning.

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
f
r
o
m
 
h
t
t
p
:
/
/
d
u
p
.
s
i
l
v
e
r
c
h
a
i
r
.
c
o
m
/
c
r
i
t
i
c
a
l
-
t
i
m
e
s
/
a
r
t
i
c
l
e
-
p
d
f
/
3
/
3
/
4
0
3
/
1
5
4
2
6
5
6
/
4
0
3
a
s
a
d
.
p
d
f
 
b
y
 
g
u
e
s
t
 
o
n
 
2
4
 
A
p
r
i
l
 
2
0
2
4



SPECIA
L SECTIO

N
 

| 
Gram

m
ars of Religion: Talal Asad on W

ittgenstein

A S A D |  T H I N K I NG A B O U T  R E L IG IO N T H RO U G H W IT TG E N ST E I N |  435

43. Thus, in Philosophical Investigations, he writes: “To say ‘This combination of words makes no 
sense’ excludes it from the sphere of language and thereby bounds the domain of language. 
But when one draws a boundary it may be for various kinds of reason. If I surround an area 
with a fence or a line or otherwise, the purpose may be to prevent someone from getting 
in or out; but it may also be part of a game and the players be supposed, say, to jump over 
the boundary; or it may shew [sic] where the property of one man ends and that of another 
begins; and so on. So if I draw a boundary line that is not yet to say what I am drawing it 
for” (Wittgenstein, PI, §499). He also puts it this way: “I am inclined to distinguish between 
the essential and the inessential in a game too. The game, one would like to say, has not 
only rules but also a point” (Wittgenstein, PI, §564).

44. Wittgenstein, PI, §23.
45. Wittgenstein, PI, §138.
46. Wittgenstein, PI, §202.
47. “Is what we call ‘obeying a rule’ something that it would be possible for only one man to 

do, and you do only once in his lifetime?—This is of course a note on the grammar of the 
expression ‘to obey a rule.’

“It is not possible that there should have been only one occasion on which someone 
obeyed a rule. It is not possible that there should have been only one occasion on which 
a report was made, an order given or understood; and so on.—To obey a rule, to make a 
report, to give an order, to play a game of chess, are customs (uses, institutions).

“To understand a sentence means to understand a language. To understand a language 
means to be master of a technique” (Wittgenstein, PI, §199).

48. Wittgenstein, PI, §201. Martin Stone on the question of interpretation in the law: 
“Wittgenstein is not denying that we are free to use the word ‘interpretation’ in any way 
we like, and we may still want to go on calling every application of a rule an interpretation 
of it. Wittgenstein, however, proposes that, for the sake of clarity, we restrict the word 
‘interpretation’ to the substitution of one linguistic expression for another: if we follow the 
proposal we can allow that it is sometimes helpful, but not always necessary to interpret 
a rule in order to follow it. What is at stake here is not merely a terminological point” 
(“Focusing the Law,” 283).

49. The Durkheimian approach to the concept of morality has been especially important in 
anthropological thinking—but it leads to an unhelpful relativism. See the interesting 
article by Joel Robbins, “Between Reproduction and Freedom,” which attempts to 
synthesize the Durkheimian (stressing social normativity) with the Kantian (focused on 
freedom) approaches to morality.

50. But as Elizabeth Anscombe pointed out (in “Modern Moral Philosophy”), “conscience” can 
lead one to do the vilest things.

51. Caputo, Against Ethics, 8.
52. My comments in this section were prompted by a collection of papers presented at a 

workshop at the Freie Universität in Berlin on “Reading Wittgenstein in Arabic” organized 
in May 11–12, 2020, by Islam Dayeh, although they take a diferent direction.

