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Abstract: In this response to D. Z. Phillips’s critique of my interpretation of

Wittgenstein’s view of magic and ritual, I counter Phillips’s claim that I have

misrepresented the Wittgensteinian view of ritual, consider the instrumentalist

dimension of the Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, offer some objections to

Phillips’s expressivist view that a ritual ‘says itself ’, and detect obscurantism in

his approach to the study of religion.

D. Z. Phillips finds much to object to in my article ‘Wittgenstein and

magic’,1 but the vehemence of his criticisms puzzlesme somewhat. Phillips seems

to think that my intention is to censure Wittgensteinians (and him in particular).

This is not the case. The object of my attack is, rather, a well-established reading

of Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, a reading which I find in

the work both of Wittgensteinian philosophers of religion and of their critics, but

which, I contend, is not the best way to construe Wittgenstein’s own thoughts on

magic. The thrust of my argument is rather lost in Phillips’s paper (and is there,

I think, often misleadingly presented), so, for the benefit of those who have not

read it, I will briefly summarize my key contentions. A rather lazy reading of

Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Frazer has become the received understanding of his

critique of The Golden Bough. It is this: in Frazer we find intellectualism : magical

and religious beliefs are (and arise as) theories of the world and its workings, and

the practiceswhich spring from these theories are (abortive) attempts to influence

those workings (in other words, rituals are instrumental in character). Wittgen-

stein opposes this view, and offers instead an ‘expressivist ’ account of ritual :

magical and religious beliefs are not theories, nor are the associated practices

attempts to achieve anything concrete. Rather, they serve as expressions of a

great variety of thing: feelings, emotions, hopes, desires, fears, values. I sug-

gested that expressivism is an unattractive proposal, and that it should, moreover,

not be attributed to Wittgenstein, and this for two reasons. First, because ex-

pressivism relies upon a sharp distinction between descriptive meaning and
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emotive meaning, a distinction which is attacked byWittgenstein in his later phil-

osophy. As such, I wrote: ‘For Wittgenstein, this plethora of dichotomous pairs

– the descriptive – non-descriptive, cognitive – non-cognitive, belief – attitude,

explanatory – expressive – will be redundant. ’2 Second, I endeavoured to show

that there is little strong support within the Remarks on Frazer for express-

ivism, and that Wittgenstein even offers comments which suggest the opposing

instrumental rationale for rituals. The conclusion I draw is that Wittgenstein’s

position undercuts the standard instrumental/expressive distinction, and sug-

gests instead that magic does not emerge from any kind of reasoning (Wittgen-

stein is consistently anti-intellectualist here), but is non-ratiocinative in character

and ultimately spontaneous in origin. What does Phillips find so objectionable in

all this?

His main criticism seems to be that the version of expressivism that I say con-

stitutes the received understanding of Wittgenstein’s account of magic can be

found neither in Wittgenstein nor in Wittgensteinian philosophers of religion,

nor, indeed, in commentators on the Remarks on Frazer. Associating my reading

of the received understanding with R. R. Marett’s cathartic theory, Phillips writes

that Wittgenstein and Wittgensteinians ‘would be appalled at any suggestion of

the cathartic or therapeutic purpose of rituals’.3 Indeed, he goes further, writing:

‘It is incredible to find Clack attributing such a theory to Wittgensteinian phil-

osophers of religion. I hope I am right in believing that he is alone in doing so.’4

Well, I have to inform Phillips that his hopes are about to be dashed. From the

moment of their first publication, Wittgenstein’s comments on The Golden Bough

were interpreted by many as containing a cathartic view of ritual. The first critical

piece on the Remarks was Norman Rudich and Manfred Stassen’s article, ‘Witt-

genstein’s implied anthropology’, in which it was claimed that, for Wittgenstein,

religious rituals ‘are instinctual responses to an inner need for release and satis-

faction, unconscious and with no other purpose’.5 Likewise, A. J. Ayer’s com-

mentary interprets Wittgenstein as saying that magical-effigy destruction is

‘a mere venting of the agent’s spleen, a symbolic act, not seriously expected to

have any practical effect’,6 while Anthony O’Hear writes:

In Wittgenstein’s view, there is in human beings a deep need to symbolize and express

what is important to them in their lives … . Primitive rituals and their accompanying

beliefs do for those who participate in them what the symbolic acts we have do for

us, expressing and evoking deep needs and emotions.7

Phillips is, of course, perfectly entitled to criticize and reject such interpretations,

but to suggest that my exposition of the received understanding is bizarre and

ungrounded is simply inaccurate. At the very least, this reveals a blissful ignor-

ance of the history and state of commentary on the Remarks on Frazer.

