Wittgenstein, ‘Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough’

Frazer’s account of the magical and religious views of mankind is unsatisfactory: it makes these views look like errors. (61)

The very idea of wanting to explain a practice – for example, the killing of the priest-king – seems wrong to me. All that Frazer does is to make them plausible to people who think as he does. It is very remarkable that in the final analysis all these practices are presented as, so to speak, pieces of stupidity.

    But it will never be plausible to say that mankind does all that out of sheer stupidity. (61)

When, for example, he explains to us that the king must be killed in his prime, because the savages believe that otherwise his soul would not be kept fresh, all one can say is: where that practice and these views occur together, the practice does not spring from the view, but they are both just there.

   It can indeed, happen, and often does today, that a person will give up a practice after he has recognized an error on which it is based. But this happens only when calling someone’s attention to his error is enough to turn him from his way of behaving. But this is not the case with the religious practices of a people and therefore there is no question of an error. (62)

Frazer says that it is very hard to discover the error in magic – and that is why it has lasted so long – because, for example, an incantation that is supposed to bring rain certainly seems efficacious sooner or later. But then it is surely remarkable that people don’t realize earlier that sooner or later it’s going to rain anyway. (62)

Here one can only describe and say: this is what human life is like. (63)

No opinion serves as the foundation for a religious symbol. And only an opinion can involve an error. (64)

Burning an effigy. Kissing the picture of one’s beloved. That is obviously not based on the belief that it will have some specific effect on the object which the picture represents. It aims at satisfaction and achieves it. Or rather: it aims at nothing at all; we just behave this way and then we feel satisfied. (64)

The same savage, who stabs the picture of his enemy apparently in order to kill him, really builds his hut out of wood and carves his arrow skillfully and not in effigy. (64)

Baptism as washing. – An error arises only when magic is interpreted scientifically.

    If the adoption of a child proceeds in such a way that the mother draws it from under her clothes, it is surely insane to believe that an error is present and that she believes the child has been born. (65)

What a narrow spiritual life on Frazer’s part! As a result: how impossible it was for him to conceive of a life different from that of the England of his time!

    Frazer cannot imagine a priest who is not basically a present-day English parson with the same stupidity and dullness. (65)

One sees how misleading Frazer’s explanations are – I believe – by noting that one could very easily invent primitive practices oneself, and it would be pure luck if they were not actually found somewhere. That is, the principle according to which these practices are arranged is a much more general one than in Frazer’s explanation and it is present in our own minds, so that we ourselves could think up all the possibilities. (65-6)

Indeed, if Frazer’s explanations did not in the final analysis appeal to a tendency in ourselves, they would not really be explanations. (66)

[T]he characteristic feature of the awakening mind of man is precisely the fact that a phenomenon comes to have meaning for him. One could almost say that man is a ceremonial animal. …. That is, one could begin a book on anthropology by saying: When one examines the life and behaviour of mankind throughout the world, one sees that, except for what might be called animal activities, such as ingestion, etc, etc, etc, men also perform actions which bear a characteristic peculiar to themselves, and these could be called ritualistic actions. 

   But then it is nonsense for one to go on to say that the characteristic feature of these actions is the fact that they arise from faulty views about the physics of things. (Frazer does this when he says that magic is essentially false physics or, as the case may be, false medicine, technology, etc.) 

   Rather, the characteristic feature of ritualistic action is in no sense a view, an opinion, whether true or false, although an opinion – a belief – can itself be ritualistic or part of a rite. (67-8)

Frazer: “…. That these observations are dictated by fear of the ghost of the slain seems certain …..” But why then does Frazer use the word ‘ghost’? He thus understands this superstition very well, since he explains it to us with a superstitious word he is familiar with. Or rather, this might have enabled him to see that there is also something in us which speaks in favor of those savages’ behaviour. (68)

Frazer is much more savage than most of his savages, for they are not as far removed from the understanding of a spiritual matter as a twentieth-century Englishman. His explanations of primitive practices are much cruder than the meaning of these practices themselves. (68-9)

I believe that the characteristic feature of primitive man is that he does not act from opinions (contrary to Frazer). (71)

I read, among many similar examples, of a Rain-King in Africa to whom the people pray for rain when the rainy period comes. But surely that means that they do not really believe that he can make it rain, otherwise they would make it rain in the dry periods of the year in which the land is “a parched and arid desert”. (71-2)

When I am furious about something, I sometimes beat the ground or a tree with my walking stick. But I certainly do not believe that the ground is to blame or that my beating can help anything. “I am venting my anger”. And all rites are of this kind. (72)

Once a phenomenon is brought into connection with an instinct which I myself possess, this is precisely the explanation wished for; that is the explanation which resolves this particular difficulty. And a further investigation about the history of my instinct moves on another track. (72)

The nonsense here is that Frazer represents these people as if they had a completely false (even insane) idea of the course of nature, whereas they only possess a peculiar interpretation of the phenomena. That is, they were to write it down, their knowledge of nature would not differ fundamentally from ours. (74)