53. Qurʾan 112. This is not merely a statement of God’s indescribability because, let’s say, God 
is hidden. It is a declaration that God is not “thinglike,” that he is not divisible by time 
or subject to causality, that he is not visible although he may be sensed and addressed. 
God is not a thing and nor is he an abstraction. Since all things can be represented and 
abstractions made from them (so secular reasoning goes) a god that can’t be represented 
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does not (for all intents and purposes) exist. But the nonrepresentability of God does 
not equal his absence. To begin with, he can be described by what he is not (negatively). 
More important, the use of Qurʾanic epithets is simply his way of making himself 
accessible in—relatable to—the human world through human language. (Visibility is not 
indispensable to the treatment of relationships as real.) The Islamic prohibition is based 
on the concern that to represent something is an abstraction that therefore implies the 
possibility of abstracting and representing it another way. The Judaic tradition, which 
shares many concepts and attitudes with Islam, seems to be ambiguous on the point of 
God’s representability: “Although the claim that God has no image is considered by [the 
medieval IslamoJudaic scholar] Maimonides as a principle of faith, it is not so clear that 
it is accepted in the Bible or in the rabbinic traditions. In the Bible it seems that God does 
indeed have an image, except that it is forbidden to represent this image in any way. Thus, 
for example, when Moses asks to see God’s face, God answers, ‘You cannot see my face, for 
man may not see Me and live’ (Exodus 33:20). Elsewhere it is said of Moses that ‘he beholds 
the likeness of the Lord’ (Numbers 12:8), and of the elders of Israel that ‘they beheld God, 
and they ate and drank’ (Exodus 24:11). Isaiah saw the Lord ‘seated on a high and lofty 
throne’ (Isaiah 6:1), and Ezekiel describes him as having ‘the semblance of a human form’ 
(Ezekiel 1:26). It thus seems that the prohibition against representation is associated not 
with the metaphysical question of whether God has an image but with the methods of 
representing God in ritual worship” (Halbertal and Margalit, Idolatry, 45–46).

54. See Taj al- Aʿrūs.
55. Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʾImān, 74. I have chosen to draw on this book not as an authority, but 

because it dwells most explicitly and systematically on the centrality of practice for the 
believer.

56. Wittgenstein, PI, p. 216.
57. This, one might note here, is a mode of analogical reasoning, a mode of inference 

central to the Shariʿa tradition based on the Qurʾan. An analogy not only leads to a 
conclusion on the basis of similarity; it also enables an understanding of why what is 
similar matters.

58. “It is difcult for us to shake of this comparison: a man makes his appearance—an event 
makes its appearance. As if an event even now stood in readiness before the door of reality 
and were then to make its appearance in reality—like coming into a room.

“Reality is not a property still missing in what is expected and which accedes to it when 
one’s expectation comes about.—Nor is reality like the daylight that things need to acquire 
colour, when they are already there, as it were colourless, in the dark” (Wittgenstein, 
Zettel, §§59–60). The hermeneutic uncovering of reality in a historical account by means 
of metaphor is paralleled by the device of setting words in an appropriate context 
(“appropriateness” depending on the historian’s motivation); this of course makes History 
the touchstone of reality.

59. First appearance in Qurʾan 7:180.
60. Ibn Taymiyya, Juhd al-qarīha fī tajrīd al-nasīha, 29. Thus for Ibn Taymiyya (and for 

Wittgenstein) the practice of philosophy as such is not condemned; its misuse is.
61. And yet the demand that the Qurʾan be read as “purely religious” signals a post

Reformation Christian point of view because and to the extent that it assumes religion has 
a universal (“spiritual”) essence that can be abstracted from its contingent (“temporal”) 
domain—from “politics,” “law,” “morality,” “family,” and so forth.
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62. Mohamed Amer Meziane has written an excellent essay on the untranslatability of the 
Qurʾan regarded as the utterance of the divine voice titled “The Untranslatable Voices of 
the Body: Deafness, Aesthetics and the Qurʾan” (unpublished manuscript).

63. In modern Arabic, the cognate taʾmīn means “insurance,” “social security,” and the like, but 
the concept of ʾimān has, of course, nothing whatever to do with the modern function of 
calculating and acting on probabilities. It is used innumerable times in the Qurʾan in its 
core verbal form amuna and its various derivatives (of which ʾimān is one) with the sense of 
absolute security and trust in God.

64. In his pathbreaking account of the reception of Friday sermons (khutab, sing. khutba) 
in Cairo, Charles Hirschkind describes beautifully the way ordinary believing Muslims 
respond to the recitation of Qurʾanic verses as God’s word and not the reciter’s (Ethical 
Soundscape). This might be seen as parallel to a banal distinction in secular theater 
between the actor and the person he or she seeks to play (whose words are authored by 
the playwright). But unlike listening to Qurʾanic recitation, in the theater one attends 
to the words as those of the character on the stage and not of the author. I should not, 
incidentally, be taken as implying that there is no dramatic representation in Muslim 
tradition—the most famous dramatic representation of a religious historical event in 
the Shiʿa sect of Islam is the annual ritual replay of the death of Hussein (the Prophet 
Muhammad’s grandson) in the Battle of Karbala (ʿashura). My point is not only that the 
distinction between the author of the Qurʾan and the one who articulates it is essential 
to the Islamic tradition, but that the repeated act of recitation is an essential part of the 
formation of faith.