Phillips would undoubtedly contend that these (prevalent) interpretations are

the perverse glosses of mischievous critical commentators, which in no manner

reflect what Wittgenstein and his followers have actually said.8 This seems to be

204 BR IAN R. CLACK

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412503006450 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0034412503006450


the point of Phillips’s accusation that my argument proceeds by way of a wily

‘sleight of hand’, moving from ‘a description of an accusation of expressivism

or emotivism made by others of Wittgensteinian philosophers of religion, to the

ascription of that view to those philosophers themselves’.9 The problem with

adopting such a defensive tone, however, is that it ignores the way in which

Wittgensteinians have elaborated their view of ritual in a way which is perfectly

consistent with the expositions provided of that view by the likes of Ayer, O’Hear,

Rudich, and Stassen. Does Wittgenstein’s own comment about all rites being akin

to actions of anger-venting not easily suggest a cathartic motive for ritual? Witt-

genstein’s followers have also spoken of ritual in a like manner. Richard Bell, for

instance, trying to undermine Frazer’s theory of the purpose of European fire-

festivals (which Frazer says are instituted as attempts to ward off witches and

other baleful elements), says (offering a purported exposition of Wittgenstein’s

counterview): ‘Understanding the fire-festivals is like that – they aim at nothing

other than the satisfaction of those who participate in them.’10 Likewise, M. O’C.

Drury condensed the whole of Wittgenstein’s teaching about magic into this

lesson: ‘They were not mistaken beliefs that produced the rites but the need to

express something. ’11 This rather throws into doubt Phillips’s strident claim that

‘neither Wittgenstein nor Wittgensteinians hold anything remotely like Clack’s

expressivist theory’.12

Of course, Phillips is not unaware of such comments, and he tries to account

for them by suggesting that Wittgensteinians suffer from occasional lapses of

concentration: ‘It is true that on some rare occasions, thinkers influenced by

Wittgenstein have put what they said in opposition to an intellectualist concep-

tion of rituals in a misleading way.’13 This is a rather surprising remark. Not only

do the critics of Wittgensteinian philosophy of religion misrepresent it, but so do

its key protagonists! Small wonder that confusion reigns.

Although Phillips is unhappy with my characterization of expressivism as

emotive and/or cathartic, he nonetheless wishes to embrace a form of express-

ivism which is constituted by the notion that a ritual ‘says itself ’ or ‘says what

it says’. I am perfectly happy to engage with him on these terms, for there is a

broader sense of expressivism than just the cathartic or the symbolic. In this

broad expressivist sense, the point of rituals is to communicate or say something

rather than to influence or manipulate the course of events in the world. The

particular version of expressivism advocated by Phillips – the view that a ritual

‘says itself ’ or ‘says what it says’ – seems to consist of two claims. First, that a

ritual expresses (‘says’) some idea or value; and second, that what it expresses is

clear and open to view, so that any further empirical investigation into, or ex-

planation of, the rite is unnecessary.14 Phillips articulates this by reference to the

sacrifice of the priest-king at Nemi: ‘The rite is an expression of how the whole

life of the king is a preparation for his sacrifice. The life of the king and his death is

an expression of the bloom of life and its inevitable death. The ritual says what it
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says. ’15 Phillips claims that I want to resist this kind of expressivism and seem

‘reluctant to allow a single case’.16 Not at all. It does not seem to me as though the

sacrifice of the priest-king is an example of a ritual saying itself (for reasons I will

give later), but there are other rituals which can certainly be understood in line

with Phillips’s expressivist position. Take, for example, the nature of the adoption

ritual discussed by both Frazer and Wittgenstein whereby, in front of a large

crowd, an adopted child crawls through the skirts of its adoptive mother. Surely

it here makes perfect sense to see such a ritual as an expression of the mother’s

desire that her love for her adopted child should be known by the whole com-

munity; that she is going to treat this child as though she had herself given birth

to it. To explain the rite in terms of beliefs concerning homoeopathic laws is, in

this instance at least, evidence of misunderstanding.

I am, therefore, perfectly prepared to admit that there are magical acts which

can be understood in the terms of expressivism. But one is surely also obliged to

say that there are many other rites which cannot be read in such a way, which

should rather be seen as having an instrumental function. Wittgenstein would

appear to agree with this. Witness just two remarks which patently stress the

instrumental function of certain rituals: ‘Eating and drinking have their dangers,

not only for savages but also for us; nothing more natural than wanting to protect

oneself against these. ’17 ‘People at one time thought it useful to kill a man, sac-

rifice him to the God of fertility, in order to produce good crops. ’18 This second

comment is particularly striking, for it includes elements that are never found

within the received understanding of Wittgenstein’s view of ritual. He here em-

phasizes both the utilitarian role of the ritual (it is thought ‘useful ’) and its

instrumental purpose (the rite is performed ‘in order to produce good crops’).

Rather than attribute this to a lapse of concentration on Wittgenstein’s part, I

think we should do well to see this as a sign of an exemplary openness with regard

to the diversity of rituals, which are not regarded here as universally expressive

in character. What puzzles me, though, is Phillips’s attitude towards those rituals

that do not seem to admit of an expressive reading. He never seems prepared to

admit that there might be ritual phenomena in which the ritualists believe that by

their endeavours they might be able to influence the course of events, by uttering

spells intended to bring on the rains, by saying prayers for sick friends, and so on.

Or rather, if he encounters accounts of such actions, he will try to re-describe the

apparently instrumental act in terms of ‘other possibilities ’, or he will say that the

actions are superstitious, or that they harbour deep confusions.19 So, just as I was

prepared to admit that there might be magical practices which are best under-

stood as being somehow expressive, I would likewise ask Phillips whether he will

allow a single case of a ritual act which is instrumental in intent, and which is not

to be condemned as superstitious or confused.

As we have seen, Phillips thinks the sacrifice of the priest-king at Nemi is an

example of a ritual ‘saying itself ’. I am not so sure. There are so many perplexing
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elements bound up with the rule of Rex Nemorensis that are not so clear and open

to view as Phillips seems to think. Why, for example, had a branch of the sacred

tree to be broken in order to initiate a challenge for the kingship? Why could only

a runaway slave do this? These are, of course, just some of the questions that The

Golden Bough attempts to answer. Must we say that Frazer was insensitive to the

religious life because he tried to solve these enigmas, that he should have aban-

doned his whole project and should simply have said of the rule at Nemi that the

rite ‘says itself ’?

It is here that one can detect a worryingly obscurantist tendency in Phillips’s

thinking. Such a tendency is notoriously present in Wittgenstein as well, for he,

like Phillips, claims, against Frazer, that ‘(e)ven the idea of trying to explain the

practice – say the killing of the priest-king – seems to me wrong-headed’.20 Frank

Cioffi has interpreted Wittgenstein’s apparent obscurantism – his eschewal of

explanation and his rejection of empirical investigation – as indicative of the

discontinuous purposes of Frazer and Wittgenstein. Whereas Frazer wants to

understand why primitive peoples engage in ritual behaviour, Wittgenstein’s

project, Cioffi claims, is about self-understanding, about our own relation to

exotic practices. Wittgenstein is not interested in why the primitive magician

burns an effigy of his foe; he is interested in the fact that ‘we’ do something

comparable (kissing pictures of loved ones).21 This would certainly be one way of

accounting for Wittgenstein’s rejection of empirical investigation, but it will not

illuminate Phillips’s obscurantism. For Phillips, though patently interested in

more than our own relation to ritual acts, seems to want to reject empirical en-

quiry into ritual ; feels that there is nothing to explain in ritual acts ; that there are

no motives to uncover; and seems entirely uninterested in the matter of whether

his interpretations of ritual acts are true. This last point comes to the fore when

Phillips is discussing my analysis of the fate of the Alfai. Having countered my

view with an alternative possibility, Phillips asks: ‘Do I know that my reading is

correct rather than his [Clack’s]? No, I do not. That is not the primary interest of

Wittgenstein or Wittgensteinians. ’22 Certainly, the project of exploring different

possibilities of meaning is a valuable one, and, as I have suggested elsewhere,23

this may be the best way to understand the Remarks on Frazer. Perhaps it is also

the best way of understanding Phillips’s contributions to debates within philos-

ophy of religion. On the other hand, Phillips is, too, exclusively pursuing express-

ivist possibilities, and too vociferous in his censure of instrumentalism to be doing

anything other than suggesting a general expressivist interpretation of ritual. And,

if an interpretation of ritual is what is being offered, then the Wittgensteinian

castigation of empirical enquiry seems unnecessary and unwarranted.

Phillips’s ultimate criticism of me is that I am a ‘mystery-monger’. This also

puzzles me. At the end of my article, I reflected that even if our final thoughts on

ritual are to be, with Wittgenstein, that ‘human life is like that’,24 then this still

raises disquieting questions about human nature, why our species has engaged in
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practices of sacrifice and mutilation, for example. These questions, it seems to

me, remain with us, whether we regard ritual as instrumental or as an expression

of ideas and values. Phillips regards such thoughts as philosophically super-

stitious, illustrative of what is apparently my ‘lack of wonder at the terrible that is

to be seen’.25 I can only say here that the Wittgensteinian has nomonopoly on the

sense of wonder, and that, no less than Phillips, no less than Rhees, I do feel

wonder at the terrible character of rituals, but I also feel wonder in face of that

terrible human nature from which these rituals must ultimately have sprung.
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