65. Qurʾan 50:16.
66. Qurʾan 18:109. Muhammad Asad’s translation prefers “Sustainer” to the conventional 

“Lord” for rabb because (he explains) the latter word also has the sense of raising a child.
67. The usual translation into English of taqwa as “fear of God,” and of the derivative muttaqi as 

“Godfearing,” was regarded as too narrow by some translators and so rendered by them as 
“one who guards himself against evil” or “one who is careful of his duty.” Muhammad Asad’s 
Message of the Qurʾan introduces the term “Godconscious” (Qurʾan 2:1) on the grounds that 
while “fear of God” is simply too negative, the alternative translations don’t alert one to 
“more than one particular aspect of the concept of Godconsciousness” (3n2). Translation 
from one language to another is often a matter of selecting some values and omitting 
others; to this translator “Godconsciousness” is the most capacious, and therefore the 
most satisfactory term in this context because it implies a continuous, constructive 
relationship between the worshipper and her God. But I prefer the construct “dread
awereverence” because I do not think that fear—or better, “dread”—is simply a negative 
emotion.

68. See Qurʾan 16:51. From the root verb rahiba is derived not only the sense of veneration and 
of monasticism (rahbana) as essentially inspired by continuous reverence toward God, but 
also the sense of political terrorism (irhābiyya). That the inducement of terror (or dread) 
should be an attribute of the divine appears at least as scandalous to liberal sensibilities, 
as his having hands and a face does—especially given the repeated Qurʾanic epithets ar-
rahmān, ar-rahīm (the merciful, the compassionate).

69. Thus Blaise Pascal: “When I consider the short span of my life, absorbed into the preceding 
and subsequent eternity, . . .  the small space which I fll and even can see swallowed up 
in the infnite immensity of spaces of which I know nothing, and which knows nothing 
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of me, I am terrifed, and surprised to fnd myself here rather than there, for there is no 
reason why it should be here rather than there, why now rather than then.” Pensées, no.102, 
26. Pascal was an important fgure in the early emergence of probability theory. He is 
famous for his argument for belief in the existence of God—that is, for a secular mode 
of reasoning based neither on dreadawereverence nor on trust but on probability. “His 
famous correspondence with Fermat,” notes Hacking, “discusses the division problem, a 
question about dividing stakes in a game of chance that has been interrupted. The problem 
is entirely aleatory in nature. His decisiontheoretic argument for belief in the existence 
of God is not. It is no matter of chance whether or not God exists, but it still is a question 
of reasonable belief and action to which the new probable reasoning can be applied” 
(Hacking, Emergence of Probability, 12).

70. Hence Qurʾan 2:11–12: wa idhā qīla lahum lā tufsidū fi-l-ard qālū innamā nahnu muslihūn, alā 
innahum hum al-mufsidūn wa lākin lā yashʿurūn.

71. This view is found also in ancient conceptions of the soul. “We are told in Theaetatus,” Iris 
Murdoch writes, “that the penalty of wickedness is simply to be the sort of person one is” 
(Fire and the Sun, 39).

72. The word hayāʾ includes the sense of shame—as in the common reproof, ya qalīl al-hayāʾ! 
(literally “Oh you of little shame!”)—but it sounds, when ordinarily spoken, like hayāh 
(“life”). Ibn alQayyim, the medieval jurist and student of Ibn Taymiyya, sugested that the 
former was derived from the latter “because he who is without hayāʾ [humility/shame/mo
desty] is dead in this world and wretched in the next.” Ibn alQayyim alJawziyya, Ad-dāʿi 
wa-d-dawāʾ, 168–70. Ibn alQayyim is, of course, sketching conceptual connections (within 
what Wittgenstein might say is a familyconcept) and not an etymology of hayāh, “life.” My 
thanks to Islam Dayeh for directing my attention to Ibn alQayyim.

73. Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʿimān, 13.
74. Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 85–86.
75. See Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʿimān, 73.
76. Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʿimān, 169–70.
77. Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʿimān, 109, 120.
78. Christian and Buddhist monasticism provide famous examples of virtue ethics, but 

they are not the only kinds of religious “obedience to the rule”; for the faithful Muslim, 
ordinary life is also a space for following the rules through the Shariʿa—in an Islamic state 
or in one that is avowedly secular, it can also function as “law.” For an interesting account 
of a system of socially functioning Shariʿa courts in secular India (although not formally 
recognized by either the colonial state or its nationalist successor), see Moosa, “Shariʿat 
Governance.”

79. I have discussed these categories at some length in an article about a reforming Egyptian 
jurist at the very beginning of the twentieth century. My argument there was that reform 
of the Shariʿa that depends on subjecting it to the overriding authority of the modern state 
(i.e., assimilating it to positive law) amounts in efect to secularization. See Asad, “Law, 
Ethics, and Religion.”

80. Some Orientalists distinguish between two approaches to the Qurʾanic text: on the 
one hand, trying to understand what its language means (exegesis), and on the other, 
responding to it as an aesthetic experience (rhetoric), in other words as interpretive versus 
experiential. Although I wouldn’t argue that enjoying the Qurʾan as a secular, aesthetic 
text is impossible, what this leaves out crucially is the cultivation (formation) of life to 
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which the text is essential precisely because it eventually becomes absorbed into the body’s 
sensibilities in an attitude of complete submission to God.

81. For a much fuller account of the many possible English renderings of dīn, see Lane’s Arabic-
English Lexicon.

82. Ibn Taymiyya, Al-ʿimān, 7.
83. Rowan Williams writes, “The traditional icon of the Eastern Christian world is never 

meant to be a reproduction of the realities you see around you; it is not even meant to 
show what these realities will ever look like. . . .  The point of the icon is to give us a 
window into an alien frame of reference that is at the same time the structure that will 
make defnitive sense of the world we inhabit. It is sometimes described as a channel 
for the ‘energies’ of that other frame of reference to be transmitted to the viewer [and 
listener]” (Lost Icons, 2).

84. “ ‘You can’t hear God speak to someone else, you can hear him only if you are being 
addressed.’—That is a grammatical remark” (Wittgenstein, Zettel, 124e, n717). When I 
report that someone else “claims” to hear God, I am not reporting a simple fact but a fact 
imbued with a distancing value—an expression of agnosticism if not skepticism.

85. Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 32. The German noun der Glaube, translated here 
into English as “belief,” has virtually the same range of meanings as the latter: “faith, 
confdence, trust, dependence, as well as belief.” As the Oxford English Dictionary notes, 
both the German Glaube and the English belief have a shared etymology that connects them 
to love.

86. Collingwood writes, “The habit of ‘sterilizing’ sensa by ignoring their emotional charge 
aside is not equally prevalent among all sorts and conditions of men. It seems to be 
especially characteristic of adult and ‘educated’ people in what is called modern European 
civilization” (Principles of Art, 162).

87. See Trotter, Paranoid Modernism.
88. The formal prayer consisting of prescribed movements and words (known as salāt) is 

distinguished from the concluding supplication (known as duʿā).
89. Wittgenstein, PI, §600.
90. Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s “Golden Bough,” 3.
91. Branch, Rituals.
92. For a learned and persuasive argument that Judaism as a “religion” was a Christian 

invention, see Boyarin, Judaism.
93. See, for example, Casanova, “Secularization Revisited,” 19–20.
94. In his study of the cryonics movement that he calls “immortalist,” Abou Farman has taken 

the anthropology of science in a new and mindwidening direction (On Not Dying). For 
atheists, death is seen as the end of the human subject, but for religious believers, death is 
the end only of earthly life, since there is always an afterlife in another world. The ambition 
of immortalists, however, is to abolish death as an intrinsic fact of life itself by means of 
technoscience.

95. Anderson, “Genetic Engineering,” 758.
96. Anderson, “Genetic Engineering,” 759.
97. “If money,” Marx wrote in a famous comment on a famous passage from Shakespeare’s 

Timon of Athens, “is the bond binding me to human life, binding society to me, binding 
me and nature and man, is not money the bond of all bonds? Can it not dissolve and bind 
all ties? Is it not, therefore, the universal agent of divorce?” (Economic and Philosophical 
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Manuscript, 139). Money, he concluded, is at once the universal agent of social connection as 
well as of separation between human beings in bourgeois society. 

98. For example, in the foreword to a posthumous collection: “This book is written for such 
men as are in sympathy with its spirit. This spirit is diferent from the one which informs 
the vast stream of European and American civilization in which all of us stand. That spirit 
expresses itself in an onward movement, in building ever larger and more complicated 
structures; the other in striving after clarity and perspicuity in no matter what structure” 
(Wittgenstein, Philosophical Remarks, 7).

99. See the subtle and witty defense of philosophy against the claim that its inconclusiveness is 
evidence of its pointlessness in Rothfeld, “Art of Not Concluding.”

100. In his remarkable reflection on “destruction” as the limit notion of everything, Gil Anidjar 
moves away from its conventional attachment to the experience of war and violence. By 
reproducing, in Arabic, the Qurʾanic verse kullu man ʿalayhā fān, “All that is [on the earth 
and the heavens] is bound to pass away” (Qurʾan 55:25), as the epigraph of his essay, Anidjar 
stresses the impossibility of experience giving access to the fact of total fnitude. See his 
forthcoming article, “Destruction of Thought.”
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